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1. Introduction  
 

Ireland has gone through a period of particularly rapid economic growth over the last ten 

years, popularly referred to as the decade of the „celtic tiger‟. Key driving forces behind this 

rapid growth have been the dramatic increase in the proportion of women in paid 

employment as well as a new pattern of strong inward migration into the Irish economy. As a 

result Ireland‟s employment rate has increased significantly to the point that the EU 

(European Union) Lisbon employment targets for 2007 have been attained and those for 2010 

are expected to be achieved. Ireland‟s rate of employment has increased significantly from 

65% in 2001 to 63.9% in 2007.  Despite a definite slowdown over the last eighteen months, 

economic growth rates of between 2% and 3% continue to be forecast for 2008 (Davys, 

2008l; Central Bank, 2007). 

 
A marked change in the role of women in the Irish economy and their increasing attachment 

to paid employment has been a central feature of this period of change. Women's economic 

position in Ireland has been transformed from a traditional low level of labour force 

participation to an EU average level, and rising. This increasing proportion of women in paid 

employment reflects a range of changes, for example in women's expectations, their rising 

educational attainment levels, increased employment opportunities, smaller families as well 

as economic pressures in a high growth-high cost economy. High property prices in 

particular, are often identified as a driver behind the need for two incomes in a growing 

number of households of both low and middle income levels. 

Despite high growth and the increasingly wealthy economy, public provision of care services 

is at an extremely low level in Ireland. Childcare is largely available only on the private 

marketplace or within informal extended family and community contexts, with the exception 

of a small amount of publicly funded childcare in geographical areas designated as 

disadvantaged. Ireland has no comprehensive provision for pre-school childcare or education. 

In its response to Ireland‟s Employments Plans over successive years, the EU Commission 

has highlighted the inadequacy of Irish childcare policy and provision, a position echoed by 

the recent Reports of the OECD as well as many national organisations, including women‟s 

organisations and trade unions (OECD, 2004). This Report analyses the provision of 

childcare in Ireland, the implications of the low level of public provision for care and the 

policies which currently inform that system.  

High employment growth of the last decade has meant that for Ireland the Lisbon/Stockholm 

Employment targets for 2007 have been achieved and it was expected that the 2010 targets 

are also likely to be attained. The Irish employment rate of 68% is above the 67% EU target 

for 2007 and has seemed on course to reach the EU target of 70% by 2010. Women‟s 

employment rate will need to increase from its current level of 58% to reach the EU target of 

60% by 2010 but expectations that this will occur have recently begun to be questioned. The 

Quarterly Economic Commentary from the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) 

for the first quarter of 2008 revises downwards its growth projections and projects zero 

employment growth for 2008 (ESRI, 2008).  

There is clearly potential for further employment growth, particularly among the middle and 

older age groups of women, allowing Ireland to reach and possibly bypass the 

Lisbon/Stockholm targets, a prediction made by the European Commission in its 

Employment in Europe Report 2005 (European Commission 2005). However, the last twelve 



3 

 

months has seen a downturn in the Irish economy, evidenced in a contraction in the property 

market (which had been fuelling male employment growth in construction) and a significant 

fall in the values of publicly listed companies on the Irish stock exchange. Unemployment 

levels are rising, company closures have increased, taxation revenues have fallen and 

uncertainty has become a feature of both business attitudes and economic commentary. 

 

2.  Provision of Childcare services  
 

2.1 Introduction      

 

Unlike most other EU countries, Ireland has invested few resources into the development and 

provision of childcare services. Ireland was traditionally a country with a low level of labour 

force participation by women and, to the extent that the State was involved with young 

children, it was limited to providing access to non fee-paying primary education from the 

early age of four years and a universal child benefit, paid directly to women. The last fifteen 

years has seen a dramatic change in the pattern of women‟s attachment to paid employment 

reflected in a strong growth in the proportion of women on the labour market. This new 

higher level of women's paid employment has brought with it new tensions in public policy. 

While the majority of women are now in paid employment outside the home, there has been 

no corresponding change in the system of care provision. Women continue to be the primary 

carers, whether as full-time carers in the home, or in taking responsibility for organising care 

arrangements for the household. From a traditional situation in which the majority of couple 

households were based on a single earner, dual earner households have become the norm. 

There has also been an increase in the proportions of lone parents (primarily women) in paid 

employment, training and education.  

 

Supports for households and individuals combining paid employment with care 

responsibilities are low in Ireland. Statutory leave entitlements are at the lower end of the EU 

spectrum and public support for childcare is minimal. On the private market, child and other 

care services are expensive and limited in availability. Reliance on extended family and 

community care supports plays a significant role but changes in women's economic position 

means that the availability of such care services is unlikely to continue at current levels into 

the future. 

 

 “ Current employment policy is oriented towards increasing participation rates for all groups, 

including carers, and current health policy is predicated on continued availability of informal 

carers to provide the vast bulk of care and support in the community” (Equality Authority, 

2004). 

 

2.2 Availability. 

 

Childcare services in Ireland are largely provided through paid and unpaid relatives, carers 

and crèches/nurseries on the private marketplace. Public funding for childcare is extremely 

limited and is primarily oriented towards the development of childcare facilities in designated 

geographical areas of disadvantage. Such funding does not fund pre-schools education where 

it is linked to the educational system (as this is defined as „early education‟) and mainly funds 

„crèches‟ which are defined as „childcare‟. Low income households, in particular, depend on 

the publicly subsidised childcare which is of limited availability, while middle and higher 

income families pay high costs on the private market place.  
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What has become a major policy issue for women in Ireland is the limited, and frequently 

extremely costly, options of childcare services that are available, and the lack of public 

support for that system.  

 

“ A majority of children now spend time in various „bridging settings‟ between the 

home and school….These various early childhood settings provide an important 

service to families and society and it is time that Irish policymakers recognised this 

and supported them directly in a manner comparable to that for similar services.” Dr 

Noirin Hayes quoted in Irish Times „Who Cares?‟ 19 January 2008  

  

For the first time in 2003 the Central Statistics Office published data on the use of different 

kinds of childcare services by different kinds of households in Ireland. This data has since 

been updated based on a special module of the Quarterly National Household Survey carried 

out in the First Quarter 2005 (CSO, 2003 and 2006)  

 

This 2002 survey covered a total of 352,800 households with pre-school and or/primary 

school-going children. Of these :- 

 

36% involved couples with one partner in paid employment 

41% involved couples with both partners in paid employment 

8% involved lone parent in paid employment 

9% involved lone parent not in paid employment 

5% were categorised as „other‟. 

 

It is clearly evident from this survey that Irish households with young children are heavily 

reliant on relatives to provide childcare. Nearly half of all households with young children 

use unpaid relatives (36.6%) or paid relatives (12.4%) to provide childcare. Paid carers 

account for 29% of childcare arrangements, while crèche/montessori facilities accounted for 

16% of the total. 

 

The majority of households in Ireland who are accessing childcare services have little option 

but to rely on the private marketplace. Public provision for pre-school childcare is only 

available to a very small proportion of pre-school children – 4% of the total. There is no 

entitlement to pre-school care or education services in Ireland.  

 

“….provision in the childcare sector is diverse and fragmented. Parents typically avail 

of one or more of a number of forms of provision including parental care, informal 

care, childminding (family day care), workplace crèches, private and community 

nurseries and crèches, community and private sessional services for 3 – 5 year olds 

and primary education “      (National Women‟s Council of Ireland, 2005) 

 

The National Childcare Census 2003 estimated that 5% of children under one year, 13% of 

one to three year olds, 24% of three to six year olds and 1% of six to twelve year old attended 

childcare facilities. However this does not take into account formal and informal 

childminding. Children under two years of age are most often looked after in their own home 

or in the home of a carer by mothers, childminders, family members, nannies and au pairs. 

The following chart provides a breakdown of the main forms of childcare availed of by 

parents of pre-school children : 
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Table 1 : Households use of different types of non-parental childcare arrangements 
 

 Unpaid 

relative 

Paid 

relative 

Paid 

carer 

Crèche/

Montess 

Other Total 

All families 36.6% 12.4% 29.2% 16.2% 5.6% 100% 

 53.9 18.3 43.0 23.9 8.3 147.4 

All couples with 

children 

36.3% 

43.6 

13.1% 

15.7 

32.5% 

39.1 

17.6% 

21.1 

23.2% 

27.9 

100% 

120.1 

Couples with 

children - one in 

paid employment 

34.6% 

4.5 

6.1% 

0.8 

13.1% 

1.7 

33.1% 

4.3 

20.1% 

2.7 

100% 

13.0 

Couples with 

children - both in 

paid employment 

36.5% 

38.5 

14.1% 

14.9 

49.5% 

52.2 

15.3% 

16.1 

3.5% 

3.7 

100% 

105.4 

Lone parents  50.5% 

10.3 

13.2% 

2.7 

19.1 

3.9 

13.7% 

2.8 

7.3% 

1.5 

100% 

20.4 
Source : Calculations based on data in Quarterly National Household Survey. Childcare Module. Central 

Statistics Office 2003. 

