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      Testimony for the State Senate and Assembly Budget Committees
                                             March 22 and 23, 2021 
I am Elmoria Thomas, Chairperson of the New Jersey Early Care and Education Alliance (NJ ECE Alliance), in which I present this testimony.  We are a volunteer organization that provides awareness to the child care and early education professionals and families with young children regarding issues that impact our state system of early care and education. We are thankful that the State Senate and Assembly Budget Committees allow the NJ ECE Alliance and others this opportunity to share testimony over the next couple of days.
The NJ Early Care and Education Alliance is overwhelmingly grateful to New Jersey and it’s elected officials for the consistent and compassionate support to child care and early education programs during the COVID 19 pandemic, recognizing the critical role that programs provide for working families. We recognize and applaud the State’s tremendous, timely efforts to help the child care and early education workforce get through these extremely challenging and stressful times. As we know, child care and early education programs have experienced decreased ratios, financial upheaval, unpredictable demands in the area of changing regulations, and increased health and safety requirements; however, the various provider grants, remote learning supports, and supplemental payments have allowed many programs to stay operational. 
While New Jersey has done good work, there are still challenges and supports the child care and early education workforce need, to maintain what currently exists and possibly make additional improvements to our state-wide system of care as we move into 2021 and beyond.  
We are a year into this pandemic and it is predicted that we will continue to be impacted until possibly 2022. The NJ ECE Alliance is concerned that the federal and state funds that are available now to help stabilized an already imperfect system will end once the pandemic is considered over. It is imperative that New Jersey maintain this funding for state-wide economic and survival purposes with a gradual phase-out process. Reports have shown the devastating impact of the pandemic to child care and early education and yet, reports have also shown the importance of child care and early education programs that are available for our working families.
During this pandemic we have become more aware and have reconnected to the true cost of business in New Jersey, whether in child care, early education or other programs that benefits young children and their families. The NJ ECE Alliance recommends the State Senate and Assembly Budget Committees work closely with other state leaders to review the true cost of care, analyze its findings and make needed changes to address this issue within our current systems of care. This is such a vital issue to the life of our child care and early education system within New Jersey. 
Along with the above, child care reimbursement rates are still an issue. Even with rate increases, New Jersey is not up-to-date with reimbursement rates that match or are comparable to the increase in minimum wages that became effective in January.  The NJ ECE Alliance recommends New Jersey increase the child care subsidy rates to compensate providers at the rate of each wage increase; this will have a significant impact on the stability of the child care and early education workforce.  

Low-income working families have borne the brunt of the pandemic, and the unemployment rate for low-income workers is unparalleled.  Due to unemployment, large numbers of families have lost their child care subsidy over the past year, leaving children without formal early learning opportunities.   As employees return to the workforce, we anticipate that many will be returning to reduced hours.  It is critical that regulatory concessions be made to allow families impacted by COVID-19 unemployment to become eligible for subsidy funds if they are working 21 hours or more per week, instead of the required 30.  Workers returning to part-time jobs still need accessibility to child care for their return.  We recommend reducing the mandatory number of work hours for child care subsidy applicants through the remainder of the pandemic and for one-year thereafter.
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Similarly, when child care subsidy recipients lost their subsidy due to unemployment, they may have been earning an income in excess of the program’s maximum entry level, 200 percent of the Federal Poverty Level Index (FPLI).  As they rejoin the workforce, at the same hourly rate, a number of former subsidy recipients would not be eligible because the rate at which they exited the subsidy program would be identified as over-income.  We recommend that families returning to the workforce be permitted to re-enroll in the New Jersey Cares for Kids reimbursement program without having to apply based on current maximum entry-level income eligibility.  
The State has done an incredible job of investing and supporting child care providers, programs, and parents during the past year.  As millions of unprecedented American Rescue Plan Act (ARP) funds begin to become available to New Jersey, we recommend that the State engage the child care centers, family child care providers, and child care resource and referral agencies in conversations about the type of relief programs needed to address short- and long-term stability, allowing the State to implement the APR in the best way possible. 
Lastly, for the safety of every citizen and as New Jersey re-opens schools and other services to families, the NJ ECE Alliance is hopeful that our state leaders will invest in UV ray systems that can and will clean and kill viruses’ in our schools and other public buildings. The NJ ECE Alliance understands that these UV Ray Systems are new to all of us; however, the NJ ECE Alliance recommends the State Senate and Assembly Committees look into a viable system and implement policy and procedures for the use of these systems.  
Respectfully Submitted,                                     
            Elmoria Thomas
Elmoria Thomas, Chairperson                                                                                
New Jersey Early Care and Education Alliance








