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Foster Care Association of Victoria 

Foster Care Issues 

The Foster Care Association of Victoria (FCAV) is asking the Victorian Government to prioritise care services 
ahead of the state election in November. Foster care is a critically underfunded area of child welfare and 
volunteer foster carers have borne some of the highest health, wellbeing, educational, social and economic 
costs during the pandemic and cost of living increases in 2022.  

Support for foster carers is an effective investment. It directly improves the welfare of the children and young 
people in foster care households. On top of this immediate benefit, recent studies estimate that the economic 
benefit to the Victorian economy of volunteers providing safe homes for children in state care, is between 
$450-$850 million every year.1, 2 

While volunteer foster care saves money compared to alternatives such as residential care, foster carers’ 
indirect benefit to society and the economy is substantial. Foster carer’s facilitate children’s access to critical 
health and education which enables them to recover from trauma and abuse. These services are vital for 
learning, skills acquisition, health and development and enable children to live productive and fulfilling lives. 
Foster carers support children and young people now, which in turn champions their potential life outcomes. 

Unfortunately, because of inadequate funding, carers continue to pay for the costs of caring out of their own 
pockets resulting in poor morale, high attrition rates and low recruitment. This has significant system wide 
costs including placement instability, high carer turnover rates, loss of experienced carers and increased 
recruitment costs.  

Victoria again had the highest number of carers (580) exit the foster care system in Australia during 2020-
21[3] and proportionally fewest commencing foster care (315). This represents a net loss of 265 carers for the 
state.  

The FCAV has worked with over 5100 of its members to ascertain what carers need and prioritise for the 
children and young people in their care. This reveals several key reforms for their support which, if initiated, 
would improve carer capacity to continue providing care and attract more carers in turn. 

Recommended funding and initiatives to better support foster care ahead of the Victorian Election 
2022: 

The FCAV recommends that the following initiatives are funded through the Department of Families, Fairness 
and Housing (the Department) to build on the initiatives from 2020-21 and to address systemic problems in 
current supports to foster carers and the children in their care. 

1. Increase the Carer Allowance in line with recommendations from the KPMG report commissioned by the 
Department to support carers with the cost of living. 

2. Annually index the Care Allowance to the household rate of inflation measured by the Consumer Price 
Index 

3. review the Client Support Funding Framework (CSFF) that funds access to specialist services; 
 

 
1 https://probonoaustralia.com.au/news/2022/09/foster-carers-are-changing-lives-but-they-need-more-support-to-do-
so/?utm_source=CFECFW+Supporters&utm_campaign=ae3ef44214-SECTORBUZZ-2022-
MARCH_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_a2a0732fa5-ae3ef44214-
299814853&mc_cid=ae3ef44214&mc_eid=cb1a704550 
 
2 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-09-11/treatment-foster-care-oregon-program-being-trialled-in-sa/101398530 
3 Child protection Australia 2020–21, How many households commenced and exited care? - Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare (aihw.gov.au) 

https://probonoaustralia.com.au/news/2022/09/foster-carers-are-changing-lives-but-they-need-more-support-to-do-so/?utm_source=CFECFW+Supporters&utm_campaign=ae3ef44214-SECTORBUZZ-2022-MARCH_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_a2a0732fa5-ae3ef44214-299814853&mc_cid=ae3ef44214&mc_eid=cb1a704550
https://probonoaustralia.com.au/news/2022/09/foster-carers-are-changing-lives-but-they-need-more-support-to-do-so/?utm_source=CFECFW+Supporters&utm_campaign=ae3ef44214-SECTORBUZZ-2022-MARCH_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_a2a0732fa5-ae3ef44214-299814853&mc_cid=ae3ef44214&mc_eid=cb1a704550
https://probonoaustralia.com.au/news/2022/09/foster-carers-are-changing-lives-but-they-need-more-support-to-do-so/?utm_source=CFECFW+Supporters&utm_campaign=ae3ef44214-SECTORBUZZ-2022-MARCH_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_a2a0732fa5-ae3ef44214-299814853&mc_cid=ae3ef44214&mc_eid=cb1a704550
https://probonoaustralia.com.au/news/2022/09/foster-carers-are-changing-lives-but-they-need-more-support-to-do-so/?utm_source=CFECFW+Supporters&utm_campaign=ae3ef44214-SECTORBUZZ-2022-MARCH_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_a2a0732fa5-ae3ef44214-299814853&mc_cid=ae3ef44214&mc_eid=cb1a704550
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/child-protection/child-protection-australia-2020-21/contents/carers/how-many-households-commenced-and-exited-care
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/child-protection/child-protection-australia-2020-21/contents/carers/how-many-households-commenced-and-exited-care
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4. fund the Carer Strategy that drives system wide reform for carers; 
5. provide ongoing funding for the Carer Assistance Program (CAP) for counselling and advice; 

