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Child Care: Early Childhood 
Education and Care

In the 2015 federal election, three of four pol-

itical parties supported the development of 

a national early childhood education and 

care (ECEC)1 program. The new Liberal gov-

ernment began with a strong mandate to ful-

fill its election platform promise to “begin 

work on a new National Early Learning and 

Child Care Framework to deliver affordable, 

high-quality, flexible, and fully inclusive 

child care for Canadian families.”2 The new 

government’s child care commitment is part 

of a broader family support policy package 

including the new Canada Child Benefit (in-

corporating the previous government’s Uni-

versal Child Care Benefit) along with more 

flexible maternity/parental leave.

Federal leadership on child care could 

not be timelier. In 2008, Canada ranked last 

on ten ECEC indicators among peer nations.3 

The Conservative government had just can-

celled the national child care program that 

would have made substantial cash transfers 

to provinces/territories, and withdrawn the 

federal government from any role in improv-

ing child care provision.

Although some provinces have made 

progress, child care remains unaffordable, 

unavailable, and inconsistent in quality 

for most Canadians. Concerns about child 

care and affordability in general4 are rel-

evant across the population, but Aboriginal 

peoples face additional barriers to accessing 

child care that respects the unique “histor-

ies, status, cultures, customs, languages and 

rights of their children, families and com-

munities.”5 Although the federal govern-

ment has direct responsibility for Aboriginal 

child care, funding under the Conservative 

government was “virtually static since 2006, 

and dropped in 2008/2009.”6 In its 2014 re-

port A Cold Wind Blows, the BC Aboriginal 

Childcare Society concluded that “the de-

cline of federal interest in Aboriginal [ECEC], 

together with a weak provincial commitment 

to Aboriginal [ECEC] policy and programs, 

and the continuing high child and family 

poverty rates in BC mean that the current 

policy environment for ensuring effective 

and responsive Aboriginal ECDC and pro-

grams for the majority of Aboriginal chil-

dren in BC is a chilly one indeed.”7

Like health care and other social pro-

grams, child care is considered to be a prov-

incial/territorial responsibility. However, 

a federal role leadership role has been ac-

cepted as key to child care policy and fund-

ing since the 1970s. One reason that feder-

al leadership is required is that child care 

across Canada has developed as a frag-

mented patchwork. Child care could re-

semble a more coherent system like public 

education, with long-term goals, planning, 

substantial public funding, and public man-

agement, but most provincial/territorial gov-
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ernments continue to allow market forces 

to shape, finance, and deliver every aspect 

of child care services.

Outside Quebec,8 parent fees cover most 

costs in regulated and unregulated child care. 

Most public funding comes through vouch-

ers, cheques, or parent-fee subsidies as op-

posed to direct payments to service provid-

ers held publicly accountable for delivering 

affordable, high-quality child care services. 

The private sector (large child care chains, 

smaller entrepreneurs, and non-profit and 

charitable organizations) largely determines 

when and where child care services open 

and close. Non-profit and for-profit oper-

ators finance much of the capital cost and 

deliver most regulated child care with lit-

tle public management or public planning.

This market-driven approach to child 

care has resulted in the following problems:

• High user fees — Access to regulated 

child care is out of the reach of many 

families, and fee subsidies for lower-in-

come families fail to fill the gap. A 2015 

study of fees in large cities conclud-

ed that Toronto’s infant-care fees were 

highest, with parents paying $1,736/

month, while Quebec9 cities had the 

lowest fees at $174/month for all ages. 

The next-cheapest cities for infant care 

were Winnipeg ($651/month), and Char-

lottetown ($738/month). The study also 

found that fees have increased by 5% 

since 2014 — about five times the rate 

of inflation.10

• Shortage of child care spaces — Ac-

tual provision of child care services is 

far below the demand for them, and ex-

pansion is slow. More than 70% of moth-

ers are employed, but there are spaces 

in regulated child care centres for only 

24% of children aged 0–5.11 Space short-

ages are particularly bad for infants, in 

Indigenous and rural/remote commun-

ities, and for people who work outside 

standard hours. Children with disabilities 

are frequently excluded because under-

funded service-providers cannot accom-

modate their additional needs. As a re-

sult, many parents rely on unregulated 

care that is without public oversight. For-

profit child care providers, which gen-

erally provide lower-quality care than 

non-profit programs,12 benefit from the 

government policy void that drives des-

perate parents to use whatever is avail-

able. In 2014, for-profits delivered 30% 

of centre spaces,13 up from 20% in 2004. 

Multiple for-profit chains are growing 

across Canada and now operate more 

than 20 centres each.

• Low staff wages — A 2012 survey found 

child care staff earned $16.50/hour (medi-

an gross) Canada-wide, up only slight-

ly from $15.36 (inflation-adjusted) in 

1998.14 Low wages — particularly in for-

profit centres — are an impediment to 

recruiting and retaining the well-quali-

fied staff that are essential to providing 

high-quality child care.

• Limited integration of care and edu-

cation — Although child care and kin-

dergarten are usually administered in 

the same government department, they 

remain separated by starkly different 

policy and funding approaches. With low 
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wages and low educational standards 

relative to other developed countries,15 

child care services in Canada often fall 

short enough that they cannot be con-

sidered broadly “educational.” Eight prov-

inces/territories now provide full-school 

day kindergarten for five-year-olds; On-

tario also provides full school-day kin-

dergarten for all four year olds.16 This 

expansion of kindergarten hours high-

lights the benefits of public education 

systems: all children have the legislat-

ed right to participate, they are taught 

by teachers educated at post-secondary 

level who earn decent wages, and there 

are no direct parent fees. But these bene-

fits are not available outside of school 

hours to the majority of working par-

ents who need child care, nor are they 

available to those with children who are 

younger than kindergarten age.

