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Grandparent carers
Many older people are involved in caring for their grandchildren because they 
choose to, and/or as a way of supporting their own adult children. Others 
unexpectedly find themselves as the sole or major providers of care (often not 
entirely by choice). 

This Fact Sheet provides grandparents who are primary carers of a 
grandchild with details of support organisations and other resources which 
may be helpful. Key areas include:

n Support services for grandparent carers

n Financial assistance

n Arranging child care and respite 

n Legal matters and assistance 

n Support for children with a disability

Background
In Australia, many grandparents provide occasional care for their 
grandchildren. Perhaps unsurprisingly, figures show that - of all sections of the 
community – grandparents provide the greatest level of unpaid child care after 
parents. 

But the traditional role, where grandparents provide “occasional” care, is 
changing. In 2003, more than 31,000 Australian children aged up to 17 years 
were living full time with their grandparents. This arrangement usually happens 
in order to provide a secure and stable environment for a child when its 
parents are not able to for some reason.

Grandparents generally become the primary carer of a child through either:

n an informal (voluntary) arrangement with the child’s parents, or 

n a formal court order, issued to protect the child.

As a grandparent, becoming a full time child carer can raise a number of 
challenges. You may not have had time to plan for your grandchild coming 
to live with you, or you may need assistance to meet the costs of education, 
clothes and other expenses. What are your legal rights and obligations? Where 
can you seek support for yourself in this role, or take time out from caring?  
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The following information is provided so you know where you can go  
for support.

Support services for grandparent carers
Grandparent support groups provide information about useful services, allow 
you to share your experiences with other people in similar situations and often 
provide guest speakers who have helpful information. Many organisations 
assist grandparent carers including the following support, counselling and 
information/referral services:

COTA (NSW) Information Service  9286 3860 or 1800 449 102 
will provide details of your nearest Grandparent Carer support group 

NSW Family Support Services  9692 9999 
can refer you to services in your local area that offer counseling, 
information and referral 

The Foster Care Association 9633 5816 
has support groups that welcome grandparents 

Lifeline 131 114 
provides 24 hour telephone counseling 

Family Relationships Australia 1300 364 277 
provides counseling and/or mediation 

Parentline is a telephone counseling and support line which assists 
parents and other carers 132 055 or 6287 3833

AbSec – Aboriginal Statewide Foster  1800 888 698 
Carer Support Services supports  
Aboriginal kinship carers in ‘Grannies’ groups. 

You may also find it helpful to visit the following websites that provide a range  
of resources and information for grandparent carers:

Grandparents Raising  www.raisinggrandchildren.com.au 
Grandchildren NSW

The Australian Government www.seniors.gov.au 
website for older people 
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The Family Assistance Office www.familyassist.gov.au 
(Australian Government)

Financial assistance
The Australian Government has primary responsibility for providing income 
support for carers. You can contact Centrelink to discuss your eligibility for a 
pension, benefit or allowance, whether you have a child in your care as a result 
of a court order or an informal family arrangement. Even if you have applied for 
a Centrelink payment previously, being responsible for a dependent child may 
mean that you are now eligible for a pension.

The types of child care allowances and benefits which may be available to you 
include the Family Tax Benefit, Foster Child’s Health Care Card, Grandparent 
Child Care Benefit and Orphans Pension. Your eligibility will depend on whether 
you are considered to be the legal guardian of the child in your care, and your 
financial circumstances. For more information, contact Centrelink’s Family 
Assistance Office on 13 61 50 or make an appointment with a Centrelink 
Social Worker on 13 10 21. 

The Department of Community Services (DoCS) also pays an allowance  
to grandparent carers if the Family Court has given you parental responsibility. 
Contact the DoCS Helpline on 13 21 11 to discuss your circumstances. If 
you are experiencing financial hardship DoCs may be able to provide financial 
assistance (eg for care, food, clothing, maintenance, pocket money and/or 
other routine incidental expenses) even if you have not been given parental 
responsibility by the Family Court. 

Some community organisations also provide assistance if you are struggling 
financially – including assistance with furniture and clothing, or vouchers for 
electricity and gas. You can contact the following organisations to enquire about 
these types of support:

Anglicare 13 26 22

Salvation Army  13 72 56

St Vincent de Paul 9560 8666

The Smith Family 9085 7191
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Arranging child care and respite 
As a grandparent carer there may be times when you need a break so that you 
can have time to yourself. Vacation care or recreational options can give you a 
break while also allowing your grandchild to interact with other children of the 
same age. 

The Australian Government offers a Grandparents Child Care Benefit to allow 
you to receive up to 50 hours of free child care. You are likely to be eligible if 
you receive a Centrelink pension as income support. But still consider applying 
if you or your partner are working or you are a self-funded retiree, as you may 
be eligible for a rebate for up to 50 hours of child care per child per week at an 
approved Child Care Centre. To enquire about the Grandparents Child Care 
Benefit contact the Family Assistance Office on 13 61 50. 

You can also contact the Child Care Access Hotline on 1800 607 305 for 
details of local child care services, including before and after school care and 
vacation care. Or the Department of Sport and Recreation can give you  
details of school vacation options through their Camps for Kids program  
(ph: 13 13 02).