With subsidiary recommendations regarding: 

• Women carers; 
• Client Incident Management System (CIMS) support; 
• Carer Advisory Group (CAG) administration; and 
• Victorian Handbook for Foster Carers update and administration. 
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1.  Carer Allowance review 

The FCAV recommends an increase to the care allowance and a simplified structure to meet the true 
costs of caring for a child or young person in home-based care. This includes aligning allowance levels 
with key education life stages, for example, pre-school (0-4), primary school (5-12) and secondary 
school (13-17) and ensuring cost of living indexation is applied annually to keep pace with those costs. 
The FCAV recommends regularly reviewing allowance rates against cost of care data on a regular 
basis. 

Research indicates financial strain is one of the top reasons carers cease fostering. The level 1 care allowance 
in Victoria is significantly lower than comparable states such as NSW and lower when compared to most other 
states. The Victorian care allowance was last increased by an average of $20 per week in 2016 with only small 
increases for the cost of living since then. As a result, the care allowance has decreased in real value at a time 
when the cost of living is rapidly increasing because of high energy, food and housing expenses.  

The Department of Fairness Families and Housing’s (the Department) Victorian Home-based Carer Census[2] 
found that 59% of foster carers regularly use their own funds to cover costs of care for their child and that 75% 
report that providing foster care has had a negative impact on their finances. 

In Victoria, foster carers are accredited volunteers who provide temporary, short-term or long-term care to 
children and young people who are unable to live with their birth families. Children and young people in foster 
care are far more likely to have high emotional and mental health care needs than children in the general 
population[3], The role of their carer is to provide a loving and supportive home environment that meets their 
social and emotional needs. 

Victoria again had the highest number of carers (580) exit the foster care system in Australia during 2020-
21[4] and proportionally fewest commencing foster care (315). This represents a net loss of 265 carers for the 
state.  

Key points 

The Victorian care allowance does not cover the true costs care of a child. The Department’s Victorian Home-
based Carer Census[2] shows that up to 59% of carers are financing the costs of care out of their own pocket. 

Victoria’s level 1 care allowance (for children aged 0-7) is $ 427.05 per fortnight which is the second lowest of 
any state in Australia 

A Victorian 6-year-old child’s carer receives less care allowance than in most other states:5 

• $159 less than in NSW per fortnight; 
• $127 less than in Qld per fortnight 
• $91 less than in WA per fortnight; and 
• $83 less than in Tasmania per fortnight. 

Recommendation 

The care allowance should increase to cover the true costs of care. Increases should be benchmarked against 
like states such as NSW. 

The FCAV recommends an immediate increase to the care allowance and a review of the process and 
structure for ascertaining care allowance levels of each child. Resourcing should be provided for regular 
reviews of care allowance levels based on the needs of the child. Set allowance levels should be aligned with 
key education life stages, pre-school (0-4), primary school (5-12) and secondary school (13-17) and with 
indexation applied year on year to keep pace with true costs of providing care.  

