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1. Introduction and Context
In July 2007 the Minister for Children, Brendan Smith TD announced that, following the value for money review of the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme 2006-2006, the staffing funding being accessed by thousands of community childcare services throughout the country was being replaced by the Community Childcare Subvention Scheme (CCSS). The intention of this scheme was to support community based childcare services to ‘provide a quality childcare service at reduced rates to disadvantaged parents’.  Initial reaction to the scheme from many was apprehension for the future of their services. How this scheme would be delivered in practical terms was a worry for both childcare providers and parents alike. Many parents feared that they would not qualify as ‘disadvantaged’ under the criteria set by the scheme and therefore may no longer be able to afford childcare. Many community childcare providers feared their service would not survive the additional financial strain and likewise, private childcare providers where anxious over the sustainability of their services, particularly those in close proximity to a community service who, due to this new scheme, would be equipped to provide a similar service at a considerably lower rate.

For some services however, the introduction of CCSS was welcomed. Many childcare providers based in areas of very high levels of unemployment and deprivation showed confidence in the scheme as they hoped it would facilitate parents, who previously could not avail of childcare, to now do so due to the low costs. The facilitation of a reduction to parents on medical cards or GP only cards was also a welcome addition, as these families were now being recognised as a separate category from more affluent families and therefore in need of financial assistance. The classification of families into specific bands was seen as a crucial move towards tackling disadvantage in the childcare sector and ensuring all children, regardless of family circumstances or income, would have access to at least one pre-school year. The subvention for Full Day Care services was introduced to facilitate parents returning to employment or education and again was welcomed by many, in continuing to support women to return to the workforce.

The stark difference in attitudes to the CCSS throughout the country, and the response from childcare providers in County Donegal, prompted DCCC to investigate the attitudes of childcare providers and parents to the scheme. It was decided that this research would be more effective and realistic if carried out in 2009 when the scheme had been in operation for over a year, providing a clearer picture of the effect it has had on childcare provision and families in the county. 

2. Research Aim

The research aims to assess the impact of the Community Childcare Subvention Scheme on community and private childcare services and families in County Donegal. Has the scheme provided for high quality childcare provision to all families regardless of financial circumstance, as promised? Or has a divide been created between those on the borderline disadvantage scale and those on Band A? Also, how are community services with voluntary management committees adapting to the additional administration work and responsibility over the services? These are some of the questions DCCC endeavoured to find an answer to. 
Chapter two of this report sets the context for this investigation in terms of the geographical location of Donegal, the population of children and the current level of childcare provision. Chapter three provides information on the type of support provided to childcare services by DCCC since the introduction of this scheme. The methodology for the study is detailed in chapter four with chapter five highlighting the main findings. Recommendations and conclusions are detailed in chapters six and seven. 

3. Background and Context

Donegal is situated in the north west of Ireland bordering with Derry, Tyrone, Fermanagh and Leitrim. Situated on the periphery of the country, Donegal’s location sets it at a disadvantage, particularly because of the lack of both local and national transportation infrastructure. This has a distinct impact on people’s quality of life, particularly for children and older people with 44% of the population being dependants. In cultural terms, the county has a large and vibrant Gaeltacht region to the west, north and south west of the county. 

3.1 Population of Children

According to the national census of 2006, 22.4% of the population of Donegal are below the age of 14 years, 9% being pre-school age, i.e. 0-5 years. Between the census of 2002 and 2006 the county seen an increase of 3.5% in the numbers of children aged 0-14 years.

Table 1: Population Breakdown of Children by Electoral Area

	Population of Children
	Inishowen
	Donegal
	Letterkenny
	Glenties
	Milford
	Stranorlar

	0-2 Babies
	1,785
	1.014
	1,565
	928
	738
	675

	3-5 Pre-school
	1,792
	1,014
	1,431
	939
	766
	703

	6-14 School-age
	5,013
	3,272
	4,072
	3,080
	2,315
	2,324

	Total
	8,590
	5,300
	7,068
	4,947
	3,819
	3,702


The total population of Donegal has seen an increase of 6.8% from 2002-2006. 

3.2 Childcare Provision in County Donegal

As of April 2009, there currently are 306 childcare providers in County Donegal, including centre based childcare facilities, Parent & toddler groups and Childminders known to DCCC. Many of the centre based and childminding services provide more than one type of service or full wrap around care, for example breakfast club, full day care, pre-school and school aged childcare.

In contrast to the rest of the country, the majority of childcare settings in Donegal are community run, i.e. managed by a voluntary management committee, rather than in private ownership.

