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Introduction

The  changes  which  have  taken  place  in  the  traditional  roles  and  structures  of  Irish  society,  together  with  the  rapid  rate  of  growth  in  the  economy  since the  mid  1990s,  have  led  to  an  unprecedented  nationwide  demand  for  childcare  services  especially  in  the  Greater  Dublin  area.

Properly  resourced  and  located  childcare  infrastructure  is  regarded  as  a  key  mechanism  in  supporting  and  enabling  the  continued  socio-economic  development  of  the  country.

Legislation  

Government  policy  on  the  subject  of  childcare,  with  specific  reference  to landuse  planning,  is  set  out  in  the  document  “Childcare  Facilities - Guidelines  for  Planning  Authorities”  published  in  June  2001.
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Section  10.[2]  of  the  Planning  and  Development  Act,  2000  sets  out  a  no.  of  objectives  which  are  consistent  with  proper  planning  and  sustainable development  and  which  a  planning  authority  is  obliged  to  include  in  a  development  plan.

One such  objective  is:

“the  provision,  or  the  facilitation  of  the  provision,  of  services  for  the  community  including,  in  particular,  schools,  crèches,  and  other  education  and  childcare  facilities.”  

According  to  Section  2.4  of  the  guidelines  - “Childcare  Facilities - Guidelines  for  Planning  Authorities”  a  benchmark  provision  of  one  childcare  facility  per  75  no.  dwellings  is  recommended  unless  there  are  significant  reasons  to  the  contrary  for  example,  a  development  comprised  of  single  bed  apartments  or  where  there  are  adequate  childcare  facilities  available  in  adjoining  developments. 

Laois  County  Development  Plan 2006-2012

Childcare  policy  in  Co.  Laois,  for  both  urban  and  rural  areas,  is  set  out  in  Section  5  of  the  Laois County Development  Plan 2006-2012.

According  to  Policy CF4  
“it  is  Council  policy  to  require  the  provision  of  appropriate  purpose  built  childcare  facilities  as  an  integral  part  of  proposals for  new  residential development  of  more  than  75  residential  units.”
According  to  Policy CF5 

 “it  is  Council  policy  to  require  the  provision  of  childcare  facilities  in  rural  areas.”

Laois  County  Childcare  Committee

Working  in  close  co-operation  with  the  Local  Authority,  Laois County Childcare Committee  plays  a  major  role   in  the  provision  of  childcare  infrastructure  throughout  the  county  and  has  prepared  a  strategic  plan  for  the  period  2007-2010.
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On  the  basis of  research  undertaken  by  Laois  County  Childcare  Committee  [in  2006],  there  were  70  notified  childcare  services  in  Co.  Laois  catering  for  approx.  2,000  children.  As  expected,  childcare  provision  is  concentraterd  in  or  around  the  larger  urban  centres  particularly  Portlaoise,  Portarlington  and Mountmellick.

Meeting  between  Laois  County  Council  and  LCCC

At  a  recent  meeting  the  LCCC  has  expressed  the  view  that  the  current  practice  whereby  it  is  deemed  mandatory  to provide  a  childcare  facility  in  respect  of  a  proposed  residential  development  of  greater  than  75  no.  units  is  unduly  rigid  and  does  not  factor  in  local  circumstances  and/or  the  level  of  existing/permitted  provision  of  such  facilities  in  the  immediate  locality.  

Some  developers  in  County  Laois  are  adopting  a  similar  viewpoint  to  the  extent  of  making  applications  for  conversions  of  previously  approved  facilities.

The  desirability  of  one,  overall  multipurpose  facility  to  include  provision  not  only  for  childcare  but  for  teenagers  and  adults  also  was  raised  at  the  meeting  as  well.

Finally,  there  is  the  potential  for  competition  between  urban  and  rural  locations  for  such  facilities.  

RECCOMENDATION
County Development Plan Policy

Policy CF3 of the Laois County Development Plan 2006-2012 already encourages consultation with the Laois County Childcare Committee. 

It is the policy of Laois County Council to:

· Encourage the provision of childcare facilities in appropriate locations, including residential areas, town centre and neighbourhood centres and in areas of employment in consultation with Laois County Childcare Committee. Such facilities will normally provide open space play areas, good accessibility and off street car parking and will be subject to the normal proper planning and development considerations;

· Continue to implement the Laois Childcare Strategy (2002-2006) and to endeavour to undertake a review of the Strategy in 2006.  The review will strengthen the existing strategy and continue to help deliver policy guidance on childcare.  

Policy CF4 of the County Development Plan states that; “it  is  Council  policy  to  require  the  provision  of  appropriate  purpose  built  childcare  facilities  as  an  integral  part  of  proposals for  new  residential development  of  more  than  75  residential  units.”
This policy statement should be augmented with the following;

“it  is  Council  policy  to  require  the  provision  of  appropriate  purpose  built  childcare  facilities  as  an  integral  part  of  proposals for  new  residential development  of  more  than  75  residential  units. The provision of these facilities shall be subject to the provision of a detailed needs analysis. Where it is found that no need arrises,   then the developer /applicant shall examine the   feasibility  of  substituting the proposed childcare facility with an  alternative  community/leisure  type  facilities-not  residential.
Policy CF5 of the County Development Plan states that; “it  is  Council  policy  to  require  the  provision  of  childcare  facilities  in  rural  areas.” 
This policy statement should be augmented with the following;

“it  is  Council  policy  to  require  the  provision  of  childcare  facilities  in  rural  areas. The provision of these facilities shall be subject to the provision of a detailed needs analysis.” 
It is recommended that the following Council Policy be adopted, so as to encourage the provision of multi use buildings :

“It is Council Policy to encourage the provision of childcare facilities which are flexible and capable of being managed for a number of different uses and to encourage the further use of existing facilities”. 
The  central  aim  of  Government  policy  is 





 [a]  to  increase  the  no.  of  childcare  places  and  facilities  available  nationwide  and  


[b]  to  improve  the  quality  and  accessibility  of  childcare  services  for  the  whole  community.














