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Portions of this brief have been reproduced from legislative and agency materials. 
This brief will focus on the impact of COVID 19 on the availability and affordability of child care for working families. 

The debate  

• Prior to COVID-19, the child care industry was heavily impacted by a variety of factors: minimum wage hikes, low 
reimbursement rates, overregulation/licensing requirements, lack of availability of infant care, lack of rural 
access and child care “deserts.” Many providers were already closing or eliminating subsidized care slots.  

• Providers have had enormous challenges staying open due to poor business conditions prior to COVID-19. The 
pandemic only added to the financial burdens and uncertainty providers are experiencing.  

• Working families were already struggling to find affordable, quality care for their children. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, more families were strapped for cash due to salary freezes, job losses and reduced hours, and 
increased cost of living, thus making child care even more unaffordable.  

• Looking into the 2021 session and beyond, it will be critical to not only assist existing providers in keeping their 
doors open, but to create sustainable opportunities for high quality, affordable care across the state. Key to this 
discussion will be the reform of overly burdensome, inflexible regulations on providers. 

Background 

Child care programs in Washington state span from day care in homes to highly structured centers. The Department of 
Children Youth & Families (DCYF) oversees the administration of the Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program 
(ECEAP), Working Connections Childcare (WCCC), Early Support for Infants and Toddlers (ESIT), provider licensing, home 
visiting, and the Early Achievers quality rating and improvement system. Child Care Aware is a program that parents can 
use to find available child care in their area. Child care can be private pay or subsidized by the government depending on 
eligibility and program. 
Impacts to Child Care Prior to COVID 19 
For several years leading up to the COVID 19 crisis, the child care industry has been dwindling. Working families are having 
a harder time finding affordable quality care for their children. Former providers have cited that government regulation 
has been the primary contributor to  their child care business closure. For providers receiving state subsidy, either through 
ECEAP or WCCC, participation in the Early Achievers quality rating and improvement system (EA) became mandatory after 
the legislature passed the Early Start Act in 2016.   
 
In interpreting the Early Start Act, the DCYF also decided to streamline their WACs and align standards. By doing so, they 
created additional quality and educational burdens on all licensed providers (not just subsidized providers engaged in the 
Early Achievers Program). Further, the state minimum wage has been incrementally increased over recent years to $13.69 
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Key facts 
• Washington State’s child care industry has been suffering from overregulation, low reimbursement rates, and 

minimum wage hikes for years. Many providers have been going out of business, leaving working families 
stranded to find affordable quality child care.  

• COVID- 19 only contributed to the bleak outlook for child care as it caused uncertainty for parents and providers 
and increased costs of operating. 

• The demand for school-aged child care during traditional school hours has dramatically increased since schools 
were shut down. Many families have not been able to find care for their school aged child.  
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per hour beginning in 2021 and has been set up to over $16 per hour in some local jurisdictions. Many providers have had 
difficulty paying staff these higher wages.  
 
Effect of COVID-19 on Child Care 
When Governor Inslee shut down the Washington economy with the series of “Stay Home, Stay Safe” orders, he 
specifically excluded the child care industry—thus marking child care as an essential business that was allowed to remain 
open. While some child care businesses stayed open, many closed due to lack of staff, decreased demand as many parents 
worked from home, increased liability of reopening, and lack of personal protective equipment to protect against the 
transmission of COVID 19. As staff were laid off, the increased federal unemployment benefit provided a disincentive for 
many workers to return to work as they received more money on unemployment than at their job. This made it challenging 
for child care providers to maintain staff. As of September 2020, approximately 16% of child care providers were 
temporarily closed, representing 21% of the capacity.  
 
Further exasperating the issue, Governor Inslee also ordered all schools to close causing mayhem for working families with 
school aged children. While K-12 schools went into remote learning, child care providers and families were left to pick up 
the slack. Working parents were left with the choice of finding alternate care during traditional school hours or leaving 
their own source of employment to educate their children remotely. DCYF estimated that school-aged capacity would 
need to triple to meet the need. Many school districts, while closed for in person learning, are coordinating with cities and 
nonprofits to provide child care for children during traditional school hours. Parents are having to pay hundreds of dollars 
extra a month for child care when their child should physically be cared for in school. This double payment (taxes and child 
care fees) has led to frustration among parents.  
 
DCYF & Executive Branch Policies & Investments In Response to COVID 19 
Note: This list is not exhaustive, but highlights major responses and investments. 

I. Proclamations 
• Many fingerprint background check providers have closed due to COVID 19, causing a delay for 

providers in completing required licensing background checks. Governor Inslee’s Proclamation 20.31 
waived several requirements for licensed childcare workers, including requiring federal fingerprint 
background checks before completing the licensing process. Workers must still undergo a background 
check and DCYF is working on getting the fingerprint backlog eliminated with contracted providers.  

• Further, and most importantly, Proclamation 20.31 waived several Early Achievers timeline 
requirements. The proclamation temporarily waives and suspends specific statutes related to Early 
Achievers in order to minimize barriers for early learning programs and lifts the Early Achievers 
timeline requirements for registration and ratings. The waiver of Early Achievers requirements 
provides necessary regulatory relief to providers.  
 

II. DCYF Actions 
o Grants to Providers- DCYF provided a total of $59M in stabilization grants to providers. 
o Subsidy Billing- DCYF allowed billing to be based on enrollment, rather than attendance. 
o School Aged Subsidized Care- DCYF authorizations for school-age children have been automatically 

increased to full-time care (the state and parents pay for full day subsidized child care and school). 
o Parent copays for WCCC have been waived from April 2020 through the end of 2020.  
o Family, Friends and Neighbors (FFN) providers will receive a one-time $250 incentive to support those 

that continue to serve children receiving subsidy during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Stakeholders & Resources 
• Child Care Aware- For help in finding child care: 

https://childcareawarewa.secure.force.com/providerupdate/CCAWAOnlineLookUp 
• DCYF- For Agency updates on COVID-19 
• https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/coronavirus-covid-19 
• SEIU 925: http://www.seiu925.org/ 
• Washington Child Care Centers Association https://wachild.com/ 
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