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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Heathcote is the hub of a small mainly agricultural district. While population 
growth in recent years has primarily been retirees, an increasing number of 
younger families are moving to the area. The small country town advantages are 
enhanced by the local hospital, two primary schools, good shopping 
opportunities and sporting and recreational facilities. However, some young 
families do not stay because there is no long day care or outside school hours 
care and few services for children and families.  

Community Child Care Association (CCC) was engaged to undertake a feasibility 
study for the development of child care services in Heathcote. The study included:  

• Community engagement and consultation through interviews and a 
comprehensive survey; 

• Mapping current services for children; 

� Developing a community profile; 

� Reviewing the current federal, state and local government policy context; 

• Identifying potential governance and management models; 

• Developing possible operational models; and 

• Investigating potential sources of capital and operational funding.  

The study has found a clear need for both long day care and outside school hours 
care; both quantitative and anecdotal data collected through interviews and an 
extensive survey show that many working parents are juggling child care 
arrangements, using family and friends, working nights and weekends, and others 
are not working because of the lack of child care in Heathcote. The survey 
responses indicate that long day care is required for approximately 40 children 
per day and outside school hours care for approximately 20 children per day, plus 
families with seasonal and occasional child care needs.  

While Bendigo city and other towns in neighbouring municipalities have a variety 
of services for children and families, Heathcote families have difficulty accessing 
child care, specialist, allied health and other child and family support services 
locally. 

The Heathcote community is diverse and the lifestyle it offers is enjoyed. 
However, a range of socio-demographic data demonstrates that Heathcote and 
district is disadvantaged and vulnerable, including a high proportion of one-
parent and transient families. Disadvantaged groups have greater risk of poor 
health; social, emotional and behavioural problems; attention, cognitive and 



language difficulties; and effects on educational progress, literacy, numeracy, 
social skills, employability, adjustment and criminality.1 Children and families in 
disadvantaged areas benefit the most from high quality early childhood 
education and care (ECEC). A growing body of research recognises a wide range 
of benefits, for example, better child wellbeing and learning outcomes as a 
foundation for lifelong learning; more equitable child outcomes and reduction of 
poverty; increased intergenerational social mobility; more female labour market 
participation; increased fertility rates; and better social and economic 
development for the society at large2.   

The preschool and both primary schools report high numbers of children with a 
diagnosed disability and/or developmental delay. Approximately 60 per cent of 
the students at Heathcote Primary School have some form of additional needs, 
from minor needs to high level, with speech and cognitive functioning making up 
a large proportion. In 2015 five children with additional needs attended 
Heathcote Preschool, including three with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) as 
well as three children referred for speech assessment. 

Those interviewed report that the needs of children with disabilities and 
additional needs, and children requiring short or long term specialist support, are 
not met in Heathcote. Families have to travel to Bendigo or other larger towns (all 
at least 40 kilometres away) or Melbourne for appointments.  

The report provides a number of options for a governance and management 
structure to establish and operate an early and middle childhood education and 
care service in Heathcote and different operational models that consider the type 
of child care need and viability. Budgets have been developed for a 46 place long 
day care service and a 15 place before, after and vacation care service. The first 
budget sets fees at $95 per day for LDC, $14 per BSC session, $16 per ASC 
session and $50 per VC session. Families who are eligible for maximum Child Care 
Benefit and Child Care Rebate would pay $22.27 per day for LDC and $4.11 per 
session for ASC with subsidies at June 2016 rates.  

A range of recommendations is made for both the short and long term. Many in 
the community commented not only on the need for child care, but that ‘it had 
been talked about for years’. With this in mind some recommendations focus on 
actions that could relatively quickly build a base for infrastructure and more 

1 Melhuish, E. Early experience and longer-term effects: Research and policy presentation at 
ARACY/ELAA Seminar 16 October 2015. Melbourne  
2 OECD, 'Starting Strong III: A Quality Toolkit for Early Childhood Education and Care', 2012, 
http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/startingstrongiiiaqualitytoolboxforearlychildhoodeducationandc
are.htm



comprehensive service development. 

INTRODUCTION 

About Heathcote and District 

Heathcote and District is in the south east of the City of Greater Bendigo, 
bounded by the Shire of Campaspe in the north, Strathbogie Shire in the East, 
Mitchell and Mount Alexander Shires in the south, Lake Eppalock and Axedale in 
the west. The area is mainly rural with a township at Heathcote (45 kilometres 
from Bendigo, 120 kilometres from Melbourne) and smaller townships at 
Costerfield, Knowsley, Mia Mia and Redesdale. Rural land is mainly used for 
agriculture particularly hobby farming, sheep and cattle grazing and vineyards.  

