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Key points

On a national level, CAFFSA supports the key policy platform of the National Foster
Care Sustainability Group (NFCSG)' led by national child welfare peak Families
Australia, is driving national-level change through advocating for strategic federal
actions.

The NFCSG’s asks are as follows:?

All Australian children in foster care deserve a fair go, and so do the foster carers who
support them. Our campaign calls on the Government to improve access to healthcare,
ease the financial burden on foster carers, and provide fairer workplace entitlements,
so that every child in foster care can access the support they deserve.

The National Foster Care Sustainability Group is calling on the Government to:
1. Prioritise access to medical and therapeutic support

Better access and financial supports to meet the needs of all children in out-of-home
care, equivalent to a Veteran Gold Card.

¢ The current system leaves too many children without the medical, therapeutic,
and developmental support they need to overcome the trauma, abuse, and
neglect often experienced.

e Foster carers are often expected to fill the gaps in the healthcare system without
adequate resources, leading to multiple placements and a cycle of unmet needs
for children.

2. Reduce financial pressure

Under existing tax legislation, increase tax-free foster care allowances so jurisdictions
can better administer their system.

e The financial insecurity that comes with being a foster carer is having a long-term
negative impact on children in care. When foster carers struggle to meet a child’s
financial needs, it can impact their ability to provide stable and nurturing
environments for the children who depend on them.

e This financial strain also exacerbates the gender inequality gap. Data indicates
most carers are female, more of them are now working and they are almost
always reducing their working hours or moving to lower-paying but more flexible
jobs so they can provide the level of care needed.

3. Provide equitable leave entitlements

" Home | FutureofFosterCare
2 Qur Asks | FutureofFosterCare
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Change the National Employment Standards to help foster carers in paid employment
to start or continue fostering.

o Foster carers fulfil a parenting-type role but are not currently afforded the same
rights as parents. Extending these benefits to foster carers ensures an equitable
home experience for children and young people in foster care.

Supporting this platform, this submission additionally recognises that:

1. Societal conceptualisation about foster and kinship care must shift from
expecting carers to act out of moral duty to instead recognise government
responsibility to ensuring that children’s right to thrive in a family environment is
upheld by providing comprehensive support to all families — be they birth,
kinship, or foster-care families.

2. Semi-professionalised models of care should be introduced that match and
more closely complement the diversity of the carer population.

3. Kinship carers should receive all possible support required to start or continue
providing care to their kin.

4. Carers providing care under non-statutory agreements, such as safety plans or
voluntary arrangements, must be provided with adequate support to uphold
children’s best interests. Carers should not be punished for engaging in family-
led decision making that facilitates less intrusive forms of OOHC.

5. Theissue that payments are most frequently delayed at the start of a placement,
when carer families are at their most vulnerable, must be addressed.

Background

The underlying orientation of out-of-home care

Early foster care in South Australia operated under a charity model that offered minimal
payments, reflecting the assumption that respectable working-class families—typically
two-parent, single-income households—would absorb the costs of care out of moral
duty rather than financial necessity.® Despite significant structural shifts in the foster
care system over time, including increased government oversight and
professionalization, this foundational reliance on altruism persists in the design of carer
payments, which remain framed as reimbursements rather than a living wage. This
enduring charity orientation is at odds with our contemporary system, which is focused

3 Swain, Shurlee. (2014). "History of Child Protection Legislation." Royal Commission into Institutional
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.
https://acuresearchbank.acu.edu.au/download/0502c1535dda579fbc7cd6c654778a204dae43f48dd231
8f693ad182868a85f2/3738132/0A_Swain_2014_History_of_child_protection_legislation.pdf
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on a compliance-driven framework that demands rigorous accountability from carers.
At the same time, societal changes—such as the rise of dual-income or single-parent
households and heightened economic pressures—undermine the feasibility of unpaid
caregiving. The result is a system in tension with itself, caught between its historical
moral obligations and the modern expectation that foster care be both sustainable and
equitable for carers.