 
4 Child protection Australia 2020–21, How many households commenced and exited care? - Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare (aihw.gov.au) 
5 Figures are accurate as at 30 June 2022 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/child-protection/child-protection-australia-2020-21/contents/carers/how-many-households-commenced-and-exited-care
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/child-protection/child-protection-australia-2020-21/contents/carers/how-many-households-commenced-and-exited-care
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2.  Review expenses funding and reimbursements under the Client Support Funding 
Framework  

The Client Support Funding Framework (CSFF) provides two sources of funding for children in foster care: 

• Client Expenses; and  
• Placement Support.  

Client Expenses covers costs not covered by the care aallowance and is the key funding mechanism for getting 
access to medical, educational, therapeutic, respite, sports, school uniforms and additional travel supports for 
children in care.  

The FCAV estimates that the Government has spent approximately $23m on Client Expenses in each of the 
last two financial years. This covers all children under child protection watch which is approximately 20,000 
children in any year. This amounts to only $1150 allocated per child. This is only enough to buy approximately 
seven counselling sessions per year, with no funding to cover other essential costs. 

In view of inadequate funding it’s no surprise that the 2021 Victorian Home based Carer Census[7] shows that 
up to 59% of carers are funding care related expenses out of their own pocket. The problem is exacerbated 
by the fact that most Victorian carers are on level one care allowance which is one of the lowest care 
allowances in Australia (see above). 

It is unacceptable that volunteer carers are funding access to support services from their own finances. The 
Government must provide additional/adequate funding to assist with access to counselling, educational 
interventions (speech therapy, occupational therapy, maths and English coaching) and recreational activities 
such as sporting club memberships 

Recommendation 

1. a substantial increase to the funding available for Client Expenses so that all children in care are able to 
access the support services they require to recover from the effects of trauma, neglect and abuse;. 

2. a guaranteed amount of reimbursable funds be available for each child per annum  

3. streamlining of the application process to provide timely and transparent decision making. 

4. transparent and consistent policies and procedures that outline the expenses that can be claimed. 

Greater certainty and transparency about funding will assist in planning and management of funds by an 
organisation closer to the child. It will also assist carers with more timely decision making and a better 
understanding of the needs of each child, reducing the need for carers to pay for services or undertake lengthy 
administrative processes for reimbursement. 
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3.  Re-establish and fund the roll out of the Victorian Carer Strategy – Strong carers, 
stronger children 

The Government launched the Carer Strategy[8] in 2019 to address a wide range of systemic issues to improve 
carer retention and reduce carer churn. However, the Government hasn’t funded the development and 
implementation of the Carer Strategy with theworking group having only met three times since 2019.  

The Carer Strategy needs to be re-activated and working group of carers, peak body representatives and 
Department staff established to oversee its implementation. The work program should have an operational 
focus on measurable and deliverable outcomes including: 

· birth registration system review 
· Carer Help Desk operation and oversight 
· Medicare access issues 
· carer research 
· care allowance/funding review 
· CIMS process/support review 
· carer exit interviews 
· transport issues 
· client expenses administration review 

Recommendation 

Fund the Carer Strategy and re-establish a carer strategy working group.  
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4.  Ongoing funding to provide the FCAV Carer Assistance Program  

The Carer Assistance Program (CAP) provides targeted one-on-one counselling sessions for carers. The CAP 
was established by the FCAV after identifying that generic counselling services such as Employment 
Assistance Programs were inadequate and that carers did not have access to a counselling service that 
understood carer roles and needs.  

Foster carers require the additional support provided by the CAP for their mental health and wellbeing needs 
which arise because of their role as foster carers.  

The CAP is delivered by FCAV staff who understand the child protection system and who have years of 
experience in supporting and advocating for carers. Because the counselling service is delivered online it has 
high usage from carers in regional and remote areas who struggle to access services in their location.  

The FCAV recommends the Department commit to ongoing funding of the CAP to capitalise on the economies 
of scale and processes in place within the FCAV, carer stakeholders, agencies and the sector which is now 
familiar with the service as the only dedicated therapeutic referral service for foster carers in Victoria. 

