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National Foundation for Australian Women

The National Foundation for Australian Women (NFAW) is dedicated to promoting
and protecting the interests of Australian women, including in intellectual, cultural,
political, social, economic, legal, industrial and domestic spheres, and ensuring that
the aims and ideals of the women’s movement and its collective wisdom are
handed on to new generations of women. We are a feminist organisation,
independent of party politics and working in partnership with other women’s
organisations. In our advocacy work, we acknowledge the traditional custodians of
Country throughout Australia and pay our respects to their elders past and present.

Background

In June 2026, the Prime Minister announced a $3.6 billion extension to the Early
Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) Worker Retention Payment (WRP) to

30 June 2028. This will continue funding for the wage increase for ECEC workers
first implemented in December 2024, with the intention of reducing the pressure
the WRP might put on fees paid by parents, which are also subsidised by the
Commonwealth.

The purpose of the Wage Justice for Early Childhood Education and Care Workers
(Special Account) (Extending Support and Strengthening Safety) Bill 2026 (the Bill)
is to amend the Wage Justice for Early Childhood Education and Care Workers
(Special Account) Act 2024 (the Act). The Bill will enable the Wage Justice for Early
Childhood Education and Care Workers Special Account (Special Account)
established under subsection 8(1) of the Act to continue funding grants to support
the remuneration of workers in the ECEC sector. It will also ensure that this next
phase of the WRP contributes to safe and quality ECEC.

We understand that WRP Grant Opportunity Guidelines impose conditions on
ECEC providers to pass on all funding to ECEC workers in the form of a
remuneration increase, constrain fees charged to families and ensure a workplace
instrument is in place. NFAW supports these conditions.

Recommendations

NFAW supports the WRP and the enactment of the Bill as temporary measures to
address ECEC workforce issues arising from the chronic and gendered undervaluing
of the ECEC sector.

We also recommend:

1. Urgent action by the Commonwealth and State / Territory governments to
establish longer term funding and legislative arrangements to support ECEC
affordability and accessibility, regulate quality and safety and boost pay
equity for ECEC educators;



2. The Commonwealth Government implement the Productivity Commission’s
Recommendations (pg 58-96) in its 2024 report A path to universal early
childhood education and care — volume 1;

3. Amendments to:

o subsection 3(1) of the Act to include ‘improving the productivity,
sustainability and resilience of the Australian economy’ as an object of
the WRP;

o subsection 3(2) of the Act to include ‘implementation of Australia’s
international obligations under the Convention on the Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women' as an object of the Act;

Submission

NFAW'’s comments are of a general nature, linked to our vision for a universal
system of quality, safe, affordable and accessible ECEC - a vision that we believe
the Government shares. Our concerns relate mainly to the mechanisms by which
the Commonwealth Government has chosen to support wage rises and improve
safety in the ECEC sector via the Bill, a Special Account and grants to services.

NFAW strongly supports wage increases for ECEC educators. The work of ECEC
educators is critical to Australia’s social and economic wellbeing. The ECEC
workforce enables workforce participation for hundreds of thousands of parents
and carers, supports children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development and
underpins the productivity of the broader economy. Yet despite this essential
contribution, ECEC has traditionally been a profoundly undervalued and underpaid
sector — a pattern that reflects the well-documented tendency for highly feminised
workforces to be systematically under-remunerated. This structural undervaluation
directly contributes to Australia’s gendered wage gap, suppressing lifetime
earnings for a predominantly female workforce and undermining worker
recruitment and retention within the sector. Government intervention through the
WRP addresses long-standing market failure in wage setting and signals a
commitment to correcting the gender-based undervaluation of care work that has
distorted Australia’s labour market for decades.

We were pleased to learn from the Minister for Education’s Second Reading Speech
for the Bill that more than 215,000 early educators at 11,600 centres are benefiting
from wage increases due to WRP grants. The Minister also indicated the legislation
will save the average family about $1,500 over the next two years and reported
that ECEC job vacancies are down by 31 per cent, largely due to a 15 per cent pay
increase. This is welcome news.

NFAW supports the Government’'s measures to strengthen quality and safety in
ECEC. However, we are concerned that despite significant regulation of the sector,
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WRP ‘carrots and sticks’ are needed to require services to meet Quality Area 2 on
children’s health and safety under the National Quality Standard or face a funding
cut from the Government if they do not.

Obijects of the Act

In 2024, the Act was the subject of an inquiry by this committee. We note that The
Parenthood made a submission to that inquiry which recommended amending
subsection 3(1) of the Act to include ‘improving the productivity of the Australian
economy’ as an object of the WRP.

The current Bill amends subsection 3(1) of the Act to include a reference to
improving the quality and safety of ECEC. We support this amendment and,
expanding on the original proposal by The Parenthood, we recommend also
amending the Bill to include ‘improving the productivity, sustainability and
resilience of the Australian economy’ as objects of the Act.

While public attention has been paid to the role ECEC plays in supporting women’s
economic engagement and children’s development, little of the commentary
surrounding this Bill has noted ECEC’s role as an essential service, despite our
recent experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Affordable and accessible
access to ECEC will increasingly play a critical role in Australia’s response to
challenges such as climate change, as an important enabler of engagement in
community-based adaptation measures, climate change related disaster response
and community recovery efforts by parents and carers. The 2025 National
Adaptation Plan (NAP) identifies that climate risks cut across economic and other
systems.

