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Media briefing

Embargo: 10:00am Monday 25 March 2002

The child care business is ripe expansion but Government must act as seed investor

The government needs to put in a place a strategic framework to incubate and accelerate the child care marketplace strategy and this will benefit Britain’s families and the national economy; 

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.

These conclusions are reinforced by a report published today, 25 March 2002, by the Institute of Fiscal Studies, which shows that the lack of available and affordable childcare is impacting adversely on mothers returning to work.  

Wilkinson commenting on the IFS reports says: ‘The child care gap is not just impacting on women’s equality and creating stress for today’s families, it is bad for the economy.’  

 ‘The solution’ argues Wilkinson, ‘lies in creating affordable, diverse provision, with expansion 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 social entrepreneurship. And the goverment has a key role to play in acting as the ‘seed investor’ for the not for profit, as well as commercial sector. 

A pioneering study of the nursery sector market place by Laing & Buisson, www.laingbuisson.co.uk, puts the value of the UK children’s day care nurseries market at just over  £2 billion in 2001. Like the broader childcare sector, the children’s nurseries market has grown rapidly in the last 10 years, and is now more than five times the size than at the start of the 1990s with the  vast majority of this growth coming from the commercial marketplace. It also reports that large nursery chains, frequently financed by venture capital or private investors, are beginning to take market share from the single nursery providers.  

Commenting on the report, Wilkinson argues:  ‘Venture capitals and private investors are beginning to wake up to the value of the childcare business. But there is a clear role for Government to capitalize on these shifts, create a new strategic framework to support and grow the industry and to increase the level of public investment, and target it more effectively’. 

The state contributes less to childcare provision than almost every major economy, while British parents pay the highest childcare costs in Europe. According to Laing Buisson, central government funds only a small proportion of UK children’s day care nurseries market through direct and indirect subsidy: the value of direct subsidies (places for 3 and 4 year olds) are estimated at £150 million for 2001, based on a total of 77,000 children receiving a place in day nurseries in England at January 2001 and indirect  subsidies paid to parents through the childcare tax credit in the Working Families Tax Credit were valued at £110 million. 

The solution lies in affordable, diverse provision, with expansion 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 social entrepreneurship.

As Wilkinson puts it: ‘In our study we found a generation of child care entrepreneurs delivering innovative and imaginative child care services, and what we now need is a strategic  framework to incubate and accelerate their growth. ‘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.’ 

. 

The Creche Barriers report recommends a new strategic framework to grow the child care business includes the following recommendations: 

· The creation of a national childcare development agency, with an Incubator Unit which would encourage public/private partnerships and act as an incubator for new child care enterprises; 

· The creation of a dedicated childcare fund to attract and channel investment into expanding provision within the Child Care Development Agency;

· And a Community Innovation fund for parents, and members of the community to develop innovative social enterprise schemes and other community related child care services and initiatives; 

· tax breaks for employers to invest in employee and community childcare provision

Through this strategic framework, the Government could lead by example investing further public resources into growing the marketplace and encouraging venture capitalists and private equity investors to see child care businesses as socially responsible investments. 

As Wilkinson puts it: ‘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. Government should act as the seed investor and lead by example setting up a dedicated Child Care Fund. This investment will be good for families and for the economy’. 
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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.
Helen Wilkinson is Director of Genderquake and a Demos associate. She is one Britain’s foremost thinkers on the family and work/life balance and the author of several influential Demos pamphlets 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 society. 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 at £8.

The Institute of Fiscal Studies report, Mothers’ employment and childcare use in the UK, is published 25 March 2002. Press contact: Emma Hyman – tel: 020 7291 4850. www.ifs.org.uk.

Children’s Nurseries 2002, the Laing Buisson report is available from www.laungbuisson.co.uk, priced £375. Contact: Philip Blackburn or William Laing, Tel: 020 7833 9123
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