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Child Care: Early Childhood 
Education and Care

Background

We’re used to hearing that Canada has no 

national childcare program1 and that exist-

ing services are inadequate and underfund-

ed. But two other important points are less 

often noted: how much Canadian child care 

relies on the market, and the undesirable 

effects of this approach.

Every aspect of Canadian child care 

is shaped by the market.2 The private sec-

tor — including entrepreneurs, non-profits, 

and charitable organizations — determines 

when and where services are located. Pri-

vate non-profit and for-profit operators fi-

nance much of the capital costs and deliv-

er most regulated child care across Canada. 

Outside Quebec, parents pay the bulk of 

costs for regulated and unregulated child 

care, and public funding is primarily dis-

tributed through market-oriented “demand-

side” measures such as vouchers, cheques, 

or fee subsidies. There is little public man-

agement of services or public planning for 

expansion. The government’s role is large-

ly limited to monitoring regulations, which 

are inadequate to deliver the high-quality 

programming that benefits children.3

The results of this market approach are 

tangible and well documented.4 There are 

significant variations, inequity, and gaps 

across Canada in affordability, supply of 

services, and quality, and many (or most) 

families can neither find nor afford high-

quality child care. Yet, as the OECD recently 

suggested,5 Canada’s adherence to a market-

based approach reflects an “economic ortho-

doxy” rather than a lack of knowledge about 

the benefits of moving to a public system.

This situation continues despite Canada 

being a signatory to the United Nations Con-

vention on the Rights of the Child, which 

commits our federal and provincial/territor-

ial governments to collaborate to ensure that 

families have access to quality early child-

hood education and care (ECEC) programs.6

The right thing to do

Child care has long been considered a key 

requirement for healthy child development, 

women’s equality, social justice and equity, 

and part of good family policy. A body of evi-

dence7 shows that building a public ECEC 

system is the right thing to do for parents 

and children, and for Canada socially and 

economically. In 2012, TD Economics urged 

increased public spending when “finances 

move back in balance.” The report observed 

that Canada lags far behind other countries 

and that putting “an efficient, high quality 

early childhood program in place...access-

ible for all children and affordable for par-
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ents...would be beneficial for children and 

parents as well as the broader economy.”8

In its most recent review of the Conven-

tion on the Rights of the Child, the UN re-

ferred to Canada’s “lack of funding directed 

towards the improvement of...affordable and 

accessible early childhood care and servi-

ces,” “high cost of child care,” and “lack of 

available places.”9

More public money and 
policy needed

As federal and provincial surpluses began 

to mount annually in the early 2000s, a sub-

stantial commitment to childcare system–

building emerged. However, at the height 

of Canada’s economic success, the feder-

al government terminated this initiative, 

replacing it with the Universal Child Care 

Benefit (UCCB), a monthly payment made 

directly to parents and a tax incentive for 

employers to build new childcare spaces.

These policy changes set child care in 

Canada back even further. Without the prom-

ised federal transfers, provincial and territor-

ial plans to increase access to quality child 

care slowed dramatically. There has been no 

material uptake of the tax incentive for em-

ployers to date,10 and parent fees continued 

to increase in provinces without fee caps.

It is therefore not surprising that Can-

ada’s public investment in ECEC programs 

has remained static for some years at 0.25% 

of GDP — about one-third the OECD average 

(0.7%) and far short of the international min-

imum benchmark of at least 1% of GDP for 

children aged 0–5.11

Child care today is plagued by stagnant 

provincial/territorial budgets and expansion 

and by shrinking services that are uncon-

nected to planning or community needs. 

Fee subsidies are less adequate than they 

were in the past, the proportion of families 

served has remained steady since 2001, and 

parent fees are unaffordable for many. As 

a result, today most parents must rely on 

unmonitored, sometimes dangerous, un-

regulated care.

Comparing best policy practices with 

the state of Canadian child care reveals a 

gap between what we know and what we 

do. Research suggests that delivering high-

quality, equitable, accessible ECEC programs 

requires a systematic, integrated approach 

with well-defined public management.12 

Research also shows the pitfalls of relying 

on unplanned, fragmented, privatized ap-

proaches to financing and depending on 

for-profit services.13 Yet, current ECEC poli-

cies continue to ignore the best available 

knowledge.