Table 2: Childcare Provision by service type

	Service Type
	Number of Providers

	Centre Based
	129

	Childminders*
	139

	Parent & Toddler 
	38


· Childminders known to DCCC

Table 3: Centre based service: Community and Private childcare provision

	Type of centre based setting
	Number of facilities
	% of total

	Community
	79
	61%

	Private
	50
	39%


*Parent & Toddler groups & Childminding services not included

3.3 NCIP & EOCP Capital Investment

Between 2000 and 2008, Donegal received over €29 million in capital investment from both the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme and the National Childcare Investment Programme. Both these capital investment programmes have enabled the creation, expansion and upgrading of childcare facilities in the county. This has contributed significantly to the development and enhancement of the quality of the childcare sector in Donegal, however, there are still many gaps. DCCC have over 50 applications still in progress awaiting an extension to the current NCIP capital programme, many of these situated in areas of significant need.

Currently in Donegal there are approximately 42 of the 79 community childcare service providers availing of the Community Childcare Subvention Scheme and a further 2 are awaiting appraisal by the DCCC Project Evaluation Sub-committee. Of the 35 services not availing of the CCSS, a number of these are Náionrai (18) located within the Gaeltacht regions and providing low cost childcare supported by funding from Comhar Naíonra na Gaelthachta Teo. 

4. DCCC Support to Childcare Providers

Throughout 2007 & 2008 DCCC provided support to both community childcare providers in the transition from EOCP staffing funding to the NCIP CCSS funding and to new groups making applications to the OMCYA for entry to the scheme.  In doing this, DCCC provided support workshops to community childcare providers on the introduction and administration of the CCSS. These workshops included practical information on the levels of funding under each band (A, B and C), the criteria for qualifying for each band, the procedure for calculating the cost per childcare place and setting parents fees under band A, B, C and D. These sessions were followed by Childcare Development Officers visiting services on the ground and providing practical support to managers and voluntary management committees on the administration of the scheme within their own service. Many childcare providers in Donegal had, up until the introduction of the CCSS, not been registered as a Company Limited by Guarantee. When this became a funding requirement DCCC provided on the ground support and training (in partnership with Donegal Local Development Company & Inishowen Development Partnership) to groups in becoming a Limited Company. DCCC Childcare Development Officers also continually support managers and voluntary management committees to relay information to parents by attending parents meetings, enrolment nights and Annual General Meetings. 

The e-return system, which was introduced in the autumn of 2008, provided a challenge to some community childcare providers in Donegal, as they did not have access to a computer with an internet connection. This was rectified by training provided by DCCC and facilities were made available for providers to access the internet from the DCCC Office. The issue of correspondence to small groups in rural Donegal through e-mail and the completion of e-returns continues to be a problem as many rural areas in the county do not have access to broadband and dial up connections can prove very frustrating.  

For groups not in receipt of EOCP staffing funding who wanted to submit an application to OMCYA for entry onto the CCSS, DCCC readily provided support and advice. Once an expression of interest was received by DCCC the group was assigned to a CDO, who guided them through the process of completing the Project Proposal Framework. Applications were then presented by the assigned CDO to the PESC committee of DCCC and forwarded to the OMCYA for approval. Since 2008 DCCC have appraised and recommended 3 applications for entry which were approved by OMCYA and 1 application has just been submitted to the OMCYA for approval.  A further 2 new applications are now in progress.

5. Methodology

To assess the impact of the CCSS on childcare providers and families, questionnaires were distributed to all community providers availing of the CCSS and private childcare providers in County Donegal. The questionnaires differed for community and private groups.

Community Childcare Services: the questionnaire was structured to provide information on the effect the CCSS has had on families, the childcare service and the staff/management of the service. Provision was also made for distinguishing between services previously receiving EOCP staffing funding and those who had not.

Private Childcare Services: the questionnaire was structured to provide information on the impact the CCSS has had on the service and families availing of these services.

5.1 Procedure/ distribution of Questionnaires

The questionnaire was designed by the DCCC staff team and approved by DCCC Management Committee (See appendix for sample questionnaires). In February 2009 a total of 130 questionnaires were sent to 47 community childcare services, 48 private childcare services and 35 parent and toddler groups. By April 2009, 17 returns were received from community childcare services and 7 returns were received from private childcare services. Of the total number sent out, 18% were returned to DCCC.

Table 4: Number of questionnaires sent and returned
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· DCCC fully acknowledges that this was a low response rate and the findings in this report may not be representative of the entire childcare sector in County Donegal 
5.2 Structure of Questionnaires

Questions within the questionnaire were structured under the following headings:

Community Childcare Providers

· Funding Levels 

· Administration

· Parent Profile

· The Effect on the Childcare Service

· DCCC Support.