 

Note : Data for lone parents too low in number to breakdown between those in and outside 

paid employment. Figures may not add up to one hundred per cent due to rounding up. 

 

This data further revealed : 

 120,000 couples with pre-school or primary school-going children - 87% use non-parental 

childcare arrangements 

 44% of lone parents (30,800 families) in paid employment - 67% use non-parental 

childcare arrangements. 

 42% (73,000 families) with pre-school children use non-parental childcare arrangements - 

69% of this is paid care. 

 75% (53,000) of couples with both partners in paid employment use non-parental 

childcare arrangements for pre-school children - 70% of this is paid care. 

 30% of lone parents (7,600 families) with pre-school children use non-parental childcare 

arrangements - 67% of this is paid care. 

 28.0% of lone parents (12,800 families) with primary school-going children use non-

parental childcare arrangements - 46% of this is paid care. 

 

Out of the total of 352,800 households with children of pre-school or primary school age 

124,000 or 29% use paid childcare arrangements. Where both partners are in paid 

employment (in just under half of households of couples with young children) over one-third 

(36%) or 64,000 use paid childcare. Even where both parents are in paid employment 81,000 

or 46% do not use childcare services, either paid or unpaid, indicating significant demand for 

policies and systems facilitating the combination of work and care responsibilities (Central 

Statistics Office 2003). 

 

This data is confirmed by a recent OECD Report which showed that 50% of women in 

Ireland in full-time employment use a paid childminder, a further 8% rely on paid relatives 

while only one in seven use formal nurseries (OECD Babies & Bosses 2005). A similar 

picture of the types of childcare arrangements used in Ireland was revealed in another survey 

published in 2002 (Fine-Davis, M. et al 2002) and presented in the table below. 
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Table 2: Percentage of respondents in full-time employment using different types of 

childcare 

 

Self 0% 

Partner 15%  

Grandparent 17% 

Other relative 1%  

Workplace Crèche/Childcare Centre Nursery 11%    

Non-Workplace Crèche/Childcare Centre Nursery 28% 

School/Ecole Maternelle 12% 

Childminder (registered) 12% 

Childcare (unreg.) Neighbour 12% 

Other 0% 

Total 100% 
Source: Fine-Davis, M. et al 2002. 

 

In a recent Irish Congress of Trade Unions‟ survey “Congress Report on Survey of Childcare 

Practices” in 2002, respondents were asked about their childcare arrangements.  According to 

the survey 68% of respondents‟ children were looked after in some form of childcare 

arrangement.  In just 4% (30) of all cases childcare arrangements were provided by the 

employer (26 in the public sector, 4 in the private sector). Where employer childcare 

arrangements were available, only 17% said they availed of the arrangements.  The reasons 

for failing to avail of the facility included “facilities being booked out”, “crèche being 

situated too far away or located in an awkward spot.” All five respondents who availed of the 

service provided by the employer were working in the public sector. When the employees 

were asked if their employers provided childminding/crèche facilities, of the 1,758 

employees who replied to the question, 97% said their employers did not provide these 

facilities (Irish Congress of Trade Unions 2002).  
 

Table 3:  Childcare Arrangements 

 

Childcare 

Arrangement 

No. Men No. Women Total 

By partner 147 23 170 

By other relative 28 36 64 

By childminder 32 21 53 

In private crèche 23 27 50 

After school by 

childminder 

22 28 50 

In work based 

crèche 

5 4 9 

After school in 

school 

2 3 5 

Other 16 11 27 
Source : Irish Congress of Trade Unions‟ survey “Congress Report on Survey of Childcare Practices” in 2002 

 

The most common form of childcare arrangement provided is by female partners, reinforcing 

the major inequality that exists between male and female parents on the labour market. 

Among mothers, the most common childcare arrangement is provided by a relative followed 
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by after school care by a childminder, in a private crèche and care by partner. For men the 

most frequent arrangement is their female partner, followed by a childminder, relative, in a 

private crèche and after school by a childminder. Only a handful of respondents used a work-

based crèche. (Irish Congress of Trade Unions 2002) 

 

The OECD in their 2004 thematic review estimated that only between 10 and 15% of 0 – 3 

year olds were in half or full-day publicly subsidised childcare – a level very far short of the 

Barcelona target of 33%. They also estimated access to government financed half or full day 

services for children aged three to six at 56%, again considerably lower than the Barcelona 

target of 90% for this age group. This latter figure is also confused in the Irish context by the 

fact that children can access the primary school system from four years of age – a system 

which is publicly funded and non-fee based (OECD 2004). 

 

According to the CSO QNHS 75% of households in which both were in paid employment 

had childcare arrangements for their pre-school children and 50% for their primary school 

going children. They also revealed that 42% of all families with pre-school children rely on 

non-parental childcare during working hours. The following table provides a breakdown of 

the different kinds of childcare services accessed by Irish households. Informal and formal 

childcare arrangements within the family and community continue to play a significant role 

for many households.   

 

Table 4:  Primary Childcare Arrangements Used 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

percent

type

Families classified by primary childcare arrangement used for preschool 

children

2002 62% 10% 5% 12% 9% 2%

2005 60% 12% 4% 12% 10% 2%

parent/g

uardian

unpaid 

relative

paid 

relative

paid 

carer

creche/

montess
other

 
Source: Central Statistics Office 2002 and 2005 
 

The low level of public provision which is available for childcare is targeted at disadvantaged 

areas and communities. The lack of public support for, and development of, a childcare 

infrastructure has been the focus of comments by both international organisations (for 

example European Commission and OECD) and national organisations (for example, Irish 

Congress of Trades Unions, National Women‟s Council, Equality Authority, Irish Business 

and Employers Confederation). What has become to be referred to as Ireland‟s „childcare 

crisis‟ has been the subject of considerable debate in the media but has failed to be taken up 

in a significant way centrally within the political system. For example, in 2005 a Combat 

Poverty Agency Study estimated that for children aged 0 to 6 years there was a shortfall of 
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60,000 childcare places, OECD forecasted a need for 220,000 childcare places between 2005 

and 2010. Current policies are unlikely to come close to that level of provision (Combat 

Poverty Agency 2005, OECD 2004). 

 

2.3 Quality  

 

According to the NGO Pobal, „(a) standard definition of quality in childcare provision is 

currently unavailable in Ireland‟ (2005).  No national inspection mechanism exists to asses 

aspects of quality outside of state funded infant classes in primary schools (CECDE, 2003).  

In 1996, the Department of Health and Children produced a document on childcare 

regulations which was the first time Irish policy had been established in relation to childcare.  

This document was updated in 2006, and covers preschool services (not including infants to 

aged three children). This document is the only government sanctioned policy specifying 

childcare quality standards nationally. Providers are guided by regulations in relation to 

health and safety, age range of pre-school children, adult/child ratios, group size and space 

per child. Authority to inspect premises and to make and enforce regulations are specified 

(HSE, 2006). Quality issues from the perspective of the child, including, for example, 

interactions and actual learning are not covered (CECDE, 2003).   

 

A number of subsequent government publications have identified quality of childcare 

services as primary objectives, but none have been enacted as policy as of yet.  Ready to 

Learn: White Paper on Early Childhood Education, published in 1999, had as an objective to 

develop a high quality system. It comments on the Irish situation that there is an  

 

„absence of regulation of qualifications… (and) low level of awareness by parents 

concerning the qualifications of staff employed by the early education providers‟ 

(GoI, 1999).   

 

The establishment of quality standards and their enforcement have largely been left to 

voluntary membership organisation bodies. These membership organisations provide a 

diverse range of services, many in local communities and supported by voluntary workers 

(CECDE, 2003).  The role of the State in this sector of childcare provision is to make 

available an element of funding, provide inspection for adherence to basic standards, and 

some support for training courses (GoI, 1999).  

 

The National Voluntary Childcare Organisations (NVCOs) are membership-based and 

support the various categories of childcare providers in Ireland, including discussion and 

recommendations on policy (Pobal, 2005). Pobal notes that, while „there is clear agreement 

on many of the key aspects of quality within childcare services… one can also see the 

specific areas of interest and expertise of each in their quality-related work‟ (Pobal, 2005). In 

addition, the Early Childhood Care and Education programme (ECCE) is a two-year 

prevention and early intervention service for children aged three to four years, and their 

parents or carers (French et al., undated). The large majority (89%) of member organisations 

of the NVCOs are private providers (Pobal, 2005).  All of the NVCOs are involved in 

training, but to varying extents, due to differences in levels of funding. NVCOs have 

established a system of self-regulation within which needs are analysed, training is developed 

and courses are delivered. NVCOs collectively held 160 workshops or seminars, 89 

accredited training courses and 181 non-accredited courses in 2005 to 4,824 providers 

nationally (Pobal 2005). Many associations provide quality standard guidelines and best 

practice models to their members, many of which were funded under the 2000-2006 Equal 
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Opportunities Childcare Programme (siolta.ie, Duignan et al 2004). These guides are not 

national standards but rather association membership standards, and are mainly focused on 

child protection.   

