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Child Care:  
Early Childhood 
Education and Care

Background

Although Canada is a wealthy country, its 

social and economic support of families and 

children is less than robust. Forty-four years 

after the Royal Commission on the Status of 

Women called for a national child care pro-

gram, regulated child care is available for 

only 22.5% of Canadian children 0–5 years.1 

Although early childhood education and 

child care now figures in most conceptions 

of how societies prosper, how women are 

supported as workers and mothers, how to 

eradicate poverty, and how societies can 

work to benefit all, Canada has never had 

a national early childhood education and 

child care (ECEC) program or policy.2

Each province and territory provides 

“spaces” in centres, regulated home child 

care, publicly funded kindergarten, and 

(usually) part-day nursery schools.3 None 

has developed a long-term plan for univer-

sal ECEC, so it isn’t surprising that we rank 

at the bottom of affluent countries when it 

comes to access, quality, and public funding.4

There are severe shortages of child care 

places, especially for Indigenous and rural 

or remote communities and parents work-

ing non-standard hours. Children with dis-

abilities are frequently excluded because 

underfunded service providers cannot ac-

commodate them. High user fees put regulat-

ed child care out of reach for many families 

and threaten the viability of regulated child 

care centres. Fee subsidies for lower income 

families are inadequate. The proportion of 

subsidized child care spaces has essential-

ly remained static since 2001, yet the child 

poverty rate in Canada has risen to 19.1%.5

Unregulated child care is the only af-

fordable, available option for many parents. 

All regions report difficulty attracting and 

retaining qualified early childhood educa-

tors because the profession is poorly valued 

and paid. Program quality is often weak so 

cannot be considered “educational.” Ser-

vice gaps encourage the expansion of for-

profit child care, which research finds tends 

to be poorer quality. While child care and 

kindergarten are often technically adminis-

tered in the same government department 

they are still separated by starkly different 

policy and funding approaches. Universal 

access to public kindergarten is available 

across Canada, yet it is generally only for 

five-year-olds and doesn’t accommodate 

parents’ work schedules.
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What We Know: The Smart Thing 
and the Right Thing To Do

ECEC is key to women’s equality, social jus-

tice, and lifelong learning, with long-term 

implications for societal prosperity. Research 

shows high quality ECEC benefits children 

developmentally but can be ineffective or 

even negative if the quality is poor. Thus, 

high quality must be a given in any con-

sideration of ECEC.

Building a quality ECEC system is the 

right thing to do for families, women, and 

children, and the smart thing for Canada. 

Quebec research shows that the $7/day sys-

tem more than pays for itself: in 2008, “each 

$100 of daycare subsidy paid out by the Que-

bec government generated a return of $104 

for itself and a windfall of $43 for the feder-

al government.” Also, 70,000 more women 

hold jobs as a result.6

Childcare is considered to be a human 

right by the United Nations (under the Con-

vention on the Rights of the Child and the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

of Discrimination Against Women); some 

countries carry this into national policy by 

making ECEC an entitlement. In the most re-

cent review of Canada’s compliance with the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, the UN 

singled out the “lack of funding directed to-

wards the improvement of...affordable and 

accessible early childhood care and servi-

ces,” the “high cost of childcare,” and the 

“lack of available places.”7

Relying on the Market: Why 
Canadian ECEC Doesn’t Work

Canada’s reliance on a child care market is 

the key explanation for our persistent patch-

work of services. Rather than building a co-

herent public system (like public education) 

with long-term goals, planning, substantial 

public funding, and public management, 

Canadian governments allow market forces 

to shape, create, maintain, deliver, and fi-

nance child care services.

Every aspect of Canadian child care is 

shaped by the market. The role of provin-

cial and territorial governments is largely 

limited to monitoring minimal regulations 

that fail to deliver the high quality programs 

that benefit children. Outside Quebec, par-

ent fees cover most costs in regulated and 

unregulated child care.8 Most public fund-

ing comes through market-oriented vouch-

ers, cheques, or fee subsidies rather than 

funds paid directly to services. The private 

sector — child care chains, smaller entrepre-

neurs, non-profit and charitable organiza-

tions — determines when and where servi-

ces open and close. Non-profit and for-profit 

operators finance most capital costs and 

deliver most regulated child care with lit-

tle public management or public planning.

The results of this failed market ap-

proach are well documented. Yet, as the 

OECD suggests, Canada’s adherence to a 

market-based approach reflects “econom-

ic orthodoxy” rather than lack of know-

ledge about the benefits of publicly man-

aged, publicly funded systems.9 Existing 

policy encourages dependence on markets 

despite clear evidence that public manage-
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ment is a much more effective and equitable 

way to deliver services.

