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Introduction

The new Act sets out the federal
government’s commitment to long-term
funding for the provinces and Indigenous
peoples to establish and maintain a primarily
not-for-profit, community-based, and public
early learning and child care system.  

The CWELCC agreements set an ambitious
target of approximately 278,000 spaces
(including Quebec), by March 2026. This
represents a 47% increase in spaces across
the country. Targets vary significantly by
region, from a 10% increase in Prince Edward
Island and the Yukon to over 200% in
Saskatchewan. Ongoing investment and well-
designed mechanisms are required to achieve
the targets set out in the Canada-wide
system.
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Canada has planted the seeds for an
effective universal system. The Canada-Wide
Early Learning and Child Care (CWELCC)
agreements, signed between the federal and
provincial/territorial governments in 2021,
set in motion the beginning of the expansion
of a publicly funded universally accessible
child care system. These agreements
marked the first formal political recognition
in Canada of the societal value of building a
robust child care system—one that benefits
children, families, and society.

Importantly, in February 2024, the federal
child care promise was subsequently
enshrined in federal law with the adoption of
an Act respecting early learning and child
care in Canada.  

1

1 Public child care refers to services that are delivered by public entities, including: municipalities, school boards, and
Indigenous governing bodies. Not-for-profit and for-profit operators may still receive public funding but are not publicly
owned and operated.

2

2 This is based on authors’ calculations using the 2021 space figures in Childcare Resource and Research Unit’s ECEC in
Canada report 2023 (Table 10) and the new spaces agreed to in the federal-provincial/territorial agreements
(summarized in CRRU 2023 ‘A summary of the Canada-wide early learning and child care agreements and action
plans’, Table 3. 

https://childcarecanada.org/publications/ecec-canada/24/08/early-childhood-education-and-care-canada-2023
https://childcarecanada.org/publications/ecec-canada/24/08/early-childhood-education-and-care-canada-2023
https://childcarecanada.org/publications/ecec-canada/23/04/summary-canada-wide-early-learning-and-child-care-agreements-and
https://childcarecanada.org/publications/ecec-canada/23/04/summary-canada-wide-early-learning-and-child-care-agreements-and


About this spotlight
This Spotlight paper is produced as part of the ‘Growth by Design: Expanding Early Learning and
Child Care in Canada’ (2023-2026) project, funded in part by the Government of Canada’s
Early Learning and Child Care – Data and Research Program, called. The objectives of the
project are to:

Identify the barriers and facilitators that impact the capacity of public and not-for-profit
providers to expand licensed ELCC
Engage the not-for-profit ELCC community, ELCC allies and public stakeholders in
innovative thinking and capacity building to expand access to affordable, accessible and
high quality ELCC
Identify, describe and assess innovative practices and public policies that have supported
the expansion of not-for-profit and public ELCC
Increase awareness and enable knowledge transfer about effective mechanisms and
innovative practices to support the expansion of quality, affordable, accessible not-for-profit
and public ELCC

This Spotlight paper highlights some of the key targets and mechanisms other countries have
used to achieve and advance their goals of universal child care. It looks at two countries that
have achieved this goal (Sweden and Norway) and two that are still implementing changes
(Portugal and Germany). The Spotlight concludes with some brief reflections and considerations
for Canada. It demonstrates that the most lauded systems in the Nordic countries committed
decades of investment and mechanisms to support the expansion of primarily public and not-
for-profit child care.
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Sweden 
Sweden is regularly identified as the ‘gold standard’ in ECEC, characterized by low fees, high quality,
and universal access. Achieving this required two decades of sustained government investment and
strategic planning to achieve its goal (Korpi, 2007; Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018). Universal access to child
care was initiated in 1975 through the Law on Childcare, which established child care on the national
agenda. The Law entitled children aged 5-6 years old to 525 hours of preschool per year. In 1976,
there was space for 35.2% of children aged 0 to 6 years. By 1991 the entitlement for 5-6 year olds was
extended to children 18 months and older.  (Trætteberg et al., 2023a). 

In the first half of the 1990s the number of children in ECEC increased from 571,000 to 753,000,
representing approximately a 31% growth in spaces over 5 years.

There were significant variations in the proportion of children enrolled by age, and across municipalities.
For 1 year olds, enrolment increased from approximately 35% to 50% between 1990 and 2017; for 2
year olds enrolment increased from 56% to 91%, and for 3-5 year olds from 66% to 96% in the same
period (Trætteberg et al., 2023a, Figure 3.4). 

Following ongoing investments and well-designed policy tools and mechanisms, full coverage was
achieved in the 2000s. 

Country snapshots



Norway
Norway’s expansion journey began in the
1970s, with periods of strategic investment and
growth. The first period of strategic growth
started with the 1987-88 White Paper, which
set a goal to reach universal coverage by
2000. Although this goal was not fully realized,
and a large proportion of enrolments were
part-time, enrolment during this period
increased from approximately 66% in 1990 to
90% in 2000. Part of the increase can be
attributed to moving 6 year olds from the child
care system into the school system (Beach,
2022). 

