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Purpose of the report

This report presents the findings and conclusions from an evaluation of the Ministry of Social Development’s package of assistance to Out-of-School Care and Recreation (OSCAR) programmes.
Background

While New Zealand’s overall labour force participation rate compares favourably with other OECD countries, the female participation rate is less favourable and New Zealand has an above average OECD part-time female employment rate. Increasing the level of women’s labour force participation could contribute significantly to the Government’s goal of returning GDP per person to the top half of the OECD. 

The major factor in female participation rates is child-rearing and the break from paid employment it involves. While all women do not wish to participate in the paid labour force, improving access to good-quality, affordable and accessible OSCAR services would enable more women to take up employment, or extend their current hours of work, if they so choose.

While Budgets 2002 and 2004 provided significant assistance to OSCAR services, investment in that sector is low. Government funding for OSCAR is less than 2% of total childcare spending and covers only 0.4% of children younger than 14 years of age.
 The sector is developing from a low base and has a fragile infrastructure.

Budget 2002 included a package of both financial and non-financial assistance to the OSCAR sector aimed at increasing the supply of viable, quality OSCAR services. The package was intended to support parents entering and remaining in the paid workforce by removing barriers to sustainable employment posed by a lack of affordable, quality childcare. Subsequently the Budget 2004 Working for Families Package increased the OSCAR childcare subsidy and also provided for Work and Income childcare co-ordinators to help families access the care and subsidies available to them.
Budget 2002 package

The Budget 2002 package contained financial and non-financial assistance for providers.
 A total of $36.6 million was allocated to the package over the first four-year period. This included $5.6m for the Assistance Grant for the first year (2002/2003) and $7.1m per year for subsequent years and $169,000 per year for the Development Grant. The uptake of the Assistance Grant was lower than expected in the first year of funding. As a result, approximately $1.4m of the $5.6m allowed for the Assistance Grant was not used.

A Development Grant of up to $3,000 provides one-off funding to assist new OSCAR providers to set up or existing programmes to gain approval from the Department of Child, Youth and Family Services (CYF). An annual Assistance Grant of up to $9,000 is also available to fund deficits between operating costs and programme fees and other revenue. Non-financial assistance by way of training, advice, and support is provided through OSCAR fieldworkers.

Evaluation objectives

An evaluation of the Assistance Package, undertaken between October 2003 and May 2004, was needed in order to answer two key policy questions: Has the package stabilised current supply of OSCAR programmes? Has the package been able to assist providers to meet potential demand for their services?

There were four specific evaluation objectives: 
· to examine the implementation of the package
· to describe the nature of the assistance being provided
· to establish the suitability and adequacy of the package (in facilitating an increased supply of stable, quality OSCAR programmes) 
· to determine whether the package is increasing the supply of stable, quality OSCAR programmes.
Findings

Implementation of the package

Over the period covered by the evaluation, 336 providers received OSCAR funding for one or more of their programmes. A total of 551 programmes received the Development Grant and/or the Assistance Grant over this period – 79 were awarded the Development Grant and 482 were awarded the Assistance Grant (10 received both grants).
The majority of applications for both types of grant were approved, and most OSCAR providers appear to be aware of the OSCAR funding available. However, a number of issues were identified by the evaluation that appear to have affected implementation.

· Although 82% of non-funded providers reported that they knew about the OSCAR funding, lack of sufficient knowledge was a barrier for 40% of them. In addition, 36% did not apply for the funding because they understood they were ineligible.

· Funded providers needed help with their application for Development Grant (46%) and Assistant Grant (47%) funding. Most commonly, there were difficulties with the financial aspects of the application.

Nature of the assistance provided

Analysis of the data for funding recipients in the period covered by the evaluation showed that 80% of successful Development Grant applicants and 74% of successful Assistance Grant applicants were awarded the full amounts of funding ($3,000 and $9,000, plus GST, respectively). Recipients of both grants mostly used the funding for ongoing operating expenses.

Adequacy and suitability of the package

In terms of adequacy of the funding, the amount is clearly insufficient for about half of the programmes to cover the costs the grant was intended to cover. Only 10% of Development Grant recipients and 34% of Assistance Grant recipients reported that the amount of the funding fully covered the costs it was intended to cover. 

For 53% of the remaining Assistance Grant recipients, the additional amount of money needed to fully cover costs was less than $7,500 (only 19% said they would need $7,500 or more to cover these costs). Similarly, 51% of funded providers considered their programme’s current total income from all sources (including the OSCAR funding) to be insufficient to cover the “true costs” of running the programme.
Funded OSCAR programmes have a high need for ongoing financial assistance. 

Seventy percent of survey respondents who received the Assistance Grant said they anticipated needing it “every year on an ongoing basis”. The vast majority (91%) of funded providers had applied or planned to apply for the Assistance Grant for 2004 or in the future.

In relation to suitability of the package, there were barriers to gaining CYF approval, some of which related to resourcing (the CYF assessment, and advice and support components) of the package. Although 39% of funded providers with CYF approval reported no difficulty with the process, others had difficulties with preparing the assessment (26%), writing the policies and procedures (19%), and the time it took to get an assessment and gain approval (17%). For non-funded providers, the most common reason for not having CYF approval was not knowing enough about it (45%).

The package may be more suitable if it is restructured to provide more advice and support. The informants suggested the Assistance Package could support providers better if more of the overall budget was allocated to the advice and support component.

