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About the Book

Buy yourself more time with your new baby!

A new baby brings a great deal of excitement to a household, but managing on a reduced income can be a daunting prospect. Full of top tips and creative ideas, this practical guide will help you make the right financial decisions during your pregnancy and throughout your maternity leave – whether this is 6 weeks or 6 years.

HOW TO AFFORD TIME OFF WITH YOUR BABY will:


	help you to budget at each and every stage, from pregnancy to starting school

	offer guidance on the essential pieces of baby kit so you don’t overbuy

	propose creative ways to generate a little extra cash and achieve more with less

	advise you on how to release and save money during this critical time



With an extensive resource section full of up-to-date websites, activity groups and key advisors, HOW TO AFFORD TIME OFF WITH YOUR BABY is an indispensable guide that will help you worry less so you can enjoy those precious moments with your new baby much more.


About the Author

Becky Goddard-Hill was a social worker and childcare trainer who took time off work to have her two children. She is now a qualified psychotherapist and runs her own franchise teaching baby signing part-time, while spending the rest of the time with her children.

   
How to Afford Time Off with your Baby

101 Ways to Ease the Financial Strain

Becky Goddard-Hill
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Any references to ‘writing in this book’ refer to the original printed version. Readers should write on a separate piece of paper in these instances.


CHAPTER 1

Pre-Birth: The BIG Considerations

I GUARANTEE YOU it is easier than you think to afford to spend more time at home with your baby. All it takes is planning, action, creativity, organisation and, sometimes, a little bit of chutzpah. The best place to start is with your finances. Don’t fret if things initially look a bit scary. In this chapter you will find simple, achievable ideas to cut down on the big bills and simplify your spending.

1. TAKE A LONG HARD LOOK AT YOUR FINANCES

Take stock of your financial situation; it’s tempting to put this off, but don’t. Instead, grab a big notepad and start jotting down some cold, hard facts. Use the table overleaf as a guide, but get out some recent bank statements to make it as accurate as possible.

Once the numbers are on the page, you should be able to fully examine your situation. Now you can see exactly what money is coming in and going out each month, you can take steps to reduce those non-essential payments.

[image: Logo Missing]

Can you manage financially not to work, if that’s what you want? Would a part-time arrangement be better? Explore all your options; maybe you just want six months or a year off, maybe two years, maybe more. What can you realistically afford to do?

I believe you will miss things much less than you think when you start to streamline your outgoings. We have made some easy and some not so easy changes. But they have never been as hard as I thought. For instance, I now get my hair coloured every 10 weeks rather than every six weeks – no one can tell and I save nearly £150 a year. ‘Sky Sports is not an essential!’ I’ve often cried to my husband, but that said three years on we do still have it. He reasoned he would spend more on beer if he had to go and watch the match at the pub. Hmmm.

In 2005 the average cost of bringing up a baby from birth to the age of five was put at £52,605. Pregnancy & Birth magazine, which commissioned the research, based it on the spending of the average parent in Mothercare, so if you factor in designer brands the costs just go up, up and up. This total equates to all the baby basics if bought new, plus the biggest expense of all – childcare. Childcare costs come in at about £30,000 or more over four years for a full-time nursery place. So, if you don’t return to work, you can reduce this estimate by £22,605 just by looking after your own kids. Add to that, buying some cheaper or second-hand goods, borrowing items from friends or family or asking for them as gifts, and you could easily halve the remaining amount to about £10,000 over five years – now that is far more manageable.

Although you get paid for working (which is of course very handy), a job comes with its own associated costs, the primary one being childcare. Other, not insignificant, expenses may include:


	work clothes (bags, shoes etc.)

	travel

	lunches and coffees

	work functions

	collections for people leaving or having a baby

	personal grooming

	pre-packed meals or takeaways when you are too tired to cook

	cleaner.



If you are home with one baby you should have time to cook and clean yourself (although don’t bank on this when your baby becomes a toddler or when baby number two comes along), thereby seriously minimising all the other costs.

