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29 September 2026

Committee Secretary

Senate Education and Employment Committees
PO Box 6100

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Email: eec.sen@aph.gov.au

Dear Committee Secretary,

Re: Inquiry into the state of Australia's early childhood education and care system in rural, regional
and remote communities (the Inquiry)

On behalf of Family Day Care Queensland (FDCQ), | am pleased to provide a submission to the Inquiry
informed by our extensive experience delivering quality home-based early childhood education and care
(ECEC) services across rural, regional and remote Queensland communities.

| wish to acknowledge the passion and commitment of the Educators and staff of Enhance Family Day Care
and Enhance In Home Child Care and the enormous positive impact they have on children and families. |
thank Murilla Family Day Care & In Home Care and the Goondiwindi Family Day Care Association for their
thoughtful contribution to this submission.

| also wish to acknowledge the significant contribution by our partners, Central Highlands Development
Corporation and the Remote Area Planning and Development Board, in responding to the needs of rural,
regional and remote children, families and communities. In particular, | wish to commend Ange Cochrane,
Founder of the Future Care Project for her tireless advocacy and support for the work of home-based care
Educators and services for children and families living in regional, rural and remote areas.

Introduction — About FDCQ

FDCQ is the peak body representing and supporting the family day care and in home care (home-based care)
sectors in Queensland. Our purpose is to lead, promote and grow quality home-based care services.

We are a non-profit, for-purpose organisation and member-based association. We are a company limited by
guarantee, governed by a skills-based Board and a registered charity. Founded in Queensland 50 years ago,
we operate statewide services and provide training, resources and online communities of practice nationally
via our online platform supported by a team of 209 early childhood professionals and support staff.

We are the ECEC Approved Provider of Enhance Family Day Care which provides 800 children from 625
families access to high-quality family day care across metropolitan, rural, regional and remote Queensland.
We are one of Australia’s largest non-profit family day care providers with services stretching from the NSW
border to Cape York. Enhance Family Day Care service provides access to comprehensive training,
administrative and professional support to Educators providing rich learning environments, tailored to the
specific needs of the children in their care.
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We operate Enhance In Home Child Care service provides flexible in home ECEC for 64 eligible families who
are unable to access other approved ECEC. Historically, provided in rural, regional and remote locations in
Central Queensland, the service now caters for families across any location in Queensland. Enhance In Home
Child Care supports Educators with personalised learning and professional educational support for curriculum
planning to support children’s access to personalised educational programs in the child’s own home.

FDCQ is also the In Home Child Care Support Agency for Queensland and Victoria.

FDCQ is committed to advocating for the vital role of the home-based ECEC sector, ensuring it is valued,
supported, and recognised as an essential pillar of the broader early childhood education landscape.

FDCQ Response to Terms of Reference

FDCQ believes the ability of Australia’'s ECEC system to deliver accessible, high-quality, reliable and flexible
services to rural, regional and remote communities needs to be and can be enhanced. In these communities,
access to home-based care is essential if the Government is to achieve its commitment of universal access to
three days of early childhood education and care.

The current policy, regulatory and funding settings underpinning the ECEC system favour centre-based
education and care. Many families on our waiting lists advise that they prefer home-based care and for families
residing in rural, regional and remote communities and those requiring extended hours of care, it is often their
only choice.

In many locations across Queensland markets for ECEC are very thin and it is simply not financially viable to
operate a centre-based ECEC service. Without home-based care services, children and families in these
locations have no access to ECEC. Access to these services offers children vital education opportunities,
supports workforce participation by parents and provides Educators, who are mainly women, the opportunity
to operate their own successful small businesses.

Itis a vital choice for parents who prefer home-based education and care, including those needing more flexible
hours of care outside of centre-based business hours, such as health and emergency service workers,
teachers and other essential workers.

The inability to access ECEC can have broader impacts on the sustainability and liveability of these areas,
often resulting in the inability to attract and retain essential workers, for example, nurses, doctors, teachers,
and paramedics, and meet the needs of local industries and businesses.