Further, foster care has always been seen as an economically more feasible form of
care than institutional care* leading to a focus on economic efficiency when children
are placed with carers. This focus on economic efficiency continues to shape systemic
processes, intertwining with the continuing moral expectation that carers should
provide care out of duty rather than for financial gain. Examples can be seen in foster
care assessments that explore the financial viability of carers to provide for children
without reimbursement and the implication that carers seeking financial support are
doing so because they are not child centred.® These embedded orientations mean that
carers are not sought out because they can provide quality and therapeutic support to
children, instead prioritizing their ability to endure a system defined by economic
scarcity. Consequently, the underlying approach risks compromising children’s
wellbeing by valuing fiscal restraint and altruism over the resources and skills essential
for effective caregiving.

No practical or structural changes to foster and kinship care will succeed unless
the system is ideologically reimagined, moving away from a charity model that
relies on carers’ moral duty to one that recognises the need for the provision of
sufficient financial support.

Population level pressures on foster care

Australia faces a national reduction in the pool of available foster carers, a challenge
that will intensify pressure on the existing carer community.® Population dynamics show
that the majority of growth is in young adults. Many of these, such as international
students and skilled migrants, cannot become foster carers because they are either too
young or restricted by temporary visas. This demographic shift in the pattern of growth
limits the potential for new carers entering the system.

Economic pressures are further eroding the traditional base of foster carers, who are
typically drawn from upper lower to lower middle-class families. Rising interest rates
and stagnant wages disproportionately impact this cohort, pushing many into financial

4 Swain, Shurlee. (2014). History of Institutions Providing Out-of-Home Residential Care for Children.
Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.
https://safeguardingchildren.acu.edu.au/research-and-resources/history-of-institutions-providing-out-
of-home-residential-care-for-children

SArney, F. (2022). Report of the Independent Inquiry into Foster and Kinship Care.
https://www.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/816547/Report-of-the-Independent-Inquiry-into-
Foster-and-Kinship-Care.pdf

8 Kuestenmacher, Simon. (2024). Future of Foster Care Roundtable. CAFFSA.
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hardship. Housing affordability adds to this strain, making it increasingly difficult for
potential carers to afford homes suitable for fostering children. Additionally, past
reductions in access to affordable education, like TAFE, have left fewer individuals with
the skills and qualifications needed to maintain economic stability within this
demographic.

Broader systemic trends compound these issues. The aging population will double the
demand for aged care, redirecting potential foster carers to caregiving roles within their
own families. Meanwhile, rising female workforce participation and the shift away from
single-income households reduce the availability of time and resources for fostering.

With fewer new carers likely to step in and existing carers under increasing strain, the
system may face unsustainable pressures, risking negative outcomes for the most
vulnerable children. Payments must reflect this new economic reality, recognising
the considerable value that carers provide and weighing their contributions against
the significantly higher cost of alternative forms of care such as residential care.

South Australian context

The South Australian context exemplifies the above issues as the pool of available
foster carers decreases, with a subsequent reliance on residential care to house
children and young people. While there has been a deceleration in the number of
children removed to OOHC, with South Australia showing a decline in the OOHC
population for the first time in 2024, the growth over the last decade continues to strain
the carer population. To accommodate this growth, South Australia relied on an
increase in kinship care (7%) and residential care (3%), with an 11% decline in foster
care placements since 2015. The choice of placement has been influenced by a decline
in foster carers, with 143 households commencing foster care and 163 households
exiting foster care as of 30 June 2023.
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Figure 1

The South Australian Out-of-home Care Population Growth since 2016
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Most jurisdictions across Australia show a greater reliance on kinship care as compared
to foster care, a trend common in western countries.” Queensland and South Australia
share similar challenges in supporting children in family-based care (whether this be
kinship or foster care), resulting in a growing reliance on residential care.

This shows two important considerations that should inform changes to carer
payments:

1. Carers are increasingly likely to be kinship carers. Kinship carers often require
different support.

2. Carer payments should be seen as a way of preventing children and young
people from entering into residential care when it is not in their best interests.
Carer payments must therefore be seen primarily as a way of achieving
children’s best interests rather than as compensation or reimbursement for
carers.