Expansion continued between 2000 and 2020
with the introduction of a legal entitlement in
2009, as well as the shift to more full-time
spaces. The percentage of 3-5 year olds in
ECEC increased from approximately 52% in
1990 to 78% in 2000 and 96% in 2018
(Trætteberg et al., 2023a, Figure 3.5). 
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Germany
Germany enshrined a child care entitlement
for children aged 3 to school age in 1996 and
expanded this to children aged 0 to 3 years in
2008. This legislated entitlement was
accompanied by three major investment
programs between 2008 and 2017 (Federal
Ministry for Family Affairs, Women and Youth,
2023). These first three investment programs
totaled €3.3 billion and 450,000 additional
childcare places. 

Between 2006 and 2015 the proportion of
children aged 1 and 2 years old in care
increased from 29.4% to 48.5% (Corti et al.,
2022). Most recently, Germany has made
two significant investments in ECEC in 2018
and 2022. These 4th and 5th investments
together are intended to create 190,000
spaces. The government continues to invest
funds and adapt policy mechanisms to
support expansion. In Berlin, one of the
biggest Länder (federal states), investments
since 2012 have led to an additional 57,900
spaces, equivalent to a 46% increase in
spaces between 2012 and 2023 (Senate
Administration for Education, Youth and
Family, 2022).

Portugal
Since 2021, Portugal has significantly increased
funding to expand access to child care for
children under 3 years old (Eurydice, 2024).
The ‘New Generation of Social Services and
Facilities’ plan allocated funding for an
additional 11,000 new child care spaces,
equivalent to approximately a 9% increase
between 2020 and 2022. Independent analysis
showed that an additional 19,118 new spaces
would be needed to reach their target coverage
rate of 60% across all regions (Corti et al,
2022). The government is continuing to
commit more funding and develop innovative
approaches to achieve universal access
(Eurydice, 2024).



Spaces & coverage
Timeframe for
reaching
target

Main expansion
mechanisms

Legislated
Entitlement

Sweden

Universal (15 hours/week)
Coverage
1990
1 year olds - 35%
2 year olds - 57% 
3-5 year olds - 66%
2017
1 year olds - 50%
2 year olds - 91%
3-6 year olds - 96%

30 years

Circa 1990 -
2020

State grants
earmarked to
performance (no
ceiling)
Municipal
responsibility
1991 funding
formulas replaced
with a municipal 
lump sum grant 

Yes

Introduced in
1975 for 5-6
year olds and
extended to 18
months in
1991

Norway

Universal 
Coverage
2000
1 year olds - 37%
2 year olds - 48%
3-5 year olds - 78%
2018
1 year olds - 72% 
2 year olds -  92%
3-5 year olds - 96%
Enrolment
1980 - 78,000
1999 - 193,000

20 years

2000 - 2020 

National grants
Municipal
responsibility
Investment grants
to owners to build
new ECEC
centres 
6 year olds moved
into schools led to
additional spaces
for under 3s.

Yes

Legislated in
2009

Summary of targets and
mechanisms for expansion
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Spaces & coverage
Timeframe for
reaching
target

Main expansion
mechanisms

Legislated
Entitlement

Germany

Target

Create 90,000 new
spaces

equivalent to a 13%
increase

5 years 
2020-2025

Federal funding
distributed to
regional
governments
(Lander)
Local youth
offices
responsible for
expansion
planning
Capital grants
that cover up to
90% of eligible
costs (i.e. Berlin)

Yes

Legislated in
2008

Portugal

Target
11,000 new spaces
announced 2020

Equivalent to 9%
increase

Plus additional 12,000
spaces announced
2023

Not set

Federal funds directly
to providers 

Cooperation
agreements set
between IPSS (not-
for-profit
organizations) and
Ministry

Yes
Commenced in
2022-2023 with
children born
after 2021
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Caveats and considerations
for Canada
Child care expansion is measured differently across countries and jurisdictions - some measure spaces,
others enrolments, others coverage rates; some only full-time spaces and others consider part-time
enrolments. These nuances and caveats make direct comparisons between countries difficult. However,
the experiences of Sweden, Norway, Germany, and Portugal offer valuable lessons for Canada as it seeks
to expand its early learning and child care system:

1.Legislative entitlement: Enshrining child care access in law helps ensure long-term commitment

and stability.
2.Sustained investment: Achieving universal access requires decades of dedicated funding and

strategic allocation.
3.Local accountability: Municipal responsibility, combined with federal funding, ensures tailored

solutions that address regional needs.
4.For-profit risks: The Nordic experience in particular offers an important lesson about the

circumstances and consequences of for-profit expansion. In Sweden, there was only a modest
development of for-profit providers because the system had reached full coverage before vouchers
were implemented. The sector was already saturated when for-profit providers were allowed to
enter in 2008. This contrasts with Norway, where for-profit providers entered in 2003 when the
market was still expanding (Trætteberg et al, 2023b).

Overall, the trends and patterns offer important lessons. In all countries federal governments have
committed unprecedented investment, enacted legislation that establishes an entitlement to early
childhood education and care, and introduced policy tools and mechanisms that require local planning
and accountability at all levels of government.
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