So, in summary, work out what you can do without and what you definitely need to budget for. Once you know exactly how much income your life requires, you can calculate what you can afford to do about returning to work. Be courageous and expect to have to make some sacrifices and changes. Your baby will most definitely be worth it.

2. PUT YOUR FINANCES IN ORDER

It really helps if you can be financially sorted before you embark on the ‘baby business’. You will not have much time to sort these things out once your little angel has arrived, so try and do as much as you can in advance – for the sake of both your purse and your stress levels. Below are some tips to get you started.

DO NOT PANIC ABOUT MONEY – Babies do not need much; babies have been around forever, throughout history and all over the world, in far less luxurious lifestyles than ours. What your baby needs really is very little.

PLAN FOR THE SHORT TERM – Remember financial decisions made now are just for the next few years. Your baby will be at school before you know it – by the age of four or five – and you can reassess your finances once you’re back in the realms of paid employment.

GET PROFESSIONAL ADVICE – It may pay to visit an independent financial advisor or even one based at your bank to assess your situation and make suggestions for improvements. For example, I was paying a monthly charge for an account that gave me free travel insurance but I wasn’t going away enough for it to be worthwhile. It took me several years to realise this before I switched to a free current account. Another bank charged us £35 every time we went overdrawn (even by £10) and would not let us have an authorised overdraft. We’ve since moved our joint account; so, occasionally being overdrawn no longer results in a very overpriced letter telling us about it. Check your bank is working for and not against you.

LOSE THE NON-ESSENTIALS – As we said earlier, it is also a good idea to cut out as many regular non-essential payments, such as standing orders, as you can – magazine subscriptions, charities (it’s only for a while), the chocolate eaters’ club (it exists!), gym memberships, etc. There are alternative ways to have fun, get fit and give to others, which we will look at later.

CURB YOUR SPENDING – Reduce your use of store cards (they are incredibly expensive if you can’t pay off your whole balance) and try to reduce any other credit or store card debts significantly. Familiarise yourself with your payment dates; missing them can be more money down the drain in late payment charges. I was just two days late on a small credit card bill recently and was charged; my disorganised life had cost me £15. It’s never happened again – I have so many better uses for £15.

STICK WITH THE ESSENTIALS – Whatever you do, don’t cancel your life insurance, buildings and contents insurance or car insurance. If you ever need them and didn’t have them it would be a financial disaster. Enough said.

CONSOLIDATE YOUR DEBTS? – To make it easier to budget from the start, you may prefer to put all your debt in one place and fix small monthly payments. Check out the deals being offered by reputable banks and building societies, but do be careful to read any small print. Also see www.moneysupermarket.com as they compare hundreds of loans and are continuously updated.

FREE UP YOUR SAVINGS – If you have savings tied up, look into moving them into a more accessible account. And it may be worth cashing in any premium bonds or other savings plans to reduce your debt.

GO WITH THE CHEAPEST – Don’t just stick with what you know. Switch your insurance, phone and utilities to the lowest-priced providers. Do your research on this now and make that move. Check out some price-comparison websites (such as www.confused.com or www.uswitch.com), which offer a free service, and you could save literally hundreds of pounds. Take a look at the Review Centre (www.reviewcentre.com), which provides unbiased reviews of the various comparison services on offer.

WRITE EVERYTHING DOWN –You have probably heard it a thousand times but if you write down everything you spend for a whole week (and I mean everything) then you may find that a lot of your money is frittered away. For example, two coffees at a café, a magazine, four newspapers, a taxi instead of the bus, that pretty pink new nail varnish, a Danish pastry, a takeaway one evening and a bottle of wine, an emergency wash and blow-dry and that new scarf – all your little luxuries during a normal week could easily add up to about £80 (that’s over £4,000 a year). Not one of the above purchases would strictly be necessary, yet all could slip into your week without seeming at all extravagant. Grab that big pad again, once it’s there in black and white you can figure out where your money is going and so change some spending habits. (There are, however, in my opinion, always enough pennies for an emergency Kit Kat.)