CAFFSA facilitated a roundtable with key experts, NGO providers, government
representatives, academics, interstate and national representatives, carers and young
people with lived experience on 20 August 2024 focusing on the critical issues identified
above. The forum identified the following issues relevant to this submission:

e Carers are unable to maintain stable and safe housing due to the housing and cost
of living crisis.

e A number of carers are leaving because they can't afford to care anymore given their
age and the lack of superannuation derived from carer payments.

e Professionalised care models need to be explored, recognising that many carers
contribute skills far beyond parenting.

e Agencies mustincentivize retention of foster carers and foster care continuity,
including between placements —so carers can heal and manage the grief and loss of
a child being reunified or being sent to another placement.

e Professional models of foster care need a federally generated enabling environment
to address barriers that prevent professional fostering flourishing at the state level.
The ATO and industrial relations need to recognise carer roles.

e Foster carers are not feeling fairly compensated or remunerated for the support they
give.

e Specialist carers provide therapeutic support for children with very complex
behaviours, and require better support, payments, and screening.

e Superannuation packages must account for lost ‘workforce accrual’ time
experienced by carers and access to low deposit, low interest loan for houses and
motor vehicles need to be explored as a priority.

7 Connolly, M., Kiraly, M., McCrae, L., & Mitchell, G. (2017). A kinship care practice framework: Using a life
course approach. British Journal of Social Work, 47(1), 87-105. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcw041
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These issues will be discussed in more detail in their respective sections within this
submission.

Supporting kinship carers

Overall, itis recognised that kinship carers are the least respected and supported
cohort of carers and that this needs to be rectified urgently.® Systems must examine and
re-align budgets and funding towards supporting the kinship caring system.

Unlike foster carers, kinship carers enter into their caring journey abruptly. Kinship
carers report having to take significant leave from work, reducing their hours, and
needing substantial supplies to take on caring for children. This can result in a ‘push
into poverty’ with demands on both their time and financial resources.®

CAFFSA members recognise that kinship care is the most likely form of OOHC to uphold
children’s rights, offering them greater stability, likelihood of reunification, and
connection to family and identity.’® Given these benefits, all possible efforts should be
made to maintain kinship placements, provided itis in the child’s best interests, with
recognition of and adequate compensation for costs.

Supporting informal carers

Most practical and financial supports are provided to formal carers through formal
pathways that are inaccessible to informal carers, creating inequity. As Australian
jurisdictions work to reduce the number of children entering out-of-home care, we have
seen awelcome rise in family group conferencing. The outcomes of these, however, are
that many children are placed with relatives on safety plans, or voluntary care
agreements. These arrangements do not provide for many supports for carers, leaving
families and children vulnerable to placement breakdown and movement to more
intrusive forms of out-of-home care. Further, CAFFSA members have reported that
families sometimes choose to voluntarily pursue statutory orders as they are unable to
maintain children’s safety or wellbeing without practical and financial support. This
raises concerns of a system that inadvertently punishes family-led decision-making and
unintentionally forces more intrusive orders on families. This is of particular concern for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, where disproportional representation is
increased due to racist systems and socio-economic disparity.

Inequity is also seen in community placements, where children are supported by
members of their cultural community. This is often notable amongst refugees or recent
immigrants to Australia. Agencies have highlighted financial delays, with carers

8 Arney, F. (2022). Report of the Independent Inquiry into Foster and Kinship Care.
https://www.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/816547/Report-of-the-Independent-Inquiry-into-
Foster-and-Kinship-Care.pdf

% lbid

OWinokur, M. A., Holtan, A., & Batchelder, K. E. (2018). Systematic review of kinship care effects on
safety, permanency, and well-being outcomes. Research on Social Work Practice, 28(1), 19-32.
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frequently waiting more than 60 days for security assessments and formal registration,
during which time they may receive only minimal support, such as vouchers or gift
cards. Recognising these issues, CAFFSA advocates for payments to be reoriented to
keeping children with family, whether kin or significant others.

The above considerations frame the context of CAFFSA’s response, focusing on
carer payments sufficiently recruiting and retaining carers to ensure that any child
removed into OOHC has the best chance possible of living in a family environment.

Response

Should payments and financial supports for carers be expected to cover all the
costs of raising a child in out-of-home care or just to contribute to these costs?

The full cost of raising a child should be carried by the government.

Should carers receive payments that go beyond the costs of raising a child?

Yes, the direct costs of raising a child only represent a portion of the support
provided to carers, in recognition of lost income opportunities, loss of
superannuation etc.

