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Australian workers hurting from care costs

One quarter of workers with caring responsibilities considering leaving work altogether 

[22 February 2005], Sydney - Results from a national report into the cost of caring for children, the elderly and people with a disability, has found Australian workers, business and the economy are hurting under the current system. The report, “Creating Choice: Employment and the cost of caring”, launched by the Taskforce on Care Costs on 24 February 2005 in Sydney, calls on the Government to improve financial support for carers to give them real choice about working and caring, and thus improve flow on effects for business and the national economy.   

The report shows more than one in four workers with caring responsibilities have already reduced their working hours due to the high cost of care, and 25 per cent have considered leaving the workforce altogether.   Juliet Bourke, Chair of TOCC said “Forcing people to chose between work and care is not good for workers, their dependents, business or the national economy”. 

The report observed that the Government has identified increasing levels of workforce participation as a key strategy for Australia’s future economic prosperity.  Bourke said: “Enabling carers to work to their optimal level will help achieve the Government’s objective of increasing workforce participation.  It will increase taxation contributions, reduce government outlays and minimise skill wastage.  This is a win-win situation”.  

The report found that one in three workers with caring responsibilities perceive the cost as “too high”, and 54% of that group are supportive of a change to the tax system to ameliorate their care costs. 

The report observed that Australian Bureau Statistics data show that in New South Wales alone approximately 2 million people over the age of 18 care for another adult or child, but only 1 million are in employment.  Bourke said “Some of that gap is involuntary: the high cost of care stacks the cards in favour of carers reducing their participation or exiting the workforce.  Our survey showed that if care was more affordable 35% percent of working carers would increase their hours of work.  We can expect the same of carers who have already left the workforce”. 

The report observed that the Government’s current financial support for workers with caring responsibilities is minimal, behind international best practice and narrowly focused (ie primarily on young children).  TOCC’s survey found that a focus on children neglects the 20% of workers who care for elders and people with a disability.  Bourke said “We encourage the Government to be proactive about supporting workers with caring responsibilities.”  TOCC recommends that the Government: 

1. Immediately draft legislation (for consultation) to implement its promised 30% rebate for care costs; 

2. Extend the child-care rebate to cover elder and disability care costs; 

3. Extend the 30% rebate to a more meaningful level (ie closer to a dollar for dollar rebate) and remove the proposed $4000 cap; 

4. Introduce reforms to assist the cost of care in combination with a strategy to improve the accessibility and quality of care; 

5. By June 2006 release a public report identifying the steps it has taken to implement the Taskforce’s recommendations. 

                                        Notes

1.  About the Taskforce on Care Costs

The TOCC is supported by a high profile group of business, non-government and government organisations. The aim of TOCC is to investigate the financial cost of care and how it impacts workforce participation, and to promote reforms within a policy framework of financial sustainability, equity and choice.  

Supporters of the Taskforce include: Aequus Partners, Australian Women Lawyers, Baker and McKenzie, the Bar Council of NSW, Blake Dawson Waldron Lawyers, Blue Scope Steel, the Equal Employment Opportunity Network of Australia, Ernst & Young, Freehills, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, IAG, ING (Australia), the Law Society of NSW, McDonalds (Australia), the NSW Equal Employment Opportunity Practitioners Association, Qantas, Reuters, Rialto Consulting, Talent Management Australia, Wee Wunz, Westpac Banking Corporation, Women’s Council of the Liberal Party, Women in Finance, and the Women Lawyers Association of NSW.

2.  About the Survey

In October 2004 TOCC commissioned a random sample national survey to investigate the different types of caring arrangements managed by workers, the impact (if any) of the cost of care on hours worked and issues of workforce retention.  Respondents were asked to comment on the relative importance of access, cost and quality issues when selecting care, whether the cost of care is burdensome and suggestions for reform (eg a rebate or tax deduction).  The survey was developed and analysed by Dr Graeme Russell (Associate Professor, Macquarie University) and administered by an independent research house (AMInteractive). 

3.  Media case studies
TOCC has sourced 3 media case studies to exemplify its findings. Gail Meagher retired early from her work as a school principal to care for her son (who has Downs Syndrome) and her husband (who has Multiple Sclerosis).  Her decision to retire early was due to health problems arising from her difficulty managing her work and multiple caring responsibilities in the absence of substantial support (eg financial support).  For Gail the provision of financial support (either directly or indirectly) would have had a practical impact, but also signified that the Government valued the care she was providing.   Gail says “money is at the back of it all, I would have been helped by a direct rebate or services in kind”. 

Alan Lovell is an actor who works part-time and the primary carer of his two school aged sons.  Alan says “I feel that I am blessed with the opportunity to spend so much time with my two boys, they grow up so fast”, but there is also a financial reality to Alan’s decision.  Given Alan’s sporadic income, and the cost of before and after-school care, he and his partner decided that Alan would reduce his work hours so that he could care for his sons.  

Sara Howard is the director of Whizzbang (a clothing company), and the primary carer of her pre-school aged son.  She is also 5 months pregnant.  Sara says “with a small and growing business, my income is not huge and often irregular. Dylan’s child care costs account for about 40% of my income, but with two children next year the cost of care will double – and unfortunately my salary will not!” As a consequence, Sara is currently evaluating how she will manage those extra costs, and whether she can remain in business.
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