See the Resource Bank (here) for more places to get inspiration for putting your financial house in order.

3. BENEFITS: WHAT COULD YOU BE ENTITLED TO?

Don’t imagine you have to be on a low wage to get benefits; even the Queen is entitled to Child Benefit. Most couples earning less than £50,000 jointly are entitled to something. At particular times during my extended leave from work, I got almost as much in benefit payments as I would have earned working part-time (after childcare costs) all for staying home with my babies. Fantastic. Claim what you are due – there’s no shame in accepting benefits, especially when you have probably paid a lot into the system and will do again. It is your turn right now to get something back. After all, you are doing the most important job in the world.

All female employees are entitled to a minimum of 26 weeks Ordinary Maternity Leave irrespective of how long they have worked for their employer. They are also entitled to a period of Additional Maternity Leave, which lasts for another 26 weeks. The maternity leave period is now 52 weeks in total if you want it to be.

Be sure to work out what you are entitled to as part of your planning process, you don’t need to wait until your baby arrives. Knowing what you will be due can help you make those big decisions about how much time you will take off.

All the information listed in this section is correct as of April 2009; check the websites in the Resource Bank (here) for any updates.



Check the following benefits to see which you may be entitled to.


	Statutory Maternity Pay

	Contractual Maternity Pay

	Maternity Allowance

	Child Tax Credit

	Working Tax Credit

	Child Benefit

	Child Tax Fund Vouchers

	Matex





Statutory Maternity Pay

Most working women qualify for Statutory Maternity Pay (SMP). Although funded by the government, such benefit is paid via your employer, through your normal pay channels.

Do I qualify for SMP?

To be entitled to SMP you have to fit the following conditions:


	you were employed by the same employer continuously for at least 26 weeks into the 15th week before the week your baby is due. Loosely translated this means you need to have been with your employer for a minimum of six months by the time you are six months pregnant

	you were earning an average of at least £90 a week (2008/2009) before tax.



To claim SMP you must tell your employer at least 28 days before the date you want to start your maternity leave. Your employer may need you to tell them in writing.

Unless your baby is born sooner, the earliest SMP can start is 11 weeks before the week your baby is due.

How much SMP will I receive?

Pregnant women who meet the qualifying conditions (see above) and who have given the correct notice are entitled to receive up to 39 weeks’ SMP.

The rate of SMP is 90 per cent of your average weekly earnings for the first six weeks. For the remaining 33 weeks, you will either receive 90 per cent of your average weekly earnings (as in the first six weeks) or a flat rate of £117.18 (April 2008), whichever is the lower amount.

Contractual (company) Maternity Pay

In addition to SMP your employer might have its own company maternity pay scheme, which would entitle you to more money. Check your contract of employment or staff handbook, or ask your employer’s HR department. All companies are different: I know some company schemes require you to pay back some or all of the contractual maternity pay if you don’t come back to work after your specified leave, so check any clauses or conditions that may be attached to this pay. I worked out that if I didn’t return to work at the end of my career break for at least 3 months I would owe about £3,500. That’s hefty!



Keeping in touch days

This relatively new initiative encourages women to keep their hand in at work during their maternity leave. Any woman with a child born during or after April 2007 may, by agreement with her employer, complete 10 days’ work during her maternity leave. In return, she’ll be paid her normal rate and her benefits will be unaffected. It’s a great idea to take full advantage of these days if you can; you benefit both financially and professionally. I have completed 10 days work each year I have been on my career break, these are also considered keeping in touch days. I have a few of my keeping in touch days to attend training courses, work from home, read new policies affecting my role and in the office catching up or actually helping with a project. You might find that attending a staff day out or an annual meeting is a useful way of keeping abreast of developments within your workplace. What you do with these days is between you and your employer.



 

Scrutinise your contract in detail to ensure you are getting your full entitlement. A woman in her 20s or 30s yet to have children may want to consider whether to take a job that offers no contractual maternity pay. Managing purely on SMP can be done but can be tricky.

How much CMP will I receive?

