Wee Care in Lake City: Building Better Childcare Project
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Center Director: Ruth Ann Hake

Mission

Wee Care in Lake City, Inc., is the only child care center in Lake City/Hinsdale County, Colorado. A 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, Wee Care provides a safe, nurturing and stimulating environment for the children of Lake City enabling parents to be gainfully employed. We partner with Hinsdale County Public Health to provide parenting education classes as well as health services for our children. 

Program

Our Building Better Childcare project will renovate and expand the currently inadequate Wee Care facility. By expanding our 925 square foot facility to approximately 2700 square feet, we will provide a greener, more cost effective space allowing us to serve more children (including infants) and hire more caregivers, all of which will improve the sustainability of the program which currently relies on donations and grants in addition to tuition to keep the doors open. Wee Care is an essential, publicly-held community operation; Hinsdale County owns the current facility and leases it to Wee Care for child care use, for $10 a year, under a 49 year lease.  The expansion is an estimated $400,000 project.

Funding Strategy Wee Care cannot sustain operations if funds are borrowed for this expansion.  Wee Care and Hinsdale County in partnership have developed a diversified funding strategy which includes applying to the USDA, seeking a variety of private foundation grants and private donations, and local fundraising efforts through events and sponsorships.

Goals for the Improved Wee Care Facility

· Multi-purpose space for indoor gross motor activity (riding tricycles, climbing, running, tumbling, dancing) that incorporates passive solar concepts.  Winters in Lake City are extremely cold, harsh and long.  It is important for the development of children that they engage in active play, even when the weather does not permit outdoor activity.  This indoor play area will also be used for parenting classes, board and parent meetings, fundraising functions, and other community meeting purposes.

· Separate classrooms for infants, toddlers, preschoolers and older children.

· Space to provide programming for children 6 and over (after school care).

· Design that supports research-based early childhood curriculum trends.

· Appropriate kitchen, office, bathrooms, changing areas, storage space and ADA compliance.


· Providing preschool readiness for children entering the half-day, part time preschool program, or kindergarten, at the public school.

· Pursuit of a Qualistar rating.

Need

Wee Care is bursting at the seams.  We have a waiting list of children needing to be served, and the next closest center is in Gunnison, a three hour round trip drive, often over icy mountain roads.  We have inquiries for infant care, but are not licensed to serve infants because of space limitations. Our cramped sleeping area is inadequate, and we cannot seat all of our kids in our eating area in our tiny kitchen when we are at capacity. Plumbing is grossly inadequate as evidenced by frozen pipes on two different occasions this winter. We serve 14 kids from 10 families on less than 500 square feet of usable indoor space.  We need to be able to serve 5 infants, 5 to 8 toddlers, and 15 to 17 preschoolers and older children.  We are currently licensed by the state to have 10 children up to age 12, at one time, which includes two children between the ages of one and two.  No infants from birth to one year can be accepted.

Economic Limitations of Hinsdale County/Lake City Area Many new residents are financially well-to-do retirees, while year-round sustainable employment is extremely scarce for others, particularly young families with children. With high property values and a very short business season, most year-round residents are unable to successfully own or rent property in the commercial district. The result of these trends is that Hinsdale County now has one of the highest income gap ratios in the state. Young families with young children are especially vulnerable in our fragile economy and most families require two incomes (and often multiple jobs) to survive.
How does an improved facility for Wee Care benefit the Town of Lake City and Hinsdale County?

· Better early childhood education supports the town’s Mission Statement: 

The Town of Lake City protects, maintains and enhances our sense of community, historical heritage and mountain environment.  Through ethical and professional leadership we provide economic, recreational and social opportunities.

