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Ill conceived, illogical and less safe

Gordon Brown’s threat to withdraw childcare vouchers is the meanest attack on children and families
since Margaret Thatcher’s withdrawal of free school milk.

The plan to take away the tax concession from working parents is indefensible on three grounds:

1. It’s ill-conceived. Brown’s justification for ending the tax break is that the cash can be transferred to
pay for free childcare for two year-olds – a classic case of robbing Peter to pay Paul. But what happens
when the two year-olds get older and the free childcare stops? Children don’t enter full-time education
till they are five and even then the school day is shorter than the working day.

2. It’s illogical as a saving. Parents will do one of two things. Either they stay at work, pay more for
childcare and end up worse off; or they work fewer hours to stay at home with their children. In the
latter case, less money goes to the Exchequer – so where’s the saving?

3. It’s less safe. Childcare vouchers don’t just pay for childcare, they pay for quality childcare. They
can only be spent on OFSTED-registered care, so they help to maintain high standards.

Labour contends that the vouchers help the middle classes too much. True or not, the scheme is set up
to be exclusive, not inclusive. About 340,000 parents get the vouchers, yet there are several million
working parents. The number sounds large but it’s a tiny proportion.

In practice, you can get the vouchers if your employer runs a scheme and you can use them if your
carer accepts them. More inclusive would be for employees to have the right to request and for
OFSTED-registered carers to be obliged to accept vouchers.

If Brown is serious about the benefit reaching the right people, he would be addressing this low take-
up. The 2005 Labour manifesto promised ‘choice and support at work and at home’ – please don’t take
away people’s choice.
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