
‘The childcare was

actually more than

my wages, so I had

to give up work. 

I didn’t have any

choice really.’
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THESE QUESTIONS are, of course, deeply per-
sonal, and are driven by a parent’s unique
knowledge of what is best for her/his

child. However, shortfalls in London’s childcare
market affect parents’ decisions. London’s
maternal employment rates are significantly
lower than elsewhere in the country: employ-
ment rates for mothers in couples are 12 per-
centage points lower in London than in the rest
of the UK. High London childcare costs mean
that low-earning mothers with pre-school chil-
dren would be only £90 better off each month if
they were to work full time – less than half the
amount mothers outside the capital would gain
working the same hours. 

London parents are particularly reliant on formal
childcare as they are much less likely to be able
to call on informal (cheaper or free) childcare
from family and friends than in other parts in the
country. Only one in nine children in London
receives informal childcare, compared with an
average of one in three in England.1 This is driv-
en by high levels of domestic and international
migration to London, meaning that grandpar-
ents or other family members who are often
relied on for informal childcare live far away. In
the focus groups, most parents did not see
informal childcare arrangements as a possibility.
However, formal childcare in London is around

a third more expensive than the national aver-
age and up to 50 per cent more expensive than
in other parts of the country.2 For many parents,
this means that they are unable to afford to
work before their children start school, even if
they want to:

‘Most of us, we end up not working because
we have to stay home and look after the
younger ones. Like me: my baby is 19 months,
I’m not working because I can’t afford a
childminder.’

‘I mean, thank god my kids are [older], my
last kid is eight, so I’m not really stuck at
home because he’s now in full-time educa-
tion, but before… I had to stay home, even
though I’m a graduate, for 10 good years.’

Childcare costs in London erode financial gains
from working, or working more hours. The aver-
age cost of a part-time nursery place for an
under-two-year-old is £159 a week, or over
£8,000 a year, and costs are rising above infla-
tion.3 However, the maximum amount of sup-
port a parent can claim for childcare costs from
the state through working tax credit has
remained frozen since 2005. It now falls well
short of full-time costs in London – and does
not even cover part-time costs in large parts of
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London. A parent in London working on the
minimum wage with one child would be around
£4 a week worse off if s/he increased her/his
working hours from 32 to 33 hours because of
high childcare costs. Outside London, a parent
in the same situation would gain 62 pence (or
£1.16 under universal credit from April 2016).4

Parents also discussed the struggle of being
able to find childcare that matched their work-
ing hours, particularly late finishes and early
starts. They complained that the 15-hour early
education place did little to help support
employment as the hours were too short and
too rigid.

‘And, when you do get the 15 hours,
depending on the nursery, it doesn’t work out
like that, so they say 15 hours’ free, if I work
nine to five and I take my child for about
seven hours a day, so no, it works out that
you’re getting about two days… but then you
have to put your child in for a minimum of
three days to qualify for it, so you still end up
paying more.’

‘On top of that, they’re not working to my
hours. I work from 9 o’clock to 9 o’clock. It
means I have to take him to a day nursery
and then get someone to look after him in the
evening as well and that’s not working. I don’t
even know whether I’ll be able to do my one
day a week next year.’

The Childcare Act 2006 places duties on local
authorities to ensure there is sufficient childcare
in their local area to enable parents to take up
work or training and to provide sufficient places
for the free entitlement for two-, three- and four-
year-olds. However, a large number of local
authorities are not fulfilling these duties, includ-
ing in London. In 2014, 11 London local author-
ities did not have enough childcare for working
parents and 12 did not have enough childcare
for three- and four-year-olds.5 Shockingly, 29
out of 33 London boroughs either do not have
enough childcare for parents who work atypical
hours or do not examine childcare supply for
this group of families.6 Childminders typically
offer greater flexibility around the hours on offer
and are often more able than nurseries to match
London’s less social working hours, offering
early starts and late finishes. However, child-
minder numbers are falling more quickly in
London than in the rest of the country.7

The 4in10 and the Family and Childcare Trust
research calculated that, on top of the £1.09 bil-
lion spent by parents on childcare, the govern-
ment pays £772.4 million:

• £475.3 million on free early education for
two-, three- and four-year-olds

• £183 million through the childcare element in
working tax credit

• £114.1 million on tax relief for childcare
through the childcare voucher scheme

While these figures are large, they are not as
large as they would be if childcare use and
employment in London matched the rest of the
country. Take-up of the free early education
place is lower in London than in the rest of the
country: 46 per cent of eligible two-year-olds
compared with 58 per cent across England; 85
per cent of eligible three-year-olds compared
with 94 per cent across England; and 94 per
cent of eligible four-year-olds compared with 99
per cent across England. If take-up rates for
free early education in London were to match
the level seen elsewhere in England, local
authorities in London would need to spend an
additional £63.7 million each year: £16.8 million
for two-year-olds and £46.9 million for three-
and four-year-olds.

London’s lower parental employment rates mean
that take-up of working tax credit and parental
spend on childcare is also lower. If parental
employment levels in London were to match
those seen elsewhere in the UK, overall spending
by parents would rise by £210 million and spend-
ing by the state would rise by £43.6 million. 

Fixing the problems in London’s childcare market
is integral to improving children’s life chances
and reducing inequality. The new mayor, along
with central government, must view childcare
as part of our country’s infrastructure, as essen-
tial as the transport network in enabling parents
to live and work.  ■

Megan Jarvie is Head of Policy and Public Affairs at the
Family and Childcare Trust. She conducted this research in her
previous position as London Campaign Co-ordinator at CPAG.

Other findings are drawn from Invest in Childcare, Invest in
London, published by 4in10 and the Family and Childcare
Trust in May 2016, available at www.childrensrightswales.
org.uk 
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