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“As a director of three not-for-profit preschools in the Northern Rivers region of NSW, we 
are experiencing a workforce crisis driven by low wages and the housing shortage. 
Recruitment has become increasingly difficult, with some positions receiving no teacher 
applicants. Of our 27 staff, 22 travel more than 45 minutes to work and four travel 90 
minutes because they cannot afford housing locally. We have also lost skilled educators 
who relocated to the region but left after being unable to secure permanent housing.  
 

I am also President of the Northern Rivers Preschool Alliance, an organisation that 
supports 42 regional and remote preschools in our area. Across all our preschools, 
directors report similar challenges, with housing affordability and inadequate wages 
making it difficult to attract and retain qualified educators.” 
 

Bridget Isichei, Director of Northern Rivers Preschools  

 
"I teach in three Early Childhood centres in Queensland mining towns to cover staff 
shortages so the kindergartens and day care centres can stay open. It means travelling long 
distances, between 40km to over 100km a day without being paid for travel time or fuel 
which consumes a large part of my wage. There is no public transport and long drives 
alone on rough roads with kangaroos and other wildlife increases the risk of accidents. 
 

Averaging around an hour and a half a day on the road also makes it much harder for me 
to attend medical appointments or even a telehealth appointment. While I welcome 
improved child safety regulations, some adjustments in the system are needed as the new 
requirements mean I can’t even take a call from a doctor’s surgery while I’m at work, in a 
job situation where I also have no breaks between 7am-3pm. Despite the difficulties, I love 
working within rural communities and feel very lucky to work in such as role.” 
 

Anonymous, a 28-year-old Early Childhood Education Teacher, IEU member, 
working in rural Queensland mining communities. 
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Part 1. Introductory Comments 
 

 
The Independent Education Union of Australia (IEUA) thanks the Senate education and 
employment references committee for the opportunity to contribute to its inquiry into the 
state of Australia's early childhood education and care system in rural, regional and remote 
communities.  
 
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. The IEUA has approximately 75,000 
members. 
 
Our union has won improvements in pay and conditions for ECEC teachers and educators in 
community-based centres and negotiated multi-employer and stand-alone agreements for 
members employed in hundreds of ECEC services.   
 
Our extensive stakeholder engagement, the priorities, experience and expertise of our 
membership and the wider workforce in ECEC settings inform this submission.  
 

 

Part 2. Terms of Reference 
 

 
a) the extent and nature of ECEC service gaps across rural, regional and remote 

Australia, including long day care, family day care, in-home care, outside school 
hours care and preschool/kindergarten programs, relative distribution and 
community need; 

 
1. There is a diverse range of ECEC services supporting children and families across 

remote, rural and regional Australia. In many communities, however, the only available 
ECEC services are not-for-profit (NFP) preschools and kindergartens funded by state 
and territory governments. These services play a critical role in ensuring access to 
ECEC for families, yet they often face significant financial and operational challenges. 
Greater collaboration and coordination between the Australian government and state 
and territory governments is needed to ensure the ongoing viability and sustainability 
of ECEC services in remote, rural and regional areas. Programs such as the Preschool 
Reform Agreement help to improve access to ECEC services for these communities. 
 

2. The major preventable cause of the gaps in ECEC services across rural, regional and 
remote communities is the insufficient number of NFP providers. While NFPs are 
generally the main ECEC provider in areas that commercial operators avoid, there are 
not nearly enough to meet the level of need or make meaningful progress towards the 
Federal Labor Government’s policy objective of universal ECEC. 
 

https://www.education.gov.au/early-childhood/about/preschool/preschool-reform-agreement
https://www.education.gov.au/early-childhood/about/preschool/preschool-reform-agreement
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3. The most effective way to improve ECEC accessibility and quality across rural, regional 
and remote communities is for improved government support for NFP providers. NFPs 
have an outstanding quality record 1 across their locations. 

 
4. In contrast to some commercial operators, NFPs use revenue including government 

subsidies and parent fees to deliver higher quality educational services, including 
higher wages and improved working conditions for teachers and educators.2 This 
consistent practice significantly improves workforce attraction and retention. 