 

In 1994 various literature on quality-related issues in childcare were gathered together by the 

Early Childhood Organisation to produce an information pack designed to support 

practitioners with a code of standards on facilities, ages and number of children, child to staff 

rations, equipment, health and safety, record keeping and insurance (Duignan et al, 2004).  In 

1998 the topic was revisited by the National Children‟s Nursery Association (NCNA) and a 

new set of quality guidelines for practitioners was produced covering quality indicators, 

coinciding with an EU-wide movement at the time towards New Opportunities for Women 

(NOW) which included quality targets on childcare (Duignan et al, 2004).  Barnardos, 

Ireland‟s largest children‟s charity, has produced guidelines for providers towards 

achievement of core criteria, asserting that information provision directly enhances quality 

childcare service (Duignan et al, 2004). In 2003 the NCNA updated their guidelines on 

quality establishing criteria for minimum quality standards in a nursery under various 

headings from health and safety to legal requirements. NCNA has put further supports in 

place for their membership including self evaluation, awards for excellence, advice, 

mentoring and training (Duignan et al, 2004).     

 

Linked to the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme (EOCP) thirty-three City and 

County Childcare Committees (CCCs) were set up in 2001 to strengthen cooperation and 

coordination in childcare in each local area (IBEC/ICTU, 2005). Improving quality was one 

of the objectives specified in the establishment of the CCCs (Pobal, 2005). Each CCC has 

twenty-two members who represent different stakeholders including parents, providers, 

employers, the community and voluntary sector, trade unions, government departments and 

farming organisations (Pobal, 2005). Each CCC has developed a five-year strategic plan, 

receives funding from the National Childcare Initiative Programme (NCIP, previously the 

EOCP) and performs the functions of advising and supporting as well as liaising and 

coordination (Pobal, 2005).  CCCs play a part in directly providing training or in coordinating 

with training delivery agencies. In 2005, CCCs throughout Ireland reported providing or 

organising 722 training courses of which 322 were accredited (Pobal, 2005).   

 

The Office of the Minister for Children (OMC) put out Guidelines in 2006 for Diversity and 

Equality for Childcare Providers. Their stated aims are to :  

 

„ – support childcare practitioners, early childhood teachers, managers and policy 

makers in their exploration, understanding and development of diversity and equality 

practice  

- foster awareness about diversity and equality issues  

- stimulate discussion about bias and discrimination [and] encourage the 

development of services that are inclusive of all children and their families‟  

(OMC, 2006).   

 

The guidelines detail steps for providers to develop and adhere to a diversity and equality 

policy, and include sections on accessibility, partnering opportunities, environmental 

considerations, gender, religion, discipline, traditions, and bullying. While these guidelines 

are clear, comprehensive and accessible, the key issue is their full implementation (OMC, 

2006).   
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More specific regulations were set down in the Department of Health and Children‟s Child 

care (Pre-School) Regulations in relation to adult/child ratios for various child care services, 

detailed in the following table.   
 

Table 5:  Recommended Adult/Child Ratios for the various childcare services, per Child 

Care (Pre-School Services) (No 2) Regulations 2006 
 

Full Day Care Service 

AGE RANGE ADULT/CHILD RATIO 

0-1 year 1:3 

1-2 years 1:5 

2-3 years 1:6 

3-6 years 1:8 

 

Part Time Day Care Service 

AGE RANGE ADULT/CHILD RATIO 

0-1 year 1:3 

1-2 years 1:5 

2-3 years 1:6 

3-6 years 1:8 

 

Sessional Pre-school Service 

AGE RANGE ADULT/CHILD RATIO 

0-1 year 1:3 

1-2.5 years 1:5 

2.5-6  years 1:10 

 

Pre-school service in drop-in centre or temporary drop-in centre 

AGE RANGE ADULT/CHILD RATIO MAX. GROUP SIZE 

Full age integration 0-6 yrs 1:4 24 

*no more than 2 children younger than 15 months per adult. 

 

Childminding Service 

AGE RANGE ADULT/CHILD RATIO 

preschool 1:5 

*no more than 2 children younger than 15 months per adult (exceptions are made for siblings and multiple 

births) 

 

Overnight pre-school service 

AGE RANGE ADULT/CHILD RATIO 

0-1 year 1:3 

1-6 years 1:5 

Source: Department of Health and Children 2006  

 

In Ireland, training and qualifying for a career in childcare has been organised on an ad hoc 

basis which has led to „duplication of provision, inconsistency in standards, lack of awareness 

as to the skills courses… and difficulties regarding access‟ (CECDE, 2003). Ambiguity in 

relation to the regulation of qualifications has resulted in a situation in which personnel have 

a diverse range of skills and knowledge, and a sizable proportion lack any formal training 

(CECDE, 2003). It has also meant that the establishment of career pathways has not taken 

place.  

 

Publications such as the 1999 White Paper have called for reform in childcare training but 

this has yet to be achieved (CECDE, 2003). It states that quality is not simply one standard of 

excellence for all children, but rather a core set of criteria against which progress may be 
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measured, accounting for diversities in needs and also in provisions (GoI, 1999).  The White 

Paper advocates standardisation of training to create career ladders and to facilitate 

movement of professionals throughout the childcare sector (GoI, 1999).    

 

Despite the lack of national minimum standards, recent years has seen an increase in 

universities and institutes offering qualifications and degree courses related to childcare 

(CECDE, 2003).  Some individual institutes have attempted to collaborate with stakeholders 

for the development of core standards and training approaches, in spite of a lack of national 

standards (GoI, 1999).   

 

Childcare preschool regulations require providers to „ensure appropriate vetting of all staff, 

student and volunteers who have access to a child‟ and when possible employ Garda vetting 

and „previous employer‟ references for all staff (HSE, 2006). Within Childcare Preschool 

Regulations, staff qualifications are specified as 

 

“A suitable and competent adult is a person (over 18 years) who has appropriate 

experience in caring for children under six years of age and/or who has an appropriate 

qualification in childcare… It is acknowledged that many childcare staff have a 

qualification or are working towards achieving one.  In centre-based services, it is 

considered that the person in charge should aim to have at least fifty percent of 

childcare staff with a qualification appropriate to the care and development of 

children.  The qualified staff should rotate between age groupings.  Induction training 

should be provided by the service.” (HSE, 2006). 

 

In 2006 the OMC distributed guidelines for childminders which included professional 

requirements for childminders, environmental guidelines including health and safety, and 

statutory/voluntary notification requirements. The guidelines are slightly more specific in 

language than that of the Childcare Regulation policy documents, but still fall short of 

measurable requirements. The OMC has since made clear that these requirements are due for 

updating (as they currently reference the outdated 1996 childcare regulations) in order to be 

relevant to the current situation.  As a result quality standards have largely been left to the 

voluntary sector to sort out on an ad-hoc basis. City/county childcare committees in two 

locales have formulated a much needed guide for childcare providers outlining professional 

training paths (Limerick & North Tipperary CCCs, undated). Formal childcare training paths 

include „suggested‟ categorisation of each specific qualification at different levels linked to 

the national qualifications framework, for example level four for classroom assistants, level 

five for room and team leaders and level six for supervisors. While no qualification level 

requirement exists, the most widely available and desired qualification is level five at present. 

 

In 2002, the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform launched a model framework 

for childcare providers intended to enable those working in the sector to identify their 

position within a professional development plan (GoI, 2002). This framework defines and 

identifies core competency areas such as child development, personal/professional 

development, social environment, health and safety, education and play, and communication 

and administration management (GoI, 2002). Profiles, including level of experience and 

expertise in each of these areas are specified for defining practitioner levels which include: 

basic, intermediate, experienced, advanced and expert practitioners. Routes of access, transfer 

and progression, of and through these levels, are outlined, through education and training 

which entails meeting specified requirements, or solely through experience which includes no 

formal qualifications.  
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Pay rates for childcare workers in Ireland are extremely low and the vast majority of those 

employed as childcare workers are women.  Current hourly pay rates vary from EURO 9.27 

for those with up to four years experience to EURO 10.03 for those with over ten years 

experience.  These rates are not much higher than the current National Minimum Wage of 

EURO 8.65. 

  

The National Childcare Strategy formed a National Childcare Coordination Committee 

(NCCC), chaired by the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform (IBEC/ICTU 

2005).  The NCCC Certifying Bodies established a sub-group which developed a Model 

Framework on Qualifications in the childcare sector which acts as a guide to the National 

Qualifications Authority in Ireland.  In addition, Barnardos responded to the need for quality 

staffing between 2001 and 2003 by producing a personnel practice guide and additionally 

collaborating with the national training authority to develop quality assurance guidelines 

(Duignan et al, 2004).   

