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PRESENTER (MARY WILSON):   The avalanche of pre-election lolly continues with Labour doubling the amount of money it’s prepared to spend on free pre-school education for three and four year olds.   In what’s been described by some in the sector as an astonishing turnaround Labour has decided it will no longer exclude privately run centres from its policy of 20 hours of free pre-school care. Until today the 20 hours only covered not-for-profit community-based centres, but that’s now been extended to about a thousand licensed private providers, doubling the cost of the policy from 52 to $105million a year.  The Early Childhood Council represents private centres; Chief Executive, Sue Thorne, says today’s announcement is a complete surprise as earlier this year the Education Minister, Trevor Mallard, indicated he was opposed to extending the free policy to private centres.

SUE THORNE (EARLY CHILDHOOD COUNCIL CHIEF EXECUTIVE):  And that was only back in May and that same thing was repeated again at the New Zealand Childcare Association Conference in July, 15th of July, so yes… he wasn’t saying he couldn’t afford to do it so much as that it really wasn’t something that the Government wanted to do.  So yes, yeah, very surprised, but very, very pleased.

PRESENTER:   And Trevor Mallard joins us now.  Good evening.

HON. TREVOR MALLARD (EDUCATION MINISTER):   Good evening.

PRESENTER:  The private providers are delighted as you heard there, but clearly a bit gobsmacked; how do you explain the change of mind, apart from of course finding extra money?

MALLARD:  Well the… [line unclear] … was the key to it.  I mean, as part of the exercise that we’ve gone through over the last year or so we’ve identified a set of priorities for extra spending in health and education.  Some of those were able to be financed out of the 1.9billion set aside and… 

PRESENTER:   So the only issue here was money?

MALLARD:  Yes.  Yeah, I mean what we did announce last year was an extension effectively from kindergartens, which have up to 15 hours, taking that up to 20 and saying other community-based centres were the next priority for… 

PRESENTER:  Sue Thorne, though, seems to think that you didn’t extend it to private centres then because you didn’t like the idea of it.

MALLARD:  Well Sue is a member of the Education Forum and part of the Business Roundtable… has been implacably opposed to Labour governments ever since there’s been one… 

PRESENTER:  But she’s got it wrong when she felt that she was getting a message from you at a conference that in fact Labour did not like the policy of giving the subsidy to privately-run centres?

MALLARD:  No, I made it very clear that the priority was for community-based first.  I’ve done that regularly and Sue is not a regular attender of the meetings that I have with early childhood people, but it’s always been clear that there’s priorities and community-based centres are my first priority.  In fact getting the kindergarten hours up was the very first part of that, but there’s been a progression and as extra money has become available we’ve been able to do the quality issues, that’s the payment for qualified staff, which has actually been the biggest and most expensive change… 

PRESENTER:  There was a line of attack, though, that Labour was trying to force parents to use non-profit centres for ideological reasons?

MALLARD:   Yeah that’s Sue… Sue Thorne has said that pretty often.

PRESENTER:   And you completely… 

MALLARD:  Well it’s clearly rubbish, isn’t it.  We can see that today.

PRESENTER:  Some of the fish hooks that perhaps may be in here; how do you ensure that centres don’t charge extra anyway; that they take the subsidy for the 20 hours but tell parents it doesn’t cover costs and that maybe a donation is required?

MALLARD:  Well in the end you can’t stop donations, but you can’t have required donations and there’ll be contractual arrangements we’ll work through with all centres.  I mean the issue is no different in a private centre to a community centre making sure that they are not requiring any further payment if they’re providing free early childhood … [line unclear]… 
PRESENTER:  Yeah but they may just call it something else.

MALLARD:  No well they can’t.   It’s either a requirement to pay or it’s not.   If it’s a requirement to pay then they won’t get the additional money that’s available to free centres.

PRESENTER:  So you’ll be keeping a close eye on this once it’s implemented?

MALLARD:  Oh absolutely.  In two ways:  One through the contract that they will have and secondly the Statistics Department are going to double sample for childcare costs just to make sure that there aren’t any further changes.

PRESENTER:  Thank you very much for that.  That is the Education Minister, Trevor Mallard… I must say once again on a horrible telephone line.

ENDS <4:00> 
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