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Overview

We welcome the opportunity to make a
submission to the Government in relation to
the Comprehensive Review of Expenditure.

The Minister for Public Expenditure and
Reform has stated that the Comprehensive
Review of Expenditure aims to examine not
just how the Government can spend less, but
how it can do more within the limited
resources available, and how it can achieve its

objectives differently — “by working smarter”.*

If the Government is to fulfil these aims, we
believe it must put prevention and early
intervention at the heart of its reform agenda.

A large and growing body of research has
demonstrated that prevention and early
intervention approaches are both more
effective and more cost-effective than
remedial interventions in relation to a wide
range of social problems.

Where children’s social, behavioural and
educational difficulties are not addressed at an
early age, the negative consequences result in
higher levels of public expenditure in many
areas — in the criminal justice system, in
health-care, in remedial education.

We wurge the Government to use the
Comprehensive Review of Expenditure to
refocus public spending towards prevention
and early intervention. Prevention and early
intervention approaches cut across
expenditure decisions in many Government
departments. They involve “working smarter”,
achieving policy objectives in new ways, and
doing much more with limited resources.

Key principles

We believe the following principles should
apply at two levels: at a cross-Departmental
level; and within those Departments which
impact directly on children, in particular the
Departments of Children and Youth Affairs,
Health, and Education and Skills.

Firstly, prevention and early intervention
approaches are more effective and more

cost-effective than remedial interventions.
This is particularly true of interventions in very
early childhood, given what we now know
about brain development in children’s earliest
years.? Investing in high quality services and
supports for children in their early years can
save public funds many times over in areas
such as the criminal justice system, public
health-care, and remedial education.

Secondly, services that form part of
effective prevention and early intervention
strategies should be delivered on what the
OECD terms a “cascading” model.®> That
implies a base of universal services, allowing
effective access and referral routes to more
intensive, targeted supports for those children
and families with additional needs. The
delivery of high quality services on a universal
basis to all young children provides a non-
stigmatising prevention mechanism, averting
the need for additional supports for many
children and families. Universal services also
provide an effective means of identifying
children with additional needs who require
more intensive supports, helping to ensure
effective targeting. This model of cascading
services is reflected in the Agenda for
Children’s Services.”

Why refocus towards prevention and early
intervention?

Cost-benefit analyses of early childhood
interventions in the US have found returns of
up to $16 for every dollar invested.” While
there are differences between the US and
Ireland in the social context and in the services
and supports provided, recent research in
England and Northern Ireland points to
significant, widespread benefits  from
investment in early childhood services.®

Our call for refocusing priorities fits well the
Government’s approach to health policy. At the
recent Public Health Conference, the Minister
for Health, Dr James Reilly TD, stated that
“one of the key principles of this Government’s
health policy” is to “treat everything at the
lowest possible level of complexit}/. That allows
for a strong focus on prevention”.

Our call for preventative spending also reflects
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a growing consensus among economists and
is backed up an increasing number of inquiries
into the effective use of public finances:

e In July 2011, Graham Allen MP published
the 2™ report from his independent Review
of Early Intervention, commissioned by the
UK Government. Graham Allen advocated
early intervention strategies, to achieve
“massive savings in public expenditure”. He
pointed specifically at the relevance to
Comprehensive Spending Reviews:

“l recommend that government, when planning
the next Comprehensive Spending Review,
should consider making Early Intervention its
theme, and that work undertaken by a
Treasury-led team should signal a decisive
rebalancing of central government spending
from late intervention to investing in Early
Intervention. | believe that steady and
incremental migration of funding — | would
propose by 1% — per annum would signal
government’s commitment to do this.”®

e In January 2011, the Scottish Parliament’s
Finance Committee issued a report at the
end of a major inquiry into preventative
spending. The committee concluded that:

“Early intervention ... can significantly help to
prevent or reduce the likelihood of children
developing future social problems that may
otherwise have necessitated an intervention
by the state. The approach has the potential to
save relevant public bodies significant sums of
money as the number of interventions that
they have to provide is thereby significantly
reduced." °

e Also in January 2011, the Northern Ireland
Assembly commissioned a research review
of preventative spending, which concluded:

“A body of evidence as presented in this paper
suggests that our current allocation of
resources into expensive short term
treatments when there are cost-effective long-
term solutions is dynamically inefficient. This
evidence also outlines that preventative
spending programmes when targeted at the
early years age group are some of the most
effective in delivering long-term savings.” *°

The review reproduced a graph prepared by
Professor Melhuish of the University of
London, showing the mismatch between the
age at which Governments spend most money
on children and the age at which children’s
brains develop the fastest:
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e The Nobel prize-winning economist
Professor James Heckman summarised
the findings of international research on
human capital as follows:

“The economic return to early intervention is
high. The return to later intervention is lower.
The reason for this relationship is the
technology of skill formation. Skill begets skill
and early skill makes later skill acquisition
easier. Remedial programs in the adolescent
and young adult years are much more costly in
producing the same level of skill attainment in

adulthood.”