Current Issues14

• Parent fees are very high — often high-

er than university tuition — while sub-

sidies fail to make child care financial-

ly accessible to eligible parents. Infant 

fees range from Quebec’s $152/month to 

Manitoba’s province-wide maximum par-

ent fees ($631/month); the average fee in 

Ontario is $1,152/month. In large cities, 

child care is even more costly. In Van-

couver, for example, commercial chain 

Kids and Company topped the chart 
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with an annual fee of almost $23,000 in 

2013, while non-profit University of Brit-

ish Columbia Childcare Services’ infant 

fee for non-UBC-affiliated parents was 

more than $18,000 annually.15

• The supply of childcare services is far 

below the demand, yet expansion of 

spaces has been slow over the last few 

years. More than 70% of mothers of 

young children were in the paid labour 

force but, in 2012, there were regulated 

spaces for only 22.5% of children aged 

0–5 years.

• Staff wages are too low to ameliorate 

staffing issues such as recruitment and 

retention. A 2012 survey found that the 

median gross annual wage of program 

staff across Canada was $16.50/hr, up 

only slightly from $15.36 in 1998 (amounts 

are adjusted for inflation).16

•  Quality issues persist regarding the un-

regulated arrangements many parents 

must use and the regulated services that 

are in short supply.

Beware unregulated child care

Issues about the safety of unregulated ar-

rangements have been prominent in the 

media as child deaths in unregulated child 

care continue to occur.17 Yet throughout 

the country there is widespread reliance 

on these arrangements, in which govern-

ment has only a bare minimum role and no 

oversight. It is noteworthy that while there 

is no substantial direct public funding to 

unregulated child care except in B.C.,18 the 

demand-side funding available through 

the UCCB and the Child Care Expense De-

duction supports both legal and illegal un-

regulated child care.

For-profit child care growing

Although the benefits of a publicly man-

aged ECEC system are clear, for-profit child 

care is growing in most of Canada. In 2012, 

for-profits delivered 29.4% of centre-based 

spaces, up from 20% in 2004. The limited 

growth in the sector has been dominated by 

for-profit services for some years.

Commercial childcare chains — until re-

cently mostly small-scale operations — are 

growing across the country, with many now 

operating more than 20 centres. Corpora-

tions such as BrightPath (formerly called 

Edleun), Canada’s first publicly listed big-

box childcare chain, and privately held Kids 

and Company each operate more than 50 

centres in multiple provinces. Both appear 

to be positioned for growth, with invest-

ors providing significant capital infusions.

Countries in which big-box chains now 

dominate child care (Australia, the U.K., and 

the U.S.) provide useful lessons for Canada: 

public funds will support private profits rath-

er than public goals such as quality, afford-

ability, and equity of access. The threat of 

higher fees, lower wages, unmet demand, 

and poor quality found in countries dom-

inated by corporate providers should be a 

wake-up call to Canada about the ineffect-

iveness and inequity of a market-based ap-

proach to child care.

The evidence-based response to Can-

ada’s childcare needs is a national policy 
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framework establishing a publicly managed, 

publicly funded system blending ECEC, and 

prioritizing equity in access and service pro-

vision in every province and territory.

More federal involvement needed

A key barrier to an ECEC system in Canada 

has been the federal government’s absence 

from the table. Even funding for federal Ab-

original ECEC programs — for which the fed-

eral government has direct and full respon-

sibility — has been largely static since 2006, 

actually dropping in 2009.19

Meanwhile, the provinces, which have 

jurisdictional responsibility, continue to 

experience community pressure to provide 

accessible, quality child care. Several prov-

inces have introduced changes to various 

elements of child care and kindergarten. 

However, without national collaboration 

and federal funding and leadership, most 

of these programs remain underfunded and 

inadequate to meet the need. They do not 

provide substantial enough reforms to sig-

nificantly impact the status quo.

While child care languishes, since 2006 

the federal government has spent an estimat-

ed $17.5 billion on the UCCB, which provides 

$100 per month to families for each child 

under age six. There is no evidence that this 

considerable public expenditure — which re-

placed the cancelled national childcare pro-

gram — has increased access and quality, 

enhanced “parental choice,” or offered an 

effective income support to help lift families 

out of poverty.20 The AFB will make better 

use of these public funds by using them to 

improve the National Child Benefit Supple-

ment (see the chapter on Income Inequal-

ity, Poverty, and Wealth).