• Low public funding — The most recent 

data shows that public spending for 

each regulated child care space in Can-

ada has not changed over the last six 

years, even without adjusting for infla-

tion. In 2007/08 Canadian governments 

spent an estimated $3,560 per regulated 

space; in 2013/14 it was $3,558.17 Spend-

ing has been fairly static since the OECD18 

calculated Canada’s public spending on 

child care plus kindergarten to be only 

0.25% of GDP (2006); this is about about 

one-third of the OECD average (0.7%) 

and far less than the international min-

imum benchmark of at least 1% of GDP 

for children 0–5 years of age.19

Current Issues

Two elements are key for shaping high-

quality, accessible child care: robust public 

policy and substantial, well-directed public 

funding. Neither is significantly present in 

Canadian child care today. However, there is 

new cause for optimism, as three essential 

components to building a strong ECEC sys-

tem have recently aligned: a strong evidence 

base, broad consensus, and political will.

The evidence base provides the firm 

foundation on which to build an effective 

ECEC system. The economic and social bene-

fits of high-quality, affordable child care 

have been extensively studied and are now 

widely accepted in the research literature.

Next, a broad consensus helps to ensure 

public support for the proposed system. The 

2014 Childcare2020 national policy confer-

ence led to a common vision paper ground-

ed in the evidence base.20 The paper’s call 

for a public system gained even more sup-

port in the weeks leading up to the 2015 elec-

tion, as shown by multiple public polls.21

Finally, political will is evident from 

the election commitments made by Can-

ada’s new majority federal government. As 

noted above, the government committed to 

meet with provinces, territories, and Indigen-

ous communities within its first hundred 

days in office to begin work on researching 

“evidence-based policy, and best practices 

in the delivery of early learning and child 

care.”22 Prime Minister Trudeau said in an 

interview that “...there is a need for nation-

al leadership to make sure that early learn-

ing and child care happens,”23 and in 2014 

he told Childcare2020 conference delegates:
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As a country, we need to prioritize access 

to child care for every family that needs 

it. It must be affordable, available, and 

of the highest quality possible. When 

we’re talking about our kids’ develop-

ment, we can’t cut corners.24

However, our optimism must remain 

cautious until broad statements are turned 

into specific actions that move us to a public 

child care system. This will require strong 

and sustained federal leadership.

Further, there is a significant problem 

with the new government’s child care com-

mitment: the public funding component is 

not commensurate with the commitments 

or the research evidence, either in style or 

substance.

From a style perspective, the funding 

commitment is part of a broader social infra-

structure fund to provide transfers to prov-

inces/ territories not only for child care but 

also for affordable housing, seniors’ facili-

ties, women’s shelters, and cultural/rec-

reational infrastructure. Yet we know that 

when child care funding is bundled with 

other funds (as it is now in the Canada Social 

Transfer), little progress is achieved. Dedi-

cated child care transfer funds are required.

In terms of substance, the amount of 

the federal funding commitment is simply 

too small. The social infrastructure fund 

provides a total of $6 billion over the next 

four years ($1.5 billion per year, on average), 

rising to $20 billion over 10 years ($2 bil-

lion per year, on average). While the ECEC 

spending required in year one is relatively 

modest (to allow time for effective federal/

provincial/territorial/Indigenous planning 

and preparation), substantial annual fund-

ing increases will be required after that to 

achieve the minimum established bench-

mark of 1% of GDP.

AFB Actions

The AFB will commit $600 million of feder-

al funding in 2016/17 through a dedicated 

and sustained social infrastructure stream. 

This funding will increase by $1 billion over 

each of the following five years. The program 

will be evaluated at the five-year mark. It is 

expected that funding will increase until a 

mature universal program is achieved.

Consistent with the ChildCare2020 con-

sensus vision, the AFB will also do the fol-

lowing:

• Provide $100 million to empower In-

digenous communities with the resour-

ces to begin to design, deliver, and gov-

ern ECEC systems and services that meet 

their needs and aspirations; and

• Provide $500 million to provinces/ terri-

tories committed to developing their own 

policy frameworks based on principles 

of universality, high quality, and com-

prehensiveness. These would be based 

on the following components:

• Public plans for developing integrat-

ed systems that meet the care and 

early education needs of children 

and their parents;

• Public management of the expan-

sion of public and non-profit servi-

ces under public authorities, through 
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public planning processes (includ-

ing integrating existing commun-

ity services into publicly managed 

systems);

• Public funding delivered directly to 

ECEC services rather than through 

individual parent-payment meas-

ures, which will create and main-

tain high-quality and accessible ser-

vices through predictable, dedicated 

funding; and

• Public reporting in federal, provin-

cial, and territorial legislatures on 

quality, access, and other elements 

of the ECEC system.

The AFB will also commit to reviewing 

and developing a plan for strengthening 

the federal/provincial/territorial approach 

to maternity/parental leave with respect to 

eligibility, flexibility, adequacy of benefits, 

special considerations (such as children with 

disabilities, and adoption), and earmarked 

leave for a parent who is not the birth par-

ent in a couple.
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