 
5. The ACCC’s has found that the market alone has not met community expectations nor 

delivered on government objectives for ECEC services.3 The marketisation and 
privatisation of ECEC in Australia has created the conditions for the pursuit by some 
commercial operators of profit at the expense of reasonable wages and conditions, 
child safety and worker wellbeing. Greater government support for NFPs is needed.  
 

b) challenges in attracting and retaining a qualified ECEC workforce in these 
communities, including wages, housing, transport and career development. 

 
6. Many ECEC services find it difficult to recruit staff to relocate to small towns due to 

inadequate pay, and there is limited or no affordable housing within reasonable 
distance of the services. Kindergartens, for example, often operate part-time because 
of staff shortages caused by inter-related wages, housing and transport challenges. 
 

Wages 
 
6.  Our union campaigned for the introduction of the initial Wage Justice for Early Childhood 

Education and Care Workers (Special Account) Bill 2024. The IEU’s submission on the 
recently passed Wage Justice for Early Childhood Education and Care Workers (Special 
Account) (Extending Support and Strengthening Safety) Act 2026 (Cth) (Wage Justice Act 
2026) is at: IEU Submission Wage Justice for ECEC Workers 2026. 

 
7.  The factors that necessitated the Wage Justice Act 2026 to extend wage-support 

arrangements to 30 June 2028 also necessitate making this wage support permanent: 
 

• High-quality education requires a sustainable and professional workforce. 
• ECEC wages have historically been significantly lower than those paid in schools, 

even where duties are comparable across sectors, including for ECE teachers.4 
• Gender-based undervaluation has been a longstanding barrier to improving wages 

and conditions in this female-dominated sector.5 
• 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 NSW Legislative Council Inquiry into Early Childhood Education and Care Joint Not For profit Submission June 
2025:https://files.parliament.nsw.gov.au/fileapi/ParlFiles/GetArtifact/0129%20Joint%20NFP%20Submission.pdf?ser
verRelativeUrl=%2Flcdocs%2Fsubmissions%2F90607%2F0129%20Joint%20NFP%20Submission.pdf 
2 Centre for Future Work: The real cost of profit: profit and markets in early childhood education and care, Fiona 
Macdonald and Matt Saunders, July 2026: https://futurework.org.au/report/the-real-cost-of-profit/ 
3 ACCC, September 2023 Interim Report for the Inquiry into Childcare Services: https://www.accc.gov.au/inquiries-
and-consultations/childcare-inquiry-2023/september-2023-interim-report 
4 Fair Work Commission Decision (B2024/852): Application by the IEU NSW and UWU, 16 February 2026  
5 Fair Work Commission: Gender-Based Undervaluation Priority Awards Review 2025 
 

https://www.ieu.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/IEU-Submission-Wage-Justice-for-ECEC-Workers.pdf
https://futurework.org.au/report/the-real-cost-of-profit/
https://www.accc.gov.au/inquiries-and-consultations/childcare-inquiry-2023/september-2023-interim-report
https://www.accc.gov.au/inquiries-and-consultations/childcare-inquiry-2023/september-2023-interim-report
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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8.  The extension of the Worker Retention Payments is welcome but must be amended to 
establish a permanent funding and ECEC wage-setting framework. The Government 
must work with unions, employers and other stakeholders to develop a long-term 
model of wage security for workers and families beyond limited funding cycles. 

 
9.  Government support for NFPs is also key to establishing wages that improve workforce 

attraction and retention. High-quality service requires attraction and retention of 
qualified staff, which is directly linked to above-award pay, better working conditions 
and higher staff-to-child ratios. 

 
10. There remains a significant pay disparity between teachers and educators working in 

the ECEC sector and their counterparts in the school sector, despite often holding 
equivalent qualifications and meeting the same professional standards 6 . This 
disparity can be as high as 30 per cent. The pay disparity contributes to challenges in 
attracting and retaining experienced teachers and educators in the ECEC sector, 
particularly in rural, regional and remote areas. Addressing these workforce pressures 
requires a coordinated commitment to eliminating pay inequities and recognising 
ECEC as a fundamental part of a child's educational journey. Pay parity for ECEC 
professionals would support workforce sustainability and improve the sector's capacity 
to deliver high-quality early learning outcomes. 

 
Housing 

  
11. Housing for essential workers like ECEC teachers and educators is necessary for safe 

communities and the delivery of vital services like ECEC. Australia’s complex housing 
market has left large gaps in the supply of affordable housing. 

