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The child care movement has long advocated for a universal publicly funded and managed child care system We have called on the federal

government to use its spending power and legislative authority to ensure that all children, regardless of where they live in Canada, have

access to regulated, affordable, inclusive, culturally safe, flexible, high quality early learning and child care (ELCC) from birth to age 12. 

We have called on the federal government to provide equitable funding and support for Indigenous Peoples, their governments, and

communities to develop their own distinctions-based systems of ELCC programs and services to meet their needs in the way they decide.

Affordable high quality child care for ALL will enhance children’s well-being, increase women’s labour force participation, promote gender

equality, and grow the economy.

Federal commitment

The 2021 federal budget announced the federal government’s decision to act, using its spending power to convince the provinces and

territories to collaborate on building a Canada-wide, community-based system of quality child care. It will be “a transformative project on a

scale with the work of previous generations of Canadians who built a public school system and public health care.”  The federal

government will ensure that families in Canada would “no longer be burdened by high child care costs—with the goal of bringing fees for

regulated child care down to $10 per day on average within the next five years,” and by 50 per cent on average by the end of 2022.

The federal government will transfer to the provinces and territories $27.2 billion over five years starting in 2021-22. These funds are in

addition to $7.5 billion in federal ELCC support allocated in the 2017 federal budget, one-time spending of $420 million on workforce

initiatives in 2021-22, and $2.5 billion in new federal funding for Indigenous ELCC over the next five years. 

Starting in 2021-22, the federal government’s annual ELCC spending will increase each year. Ongoing annual federal funding for both

ELCC and Indigenous ELCC will be set at a minimum of $9.2 billion by 2025-2027.  

The federal government says the $27.2 billion will be used to achieve a reduction in parent fees, properly value the work of early childhood

educators, and support expansion of not-for-profit child care services. The federal government will transfer to each province/territory its

share of new federal funds in accordance with negotiated federal-provincial/territorial bilateral agreements. 

Transformational change

To achieve the child care movement’s shared goals for early learning and child care, the substantial federal funds must be used to drive

transformational change in ELCC with regard to public responsibility for funding, management and delivery. Transformation is necessary

to replace the current market provision model with a universal public system that will make high quality, affordable, inclusive, flexible,

culturally safe, regulated early learning and child care accessible to all who want it, and that properly compensates those who work in the

sector. 

Child care advocates stress that construction of a Canada-wide system of ELCC must honour and respect the Indigenous Early Learning

and Child Care Framework, which sees Indigenous “children and families supported by a comprehensive and coordinated system of ELCC

policies, programs and services that are led by Indigenous peoples, rooted in Indigenous knowledges, cultures and languages, and

supported by strong partnerships of holistic, accessible and flexible programming that is inclusive of the needs and aspirations of

Indigenous children and families.” Further, any and all decisions federal, provincial and territorial governments take with respect to ELCC

must honour and respect the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the Calls to Action of the Truth and

Reconciliation Commission of Canada, the Calls for Justice issued by the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women

and Girls, and Jordan’s Principle. 

Elements of system building

Transformation of Canadian ELCC will require two broad overarching elements of system change in each province/territory: 

(1) a shift in the way all regulated child care services are managed and funded,

(2) creation of expansion strategies to increase the supply of regulated services through non-profit and public child care service delivery.

While aspects of these two areas of system change can be addressed in more than one way, it is noteworthy that all universal high quality
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public systems of child care have a number of interrelated elements in common—elements that federal, provincial and territorial

governments must include as they build the promised Canada-wide ELCC system.

1 – Public management of ELCC provision

In Canada there is substantial reliance on non-profit groups and entrepreneurs to maintain and develop regulated child care services by

securing public or private capital funding for a facility, navigating the licensing process, setting up operations and maintaining them.  This

dependence on private individual and groups for the provision of an essential service is inefficient and risky.

As an integral part of transforming child care in Canada, responsibility for planning and managing the supply of regulated ELCC should be

assumed by provincial/territorial governments, which may choose to delegate it to other public authorities such as municipalities. 

Planning and managing the supply includes but is not limited to deciding the type and location of services according to public policy,

community need, and public interest and ensuring that they are developed; setting parent fees and staff compensation in accordance with

provincial/territorial requirements; carrying out regular public consultations; carrying out regular system evaluations and making results

public; collecting data and conducting research and using results to make ongoing system enhancements and improvements.

2 – Direct and sufficient public funding of ELCC operational budgets

In most of Canada, public funding for regulated ELCC is now provided through a patchwork of government grants that fall far short of

what is needed to cover the costs of high-quality programs, forcing service providers to rely on parent fees to cover their operational

costs. This means that program costs including compensation of early childhood educators – which can represent 80% to 90% of a non-

profit centre budget – are borne by parent fees.  As a result, high parent fees are the norm, restricting access for many families, particularly

those who are low income or have more than one child. While archaic and stigmatizing fee subsidy systems are still in place in almost all

provinces and territories, they fail to ensure access to the low-income families for whom they are designed.  

