
 

CHILDCARE BILL          

SECOND READING (16 JUNE 2015), HOUSE OF LORDS   

1. Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) is the UK’s leading charity working to end child poverty. 

Childcare is an acutely pressing issue for families on low incomes: recent research shows, for 

example, that coping with high childcare costs can reduce family incomes to an unacceptable 

level and constrain the ability of parents to work (more).1 Both effects, in turn, increase the 

poverty risk of families. 

  

2. Given this, CPAG welcomes the introduction of the Childcare Bill 2015. The provision of an 

additional 15 hours of free childcare for working parents of three to four year olds (‘the 

extended free entitlement’) is regarded as an extremely positive move overall. However, in this 

briefing we set out a number of concerns and recommendations for amendments which we 

hope will inform the passage of the Bill through the Lords.  

 

 Restricting the extended free entitlement to ‘working parents’  

3. We note that the additional 15 hours of free childcare will only be extended to ‘working parents’ 

yet the Bill and Explanatory Notes are both silent as to the meaning of this term. 

Recommendation: CPAG urges Peers to seek clarity on the definition of ‘working parents’. We 

note that the suggestion has been made to give the term the same meaning as in the new Tax-

Free Childcare scheme (set to be introduced this Autumn), namely that all parents in a 

household must be earning the equivalent of 8 or more hours a week at national minimum 

wage. While we support the idea of aligning the rules in the two systems, we note that an 

income as opposed to hours rule explicitly discriminates against those on lower pay.  

4. The realities of low income families’ working patterns also need to be taken into account when 

defining the term ‘working’. The precarity of work at the bottom end of the labour market is well 

documented, and those on low incomes frequently work on unstable contracts both in terms of 

                                                           
1 D Hirsch, How much does the official measure of child poverty under-estimate its extent by failing to take 
account of childcare costs?, CRSP paper, forthcoming  



the hours they are offered each week, and the length of the contract itself.2 This has two 

potential effects: first, it may prohibit those on flexible or short-term contracts from accessing 

the additional free entitlement; second, it may mean that if they do access the new support, 

they may lose it at a later date with negative consequences for their own family incomes (as 

they will then have to pay for the provision), their child (who may need to leave a setting) and 

the care provider (who will experience fluctuating demand and revenue).  

 

Recommendation: CPAG recommends that eligibility criteria for the free entitlement 

extension are set to allow incomes to be averaged over four-monthly periods or over a year if 

that would provide a fairer representation of a family’s income. Moreover, generous rules 

should be established for parents who place their children in childcare settings when in work 

but who subsequently lose their jobs through no fault of their own.  

 

 

5. In order to enter and stay in the kind of jobs available to them, parents need childcare available 

to cover the hours they actually work. For this reason it is important that free places are offered 

on a flexible basis. It is also important that when shorter or longer sessions are required, that 

they are not required to pay top-up fees for those periods. 

Recommendation: CPAG recommends that Peers seek clarification on whether the additional 

hours of childcare will be made available flexibly at every setting to suit parents’ actual work 

patterns and that they will reiterate their continued opposition to top-up fees. 

 

 

6. CPAG frequently hears from low-income parents about limited childcare provision which would 

allow them to undertake training and education and thereby increase their earnings potential. 

Our research shows that it is precisely when parents have pre-school children that many start to 

think about retraining for new and better jobs: having children clearly motivates many to wish to 

earn more, as well as seek work that allows them to balance employment and parenting 

effectively.  

Recommendation: The definition of ‘working parents’ should be drawn sufficiently widely to 

allow parents who participate in prescribed courses to access the extended free entitlement.  

 

7. Finally, while CPAG supports policy action that enables low-income parents to work more hours 

as well as increase their earnings potential through better-paid work, we note that by tying the 

extended free entitlement to employment status the original policy objective of the free 

entitlement has changed. The first 15 hours of free childcare provided for three and four year 

olds (and for two year olds from disadvantaged backgrounds) has always been framed in terms 

of its impact on child development outcomes; the two year old offer was explicitly designed to 

help children from low income families get ‘school ready’ for example. CPAG is concerned that 

childcare support contingent on ‘working’ marks a significant change in the underlying policy 

rationale of the free entitlement.  Specifically, we are concerned that the availability of 
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additional free childcare could be used to pressurise parents of young children to work against 

their better judgement or to work more hours than is right for their children.3  

Recommendation: That Peers seek assurances from government in the course of debates that 

there are no plans to change the work-related conditions attached to income support (IS) and 

universal credit (UC) receipt for parents of three and four year olds.  

