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Key Portfolio Issues 

Apart from the Australian Government’s announcement on 1 May of an additional $18 million 
to boost the supply of child care places in areas with limited supply, there were no other new 
measures for early childhood education and care (ECEC) in the 2023-24 Budget. Key measures 
to be implemented from 1 July 2023 were announced in the October 2022-23 Budget, including 
lifting the 85 per cent child care subsidy to 90 per cent for low income families, smoothing the 
subsidy taper for all families and increasing the number of hours of ECEC that First Nations 
families can access to 36 hours without meeting the activity test.  

Budget measures 

There were no new measures for early childhood education and care (ECEC) in the 2023-24 
Budget. 

Background: current circumstances of women in this portfolio  

Published ECEC administrative data are not disaggregated by gender.1 Australian Government 
child care subsidies are based on a range of family circumstances, including parents’ level of 
recognised activity (work, study, training or volunteering), combined annual taxable family 
income, family size and number of children in ECEC. 

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) survey on Barriers and Incentives to 
Labour Force Participation and an ABS media release in late 2022, caring for children remains 
the largest barrier to female participation in the labour force. In 2020-21, there were 250,000 
women who wanted a job or to work more hours but were unavailable, of whom 61,600 
(25 per cent) indicated that caring for children was the main barrier.2 For women with children 

                                                             
1 Child care administrative data is reported by services and published by the Department of Education. Department 
of Social Services Payment Demographic Quarterly Data are disaggregated by gender, but do not include child care 
payments.  
2 The ABS collection between July 2020 and June 2021 was at a time when the pandemic was likely to influence the 
reasons people were not working or could not work.  

https://ministers.education.gov.au/aly/delivering-early-childhood-education-and-care-services-areas-limited-supply
https://budget.gov.au/2022-23-october/content/bp1/download/bp1_2022-23.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/barriers-and-incentives-labour-force-participation-australia/2020-21
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/barriers-and-incentives-labour-force-participation-australia/2020-21
https://www.abs.gov.au/media-centre/media-releases/childcare-still-largest-barrier-female-participation
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under 15, more than half (56 per cent) reported this as their main barrier to work, or working 
more hours.  

Currently, Australia ranks in the top three OECD countries (well above the OECD average) for 
financial disincentives to enter employment with child care costs. Child care costs are still the 
main financial barrier to going full-time, with many women losing more than they gain by 
working an extra day.  

The cost and availability of ECEC are significant barriers for women and secondary earners 
seeking work or taking on additional hours or days of work. Equity Economics has estimated 
that if Australia could lift female participation to that of males, it would increase GDP by 8.7 per 
cent or $353 billion by 2050. Good quality, accessible and affordable ECEC is a human capital 
and productivity priority for Australia. 

Gender implications  

NFAW’s Gender Lens on the Budget 2022-23 welcomed the Australian Government’s 
commitment of $4.7 billion over four years from 2022-23 to make ECEC more affordable for 
families and reduce barriers to women’s workforce participation. However, we are concerned 
that the complexity of Australia’s ECEC system, persistent workforce shortages, lack of 
affordability and access to ECEC are key barriers and disincentives for women’s workforce 
participation and children’s access to early learning and care.  

NFAW joins many other ECEC stakeholders and advocacy groups (for example, Impact 
Economics and Policy, The Front Project, Equal Rights Alliance), and the Women’s Economic 
Equality Taskforce in calling for removal of the activity test for all families.  

We support the Productivity Commission’s inquiry into moving to a universal 90 per cent 
subsidy for all families and the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) 
inquiry into workforce availability, costs and prices, including how they differ by provider type, 
the age and characteristics of children, geographic location, level of competition and quality 
rating.  

While NFAW recognises the need for a progressive system of support for families accessing 
subsidised ECEC in the short and medium term (with more support provided to those who need 
it most), we advocate for a universal system of free ECEC for all children in the longer term. This 
commitment should be part of a 10-15 year productivity agenda for long-term social and 
economic well-being across Australia, including measures to support early child development 
and family well-being under the Government’s proposed Early Childhood Strategy. 

NFAW is also concerned that ECEC educators (a predominantly female workforce) are 
underpaid and under-valued, despite their important role in the care economy. We strongly 
support calls from the sector for the Government to provide an interim wage supplement for 
educators, to be funded from the savings achieved through measures to be introduced from 
July 2023. A 10-15 per cent Australian Government wage supplement for ECEC educators and 
early childhood teachers (ECTs) has been suggested by a number of child care providers and 
advocacy groups (including Goodstart and The Front Project). 