Rationale

Payments provided to carers should differ from payments provided to meet children’s
needs, such as direct costs like food, clothing, healthcare and recreational costs.
Payments for carers would include superannuation and may include support for semi-
professionalized care models. These payments are distinct yet interconnected, with
both being critical to ensure high-quality care for children.

CAFFSA argues that the government must take responsibility for delivering adequate
practical and financial support for both children and carers, moving away from a charity
model that burdens carers with primary financial responsibility. Instead of reimbursing
carers for expenses, funding should directly cover the child’s needs while carers receive
separate, direct payments to support their role, not just offset costs. Building on this,
there is a compelling case for additional carer payments to recognize the significant in-
kind contributions they make, including their time, skill, love, and commitment, which
are provided despite the caring role often jeopardizing their own financial security.

This distinction challenges the notion that payments should merely go ‘beyond the
costs of raising a child, a framing that separates the child from their carer family.
CAFFSA advocates for a ‘child in relationship’ principle, placing the child’s needs at the
forefront while acknowledging that child-centred care requires a family-focused
approach. Payments should thus prioritize sustaining the family unit to provide children
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with stability and security, enabling carers to focus on their wellbeing rather than
financial strain.

Moreover, payments must be recognized as essential for both recruiting and retaining
carers. In today’s societal conditions, families increasingly face barriers to offering
foster care, such as dual-income pressures or economic insecurity, which deter
potential carers from stepping forward. Adequate financial support not only attracts
committed individuals but also sustains their involvement, preventing burnout and
turnover. By addressing these dual roles of payments, the system can better meet the
needs of both children and carers, fostering a more resilient and effective care
framework.

The most critical issues affecting carers are:

Superannuation: Carers are impacted by reduced work hours that not only limit
immediate income but superannuation contributions. The Caring Costs Us report by
Carers Australia noted that for informal carers:

Atthe mean, and at current subsidy settings, Australian carers will lose:
* $392,500 in lifetime earnings to age 67; and
* $175,000 in superannuation at age 67.

Some who are carers for extended periods of time will lose substantially more,
with the most affected 10% losing at least $940,000 in lifetime income, and
$444,500 in retirement savings. !’

CAFFSA members have identified similar challenges for formal foster carers who state
that the lack of superannuation affects carer recruitment (with applicants only willing to
enter into care when they are already in a financial position to reduce their work hours)
and retention (with carers leaving to return to the workforce due to concerns about their
retirement).

Loan and mortgage challenges: Carers often struggle to obtain loans and mortgages
because reimbursements or allowances are categorized under volunteering rather than
income. In some cases, carers have been unable to maintain stable housing for children
by having loan applications declined, directly affecting their ability to continue caring.
There are multiple solutions to this issue, with a number that could be implemented at
the state level, others federally and many inter-jurisdictionally.

" Furnival, A., & Cullen, D. (2022). Caring costs us: The economic impact on lifetime income and
retirement savings of informal carers. Carers Australia. https://www.carersaustralia.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/2022/04/Final-Economic-impact-income-and-retirement-Evaluate-Report-March-

2022.pdf
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Carers are currently left without access to supports that almost all other
Australians receive, due to their choice to provide care. This is both a disincentive
and a disadvantage that discriminates against those prepared to provide care.

How could payments and financial supports for carers be made more equitable?

At the state level, one of the primary challenges expressed in South Australia is the need
for consistency without rigidity. The wide variation arising from high levels of local office
discretion has caused frustration amongst OOHC service providers and tension among
the carer community who share information amongst themselves. Any payments
should have clear guidelines that avoid high levels of discretion and promote
maximising recruitment and retention of carers who have the qualities needed to care
for children with complex trauma.

Practice examples provided include:

¢ Acarerwastold there is no reimbursement for transport to respite whereas this
has previously been approved.

e One carer needed to provide proof that she had explored all loan options before
exceptional funding was considered, whereas other carers have quickly been
granted funding.

e Acarer needed to have a minimum of 13 weeks before accessing childcare
subsidy. The Department for Child Protection decided not to contribute to costs
for this carer. At another office, this was provided without question..