Private Childcare Providers

· Impact on the Service 

· Response from Parents

6. Key Findings 

6.1 Community Childcare Providers
6.1.1 Funding levels

88% of responses had previously been in receipt of EOCP staffing funding and 65% stated a reduction in the level of funding allocated from the EOCP staffing funding to the amount allocated under the CCSS.

Table 5: Funding allocation
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6.1.2 Administration

Community providers expressed the need for faster and more frequent reviews by the OMCYA to allow more opportunities for submission of parental declaration forms and ensure funding levels match the parent profile of the service at any given time. This is due the parent profile of services continually changing with parents enrolling at different periods throughout the calendar year. This is particularly evident for full day care services, were enrolment is not based on termly admissions.

 One service experienced a 30% increase in parents on band A between review periods which put significant financial strain on the service as the parents had provided evidence of their entitlement, therefore the service was obligated to charge the fee pertaining to their specific band.

22% of the community respondents highlighted the issue of confidentiality with relation to staff/management committee members being exposed to information about families’ financial circumstances. The delay in confirmation from the OMCYA as to which parents were entitled to CCSS added to this strain as some services were forced to ask parents directly if they were entitled to CCSS. 

16% of community respondents felt that the additional administration work involved with the CCSS was putting a strain on their service, particularly smaller services who may not have a Manager in place. In these cases the administration work is mainly the role of the management committee made up of volunteer parents, and it is felt that it is unreasonable to expect these people to bear this level of responsibility.

6.1.3 Parent Profile

41% of returns stated a majority band A parent profile. None of the respondents indicated a majority band B profile. 6% indicated a majority band C profile, 17% indicated majority band D, 18% indicated that their service had equal amounts of parents on each band and lastly 6% indicated the profile of their parents were an equal amount in both band A and D. 

Table 6: Parent Profile
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6.1.4 Effect on the Childcare Service
23% of community providers stated an increase in the numbers of children attending since the introduction of the CCSS, 29% reported a decrease and 47% stated the numbers of children attending had not changed since the introduction of the CCSS. Many of the services highlighted that the number of days children attend the service had been reduced, with many services providing a 3 day and 2 day service to pre-school children.

Of the returns submitted, 47% indicated that the introduction of the CCSS has had a negative effect on their service. Some found it difficult to understand how to implement the scheme and felt the added paper work put extra pressure on the service. One service highlighted the delay in CCSS funding being released for parents enrolling their children after the e-return date impacted on the services ability to upgrade equipment and provide for staff training as these funds were used to cover the cost of subventing new parents. Some of the returns expressed their concerns that their service was now surviving rather than improving.

11% of returns indicated that the CCSS has had a positive impact on their service. These groups felt that they were now able to provide affordable, high quality childcare to families who may not previously have been able to access childcare due to their financial circumstances.
6.1.5 Effect on Families

47% of returns highlighted reluctance from parents to fill out parental declaration forms; this was mainly from parents who would not be benefiting from CCSS, as they felt there was no need for the service to investigate their financial circumstances. Many families (in over 50% of cases) who were entitled to CCSS did not have a problem filling out parental declaration forms. 

70% of services have increased their fees since the introduction of CCSS, resulting in many parents on band D reducing children’s days from 5 to 3 or 4 days per week (in some cases these have been reduced to 2 days). Returns stated in some cases parents in band D were comparing prices to those of private services and enquiring as to why these were so similar to those of a community, not for profit facility. 

Returns highlighted that working parents are increasingly under pressure and some services feel an unnecessary divide is being created between those on CCSS and those paying band D prices. Some full day care services have reported parents in receipt of unemployment benefits on band A subvention are enrolling their children in full day care. This is reducing the number of places available for working parents. 

The general response services experienced from parents to the introduction of the CCSS were detailed as, 17% stating that parents were generally positive toward the scheme, 55% were generally negative and 28% stated that only parents in band D were negative.

Table 7: General response from parents
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Of the 17% reporting a positive response from parents, many reported the positivity from parents on band A. High numbers of families in these settings are entitled to CCSS and therefore very few parents are paying the full fee on band D.

6.1.6
 DCCC Support

62% of returns stated the support received from DCCC was of benefit to them in implementing the CCSS. Some of the services highlighted that having DCCC staff explain the scheme to parents was helpful, as were the workshops provided and the use of DCCC’s computer to submit

e-returns.

38% stated that the support from DCCC was not adequate as they felt staff were not fully equipped to answer their queries and clarify aspects of the scheme. Some felt that information on the scheme was changed over time and that conflicting information was given by DCCC/Pobal and the OMCYA. Many groups felt that it would be of more benefit to them to have one organisation deal with all aspects of CCSS. 

