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GRANDCARERS 
Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [5.20 pm]: I rise tonight to raise an issue that members should 
have some knowledge of, but in particular it has been brought to my attention by one of my constituents. It is the 
issue surrounding the circumstances for grandcarers. It is estimated that there are around 4 000 Western 
Australian grandparents who are currently caring for their grandchildren. Some of the grandparents have been 
granted formal custody and are official foster carers and some of them have formally adopted their 
grandchildren, but many grandparents are actually operating outside of formalised arrangements. They care for 
their grandchildren as a result of informal arrangements with the children’s parents and sometimes without 
necessarily even the knowledge of the children’s parents. They are doing an extraordinary job. However, I 
particularly want to talk about those grandcarers who are engaged in informal arrangements in looking after their 
grandchildren. 

They often find themselves in the situation of having to look after their grandchildren under quite tragic and very 
sad circumstances. Often it is due to their children having drug issues or mental illness issues. In any event, their 
life plans do not usually include once again having to take on the parenting role and looking after small children 
later in life. Added to this is the fact that a lot of these children also have quite significant challenges. They often 
have health problems that have resulted from their parents’ substance abuse. They often have quite serious 
behavioural and emotional problems as a result of sometimes coming from abusive homes and hence having 
developmental and learning issues. It is enough for people to find themselves parenting when they have not 
asked for it; it is even harder at a period of life when they are thinking of retiring to be taking on children with 
very particular needs. It is a big thing for people to be taking on the parenting of children that are not their own 
at a point of life when they are expecting to slow down. 

I particularly want to talk tonight about the significant financial burden that many of these grandcarers are 
finding themselves in. Although grandcarers have access to various payments, including family tax benefits, 
childcare benefits, parenting allowances and carer allowances, in many cases it just is not enough to live on. 
There is still serious inequity between the support received by informal grandcarers and that which is given to 
foster carers. Some grandcarers find themselves not being able to even collect family allowance out of fear that 
their children—the parents of their grandchildren—will react badly to that situation and that the children will be 
taken away from them. I want to outline just how financially difficult it can be. A constituent who spoke to me 
shared with me her household weekly budget, which is based on a sole parent pension and family benefits, parts 
A and B. She cares for her three school-age grandchildren. Her total income is $601 a week. Each week she 
spends $251 on accommodation, which includes rates and excess water. She pointed out to me that she considers 
herself lucky to have only a small mortgage and notes that there is no way this amount would be enough to cover 
rent on an open market. She spends $75 a week on all utilities—electricity, gas and water—and phone and 
insurance costs and notes that that amount is going up further and further. She spends only $49 a week on the 
cost of running a vehicle. This amount is expected to cover fuel and registration, with a tiny amount left over for 
servicing and repairs, basically enough to cover one oil change each year, which is clearly inadequate. It does not 
allow for the replacement of the vehicle or repairs if anything drastically wrong happens to the vehicle. With 
three school-aged children in the outer east metropolitan area, it is virtually impossible to get by without a 
private vehicle. Her car is only small. She puts aside $15 a week for costs associated with schooling three 
children. That amount is expected to cover uniforms, fees, excursions, school swimming lessons and the like. 
She spends $20 a week on clothing the family of four. That amounts to only $200 a year for each family 
member. That $200 covers shoes, underwear, socks, bathers, jeans, jumpers, shirts and T-shirts—the whole lot. It 
is not a lot of money. She is scrimping and saving for the children to be able to play sport over the winter, and 
she budgets $140 a year per child for this, which is only $8 a week. She notes that it is not enough for the 
grandchildren to undertake dancing or swimming lessons or buy expensive sports uniforms. There is $19 a week 
for other miscellaneous expenses. That includes medical costs, haircuts, birthday gifts and dental services, to 
name a few things. After these expenses, she is left with $164 a week to feed a family of four and to pay for 
essential groceries such as toilet paper and cleaning products. That is clearly not enough.  

Foodbank estimates that, by being careful, people can live on $8 per person per day. That is $224 per week. That 
is $60 more than this grandcarer has left in her purse. She cannot give the children pocket money; she cannot 
take them to the movies; she has no money to spend on herself. There is nothing to spare for entertainment and 
there is nothing for a major emergency. She is an amazing and resourceful woman and she knows the system. 
She knows how to access government rebates and she knows which charities provide assistance, whether it be 
for food, clothing or some limited bills. She knows about hardship payments and support services, which means 
the children get to experience occasional days out. She sells things at garage sales, she sells scrap metal and she 
celebrates the card that allows her to shop at Foodbank. This really highlights how difficult the situation is for 
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her financially. I worry about those other grandcarers who may not know the system as well as she does, and 
even then she is struggling.  

I want to acknowledge the wonderful work that is being undertaken by Wanslea Family Services, including 
facilitating the sharing of information such as this. Wanslea’s Grandcare program is fantastic. It provides access 
to support groups as well as practical assistance. It provides an invaluable level of support. That is not enough 
for what these people need. They have effectively been failed by both federal and state governments because 
they have fallen through the cracks. I recognise that the state government has established a one-off establishment 
allowance of $1 000 but I note that that is not paid retrospectively; it is paid only to new carers. I should point 
out that I think it should have been paid to all grandcarers. I also note that even a one-off payment does not come 
close to addressing the disparity between what foster carers receive on an ongoing basis and what grandcarers 
receive on a weekly basis. These people are doing it really tough. They are saving taxpayers considerable 
dollars. More importantly, we need to recognise that they are at a point in their lives at which they need to slow 
down. I met a group of grandcarers, and one woman in particular, who is on an age pension and looks after 
school-aged children, was in a wheelchair. Those people are already doing it pretty tough.  

I wanted to bring that to members’ attention. It is difficult to think about how tight these budgets can be. These 
people have been left behind and lost in the system. We need to do more and we need to do a better job of 
supporting them.  
 