One of the significant issues noted in South Australia is that verbal commitments in
relation to payments are made at the start of a placement and not upheld once the child
is placed, further undermining equitable support. This raises multiple problems. First,
financial agreements are critical at the outset of a placement and must be clearly
defined, specifying both the payment amounts and the process for disbursement. Given
the urgency and tight timeframes involved in placing a child or children, a
straightforward yet reliable method for delivering financial supportis required to ensure
consistency and fairness for carers.

There should be a definition and benchmarks guiding practical and financial supports
that are child centred and direct decision making at local levels. Currently, the
discretion used by departmental practitioners in approving reimbursement or funding is
found to be biased and dependent on local budgetary constraints.

Alongside consistency, there is a need to determine the true cost of care and package
supports based on a child’s needs.

Further, CAFFSA members strongly advocate against any means testing or other
financially determined gatekeeping. Given the alarming nationwide decrease in the pool
of foster carers, the high cost of residential care, and the rights of children to grow up in
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a family environment, limiting financial supports through stringent testing could have
few advantages that would outweigh the potential deterrence to improving access to
family-based care.

Practical and financial supports should be framed around upholding child rights,
including the right to retain contact with significant people in their lives and remain
living in a family environment. These definitions could be represented in the
refreshed National Standards of Out-of-Home Care.

What is the impact of inadequate payments and financial supports on carers and
the children in their care?

Rather than viewing payments as inadequate in merely fiscal terms, CAFFSA again
asserts that the conceptualisation of payments needs to be reviewed. Payments tied
solely to the child’s physical presence—essentially to the person providing a roof over
their head—fail to recognize the broader family environment and the need for
consistent support to ensure continuity of care, regardless of the child’s location. This
narrow focus overlooks the interconnected roles within the carer household and
undermines the stability essential for a child’s wellbeing.

For instance, research from Connecting Foster and Kinship Carers SA Inc highlights how
South Australia’s foster care payment system discriminates against carers by linking
payments exclusively to the child’s residence rather than their ongoing support for the
child and family unit.”>? When a child enters respite care, for example, the primary carer
retains the base Transition to Base Rate (TBR) payment, but any additional Percentage
Loading (based on the complexity of a child’s needs) stops immediately, and after seven
nights, the TBR drops by 50%, despite expectations that carers continue supporting the
child through calls, letters, or visits. Payments cease entirely after 21 days, ignoring the
carer’s sustained emotional and practical contributions. Similarly, if a child is
hospitalized, on holiday, or in a training centre, payments are capped at 21 or 14 days,
even though rural South Australian carers are expected to incur travel and
accommodation costs to maintain involvement that are not adequately offset by the
system.

This inflexible approach extends to other absences, disproportionately penalizing
carers and ignoring their broader role. Payments halt after 14 days if a child runs away,
adjust after four days during trial reunifications with biological parents, or cease entirely
due to care concerns or a carer relationship breakdown—none of which account for the
carer’s continued investment in the child’s wellbeing or the family’s stability. By
focusing narrowly on where the child resides rather than the holistic support network,
these policies undervalue carer contributions beyond physical custody.

2 Feagan, E. (2021). The true cost of foster and kinship caring in South Australia. Connecting Foster and
Kinship Carers. https://cfc-sa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/The-True-Cost-of-Foster-and-Kinship-
Caring-in-South-Australia_EFeagan_2021.pdf
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The reimbursement approach also means there are frequent and significant delays
between carer expenditure and state department payment. During this time, carers may
be placed under significant strain and feel emotionally shamed by having to ask for
financial support. Further, carers have expressed that they are concerned that the
children will be removed if they are completely transparent about their financial
instability, which is largely contributed to by the cost of caring.

Figure 3

Cumulative Impact of Inadequate Payments and Financial Support on Carers
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What changes to payments and financial supports would improve carer
recruitment and retention?

Semi-professional models of foster care. Foster carers have different needs, with
some adamant that they want to operate in a volunteer capacity and others who would
welcome the opportunity to fully dedicate themselves to caring for a child or young
person by receiving a salary to do so. Children and young people have also expressed
differing views, with some prioritising stability and recognising that financial support,
especially for kinship carers, can help them remain with family. Others have indicated
that payments to carers for their care reduces the sense of personal commitment they
feel from a foster family.
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When examining the role of foster care, children’s needs have grown increasingly
complex, increasing the need to investigate a more professionalized model.™ This
complexity requires carers to acquire specialized education and training to manage
behaviours effectively and maintain trauma-informed care quality. This emphasis on
recruiting individuals with targeted skills and expertise alighs more closely with an
employment hiring process, where qualifications and role-specific competencies are
prioritised, rather than the traditional carer assessment, which often focuses on general
suitability and willingness to volunteer.

