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Family 'outsourcing' leads to childcare squeeze
Government strategy failing to grow enough childcare services; childcare industry needs to attract new entrepreneurial and business investment. The government's National Childcare Strategy is failing to expand childcare provision fast enough to meet its own targets of one million new childcare places by 2004, according to an in-depth assessment of the sector by Genderquake and Demos.

The government has estimated that 150,000 newly qualified childcare workers will be needed, while a recent independent estimate has put the figure at closer to 300,000 (combining qualified and unqualified workers). But delivery of the strategy is being hampered by bureaucratic local partnerships and a failure to stimulate entrepreneurial sources of supply. Working parents are being forced to stitch together ever more complicated and precarious childcare arrangements, as the number of registered childminders fell by a third during the 1990s.

The childcare squeeze is made worse by the fact that families increasingly operate on a 24/7 timetable, while childcare tends to be a nine-to-five service. A few commercial providers have responded to this increased demand but as a society we remain uncomfortable with 'outsourcing' family needs - even though families increasingly resemble small businesses.

'We must stop treating childcare as a burden that society has to bear grudgingly just so women can be allowed to go back to work,' says Helen Wilkinson, author of Creche Barriers, which provides the first proper assessment of the government's strategy. 'There is an opportunity to grow a new and dynamic industry which can meet the needs of today's working families and at the same time provide employment and socially responsible business opportunities.' 

'But the government needs to enable childcare entrepreneurs - starting with parents themselves - to create new provision in imaginative ways. Childcare is good for kids, families and the economy.'

The scale of the shortages of childcare places is masked by a big increase in the number of grandparents and extended family members who are pressed into service as unpaid childminders. But this can never provide a total solution; a recent survey indicated that four out of ten grandparents wanted less involvement in family duties. 

The state contributes less to childcare provision than almost every major economy, while British parents pay the highest childcare costs in Europe - typically £6000 for a family with two children. While the National Childcare Strategy aimed to address this gap, it has led to frustration with bureaucratic local partnerships and concern at the slow pace of change. The solution lies in using more entrepreneurial approaches to create affordable, diverse provision, through: commercial childcare providers; company schemes catering for both employees and the wider community; community parent schemes and mutuals, and by encouraging other forms of entrepreneurship. 

The main recommendations in Creche Barriers include:
· Creating a national childcare agency, which would encourage public/private partnership and act as an incubator for new schemes 
· Tax breaks for employers to invest in employee and community childcare provision 
· Creating a dedicated childcare fund to attract and channel investment into expanding provision 
· A recruitment campaign aimed specifically at men who currently make up a tiny proportion of childcare workers (5 per cent of playworkers and less than 1 per cent of nursery nurses are male) 

Notes to editors 
The government published Meeting the Challenge, the National Strategy for Childcare Green Paper, in May 1998; between 1998-2003, over £470 million has been made available in England for the Strategy. This includes £170m from the New Opportunities Fund and £300 million from DfES. The estimate of 300,000 new childcare workers by 2004 is supported by the Childcare Commission Report (2001) Looking to the Future for Children and Families. 

Helen Wilkinson is the founder of Genderquake and a Demos Associate. She is one of Britain's foremost thinkers on the family and work/life balance. She is the author of several influential Demos pamphlets including The Proposal and Tomorrow's Children. 

Genderquake (www.genderquake.com) is an advocacy and knowledge-based strategic consultancy focusing on gender dynamics of social, economic and technological change. During 2002 it will focus on developing entrepreneurship amongst women. 

Demos is an independent think tank committed to developing long term thinking on the problems facing the UK and other advanced industrial societies. It has recently published on: the anti-globalization movement; e-government, knowledge entrepreneurship, and the teaching recruitment crisis. 

Creche barriers: how Britain can grow its childcare industry is published by Genderquake/Demos on Thursday 24 January at £8. 


