Au pairs are an affordable option for parents who need help with childcare and domestic chores. Andrew Don looks at what’s on offer.

When the Sassoons kept coming home to find their au pair on the phone alarm bells rang.

  The Elstree, Hertfordshire, couple did not mind occasional calls. But not £200-worth to her boyfriend’s overseas mobile.

   They contacted her father who, outraged at his daughter’s dishonesty, arranged for them to be refunded. 

  They now have an au pair from the Czech Republic who dotes on their two children and is “part of the family”.

  Rachel Velenski, a mother of two girls, from Finchley, north London, works two mornings a week and says her au pair gives her flexibility. She does not have to look for a baby-sitter because she has one on-tap.

  But she finds her reliance on au pairs disadvantageous because they only last on average six months to a year.

  Valenski says when girls first arrive from Eastern Europe they give 110%. “After about six months, as they get used to the way of life, they get more flippant and do not work as well.”

  June Edwards’ husband works away and welcomes the company of her au pair.  The mother of three, from Bitteswell, Leicestershire, says it helps to have someone in the house to keep an eye on the children when she is taking one of the others to ballet.

  Edwards says when au pairs share their culture it can be an enriching experience for children. One taught her youngest Croatian. 

  Another loved gardening so much she mowed the lawn “which pleased me greatly because it’s a third of an acre.”

  One of her au pairs was never off the Play Station and was obsessed with wanting to make up Edwards’ face. “It was like having another kid in the house. I told her she had to do the ironing.”

   Edwards says: “You have to work hard with them for the first few weeks to make sure they know how to use domestic appliances otherwise you end up with everything broken. If they are trying to do the laundry, you have to make sure it is done correctly otherwise they boil everything.” 

  About 15,000 17-27-year-olds come to the UK each year to take up placements in families.  

  The Home Office allows them to work up to 25 hours a week plus up to two nights babysitting for a recommended £45-£50 “pocket money” plus food and accommodation in the family home.

  An au pair plus will work for 30-35 hours a week for extra money. A rate of £2.50 an hour for each hour over the 25 is considered reasonable. Both must have two free days a week.

  An au pair plus must come from the European Union (EU) but an au pair can come from the EU or the European Economic Area (EEA). The government added Bulgaria, Romania, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland to the permitted list last December. 

  Au pairs can stay for up to two years but they must study English while they are here.  

   Some families, especially in London, opt for a “live-out au pair”, accounting for an estimated 5% of the market, although technically they are not au pairs. 

  They are girls, or even boys, who link with up to six others with whom they rent a small house and work up to 20 hours a week with families on a student visa, or up to 25 hours a week on a working holidaymakers visa.

  Working holiday visas are only open to Commonwealth citizens or those from British Dependent Territories. But virtually any national can apply for a student visa if they enrol for a minimum of 15 hours a week of study. 

  Karen Hopwood, proprietor of A-One Au Pairs & Nannies, in Andover, Hampshire, a founding member of the newly launched British Au Pair Agencies’ Association (BAPAA), says: “Au pairs live in because it is a cultural exchange and they come to learn about family life in the UK.”

   But the live-out option, provided it is done legally, is good for families who covet their privacy or do not have extra space at home.

  You can hire a good live-out for £80 but a live-in is more convenient for those who need help with children first thing in the morning and need them on hand for emergencies.

  Midshires Au Pair Bureau, in Broughton Astley, Leicestershire, tries to match like with like, such as vegetarians with vegetarian families. Lindsay Doughty, director, says: “It is hard enough for these girls having a different language so we try to match them as best we can.”

  “You have someone sharing your home. That takes an adjustment and you may find you don’t have the privacy you used to have but if you make an au pair’s room comfortable you will find you will get your space.”

    Doughty recalls how one father, a policeman, took his au pair’s passport from her so she could not leave and made her work 15 hours a day. The policeman got disciplined but the girl went home to Slovakia in tears. 

  “There have been a couple of incidents of fathers who have run off with the au pair - they were probably menopausal.”

  One male au pair – they account for an estimated 5%-10% of the market – fell in love with the mother. “They ran off into the sunset,” she recalls.  

  Doughty has had several male au pairs in her own home. “I’ve a son of nine and they relate brilliantly. They do the housework, the ironing and play football with them in the park.”

  Not all husbands like male au pairs. “I think they are afraid they may start calling them daddy,” she says.

  Families fret over finding a trustworthy au pair. Some go to agencies, take recommendations from friends, or advertise in The Lady. 

  The country’s 600 agencies used to have to be licensed but the government deregulated in 1995. The International Au Pair Association has only 22 UK members but it hopes to improve on this with the launch of BAPAA to lobby and raise standards. 

  The Recruitment and Employment Confederation has about 42 members in the childcare division but not all are au pair agencies. A non-affiliated agency does not mean they are not reputable but it is difficult for parents to know the good from the bad. BAPAA hopes it will be able to address these concerns.

Panel

Ales Matl, 26, from the Czech Republic, has been in the UK for 14 months and has been with his most recent family in Locks Heath, Hampshire, since May.

  “I wanted to learn English and there was no opportunity at home to improve what I already knew.

  He works five hours a day with baby-sitting on top. His duties include domestic chores, such as tidying washing and cleaning the house and he looks after four children aged 4-13.

  “It took two months before the children started to trust me. They had warmed to other au pairs whom they had got used to. I started carefully and slowly and I gave them the chance to test me.”

  His initial experience sounds like something from the Sound of Music. “They sometimes hid their shoes when they went to school so they went wearing trainers. The youngest one poured water into my shoes. Their mother told them off when she found out.”

  Matl had little previous experience of childcare before he became an au pair and he hopes his English, which is now fluent, will help him secure a good job when he returns home.

  “I like children. I had a good childhood myself and I got lots of love so I have experience of how to do it properly. I hope when I got home I will get a job in computers, law or economics.”

  Galina Hosbrodkova, 21, also from the Czech Republic, has worked as an au pair for Midshires Au Pair Bureau director Lindsay Doughty, since mid-January, where her experience has been a happy one.

  She says £50 a week plus food and accommodation is more than she would get at home without qualifications.

  But two other families she worked for proved an ordeal, “One just wanted me to work seven days a week and 24 hours a day. When I gave them notice that I was leaving they were angry and kicked me out at midnight with 50p in my pocket. I was sitting on my luggage in front of the house wondering what I could do.”

   She has no parents and had no one to fall back on. “I had a return ticket home and someone at the coach station offered to pay my fare to London so I could fly home.”

  She could not get a job so she came back only to have another bad experience. Her boyfriend looked up au pair agencies in Yellow Pages and phoned Midshires Au Pair Bureau. “The director of the agency asked me if I wanted to be her au pair. Now I am happy. It is how it is supposed to be.”