· Better early childhood education supports economic development in Lake City

 “There is nothing like a budget deficit to focus attention . . . Choices made today will have a lasting impact on our quality of life, even after good times return; indeed, current choices will likely impact just how good those days become. . . . This is especially true when we talk about economic development. . . . What can we do? We can invest in early childhood development programs. These programs are rarely viewed within the context of economic development, but we think that is a mistake.”  Arthur J. Rolnick - Senior Vice President and Director of Research & Rob Grunewald - Regional Economic Analyst, Fedgazette, The Federal Reserve, March 2003. Accessed 4.7.09 http://www.minneapolisfed.org/publications_papers/pub_display.cfm?id=1839
 “Despite its economic power, many decision makers view ECE (Early Childhood Education) as a social service expenditure rather than a wise investment in the future of our country—one that research shows provides a rate of return far exceeding most other forms of economic development.” Insight Center for Community Economic Development. Accessed 4.7.09 http://www.insightcced.org/program-work/early-care-education.html
Employees who know their children are in quality care will be more confident, productive workers . . . "Childcare impacts the local economy and provides a value to those people who are able to work because their children are cared for."  Nedlc.org    Accessed 4.7.09 http://www.aspenpitkin.com/depts/50/value.cfm
Town of Breckenridge: ‘When it became clear that child care was a problem, the town began building and subsidizing day-care centers, spending more than $5 million in the past three years.’  . . . "We live in an artificial economy up here . . . You have to step in if you want to maintain the mountain character of the town." - Breckenridge Town Manager Tim Gagen . . . "We used to lose a lot of young families because Breckenridge was a tough place to make a year-round living," said Dick Carleton, a 29-year resident. "Now, there are kids in town . . . There is a sense the place is thriving." Jaffe, Mark. “Breckenridge: A question of identity.” The Denver Post, 3.29.09. Accessed 4.7.09 http://www.denverpost.com/breakingnews/ci_12020754
Wee Care currently employ two full-time and two part-time providers. An increase in our licensed capacity (including infants) would necessitate more full time positions, thereby creating more jobs for local residents.

· Better early childhood education prevents later social problems

If we could spend a dollar wisely up front - from prenatal to age 5-we would not have to spend seven dollars at the other end on police, prosecution, prison, and remedial education. Good early childhood education has a preventative effect by reducing contact with the criminal justice system as well as out-of-wedlock births. Adults who attend preschool are more likely to rely less on social services and have greater earnings. High quality costs more today but poor quality costs most over time.  Accessed 4.7.09 http://www.aspenpitkin.com/depts/50/value.cfm
What is the deeper impact of this facility on Lake City and Hinsdale County?

The impacts of an adequate child care facility in Hinsdale County are significant, if difficult to quantify. Wee Care is the only child care facility in the entire county. Without Wee Care, many parents are unable to remain in the community. Many of the teachers in our public school would be unable to teach without Wee Care. The school has been a strong supporter of Wee Care, not only because of the documented advantages children enjoy when they experience early childhood education and quality care, but also because many teachers in the school are in their childbearing years. Most families require two incomes to survive in Hinsdale County, making childcare a necessity. Moreover, without childcare options, single parents would have no hope of attaining any level of financial independence. We hope the following quotes will help demonstrate the loss valuable human capital to our community that would have resulted in the absence of Wee Care:

“I would have been forced to leave Hinsdale County in 1993 had there been no childcare. I was a single mother with a three year old child, without resources to be a stay at home mom. Because I was enabled to work outside the home, I remained in Lake City for 16 years, served on the school board for 13 years, played a critical role in doubling the size of our school, starting a middle school and high school, and bringing our middle school and high school students who were previously bused to Gunnison back to Lake City. I have also served Hinsdale County as County Administrator fo almost five years, something that would not have happened if I had been forced to leave to seek employment elsewhere, back in 1993.” 

                                               Laurie Vierheller, County Administrator

“In Lake City, there are not many options for child care.  If you are fortunate, you can bring your children with you to work.  This was my scenario.  I was able to bring my children with me to work everyday until they were nine months old.  Once they reached that age, I had to begin the process of finding reliable and affordable daycare for my children.  I had a private party watch my children, only to find that it was very expensive and not reliable. Every morning, I had to wait and see if the person would even show up.  When I started sending my children to Wee Care, I was so happy!  Wee Care was affordable and RELIABLE!  I did not have to worry any longer about whether or not I would have day care for the day.  Plus my children LOVE Wee Care, they even ask to go on the weekend!  As a mother, it is such a relief to have reliable, affordable day care that my children love to attend.  I would not be able to work if it weren’t for Wee Care and would ultimately have to move away from Lake City.”

                                                                                    Kyle Doughty, Parent

“Wee Care has helped raise my two sons, Johnny and Thomas, now ages 10 and 6. We have used Wee Care since 2001 and would not still be in Lake City without Wee Care. I could not have kept my job as a math teacher without reliable child care. Before the boys were old enough to attend Wee Care, I was constantly piecing together help; many days I didn’t know if there would be someone to care for my kids. The stress of figuring out how to get to work every day was intense and I was so relieved when they were able to go to Wee Care and receive not just reliable care, but high quality care that ensured they were ready for kindergarten. My ability to continue as math teacher for 6th through 12th graders has helped make the Lake City School have some of the highest math test scores in the entire state. Wee Care has benefited my family but also the community and all of our children.”

                                                                                  Leslie Nichols, Teacher