In 2011, the government pledged to intro-

duce income splitting for couple families 

with children, which would likely encour-

age mothers to stay out of the workforce. 

This income-splitting proposal would dis-

proportionately benefit wealthier families, 

especially those with stay-at-home mothers, 

and spend an additional estimated $3 billion21 

on a program that — like the UCCB — will be 

of little benefit to those children and fam-

ilies who need the most help.

In this way, the federal government has 

directed substantial federal funds away from 

a national childcare program through the 

UCCB and is contemplating doubling this 

sizable expenditure through income split-

ting. Overall, the federal government’s ap-

proach to child care limits the progress that 

can be achieved in provinces, territories, 

and Indigenous communities today, and 

restricts their ability to act in the future by 

reducing available public funds.

AFB Actions

There is compelling evidence that public in-

vestment in ECEC offers exceptional bene-

fits per dollar invested. Studies have shown 

that well-designed public spending on ECEC 

promotes child and family health, advances 

women’s equality, addresses poverty, deep-

ens social inclusion, and grows the econ-

omy. But a market-based approach won’t 

make it happen.

• The AFB will begin to build, with prov-

inces, territories, and Indigenous com-
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munities, a system of high-quality, af-

fordable, inclusive, publicly managed 

ECEC across Canada with equitable ac-

cess for all children and families.

• To protect and promote the public inter-

est, the AFB will provide leadership and 

significant funding support to provinces, 

territories, and Indigenous communities 

that commit to building public systems 

of ECEC. The goal of this approach is to 

ensure access — over time — to high-qual-

ity ECEC for all. Public funding for ECEC 

will reach at least 1% of GDP, with con-

tributions from both federal and prov-

incial/territorial governments.

• In 2014–15 the AFB will invest $1.0 bil-

lion of federal funds and increase this 

investment by $1 billion more each year 

over five years. At the five-year mark, a 

major evaluation will be done to deter-

mine how to fine-tune the program go-

ing forward. Overall, it is expected that 

regular funding increases will be made 

until a mature universal program has 

been achieved.

• The AFB will establish an overarching 

federal policy framework to guide collab-

oration between the federal government 

and provinces/territories. The AFB will 

provide federal funds to those that are 

accountable for developing and main-

taining the following:

• Public plans for developing, over 

time, comprehensive, integrated 

systems of ECEC services to meet 

the care and early education needs 

of children and parents.

• The overarching federal policy frame-

work and each detailed provincial/

territorial framework will include a 

vision statement that treats ECEC as 

a public good and a children’s and 

women’s right; principles including 

universal access and affordability, 

high quality, full inclusion, and re-

spect for diversity; clear targets and 

timetables; legislation at both fed-

eral and provincial/territorial lev-

els; integration of “care” and “edu-

cation”; a well-trained, well-paid 

ECEC workforce; democratic par-

ticipation of parents and commun-

ity; data, research, and evaluation 

to ensure robust public policy de-

velopment.

• Public management of the expansion 

of public and not-for-profit regulat-

ed services under public authorities 

through public planning process-

es (including integration of exist-

ing community-based services into 

publicly managed systems).

• Public funding delivered to ECEC sys-

tems (rather than through taxes or 

other individual parent–payment 

measures), designed to create and 

maintain high-quality, accessible 

services through predictable, sus-

tained, dedicated funding.

• Public monitoring and reporting in 

federal and provincial/territorial 

legislatures on quality, access, and 

affordability of the ECEC care system.
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Within this broad approach the AFB ac-

knowledges the right of Canada’s Indigen-

ous peoples to design, deliver, and govern 

their own ECEC services. The AFB also re-

spects Quebec’s right to develop social pro-

grams, while recognizing that additional 

federal funding and more focused public 

policy are required to further advance qual-

ity and equitable access in Quebec’s sys-

tem. The AFB encourages the federal gov-

ernment and other provinces/territories to 

work with Quebec to achieve the province’s 

goals for child care.
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