Wages make up a high proportion of child care services’ expenditure and are unlikely to 
increase without some incentives for employers (i.e. ECEC providers and services) to pay higher 
wages. In addition to considering a wage supplement, Productivity Commission or the ACCC 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/employment/financial-disincentive-to-enter-employment-with-childcare-costs/indicator/english_d44eb45b-en
https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Cheaper-Childcare-Grattan-Institute-Report.pdf
https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Cheaper-Childcare-Grattan-Institute-Report.pdf
https://www.theparenthood.org.au/back_of_the_pack
https://nfaw.org/storage/2022/11/11-THE-CARE-ECONOMY-EARLY-CHILDHOOD-EDUCATION-AND-CARE.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/61e32e62c8c8337e6fd7a1e6/t/630de5c741a8de08ad48d593/1661855185396/Undermining+Child+Development+And+Parental+Participation+Report_FINAL.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/61e32e62c8c8337e6fd7a1e6/t/630de5c741a8de08ad48d593/1661855185396/Undermining+Child+Development+And+Parental+Participation+Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.thefrontproject.org.au/policy-and-research/submissions/210-2023-24-pre-budget-submission
https://view.org.au/media/14965/42a-draft-era-pre-budget-submission-2023-24_.pdf
https://www.themandarin.com.au/217821-womens-economic-equality-among-six-budget-priorities-gallagher/
https://www.themandarin.com.au/217821-womens-economic-equality-among-six-budget-priorities-gallagher/
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/childhood/terms-of-reference
https://www.accc.gov.au/inquiries-and-consultations/childcare-inquiry-2023
https://www.accc.gov.au/inquiries-and-consultations/childcare-inquiry-2023
https://engage.dss.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/early-years-strategy-discussion-paper.pdf
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/childcare-giant-calls-for-urgent-10-per-cent-pay-rise-for-workers-20221031-p5bucu.html
https://www.thefrontproject.org.au/images/2023/TFP_Pre-Budget_Submission_2023-24_compressed_1.pdf
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also need to consider the adequacy of the Government’s hourly fee caps for each child care 
service type.3 The adequacy or inadequacy of the hourly caps and fees to meet rising operating 
costs is a driver of increasing gap fees for families, as well as providers’ capacity to meet any 
wage rises. 

Recommendations 

NFAW supports measures that improve the affordability, accessibility and quality of early 
childhood education and care. In particular, we advocate for:  

• implementation of any integrity measures that do not place women and children under 
financial duress and maintain standards of natural justice and procedural fairness 

• better pay and supply of ECEC educators (including training, recruitment and retention 
measures) 

• better access to ECEC, especially for families living in disadvantaged, regional or remote 
areas of Australia 

• more outside school hours and vacation care places for working families 
• children’s access to two years of preschool/kindergarten before school 
• more affordable ECEC for families, moving to a free, universal ECEC system 
• support for early childhood development (including universal health and wellbeing 

support for parents and children, high quality ECEC, paid parental leave, flexible and 
supportive workplaces). 

In addition to considering moving to a 90 per cent child care subsidy, the Productivity 
Commission review and/or the ACCC inquiry should consider ways of increasing affordability 
and accessibility of ECEC, including: 

• whether the activity test should be removed (whether it is an incentive/disincentive for 
families and women, in particular, to work more days/hours) 

• whether the activity test is preventing disadvantaged or vulnerable children (not eligible 
for the additional child care subsidy) from accessing affordable ECEC 

• whether the fortnightly limit of 100 hours of subsidised care is adequate or whether it 
operates as a financial disincentive for women wanting to work more days/hours 

• services’ fee charging practices, including the length and flexibility of sessions of care  
• changes to the Government’s hourly fee cap, whether it is sufficient and operating as 

intended to place downward pressure on child care fees 
• whether an hourly fee cap increase or wage subsidy is needed to fund educator wage 

increases 
• ECEC workforce requirements to increase access to ECEC (including ways of boosting 

training, recruitment and retention).  

  

                                                             
3 Our understanding is that the fee cap for each service type and hourly fees charged by the service (whichever is 
the lower amount) determine what is paid by the Australian Government to subsidise the cost of child care for 
families. Both need to be considered the Productivity Commission or the ACCC – not just the fees charged. 