 
12. Housing supply in regional and remote areas has faced persistent challenges for more 

than three decades, including poor affordability, under-developed supply chains, policy 
neglect, insufficient investment and shortages of both skilled and unskilled labour. 

 
13. Our union’s ECEC members are increasingly being priced out of the 

communities where they teach and serve. For many ECEC workers, the impact is 
severe. Housing costs and rising rents will continue to be the biggest cost-of-living 
pressure for ECEC workers unless fundamental policy changes are made. 

 
14. The IEU is a participant the ACTU campaign for a national two-year rental standard and 

1 in 10 builds to be public housing. At the ACTU Housing Summit our members 
reported on the severe housing shortages impacting the education workforce. 

 
15. The union movement calls for urgent action in three key areas:  
 

• Increased public housing as essential infrastructure for essential workers;  
• Stronger, enforceable rights and standards for renters;  
• In addition to negative gearing and capital gains tax reforms, further reforms of tax 

settings that undermine housing affordability.  
 

 
6 IEU NSWACT Start Strong Pay Fair Campaign https://www.ieu.asn.au/media-release-parliamentary-
report-ecec/ 
 

https://www.ieu.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/IEU-Speaks-on-school-staff-being-forced-out-of-local-housing.pdf
https://www.ieu.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/IEU-Speaks-on-school-staff-being-forced-out-of-local-housing.pdf
https://www.unsw.edu.au/newsroom/news/2026/04/housing-affordability-emerges-as-major-threat-to-nsw-teacher-supply-report-finds
https://www.news.com.au/national/politics/actu-pushes-to-double-rental-standard-lift-public-housing-construction-rate/news-story/51f4f172031ac5f6c3970c9cd961cdf7
https://www.actu.org.au/media-release/unions-push-for-national-two-year-rental-standard-and-1-in-10-builds-to-be-public-housing/
https://www.ieu.asn.au/media-release-parliamentary-report-ecec/
https://www.ieu.asn.au/media-release-parliamentary-report-ecec/
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16. The IEU also calls for: 
 

• Dedicated federal, state and territory essential worker housing policies to improve 
housing access. This will require enabling legislation and consistent funding. 

• Repairs to the broader housing sector are needed, including clearing the backlog 
of planning proposals, providing new incentives to councils and rezoning land in 
transport corridors. 

• Remote area employers should investigate further investment in local housing 
stock for their employees. 

 
Teachers facing unsustainable commutes  

 
17. In some areas of Queensland, ECEC workers need to work across multiple services to 

secure sufficient hours, and those services can be separated by over 80 kilometres. In 
the Northern Rivers area of NSW, ECEC staff are commuting for an hour each way 
because affordable housing closer to their services is not available. Lengthy commutes 
add to workload pressures, reduce quality of life and cause unfilled vacancies. 

 
18. The IEU has long campaigned for employers to provide greater access to flexible work 

arrangements to ease commuter burden and improve work-life balance. 
 

c) the effectiveness of the Child Care Subsidy (CCS) in reducing out-of-pocket costs for 
families with low or variable wages in rural, regional and remote communities, and 
whether the existing CCS structure reflects the costs and desired models of care in 
these areas; 

 
19. Families attending community preschools and kindergartens that receive state 

government funding are generally not eligible to receive CCS benefits. However, these 
services are filling the gaps in rural and remote communities. All governments should 
take a coordinated approach to ensure adequate funding models for community 
preschools and kindergartens to ensure staff attraction and retention.  

 
d) the effectiveness of existing Commonwealth programs and investments aimed at 

improving ECEC access in rural, regional and remote communities; 
 

20. The support provided by the Australian government to state and territories through 
the Preschool Reform Agreement over the last few years has provided greater access 
to ECEC programs for families.  

 
21. Teacher eligibility for the HELP Debt Reduction Program should be expanded from 

‘very remote’ areas to also include ‘remote’ areas to support the attraction and 
retention of teachers in these communities 7. This could be implemented on a tiered 
basis, such as waiving indexation or offering partial HELP debt reductions for teachers 
in outer regional areas.  

