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This election 
Australian carers 
seek commitment 
in four key areas 
of need:
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Introduction

What do we know about Australia’s family and friend carers? 

Australia’s 2.7 million1 unpaid family and friend carers are an integral part 
of the nation’s health system and are the foundation of our aged, disability 
and community care systems.  Deloitte Access Economics estimated in 2015 
that carers provided 1.9 billion hours of unpaid care and that the annual cost 
of replacing this care with formal care services amounted to $60.3 billion2. 

The amount of care provided and the support needed to help sustain that care 
will clearly vary, but as a general rule those who need the highest level of support 
are among the 770,000 primary carers1 who provide the most substantial amount 
of care.  In recent years there has been a growing awareness across the political 
spectrum and within the broader community of the vital contribution of family 
and friend carers and a recognition that they both deserve and need support 
in their own right.  However there remain some important gaps in carer support 
which need to be addressed, especially for carers with particularly high needs.

Being mindful of the very tight fiscal constraints on the Budget, 
we have focused our election “asks” on a set of proposals that:

 �  will improve the effectiveness and address gaps in current support services 
and impact on the sustainability of care

 �  are focused on those carers with high needs

 �  address concerns about the growth in social security payments.

AN ESTIMATED 1.9 BILLION HOURS 
OF UNPAID CARE WAS PROVIDED 
BY AUSTRALIAN CARERS IN 2015
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Streamlining and filling the 
gaps in the carer support 
service landscape1
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The Issue
The service landscape for carers’ services and supports is highly fragmented with 
different funding and eligibility requirements for different kinds of support which 
must be accessed through multiple programmes and are not uniformly available 
across regions.  The situation has become even more fragmented through the 
aged care and NDIS reforms, where access to supports such as planned respite 
is different for carers of the over and under 65 year olds and where such support 
can only be accessed as a by-product of the supports being made available to the 
person they are caring for, rather than in their own right.

In the 2015-16 Federal Budget the Government provided $33.7 million over four 
years to create a national gateway for all carers to heighten carer self-identification 
and general awareness of available support services. The Gateway consists of a 
website identifying information for, and supports available to, carers and a service 
finder.  It also encompasses a national call centre.

While the Gateway is a useful resource for carers as a first port of call, it needs to 
be supplemented by an improvement in the service landscape at the local level. 

In recognition of this reality, the government’s next step is to develop an Integrated 
Plan for Carer Support Services for consideration; something which Carers Australia 
has been advocating for many years now, based on numerous international 
evaluations of different models for delivering services to carers and on our own 
experience of delivering such supports.

The basic guiding principles for this new service landscape should be:

 �  Carers receive the services they need in their own right to sustain them. 

 �  Equity of access to support which is not predicated on the age of the person 
being cared for. 

 �  The capacity to easily access a range of supports on the basis of assessed need 
in as seamless a manner as possible. 

 �  The development of this new service landscape for integrated carer supports 
should address any shortcomings/gaps created in carer support (particularly 
respite) due to the reforms in both the Aged Care sector and with the 
introduction of the NDIS.
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What We Know

Carers, especially primary carers, have multiple needs:

 �  60% are not employed and social security is the main source of income 
for 55%.1 

 �  37% have a disability of some kind.1  

 �  38% report that caring has negatively impacted on their physical or 
emotional wellbeing.1 

 �  10% plus have been diagnosed with a stress related illness due to their 
caring role1. 

 �  Many are socially isolated as a result of their caring role. 

 �  15% care for more than one person with a disability, mental illness, 
chronic condition, terminal illness, an alcohol or other drug issue or 
someone who is frail aged1.

 �  Some carers need specially tailored support as a result of their 
demographic status including; young carers, Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander carers, and carers from some culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CALD) backgrounds.

As a result, there is a need for multiple service responses to meet these 
needs including; peer support, counselling, respite, education and 
training, assistance to access financial support and assistance to navigate 
both the mainstream and carer-specific support landscape.

1

60% OF CARERS ARE NOT EMPLOYED 
AND SOCIAL SECURITY IS THE MAIN 
SOURCE OF INCOME FOR 55%

Streamlining and filling the gaps in the carer support service landscape
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Election Commitments Sought 
•   Commitment to the continued co-design of integrated carer 

support services.

•  Commitment to providing adequate funding to ensure the new 
carer support model is viable and effective.

•  Commitment to continuing to fund existing carer support 
programmes until such time as the new model has been identified 
and is ready for implementation (allowing for a reasonable period 
of transition to the new model without loss of services). 

15% CARE FOR MORE THAN 
ONE PERSON WITH A DISABILITY, 
MENTAL ILLNESS, CHRONIC 
CONDITION, TERMINAL ILLNESS, 
AN ALCOHOL OR OTHER DRUG 
ISSUE OR SOMEONE WHO IS 
FRAIL AGED
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Respite for carers2
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The issue
Just like paid workers who have access to weekends and other leave entitlements, 
people who provide a substantial amount of care need a break from time to time. 
Pre-planned respite enables the carer to plan in advance for periods of time when 
they can address their own health and wellbeing needs separately to those of the 
person they are caring for. This right is enshrined within the Carer Recognition 
Act 2010 which states that carers should be supported to enjoy optimum health 
and wellbeing and acknowledged as individuals with their own needs within and 
beyond the caring role. 