 

Barriers to achieving the ideal of ensuring more practitioners become qualified include issues 

of accessibility, the need to bring together formal and informal education and to achieve an 

adequate response to the ever increasing Irish context of inter-culturalism. Training 

programmes in Ireland are often developed in response to immediate community needs, 

develop without the objective of identified quality standards and many do not provide 

nationally recognised certifications. Despite research backing the need for a more formal 

professional system for workers in the childcare sector, no government requirement exists to 

set down a standard of qualifications. Coupled with low pay across the sector, and the ever 

increasing demand for additional childcare provision in Ireland, if a standard qualification 

were to be set, it would be impossible to achieve without a complex plan identifying and 

addressing different barriers, the foremost of which is funding. Until then, it seems 

impossible to envisage a quality framework for Ireland‟s childcare providers that is anything 

other than „ad-hoc‟.   

 

2.4 Flexibility  

 

Because so many households in Ireland depend on relatives for childcare arrangements, it can 

be assumed that there is a high level of flexibility involved. This is not the case in formal 

childcare. Most crèches in Ireland open set hours from 7.30 or 8.00am in the mornings to 

6.00pm or 6.30pm in the evenings. A survey carried out for the Sunday Business Post in 2005 

found no example of childcare facilities operating during evenings, overnight or weekends 

(Sunday Business Post January 2005). School hours in Ireland are shorter than the hours 

childcare facilities are open. Children at primary (first level) schools generally attend school 

between 9.00am and 1.00pm for the first two years and from 9.00am to 2.00pm for the 

following six years. At second level schools generally operate from 9.00am to 4.00pm. After 

school facilities are available in only a small number of schools at second level and are rare at 

first level. 

 

Part-time places in crèches and other childcare facilities are limited in their availability. Many 

crèches offer only full time placements in what is predominantly a suppliers market. 

Frequently women find themselves paying for a full-time place but using the place for less 

than full-time hours. 
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A recent comparative survey of fathers and mothers and work-life balance issues carried out 

in Ireland, France, Italy and Denmark revealed that Irish parents (predominantly women) 

have no option but to use annual leave in circumstances in which the usual childcare 

arrangements are unavailable (e.g. during holidays, when crèche is closed, when grandparents 

are unavailable or when a child is sick). Irish parents were shown to use annual leave more 

than any other country and to have a very low usage of parental leave. This low usage of 

parental leave is most likely accounted for by the fact that it is unpaid and that many 

employers require it to be taken as a block. Some changes were made recently in relation to 

entitlement to flexibility in taking parental leave (see below). (European Commission, 2005). 

 

2.5 Affordability 
 

Research on childcare provision in Ireland reveals that Irish people are paying almost twice 

as much as the EU average for childcare, and the cost of childcare in Ireland is among the 

highest in the EU. The average cost of a full-time place in a pre-school childcare facility 

(crèche) is about 20% of earnings compared to an EU average of 12%. This high cost of 

childcare has a particular effect on low-income households and creates a definite barrier to 

accessing paid employment, education and training.  

 

“The cost of childcare is a particular issue for disadvantaged families and is 

acknowledged as remaining as a significant barrier to the uptake of further education 

or work for low income families, particularly single parents. Affordability is also a 

major issue for higher income levels, particularly for families with more than one 

child requiring childcare.”     (National Economic and Social Council (NESC) 2005) 

 

The lack of public subsidisation of childcare is highlighted by the National Women‟s Council 

of Ireland as the main reason why the costs of childcare are so high in Ireland. 

 

“ There is practically no public subsidisation of childcare in Ireland, so that‟s what‟s 

making us more expensive in comparison with other European countries. “ 

(Orla O‟ Connor, National Women‟s Council of Ireland quoted in Sunday Business 

Post January 23 2005.) 

 

With the exception of an extremely limited number of childcare places, parents in Ireland pay 

for childcare from their own take-home income or rely on unpaid assistance from family or 

community. Little attention has been paid to the issue of affordability. There is no tax relief 

or tax credits for childcare in Ireland. Providers of childcare set their own rates which can 

vary considerably depending on the type and quality of service, location, age of child, and 

hours of attendance. Flexibility in terms of access and use of services can be very difficult to 

establish. Many crèche facilities, for example, do not provide for part-time care, and will only 

accept children on a full-time basis or on the basis of paying a full-time fee. 

 

Data from the Childcare Module of the Quarterly National Household Survey 2005 revealed 

that parents who paid for childcare spent on average EURO 120.64 per week on the main 

type of childcare used - varying from EURO 145.23 in Dublin to EURO 94.94 in the border 

region (Central Statistics Office, 2005). A recent survey carried out by the Sunday Business 

Post (January 23
rd

 2005) estimated that the monthly cost of sending a six month old baby to a 

crèche could be as much as EURO 918 – two or more children were estimated at double that 

amount. This survey concluded that the annual cost of childcare, ranging from over EURO 
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6000 in rural Donegal to over EURO 11,000 in urban Dublin were equivalent to monthly 

mortgage payments on the average house price of EURO 250,000.  

 

CSO data for 2002-2005 shows the increasing cost of different forms of childcare.  

Crèche/Montessori care displays the highest hourly rate.  CSO also visually displays the 

increasing weekly cost of childcare for pre-school children. 

 

Table 6:  Average cost of childcare per hour by type 
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Average cost of paid childcare for pre-school children per hour by type

2002 2.69 3.22 3.64 2.64

2005 3.05 4.06 4.82 3.41
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Source: Central Statistics Office 2002 and 2005 

 

Table 7:  Average cost of childcare per week 
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Source: Central Statistics Office 2002 and 2005 

 

A Report published in March 2005 by the Forum on the Workplace of the Future argued that 

the high cost of childcare in Ireland – the highest in the Europe – were keeping large numbers 

of women out of the workforce. This Report highlights that childcare costs in Ireland are 

almost twice the EU average resulting in a “serious under-utilisation of women‟s high 

standard of education and skills” (National Centre for Partnership and Performance 2005). 

Recent data published in May 2006 revealed that the average cost of paid childcare was just 

over EURO 120 per week, representing a 23% increase over the two year period 2003-05. 

 

A survey of costs carried out for the National Women‟s Council in 2005 reached the 

following conclusion : 

 

“According to this data, childcare costs account for approximately 20% of the earnings 

for lone parents with one child; and between 33% and 43% of earnings for lone parents 
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(on the average industrial wage) with two children (depending on whether the parent is in 

full-time or part-time employment). The situation is worse for parents on the minimum 

wage. Of particular note is the high cost borne by lone parents on the minimum wage 

with two children where between 61% and 78% of income is consumed by childcare 

cost.”   (National Women‟s Council, 2005). 

 

The implication of such high costs in accessing childcare is that opportunities to avail of 

training, education and employment opportunities among those on low and even middle 

incomes is severely restricted and reinforces inequalities in Irish society. 

 

2.6 Attitudes  
  

Given the very low level of public provision of childcare and the high cost of private market 

childcare services, there has been little scope to establish a sense of the preferred or most 

acceptable system of care. Choice is highly limited and choices are constrained by high costs 

and lack of flexibility. Reliance on private carers is at least partly a result of the high cost of 

private nurseries. For women with two or three children, private nurseries are generally not 

affordable. Reliance on relatives may be partly a question of choice but is also significantly 

affected by cost and availability issues on the private market.  

 

Data from the Quarterly National Household Survey (4
th

 Quarter) 2002 provides an insight 

into the extent to which families desired alternative forms of childcare than those they were 

currently using. One in five families with pre-school children indicated that they would 

„welcome the availability of alternative childcare arrangements‟. Nearly half of those 

responded indicated a preference for a crèche or Montessori (preferable a work-based 

crèche), a further 20% specified a paid carer and 10% indicated they would prefer to mind the 

children themselves. 

 

“Over 45% stated that they were not availing of their desired alternative due to cost or 

financial reasons, while 33.6% said the option wasn‟t available and 31.5% cited other 

reasons”  (CSO, 2003). 

 

Table 8:  Alternative Childcare Arrangements Desired 
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2.7 Related issues  

 

Provision for leave entitlements in Ireland is limited. Entitlement to maternity leave has been 

significantly increased in recent years but parental leave is unpaid and there is no statutory 

paternity leave. Leave for family and other purposes is largely discretionary. Certain key 

employers of women, for example the civil and public sectors, provide for a range of flexible 

work and leave arrangements and individual private sector companies have also implemented 

positive initiatives in relation to leave.  

 

An important new policy development of particular benefit to women and towards greater 

gender equality has been the extension of maternity leave bringing paid leave from 18 to 26 

weeks in 2007 as well as an entitlement to a 16 week period of unpaid leave. In addition, 

maternity leave payments have been increased from 70% to 80% of reckonable earnings. 