Legal matters and assistance
Children may come to live with their grandparents for a number of reasons - 
including being unable live with their parents due to a situation that places them 
at risk of harm or abuse. The placement of a child with a grandparent may 
be an ‘informal arrangement’ between you and the child’s parents, or a more 
formal arrangement (such as foster care; a placement through the Department 
of Community Services or a non-Government organisation; or the result of 
a Court Order from the Children’s Court, the Family Court of Australia or the 
Federal Magistrates Court).

If you are caring for a grandchild by way of an ‘informal agreement’ within 
your family you may wish to consider a written agreement between yourself 
and the child’s parents covering issues such as where the child will live, 
who can have contact with them and any other parental decisions such as 
education, religious upbringing and health care. These agreements will clarify 
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the arrangements you have in place, and will help prevent confusion about your role 
and the role of other people who are in your grandchild’s life. 

You can lodge an agreement by way of a Consent Order through the Family Court 
or the Federal Magistrates Court, without anyone having to make a formal court 
appearance. You can purchase a Consent Order Kit by contacting the Family 
Court on 1300 352 000, but there are no fees for registering your Consent Order 
with the Court. The Legal Aid Commission NSW or your Local Court Registrar 
can provide you with advice on completing the Order so that it best reflects your 
arrangements. 

If you are unable to reach agreement about your grandchild’s care or living 
arrangements you may wish to consider mediation through the Family 
Relationship Advice Line (ph: 1800 050 321 or Relationships Australia  
(ph: 1300 364 277). 

In circumstances where you cannot reach agreement you may need to apply for 
a Parenting Order through the Local Court, the Federal Magistrates Court or the 
Family Court. In this situation it is important to see a private solicitor, or contact the 
Legal Aid Commission of NSW on 1300 366 611, for advice and representation 
at Court. The Legal Aid Commission will assess your eligibility to receive subsidised 
legal representation based on a means and merit test (but you will also need to 
contribute to the costs).

In some situations DoCS may have placed your grandchild in your care. Officially, 
this means that the child is in the care of the Minister and that DoCS is responsible 
for ensuring that the child lives in a safe environment, but the day-to-day care has 
been allocated to you. The child is considered to be ‘in care’ and you are classified 
as an ‘Authorised Relative Carer’. In this situation, DoCS will advise you of your 
rights and responsibilities.

In any care arrangement involving a child, whether it is a formal or informal 
arrangement, you may wish to seek legal advice to ensure that you are aware of 
your rights and responsibilities (say, in relation to issues such as Child Support,  
or access arrangements). Key contacts for legal services include:

Family Law Hotline 1800 050 321

LawAccess NSW 1300 888 529
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Legal Aid Commission 1300 366 611

Family Relationship Centres 1800 050 321

Family Court 1300 352 000

Women’s Legal Services NSW 9749 7700

Legal Aid Commission of NSW 9744 3833 or 1800 451 784 
Child Support Service

Support for Children with a Disability
If you are caring for a grandchild with a physical, intellectual, psychological or 
psychiatric disability, there may be some additional challenges to meeting their 
needs. You can access information, referral and support services for you and 
your grandchild through community and government-provided services.

Carers NSW can be contacted on 9280 4744 or 1800 242 636 for support 
and advice if you are caring for a child with a disability or long-term illness. 
The Northcott Society manages more than 40 programs for people with a 
disability and their families or carers across metropolitan and regional NSW, 
and can be contacted on 9890 0100 or 1800 506 071. Other organisations 
provide information and support to children with particular disabilities and their 
families. Examples include Autism Spectrum Australia or the Spastic Centre  
of NSW. 

For referral to an organisation that can assist you, contact Disability and 
Aged Information Services Inc on 6622 8002 or 1800 800 340, or 
Commonwealth Carelink on 1800 052 222. The Commonwealth Carer 
Respite Service (ph: 1800 059 059) can also put you in touch with local 
services that will care for your grandchild to enable you to take a break.

DoCS can assist children with additional needs through their Supporting 
Children with Additional Needs (SCAN) program by funding your grandchild’s 
preschool, child care or vacation care. Ring the Child Care and Family Info 
Line on 8594 4244 or 1800 803 820 for more details. 

The Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care (DADHC) 
provides support services to children with a disability and funds community 
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organisations that support children with a range of disabilities. You can contact 
DADHC on 8270 2000 to be directed to your local Information Referral and 
Intake officer who will explore various options with you. 

As the carer of a child with a disability, you may be eligible for a Carer 
Allowance and Carers Allowance Health Care Card (depending on your 
grandchild’s degree of disability). The Carer Allowance is not means tested 
and can be paid in addition to other income support payments. If you are not 
eligible for a Carer Allowance you may still qualify for a Health Care Card if 
your grandchild requires more than 14 hours of your extra care and attention 
per week. Contact Centrelink (ph: 13 2717) to discuss your eligibility for these 
allowances. 

Seniors Information Service is an initiative of the NSW Government

Every care has been taken in the preparation of this document and the information it contains is 
believed to be accurate. Seniors Information Service does not endorse, recommend or guarantee 

the services listed in its Fact Sheets, in any other publication or on its website. Before seeking advice 
or services you should make your own enquiries about the accuracy and reliability of the information 
provided, and decide whether the product or service is of good quality and is suitable for your needs. 

The Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care suggests that professional advice be sought 
wherever necessary.

Seniors Information Service August 2006
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