The importance of home-based care services to ensuring access to ECEC was documented by the findings of
the Productivity Commission in its report, A path to universal early childhood education and care’ (Productivity
Commission Report), released on 18 September 2024. The Commission found that:

Family day care can be an effective solution to improving access to ECEC in thin markets
Family day care can be part of the solution to ensuring that families have access to ECEC in markets
where there might be low and/or variable demand. Expansion of family day care in recent years has

1 Productivity Commission 2024, A path to universal early childhood education and care, Inquiry report no. 106, Vol. 1, Canberra
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been limited (Finding 5.5).

There are however a number of structural barriers to home-based care being an effective solution to improving
access to ECEC. Current policy, funding and regulatory settings are undermining the viability and growth of
home-based care services. Without substantial reform to these settings, home-based care services will
continue to shrink and an important opportunity to better serve the needs of rural, regional and remote
communities will be lost.

FDCQ’s response against each of the terms of reference is set out below.

a) the extent and nature of ECEC service gaps across rural, regional and remote Australia,
including long day care, family day care, in home care, outside school hours care and
preschool/kindergarten programs, relative to geographic distribution and community need

Family day care is used by a higher proportion of households in remote and regional Australia. Figure 1 shows
the percentage of households who use family day care services in regional and remote Australia, compared
to households who use centre-based day care services.

Figure 1: Share of households by service type and remoteness, 2022
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Source: Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Childcare Inquiry, Final Report, December 2023, page 185

One of the benefits of home-based care that is particularly important in rural, regional and remote locations is
the extended hours of education and care it offers. Home-based care Educators are more likely to offer
services outside of standard hours, including overnight and on the weekend. This flexibility is crucial for many
working families with irregular hours, including essential workers and workers in the mining, agricultural,
transport and hospitality sectors. In many smaller towns, the ability of essential workers to access this type of
flexible care can be vital in retaining critical services.

Figure 2 shows the proportion of Child Care Subsidy (CCS) approved ECEC services available during non-
standard hours, by service type in the March quarter of 2022. It demonstrates the important role played by
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family day care and in home care in providing education and care outside standard hours.
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Figure 2: Non-standard hours service offerings vary by service type
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a. The opening hours of some services were unknown for the March 2022 quarter. Proportions are calculated as a
percentage of the total services where opening hours were known.

Source: Productivity Commission 2024, A Path to universal early childhood education and care, Inquiry report no. 106 — volume 2

Supporting Papers, page 438

The report of the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission’s Childcare Inquiry? (ACCC Report)
found that the numbers of family day care services have reduced significantly across Australia since 2018.
This decline has been evident since 2016 when numbers in Australia reached a high of 1,100% and then

2 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Childcare Inquiry, Final Report, December 2023
3 Productivity Commission 2024, A Path to universal early childhood education and care, Inquiry report no. 106 — volume 2 Supporting Papers, page
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declined significantly to 518 services in 2018 and further to 423 services Australia wide in 2024 — a decline of
almost 62 per cent. Since the release of the ACCC Report, family day care services declined by 8.5 per cent
between June 2025 and June 2026, a loss of a further 30 services.

Across the same period, there were 145 family day care services operating in Queensland in 2016 which fell
to 116 services in 2018 and to 102 services in 2024 — a decline of around 30 per cent. By June 2026, this had
fallen to just 73 services.

The ACCC found that the decline of family day care may have a disproportionate and negative effect on remote
areas, and households in less advantaged areas, as well as households with parents or guardians that work
non-standard hours.

The Mitchell Institute* has documented the existence of ‘childcare deserts’ across Australia. A childcare desert
is where there are more than three children vying for every childcare place. It found that, in Queensland, the
areas with the worst access to childcare were Mount Morgan, Rockhampton and surrounds, Mackay and
surrounds and Bouldercombe.

Enhance Family Day Care’s own waiting lists show significant unmet demand for family day care across
Queensland with 166 families outside of South East Queensland waiting for a place. Of these families, 95 are
located in Central Queensland and along the North Coast of Queensland from Hervey Bay to Sarina.

The contribution made by family day care to alleviating the prevalence of childcare deserts is illustrated by
figure 3 below.