In considering professionalisation, several issues must be considered. Classing foster
care as a profession would address many of the concerns already described through
initiatives such as providing a minimum wage and superannuation. However, other
implications, such as comprehensive insurance for liability and occupational health
and safety risks would need to be carefully considered. Further, many carers feel
uncomfortable being disrobed as professionals, preferring to see themselves as parents
and having a personal rather than professional obligation to children. If carers were to
be recognised as professionals, then the benchmark for carer standards could increase
and exclude orimpede access for those without formal training. It is therefore clear that
professionalisation encompasses dimensions beyond just financial considerations.

One model that should be explored further is that of Professional Individualised Care.
This model focuses on continuity in therapeutic relationships whilst compensating for
the experience and skills of the carer.

Specialist Payments: South Australia provides specialist payments to address the
complexity of children's needs. However, there is concern about whether the thresholds
for these payments are set correctly. There are advocacy efforts to move multiple
general carers onto specialist payments, recognising the complex needs of the children
in their care. However, this process is individualised and dependent on the level of
advocacy available to individual carers and the willingness of the local statutory office.
There should be better benchmarking of the costs associated with engagement and
supports in therapeutic care for children and young people with complex behaviours,
such as subsidised support for accessing mental health treatment without waitlists. All
children in out-of-home care should be recognised as requiring trauma-informed
support of some form, with ease of access when needed.

Establishment Payments: Carers, children and young people are often at their most
vulnerable at the start of a placement, yet this is when financial support is least likely to
be provided. The extensive assessment process, delays in gaining approvals and
obtaining necessary documents, and pressure of other priorities such as completing

3 De Wilde, L., Devlieghere, J., Vandenbroeck, M., & Vanobbergen, B. (2019). Foster parents between
voluntarism and professionalisation: Unpacking the backpack. Children and Youth Services Review, 98,
290-296.

4 bid.
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court paperwork often means that carers are left with limited capacity support they
need.

Establishment payments should be provided when additional children are placed in
existing care households. The process of care modifications, where carer approvals are
updated, and the absence of Temporary Payment Plans for new placements often result
in delays. This lack of interim financial assistance places significant stress on carers,
especially in households with multiple children. There is also inadequate consideration
given to the compounded support needs of larger sibling groups.

Establishment payments should also be available for carers without statutory orders.
CAFFSA notes that New Zealand effectively incorporates payment of their equivalent of
Centrelink into the family group conference process, ensuring that financial assistance
is initiated promptly once placement occurs. In Australia, the absence of this leaves
families uncertain about eligibility for support, appropriate points of contact and
procedures for accessing necessary resources, causing both practical and emotional
challenges during placement transitions.

Support for short term carers and gap payments: As previously noted, carers
frequently face financial penalties whenever a child is not physically in their care,
reflecting a narrow, micromanaged approach to funding. This system fails to
acknowledge that the caring role extends beyond a child’s presence in the home. Many
carers would benefit from extended respite periods, collaborative co-caring with other
carers or kin, or time to grieve the loss of a child who has left their care. Payments
should reflect carers’ sustained commitment, supporting their broader contributions
rather than tying support solely to a child’s physical location.

Changes to case management delegation: As already identified, there are frequent
delays to decision making that disrupt carers’ access to supports. South Australian
agencies have expressed confidence that, with the right structural changes, NGO
agencies could hold case management responsibility for low complexity cases. This
structure could facilitate more responsive statutory services that better address case
management for complex cases, allowing for decision-making authority to be held
closer to the child. This approach is widely considered best practice.