“Risks to the real economy drive risks in other systems; conversely, resilience
and adaptation action within the real economy builds resilience in other
systems. To avoid maladaptive outcomes, adaptation measures should be
tied to investment in underlying risk management and reduction.”

(NAP p. 22)

The NAP defines the real economy as “the part of the economy, trade and finance
system that produces and uses goods and services, as opposed to the subsectors
that focus directly on financial services such as banks and stock markets”

(NAP p. 21). Accordingly, both ECEC providers and ECEC users should be included
within the real economy, although we note that neither the NAP nor the National
Climate Risk Assessment make any reference to ECEC. Siloed policy responses to
climate risk and adaptation are inadequate and potentially dangerous. Climate-risk
information must be embedded across government portfolios to support coherent
national resilience. To start this, Government should identify legislation and
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programs which are relevant to the resilience of Australia’s real economy. This Bill
presents an opportunity to clearly identify ECEC as critical economic infrastructure.

In addition to transparent articulation of the role ECEC plays in economic resilience,
it is also important to be clear about the role ECEC plays in addressing barriers to
gender equality. Unconscious gender bias in policy and law is a significant barrier to
gender equality. For this reason, NFAW strongly supports the Government’s
commitment to consciously addressing gendered impacts of policy through Gender
Responsive Budgeting (GRB) and its commitment to embed “gender analysis and
consideration ... in key Government functions beyond the Budget process” (Working
For Women: A Strategy for Gender Equality, under Putting gender analysis at the
centre of decision-making and investment).

Realising this commitment requires conscious articulation of gender impact, and yet
section 3 of the Act omits any reference to the important role the Act plays in
addressing the undervaluing of work in feminised workforces. NFAW also notes
that subsection 3(2) of the Act states that implementation of Australia’s
international obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child is an
object of the Act. NFAW recommends that subsection 3(2) of the Act be amended
to include ‘implementation of Australia’s international obligations under the
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women’ as an object of the
Act.

Broader concerns about the WRP mechanism

NFAW acknowledges that the present Bill does not propose alteration of the WRP
structure, beyond creating the option of making grants conditional on meeting
standards relating to the National Quality Framework. We strongly support this
continuation of the present system.

Nonetheless, there are several features of the WRP system which are worth noting
for future refinement.

The roll-out of pay increases via grants is a potentially slow mechanism to improve
ECEC educator pay provider-by-provider and is reliant on individual providers
taking action to obtain the grant. Approved ECEC providers apply for the grant, and
once received, pass on the funding as a wage increase to eligible educators at their
services. The Bill's Explanatory Memorandum (p.9) indicates that over 3,500 grant
agreements were entered into under the WRP from its commencement in
December 2024 to 30 June 2026. The Department of Education’s latest Child Care
Subsidy Data Report indicates that during the March quarter 2026, there were
15,393 CCS approved services (9,920 Centre Based Day Care services and 5,118
Outside School Hours Care services).
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Another key concern relates to the Commonwealth Government relying on a time-
limited Special Account and a grant mechanism to both deliver pay rises to ECEC
educators and strengthen quality and safety provisions in the sector. Applying for a
grant is optional for providers (not universal) and grant conditions may limit further
uptake of grants under the Bill's extension of the WRP, potentially weakening the
value of the WRP as a tool for achieving long-term improvements in quality and
safety.

The other main concern is the impermanent nature of a Special Account and
uncertainty regarding whether and how pay rises will be funded in future, including
by future governments. The Australian Parliament’s Bills Digest No.15, 2023-24
(26 September 2024) raised this issue in relation to the Gillard Government’s Early
Years Quality Fund (EYQF) — a special account set up to deliver grants to childcare
providers to support wage rises with conditions that included limiting fee increases.
Only about 20 per cent of funds were allocated to 16 ECEC providers before the
Coalition Government was elected in 2013 and terminated the EYQF program.

ECEC providers who apply for funding under the WRP are agreeing to wage
increases without any certainty on how they will be funded in the future. The
Special Account set up for the WRP was likely intended to be a stop-gap measure
until the findings and recommendations of the Fair Work Commission’s (FWC)
review of the Children’s Services Award were implemented, as part of its Gender-
based under-evaluation — priority awards review. Our understanding is that the
FWC’s changes took effect from 1 March 2026 and from 1 July 2026, a pay increase
of 4.75 per cent is now reflected in minimum award wages under the Children’s
Services Award.

Special accounts and time-limited grant programs are temporary measures in
response to long-standing issues in the ECEC sector. NFAW believes that the
Commonwealth, State and Territory governments need longer term funding and
legislative arrangements to support ECEC affordability and accessibility, regulate
quality and safety and boost pay equity for ECEC educators. We note that the
Government has implemented a few important reforms (such as reforms to the
Activity Test and the 3-Day Guarantee) recommended in the Productivity
Commission’s 2024 final inquiry report, A path to universal early childhood
education and care (Report no. 106 — 28 June 2024), but has yet to yet to provide a
comprehensive formal response to all 56 of the recommendations. NFAW
encourages the Government to take a more ambitious approach to ECEC reform, in
line with its election policy platforms, by implementing all of the Productivity
Commission’s 2024 ECEC inquiry recommendations.
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