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The way in which we accommodate and support the needs of pregnant women and 
mothers in the workplace is a crucial test of our willingness as a society to enable 
women - who make up almost 50% of the workforce - to participate fully and without 
disadvantage in the labour market. 

The provision of flexible working arrangements by most employers has brought great 
benefits, but the fact that these measures are accessed mostly by women points up an 
underlying truth – that caring for a family is still seen to a great extent as primarily a 
woman’s responsibility.  

Accessing affordable, quality childcare remains a significant barrier to employment for 
many women, and Northern Ireland continues to have one of the lowest levels of 
childcare provision in the UK. That has to be addressed if participation by women in our 
economy and our institutions is ever to reach its full potential.  

Our 2013 report, ‘Childcare: Maximising the Economic Participation of Women’, 
highlights the high costs of childcare in Northern Ireland - costs which make up around 
44% of an average income compared to the UK overall figure of 33% and 12% across 
the EU. It also identifies that the availability of appropriate childcare does not match 
demand, particularly for families in rural areas or people who have children with 
disabilities. 

The regional childcare strategy expected in March 2015, two years after its target date 
laid out in the Programme for Government, has still not appeared. The Commission 
acknowledges the work already undertaken through the Bright Start Key First Actions in 
2014 but, nonetheless, trusts that the Executive will work towards an effective overall 
strategy for childcare that will meet the needs of children, families and society.  

This remains one of the biggest issues for families.  The Commission considers that 
appropriate, accessible and affordable childcare provision in Northern Ireland should, as 
well as providing for the child, additionally seek to promote equality of opportunity for 
parents and benefit wider society and our economy. 
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