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“Another two years is definitely welcome, but it is not certainty. 

 

The Federal Government has acknowledged that Early Childhood Educators and 

Teachers have been undervalued and underpaid for far too long. But we cannot 

keep asking a workforce to build a lifelong career around temporary funding. 

 

We don’t need another two-year fix. We need a permanent commitment to the 

people educating and caring for Australia’s youngest children. 

If the work we do is important enough to fund now, it should be important 

enough to fund permanently for the future”. 
 

 

     Amy Martin, ECE teacher and IEU member 

    23 years’ experience working in early childhood education 
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Part 1. Introductory Comments 
 

 

The Independent Education Union of Australia (IEUA) thanks the Senate Education and 

Employment Legislation Committee for the opportunity to contribute to its Inquiry into the 

Wage Justice for Early Childhood Education and Care Workers (Special Account) (Extending Support 

and Strengthening Safety) Bill 2026.  

The IEUA is a federally registered union representing our state and territory IEU branches, 

who in turn represent university and TAFE educated teachers and educators employed in 

early childhood education and care (ECEC) services. Our members work in kindergartens, 

preschools, long day care centres and early intervention services. We also represent staff in 

faith-based schools, community colleges and post-secondary services in the non-government 

sector. The IEU is the only union with coverage of principals, educational leaders, teachers, 

school support staff and early childhood professionals.  

Our union has won improvements in pay and conditions for ECEC teachers and educators in 

community-based centres and negotiated stand-alone agreements for members employed in 

individual services and larger organisations. The IEUA has approximately 74,500 members.  
 

The submission is informed by our extensive stakeholder engagement and the priorities and 

expertise of our membership and the wider workforce in ECEC settings.  

 
 

Part 2. IEUA commentary on the Bill  
 

 

1. The IEUA is on the public record as strongly supporting and campaigning for the 

introduction of the initial Wage Justice for Early Childhood Education and Care Workers 

(Special Account) Bill 2024. A copy of our submission in relation to the 2024 reforms is 

available here: IEU Submission: Wage Justice for ECEC Workers, 4 October 2024. 

 

2. The factors that necessitated the introduction of the 2024 Bill and the Worker 

Retention Payments remain equally relevant to consideration of the continuation of 

wage support for ECEC workers in 2026: 
 

- High-quality education requires a sustainable and professional workforce. 

- Wages in the ECEC sector have historically been significantly lower than those paid 

in schools, even where duties are comparable across the two sectors, including for 

early childhood teachers. 1 

- Gender-based undervaluation has been a longstanding barrier to improving wages 

and conditions in this female-dominated sector. 2 

- Widespread industry pay increases were not evident in the long day care sector 

prior to the introduction of the Worker Retention Payment, and there is no evidence 

that existing increases can be sustained without ongoing government support. 

 
1 Fair Work Commission Decision (B2024/852): Application by the IEU NSW and UWU, 16 February 2026  
2 Fair Work Commission: Gender-Based Undervaluation Priority Awards Review 2025 

 

https://www.ieu.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/IEU-Submission-Wage-Justice-for-ECEC-Workers.pdf
https://www.fwc.gov.au/document-view/decisions/application-by-independent-education-union-of-australia-130n-united-0?from=search
https://www.fwc.gov.au/hearings-decisions/major-cases/gender-based-undervaluation-priority-awards-review
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3. In 2024, the United Workers Union (UWU), Australian Education Union (AEU) and 

Independent Education Union of Australia (IEUA) reached a historic sector-wide multi-

employer agreement, initially covering more than 50,000 employees in long day care 

centres and over 500 employers, delivering sector-wide pay increases. These long-

overdue wage increases were funded through the Worker Retention Payments. 

 

4. The sector-wide multi-employer agreement between unions and employers was 

negotiated through the Fair Work Commission's supported bargaining framework. The 

success of the program has since expanded to nearly 200,000 employees across more 

than 10,000 employers who have accessed the Worker Retention Payment to deliver 

wage increases of up to 15 per cent. 

 

5. The Worker Retention Payment has enabled wages to increase without passing 

additional costs onto families during a period of significant cost-of-living pressure. 

 

6. The Fair Work Commission's gender undervaluation decision in December 2025, has 

delivered substantial and permanent increases to award rates for educators. ECEC 

providers have been able to utilise the Worker Retention Payment to support these 

increases while also maintaining competitive remuneration for early childhood 

teachers. The extension of the Worker Retention Payment is essential to avoid a 

significant wage cliff for teachers. The IEU supports the 2026 Bill as an important 

investment towards quality education. However, further work is required to establish a 

long-term funding solution to ensure that early childhood teachers do not face a 

significant reduction in pay when the Worker Retention Payment scheme concludes. 