To achieve the federal government’s budget goal of building a high quality ELCC system with systemic reductions in parent fees, child care

operations must be funded according to a formula that factors in proper and fair compensation for staff, other operational costs, and

affordable parent fees set by the province/territory. The provincial/territorial parent fee must be aligned with the federal goal of a 50 per

cent reduction on average by the end of 2022, and $10 a day by 2025-26. 

3 – Public funding with conditions

All existing licensed ELCC operators, whether public, not-for-profit, or for-profit, should be invited to be part of the new publicly funded

and managed Canada-wide system of ELCC.

However, all operators that accept to be part of the public ELCC system must also accept that they need to be publicly accountable for

how public funds are used, and must agree to operate in a way that moves Canada towards the stated goals of high quality, affordability,

accessibility, flexibility, and inclusive early learning and child care.

The conditions for receiving public funds must include the following:

Paying staff according to a competitive provincial salary scale determined through negotiation with provincial representatives of

those who work in the sector

Respecting the parent fee structure of the province/territory (extra-billing of any kind would be prohibited)

Ensuring cultural safety for Indigenous children and families

Including children with additional support needs to fully participate in the program

Welcoming nurturing and respecting children and families in all their diversities and identities, including Indigenous children and

families, children and families with differing abilities, racialized children and families, immigrant and refugee children and families,

and LGBTQ2+ families and children

Adhering to and implementing provincial/territorial pedagogical frameworks

Participating in quality and system improvement as determined by the province/territory

Establishing a parent advisory body with input into operation of the centre or family child care service

Providing the province/territory and delegated government entities with financial and other information required for accountability

purposes

Participating in research, data collection and evaluation

Transparency and accountability in financial and governance matters

4 – Publicly funded and managed expansion 

In every jurisdiction in Canada there is an urgent need to increase the supply of licensed ELCC to meet current demand, which will rise

further when parent fees are lowered. Provinces/

territories must be required to assume responsibility for planning, managing, and funding expansion of the system. Only public expansion

strategies will put an end to the mismatch between service supply and demand that has contributed to shortages of services (“child care

deserts”) and inequitable access. These are pervasive in Canada because individuals or private groups may be unavailable to develop

services or because service providers are unable to break even or – in the case of for-profit providers – make sufficient profits.

5 – Expansion plans and strategies

Development of a multifaceted expansion plan must be required as part of the action plan of each province/territory. These will vary
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according to the jurisdiction’s situation, but each must include:

Targets and timetables for coverage

A recruitment, retention and workforce development strategy based on the coverage targets and best practice 

A capital planning process and funding allocations to meet expansion targets 

Integrating ELCC into public planning processes at all levels

Strategies for expanding ELCC in existing and new publicly owned buildings, and/or properties, and publicly owned land

Strategies for ensuring that all publicly funded capital assets regardless of where they are developed, or who develops them remain

in public hands

Ensuring that there is a new or existing local or regional public entity that assumes responsibility for ELCC planning, ensuring that

new public and non-profit facilities are developed, managing data collection, public reporting and liaising with provincial/territorial

officials to ensure provincial/territorial expansion targets and timetables are met

Ensuring that there is data collection, research, evaluation and reporting on all aspects of expansion.

6 – No expansion of for-profit ELCC

To protect the transformed child care system, expansion of publicly funded ELCC must be limited to public and non-profit services.

Currently 28% of child care centre spaces in Canada are operated for profit, with many families relying on for-profit centres for care.

Additionally, many for-profit child care services were developed in an era when governments lacked interest in building a child care

system. Thus, child care advocates have proposed a balanced policy solution of operationally funding existing for-profit services and

regulating them robustly, together with public and non-profit services. 

However, additional growth of for-profit child care would be detrimental to building a universal, equitable, high quality child care system.

Evidence shows that the for-profit child care sector works to drive down government regulations, ELCC wages and compensation, and

quality standards. Current evidence shows that for-profit child care services have been consolidating across provinces, countries and

globally, with many small for-profit providers gradually being bought out and taken over by larger providers. Thirdly, the evidence also

shows that larger, corporate child care provision is both inequitable and unaccountable. 

The significant new child care funding possibilities in 2021 have made Canada a magnet for the attention of child care investment firms,

posing potential dangers to the goals set out in the federal budget. If Canada’s aim is to build a publicly funded and managed, accessible,

affordable, high quality and equitable early learning and child care system, expanding for-profit services is demonstrably a wrong

direction. Thus, any further development of early learning and child care services must be public and non-profit only. In this way, the

federal budget’s goal of a primarily not-for-profit publicly funded system of ELCC can be realized. 