The following chart summarises Professor
Heckman’s research, showing the rate of
return to investment in educational and
developmental resources to be much higher
for children aged 0-5 than at a later stage:
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e The OECD’s 2010 report Doing Better for
Children argued that public spending on
services for children should be front-loaded
on children’s early years (0-5):

“Countries should invest more resources early
when outcomes are more malleable and
foundations for future success are laid. If well
designed, universal interventions concentrated



early in the life cycle can enhance both social
efficiency and social equity. All children may
be aided, but benefits may be greater for those
who are most disadvantaged in the first place.
Concentrating investment early means that it
is also most likely to be effective in breaking
the dependence of children’s outcomes on
those of their parents — inter-generational
inequality.” 12

e At the May 2011 meeting of Education
Ministers, the EU Council of Ministers
called on Member States to invest in
children’s early care and education “as a
long-term growth-enhancing measure”:

“If solid foundations are laid during a child's
formative years, later learning becomes more
effective and more likely to continue
throughout life, increasing the equity of
educational outcomes and lowering the costs
for society in terms of lost talent and public
spending on welfare, health and even justice...
[lInvesting efficiently in quality early years
education is much more effective than
intervening later and brings considerable
returns throughout the lifecycle, particularly for
the disadvantaged.” 13

Implications  for  public  expenditure
priorities in Ireland

Refocusing priorities towards prevention and
early intervention has major implications for
public expenditure in Ireland:

e It implies shifting the focus of public
expenditure, e.g. away from the
imprisonment and treatment of offenders
towards strategies that reduce the
likelihood of criminal activity in the first
place, such as early childhood
interventions.**

e It implies a re-think of traditional spending
priorities. For example, pre-school has
always been the least resourced stage of
the education system, but what happens
later in the education system is dependent
on what happens at this first stage. This
was recognised in the 2010 Oireachtas
Committee report on early school leaving,
which concluded: “Solutions to the problem
of early school leaving and associated
issues should prioritise a preventative
approach that begins early in the child’s life
and will often involve his or her family.” *°

Without doubt, refocusing spending towards
prevention and early intervention will require
the Government to make difficult decisions.
We believe, however, that the Comprehensive

Review of Expenditure provides the ideal
opportunity for the Government to push
forward this radical shift in priorities.

Of course, the returns to investment in
prevention and early intervention strategies
take time. Public investment now in quality
services and supports for young children will
transform the life-chances of those children as
they grow older and become adults. But
expenditure in those areas will not fall in the
short-term. It is because the benefits of
prevention and early intervention last a lifetime
that much of the return to this investment is
not realised for some years.®

For this reason, in the current Budgetary
climate, when the Government is seeking
ways to make immediate cuts in public
spending, there may be limited appetite for
additional investment in early childhood, even
if we know it will lead to significant savings in
public expenditure in the medium to long-term.
Nevertheless, the case for prevention and
early intervention remains convincing and
relevant.

At the very least, for the upcoming Budget:

e The Government should maintain current
levels of public expenditure on prevention
and early intervention approaches,
particularly on services and supports for
young children. In looking for ways to
reduce current spending, the Government
must avoid cuts that would lead to a long-
term increase in public spending, as would
surely happen if the Government were to
cut spending on prevention and early
intervention services and supports.

For example, it is essential that the
Government maintains its commitment to
the Free Pre-School Year and continues to
provide it free to all parents, to maintain the
very high take-up rate and ensure that it is
an effective prevention policy."” Similarly, in
the health sector, the work of Public Health
Nurses with mothers and young children
must be prioritised, as part of the new
Government’s strategy of health promotion
and primary health-care.

e The Government should avoid new
investment in areas of expenditure — such
as the Thornton Hall prison — that could be
averted by more cost-effective investments
in prevention and early intervention.

In the medium-term, as resources permit, the
Government should seek opportunities to



make strategic additional investments in
prevention and early intervention approaches.
To ensure this refocusing of public spending is
well-planned and effective, the Government
should move now to begin developing a
strategy on prevention and early intervention
expenditure.

The newly established Department of Children
and Youth Affairs is well-positioned to play a
pivotal role in guiding the Government towards
prevention and early intervention approaches.

In announcing the formation of the new
Department, the Minister stated that
prevention and early intervention will be one of
the “core principles” underpinning the new
Department, and that the Department’s work
will include driving coordinated action across
sectors, including health and education.® Start
Strong urges the Minister for Children and
Youth Affairs to act on these principles by
making early years interventions a central
feature of her Department’s contribution to the
reform of public services.
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