Impact of the funding on stability and quality of OSCAR programmes 

The major impacts are as follows.
· The assistance package has had a modest positive impact on the stability of OSCAR programmes/providers.

· Funded providers were more likely than non-funded providers to say that they would still be operating in 2005.

· Forty-six percent of funded providers/programmes had expanded (or planned to expand) their programme by creating more places.

· The assistance package has helped improve the supply of quality programmes. More funded (84%) than non-funded (60%) programmes had current CYF OSCAR approval, which was seen as a first step towards “quality”.

· The Assistance Grant has acted as an incentive to gaining CYF approval – 57% of funded providers reported having applied for CYF approval in order to be eligible for the grant. 

· Funded providers are investing in areas such as equipment/resources and staffing that will improve the quality and stability of their programmes. A much higher proportion of funded programmes than non-funded programmes have other staff costs, such as training.

· Findings from the evaluation suggest that some aspects of the package and its implementation may need to be reviewed to improve its effectiveness in terms of adequacy and suitability.

Conclusions

Implementation and policy issues – future considerations

Access
Despite a lower-than-expected uptake of the Assistance Grant in the first year, there is clearly a need for funding among OSCAR providers. Although most respondents were aware of the funding, many providers either did not know enough about it to apply or had misconceptions about the eligibility criteria. Further promotion of the details of the package may be called for. Access to the grant may also have been lower than expected because of the time it has taken programmes to obtain the required CYF approval. This appears to be an issue of the resourcing allocated to CYF to undertake these approvals.

Eligibility criteria
Our informants and some respondents suggested the eligibility criteria be reviewed, particularly the deficit requirement and the requirement that the provider charge fees. The deficit requirement is intended to indicate need, but seems in conflict with the current policy’s aim of moving programmes to a business needs model. Some informants expressed concern that programmes in low-income areas, or areas with a high Mäori or Pacific population, may be missing out on the funding because these providers feel they are unable to charge fees.

Application processes
Some providers found the process of applying for the funding challenging, mainly because of the financial information they were required to provide. Some also found that the length of time between applying for the funding and receiving notification of approval was too long (evidence from the informant interviews suggests this is approximately two to three months). The solution to the challenges of the process may lie in making OSCAR fieldworker assistance more readily available, rather than in simplifying the process itself. Alternatively, or in addition, streamlining the application process may be of benefit.

Appropriateness of funding
There is evidence that the amount of the grants is not sufficient for all programmes – most received the maximum amount but felt the grant did not fully cover the costs it was intended to cover. Some additional interim operational funding may be needed for Development Grant recipients. Greater certainty of funding is likely to increase the ongoing financial viability and stability of OSCAR programmes. Some informants also believed that other sources of funding (eg Lotteries, COGs, council grants) were drying up as a result of the OSCAR funding being available; however, it was beyond the scope of the evaluation to verify the extent to which this has occurred.

Other forms of assistance

There is evidence from the informant interviews that OSCAR programmes could be helped to become more financially viable and stable, and of a higher quality by the provision of more OSCAR fieldworker hours.

Supply of OSCAR programmes

There is evidence that the assistance package is having a positive impact on the supply of OSCAR programmes, particularly by increasing programme stability. What could not be determined within the scope of the current evaluation, however, was the level of demand for OSCAR services among families with school-age children. 

Some information was gathered concerning waiting lists, but this may not be a reliable indicator of the potential demand for OSCAR services. Changes in labour market participation suggest that there is likely to be a growth in demand for OSCAR services. Clearly, this is an area for further investigation, which would contribute to further policy development related to OSCAR.

Regulation of the sector

Greater regulation of the sector was seen by informants as a vital step on the road to improved quality in the OSCAR sector. Greater regulation would improve accountability and communication and would set minimum standards for all OSCAR programmes. The first step could involve registration of all OSCAR providers or programmes on a central regularly updated register. This would facilitate communication within the sector, and would provide a more accurate account of programmes currently operating to assist with policy development and planning.

CYF OSCAR approval should be adopted as the minimum standard. Once this standard has been met by the vast majority of programmes, the goal posts could be shifted to encourage a higher level of quality. The early childhood example may be a useful model to emulate in the OSCAR sector. 

Subsequent policy work 

The evaluation findings have contributed to the development of ongoing policy responses. These responses have taken the form of proposals to increase assistance to OSCAR services and include short-term and longer-term options. The short-term options include:

· increasing the cap on the OSCAR assistance grant from up to $9,000 to up to $16,500 per annum

· developing and implementing a communication plan for OSCAR.

In the longer term, policy proposes to develop a 3–5 year plan for the OSCAR sector which would consider issues such as:

· supply – building capacity in the sector, in particular, using existing infrastructure such as schools

· the role of fieldworkers and Working for Families childcare co-ordinators

· standards and quality

· ongoing communication

· other funding issues.
� OECD (2004) Babies and Bosses: Reconciling Work and Family Life – New Zealand, Portugal and Switzerland (vol 3) and


Statistics New Zealand (June 2004) Population Estimates.


(The 0.4% figure is a stock measure with no account of flows over a year.)


� Refer to section 5 of the full report for information on aspects of the package, including eligibility criteria for the grants.


� One criterion for the Grant is that the programme charges fees to parents. A flexible approach is taken to fees and koha, but providers may not be aware of this. OSCAR subsidies are also available to assist low-income families to meet the costs of services.






