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Erin O’Toole’s child care plan gets failing grade from advocate [1]

“Essentially, on the first full day of the campaign, the Conservatives announce they’re cancelling the agreements in the same way that

Stephen Harper cancelled the previous agreements.”
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Good morning. A 2016 study by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development found that Canada had among the most

expensive child care costs in the world, with the average family spending around 22.2 percent of their income on child care costs. That

figure climbed to almost one-third of income for single parents.

This week, Erin O’Toole’s Conservative Party announced its plan to cancel the Liberal government’s $30 billion child day-care program

that promises to cut fees in half in the next year for an average of $10 per day within five years.

The federal government has signed agreements with eight provinces to implement the program, with conservative-governed Ontario and

Alberta being among the holdouts.

In place of the Liberal program, the federal Conservatives would transform the existing tax-deduction that parents receive for child care

expenses into a refundable tax credit for up to 75 percent of child care costs for low-income families.

However, Child Care Now executive director Morna Ballantyne says O’Toole’s plan amounts to a repeat of the failed cash transfers that

were introduced by former prime minister Stephen Harper back in 2006.

“(Harper) cancelled the agreements that had been reached by the previous government with provinces to start building the system of early

learning and childcare, and instead instituted a cash transfer to parents, and we saw for 10 years the failure of that policy,” Ballantyne

told The Maple.

Another key issue, she added, is the shortage of early childhood educators (ECEs).

“The main barrier to the challenges of recruiting and retaining are the very low wages paid to ECEs,” said Ballantyne. “One of the main

reasons the wages are so low is that we don’t have a publicly funded and managed system of early learning and childcare.”

According to a study recently published by Statistics Canada, ECEs make an average annual income of $24,000, which is less than half the

average annual income of workers in all other professions. Ninety-five percent of ECEs are women.

Ballantyne said market-based approaches to childcare have meant that the working conditions and wages of ECEs are entirely dependent

on the revenue received through fees paid by parents.

“It pits those who are trying to provide the service against those who are desperately in need of the service,” she explained. “The only thing

that will address these problems is publicly funding and building a system of early learning and childcare, and making it a government

responsibility.”

Ballantyne said the lack of access to affordable childcare is a major obstacle to parents, particularly young mothers, who are looking to

enter the paid workforce and obtain economic security.

“We know that the biggest gaps in labour force participation are between men and women,” Ballantyne explained. “If you build a system of

early learning and childcare, that in itself is a major job creator, and a stimulator of all kinds of economic benefits.”

In particular, said Ballantyne, racialized women are negatively impacted by the lack of access to affordable childcare.

“We know that racialized women are often forced into precarious, part-time employment because of not being able to access reliable child

care,” she explained.

Ballantyne said that although she is not surprised by O’Toole’s plan, she was still taken aback by the timing of the announcement, given the

ongoing pandemic.

“There’s been such wide recognition, including by the business and even the corporate sector of Canada, that a childcare system is going to

be essential for getting the economy going,” said Ballantyne. “Essentially, on the first full day of the campaign, the Conservatives announce
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they’re cancelling the agreements in the same way that Stephen Harper cancelled the previous agreements.”

Few Savings To Be Had

According to David Macdonald, a senior economist at the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, the Conservatives’ tax credit is unlikely

to make child care more affordable.

“Childcare fees are just too high in big cities for it to really lead to affordable outcomes in places like Toronto, where the childcare fees for

infants are closing in on $20,000 a year,” Macdonald told The Maple. “A $6,000 credit even at the maximum value does very little.”

As well, Macdonald added, very few people would likely receive the $6,000 credit, because a family making $30,000 would not be in a

position to pay $8,000 upfront for childcare.

“You can’t spend a third of your income on childcare in hopes you’ll get a credit back in three months or a year from now, and so that

maximum value is extraordinarily rare for anyone to ever get it,” said Macdonald. “In the end, what it will mean for most parents is very

little change in terms of how much they pay after the credit.”

Why Are The Conservatives Taking This Approach?

For Macdonald, the reason why the Conservatives are looking to replace the Liberals’ child care plan with a tax credit is simple.

“It’s far cheaper. Because you’re not providing nearly as much support to reduce fees, it doesn’t cost as much,” he explained. “The cost of

the new program, the refundable credit, will likely be roughly equal to the cancellation of the old (tax credit). And what that means is the

entire cancellation of the $10 a day program can then go on to fund other things completely unrelated to child care.”

Macdonald said the most reliable way to deliver affordable childcare is through capping fees at a certain level, and then creating direct

transfers to providers, similar to the system in Quebec.

“That seems to be the system that’s delivering the most savings for parents,” he said.

However, Macdonald added, “in the rollout of a plan like this it shouldn’t only be about reducing fees, but also about buildi
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