In 2004, a substantial federal commit-

ment to begin building a national child care 

program finally emerged after years of in-

action. The federal Liberal government pro-

gram, which would have been supported by 

$1 billion in annual transfer payments to 

provinces and territories, was terminated 

by the incoming Conservatives.

Between 2009 and 2011, provincial and 

territorial allocations to regulated child care 

(adjusted for inflation) actually decreased 

in several jurisdictions, increasing only 

marginally for Canada as a whole — from 

$3.7 billion to $4.0 billion.10 Canada’s pub-

lic investment in child care has been fairly 

static since the OECD calculated Canada’s 

public spending on ECEC (child care + kin-

dergarten) to be only 0.25% of GDP (2006).11 

As a share of GDP, this represents one-third 

the OECD average (0.7%) and far less than 

the international minimum benchmark of 

at least 1% of GDP.12

Too Little Public Money, 
Too Little Public Policy

Comparative research shows two things are 

key for shaping high quality, accessible ECEC 

systems: substantial, well-directed public 

funding, and robust public policy. Limited 

public funding guarantees high quality ser-

vices will be unavailable and unaffordable 

and will make it impossible to offer wages at 

the level needed to attract and retain highly 

qualified staff. The delivery of funds through 

ineffectual mechanisms with insufficient 

public management makes it difficult to 

“steer” towards the right mix of high qual-

ity, affordable services or to integrate child 

care and early childhood education.

Canadian child care today can be summed 

up as “too little public money, too little pub-

lic policy,” plagued by stagnant budgets and 

arbitrary service expansion and contraction. 

Adequate public funding and robust, well-

designed public policy matter very much 

for quality, access, and a “strong and equal 

partnership” between child care and educa-

tion. If good public policy is absent, public 

funds may not achieve the best possible re-

sults; if public funding is too limited, even 

strong policy frameworks cannot deliver.

Current Issues

The lack of policy coherence in the area of 

ECEC has resulted in significant variations 

in the affordability of child care from re-

gion to region. An evaluation of child care 

fees in Canada’s 22 largest cities found that 

fees ranged from $1,676/month for infant 

care in Toronto to $152/month for all age 

groups across Quebec.13 In many munici-

palities outside of Quebec child care fees 

amounted to three months of women’s aver-

age earnings. Compare that to Quebec cit-

ies like Gatineau, where fees amounted to 

only 4% of women’s incomes.14

There are also significant gaps in the avail-

ability of child care spaces across Canada. In 

2012, there were 1.9 million children under 

the age of five, and just over half a million 

regulated, centre-based child care spaces in 

Canada.15 A million of those children lived 

in families with two working parents. Less 
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than 10% of those children (half of all four-

year-olds) are enrolled in pre-kindergarten 

(which is not necessarily full day).16 Accord-

ing to the 2011 census, the number of chil-

dren under the age of five grew at the high-

est rate in 50 years (11% since 2006) and the 

number of children 0–5 years with employed 

mothers went up by 108,000 between 2010 

and 2012.17 These demographic trends sug-

gest the gaps are only going to grow.

Regulated child care providers find them-

selves struggling to offer child care at afford-

able rates and to charge enough to pay their 

staff a living wage. The median wage for ear-

ly childhood educators is less than $18,000 

per year.18 Low wages make recruitment and 

retention an endemic problem, with many 

early childhood educators unable to afford 

to put their own children into the centre at 

which they work.

Home child care providers make even 

lower wages, with annual median incomes 

of just over $11,000.19 Yet, this is one of 

the reasons that many parents rely on un-

regulated child care — because it is what 

they can afford.

As parents increasingly rely on unregulat-

ed care, the quality and safety of that care 

have come under increasing scrutiny. The 

tragic deaths of four children in unregulat-

ed child care in Ontario focussed renewed 

public attention on the issue in that prov-

ince, leading the provincial government to 

address some safety concerns. However, the 

issues that drive demand for unregulated 

care — availability and affordability — remain.

For-Profit Childcare: Continuing 
to Grow Almost Everywhere

In 2012, for-profits delivered 29% of centre 

spaces, up from 20% in 2004. In most prov-

inces and territories, regulated child care’s 

limited growth has been dominated by the 

expansion of for-profit services.20 New mega-

sized for-profits include Brightpath (previ-

ously Edleun), Canada’s first publicly list-

ed big box chain, along with privately held 

Kids & Company, with 75 centres. Both re-

port that they are positioned for growth, 

with investors providing significant cap-

ital infusions.

There are useful lessons for Canada from 

countries relying on corporate chains, where 

public funds support private profits rather 

than public goals of quality, affordability, 

and equity of access. The higher fees, low-

er wages, unmet demand, and poor quality 

in countries dominated by corporate child 

care are a wake-up call about the dangers 

and inequity of this approach.21

Where Is the Federal Government?