 

Childcare support beyond the free entitlement  

8. While CPAG supports the extended free entitlement we also recognise that it has limits: it is only 

available for pre-school children and is also restricted to only 38 weeks a year. Low-income 

parents of older (or younger) children will still face high childcare costs, and families working 

throughout the year will need to pay childcare fees up to 14 extra weeks if they are to sustain 

employment. While the Bill does not consider other forms of childcare support provided by the 

state, CPAG urges Peers to use this opportunity to place amendments which would improve the 

assistance offered to low-income parents through working tax credit (WTC) and in the future, 

universal credit (UC). 

  

9. CPAG played a leading role, working with other charities, to persuade ministers to announce in 

2013 that, in contrast to the current 70 per cent (previously 80 per cent) of childcare costs 

covered by WTC, the Government would offer low-income families support with 85 per cent of 

costs once they are migrated to, or open a claim for, UC.. CPAG strongly welcomed this 

announcement. However, delays in UC roll out have resulted in this more generous level of 

support being deferred: the DWP suggests that the majority of families with children will not be 

in receipt of the new benefit until 2018/19.  

 

Recommendation: That the Childcare Bill be amended to ensure that families in receipt of 

WTC can claim 85% of their childcare costs from April 2016/17 ahead of their migration to UC. 

 

10. Childcare support available through both WTC and UC are both subject to caps on the amount of 

costs incurred that can be claimed of £175 per week for one child and a maximum of £300 per 

week for two children or more. These caps have remained unchanged since 2005 despite the 

fact that childcare costs outside London have risen over 60 per cent since that point (and London 

costs have of course risen even more steeply). Analysis has shown that outside London, once 

parents are in receipt of the more generous 85 per cent support with their childcare costs the 

likelihood of their hitting the cap increases significantly (whereas in the capital many fall foul of 

the caps already).4 Likewise, parents with children with disabilities who often pay a higher unit 

                                                           
3 Under current benefit rules, lone parents with children under the age of 5 are not required to actively look 
for work. While the ‘main carer’ in a couple is also exempt from work-related requirements. Under UC, the 
expectation that lone parents with children under five become ‘work ready’ intensifies, while both partners in 
a couples will be subject to work requirements. We are aware of one UC pilot where the effect on lone parents 
with children under 5 of advertising the current free entitlement alongside more intensive back to work 
support is being assessed. 
4 D Hirsch, Cost of a child in 2014, CPAG 2014  



cost for childcare are also likely to run up against the childcare caps.5 In this eventuality, parents 

need to cover 100 per cent of any additional childcare costs themselves which acts as a clear 

disincentive to work. CPAG supports and commends to Peers the second reading briefing 

produced by Every Disabled Child Matters and the Special Educational Consortium. 

 

Recommendation: That the Childcare Bill be amended to ensure that the caps on childcare 

support in WTC and UC are increased each fiscal year at the same rate as childcare fees, and 

that new and sufficient cap levels be set for London and for children with disabilities. 

 

11. Last year, schools Minister Liz Truss called on parents to ask schools why they do not open 8am-

6pm, providing after-school and nursery childcare.6 She pointed out that this approach was 

favoured by the Government. Additionally, CPAG notes, parents are in desperate need of holiday 

childcare. The idea of extended schools has opposition support since it was part of the original 

national childcare strategy. The Government has not indicated whether it intends to act to 

support extended schools. CPAG believes schools are under-used community assets that should 

play a bigger role in ensuring all parents can access affordable, high quality childcare.  

 

Recommendation: That Peers should seek assurances that the Government remains 

committed to the extended schools agenda and call for more information on, if not through 

this Bill, how the Government wishes to make progress in this area. 

 

 

                                                           
5 See, for example, Every Disabled Child Matters, Breaking down barriers: Making work pay for families with 

disabled children, 2011 

6 ‘Parents must ask schools to stay open later, says education minister’, Daily Telegraph, 17 June 2014 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-politics/10905978/Parents-must-ask-schools-to-stay-open-

later-says-education-minister.html  

 

For further information on any of the issues raised in this briefing please contact Imran Hussain 

at ihussain@cpag.org.uk or on 020 7837 7979 
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