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CHILD CARE SERVICES AMENDMENT BILL 2011 

Second Reading 
Resumed from 10 August. 

MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [12.29 pm]: We support the Child Care Services Amendment Bill 2011. The bill 
has its roots back in 2006–07 when the minister of the day, Hon Sue Ellery, presided over the beginning of these 
reforms. At that time David Templeman, the member for Mandurah, was chairing a committee on childcare 
regulations consultations. Kate Doust was involved on that committee as well. There is a lot of work and a lot of 
history in these changes. I do not want to drag out this debate; I just want to run through the changes so that 
members of this house have some understanding of the reforms in the childcare sector. They come from the need 
to nationally standardise child care so that people moving from state to state across Australia can be assured that 
the same standards of services are provided. There are some very good aspects to this. I know that a lot of work 
has gone on. When consultations started all those years ago, more than 1 100 responses were received from the 
call for submissions, including 350 submissions from parents and 35 from children. Over 300 service care 
providers and staff participated in metropolitan, rural and remote videoconferences. The 2008 committee report 
had 28 majority recommendations.  

The amendments in this bill clarify things such as the definition of a managerial officer. They also reduce the 
regulatory burden for services; broaden the jurisdiction of the State Administrative Tribunal so that it can look at 
childcare issues as they arise rather than when they reach the courts; update and broaden the range of compliance 
measures available to the chief executive officer; enhance authorised officers’ investigative powers to better 
allow investigation into allegations of concern about licensed childcare services; and amend the connection 
between the application and the assessment process for a childcare licence and the regulatory requirements for 
the assessment of a supervising officer. That is basically what these amendments will do. They will start the 
process of reforms around child care for this state so that we can continue to participate in the federal reforms 
that have been started.  

Members would probably understand that in Western Australia about 80 000 parents and 40 000 children are 
involved in the childcare system. There are about 1 500 licensed childcare centres in WA. Of these, 500 are 
long-day care facilities, 700 are day care facilities and 200 provide out-of-school care. There are between 5 800 
and 6 000 workers in the industry. I want to make my contribution this afternoon about the value of child care to 
our community and the value of these workers. Child care, as an industry, is integral to the health and wellbeing 
of our community in so very many ways. It is an industry in which workers have had very poor salaries for a 
long time. They are paid very poorly for what is arguably one of the most valuable jobs that anyone can be 
involved in. I want to talk a bit about the value of that role.  

I will start by talking about affordability of child care in this state. We always have to be very careful when we 
increase the standards and services that are being provided to ensure that parents can actually afford to pay those 
bills. The cost of living is a point that I want to note in this house. We understand that cost-of-living pressures on 
parents are coming from many directions at the moment. That includes the price of childcare services, and it 
certainly includes being able to balance the daily budget. We have heard on many occasions that pressures are 
coming from increases in the cost of things such as gas and water, food, rent or the purchase of a home; there is a 
raft of different increases. Whether they are state or federal responsibilities is not the point of my debate this 
afternoon. I think there are pressures coming from both places, but I certainly know that nothing is comparable 
to the increases in the cost of utilities that Western Australian families have been suffering under the current 
government.  

When parents are making decisions about putting their children into child care, they are in the unfortunate 
position of sometimes having to make decisions about where they can afford to send their children. The first 
decision they make should be about where is the best and most convenient childcare centre. It should not be 
about where the cheapest one is or where they can afford to send their children. I start by saying that the cost of 
child care needs to be watched carefully and balanced in the light of what is happening with the cost of living. 
These are pressures that families cannot afford. Child care is an essential facilitator in enabling women to 
contribute to our economic development. It is no longer a luxury for a woman to have a job in this country; it is 
an essential part of the dual-income living standards that have developed in this country. It is vital that women 
are able to participate in the workforce. More than ever we are seeing the impacts of cost-of-living pressures, 
which makes it absolutely essential that women can have access to child care and that families are able to have 
both incomes to meet the increased cost of living.  