4 Hurley, P., Tham, M and Nguyen, H. (2024). International childcare: Mapping the deserts. Mitchell Institute, Victoria
University.
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Ratio of number of approved ECEC places to population of children aged 0-5 years
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a. CBDC - centre-based day care; FDC - family day care; PSK - dedicated preschool. b. The first map shows the ratio
of the number of CBDC approved places to the population of children aged 0-5 years. The second map shows the
number of CBDC, family day care and dedicated preschool places to the population of children aged 0-5 years. Grey
areas have no child population. These are typically national parks. ¢. Population data is from the 2021 Census. The
number of ECEC places is at Q4 2022.

Source: Productivity Commission 2024, A Path to universal early childhood education and care, Inquiry report no. 106, page 16
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Where families cannot source regulated forms of care, they may resort to unregulated forms of care in order
to work. This poses a safety risk for these children and should be a significant concern to all governments and
the community. Home-based care Educators are well-known in their communities and committed to the safety
of children.

Feedback from our Educators includes:

“I love knowing that | am providing a safe and nurturing learning environment for children in my rural
community” (Enhance Family Day Care Educator from Emerald).

“Providing in home care to children in regional and rural communities is truly a gift. | love that | can
have an impact on the lives of these children with the help from Enhance.” (Enhance In Home Child
Care Educator from Ingham)

Similar to family day care, the number of in home care services have declined, from 56 services in 2018 to 37
services in 2022.

b) challenges in attracting, training and retaining a qualified ECEC workforce in these
communities, including the role of wages, housing, transport and career development
opportunities

The ECEC sector has been facing persistent workforce challenges for many years. This general workforce
challenge is further exacerbated for the family day care sector by several factors including lower Educator
earnings, differing qualification requirements and additional administrative workloads.

The reduction in the number of family day care services has been accompanied by a decline in Educator
numbers. While the size of the total ECEC workforce has been increasing, the family day care workforce has
been in decline since 2016, as shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4: Size of ECEC workforce by service type and jurisdiction, 2010-2021
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Source: Productivity Commission 2024, A Path to universal early childhood education and care, Inquiry report no. 106 — volume 2
Supporting Papers, page 124

Attracting and retaining a skilled workforce is a challenge for the family day care sector which has an aging
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workforce. The sector faces additional workforce and recruitment challenges with the removal of the “working
towards Certificate IlI” provision in the National Regulations. There is a critical need to build a pathway for
future workers to enter the family day care sector.

It is difficult for services to attract and retain educators when the financial returns are lower than the wages
available in other ECEC services, care sectors and industries more generally. The ACCC Report found that
there is little financial incentive for family day care Educators to enter or remain in the sector, as effective
wages are below comparable award rates for other forms of childcare. It also found that the level of funding
under the CCS hourly rate cap for family day care is unlikely to be sufficient to adequately cover costs,
recompense Educators and provide support and monitoring by Approved Providers of family day care.

Research by Family Day Care Australia, including a survey of its members?®, showed the impact of the disparity
on the earnings of Educators, with family day care educators working longer hours for less money, as shown
in Table 1. The National Workforce Census in 2021 showed that 39.5 per cent of family day care educators
working in Queensland were working longer than 41 hours per week compared to 1.5 per cent of educators in
long day care (LDC) and 1.1 per cent of educators in out of school hours care (OSHC) services.

Table 1: Earnings comparison of centre-based care employees and FDC educators

Hours worked / Income Centre-based Care Employee | FDC Educator
Average hours (2022-23 Financial Year) | 40 hours per week 44 .1 hours per week
Net income per annum $51,981.4 $49,167.65

Net income per week $999.64 $945.53

Net income per hour $24.99 $21.44

The low returns for family day care Educators were also confirmed by the ACCC Report which noted that the
family day care educators who provided information to its inquiry reported earning a very low annual wage,
despite 50 per cent of educators holding a qualification that is higher than required.

In 2024, wage increases were made available for centre-based employees under the Children’s Services
Award 2010 and the Educational Services (Teachers) Award 2020:

e a3.75 per cent increase to award wages started on 1 July 2024 following the 2024—2025 annual wage
review

e anew worker retention payment designed to support a 10 per cent pay increase on top of the current
national award rate in the first year from December 2024

e 15 per cent above the current national award rate in the second year.