How much contractual maternity pay you receive depends entirely on your employer. After the initial period of 90 per cent of my wages for the first six weeks, I then received half my normal pay plus SMP for 12 weeks. After those three months, I received just SMP for the remaining three months. It does vary.

Maternity Allowance

If you can’t get SMP from your employer, you might be entitled to Maternity Allowance (MA) instead if you fulfil any of the following criteria:


	you are employed but don’t meet the qualifying conditions for SMP (see here)

	you are self-employed and pay National Insurance contributions

	you have a Small Earnings Exception certificate (that is, you are self-employed but don’t earn enough to pay National Insurance contributions)

	you are not employed but have worked just before or during your pregnancy.



If you fit one of the above, then you will receive MA if:


	you worked (either employed or self-employed) for at least 26 weeks (six months) of the 66 weeks (15 months) before your baby is due

	you earned an average of £30 per week over any 13 of those 66 weeks.



How much MA will I receive?

The standard rate of MA is £117.18 or 90 per cent of your average weekly earnings, whichever is less. You will receive MA for up to 39 weeks (roughly nine months) and it is not liable for income tax or National Insurance contributions.

Child Tax Credit

Families with children can claim Child Tax Credit (CTC) if their income is no more than £58,175 a year (up to £66,350 if you have a child under one). The regular monthly payments you receive will depend upon your annual (joint) income and the age of any children.

The payment is made up of two elements:


	a family element paid to any family with at least one child and worth up to £545 (2008/2009)

	a child element paid for each child in the family and worth up to £2,085 (2008/2009).



You may receive more if you care for a child under one or a disabled child.

Working Tax Credit

If either you or your partner works you may be eligible for Working Tax Credit (WTC). This tax credit includes childcare provision to help families who are working and spending money on childcare.

The idea behind WTC is to top up the earnings of lower-paid workers (whether employed or self-employed). You don’t need to have children to qualify and need to earn jointly under £17,500.

How much tax credit will I receive?

Tax credits are based on your household income and individual circumstances, so you’ll need to give information that includes:


	your income in the last tax year and the number of hours you normally work a week

	the income in the last tax year of your partner or civil partner (if you have one) and the number of hours he or she normally works a week

	any benefits you’re getting

	the number and ages of children (if you have any)

	the amount you spend each week on eligible (that is, registered or approved) childcare.



Child Benefit

Anyone bringing up a child is entitled to Child Benefit. As of January 2009, Child Benefit is £20 per week for your eldest or only child and £13.20 per week for any additional children. It’s paid monthly into the nominated parent’s bank account. It isn’t affected by income or savings, anyone bringing up a child can get it.

Don’t miss out on any payments and apply for Child Benefit as soon as you can after your baby is born. Be aware that HM Revenue & Customs can backdate your Child Benefit only for up to three months from the date they get your claim. So, don’t delay or you’ll lose money.

You should find a claim form in the Bounty Pack that’s given to new mums; if not, either go online to www.hmrc.gov.uk/childbenefit/forms.htm to download and print a copy or call the Child Benefit Helpline (0845 302 1444, open 8am to 8pm every day) to order a paper copy. Send your completed form to the Child Benefit Office along with your child’s birth or adoption certificate. You cannot claim over the phone or via the Internet.

Child Trust Fund Vouchers

Children born on or after September 2002 are entitled to a Child Trust Fund Voucher of £250. As well as the Child Trust Fund Voucher, children in families with lower incomes will receive an additional payment from the government. Once you have claimed Child Benefit for your child, the voucher will be sent to you automatically.

There are myriad options and banks and building societies vying for your Child Trust Fund Voucher, so investigate the possibilities before deciding which is best for you. The government’s own website is worth a look – www.childtrustfund.gov.uk. You, your family and friends can top-up the fund by up to £1,200 a year in total. Only your child will have access to this fund when they reach 18. It is great way to kickstart their savings.