Parental leave entitlement has also been increased which, while it continues to be unpaid, can 

potentially be combined with maternity leave to establish a new leave entitlement of 56 

weeks for women following childbirth (or adoption), 26 of which are paid at 80% of pay (for 

those with a sufficient employment record). In addition, the maximum age for an eligible 

child under parental leave entitlements has been raised from 5 to 8 years, those acting 'in loco 

parentis' have been included and 'force majeure' leave has been extended to same sex 

partners. However parental leave continues to be unpaid in Ireland and there is no provision 

for paternity leave.  

 

Paternity leave is not recognised in employment law in Ireland. Therefore employers are not 

obliged to grant male employees special paternity leave (either paid or unpaid) following the 

birth of a child. Annual leave taken following the birth of a child is treated in employment 

law in the same way as leave taken at any other time of the year. It is at the discretion of the 

employer to decide who can and cannot take annual leave at a given time. Some employers in 

Ireland, however, (for example, the Civil Service), do provide a period of paid leave from 

work for male employees following the birth or adoption of a child. Fathers employed in the 

Civil Service can apply for a period of special 3 day (paternal) leave with pay in respect of 

children born on or after 1st January, 2000 or for children adopted after 1st January 2000. 

Arrangements where employers provide this type of leave following the birth or adoption of a 

child are, however, the result of negotiation and agreement reached between the employer 

and employee. The employee usually applies for this leave in writing before the birth (or 

adoption). These arrangements are not covered by employment law so if an employer agrees 

to provide time off to an employee as paternal leave for a specified period (either with or 

without pay), it is entirely discretionary.  

 

An important development in relation to paternity leave emerged following a claim by the 

three main teachers unions (TUI, INTO, ASTI) which was negotiated through the 

Conciliation Council for Teachers that fathers be granted special leave with pay in respect of 

new born children.  It was agreed with the Department of Education and Science, that fathers 

would be allowed three days special leave with pay in respect of children born on or after 1
st
 

January 2001. This leave may be taken at the time of the birth or up to 4 weeks after the birth. 

In the case of adoption, where the date of placement is on or after 1
st
 January 2001, the leave 

may be taken on or up to 4 weeks after the date of placement of the child.  Paid substitution 

will be allowed in respect of such absences (Teachers Union of Ireland, 29th January 2001).   

While male employees are not entitled under Irish law to either paid or unpaid paternity 

leave, they are entitled to Parental Leave. The Parental Leave Act 1998, as amended from 
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July 2004 entitles both parents who qualify to take a period of up to 14 weeks unpaid leave 

from employment. An employee is not entitled to pay from their employer while on parental 

leave nor are they entitled to any social welfare payment equivalent to Maternity or Adoptive 

Benefit. Regulations to ensure preservation of social insurance records for employees who 

avail of Parental Leave have been introduced. The Act does provide for an entitlement to 

limited paid „force majeure‟ leave for urgent family reasons owing to the injury or illness of 

an immediate family member, in circumstances where the presence of the employee, at the 

place where the family member is ill or injured, is indispensable. The employee may not be 

absent on „force majeure‟ leave for more than 3 days in any period of 12 consecutive months 

or 5 days in any period of 36 consecutive months.  

 

A national survey of 912 public and private sectors organisations (stratified to size and sector, 

using a mail questionnaire) carried out in 2001 explored patterns of work and working time 

and issues of „family-friendly‟ policies was carried out by the National Framework 

Committee for Family Friendly Policies. Five “case study” organisations were selected for a 

follow-up survey of managers and employees. Published in 2002 this research report “Off the 

Treadmill – achieving work-life balance” represents the most comprehensive survey to date 

to address „work-life‟ balance in Ireland. The following table presents this survey‟s findings 

on the availability and take-up of various forms of leave. The most striking feature of this 

data is the low take up of parental leave (although higher among women than men), an 

indication how the lack of payment discourages most parents. Men are more likely to take 

study leave than women while women are more likely to take career breaks for family and 

care reasons. The limited availability of childcare services is likely to be a key factor in the 

decisions and choices of women employees. 

 

Table 9:  Alternative Childcare Arrangements Desired 

        Available to:           Availed of:  

Leave No.Men No.Women Total 

(n) 

No.Men No.Women Total(n) 

Compassionate 244 217 461 184 123 307 

Study 248 209 457 101 81 182 

Force Majeure 266 227 493 79 51 130 

Maternity n/a 273 273 n/a 105 105 

Career break/ 

Sabbatical/leave of 

Absence 

252 207 459 33 42 75 

Parental (unpaid) 278 258 536 15 35 50 

Paternity 234 n.a. 234 36 n.a. 36 

Carer Leave (unpaid) 182 188 370 5 5 10 

Adoptive 145 227 372 4 3 7 

Other 11 10 21 25 21 46 
Source : „Off the Treadmill‟ National Framework Committee for Family Friendly Policies (2002) 

 

Ireland has very little policy development in relation to 'flexicurity'. Within the public sector 

there is provision for flexi-time working, term-time working and career breaks. While these 

are largely discretionary there is a significant take-up among women of term-time working 

and career breaks. Research indicates that women take career breaks primarily for care 

reasons while men who take career breaks tend to do so for educational purposes. In the 

private sector, there is some evidence of flexi-time working negotiated at enterprise level but 

there is no recent data to indicate how widespread this practice is. Part-time employment is 
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significant among women workers - approximately one in five women in paid employment 

are part-time. Low pay and a significant gender pay gap are features of part-time 

employment. Part-time employment is protected under legislation which establishes part-time 

workers entitlement to pro-rata pay, terms and conditions of employment with full-time 

employees. The lack of a more developed 'flexicurity' policy system provides women with 

few options in relation to forms of employment. 
 

2.8 Summary and conclusion 

 

The OECD has predicted that the need or demand for childcare is likely to double over the 

five year period from 2005 to 2010 i.e. a demand for 220,000 childcare places – double the 

current level. There is no indication that this level of demand will be met under current 

policies towards childcare provision. More women in the workforce means that in the future 

the level of availability of informal care is likely to decrease. Yet given the current cost of 

childcare it is to the informal sector that many women have turned. And among many 

immigrants working in Ireland, there is no extended family or established community 

networks to provide informal care.  

 

Availability and affordability of good quality childcare has been shown to be a huge issue in 

Ireland, particularly among women and increasingly among households with young children 

and with two earners. Despite this, the political will to develop a more comprehensive system 

of childcare provision has been absent. Linked to the high rate of economic growth over the 

last decade employers organisations have joined women‟s organisations, trade unions and 

others in calling for improved childcare facilities and services. To the extent that a debate on 

childcare has taken place in Ireland, the focus has been on the lack of provision, high costs 

and the needs of the growing proportion of women workers. There has been little discussion 

on pre-school education and the benefits of early childhood education and care systems from 

the standpoint of the child. 

 

3.  Childcare services: achievements and challenges  
 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Ireland‟s lack of a developed system of provision of childcare has been identified at both 

national and at EU level as a major barrier towards further increases in women's employment. 

Despite this women have increased their role and position within paid employment in Ireland, 

and constitute the main component of recent employment growth. To a large extent this has 

taken place in a context of strong economic growth and without dedicated policies focusing 

on women's labour market participation. Realising the further potential of drawing more 

women from non-employment or 'inactivity' into paid employment requires a targeted 

employment strategy addressing the barriers to women's employment access, particularly the 

lack of adequate child and elder care services and the perpetuation of financial disincentives 

within a household based welfare and taxation system. Few new policies have been 

introduced to specifically tackle gender gaps in employment, unemployment or pay. However 

certain policies if implemented (detailed in the current national Agreement „Towards 2016‟) 

in relation to increasing and enforcing the national minimum wage and indexing welfare 

payments would benefit women particularly those on low pay and in low income households.  
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3.2 labour market achievements 

 

Looking at the labour market situation of Irish women over the last decade it is evident that 

change has been both significant and rapid. As well as the growth in the level of women's 

employment, its composition has also undergone significant change. Between 1999 and 2006 

women's employment rate increased from 53% to 61%. The strongest growth in women's 

paid employment rate has taken place in the 35-44 age group (from 60% in 1999 to 67% in 

2007) and also in the 45-54 age group (from 48% to 66% over the same time period) (CSO, 

2006). These figures reflect the way in which the pattern of increasing employment rates has 

been working its way through different generations of Irish women. The gap between the 

employment rate of younger and middle age groups of women has narrowed significantly and 

even in the older age group a similar pattern of change is emerging. Among Irish men, 

employment rates are generally stable, although there has been a lowering of the rate among 

younger men (linked to higher educational participation) and an increased rate of 

employment among older men. Together these changes have led to a narrowing of the gender 

gap in the employment rate between women and men (among those aged 15-64) from 21.5 in 

2001 to 16.3 in 2007, still wider than the EU average. 