These wage increases were not available to home-based care Educators and further exacerbated the family
day care earnings differential with centre-based providers being subsidised by government to meet the wage
increases.

5 Based on a survey conducted in October 2022 with 451 qualified responses — outliers removed.
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In 2026, the worker retention payment was extended to 2028 and expanded to capture home-based care
workers. In reality, the expansion to these workers is of little practical value as the payment is not available to
self-employed Educators operating in contractor model services, which is the majority of home-based
Educators. The support staff of family day care services are also ineligible for the wage increases as they are
covered by a different award.

In addition to low wages, family day care Educators face unique barriers to entry in the form of high start-up
costs, which can be even higher in rural, regional and remote locations. As small business operators, family
day care Educators are responsible for the costs associated with ensuring their premises meet the Education
and Care Services National Regulation requirements to operate a service.

The ACCC noted that many Educators reported incurring significant costs when setting up their family day
care service. These costs varied by Educator but could include costs for modifications to their home to meet
requirements, undertaking required checks such as working with children checks and police checks,
mandatory qualifications and certifications, obtaining insurance, and purchasing consumables such as toys,
educational equipment, safety equipment, outdoor environment requirements suitable for high quality play
including fencing, plantings and shade first aid supplies, cots and other bedding, change tables, information
technology equipment and software.

The ACCC Report also noted that these upfront costs incurred by Educators may deter entry to the family day
care sector, especially since costs of this nature are not incurred by an Educator in other childcare sectors
such as centre-based care.

In the face of these disparities, it is difficult to recruit and retain family day care Educators. It is also challenging
to support the training of new family day care Educators in areas where there are no ECEC services. Family
day care Educators must hold an ECEC qualification and cannot offer care while they are working towards the
qualification.

Collaborative and innovative approaches to growing the number of family day care Educators are necessary.
An example of this approach was a project proposed by the Central Highlands Development Corporation
(CHDC) and FDCAQ to establish a Family Day Care (FDC) Incubator GROW Hub across Blackwater, Emerald,
Springsure and the broader Central Highlands region.

The project would have directly responded to critical workforce and ECEC shortages across the region.
CHCD’s community profiling demonstrates:

e persistent ECEC deserts and unmet demand, including 300+ children aged birth to two years on
waitlists

e qualified local educators unable to participate in the ECEC workforce due to the absence of viable
family day care options

e strong community interest in family day care, with 50 per cent of survey respondents indicating
willingness to consider family day care but lacking operational knowledge, and

e increased demand from employers, mining operators and small businesses for locally available,
flexible childcare to support workforce participation.
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Had the project proposal been approved by the Queensland Government, FDCQ would have partnered with
CHDC as the Lead Agency Adviser to ensure the regulatory requirements were met and provide specialist
support and advice across governance, operational practice and workforce development. We are confident
that the GROW Hub would:

e expand educator capacity in a high-need region

e create viable, flexible childcare options for families

e improve workforce participation across the Central Highlands

e build a sustainable pathway for new family day care educators, and

e support the local economy and address employer-identified barriers to labour supply.

c) the effectiveness of the Child Care Subsidy (CCS) in reducing out-of-pocket costs for families
with low or variable wages in rural, regional and remote communities, and whether the existing
CCS structure reflects the costs and desired models of care in these areas

The CCS plays an important role in reducing out-of-pocket costs for families with low or variable incomes,
particularly by providing high subsidy rates to lower-income households. However, for many families in rural,
regional and remote locations, the effectiveness of CCS can often be limited by factors beyond affordability.
Often these communities face shortages of approved ECEC services, limited operating hours, staffing
shortages and long travel distances, meaning where CCS would be available, families often struggle to access
suitable care.

The current CCS structure does not fully reflect the higher costs and unique service delivery needs of rural,
regional and remote communities with many services operating with lower enrolment numbers, increased
transport costs and ongoing staffing challenges. These factors can significantly increase the cost of providing
care.