Unfortunately, planned respite has become increasingly difficult to access in 
recent years, which is partly an outcome of reforms in the aged and disability 
sectors. Significant funding for carer respite (including respite for carers of people 
with a mental illness and respite for young carers) is also being transitioned into 
the NDIS.

While carers can get access to emergency respite in their own right, access 
to planned respite has become restrictive, and is generally only available as a 
by-product of the services offered to the people they care for. This is problematic 
for a number of reasons; 

 �  ‘Respite’ isn’t something that occurs for the carer while the care recipient is 
having therapy or attends a day activity. This merely allows the carer to complete 
activities of daily living while the care recipient isn’t with them (e.g. shopping 
or cleaning). It does not address the overall health and wellbeing of the carer. 

 �  Many carers are unwilling to direct funds allocated for the person they care for, 
in order to meet their own needs.

 �  Carers are not participants of the NDIS in their own right and are unlikely 
to access the same level or type of respite support through the NDIS package 
of the person they care for. Planned respite is not a designated service under 
the NDIS. 

 �  The transition of funding for dedicated carer respite into the NDIS means those 
who care for someone not eligible for an NDIS package will lose access to these 
valuable supports. 
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What we know
 �  Those who use respite experience particularly high carer burden; 
63% care for 40+ hours per week and 40% don’t have a fall back 
informal carer to assist them.1 

 �  Access to planned respite not only assists families to increase the 
independence of the person being cared for, but can also help families 
to plan for the future by providing time for succession planning. 
Respite can also play an important role in reducing carer emotional 
and psychological distress and in promoting better family functioning. 

 �  While carer satisfaction with respite services is high (83%)1, current 
respite services don’t adequately meet all carer needs; nearly 16% of 
all primary carers identify an unmet need for respite.1 

 �  Respite is particularly important for carers of someone with a mental 
or behavioural condition, representing 32% of all primary carers who 
access this support.1 However, 100% of funding for the Mental Health 
Respite: Carer Support (MHR:CS) programme is being transitioned into 
the NDIS, as well as the direct respite component of the Young Carer 
Respite and Information Services activity (YCRIS). Around a third of 
the young carers who access this programme care for someone with 
a mental illness. 

 �  Ninety-five per cent of surveyed carers who access MHR:CS stated their 
caring role had improved due to the support from the programme, and 
76% stated that they are now better able to manage in their caring role.3

2 Respite for carers

OF THOSE WHO USE RESPITE, 
40% DON’T HAVE A FALL 
BACK INFORMAL CARER TO 
ASSIST THEM
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Election Commitments Sought 
•  Commitment that funding for carer respite will remain outside 

of the NDIS unless carers of NDIS participants are guaranteed 
access to the same level and type of respite as previously available.

•  Commitment that carers are able to access respite support in 
their own right and to meet their own needs, regardless of the 
age or condition of the person they care for. 

THOSE WHO USE RESPITE 
EXPERIENCE PARTICULARLY HIGH 
CARER BURDEN; 63% CARE FOR 
40+ HOURS PER WEEK
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The Issue 

 Young carers are among some of the most disadvantaged young people 
in Australia. As well as the significant role they play in caring for someone 
with a disability, mental illness, chronic condition, terminal illness, an 
alcohol or other drug issue and those who are frail aged, many young 
carers are also the key support for siblings and other family members 
and in keeping their household running. Such immense responsibilities 
(often in addition to paid work) can take a toll on their capacity to remain 
engaged in education and training at key points in their life. 

 Programmes which can identify and reach out to young carers and 
provide early intervention and support are crucial not just to improve the 
overall well-being of young carers, but to ensure they enjoy the same life 
chances as other young Australians and to reduce their future reliance on 
income support.

Safeguarding the 
wellbeing and life 
chances of young carers3
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What we know 

 �  There are 306,000 young carers aged up to 25 years in Australia. 
Of these, 23,200 are primary carers- those providing the majority 
of care to an individual.1 

 �  Compared to other young Australians, young carers are more likely 
to live in low income households and be unemployed and are less likely 
to complete year 12 (or an equivalent).4 

 �  Young people are more likely to receive income support at some stage 
after exiting Carer Payment; over 80% of those aged 20–24 when they 
started on Carer Payment received income support sometime after 
they exited the payment.5 

 �  In addition to substantial caring responsibilities, many young carers 
face a range of economic, health and social disadvantages that require 
more intensive and ongoing support. These families face issues such 
as financial hardship, homelessness, long-term unemployment, social 
isolation and family breakdown. There is a need for proactive, intensive, 
wrap-around support and early intervention before these young carers 
and their families fall into crisis.  

 �  Current funding for the Information, Advice and Referral Component 
of the Young Carers Respite and Information Services activity is 
inadequate to undertake outreach services. There is a need to increase 
the awareness of other institutions which come into contact with 
young carers (such as hospitals, schools, the police and other health 
professionals) and to improve their capacity to refer young carers to 
appropriate support services.   