A key barrier to a Canadian ECEC system 

has been the federal government’s absence 

from the table. The provinces have jurisdic-

tional responsibility and some provinces 

have introduced changes to their ECEC situ-

ations. However, without federal funding 

and leadership, these services remain in-

adequate to meet the need, failing to pro-

vide substantial enough reforms to impact 

the status quo significantly. Even funding 

for Aboriginal ECEC, for which the federal 
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government has direct responsibility, has 

been static since 2006.22

Since 2006, the federal government has 

spent an estimated $20 billion on its Univer-

sal Child Care Benefit (UCCB). The UCCB pro-

gram is set to expand in 2015, with the par-

ents of children under six receiving $160/

month and the parents of children aged 

6–17 now receiving $60/month. The UCCB 

offsets only a fraction of the average cost of 

child care and does nothing to increase the 

availability of child care.

The federal government has also intro-

duced income splitting between two-par-

ent families with children under 18. This 

tax policy benefits higher income two-par-

ent families where there is a significant dis-

parity between the incomes of the two par-

ents. Half of all parents with children under 

18 will receive no benefit. Single parents, 

families where both parents earn similar 

amounts, and low-income parents receive 

no benefit. Income splitting for families, 

with its hefty additional public cost of an 

estimated $2 billion annually, will be of lit-

tle benefit to those children and families 

who have the greatest need.23

The federal government has also in-

creased the Child Care Expense Deduction, 

another demand-side funding approach that 

benefits wealthier families most, does noth-

ing to build a child care system yet costs al-

most $1 billion annually. The proposed in-

crease in the deductable limit will cost the 

federal government an additional $65 mil-

lion in 2015–16.24

AFB Actions

There is no doubt that a national child care 

program is back on the political agenda. 

In 2014 ChildCare2020, the fourth nation-

al child care policy conference, was held 

in Winnipeg with a goal of moving from a 

common vision of a high quality, universal 

public child care system across Canada to 

action. The 600 delegates unanimously en-

dorsed the conference’s vision paper out-

lining common principles — universality, 

high quality, and comprehensiveness — and 

a call for moving from our current market-

based child care to a public system. 25

The AFB supports and builds on these 

principles. To protect and promote the pub-

lic interest, the AFB will provide leadership 

and significant funding support to provinces, 

territories, and Indigenous communities 

that commit to building public ECEC sys-

tems. The goal, consistent with the recom-

mendations at ChildCare2020, is to build a 

system that ensures universal access to high 

quality ECEC. Public ECEC funding will grow 

to reach at least 1% of GDP, with contribu-

tions from both federal and provincial-ter-

ritorial governments.

In 2015–16 the AFB will commit $1 billion 

in federal funding. Funding will increase 

by $1 billion over each of the following five 

years. At the five-year mark, an evaluation 

will determine how to fine-tune the program 

going forward. It is expected that funding 

will increase until a mature universal pro-

gram is achieved.

Consistent with ChildCare2020, the AFB 

will establish an overarching federal policy 

framework to guide collaboration between 
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the federal government and provinces and 

territories, providing federal funds to those 

that develop and maintain:

• Public plans for developing integrated 

systems of ECEC that meet the care and 

early education needs of children and 

parents. The overarching federal policy 

framework and each provincial and ter-

ritorial framework will include: a vision 

statement that considers ECEC as a pub-

lic good and a right; principles including 

universal access and affordability, high 

quality, full inclusion, and respect for 

diversity; clear targets and timetables; 

legislation at both federal and prov-

incial-territorial levels; integration of 

care and education; a well-educated, 

well-paid ECEC workforce; democratic 

participation of parents and commun-

ity; and data, research, and evaluation 

to ensure robust policy development.

• Public management of the expansion of 

public and not-for-profit services under 

public authorities through public plan-

ning processes (including integration of 

existing community services into pub-

licly managed systems).

• Public funding delivered directly to ECEC 

systems rather than through individual 

parent-payment measures, designed to 

create and maintain high quality, ac-

cessible services through predictable, 

sustained, dedicated funding.

• Public reporting in federal, provincial 

and territorial legislatures on quality, 

access and other elements in the ECEC 

system.

Within this broad approach the AFB ac-

knowledges the right of Canada’s Indigen-

ous peoples, who have been especially neg-

lected by the federal government, to design, 

deliver, and govern their own ECEC services, 

as well as Quebec’s right to develop social 

programs, recognizing that additional fed-

eral funding and public policy are required 

to further advance quality and equitable 

access in Quebec. The AFB encourages the 

federal government and other provinces/

territories to work with Quebec to achieve 

provincial goals and for all jurisdictions to 

learn from one another.

Finally, the AFB recognizes that, in addi-

tion to child care, families require well-paid 

parental leave. A better-paid, more inclusive, 

more flexible parental leave benefit program, 

including earmarked paternity leave, should 

be developed in the near future.
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