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New rules may make au pairs too pricey

January 2, 1995 










By Cheryl Wetzstein, THE WASHINGTON TIMES 

The Griendling household in Fairfax County includes two parents, three young children - and Ute Virkus, the family's sixth au pair.

The family is delighted with Miss Virkus: The children, ages 8, 7 and 5, are interested in learning to play the piano and to swim, and Miss Virkus is an expert in both subjects. 

Miss Virkus enjoys using the car the Griendlings provide her, swimming with her new American friends from school and her time off - she just spent a week vacationing in the Bahamas. 

But Miss Virkus may be the Griendlings' last au pair, the French term that has been widely adopted for "mother's helper." 

The U.S. Information Agency (USIA) is rewriting new regulations for au pairs that would increase the cost of having an au pair by $2,750 a year. The USIA has responsibility because au pairs come to the United States under a cultural exchange program. 

Other rules would set age limits - au pairs watching children age 2 and younger would have to be at least 21 themselves. No au pairs would be allowed to take care of babies 3 months old and younger. 

"I'm afraid these changes will make au pairs unaffordable," said Bob Griendling, a technical writer. "There is this perception that au pairs are cheap child care for the rich. Well, I'm not rich and it's not cheap," he said, adding that the family pays more than $13,000 a year for its au pair. 

Au pairs come from Western Europe to the United States in an educational and cultural exchange program. They stay one year with a host family to experience American family life, attend some college classes and provide limited child care. 

The USIA, which issues the special J-1 educational and cultural exchange visas, announced its new regulations for the au pair program Dec. 14. The agency is accepting comments on the rules until Jan. 13 and will review the comments for a month. On Feb. 15, the new, possibly revised regulations will go into effect. 

There are eight agencies that can advertise and recruit au pairs and host families. About 50,000 au pairs have come to the United States since 1986, when the program began. 

The eight agencies have operated under general guidelines. From the beginning, however, there has been disagreement as to whether the program is a cultural and educational exchange rightfully run by the USIA or a child care work program that should be run by the Department of Labor. 

Some members of Congress, including Sen. Patrick J. Leahy, Vermont Democrat, have called for the program to be properly regulated or discontinued. 

Meanwhile, confusion about the program's primary purpose has led to complaints and other problems. 

The program "has been sold [in the United States] as low-cost, quality child care and sold [in Europe] as a way to see America," said Tim Rieser, an aide to Mr. Leahy. 

"Young women arrive thinking they will have an educational, cultural exchange experience with a child care element," said USIA Director Joseph Duffey. But in some cases, au pairs found that "several weeks after the birth of a child, they were the sole caretaker from early morning until late at night." 

Host families had problems, too: Au pairs had sloppy personal habits, didn't speak English very well or couldn't care properly for the children. Tragedies such as the Virginia case in which a Dutch au pair is accused of shaking to death a baby in her charge have heightened concerns. 

"In the vast majority of arrangements," things have gone smoothly, Mr. Duffey said. "We hope these new regulations may save the program as an educational and cultural exchange." 

Some members of Congress say the new rules go too far. 

In a "Dear Colleague" letter sent Dec. 19 to current and incoming members of Congress, Rep. Bill Baker, California Republican, warns that the au pair program, "an unsubsidized, private enterprise," is being "unfairly targeted by administration regulators." 

Mr. Baker opposes both the $55 increase in the weekly stipend and the age requirement that an au pair must be 21 to take care of a 2-year-old. 

"This arbitrary cutoff would make a majority of current participants in the program ineligible," he wrote. "The USIA regulations are a step backward and should be revised promptly." 

John Wilhelm, who runs AuPairCare for Ayusa International in San Francisco, told the Associated Press when the proposed USIA rules came out: "It will be pretty impossible to try to maintain the program in its present form. . . . It'll drive the smaller organizations flat out of business." 

The new training requirements and other rules would increase the annual costs of hiring an au pair from about $9,000 to between $12,000 and $16,000 a year, Mr. Wilhelm said. "For a family with one child, we're putting it out of their reach." 

Of the $13,000 that the Griendlings spend annually for their au pair, Mr. Griendling said $3,700 is in upfront fees, including round-trip air fare; $4,100 is in food, insurance and education costs; and $5,200 is for the weekly stipend. 

"I didn't count anything for the `room' in room and board, even though we rebuilt the rec room into a bedroom for the au pair. And when we all go on vacation, we pay for everything," he said. 

Boosting the $5,200 annual stipend to $8,060 would "be more than we could afford," Mr. Griendling said. 

The new regulations also would prohibit the type of arrangement set up for Stacey Tetlou: The 19-year-old au pair from Yorkshire, England, watches a 2 1/2-month-old baby and two other children for a Virginia family. 

"I became an au pair to get more hands-on experience in child care," said Miss Tetlou, who plans to enroll in a French language class soon. She said she had only recently begun watching the baby full time - the mother just returned to work - but she had worked with the mother since the baby's birth. 

In addition to living and working with her host family, Miss Tetlou said she especially liked "the independence" of having a room and car "and freedom to travel." She and some other au pairs planned a trip to Niagara Falls for New Year's Eve. 
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TAKING CARE OF AU PAIRS 


Au pairs are young European men and women who provide child care for U.S. host families for one year in exchange for weekly stipends and other benefits. The U.S. Information Agency, which oversees the exchange program, has proposed the following new rules. 


RULES FOR AU PAIRS 


Age: 18-26. Raise the minimum age from 18 to 21 for those taking care of children under age 2. 


Age of child: In the past, there have been no restrictions of the age of the children au pairs care for. Under the new rules, au pairs cannot care for children age 3 months or younger unless a parent or other responsible adult is present in the home and cannot care for children under age 2 without six months of infant care experience. 


Cash stipend: Increase by $55 to $155 a week. 


Work restrictions: Will continue to be allowed to work only 45 hours per week with 1.5 days off each week, one weekend off each month and two weeks' paid vacation. Also, will not be allowed to provide more than nine hours of child care per day. 


Qualifications: Au pairs have been and continue to be required to: be a high school graduate, be proficient in English, pass reference and background checks and a physical exam. Under the new rules, they also would undergo a criminal record check and a psychological profile. 


Rules for host families: All family members have been and will continue to need to be U.S. citizens or legal residents; be interviewed and pass background and reference checks; speak English around the au pair; sign a contract detailing rules of the arrangement; provide a private room and board; provide car insurance if the au pair drives; accept the au pair as a member of the family; pay air fare and other upfront fees. Additional new rules: Contribute up to $500 for au pair to take classes at a college; make sure the contract details the exact hours and days for child care; at least one parent must stay home the first week; every family member must speak English; families must participate in four cross-cultural workshops. 


Rules for sponsor agencies: Must continue to conduct orientations and make monthly contact, plus give the au pair 16 hours of child-safety instructions and 24 hours of child-development training before beginning exchange. New rules include: making sure the au pair enrolls in an educational institution for at least six credit hours; including the host families in already required monthly meetings with the au pair; hosting quarterly meetings of regional representatives, host families and au pairs; running quarterly training sessions for families and au pairs. In addition to requiring local representatives to report to sponsor agencies any "unusual or serious incidents" involving the au pair host family, the agency also must report any incidents involving "a crime or moral turpitude" such as theft, sexual misconduct and child abuse. 


Source: Interim final rules issued by U.S. Information Agency and interviews with sponsor agencies
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