Maternity Exemption Certificate (Matex)

The Maternity Exemption Certificate (otherwise known as Matex) is worth a lot of money if you use it wisely. It is viable all through your pregnancy and up to a year afterwards. By using this exemption form you get free NHS prescriptions and NHS dental treatment.



Applying for benefits

You can apply for most but not all benefits online; others can be done on the phone or via the post. Sometimes it’s much easier to discuss a situation with someone on the telephone or in a face-to-face rather than work out benefits online. Benefit phone lines are open long hours and I’ve always found the staff very helpful. When pregnant with my second child I applied for Maternity Allowance as I had been self-employed during the previous year, the forms were so complicated they made me cry! After just one phone call I knew exactly what to do and the lady on the phone had cheered me up no end by saying everyone found the forms impossible, not just me!

The website that may address your, no doubt, many questions is www.hmrc.gov.uk.



 

To take full advantage, make sure you complete the application form. (Form FW8 is available from doctors, midwives and health visitors. Ask your health professional to sign to confirm the information given by you is correct. They will then send it off on your behalf.) So, in a nutshell all you need to do is get hold of a form and fill it in. Do use the certificate, don’t just store it away and forget about it. It has saved me a fortune, particularly in dental treatment

See the Resource Bank (here) for specific contact details.

4. SAVE UP FOR THOSE BABY DAYS

Whether interest rates are high or low, any savings you can make will give your baby fund a boost. If you can, save up ahead of your time off with your baby. Start as soon as you can . . . it is the best investment you will ever make. Living on less, while you save, is good practice for when it becomes a necessity. Take a good look around on the high street and on the Internet before finding a savings account which suits you; the Saturday supplements have good comparisons on all savings accounts and the best interest rates you can find.

In addition to your soon-to-be regular savings, here are five good ways to boost your fund.

DIRTY NOTES PLEASE – Ask for cash at birthdays and Christmas, as soon as you even start planning your baby and stash it away.

EVERY PENNY COUNTS – Putting away your change at the end of the day into a jar or pot can add up surprisingly quickly. If you’re off alcohol during your pregnancy and while breastfeeding, then pop the equivalent of what you’d be spending in the pot. Our penny jar coughed up £90 when we were just desperate for a nappy and baby food shop. We were so glad we had saved that change.

REGULARLY REDIRECT – Instead of cancelling a direct debit, simply redirect the same amount to your savings account. Just a few pounds a week can mount up fast and boost your savings pot – you probably won’t even miss it.

THE THREE RS – Reduce, reuse and recycle to lower your energy, food and even clothes shopping bills. For example, as well as getting into the habit of switching things off (not leaving on standby), take a shower instead of a bath where you can. Cut down on food wastage (and so cut down on grocery bills) by being inventive with leftovers – toss scraps of salad into a toasted pitta for a quick snack and wrap that half-eaten baguette from lunch in foil for supper.

WATCH YOUR FUND GROW – It is a good exercise to work out at the end of each day what you think you’ve saved by being savvy and to put this money into a little box . . . at the end of a week adding this up will both surprise and inspire you. Any little saving should make you feel virtuous rather than deprived. Even if you just spend what you’ve squirrelled away on stocking up on baby items, the savings you have made will make a real difference.

5. MAKE YOUR MORTGAGE WORK FOR YOU

Probably the biggest expenditure you have is a mortgage. We made use of our mortgage to free up some money. Consider any of these mortgage options for helping you set up that all-important baby fund.

TAKE A MORTGAGE BREAK – We took a six-month mortgage break and paid nothing during that time. Our bank agreed readily and added the six months on to the end of our mortgage life. This payment holiday gave us some free cash, just when we needed it. Most mortgage providers will consider some kind of mortgage holiday.

SWITCH MORTGAGE TYPES – Our next step was to change from a repayment to an interest-only mortgage. It’s only for a maximum of five years until our children go to school. In the short term it has saved us about £200 a month. A warning, though, that when those five years are up, you should either switch back to a repayment type or set up a vehicle to repay the capital of your interest-only mortgage – otherwise you may be paying a mortgage till you’re 80!

