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Problem identification
Families living in rural, regional and remote communities across Australia face several

barriers to accessing high quality early childhood education and care (ECEC). These
barriers mean that even with the introduction of the Three-Day Guarantee, rural, regional
and remote women and their families are unlikely to be able to access the care they are
entitled to. Lack of access to high quality ECEC entrenches existing disadvantages
experienced by rural women, most particularly lower participation in the workforce. It also

means some of the children who are most in need of high quality ECEC, cannot access it.

Definitions
For the purposes of this statement:

e ECEC- refers to long day care that is eligible for the Australian Government’s Child
Care Subsidy

e Three-day Guarantee - this entitles all families, regardless of activity, to 72 hours per
fortnight of subsidised care. Families caring for a First Nations child will be eligible

for 100 hours of subsidised care per fortnight.

Policy landscape
Rural communities experience ‘childcare deserts’

Families living in rural, regional and remote Australia do not have consistent access to
ECEC. An estimated 24% of Australia does not have access to ECEC (and effectively live in
‘childcare desserts’)." This access is linked to socio economic disadvantage, with research
showing that for long day care services, there was generally better accessibility in more
advantaged areas. Childcare deserts are disproportionately located in rural and regional

areas and where there are higher proportions of children and families on lower income or
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below the poverty line.? The Three Day Guarantee will not help rural and regional women

living in these ‘deserts’ if the services do not exist.
Lack of childcare hurts women

Caring for children is the number one reason why women are not in paid work.® In addition
to lack of childcare, rural women face additional barriers to employment including fewer job
opportunities and seasonal employment. Lack of high quality ECEC stops women from

increasing their participation in the paid workforce and increasing their financial security.
Lower quality services disadvantage rural families

Evidence suggests that families experiencing socio-economic disadvantage and living in
regional and remote locations are under-represented in childcare services rated as
high-quality. This is due to lower demand and competition for services, as well as
difficulties recruiting and retaining skilled staff.* These barriers present challenges in

delivering equitable standards of ECEC in rural, regional and remote areas.
First Nations children have specific ECEC needs

Access to high-quality, culturally competent ECEC services is particularly important for First
Nations children. There is evidence that First Nations families may experience barriers to
accessing ECEC including language barriers, cultural disconnect and mistrust of service
providers. Evidence shows that culturally sensitive early learning programs lead to better

outcomes for First Nations children, including:
¢ [mproved developmental outcomes
e Cultural identity and resilience

¢ Family and community strengthening®
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Disadvantaged children benefit from high quality care

The benefits of high quality ECEC are strongest for children from disadvantaged
backgrounds (EAL, First Nations and social disadvantage).® People living in rural, regional
and remote areas have lower incomes and net worth than those living in metropolitan areas.
First Nations peoples (65 per cent of whom live outside Major Cities) are disproportionately
affected by poverty.” Unemployment rates are higher outside major cities and secondary
school and higher education completion rates are lower. There are often high levels of
overcrowding and high rates of people living in social housing in Remote and Very Remote
areas, and elevated rates of homelessness are found in Outer Regional, Remote and Very
Remote areas. Children living in Very Remote areas were more likely to be developmentally
vulnerable.® These indicators highlight that many of the children most in need of high quality

ECEC are not able to access it.

Policy recommendations

1. Targeted policy interventions to increase the number of skilled ECEC workers in RRR
areas

2. Funding to establish new ECEC centres in identified ‘childcare deserts’, ideally
co-located with key industries or employment providers.

3. Specific funding allocation to ensure culturally safe First Nations ECEC centres in
key identified locations.

4. 100 hours of free ECEC for First Nations children, socially disadvantaged and

migrant/EAL families.

Australian Educational Researcher, 44, 89-105.
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