 

Table 10:  Employment Rates by Sex and Age 1999; 2001; 2004; 2007 

 
Employment 

Rates (ILO) % 

Age group 1999 2001 2004 2007 

      

Females 15-19 24.9 22.2 21.1 23.1 

 20-24 67.4 65.6 66.8 67.2 

 25-34 72.4 74.5 73.7 74.8 

 35-44 59.6 62.8 63.6 66.6 

 45-54 47.7 54.2 59.7 65.8 

 55-59 33.0 36.3 43.3 47.0 

 60-64 18.9 20.2 23.6 31.8 

Total Females  52.6 55.1 57.2 60.8 

      

Males 15-19 30.8 29.1 24.9 24.2 

 20-24 74.4 71.8 71.7 74.2 

 25-34 89.9 89.4 88.5 87.2 

 35-44 88.7 90.7 90.2 86.6 

 45-54 84.1 84.9 85.6 86.2 

 55-59 71.3 73.8 72.5 74.6 

 60-64 51.4 54.4 55.7 59.3 

Total Males  75.2 76.1 76.0 77.1 

      

Total persons  63.9 65.6 66.7 69.0 

Source: Central Statistics Office, Quarterly National Household Surveys, 2005 and 2007  

 

Trends in the gender pay gap highlighted in recent studies show the significant level of the 

gap in Ireland (including among recent third level graduates), the impact of horizontal, and 

particularly vertical segregation and the need for equality and audit action plans at sectoral 

level together with improved statistical and monitoring systems. The importance of policies 

to support women's paid employment during childrearing years, such as childcare, family 

friendly and flexible workplace policies has been emphasised by the Consultative Group 

established by government to analyse and suggest ways to address the gender pay gap. 

(Consultative Group on Male/Female Wage Differentials 2002, Indecon, 2004)  
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3.3 Social inclusion 

 

Apart from increasing women‟s access to paid employment, childcare policy can also play a 

role in reducing the poverty rate and increasing social cohesion. OECD Reports in 2003 and 

2004 explore the consequences of Ireland‟s lack of childcare provision. „Babies and Bosses 

2003‟ highlighted the lack of supports for women with children, meagre parental leave, 

scarcity of early childhood services and absence of fiscal support for young children in 

childcare and linked these to high drop-out rates of women from paid employment.   

 

Current policy development reflects a contradiction evident in labour market policy towards 

women in Ireland. On the one hand there is the objective, supported by recent policy changes, 

of increasing the employment rate of women, including that of lone parents. On the other, 

there is a continuing assumption of the provision of care by, primarily women, unpaid in 

households or through the private market place, an assumption reflected in a low level of 

public provision. These contradictory aspects of policy are particularly evident in relation to 

lone parents towards whom there is pressure to reduce their dependence on welfare through 

accessing employment primarily and, to an extent training and education. But there is little 

evidence of a parallel commitment to a system of care which is essential for lone parents to 

take up such opportunities.  

 

A detailed study carried out in 2001 by Sinead Riordan of the Centre for Social and 

Educational Research at the Dublin Institute of Technology, explored the pattern of childcare 

use across households at different income levels. In her survey 25% of mothers compared to 

90% of fathers were in full-time employment. Most of the mothers in employment were in 

part-time employment. A mixture of formal and informal childcare was used by parents in 

this survey with a stronger reliance on informal care. Those households which used more 

formal care tended to be either low income or high income households.  

 

“ The reported higher use of crèche type childcare by parents with either higher or lower 

incomes suggests that access to „formal‟ childcare depends on either, parent‟s ability to pay 

(hence the greater use by high income parents) or eligibility for subsidised childcare (hence 

the greater use by lower income parents). This suggests the existence of gaps in current 

provision of childcare, particularly among those whose income is not high enough to pay 

childcare but not low enough to be admitted via targeted funded childcare services.” (Riordan 

2001) 

 

3.4. Other factors including fertility trends 

 

Ireland is undergoing demographic changes which impact on the childcare issue. Changes in 

the proportion of women in paid employment are working their way through the age cohorts 

of the population from one generation of Irish women to the next. One of the implications of 

this change is that middle to older aged women who have provided care supports in the past 

are likely themselves to have higher employment rates in the future and be less available as 

carers, paid or unpaid.  

 

Overall fertility levels have declined in Ireland from a level significantly above the EU 

average twenty years ago to the EU average level at present. However, there is evidence of an 

increase in fertility levels over the last few years. In their Report in 2005 focusing on the 

'workplace of the future' the National Centre for Performance and Partnership highlighted the 
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way in which changing demographic trends would likely mean that pressures on families 

with young children and demand for childcare services will likely increase. 

 

" In recent times a high proportion of Irish women have deferred childbirth until their 

early 30s. By 2013, the population cohort in their 30s will have increased by 150,000. 

It seems likely that this will further accentuate the need for adequate childcare 

provision."  (National Centre for Performance and Partnership, 2005) 

 

In a similar commentary on changing fertility rates, deferred childbirth among women 

currently in their late twenties and up to their mid-thirties has also been highlighted.  

 

“Current trends show that many women are choosing to have their children later in 

life frequently in the 30 – 35 age group for working women. This means that demand 

for childcare is likely to increase over the next ten years” (IBEC/ICTU 2005). 

 

In the context of a lack of available and affordable childcare however, employment trends do 

continue to show a steep decline in women‟s labour force participation depending on factors 

such as the age of their youngest child - gender differences are very marked as the following 

table reveals : 

 

Table 11: Employment Rates of Men and Women (%) aged 20–44 by family status, 2004 

 

Family Status Men Women 

   

No children 94.4 87.2 

Youngest child aged 0 - 3 90.1 52.4 

Youngest child aged 4 - 5 91.9 54.3 

Youngest child aged 6 + 91.5 63.6 

TOTAL 91.7 62.5 

Source : IBEC/ICTU 2005 

 

What is particularly evident from this table is the significance of the age of the youngest child 

for women‟s employment rate. 

 

3.5 Summary and conclusion  

 

The central issue in relation to women‟s access to employment is the lack of a proper care 

infrastructure, particularly the lack of adequate child and education services and the 

perpetuation of financial disincentives within a household-based welfare and taxation system. 

The Report from the OECD published in September 2004 strongly criticises Ireland‟s lack of 

early childhood education and care provision arguing for increased resources to improve 

provision. In addition, the Report argues for a system of paid parental leave of one year‟s 

duration – to replace the current system of unpaid leave over fourteen weeks. A further key 

recommendation is for a guaranteed publicly funded pre-primary place for all children and 

for full school days for all young children from disadvantaged areas (OECD 2004). 

Increasing the „supply and affordability‟ of childcare facilities has been highlighted in both 

the EU Employment Taskforce and the Joint Employment Reports (2004) as a key 

recommendation to the Irish government. Ireland has a long way to go in the development of 

a comprehensive childcare system and existing measures, such as the Childcare Initiative 

(and the earlier Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme) mainly targeted at disadvantaged 
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areas, while significant, remain limited in tackling the scale of what has become termed the 

'care crisis'. 

 

4. Childcare services: policy issues  
 

4.1 Introduction 

  

Over the last decade a number of important public initiatives either directly on, or relevant to, 

childcare have been implemented. Key funding initiatives, detailed below, benefitted from 

EU Structural Funds which Ireland drew down under its National Development Plan 2000-

2006. During that period Ireland was an EU Objective One Region and in this context 

Structural Funds and the policy objectives linked to those funds played an important role. 

Following the recent period of high growth Ireland is no longer categorised as Objective One 

so childcare (and other policies) are now driven wholly by national policies. Policies towards 

childcare in Ireland include public supports towards the provision of childcare services, 

regulation of the quality of childcare services, financial supports to parents in relation to the 

costs of childcare and child rearing and entitlements to leave from employment in relation to 

childcare and child rearing responsibilities.  

 

Ireland does not have a comprehensive childcare policy. The picture of provision and 

regulation of childcare is fragmented and financial supports and leave entitlements are very 

limited. Recent decisions in relation to childcare policies have been contradictory, and in 

some instances have resulted in new restrictions on the availability and access to appropriate 

childcare services and supports. Details of policy initiatives over the last ten years are 

outlined below. 

 

4.2 Policies with regard to availability 

 

1996 : Childcare (Pre-School Services) Regulations were introduced which were aimed at 

establishing guidelines for the delivery of quality childcare services and include provision for 

notification of the establishment of services and the inspection of facilities. However, 

important issues of measurability and implementation arise.  (See section 2.3 on quality.) 