As outlined above the current CCS funding caps disadvantage family day care educators. The funding rates
do not reflect the costs of providing education and care, promote wage disparities across different models of
care, and do not recognise the costs of or encourage extended hours of care.

Given the low level of the funding cap imposed by the CCS, many family day care educators are forced to
charge families a gap fee to remain viable. This impact on families, especially considering broader cost of
living pressures, will be putting further strain on family budgets.

Many families using family day care have lower incomes and family day care educators tend to charge those
earning under $150,000 lower fees. The ACCC Report estimated around 60 per cent of households using
family day care services in the September quarter 2023 had incomes below $150,000. It found that family day
care services are slightly more concentrated in areas of less advantage, with around 19 per cent of services
located in the most disadvantaged areas, compared with around 4 per cent in the most advantaged areas.®

Figure 5 shows that the family day care sector provides care for a significant proportion of households in areas

6Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Childcare Inquiry, Final Report, December 2023, page 98
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of less advantage, with approximately 72 per cent of children who attended family day care services in 2023
located in areas that are ranked in the five deciles of least advantage.

Figure 5: Share of children, by service type and area socio-economic decile, 2023

Socio -economic decile

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Share of children

m Centre based day care m Family day care m Outside school hours care

Note: Statistical Area Level 2, Socio-Economic Indexes For Areas (Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and
Disadvantage) decile.

Source: Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Childcare Inquiry, Final Report, December 2023, page 185

The ACCC Report including stakeholder feedback that indicates that the Child Care Subsidy hourly rate cap
may be too low to adequately ensure viability in the sector, incentivise supply of family day care services
(including attracting and retaining educators). FDCQ agrees with this assessment and supports the
recommendation by the Productivity Commission Report and ACCC Report that the CCS hourly cap rates for
family day care, in home care and non-standard hours of care should be reviewed.

Similar to family day care, the ACCC Report observed that a high share of in home care services (about 35
per cent in 2023), charge above the hourly rate cap. Since 2018, the average hourly fee for in home care
services has been consistently higher than the hourly rate cap by a significant amount.

The high prevalence of in home care fees that are over the hourly rate cap fees, and the consistent increase
in fees despite increased subsidy is indicative of high costs of delivering in home care services and caring for
families with individualised care needs. This was confirmed in a 2023 review of the in home care program by
PwC for the federal Department of Education.

Many families rely on in home-based care for children in specific circumstances where centre-based care,
outside school hours care or family day care is unavailable or unsuitable. This can include households where
families are geographically isolated and cannot access other services, the parents work non-standard hours,
the family or child has challenging or complex needs, or the household is experiencing challenging situations,
and other services are not able to meet the needs of the child or the household.

Eligibility to access in home care is heavily restricted as it is regarded as a service of last resort. In home care
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services operating under the contractor model, which represents around 75% of all in home care, are unable
to advertise for Educators; families must recruit their own Educators. This can be frustrating for families who
find it time consuming to recruit and select Educators.

This frustration can be compounded when families are denied access to alternative arrangements when they
fall just outside of eligibility criteria. For example, one family known to FDCQ has been on a waiting list for two
and half years as they are unable to source an Educator to provide in home care to their children. The family
is located only seven kilometres from the Australian Bureau of Statistics Remoteness border of where they
would have been eligible to employ a family member to provide this care and receive CCS. Relying solely on
geographic distance to determine remoteness rather than an assessment of the family’s circumstances has
left this family without access to ECEC.

d) the effectiveness of existing Commonwealth programs and investments aimed at improving
ECEC access in rural, regional and remote communities

FDCQ welcomed the Australian Government’s funding allocation in the Building Early Education Fund (BEEF)
to a dedicated grant program to modify buildings to deliver in-venue family day care in communities with no
existing ECEC.

FDCQ applied under BEEF Small Scale Grant Opportunities, to establish an in-venue family day care service
in Springsure at a vacant Council-owned property. Central Highlands Regional Council supported the proposal
and was actively working on tenure arrangements. In August 2026, the federal Department of Education
advised that the application was ineligible on the basis that the letter from Council confirming tenure was being
actively pursued, did not satisfy the requirement that tenure be in place.

