Canadians want compromise on child care

By Jody Dallaire
Prime Minister Harper would be advised to seriously reflect on polling by Environics released last week on Canadian’s views of his child care plan.  Mr. Harper prides his government on keeping its promises but should question the prudence of sticking to a promise most Canadians don’t like. 
When the prime minister made his first action in office the cancellation of the child care agreements signed with the provinces, he overlooked a fundamental shift that had taken place in Canadian views.  It is reflected in polling that indicates early childhood development resonates not only with parents and the people who work with children, but Alberta business leaders, prairie farmers and Atlantic tourist operators recognize the powerful social and economic implications of child care. 
The former child care minister spoke of his government’s early learning and care initiative as the next great nation-building endeavor building on public education and medicare.    Premier after Premier greeted the signing of their child care agreement with the Government of Canada anticipating new foundations for school readiness; support for the workforce of today and tomorrow and making our country a world leader in promoting healthy child development.  It was a great Canadian moment – one of sharing and hope.  Today’s minister can only imagine opening daycare centres in strip-malls.
The difference between the minority government and the majority of Canadians on this issue was raised in the Senate inquiry on child care.  In opening the investigation New Brunswick Senator Marilyn Trenholme Counsell asked: “Where is the vision in the government’s promise for 125,000 child care spaces where there is no reference to quality, no money for operating costs, no educational opportunities for staff, no financial assurances towards a greater value attached to the precious work they do; nor any opportunities for parent empowerment through acquisition of early childhood development knowledge?”   Instead, she said,  parents will be on their own with a few extra dollars in their pockets; and, in a sharp departure from our collective understanding of fairness, those families who make the most money will keep the most. 

This debate is about so much more than daycare spaces.  It is about whether the values that have tied together our disparate nation will continue to survive.   In embracing a national child care program by a 3-to-1 margin Canadians recognize that as community we can accomplish so much more by working together than we could ever dream of doing by working alone.  It underscores our belief that citizenship confers upon us rights that are based on the strength of our need and not the size of our wallet.  
Our success as a country has been built upon each generation making a contribution to the next. The baby boomers have yet to make theirs. The disparity between young families and families headed by those over 45 is growing.  Young families have not benefited equally from economic growth.  They are not experiencing the economic promise of higher education. Rather couples begin their families with high debt loads and fewer possibilities of home ownership.   Yet this is the generation that will face the graying tsunami.  If we do not help them to raise their families, why would or should they reciprocate by sustaining us.   
The polling suggests that Prime Minister Harper can heal the divisions this debate has caused and keep his promise without killing the promise of more and better child care services.  If forced to choose, Canadians, particularly Atlantic Canadians, prefer funding to the provinces to create child care spaces over an allowance to parents.   But public opinion comes together most around the alternative to honour the child care agreements while still providing income supports for families. Mr. Harper understood this during the election campaign when he offered to maintain any child care deals signed with the provinces while still pressing ahead with his own plan.   
This is still a wise approach. In this way he could empower parents, ensure all families have real choices, apply the fundamental principles of early learning and quality child care from coast to coast to coast and demonstrate the compromise that is the hallmark of good leadership.
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