CAP evaluation data indicates that carers find the program highly valuable and a significant majority of carers 
(75%) had multiple counselling sessions.The CAP is delivered online and data shows that more regional carers 
have accessed the CAP underlying the need for support services for rural and remote carers. 

Recommendation 

That the Department provides ongoing funding for the CAP to support the mental health and wellbeing of foster 
carers and prospective foster carers all over Victoria.  
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5.  Cost of living care allowance indexation 

The care allowance is indexed annually at the beginning of every financial year to assist with increases in the 
cost of living. This financial year the care allowance was increased by only 2% when the household cost of 
living prices as measured by Consumer Price Index (CPI) increased by 6.1%6 for the financial year up to 30 
June 2022. This means that the care allowance has declined in real value by approximately 4%. 

care allowance payment increases for children between 0-7 

Care Allowance  

Level 1 

2021/22 2022/23 Annual care 
allowance 
increase 1/7/22 

Annual  
household 
price increase 
30/6/22  

0-7 years $418 $427.05 2% 6.1% 

8-10 years $433.25 $441.92 

11-12 years $479.86 $489.46 

13+ years $615.77 $628.09 

 

Recommendation 

The care allowance be annually indexed to the household cost of living as measured by the CPI. 

 

 

  

 
6 https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/price-indexes-and-inflation/consumer-price-index-australia/latest-release 
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Subsidiary Recommendations 

Cost of providing care - Victorian Women 

The FCAV recognises that the women who have provided foster care over the last two years have borne an 
even higher social and economic cost because of the impacts of the pandemic on top of existing stressors in 
the home-based care system. 

It is well established that women deliver the bulk of paid and voluntary care services in Victoria, including foster 
care. 

The FCAV commends the Victorian Government on producing the Home-based Carer Census in 2021[i],[10] 
which shows the disproportionate representation of women providing foster, kinship and permanent care. 
Across all care categories, women overwhelmingly accounted for most carers in these roles, for instance, 
women accounted for 83% of foster carers. Alarmingly, the largest household income group within that 
category was under $40,000 and only 19% were in full-time work. These findings have implications for financial 
strain on households providing care. 

Women provide the majority of volunteer foster care in Victoria. Volunteering for foster care frequently requires 
women to work part-time on a reduced salary, accept lower paying jobs to ensure they have the flexibility to 
support the placement of high needs children or, cease paid work altogether. Workplace supports such as 
childcare are frequently unavailable or difficult to access making work force participation even more 
challenging. This impacts women carers in the short and long term with reduced household budgets, lack of 
superannuation, reduced lifetime earnings, fewer holiday and long service leave entitlements as well as 
implications for their ability to secure a deposit for a home or pay off a mortgage and save for retirement. 

Evidence shows that the sectors that were hardest hit by the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions included the 
education, health and hospitality sectors which all have high levels of female employment and have been 
impacted most by unemployment due to the pandemic. 

Recommendation: 

The FCAV recommends increased care allowance payments and structure (see section1) and clarity on the 
CSFF (see section 2). The FCAV recommends ongoing funding is provided for the CAP therapeutic support 
to women carers. 

  



 

9 | P a g e  
 

Client Incident Management  

The Client Incident Management System (CIMS Investigations) needs review to properly support carers 
through an investigation process by improvements in: 

• investigation timeliness (including measurable milestones); 
• procedural fairness,  
• integration with other reporting schemes to prevent multiple investigations for the same incident; and 
• establishment of an independent carer advice and support service. 