Problems around workforces are emerging because of the labour market pressures being applied in Australia, 
particularly in Western Australia. I said at the beginning of my presentation that the childcare industry is one that 
is experiencing strong workforce pressures. That is not changing; it is on the increase as more and more 
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employees are being looked for. We are looking for more and more workers in this industry. I quote from a 
report by Big Steps in Childcare, which focuses on the childcare workforce in this country — 

The greatest challenge facing the Early Childhood Education and Care … sector today is the struggle to 
get and keep passionate, committed, quality staff. 

A staggering 15 000 childcare educators — 

That is across Australia, which extrapolates to 1 500 in Western Australia— 

are estimated to leave the long day care sector each year.  

Across the sector, Australia wide, employers and centre directors are reporting that attracting and retaining 
qualified staff in this situation is very challenging. It is predicted that if these trends continue, by 2013 Australia 
will have at least 6 500 fewer educators than are actually needed. The shortfall occurs at precisely the moment 
that the Council of Australian Governments—the state, working with the commonwealth—is trying to 
implement reforms to improve staffing ratios and increase the numbers of qualified staff.  

I might also say that one of the grave concerns about these reforms is that Western Australia previously had one 
of the best staff-to-child ratios in this industry in Australia. It would not be productive for any of these reforms to 
lower that standard and take away our lead in this area, not that it is a race. However, it is a race in terms of 
providing the very best standards in child care that we possibly can. All the childcare licensing conditions need 
to support the Western Australian community to have the best childcare systems in the country, not to detract 
from it. 

We know that those who work in the childcare sector are passionate about the work they do. They would have to 
be, because they do not do it for money; they do it for love. They do it for care and concern for our children. The 
passion is pretty hard to sustain when childcare educators face such negative factors as pay levels barely above 
minimum wage, a lack of recognition, limited career paths and difficulties in gaining access to training. Those 
things are all worth mentioning, because some of the reforms that have been looked at by COAG go directly to 
those issues. While educators continue to give what they can to our children, they do so under very difficult 
circumstances. The professionalism and stability of the childcare educators are of paramount importance in 
achieving quality outcomes for all children, yet child care as a profession remains underpaid and socially 
undervalued. It is a sad reality of this crisis that many educators cannot aspire to the same standard of living as 
the parents whose children they educate and care for. Earning just $17.46 an hour, a certificate III–qualified 
educator in the sector earns $10 less than a similarly qualified worker in a comparable male-dominated industry. 

All workers within the sector experience low pay, including centre directors, despite them carrying out similar 
duties and managing similar numbers of staff as principals of small primary schools. Centre directors’ pay is half 
that of their equivalents in the school education sector. One of the stories that I thought was relevant to this is by 
a gentleman in this industry whose name is Adam. I will quote directly from this information — 

Like many of his peers, Adam is entering the stage of his life where he has to consider his future in 
childcare, despite his love of the job. ‘If something doesn’t change with wages in the next couple of 
years, I will have to think about leaving the sector. I don’t want to, I love my job. I’m one of those very 
lucky people who come to work every morning with a smile, safe in the knowledge that I truly love the 
work I do. But something has to change; I can’t continue to live on these wages.’ 

He goes on to say ‘I’m not looking for a massive wage, just to be paid a wage commensurate with the 
work I do. We educate and care for people’s children. I currently have to pack shelves at Coles four 
nights a week to help make ends meet. As bad as this is, what makes it even more frustrating is I get 
nearly the same wage for packing shelves as I do for running a childcare centre. How is this right?’ 

That point goes directly to the heart of my contribution in this debate. What I would really like to leave on the 
public record is that the commitment that the people in this industry offer to families in our state is immense, and 
that we undervalue that in monetary terms. I want to reinforce the fact that I do not think that anyone in this 
house would not see the value of all the individuals in this sector and what they bring to the education of 
children. There is an undeniably important link between children from the ages of zero to three being given the 
correct education and the correct enriched environment by educated professionals and them hitting the ground 
running when they enter school because they have the skills and the tools that they need to grow and develop as 
young people. 

I will conclude my statements by saying that the future of the childcare sector is incredibly important in 
developing our state. As we try to attract and bring workers to this state from other states and as we try to train 
our own workforce and encourage families to move to rural and remote communities, in particular, to take 
advantage of employment opportunities, there has to be sufficient additional funding to make sure that we can 
roll out all the reforms through the Council of Australian Governments changes, as well as the reforms in our 
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own state, so that we can continue to lead the field in child care and the provision of quality child care. Without 
the right funding and support, these reforms will not succeed. The current workforce crisis is only going to get 
bigger if the demand for qualified workers goes unmet due to these continued labour shortages. Finally, the 
ongoing problems with low retention rates of staff will undermine the goals of training and upskilling greater 
numbers of qualified workers. 

