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Jobs for Families Child Care Package Bill 2015

1.

The Benevolent Society

Introduction

Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback on the Family Assistance Legislation Amendment (Jobs
for Families Child Care Package) Bill 2015.
The benefits of high quality early childhood education and care (ECEC), both to the individual and society
more broadly, have been consistently demonstrated.i As acknowledged in the Bill, access to high quality
early childhood education and care plays a critical role in promoting children’s development, preparing
them for school as well as in enabling parents to work.
The early years of a child’s life are crucial in laying the foundation for later learning and development as it’s
during this period that critical brain development takes place. Research shows that quality early childhood
education and care leads to a wide range of positive outcomes, particularly for vulnerable children. We also
know that the most economically efficient way to remediate the disadvantage caused by adverse family
environments is to invest in children when they are young.ii
The intention of the Jobs for Families Child Care Package (the Package) is to provide a simpler, more
affordable, more flexible and more accessible child care system. While we strongly support this intention,
we are concerned that the entire system remains extremely complex for families and services. This
complexity will make it difficult for families to easily understand their entitlements and what the proposed
changes mean for them in terms of workforce participation and providing early learning opportunities for
their children. We are concerned that the proposed changes will be particularly complex for people
working casually or irregular hours. Service providers are also likely to find the system complicated and
therefore difficult to administer. It is essential that the ECEC service system is transparent, easily
understood and navigable in order to facilitate access to high quality early education and care.
Another major concern is the impact the Package will have on low income families who do not satisfy the
Activity Test. It is widely acknowledged that high quality early childhood education and care is particularly
beneficial for children from disadvantaged backgrounds and yet the Package, in its current form, will see a
50 per cent reduction in their current entitlement.

2.

About The Benevolent Society

The Benevolent Society is Australia’s first charity. We’re a not‐for‐profit and non‐religious organisation and
we’ve helped people, families and communities achieve positive change for over 200 years.
We help people change their lives through support and education, and we speak out for a just society
where everyone thrives.
The Benevolent Society helps the most vulnerable people in society, and supports people from all
backgrounds including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders and people from culturally and linguistically
diverse communities. We believe that building stronger communities will lead to a fairer Australia.
Our focus is to foster wellbeing throughout life – from infancy to older age – with services that:
 prevent problems or reduce their negative impact
 tackle problems early before they become entrenched
 help people use their strengths to solve their own problems
 give priority to people experiencing social and final disadvantage.
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Snapshot










The Benevolent Society is a secular non‐profit organisation with 912 staff and 588 volunteers who,
in 2014/2015, supported more than 75,270 children and adults primarily in New South Wales and
Queensland.
We deliver services from 62 locations with support from local, state and federal governments,
businesses, community partners, trusts and foundations.
We support people across the lifespan, delivering services for children and families, older people,
women and people with mental illness, and through community development and social leadership
programs.
Our revenue in 2014/15 was $108 million.
In 2014/15, 79% of our income came from government sources. Private fundraising, trust and
foundation grants provided another 4%, client fees generated 7% and investment income
contributed 10%.
The Benevolent Society is a company limited by guarantee with an independent Board.

3. Increased investment in early childhood education and care
We welcome the acknowledgment in the Bill of the essential role high quality early childhood education
and care plays in not only promoting workforce participation but also in enhancing child development,
particularly for disadvantaged and vulnerable children.
Developing good foundations for learning is crucially important for ensuring children are ready for school. A
child's earliest years fundamentally shape their life chances. Gaps in capabilities between children from
socioeconomically disadvantaged families and their more advantaged peers appear early in life. Starting
school 'behind the eight ball' can begin a cycle of disadvantage that sets a trajectory for poorer outcomes
later in life.iii It’s concerning, therefore, that currently one in five Australian children start school
developmentally vulnerable according to the Australian Early Development Census (AEDC).
Access to affordable, high quality early childhood education and care is also critical to workforce
participation. This is a particularly important issue as Australia has one of the highest rates of family
joblessness compared to other OECD countries.iv We also know that family joblessness significantly
increases the risk of children living in poverty and a range of poor outcomes.
Compared to other OECD countries, Australian invests very little in early childhood education and care.
New Zealand, for example, provides 20 hours per week of free ECEC for all three and four year olds
regardless of parental income or workforce participation. In the United Kingdom, all three and four year
olds have access to 15 hours of free child care per week and this entitlement has recently been extended to
disadvantaged two year olds.
We therefore strongly recommend the Senate supports increased investment in early childhood
education and care.
Ultimately, for the benefits of quality early childhood education and care to be fully realised, it must have a
strong and equal partnership with the education system. Just as with public schooling, investment in ECEC
needs to be regarded as a public good.v Inadequate investment often leads to tensions between quality,
affordability and accessibility. Recognising the role of early childhood education and care in the broader
education system also helps to create a seamless transition to school between the two.
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4. Child Care Subsidy
We support the introduction of a single, means‐tested subsidy that provides more assistance to low to
middle‐income families.