Keys issues that have plagued the CIMS investigation process include: 

• long delays between notification of an investigation and their interviews 
• short notice of allegations before interview (frequently less than 24 hours) 
• delays in police investigations due to competing priorities and investigations left “on hold” while police are 

on leave 
• lack of information because police request that carers not be advised of allegation details they decide 

whether to interview 
• delays in the provision of transcripts for carer sign off, and completion and submission of investigation 

reports to the Department for endorsement.  
• Lack of legal support services to advise carers 

 

Carers are leaving the foster care system directly following CIMS investigations, regardless of substantiation, 
citing a lack of perceived fairness, a lack of effective support from their agencies and an unwillingness to 
subject themselves and their families to any future investigations.  The implications of this for carer retention 
across Victoria are obvious and concerning in an already under-resourced system. 

Recommendations: 

1. Increased funding to ensure investigation resources are sufficient to meet the required investigation 
timeframes – in both the Community Service Organisations responsible the department.  

2. Financial assistance be provided to foster carers for costs when seeking legal advice. 

3. Establishment of a carer advice and support service to assist carers through the long and stressful process 
of an investigation; and 

4. CIMS should be reviewed to ensure that it is consistent and integrated with related investigation schemes 
such as the Reportable Conduct Scheme and Suitability Panel process to ensure that multiple 
investigations are not required for the same incident..  
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Carer Advisory Group  

Carer Advisory Group (CAGs) management was decentralised in 2018 into four Departmental divisions with 
no central oversight. This has meant a lack of coordination between CAGs regarding the development of work 
programs and no centralised approached to addressing the common issues. A centralised carer update is no 
longer provided meaning that CAGs operate in a closed loop with no mechanism for updating the broader 
foster care community as a representative mechanism.  

Recommendation 

The FCAV recommends that the purpose of the CAGs be refocused so that they operate as a forum for 
identifying issues which are addressed through a departmental work program such as the Carer Strategy.  

Handbook Update and Administration  

The Victorian Carer Handbook (Handbook) was launched in 2016 as a reference and guide foster carers.. The 
Handbook needs to be updated to ensure it provides carers with accurate information and advice. 

Recommendation 

The FCAV recommends a project for a review and refresh of the advice within the Victorian Carer Handbook 
and committed resources to provide consistent updates as they occur. This would identify any lapsed or 
missing information with a process to ensure the relevance and accuracy of the handbook year on year with 
an address by the current Minister for Child Protection and Carers, reiterating the commitments within the 
Charter.  

 
[1] AIHW Child Protection Report 2019-20, Child protection Australia 2019–20 (aihw.gov.au) 

[2] Carer-census-report_2021.pdf (dhhs.vic.gov.au): https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-
report_2021.pdf 

[3] Fergeus, J, Humphreys, C, Harvey C, and Herrman, H. (2017) Assisting carers to respond to the mental health needs of 
children.  Children Australia.  42 (1). p. 30-37. 

[4] AIHW Child Protection Report 2019-20, Child protection Australia 2019–20 (aihw.gov.au) 

[5] Care allowance structure and payment rates 2021-2022 https://services.dffh.vic.gov.au/support-home-based-carers-victoria 

[6] https://www.fcav.org.au/images/media/Marilyn-McHugh_FosterKinship-Conference-Melbourne-2017.pdf 

[7] Carer-census-report_2021.pdf (dhhs.vic.gov.au): https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-
report_2021.pdf 

[8] Department of Health and Human Services Victoria | Strong carers, stronger children (dhhs.vic.gov.au): 
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/publications/strong-carers-stronger-children 

[9] Carer-census-report_2021.pdf (dhhs.vic.gov.au): https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-
report_2021.pdf 

[10] Carer-census-report_2021.pdf (dhhs.vic.gov.au): https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-
report_2021.pdf

 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/c3b0e267-bd63-4b91-9ea6-9fa4d14c688c/aihw-cws-78.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/c3b0e267-bd63-4b91-9ea6-9fa4d14c688c/aihw-cws-78.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://services.dffh.vic.gov.au/support-home-based-carers-victoria
https://www.fcav.org.au/images/media/Marilyn-McHugh_FosterKinship-Conference-Melbourne-2017.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/publications/strong-carers-stronger-children
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202107/Carer-census-report_2021.pdf