5 

References 

Aly, A. MP (2023). Delivering early childhood education and care services in areas of limited 
supply. Media reléase, 1 May. https://ministers.education.gov.au/aly/delivering-early-
childhood-education-and-care-services-areas-limited-supply  

Australian Competition and Consumer Commission. (2023). Childcare inquiry 2023. 
https://www.accc.gov.au/inquiries-and-consultations/childcare-inquiry-2023  

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2022). Childcare still largest barrier to female participation. 
Media release 4 November 2022. https://www.abs.gov.au/media-centre/media-
releases/childcare-still-largest-barrier-female-participation  

Coade, M. (2023). Six Budget priorities to lift up women in the Australian economy land in 
‘tight fiscal environment’. The Mandarin, 19 April. https://www.themandarin.com.au/217821-
womens-economic-equality-among-six-budget-priorities-gallagher/  

Commonwealth of Australia. (2022). Budget October 2022-23 - Budget strategy and outlook. 
Budget Paper No.1. https://budget.gov.au/2022-23-
october/content/bp1/download/bp1_2022-23.pdf 

Mitchell Institute (2022). Deserts and oases: How accessible is childcare in Australia? 
https://www.vu.edu.au/sites/default/files/how-accessible-is-childcare-report.pdf 

Productivity Commission (2023). Inquiry into early childhood education and Care. Terms of 
Reference. https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/childhood/terms-of-reference 

Roberts, J. (2022, September 30). Unpacking the new Family Assistance Legislation – What are 
the key elements and how will they impact ECEC providers? The Sector. 
https://thesector.com.au/2022/09/30/unpacking-the-new-family-assistance-legislation-what-
are-the-keyelements-and-how-will-they-impact-ecec-providers/ 

The Front Project (2023). 2023-24 Pre-Budget Submission. 
https://www.thefrontproject.org.au/images/2023/TFP_Pre-Budget_Submission_2023-
24_compressed_1.pdf  

The Parenthood and Equity Economics (2021). Back of the pack: How Australia’s parenting 
policies are failing women and our economy. 
https://www.theparenthood.org.au/back_of_the_pack 

Thompson, A. (2022). Childcare giant calls for urgent 10 per cent pay rise for workers. Sydney 
Morning Herald, 1 November. https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/childcare-giant-calls-
for-urgent-10-per-cent-pay-rise-for-workers-20221031-p5bucu.html 

Wood, D., Griffiths, K. and Emslie, O. (2020). Cheaper child care: A practical plan to boost 
female workforce participation. Grattan Institute. https://grattan.edu.au/wp-
content/uploads/2020/08/Cheaper-Childcare-Grattan-Institute-Report.pdf  

 

https://ministers.education.gov.au/aly/delivering-early-childhood-education-and-care-services-areas-limited-supply
https://ministers.education.gov.au/aly/delivering-early-childhood-education-and-care-services-areas-limited-supply
https://www.accc.gov.au/inquiries-and-consultations/childcare-inquiry-2023
https://www.abs.gov.au/media-centre/media-releases/childcare-still-largest-barrier-female-participation
https://www.abs.gov.au/media-centre/media-releases/childcare-still-largest-barrier-female-participation
https://www.themandarin.com.au/217821-womens-economic-equality-among-six-budget-priorities-gallagher/
https://www.themandarin.com.au/217821-womens-economic-equality-among-six-budget-priorities-gallagher/
https://budget.gov.au/2022-23-october/content/bp1/download/bp1_2022-23.pdf
https://budget.gov.au/2022-23-october/content/bp1/download/bp1_2022-23.pdf
https://www.vu.edu.au/sites/default/files/how-accessible-is-childcare-report.pdf
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/childhood/terms-of-reference
https://thesector.com.au/2022/09/30/unpacking-the-new-family-assistance-legislation-what-are-the-keyelements-and-how-will-they-impact-ecec-providers/
https://thesector.com.au/2022/09/30/unpacking-the-new-family-assistance-legislation-what-are-the-keyelements-and-how-will-they-impact-ecec-providers/
https://www.thefrontproject.org.au/images/2023/TFP_Pre-Budget_Submission_2023-24_compressed_1.pdf
https://www.thefrontproject.org.au/images/2023/TFP_Pre-Budget_Submission_2023-24_compressed_1.pdf
https://www.theparenthood.org.au/back_of_the_pack
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/childcare-giant-calls-for-urgent-10-per-cent-pay-rise-for-workers-20221031-p5bucu.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/childcare-giant-calls-for-urgent-10-per-cent-pay-rise-for-workers-20221031-p5bucu.html
https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Cheaper-Childcare-Grattan-Institute-Report.pdf
https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Cheaper-Childcare-Grattan-Institute-Report.pdf

	Background: current circumstances of women in this portfolio
	Gender implications
	Recommendations
	References