Low income families
We are, however, concerned that for low income earners cost will remain a barrier to accessing early
childhood education and care.
There are very few fully funded public early childhood and care services. The vast majority of long day care
centres and preschools are operated by non‐profit organisations or commercial businesses that charge
fees. These fees, even with subsidies from government, remain expensive for people on low and modest
incomes.
Under the Bill, families earning $65,710 or less will receive a subsidy of 85 per cent of the actual fee paid
(up to an hourly fee cap). While the highest rebate is being directed towards low incomes families, they will
still be required to pay the balance between 85 per cent of the benchmark price and the actual fee charged.
For low income families, particularly with multiple children, there is a real risk that the cost of child care
could result in individuals disengaging from the workforce rather than promoting their participation as
intended.
It is essential that any barriers to access be removed for this group as research has shown that children
from low income families complete less schooling, work less and earn less than others.vi We also know that
high quality early childhood education and care has the potential to mitigate the impact of disadvantage.
We recommend that low income families (earning $65,710 or less) receive a subsidy of 100 per cent of
the actual fee paid.
Modelling by PWC found that the benefits of increased participation of vulnerable children (in quality ECEC)
is $13.3 billion cumulative to 2050 (net estimated benefit to the Australian economy by 2050 if children
whose parents are in the lowest income bracket and who are not likely to attend ECEC were to attend an
ECEC program).vii

Activity test
Under the Bill an Activity test will be applied in order to be eligible for the Child Care Subsidy. The new
activity test is intended to support the Government’s objective of encouraging workforce participation.
The Bill lists a series of recognised activities that individuals must be engaged in to be eligible for the Child
Care Subsidy. These are:
 paid work (whether or not as an employee)
 a training course for the purpose of improving the individual’s work skills or employment prospects or
both
 an approved course of education or study
 an activity prescribed by the Minister’s rules.
It’s essential that the role early childhood education and care plays in promoting children’s development is
not forgotten. A narrow list of recognised activities may result in many children missing out on vital early
learning.
We therefore recommend that the recognised activities also include volunteering and providing care (to
partners, children with a disability, ageing parents).
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We further recommend that a blanket six week transitional provision is implemented so an unexpected
reduction in the activity test result does not immediately reduce access to subsidy. A six week period
would provide adequate time for families to respond and adjust to sudden changes in their circumstances,
if their hours are unexpectedly reduced, including finding other ways to meet their activity requirements
without losing access to their child care subsidy.

5.

Additional child care subsidy (ACCS)

The Bill recognises that extra support is needed for some disadvantaged and vulnerable children and the
significant benefits that quality child care and early learning can have on children’s early development.
We strongly support the provision of additional targeted assistance to:

children at risk of serious abuse or neglect

families experiencing temporary financial hardship

families transitioning to work from income support

grandparent carers on income support

parents seeking to return to work

low income families

low income families using child care in high cost services.
We also recommend that the Additional Child Care Subsidy be available to:
 foster carers and kinship carers
 families who are homeless or at risk of homelessness
 families who are humanitarian entrants.

Low income families who do not meet the Activity Test
Under the Bill, the Additional Child Care Subsidy will provide up to 24 hours per fortnight of subsidised child
care to children from families with incomes less than $65,710 per year who do not meet the Activity Test.
We have a number of concerns in relation to this proposal. The assumption is that children will be able to
access two six hour sessions per week. Many child care providers, however, offer places by the day rather
than part thereof. In reality, therefore, an allocation of 12 hours subsided child care per week will only
provide access to one day of ECEC rather than two six hour sessions.
This measure is half the current entitlement under the Child Care Benefit. Rather than improving access to
quality early childhood education and care, this recommendation will have the opposite effect.
We recommend that low income families who do not meet the activity test be eligible for a subsidy of
100% of the actual fee paid for a minimum of 48 hours per fortnight.
High quality early childhood education and care is the single most effective and cost beneficial early
intervention strategy to enhance child developmental outcomes, in particular language and cognitive
development. It also helps to prepare children for school and is particularly effective for children from
disadvantaged families.viii Extending ECEC subsidies to this group of families therefore makes sense from
both a child development and economic perspective.

Children at risk of harm
It’s essential that children at risk of child abuse and neglect have access to quality early learning.
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The current and proposed application process for access to quality early childhood education and care for
children at risk of serious harm or neglect is very complicated and time confusing. In addition, there is a
maximum entitlement of 13 weeks per application, which means service providers must re‐apply every 13
weeks for a further subsidy with no guarantee of success.
Every effort should be made to facilitate access to early childhood education and care for vulnerable
children rather than great obstacles to ongoing participation.
We therefore recommend the Senate adopt the Productivity Commission’s recommendation, that is:
 a 100 per cent subsidy for the benchmark price of ECEC services
 up to 100 hours a fortnight, with exemption from the activity test
 support initially for 6 weeks then in blocks of up to 26 weeks, on application by the relevant state
or territory department and approval by the Department of Human Services
 automatic extensions for children for whom there is a current child protection order.
Families who have had a child assessed as ‘at risk’ for a period of 6 months or more should be
exempt from the activity test for ongoing ECEC services for this child and for a further period of up to
18 months. (Recommendation 15.5)
As acknowledged in the second reading of the Bill,
“Getting children into quality child care maximises the early learning opportunities for children who
may not be getting all the support they need at home. It also improves a family's ability to break
the cycle of poverty and intergenerational welfare dependence by minimising barriers to
participation and providing access to early learning. This is one of the most effective early ‐
intervention strategies available.” (Minister for Vocational Education and Skills and Deputy Leader
of the House)
We further recommend ensuring that the definitions associated with at risk of abuse or neglect outlined
through determinations are at least as broad as they are under the current Special Child Care Benefit
(SCCB) Guide and are not limited to more narrow state and territory definitions where they exist.
We recommend that the overall regulatory and administrative burden associated with the new ACCS –
Child at Risk should be tested against the existing process for children at risk and should be less
burdensome on families and services and should have increased flexibility compared to the current
process.
We also recommend annual public reporting on expenditure and access to ECEC for children at risk to
allow better sector and community wide understanding of trends and issues.
In conclusion, as the Productivity Commission acknowledges ‘An ECEC system that is accessible and
affordable for families is more likely to enable improved child development outcomes for a greater
range of children, and encourage parents to move back into paid work, or extend their existing work
commitments.’
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