 

2000 : The most significant public initiative on Childcare was the establishment of the Equal 

Opportunities Childcare Programme (EOCP) in 2000 and has been the main source of 

funding for those providing childcare services in geographical areas which are designated as 

disadvantaged. This programme was developed under the National Development Plan 2000-

2006 and includes capital support for not-for-profit and community organisations as well as 

self-employed and private providers such as the cost of building, renovating, upgrading and 

equipping childcare facilities. It also provided staffing grants for facilities in disadvantaged 

areas. Under a separate funding line support was provided for childcare networks at city and 

county level. By the end of EOCP in 2007, the programme was responsible for the creation of 

around 35,000 new childcare places. Thirty-three City and County Childcare Committees 

were also established under this programme with the stated aim of coordinating the provision 

of childcare services at local level.  

 

2001: The National Children‟s Office (NCO) was established with the stated aim of 

improving all aspects of children‟s lives and implementing the National Children‟s Strategy. 

Its focus is on the Children‟s Act 2001, statutory protections of children, homelessness and 

children under State care. 
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2006/7: In the context of a new National Development Plan 2007-2013, the EOCP was 

replaced by the National Childcare Investment Programme 2006-2010 (NCIP) with a target 

of 50,000 new childcare places. The key element of change in the funding system which was 

introduced in 2007 was a move away from funding staff salaries in community based crèches 

and towards direct funding for parents on welfare. The rationale behind this change was to 

create a more targeted system and to ensure that households on middle level incomes could 

not avail of publicly supported childcare.  

 

The impact of this most recent policy change has been huge, and largely negative. Childcare 

providers in disadvantaged communities no longer receive subsidies towards staffing and find 

it increasingly difficult to plan and develop their services. Households with access to those 

services are now increasingly welfare dependent rather than the socio-economic mix which 

had characterised those services previously. Under the EU programme which part funded the 

EOCP a specified ratio of 60% disadvantaged and 40% from non-welfare families had been 

laid down. This system had been based on the principle of applying charges according to 

income levels (a system which did have some problems in establishing appropriate charges 

for relevant income levels). Some of those involved in childcare provision in disadvantaged 

areas argue that the lack of staff supports may mean that they will be forced to recruit less 

qualified and less trained staff at lower wage levels.  

 

In replacing the EOCP with the NCIP the system for funding childcare services underwent 

significant changes – changes that have been strongly criticised as limiting access to services 

to households dependent on social welfare and excluding many low and middle income 

households. 

 

“ The decision to change the system of funding community crèches threatens to 

ghettoise the service and is symptomatic of a childcare policy which is failing Irish 

children and their parents.”    Kathy Sheridan, Irish Times 19 January 2008. 

 

In their analysis of Irish childcare policy key commentators have highlighted how policy is 

trapped by the historical situation of low funding, due to an assumption of full-time unpaid 

carers in the home (women). As a result policy tends to focus on the number rather than the 

quality of childcare places, driven by a policy of increasing women‟s labour force 

participation.  

 

“ The focus in respect of early childhood education and care is therefore primarily on 

women and not on children, resulting in investment policy that creates childcare 

spaces for children, gives cash payments to parents and facilitates market growth. ” 

                                                 Dr Noirin Hayes quoted in Irish Times 19 January 2008  

 

2006 :  Budget 2006 saw the introduction of new financial supports for parents of young 

children, increases in child benefit and additional resources towards childcare facilities. New 

initiatives included : 

 

- Annual EURO 1000 payment in respect of each child up to six years of age to all 

households irrespective of their labour market status commencing in 2006.  

- Childminder‟s Tax Relief was introduced for income from childminding, 

conditional on the notification of the service. A new tax relief on those earning 

incomes up to EURO 10,000 was introduced in Budget 2006 available to those 
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minding up to three children in their own homes. No data is yet available on the 

take up of this relief. 

 

2006: A new Office of the Minister of Children (OMC) with a dedicated Minister for 

Children was established in 2006 under the aegis of the Department of Health and Children 

and has the responsibility for all children‟s services (other than health and school age 

education services) including the childcare programme.  The establishment of the Ministry 

for Children has gone some way to replace a system in which seven different government 

departments and agencies have had responsibility for early childhood and family policy in 

Ireland – a system strongly criticised by the OECD and others for its fragmented nature, lack 

of integration and coordination (OECD, 2004). 

 

Three Ministries continue to carry significant responsibilities : 

 

- Dept of Health – provide social services nurseries for children up to 4 years of age 

covering around 10,000 children who have special needs – 2% of all children in 

this age group. 

- Dept of Justice, Equality and Law reform – responsible for the Equal 

Opportunities Childcare Programme, now the Childcare Initiative and the National 

Childcare Strategy – around 35,000 childcare places in disadvantaged areas.  

- Dept of Education and Science – in Ireland children can actually access formal 

education from age four years and come under this Department. 

 

These initiatives represent important increases in childcare supports, essential to women's 

participation in labour market programmes and paid employment. They are likely to 

positively impact on women both in their role as primary carers and in relation to accessing 

active labour market programmes and employment opportunities. However Ireland‟s public 

childcare system remains underdeveloped and lacking in a comprehensive childcare policy.  

 

4.3 Policies with regard to quality 

 

Childcare services did not feature in policy documentation prior to the late 1980s and the first 

regulations were enacted in 1996. Where childcare is mentioned, quality is rarely referred to 

and, even more rarely, in a manner that is measurable (Duignan et al, 2004). Despite the 

emphasis on childcare quality at times within the national debate and the stated aims within 

policy documents, little has been done to progress tangible policy outcomes (CECDE, 2003). 

The documented need to provide, and expand on, high quality childcare services as a vital 

component of national development has existed in Ireland for over a decade, and continues to 

be a focus of discussions across a number of organisations, governmental bodies, sub-

committees and public opinion discourse (CECDE, 2003, IBEC/ICTU, 2005). There is a 

strong consensus by the majority of stakeholders that high quality childcare provision in 

Ireland is imperative for the welfare of children (Duignan et al, 2004). Key challenges in the 

Irish childcare sector are the low pay and low status of personnel, staff training and 

education, and the prohibitive costs to families (CECDE, 2003).  

 

The Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education (CECDE) asserted in 2004 that 

the existing research base in Ireland was „not sufficient to provide a solid evidential base for 

the future development of policy and practice‟. Despite the fact that an infrastructure does 

exist between the various membership organisations, the CECDE points out that while this 

serves for information dissemination it falls short of the „absolute necessity‟ that one agency 
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coordinate all development in the childcare sector and furthermore sustain long term funding 

(Duignan et al, 2004). Particularly crucial issues include low levels of service provision for 

children under age three, home childcare regulations, low levels of training in professional 

childcare settings, low status of practitioners, lack of special needs and insufficient catering 

for an ever expanding diversity of children and families in Ireland (Duignan et al, 2004). 

Existing research emphasises the need for identifying standards of quality and specific tools 

for assessing quality of childcare services that is tailored to the Irish situation. A 2006 

research report points to how,  

 

„ despite increased attention and commitment to the field of early childhood care and 

education (ECCE), European developments have far superseded developments within 

the Irish context‟ asserting that „this highlights the need for relevant research to guide 

Irish policy and practice developments within the field of ECCE‟ (Mahony et al., 

2006).  

 

In 2004, CECDE conducted a comprehensive review spanning the time period 1990-2004 as 

a basis for developing a quality framework (Duignan et al, 2004).  CECDE found that various 

perspectives exist on the need for the establishment of cohesive and high quality childcare 

services, including the need to support access to the workforce for women, the necessity to 

combat educational disadvantage and social exclusion, and the societal obligation to 

contribute to the well being and development of children (Duignan et al, 2004).   

 

CECDE draws specific conclusions regarding the definition of childcare arguing that quality 

is difficult to define, and should be seen as an evolving process, a continuum rather than an 

end result for individuals and collectives, including a diversity of perspectives (Duignan et al, 

2004). The necessity that a set of quality standards reflect guidelines firmly grounded in 

research is emphasised and that best practice in relation to the childcare environment should 

encompass: a child-centred focus; clear adult/child ratios; staff support and team building; 

qualification of practitioners; an infrastructure supporting parent involvement; curriculum; 

clear assessment protocols; observation tools for staff/child interactions; a respect for 

diversity; infrastructure development which builds upon existing networks; consistency in 

assessments which account for all stakeholders; adequate governmental policy and financial 

support (Duignan et al, 2004).  

 

In 2006, the Centre for Early Childhood and Education (CECDE) launched Síolta, the 

National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education in Ireland based upon the idea 

that early childhood education and childcare are not necessarily separate concepts but are 

rather inseparable elements in a child‟s life requiring a common set of quality standards 

which span a diverse range of settings (Schonfeld, 2006).  Síolta published in 2007 a set of 

four different manuals creating for the first time a national quality standard. The manuals are 

for Full and Part-time Daycare, Infant Classes, Childminding and Sessional Services – all 

fundamentally similar but including various specificities relevant to these four identified 

areas of the sector.  These booklets for day care and childminding encourage providers and 

prospective providers to think about obtaining professional qualifications along with a 

development plan, demonstrating skill levels and knowledge regarding roles and 

responsibilities, developing key principles and vision in their childcare setting, sharing 

information with other professionals, demonstrating sensitivity and regard for children and 

their families including catering for special needs (Síolta.ie). While the Síolta guidelines 

create the closest thing Ireland has seen to a policy on childcare quality, these guidelines have 
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not yet officially become policy and are currently undergoing a consultation process within 

the sector. 