3

THERE ARE 306,000 YOUNG 
CARERS AGED UP TO 25 YEARS 
IN AUSTRALIA

Safeguarding the wellbeing and life chances of young carers
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Election Commitments Sought 

•  Commitment to continuing funding for the Young Carer Bursary 
Programme after the expiry of funding in 2017. An increase in 
funding to the Programme will help relieve the financial pressure 
on young carers to undertake part-time work in addition to their 
educational and caring responsibilities. 

•  Commitment to funding targeted outreach activities to assist 
hospitals, police, health and educational professionals to identify 
young carers and refer them to available supports. 

•  Commitment to funding a complex needs programme to support 
young carers facing multiple disadvantages. The programme will 
incorporate a family-oriented case management approach with 
a focus on early intervention and wrap-around support services 
to reduce specific stressors confronting young carers and improve 
their life chances. 

 �  The Young Carer Bursary Programme assists eligible young carers 
aged 25 years and under to continue or return to study. In 2016, the 
programme funded 330 bursaries valued at $3,000 each – although 
eligible applications far exceeded the number of places available. 
This programme is currently funded until 2017 and is delivered by 
Carers Australia.

 �  In 2016 over half of the Bursary recipients had been caring for 5+ years, 
nearly 80% were the main carer and a third were caring for 40+ hours 
per week. Thirty-seven per cent missed out on school once a week 
or more, and 30% had a paid job in addition to their studies and their 
caring role. 



Carer supports: addressing collateral damage16



17www.carersaustralia.com.au

The issue 
Many carers are forced to drop out of the workforce to take on a caring 
role due to the challenges faced in juggling paid work with unpaid caring 
responsibilities. 

Those who are unpaid carers for a substantial period of time are often 
left with little relevant employment experience, education or training to 
allow them to transition into the workforce when their caring role ceases 
or is reduced.

There are no targeted Federal Government programmes in place 
to support people who are transitioning from a long-term caring role 
to employment. 

4a
Employment 
support for carers
Assisting carers to transition 
into the workforce
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What we know 
 �  Around 37% of carers who provide more than 40 hours of care 
per week have been in this role for 10 years or more.1 

 �  Over 63% of carers who exit from Carer Payment before Age 
Pension age transition to another form of income support such 
as Newstart Allowance. Two out of three individuals receiving 
the Carer Payment in 2011 remained on income support three 
years later.5 

 �  The 2012 Senate Committee Inquiry into the adequacy of the 
allowance payment system for job seekers recommended that 
the government develop targeted and tailored programs for 
former carers as they move to Newstart Allowance or another 
payment once their caring responsibilities end. 

4 Employment support for carers

Election commitment sought

•  Commitment from government to improve the level of 
employment and income support offered to current and 
former carers who are looking to enter or re-engage with 
the workforce when their caring role ceases or is reduced. 

TWO OUT OF THREE INDIVIDUALS 
RECEIVING THE CARER PAYMENT 
IN 2011 REMAINED ON INCOME 
SUPPORT THREE YEARS LATER
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The issue 
There is an overwhelming case to promote carer-friendly working 
environments, supplemented by the broader availability of carer support 
services in the community, to help carers combine work and care. 
The benefits of providing carer-friendly workplaces accrue to carers 
themselves, employers (who would otherwise risk losing experienced 
employees and face rising recruitment costs), and to government by 
reducing outlays on social security benefits for unemployed carers.

4b
Employment 
support for carers
Enabling carers to combine 
work and care
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What we know 
 �  One in every 8 Australian employees is a carer.1

 �  There are carers in all occupations and industries. 
Addressing the needs of carers in the workplace is an issue 
for all employers.

 �  The need to take on caring responsibilities will grow with the 
ageing of the population.

 �  Whether or not a carer is forced to leave the workforce to take 
on a caring role will often depend on the extent to which their 
employer is understanding of their caring responsibilities and 
able to provide flexible working conditions. Many employers are 
not familiar with the term ‘carer’, nor aware of employees in their 
own workplaces who may also have an unpaid caring role. 

 �  Improved employer awareness is needed to highlight the 
benefits of supporting carers in the workplace, and to 
provide information and guidance to employers on a range 
of approaches to support working carers and to keep them 
connected to the workforce.

 �  In its recent report ‘Superannuation Policy for Post-
Retirement’, the Productivity Commission estimated that just 
under one half of all Australians that retired between the ages 
of 45 and 70 did so involuntarily and, among females, the need 
to care for a spouse or family member with poor health is an 
important driver in early retirement.6

 �  The Pilot study of the NDIS's new Outcomes Framework 
suggests that the second greatest barrier to the carers 
of NDIS participants moving into employment is the 
unavailability of flexible jobs.7 

4 Employment support for carers
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Election commitment sought

•  Commitment to encouraging initiatives that will promote 
carer-friendly workplaces and the availability of carer supports 
that will enable carers to combine work and care.
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ONE IN EVERY 8 AUSTRALIAN 
EMPLOYEES IS A CARER
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