6.2 Private Childcare Providers

57% of returns stated that the introduction of the CCSS has had a negative impact on their service. Some services have experienced parents reducing children’s number of days or removing children and placing them in a community childcare facility.  Of the 42% stating that the CCSS has had no effect on their service, many were not effected as there is no community childcare facility in their area. One service is in an area where there is no community childcare service at present; however one is in the process of being developed. This provider has expressed her concerns that once the new service opens over half the children attending will be moved to the community service as over ¾ of the families attending the service will be entitled to CCSS.

71% of private childcare respondents stated that they have experienced a reduction in the numbers of children attending since the introduction of the CCSS. These services have also been approached by parents regarding the availability of the CCSS. 

14% of the returns highlighted an advantage to private groups not availing of the CCSS being that they have less paperwork and administration to do and can spend more time focusing on the quality of their service.

86% of returns highlighted the concerns of private groups not being eligible for CCSS as with the current economic climate, unemployment levels are rising, therefore parents will choose to send their children to community childcare facilities so that they can avail of CCSS.   In some areas of Donegal the only service available is a private service therefore the families entitled to CCSS who cannot afford to pay full fees are choosing not to avail of childcare. Many services feel that parents should have the right to choose which service they send their children to, regardless of the families’ financial circumstances. 
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7 Recommendations

The findings from the study indicate a number of key issues relating to the operation of the CCSS which need to be addressed. 

More frequent reviews of parental declaration forms are required so that services can accommodate parents who enrol throughout the year. This will ensure that all families entitled to CCSS will receive subvention from the time they enrol their child. It will also help to relieve the financial pressure put on childcare services through subventing parents who enrol their child after the date of the return, as they are not receiving funds for these parents.

A shorter turnaround is also required between services submitting returns to OMCYA and confirmation being received on which parents are entitled to CCSS. In order to ensure parents are fully informed of fees, services need to know the parents allocated band from the time the child starts the service.

Amendments are required that will encourage parents to enrol their children 5 days, particularly in the pre-school year. It is widely felt that 2/3 days per week is not sufficient for a child to fully benefit from a pre-school curriculum. Services are also being forced to tailor their curriculum plans to cater for a 2/3 day week, in some cases, children are enrolled for one day per week which greatly reduces the benefits to the child. 

An investigation into the possibility of including private childcare facilities in the scheme or introducing a new scheme specifically geared towards private services is required to cater for low income families living in areas with only private childcare provision. This will ensure that all children regardless of location or family circumstance will have access to childcare provision.

The reporting system for CCSS is mainly financially based, however, it is recommended that monitoring structures are in place to ensure services in receipt of state funding are providing high quality care and education services. It is recommended that services adhere to the Síolta standards and follow the guidelines of the Framework for Early Learning. The City and County Childcare Committees are well placed to support groups towards the achievement of quality.

Many services surveyed expressed frustration in the way in which information is distributed to them with regard to the CCSS. On occasion, services were contacting the DCCC for information which was not available at that time, Pobal, in turn, was then contacted and on occasion, possibly the OMCYA. This proved very time consuming for both the childcare services and DCCC alike. It is recommended that one organisation take responsibility for the administration of the scheme so that services have a central point of contact with any queries they may have.

8 Conclusion

The challenges faced by both community and private childcare services in providing high quality care and education services to families throughout County Donegal has been detailed in this study. The findings show, from the questionnaires returned, the CCSS has had a negative impact on the majority of childcare services in County Donegal. 

There are undoubtedly many deserving families availing of the scheme and children who previously would not have had access to early childhood education, now attending a service. However, the format of the scheme can leave it open to misuse. Full day care places are being taken up by parents who are out of work, making it difficult for working parents to access childcare provision. Also parents on the borderline, who are on reasonably low incomes, are suffering as they are bearing the brunt of the costs and many cannot afford the increased fees. 

The subsequent reduction by parents in the number of days children are attending pre-school is a concerning fact. The benefits of pre-school education is widely documented limited or non pre-school attendance, is something we, as childcare professionals, should strive to change.

· NOTE

It is important to note at this stage, that this survey was conducted prior to the budget of April 2009 in which it was announced that all children will be entitled to a free pre-school place from January 2010. This is widely agreed to be a historic step in the development of early childhood care and education in Ireland. The impacts this will have on childcare providers and families will undoubtedly be positive, and will move, first and foremost, to ensuring that all children regardless of their family circumstances and geographical location will avail of 5 days pre-school education per week for one year. We are, and should all be, welcoming this new scheme and encouraging the government to continue to invest to this level in our children’s future.
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Report compiled by Lisa Doherty, Childcare Development Officer, Donegal County Childcare Committee Ltd.
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