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find that it often makes the difference in researcher
recruitment. Jan Ellenberg, an EMBL cell biologist, says
that the lack of a public day-care system in Germany
would have made it impossible for him and his wife —
both faculty members — to work. “The best scientists
will have choices on the job market, and having
excellent day-care facilities makes EMBL a more
competitive employer;” he says.

Tough decisions
A recent survey by Germany’s Center of Excellence for
Women in Science suggested that more than 40% of
academic women choose not to have children; many
others leave academia. Although remnants of the
former socialist system still provide options for women
in eastern Germany, academics in the west depend on
parents willing to donate the time and energy to build
and run their own day-care centres. Christa Schleper,
now an environmental biologist at the University of
Bergen in Norway, and her husband spent countless
unpaid hours maintaining such a centre while working
at the Darmstadt University of Technology in Germany.
In Norway, surprisingly, Schleper faces a similar
problem. Although Scandinavian governments are
family-friendly, places in public day-care centres are
increasingly hard to find in some Norwegian cities. In
fact, the availability of child care has become a hot
political issue in Norway’s upcoming elections.
Government-run programmes, such as those in
Scandinavia, are accessible to everyone. That is not
always the case in on-campus facilities. Although
many US research organizations offer on-campus
child-care services, they sometimes limit access to
postdocs and graduate students, giving priority to
faculty members. Indeed, organizations that actively

Some universities and
institutes see day-care
units as useful benefits
for recruiting good
employees.

EXPRESS DELIVERY

As women choose to breastfeed for longer ,, citing numerous health benefits ,, the
availability of dedicated areas for them to pump milk is increasingly an issue in the Un
States. Women often have to hunt for private spots to pump, such as vacant offices,

service corridors or, most often, the toilet. Scandinavian culture is less restrictive. eThere
are few social barriers to sitting and nursing a baby during a seminar or at a lunch or ¢
parking your buggy in the hallway,Z says Jessica Marks, a biologist at the University of
Bergen in Norway. And in Germany, women are allowed paid breastfeeding breaks ,,

even if they have to travel 10 kilometres to reach their child. V.G.
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recruit husband-and-wife research teams, such as the
University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center in
Dallas, use child-care centres as an enticement. “We're
starting to recognize it’s not just a womenss issue, it’s a
dual-career family issue,” says Kim Orth, a biomedical
researcher there.

Some facilities, such as the parent-run HutchKids,
are first come, first served. Even so, high costs can
make campus facilities inaccessible to postdocs and
students.

Paying the price

With campus day-care centres costing roughly

$1.5 million a year to run, it is not surprising that most
institutions have yet to address the issue. Indeed, cost
remains the biggest hurdle — particularly in countries
such as the United States and Britain. Postdocs there
can spend half or more of their salaries on child care,
whereas continental Europeans and Japanese are more
likely to pay 10-25%, thanks to generous government
or institutional subsidies.

The Hutch offers a subsidy of $250 per month at its
own (or any other nearby accredited) facility, lowering
the cost from almost 50% to roughly 35% of annual
salary. The NPA found only three other US institutions
— the California Institute of Technology, Fox Chase
Cancer Research Center and Johns Hopkins University
— that offer similar subsidies. Princeton University
offers need-based financial aid, rather than a straight
subsidy. Qualifying families pay just 10% if combined
annual incomes are less than $50,000.

Britain has started to offer a government voucher
equivalent to £100 (US$184) per month to help lower
costs. But postdocs at UK campuses can expect to pay
about 30% of their salary, or £600 a month, for infant
day care. The University of Nottingham has offered
university-sponsored child-care services for ten years,
but demand has still led to the creation of private
centres on campus.

Government subsidies, particularly generous ones
such as in Sweden, make a huge dent in child-care
costs. Stockholm’s Karolinska University Hospital offers
day care for employees that is the equivalent of about
5-10% of a postdoc’s salary: only 10% of the real cost.
The remainder is paid by tax initiatives. Norwegians
pay more for child care and the subsidies are designed
to encourage women to stay at home for a longer
period of time — another contentious political issue.

With government help, parent-organized day care
in Germany usually ends up being inexpensive. The
EMBL facility is unusual in that it is open to all faculty
members and postdocs and asks 10% of parents’
combined income, whatever that is. It also offers
other benefits for breastfeeding mothers (see ‘Express
delivery, left).

The NPA has found that child care remains a
‘mummy matter, with women postdocs paying almost
double the care costs that men pay. This has led the
association’s president, Alyson Reed, to speculate that

itegnore men must have access to partial child care from

a spouse or relative.
Access to affordable child care opens the door

sverto research-minded women. As Bertolotti puts it:

“Knowing her child is well cared for frees her mind

to focus on the science at hand” [
Virginia Gewin is a freelance science writer based in
Portland, Oregon.
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