This column was written in preparation for the “États généraux des femmes en Acadie du Nouveau-Brunwick”, which will be held in the Chaleur region September 22, 23 and 24, 2006. (Information: call 546-3033 or visit   www.etatsgenerauxdesfemmes.ca)

Child Care: Essential to Women’s Equality
Growing up, my parents taught me that women and men occupied an equal place in society. Naively, I believed this statement to be true for all women and that it applied to all situations. However, when searching for child care for my first son, I quickly realized that this was not the case.

To ensure equality for all men and women, Canada and the province of New Brunswick must establish a clear set of family policies and offer a network of affordable chid care services to all urban and rural families. 
In New Brunswick, over three quarters of mothers with young children work outside of the home, but only one in eight children has access to regulated child care! There is a shortage of child care in every region, and it forces many mothers to start searching for child care years in advance. Women who live in rural regions or who need child care services for very small children (less than two years of age) are faced with even greater challenges since very few services, if any, are available. Who pays for the lack of quality child care? It affects every community and every member of the family. Mothers however pay the highest price, since they are usually the ones left in charge of finding child care and of dealing with any child care related problems. The hardships are even greater for single mothers. What are their options?
For a number of mothers, their entire pay is used to cover child care costs, which on average range between $10,000 and $12,000 for a family with two children. For many, child care costs exceed housing costs.
New Brunswick is lagging behind other provinces in terms of recognizing the importance of investing in families, and Canada as a whole is decades behind other countries in that same regard. 

Women in Quebec are in a better position than the rest of Canada. Many years ago, Quebec established an affordable child care system that offers a complete range of services to all regions. Quebec also made improvements to its Family Benefits Program and, unlike the rest of Canada, offers salaried and self-employed workers benefits that can reach 75% of their employment income. Furthermore, Quebec recognizes the important role fathers’ play by reserving some of those benefits for them.
Other provinces, such as Manitoba and Ontario, have established long term plans to invest in child care. Unfortunately, those plans are now in jeopardy since the Harper government wants to cancel all provincial child care agreements, including the agreement in principle signed with New Brunswick. 

And so, the debate begins once again in our province. Women’s role in society is growing thanks to the efforts of the women who preceded us and who fought for their rights and the rights of their children. It is now our turn to take the lead. We must see to it that women no longer have to make the difficult choice between their families and their careers. We must also work to create policies that offer equal access to affordable child care services to all regions.
I dream of being able to tell my two sons that all women have achieved true equality in New Brunswick. In the meantime, I will keep teaching them that boys, and girls, occupy an equal place in society.
Jody Dallaire is coordinator of the New Brunswick Child Care Coalition and a volunteer with the Association Francophone des parents du Nouveau‑Brunswick and the Child Care Advocacy Association of Canada.