I believe that childcare educators have waited long enough to see genuine, high-quality child care in their sector 
and to see themselves as professionals and to be publicly recognised as professionals. Remuneration is part of 
that; it goes alongside the professional qualifications. The upskilling of staff and the development of national 
standards will hinge on the quality of the workforce and on being able to retain good people in these jobs. We 
must acknowledge that these are good jobs. In fact, one could argue that they are the most vital jobs that we will 
ever come into contact with in our lives. What could be more important than the welfare and wellbeing of our 
children between the ages of zero and three? 

MS J.M. FREEMAN (Nollamara) [12.45 pm]: I rise to support the Child Care Services Amendment Bill 2011. 
I thank the member for Maylands for her comments. I also thank the advisers who gave us a briefing on this bill, 
and all the people who worked on the report on the children’s services regulations review 2006–07. As I 
understand it, this bill reduces the regulatory burden on childcare service providers. Obviously, there will be 
some issues with the regulations around this bill that will do that, but I understand that that will be done through 
the insertion into the act of the changes in new section 5A, which is about supervision and cross-supervision. I 
would appreciate it if the minister—I am not entirely sure which minister is dealing with this bill—would clarify 
whether that is the case. I understand that the regulations will contain provisions to reduce the regulatory burden 
on the childcare industry. 

I understand that the bill broadens the scope of matters to be taken to the State Administrative Tribunal in 
preference to matters going to the Magistrates Court. These matters will be able to be looked at on the basis of 
merit and not purely on the basis of evidence. I believe that that is to give effect to the new penalty regime, 
which deals with reprimands, fines, suspension of licence and cancellation of licence. This is put into effect by 
clause 20 of the bill, which inserts a new section 29 into the act. Because we will probably not go into 
consideration in detail, I seek clarification of proposed section 29(4)(b)(ii), which provides for a refund. I ask the 
minister to expand on whether that includes a refund to parents under the penalty regime. What does that 
provision mean? I understand that the enhancing of investigative powers is included in the powers set out in 
proposed section 43A, “Powers after entering place”. Given our debate on the Cat Bill, people may want to avail 
themselves of the opportunity of looking at proposed section 43A. 

I want to quickly say that I understand there are about 1 500 childcare services and about 70 000 children in 
child care in Western Australia. The Australian Bureau of Statistics figures for June 2010 show that, in the zero 
to four age group, about 149 000 children are in child care. Five-year-olds, who perhaps also tend to stay in child 
care, account for about 27 000. Therefore, about 177 000 children under the age of five are in child care. When 
we look at that figure of 70 000, if we accept that out-of-school care makes it an imperfect science in counting 
how many children are in child care, about 40 per cent of Western Australian children have access to or go into 
child care. We are talking about a significant number of children who have access to early education, and we 
need to accept the importance of that early education. I am of the view that, increasingly, we need to have the 
debate in this place, and in the broader community, about how that fits in with, and transitions into, our schools. I 
think that we need to establish that these people are early educators and that zero to four years is an important 
time in a child’s development. These are the critical periods in a child’s understanding of their emotional 
contacts and those sorts of things. If as a state we do not put a contribution into those areas, we are lacking. 

In terms of what the member for Maylands pointed out about minimum wages, I will just say in closing that 
when a qualified childcare worker has been on the highest level of pay for two years, they can get only $45 000 a 
year. These are the people who are responsible for the early childhood education of, let us say, 40 per cent of our 
children, and what are we paying them—$45 000. I would like to put on record that I agree with the Big Steps in 
Childcare campaign. These people need to be paid more and to be recognised for their contribution to the 
community. We certainly need to ensure that we recognise the vital role that they play in early childhood 
education in Western Australia and in Australia broadly. The history in Western Australia is that we have the 
best staffing ratios, but we also have a terrible situation in which we allow regulations to change so the 
competition destroys childcare standards. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
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