RELEASE SOME MONEY FROM YOUR MORTGAGE – Remortgaging is another possibility to release a lump sum or lower your monthly mortgage payments if you extend your mortgage term. According to the website www.moneysavingexpert.com: remortgaging involves closing your existing mortgage and opening a new one, with better terms. Usually people remortgage in order to secure lower monthly repayments. It could make sense to help you through the next few years. Again, have a look at the price-comparison sites and talk to your current mortgage lender about your options.

GET A BETTER DEAL – Shop around for a good mortgage rate. If you don’t want to trawl round the banks just look online at sites such as www.moneyexpert.com or www.moneysupermarket.com, both of which will provide you with various mortgages. Filling in a form just once could save time and money.

DOWNSIZE – Whether it’s moving to a different area or just to a smaller house, a mobile home, caravan or even tent, you could reduce the size of your mortgage by downsizing. We considered them all (except for the tent, that is); it is not forever and a less-expensive property may be just the thing to save on your monthly payments or release a chunk of cash. Do think about schools and friends, though . . . it is not always so easy to buy back into an area. Another option could be to move closer to grandparents who may be willing to help out with childcare.

Without making our mortgage work for us I could probably not have had my extensive time off work. So, explore the possibilities and don’t be afraid to make some positive changes. Bear in mind that these are short-term solutions and mortgages can be topped up or reassessed later should you wish to.

See the Resource Bank (here) for some useful details.

6. IS YOUR CAR EASY ON YOUR POCKET?

Cars can be really useful when you have a baby, and I am not suggesting you ditch your car unless you have to. However, you need to future proof yourself when it comes to your choice of car and how you use and abuse it. Consider your car’s petrol consumption, boot size, economy and its green credentials: Is it a suitable family car (that is, can you fit a normal buggy in the boot)? Is it economical to run and service? What insurance bracket does it fall into? Can you afford recovery service if it breaks down? Such prompts may well make you swap your four-wheel drive or stylish moped for something more practical and cost effective.

KEEP PAYMENTS LOW – If you’re buying a new or second-hand car, find the finance that gives you low monthly repayments or, if possible, pay it all off in one go.

ESSENTIAL CAR MAINTENANCE – You need to be able to keep your car in good, safe condition without resorting to manufacturer’s service agreements and costly repairs. Ask around for local garage recommendations (two or three at least) and then ask for quotes before deciding who to use.

SMART BUT SIMPLE – Keep your feet on the ground. You don’t need a car that is too smart for the job of family car; it’ll soon be plastered with mushed up rice cakes, biscuits and squashed banana, so it’s good if the interior is washable, at least.

WALK OR CYCLE WHEN YOU CAN – Fresh air and exercise are fantastic for you, your baby and the environment so walk or cycle when you can and give your car a rest. Your car will thank you in lower wear-and-tear repairs and in keeping petrol costs down.

KEEP AN EYE ON PETROL PRICES – Supermarkets often offer cheap petrol and it is well worth shopping around (within a certain distance) for the best price available. There’s a really handy website (www.petrolprices.com) to help you find the lowest UK petrol price in your area. It considers nearly 10,000 petrol stations and has 8,000 daily updates!

DIY VALETING – Washing your own car saves money and gives you a workout; those biceps and triceps will be toned before you know it. Make sure you can get the vacuum cleaner to the car (get a long extension lead) as you’ll soon be needing to hoover on a more regular basis and you don’t want to have to pay for it.

SHOP AROUND FOR INSURANCE – Get the best deal on your car insurance by shopping around and checking out competing prices through websites such as www.gocompare.com, which is a completely free service with no hidden costs. Women drivers are generally considered safer than men and companies such as Sheila’s Wheels and Ladybird cater exclusively for women and offer very competitive insurance premiums. Where possible buy online as quite a few insurance companies offer online discounts.

See the

7. GET YOUR FAMILY AND FRIENDS ON BOARD





8. BREAK OPEN THE PIGGY BANK




9. BE MONEY SAVVY
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