 

 
7 IEU Submission to Independent Review of HELP scheme: https://www.ieu.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2025/09/IEU-Submission-Review-of-HELP-debt-reduction-program.pdf 
 

https://www.ieu.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/IEU-Submission-Review-of-HELP-debt-reduction-program.pdf
https://www.ieu.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/IEU-Submission-Review-of-HELP-debt-reduction-program.pdf
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22. In the interim, the HELP Debt Reduction Program should be “grandfathered” in cases 
where a reclassification under the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Remoteness 
Structure removes eligibility for teachers already employed in the location.  

 
23. The objectives and measures of the HELP Debt Reduction Program should explicitly 

include attracting teachers to outer regional, remote, and very remote schools on 
Country. 

 
24. The Federal Government’s Building Early Education Fund has provided valuable and 

much needed capital funding to build new ECEC services in areas of need. This 
program should be expanded in future years to remote and very remote locations.  

 
25. The proposed Early Education and Care Commission should have as a stated purpose 

a focus on support for regional, remote and very remote services and a commitment 
to addressing the issue of ‘childcare deserts’. 

 
e) the challenges that Aboriginal community-controlled organisations face in 

providing access to ECEC services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities; 

 
26. Similar to the ECEC sector in regional, remote and rural areas, a major challenge facing 

Aboriginal community-controlled organisations is insufficient funding to support ECEC 
programs and inability to attract and retain staff. The Government should increase 
targeted funding to Aboriginal community-controlled organisations as a priority, given 
their unique capacity to care for and educate First Nations children and support 
Closing the Gap education targets. 

 
f) any other related matters.  

 
27. Unsustainable workloads are a significant driver of retention challenges across the 

ECEC sector, regardless of service location. Reducing unnecessary compliance 
requirements, eliminating excessive or duplicative documentation, and introducing 
workload impact assessments for ECEC teachers and educators, similar to the national 
Teacher Workload Impact Assessment developed under the National Teacher 
Workforce Action Plan, would help create the conditions needed to improve retention 
across the ECEC workforce. 

 

https://www.education.gov.au/early-childhood/about/building-early-education-fund
https://www.education.gov.au/early-childhood/announcements/early-education-and-care-commission
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Part 3. IEUA Recommendations 
 

 
Recommendation 1 
That the Federal Government commit to the ACTU housing campaign calls for:  
 

• National two-year rental standard; and 
• 1 in 10 builds to be public housing. 

 

Recommendation 2 
Following the Wage Justice for Early Childhood Education and Care Workers (Special Account) Act 
2026 extension of wage-support arrangements to 30 June 2028, the Federal Government 
should work with unions, employers and other stakeholders to develop an enduring funding 
model and a wage-setting framework for the sector that provides certainty for workers.  
 

Recommendation 3 
All political parties should commit to retain all multi-employer bargaining streams, given their 
fundamental role in closing the gender pay gap and delivering wage justice for ECEC workers.  
 

Recommendation 4 
That the Federal Government improve the accessibility and quality of ECEC in regional, remote 
and very remote locations by considering how to better direct targeted funding and support 
to not-for-profit ECEC providers and Aboriginal community-controlled organisations, including 
collaboration and coordinated funding approach with states and territories. 
 

Recommendation 5 
That the pay disparity between ECEC teachers and educators compared to their school 
counterparts be eliminated.  
 

Recommendation 6 
That the Federal Government support workforce attraction by introducing mandatory 
Workload Impact Assessments for all ECEC teachers and educators, comparable to the 
Workload Impact Assessment in the National Teacher Workforce Action Plan.8 
 

Recommendation 7 
All governments must ensure adequate funding models for all types of ECEC services, 
including preschools and kindergartens not eligible for the Child Care Subsidy, to ensure that 
services are able to attract and retain qualified ECEC staff to deliver this vital service to rural 
and remote areas. 
 

Recommendation 8 
Teacher eligibility for the HELP Debt Reduction Program should be expanded from ‘very 
remote’ areas to also include ‘remote’ areas to support the attraction and retention of 
teachers in these communities. This could be implemented on a tiered basis, such as waiving 
indexation or offering partial HELP debt reductions for teachers in outer regional areas.  
 

Recommendation 9 
The Federal Government’s Building Early Education Fund providing capital funding to build 
new and expand existing ECEC services in areas of need including regional Australia should be 
expanded in future years to remote and very remote locations. 

 
8 https://www.education.gov.au/national-teacher-workforce-action-plan 
 

https://www.education.gov.au/national-teacher-workforce-action-plan