 

7. Long day care providers claim that higher wages cannot be sustained without ongoing 

government support.3 Any reduction in wages would inevitably drive skilled workers 

out of the sector, worsening an already critical workforce shortage and undermining 

the quality of early childhood education and care available to children and families. 

 

8. For too long, inadequate wages and conditions have driven skilled workers out of the 

sector.4 Continued funding will help deliver lasting change by improving workforce 

retention, better valuing ECEC workers and addressing staff shortages. 

 

9. Importantly, the Government's investment, together with collective agreements 

negotiated by unions and employers, underpins the sustainability of a high-quality 

ECEC workforce. A stable and fairly paid workforce is essential to delivering the quality 

early learning environments that Australian children and families deserve.5 

 

10. Not-for-profit ECEC providers have consistently been shown to outperform for-profit 

services, providing better quality care at generally lower prices, higher wages, more 

experienced staff, longer staff retention and a greater likelihood of operating in under-

served and disadvantaged areas. 6 

 
 

 
3 Australian Childcare Alliance, 17 June 2026 
4 University of Sydney, Prof J Buchanan, 9 August 2024 
5 Macquarie University Early Childhood Education Research Centre: ECEC Pay and Conditions Research 

Final Report, July 2025 
6 The Real Cost of Profit: Early Childhood Education & Care, F Macdonald and M Saunders, 23 July 2026 

https://childcarealliance.org.au/media-releases/382-aca-welcomes-governments-commitment-to-wage-funding-for-educators-teachers-and-services-17-06-2026/file
https://www.sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2024/08/09/giving-early-childhood-more-is-good-policy.html
https://www.acecqa.gov.au/sites/default/files/2026-03/Early%20Childhood%20Education%20and%20Care%20Pay%20and%20Conditions%20Research%20-%20Final%20Report%20-%20Macquarie%20University.pdf
https://www.acecqa.gov.au/sites/default/files/2026-03/Early%20Childhood%20Education%20and%20Care%20Pay%20and%20Conditions%20Research%20-%20Final%20Report%20-%20Macquarie%20University.pdf
https://futurework.org.au/report/the-real-cost-of-profit/
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11. Our union acknowledges the Federal Government's commitment and recognises the 

collective advocacy of unions and workers in the sector. The IEUA will continue to work 

with government and employers to develop a longer-term model of wage security that 

reduces the uncertainty associated with the current fixed-period funding cycle. 
 

12. Securing fair pay is not only a win for ECEC workers; it is also a vital step towards 

building a stronger, more sustainable early childhood education and care system for 

the Australian community. 
 

 
 

Part 3. IEUA Recommendations 
 

 

The IEUA urges the Senate Education and Employment Legislation Committee to support the 

passage of the Bill and to include the following recommendations in its report to government: 

 

Recommendation 1 

The IEUA recommends that the Parliament pass the Wage Justice for Early Childhood Education 

and Care Workers (Special Account) Bill 2026 to ensure the continuation of wage support for 

ECEC workers and to maintain progress towards a sustainable and high-quality workforce. 

 

Recommendation 2 

While the IEUA strongly supports the intent of the Bill, concerns regarding long-term funding 

certainty will remain. Although the Bill extends the wage-support arrangements to 30 June 

2028, it does not establish an enduring funding and wage-setting framework for the sector. 

The IEUA asks that the Australian Government work with unions, employers and other key 

stakeholders to develop a long-term model of wage security that provides certainty for 

workers, providers and families beyond limited funding cycles.  

 

Recommendation 3 

The IEUA urges all political parties to commit to support the current multi-employer 

bargaining streams, recognising the role of these reforms in delivering fair and consistent 

wage outcomes across the industry. This commitment is vital to closing the gender pay gap 

and continued wage justice for ECEC workers. The stream of bargaining for multi-employer 

agreements for low-paid employees, the supported-bargaining process, must remain in place.   

 

Recommendation 4 

That the Federal Government improve the accessibility and quality of the ECEC system by 

considering how they can better direct targeted funding and support to not-for-profit 

providers as a priority. Not-for-profit providers of early childhood education have an 

outstanding record of providing inclusive and high-quality services, while also seeking to work 

collaboratively with staff and their unions on workforce issues and remuneration.  

 

 