7 – Workforce strategies

A well-qualified ELCC workforce is central to a high-quality ELCC system; without it, services will not be high quality and expansion will be

hampered. The problems of recruitment and retention of a qualified ELCC workforce is complex; these can be resolved only by tackling

layered but interrelated factors. These factors are closely linked to how ELCC services are funded, and whether public funding is sufficient.

As already stated, compensation for those who work in ELCC must be paid from public funds according to a provincially/territorially

established salary grid that ensures decent, competitive wages and benefits, and incentivizes further education and professional

development. 

Governments must also act to address other factors that impede the recruitment of early childhood educators, and particularly their

retention. These include:

Difficult working conditions (such as long hours and unpaid overtime, split shifts in some cases, inadequate paid leave, inadequate

paid sick leave, work load, requirement to handle complex learning and care needs of children without sufficient and/or ongoing

support)

Job insecurity and precarious employment 

Barriers to unionization which has proven to be an essential and effective mechanism for employees in other predominantly female

occupations and sectors, such as health care and public education, to improve compensation, working conditions, job security, and

job satisfaction

Lack of publicly managed and planned expansion to ensure an adequate supply of qualified early childhood educators where they are

needed 

Uneven and in some cases limited access to affordable to ECE public post-secondary education and affordable professional

development, including paid leave

Under-developed or weak human resource capacity and policies, including challenges related to the qualifications and support of

program leadership

Limited occupational mobility

Low morale and sense of government and societal disrespect for the value of ELCC work, as evidenced by all of the above

8 – Data and research

Building a quality system of ELCC is an ongoing project that requires ongoing quality and system corrections and improvements based on

experience, evidence, and evaluation. Data collection, analysis, development of indicators and research to provide answers to multiple

questions about child care provision, use and governance, impacts on families, children women, the society and economy at both national
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and sub-national levels—and the sharing of data, analysis and research—are fundamental to system building. 

A Canada-wide national approach to data and research that works collaboratively across the federal government, with

provincial/territorial/Indigenous partners, with researchers and the child care community, and that coordinates ELCC and related data

and research at a Canada-wide level, must be considered integral to transforming ELCC.  A key part of a data and research agenda will be

commitment to making ELCC data and research widely available to the public, the ELCC sector and researchers and policy experts.  

9 – Public Accountability

Similarly, a quality ELCC system—especially one built through the significant expenditure of public funds—demands effective public

accountability. Governments must develop and publish annual and multi-year ELCC plans, monitor and report publicly on their progress,

and update plans based on lessons learned and the evolving ELCC needs and context. 

More specifically, robust public accountability requires:

Publicly available plans, with targets and benchmarks for quality, affordability, inclusion, and accessibility

Annual public reports comparing actual results to plans and explaining significant variances 

Clear, comprehensive public reporting standards to ensure relevant, timely, consistent, and comparable data and information that

the public can access easily, including but not limited to data on parent fees, compensation of early childhood educators, rates of

coverage, rates of inclusion, access according to household income, race, Indigenous identity, geographic location, and other factors

A defined role for legislators to receive, review, clarify, question reports and data, and the opportunity for legislators to hear

evidence from government and non-government witnesses 

Meaningful and government-supported citizen engagement in the development of ELCC goals, plans and monitoring of results

Audited public financial reports, to add credibility and increase public confidence

 

10 – Democratic participation

From parent advisory groups to citizen engagement processes at all levels of government, democratic participation should inform and

support the implementation of a quality ELCC system. A broad range of citizens who care about child care must be involved, including

children and parents, educators, employers, advocates, researchers and academics. 

An effective approach to democratic participation in building Canada’s ELCC system will incorporate two fundamental principles:

(1) Participation is meaningful

All aspects of ELCC engagement processes – from design to delivery and follow-up – should be informed by a diversity of stakeholders

whose views are respectfully considered. Governments must provide stakeholders with clear, relevant information in advance about the

scope of the engagement process (e.g., limitations or constraints, range of interests and choices to be considered) and how their input will

be used to shape government decisions. 

(2) Participation is valued

ELCC primarily affects parents with young children and educators, yet they are the least likely to have the time and/or resources to inform

the system’s development. Governments must provide resources and infrastructure to support and value their participation, according to

their needs and areas of involvement. For example, the ELCC program funding formula could include funds to support quarterly family

programs (with paid time for staff) to share information about the evolving system and opportunities for input. 

For decades, the child care advocacy movement across Canada has relied on the largely volunteer work of advocates – mainly women –

who engage with families, educators and communities, develop and share research-based policy recommendations, create comprehensive

child care plans and mobilize public and political support. 

While volunteers will always play an important role in the movement, relying on women’s unpaid/underpaid labour is a barrier to

participation. Their time, energy and expertise should be resourced with core, long-term, organizational public funding support that

prioritizes the inclusion of diverse voices and multiple perspectives and experiences in the child care advocacy movement. 
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