Heathcote and District had a population of 3,708 in 2011, with a population 
density of 0.05 persons per hectare. The population is forecast to be 3,805 in 
2016 and 4,022 by 2021. The City of Greater Bendigo (CoGB) had a population of 
106,971 in June 2014; the forecast population in 2021 is 124,000. Bendigo has a 
strong commercial base; it is Victoria’s third largest urban centre and the major 
regional centre in north central Victoria. 

There are a number of small to medium employers in the Heathcote area, the 
major employers being Mandalay Resources (Costerfield gold mine), Heathcote 
Health, the IGA supermarket, primary schools and Easytow boat trailers; the many 
small businesses and cafes along High Street are collectively a major source of 
employment. The Heathcote & District Community Bank is a branch of Bendigo 
Bank. Commerce is also supported by the areas many tourist attractions: scenic 
countryside, gold mining history, good food and wine.     

Heathcote Health provides residential aged care, urgent medical care and 
community services. The Maternal and Child Health Nurse operates from 
Heathcote Health three days per fortnight and there is an onsite GP clinic.  There 
are two primary schools, Heathcote and Holy Rosary with approximately 80 
enrolments each and a preschool with 26 four year-old enrolment in 2016. 
Heathcote playgroup operates twice per week from the Community House, which 
is a very active hub with diverse programs for all ages. It is also a Centrelink and 
Medicare Access point. The Heathcote branch of the Goldfields Library is open 
two and a half days per week. 

Project 

In 2015 a working group was formed to investigate establishing child care in the 
township of Heathcote. The group included Mandalay Resources, Heathcote 
Health, Heathcote Community House, Heathcote Community Bank, Loddon 



Mallee Preschool Association and a number of interested and concerned local 
residents. A Childcare Needs Assessment and due diligence report completed in 
mid-2012 identified a need for child care in Heathcote. No action was taken as a 
result of this report due insufficient interest and finances at the time. A number of 
federal, state and local government policy changes and developments in 
Heathcote in the interim suggested that a more comprehensive feasibility for a 
child care service would provide a stronger evidence base.   

In November 2015 Mandalay Resources provided funding for Community Child 
Care Association to be engaged to undertake a feasibility study for the 
development of child care in Heathcote.  

The study included:  

x Reviewing relevant legislation and federal, state and local government policies, 
strategies and planning documents 

x Undertaking a detailed socio-demographic analysis  

x Identifying and classifying current early years services available to Heathcote 
and district residents and benchmarking fees 

x Undertaking a community engagement and consultation process that involved 

o Face-to-face and telephone interviews with Heathcote families and 
Heathcote and Bendigo region professionals; and 

o A comprehensive online and hard copy survey aimed to quantify 
community need and demand for services 

x Presenting a range of governance and management and operational model 
options to be explored by the Heathcote Child Care Reference Group in 
determining the best option for Heathcote 

x Using the consultants’ professional knowledge and expertise to analyse and 
synthesise this research into recommendations to guide Reference Group 
decisions and actions. 

Methodology 

The decision to operate an early childhood education and care service, like any 
business decision, requires considerable careful planning and research.  For the 
purpose of this study the following has been undertaken and will be provided in 
detail throughout the report: 

x Review of early childhood policy context at a Federal, State and Local 
Government level 



x A profile of the Heathcote and district community that includes population, 
households and housing, labour force participation, income and three 
specific measures of disadvantage:  

o Dropping Off The Edge – a research report produced by Jesuit Social 
Services and Catholic Social Services Australia that maps disadvantage 
across Australia 

o Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas – ranking of areas according to 
socio-economic advantage and disadvantage using Census data 

o Australian Early Development Census – a snapshot of children’s 
development in their first year of full-time school. 

x Analysed data on existing service provision - the number and types of early 
childhood education and care services within approximately 50 kilometres 
of Heathcote; anecdotal evidence of the area’s unmet demand  

x Interviews with Heathcote families and Heathcote and Bendigo region 
professionals  

x A survey to quantify community need and demand for services for children 
and families in Heathcote 

x Potential governance and management models for an early childhood 
education and care service in Heathcote 

x Potential operational models that detail key considerations and 
requirements and outline financial costs 

x Potential sources of capital and operational funding. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Establish a committed and stable working group to pursue recommendations and 
explore governance options. 

Propose a Heathcote representative for the City of Bendigo’s First Quarter Early 
Years Co-ordination Group. This is an influential group that, without a Heathcote 
advocate in the group, seems not to have considered Heathcote’s needs. 