While FDCQ understands the Department was bound by the eligibility requirements, it is important for
government to recognise the time it takes to negotiate and secure confirmed tenure can make meeting
deadlines challenging for local governments in regional, rural and remote areas. FDCQ suggests that
consideration be given to allowing greater flexibility in the requirement to confirm tenure, especially where
other levels of government are involved.

In Queensland, in-venue care operates in a limited number of locations, and its expansion could help local
communities to establish family day care services.

e Murilla Family Day Care & In Home Care has worked with Western Downs local government,
Queensland Department for Education and the community to successfully establish an in-venue
operation in Miles. While the service faces ongoing challenges to recruit qualified family day care
Educators, there has been consistent feedback from families: “This service is the reason | can keep
my job”.

e An in-venue family day care service is also being established by the Goondiwindi Family Day Care
Association at Glenmorgan, where there is no other childcare available for children.

Across Queensland, there are a number of vacant ECEC buildings and community facilities that could readily
be used for in-venue care services, some with adequate space for two family day care Educators to operate.
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FDCQ is strongly supportive of the two Educator model of in-venue care to expand the provision of family day
care in rural, regional and remote areas.

The Productivity Commission Report also recommended:
Recommendation 5.3

Allow two family day care services to be run in a single venue in regional and remote
Australia

The National Quality Framework should be amended to allow two educators to provide education
and care to up to 14 children at any one time at an approved family day care venue. No more than
eight children can be preschool age or under.

This amendment should only apply to approved family day care venues in Inner Regional Australia,
Outer Regional Australia, Remote Australia and Very Remote Australia as defined in the Australian
Statistical Geography Standard.

In Queensland, it has proved challenging to establish in-venue family day care services. There is a need for
clearer, nationally consistent guidance on how family day care and in-venue care fit within the broader ECEC
landscape. In addition, strengthening the consistency across regulatory authorities in understanding how
family day care differs from centre-based models is also necessary.

Summary and recommendation

There is a need for a fresh approach to ensuring children and their families living in rural, regional and remote
areas have access to quality ECEC services. Markets are thin and in many smaller communities, centre-based
care offerings will never be viable. For many of these communities home-based care services are the only
viable model of care for their families and children.

Growing and sustaining ECEC services in rural, regional and remote communities requires flexibility in the
design of service offerings and a commitment to working with local communities to find solutions that work and
keep children safe. Growing quality home-based care services should be recognised as the only sustainable
solution for many communities.

Across rural, regional and remote Queensland communities, local organisations and individuals have been
working together to document the shortage of ECEC services and co-design innovative and flexible responses
to their care needs. These efforts are driven not by profit but by a genuine commitment to ensuring local
children can access quality education and care, and parents can participate in the workforce.

Government agencies need to bolster these efforts by establishing funding mechanisms that support the
development of innovative service models, co-designing service models that take local circumstances into
consideration and adopting a more flexible regulatory approach.

FDCQ recommends that the Australian Government work with State and Territory governments to develop a
Rural, Regional and Remote ECEC Strategy informed by the findings and recommendations of the Productivity
Commission Report and the ACCC Report that:
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e prioritises the safety of children by supporting their universal access to three days of ECEC regardless
of where they live

e recognises the critical role of home-based ECEC services in meeting the needs of rural, regional and
remote children and families and supports the viability and expansion of these services by addressing
structural barriers to service delivery

e ensures Educators working in home-based ECEC services are treated equitably and supported by
quality services,

e involves home-based care service providers and draws on their experience of in delivering ECEC
across rural, regional and remote locations and their understanding of the impact of current policy,
funding and regulatory settings, and

e adopts a collaborative approach to develop fit-for-purpose solutions using local knowledge, existing
facilities and flexible models of care that respond to the needs of families and recognise the challenges
of delivering ECEC in rural, regional and remote locations.

FDCQ has no concerns about the confidentiality of this submission and consents to its publication. | would
welcome the opportunity to answer any questions from the Committee about our submission, and | can be
contacted on 0439 945 580 or at stella.conroy@fdcg.au

Yours sincerely,

o

/

Stella Conroy
Chief Executive Officer
Family Day Care Queensland
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