Federal changes to carer status

There is no specific tax framework that explicitly recognizes the unique role of carers as
a distinct occupational or professional category. This lack of recognition can lead to
confusion about tax obligations, deductions, or entitlements, particularly for kinship
carers who may not receive the same level of support as foster carers. The ATO could
recognize carer roles by developing specific tax concessions or deductions tailored to
the unique expenses and responsibilities of foster and kinship carers. For instance,
carers often incur significant out-of-pocket costs (e.g., travel for cultural visits,
educational support, or medical expenses) that are not fully reimbursed. A dedicated
tax offset or allowance category for carers could alleviate financial burdens and
acknowledge their societal contribution. Developing clear, carer-focused ATO
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guidelines that outline tax obligations, exemptions, and entitlements, could reduce
confusion and administrative burden. This could include pre-filled tax return fields for
carer payments, similar to existing pre-fill mechanisms for government payments.

Carers should also be formally recognised for their contribution to the community.
Recognising carer roles within an industrial relations framework could involve
classifying certain carer activities as work, particularly for semi-professionalized
models of care. This could entitle carers to workplace rights, such as paid leave,
superannuation, or workers’ compensation, especially for those under statutory
agreements.

What could governments (state, territory or the Australian Government) and carer
support organisations do to improve carer payments and financial supports?

Priority actions are:

1. Establish a national benchmark of carer payments and other practical supports
that align with the refreshed National OOHC standards and support carers to
reach these benchmarks.

2. Initiate a superannuation scheme for carers.

Ensure all carers receive an adequate establishment payment that is not delayed
by the assessment process.

3. Support carers providing care for children who are not on statutory orders, to
ensure placements remain stable and safe and further intrusion is not
necessary.

4. Consider delegation of case management and decision-making authority to
NGO carer support agencies where placements are stable and there is low
complexity.

Other relevant information

Long-term guardianship to specified person

Financial supports have become a barrier to children transitioning to long-term
guardianship (LTG) with carers as their guardians. Phase one of the assessment hinges
on what costs carers are willing to carry. There are inconsistencies between offices, and
some of these inconsistencies ae very costly, such as who will be paying for driving
lessons. These issues carry considerable influence on carer willingness to pursue LTG
and the negotiations can delay or halt progression of LTG. The effects of economic
instability were also observed to extend to carers' decisions to adopt the child or young
person, orin relation to their long-term care. Some carers have said they were not
comfortable formalizing the LTG arrangements as they would lose much-needed money
from DCP. This suggests that the funding paradigms could limit both the day-to-day
existence of carers and children but also long-term permanency planning, which may
affect the stability of placements.
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Inequity regarding cultural connection

Cultural support and equity in cultural plans vary significantly across different offices,
leading to inconsistencies. For instance, carers often have to cover their own airfare
when accompanying a young person to visit their country, which can discourage their
participation in cultural activities. This undermines cultural connection of the child or
young person and the carers' responsibilities under the ACPP. Children and young
people rely on carers to provide continuity of care and facilitate access to ongoing
cultural discussions at home to integrate these experiences. Additionally, statutory staff
sometimes fail to recognize cultural significance, such as misinterpreting a funeral
attendance as a return-to-country visit, resulting in denials of requests to attend
funerals because a return-to-country visit had already occurred. Agencies are forced to
justify cultural connections with "clinical reasons" rather than acknowledging them as a
human right, often self-funding these needs due to challenges with negotiating this at
the local level with statutory departments.

The impact of many of these inconsistencies are exacerbated by high staff turnover
where new staff are not aware of what can be funded or reimbursed.

Conclusion

In conclusion, transforming foster and kinship care requires a fundamental shiftin
societal and governmental perspectives that incorporates how carer payments are
viewed. Rather than relying on carers' moral duty, the government must take
responsibility for ensuring children’s rights to thrive in family environments by providing
comprehensive support to birth, kin, and foster families alike. Introducing quasi-
professionalized care models tailored to the diverse carer population is important.
Robust support for kinship carers is essential. Carers operating under non-statutory
arrangements, such as safety plans or voluntary agreements, should receive adequate
resources to prioritize children’s best interests without facing penalties for family-led
decisions that promote less intrusive out-of-home care. Addressing payment delays,
particularly at the vulnerable start of placements, is critical to supporting carer families
and upholding children’s rights. Together, we can do better for these children and young
people by more appropriately and uniformly valuing the powerful role carers play in their
lives.

SUBMISSION ENDS
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