Establish a Heathcote Early Years Co-ordination Group to support collaborations, 
referrals and information sharing.  Include: 

x Primary schools 
x Kindergarten 
x Playgroup 
x Maternal and Child Health 
x Community House 



x Heathcote Health 
x Disability group/advocate 
x Sports group/advocate. 

Build collaborations between existing services and build on existing services: 
kindergarten, playgroup, school, MCH, library. One strategy to obtain funding is 
to set up local programs and initiatives, this starts to build local evidence and 
identify need. For example: 

x Talk to LMPA about organising the kindergarten schedule so that it leaves 
clear time for occasional care – both for four year olds to extend their time 
in kindergarten and for three year olds to attend.  

x Ask LMPA to consider occasional care for children under three (this will 
probably require some building modifications) 

x Explore the C4C Early years literacy and language development strategy 
with the library, the playgroup and the kindergarten, one possibility is the 
playgroup having an additional session at the library  

x Work with the primary schools to establish an outside school hours care 
service.  

Review the operational models and consider viability and suitability to meet the 
needs of the Heathcote population – shift, rotating roster, casual, weekend and 
seasonal workers. 

Talk to Bendigo Community Health Services about promoting family day care in 
Heathcote as both an employment option (becoming a FDC educator) and 
providing child care for families who work or are looking for work. 

Analyse the Go Goldfields Alliance Evaluation Report to identify theoretic 
frameworks, strategies and ideas on forming and developing partnerships and 
bringing diverse sectors, organisations and agencies to work towards agreed 
outcomes. 

Explore the Collective Impact model as a framework to foster collaborations and plan 
joint actions. The Communities for Children Bendigo Action Plan 2015-2017 has a 
brief, clear explanation of the model.  

Build on existing services and workers to build local capacity. For example: 

x Review the Communities for Children Bendigo Action Plan and identify any 
programs that existing services/agencies could collaborate with and bring 
to Heathcote. For example a parent/s being trained to provide a Mother 
Goose program, professionals receiving family violence training 



x Look for partners who can provide land at no or minimal cost; finance or 
part finance the project; and purchase child care places 

x Research existing infrastructure and available land for suitability for both 
short and long term child care premises 

x Explore capital funding possibilities: 
o Contact central and regional offices of the Victorian and Australian 

Departments of Education and Training, Regional Development 
Victoria, for advice on funding options and to discuss meeting 
eligibility criteria 

o Explore other funding sources – sponsors, such as Mandalay 
Resources, Heathcote Community Bank, philanthropic trusts, etc. 

x Seek support and advice from Council  for help – discuss and clarify ideas 
and funding and short term child care options and land and building 
possibilities  and with specific requests for data, information, funding and 
guidance and advocacy 

x Municipal Early Years Plan (MEYP) action 2.1.8 - Consider the needs of 
small townships regarding service requirements and provide support e.g. 
supporting feasibility studies and sharing information (Lead organisation: 
City of Greater Bendigo) 

x MEYP action 2.1.9 - Provide data and information to businesses, schools 
and community agencies regarding priority needs and requirements for 
the planning and development of new early learning centres/kindergartens 
in Greater Bendigo (Lead organisation: City of Greater Bendigo) 

x MEYP objective 5.3 - To advocate to state and federal governments for 
funding and support in response to emerging needs of the community. 

Ask Bendigo Community Health Services how they were granted funding for:  

x MEYP action 2.1.11 - Build a new purpose built facility for children and 
families to access low/no cost health and wellbeing services and programs 
(Lead organisation: Bendigo Community Health Services). 

Look for management, funding and operational models that are delivering to 
their community – if they work this can demonstrate what you plan can be done 
well. 

Communicate with politicians: local, state and federal. Help them understand the 
need and see your solution as providing multiple solutions; seek their support, 
advocacy and practical help.  



Look for evidence to support the theory and rationale behind ideas and proposals 
– funders may consider new, untried models if they are backed by evidence. 

Support any application or case for funding, support or collaboration with the strong 
international and emerging Australian evidence for what constitutes quality early 
childhood education and how this provides a strong foundation for lifelong learning 
and contributing to society3 4 5. 

 
  

3 https://cehd.uchicago.edu/ECE-US Early Childhood Education, Elango, S, Garcia, L, Heckman, J, 
Hojman, A. University of Chicago 2015 
4 http://www.aihw.gov.au/publication-detail/?id=60129552947 Literature review of the impact of 
early childhood education and care on learning and development AIHW 2015 
5 http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/startingstrongiii-
aqualitytoolboxforearlychildhoodeducationandcare.htm OECD 2012 Starting Strong III: A Quality 
Toolkit for Early Childhood Education and Care 