 

In another policy development, the National Women‟s Strategy 2007 also focused on 

childcare quality, including objectives to work towards a quality standard for services and to 

develop a National Training Strategy.  (For further discussion on the National Women‟s 

Strategy, see section 4.4 below).  Following from this an Expert Advisory Group for a new 

National Childcare Training Strategy was established in 2007. This Group, which is 

supported by a number of representative groups from across the childcare sector, is expected 

to present its findings shortly and it is intended that the proposed strategy will provide the 

framework for all future training across the childcare sector.   

 

4.4 Policies with regard to related issues 

 

Under related areas of policy development, the Department of Justice, Equality and Law 

Reform published a National Plan for Women in 2004 linked to its commitments under the 

Beijing Platform for Action. This Plan (which summarises current government policy in areas 

such as education, health, employment) was followed by a National Women's Strategy 

published in 2007. As part of this strategy, women's employment, training and education are 

to be addressed as well as issues of care supports and leave entitlements. The Strategy details 

a series of eight objectives to inform public policy covering women‟s participation in paid 

employment, decreasing the gender pay gap, supporting women entrepreneurs, access by 

women and girls across the training and educational systems, reducing poverty among 

women and enhancing the work-life balance. Objectives 5a and 5b under the Strategy focuses 

on childcare : 

 

“ a. to ensure that childcare services are optimised to meet the needs of parents and 

children alike….b. to ensure that the care infrastructure supports women‟s socio-

economic engagement.” 

 

Specific policies are identified for the achievement of this objective including : 

 

 focus on poverty and disadvantage in the implementation of childcare programmes  

 monitor increasing female labour market participation 

 ensure payments and supports to carers are efficient and effective 

 further develop Carer‟s Allowance and Benefit, subject to resources 

 develop a structured consultation process 

 

To a large extent the policy objectives laid out in the National Women‟s Strategy are 

aspirational and lack specific commitments of resources or detailing of a timeframe for 

implementation and attainment. 

 

Another important and relevant area of policy development is in relation to lone parents. 

Over the period 2006-2008 it is proposed to develop a more integrated programme of 

measures to support the movement of lone parents into more full-time and quality 

employment, which it is stated will comprise the following elements:   

 

- Reform of income support schemes 

- Expanded availability and range of education and training opportunities for lone parents 

- Extension of the National Employment Action Plan to focus on lone parents  
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- Focused provision of childcare, and  

- Improved information services for lone parents. 

 

A strong indication of this new policy approach towards lone parents is evident following the 

publishing of a Government Discussion Paper: Proposals for Supporting Lone Parents in May 

2006. Although presented as new policy developments to be directed specifically towards lone 

parents, these policies are likely in practice to be equally significant for other low income, welfare 

dependent households, for example those in receipt of unemployment payments.  

 

For the large number of lone parents (over 90% of whom are women) there are clear indications 

that their right and entitlement to long term welfare payments under the One Parent Family 

Payment is to undergo significant change in future policy development. This will potentially have a 

major impact on a large number of women, many of whom may benefit from additional training 

and employment opportunities but others of whom may find their opportunities for long term 

supported parenting seriously curtailed. Organisations representing Lone Parents have strongly 

stated that employment participation should be a choice rather than an imperative and that the 

critical issue of the provision of a comprehensive childcare system should underpin such choices. 

 

The core element of this change in policy is to ensure that a greater proportion of lone parents, and 

both parents in welfare dependent households, enter training and employment once their youngest 

child reaches between 5 and 7 years of age.  A recent Report on the situation of lone parents 

highlights that around 43% are estimated to be in employment and recognises that many of those 

are in part-time employment, due in part to the workings of the earnings disregard system which is 

set at a level that has the effect of restricting many lone parents to low-paid, part-time 

employment. The need for incentives to lone parents to take up full-time employment, education 

and training opportunities, including income and childcare supports are emphasised among whom 

poverty rates are high and attachment to the labour market is weak (OPEN 2004). 

 

An important commitment under Towards 2016, that has real significance for the economic 

position of women who make up the majority of those on social welfare payments in Ireland, is an 

indexation of the lowest social welfare rate for a single person to a level of 30% of gross average 

industrial earnings by 2007. The agreement indicates that welfare rates will be benchmarked at that 

level over a ten year period. The practical implementation of this commitment can only be judged 

over successive budgets. For older women on State pensions, for women lone parents and for 

women in low income households the realisation of this policy in practice over the coming decade 

has the potential to bring important economic benefits.  

 

Because of the lack of individual entitlement for many women under the Irish household-based 

welfare system, many women do not meet the criteria necessary to benefit from many initiatives. 

Household-based means testing as well as household–based claimant systems means that 

significant numbers of women are dependants within the Irish welfare system.  Many women are 

restricted to low paid, reduced hours and sometimes informal employment due to their concern 

about the potential negative impact on household income that additional earnings would have. 

 

4.5 The response of the recommendations given at the EU level 

 

In the framework of country specific recommendations issued by the 2007 Spring Council, 

several Member States (including Ireland) have been asked to take specific measures to 

increase their childcare provisions (Germany, Spain, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Austria, 

and United Kingdom) or to improve possibilities to reconcile work and family life 
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(Switzerland). Most of these recommendations (or so called „points to watch‟) were 

unchanged in the new recommendations proposed by the EC in December 2007. The United 

Kingdom and Germany have been removed because their progress with respect to childcare 

was considered sufficient. Ireland continues to be listed as a „point to watch‟ in relation to 

childcare.  

 

4.6 Summary and conclusions  

 

Women's increased employment rate, together with significant inflows of migrant workers 

have accounted for the majority of employment growth in Ireland. Inequality persists as a 

strong feature of Ireland's high growth and poverty rates among women lone parents, those 

living alone as well as those in low paid employment remain high. A number of significant 

new policies have been introduced over recent years which are likely to benefit women as the 

primary carers, including extended leave entitlements and additional financial support to 

parents of young children.  Recent economic and social policy acknowledges women as the 

largest group amongst those marginalised from the labour market specifying lone parents and 

mothers of larger families in particular.  

 

5. Summary and conclusions  
 

Inequality persists as a strong feature of Ireland's high growth and poverty rates among 

women lone parents, those living in large families, reliant on low paid employment or welfare 

payments remain high. New policy proposals in relation to 'jobless households' (both lone 

parent and other welfare dependent households) indicate a likely change in government 

policy towards a compulsory engagement in paid employment by those whose youngest child 

has reached 5-7 years of age. Proposals for this change in direction have not been 

accompanied by a stronger commitment to comprehensive childcare supports or an extended 

elder care system, essential to the development of greater gender equality within Irish 

employment and social policy. 

 

Detailed surveys of Ireland‟s childcare and early education system by the OECD highlight 

key failures : few supports for women with children, meagre parental leave, scarce affordable 

early childhood services, absence of fiscal supports for young children in childcare.  

 

“With the exception of the infant school for children from four to six years, a critical 

volume of centre-based services has yet to be developed in Ireland. The situation can 

be even less promising for children born into situations of disadvantage, in which 

women with low educational levels tend to remain unemployed and live in poverty”   

(OECD, 2004). 

 

Discussion of childcare and childcare policy in Ireland tends to focus on the critical questions 

of the number of places, the crisis in availability, its high cost and the issue of affordability. 

In the context of a chronic shortage of provision, little attention has been paid to childcare 

services from the standpoint of the child, implementation of a system of quality care and the 

need for access to early childhood care and education, particularly for low income 

households. Despite some discussion of a pre-school child place for those aged three to four 

years of age, as specified under the Barcelona targets, no specific initiatives have yet been put 

in place to achieve this objective.  
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Probably the most important new policy development in relation to childcare has been the 

increase in maternity leave entitlement to 26 paid weeks and 16 additional unpaid weeks 

(detailed above). In addition, increases in the level of child benefit (a universal payment) and 

the early childhood payment have improved financial supports to parents. To a large extent 

the thinking behind these recent policy initiatives is that women are to continue to be the 

primary carers. The continued lack of paternity leave and the unpaid nature of parental leave 

are likely to reinforce existing gender care divisions rather than encourage greater gender 

equality in the carrying of childcare responsibilities. 

 

Unfortunately the recent period of high growth has not been used as an opportunity to 

strongly invest in developing publicly supported childcare facilities on a comprehensive 

scale. As the period of high growth comes to an end, and pressures mount to cut back public 

expenditure, it is unlikely that sufficient measures will be taken that will counteract the 

historically low level of childcare investment in Ireland. 
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