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We champion the wider
family who care for children




Protect Support Provide - a Policy Response
Summary
Grandparents Plus is the national charity which champions the role of grandparents and the wider family in children’s lives.  We have been working in partnership with the Equality and Human Rights Commission to explore the link between child poverty and older people’s poverty around grandparental care.  This policy response is being published alongside the report Protect, support, provide: examining the role of grandparents in families at risk of poverty.   This report shows that the role of grandparents, particularly in families at risk of poverty, is significant and growing; the greatest contribution comes from working age, low income grandmothers; and in making this increasing contribution many grandparents risk hardship themselves.  We believe that it is time for this role to be recognised and supported.  Failing to do so risks ignoring the reality of family life in Britain today.  In particular we are calling for: 
the right to request flexible working extended to all.

2 weeks grandparental leave in a child’s first year.
more affordable, flexible, good quality formal childcare.
it to be possible for parents to pay grandparents for childcare through childcare tax credits and childcare vouchers.

the grandparent NI credit  backdated and include the State 2nd Pension.
DWP to consider the impact on the wider family of increased conditionality, particularly for single parents.
children’s centres actively promoting their services to grandparents, particularly BME grandparents and those caring for a disabled grandchild. 
additional measures to support family and friends carers:

· official data collected on children in family and friends care
· a national financial allowance for family and friends carers.

· disregards in the benefits system extended to include allowances paid to family and friends carers.

· paid leave when family and friends carers take on the care of a child. 

· an amendment to the child poverty bill to recognise family and friends carers as a group at risk of poverty. 

Introduction 

Grandparents Plus has been working in partnership with the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) and the Department for Social Policy and Social Work at the University of Oxford on a project to examine the contribution that grandparents make in families at risk of poverty and we begin to consider the impact that this has on both older people's poverty and child poverty. The final report, 'Protect, support, provide - examining the role of grandparents in families at risk of poverty' shows that:

· Changes such as an ageing population and the growing diversity of family life are increasing the contributions that grandparents make to their families..
· Working age women on lower incomes are the grandparents who are most likely to make the biggest contribution.

· Working class women are more likely than middle class women to become a grandmother under the age of 50, than middle class women (22% compared to 5%).

· Grandparents make a particularly significant contribution to the care of children in single parent families, families with disabled children/disabled parents, black and minority ethnic families and those where parents are no longer able to care for their children.  These are also families who face an enhanced risk of poverty.

This has potential implications for grandparents' ability to engage in paid employment, for their health and for the continuation of intergenerational poverty in some families. 

The Government has the aim of achieving an 80% employment rate. As work remains the best route out of poverty, it is important to consider how increasing the employment rate of parents may place additional demands on grandparents, particularly when they may also want and need to remain in employment themselves. The employment of parents and older people is necessary for the realisation of the 80% aspiration, and as such any measures taken need to ensure that the whole family is able to balance their responsibilities between work and family life. 
The lack of visibility of grandparents in policy terms has meant that the connection between older people’s poverty and child poverty has been largely overlooked.  

Policy recommendations

Flexible working for all

We want to see flexibility at work become the norm rather than the exception.  We believe that the most effective way to achieve this culture shift is to extend the right to request flexible working to all so that it puts the employer in the driving seat and becomes about how an organisation chooses to organise itself rather than a concessionary approach to particular groups of employees.  But we also recognise that, despite the well-documented business benefits of flexible working (employee loyalty, productivity and reduced overheads), in the current difficult economic climate employers should be incentivised to transform their workplaces in this way.

The right to request flexible working is already available to parents and carers of older or disabled people but this right does not extend to grandparents.  We want to make it easier for grandparents to combine work and care because this will both support them and will also help the families they care for. 

We have an ageing workforce.  EHRC research (Working Better) indicates that for those older workers who are not in paid work access to flexible working would help many of them return to the workplace.   As people are living longer grandparents are increasingly likely to have a living parent themselves.  Younger grandparents are also more likely to be providing significant amounts of childcare, with working age grandmothers on low incomes the most likely to be providing childcare and to have given up work or reduced their hours to care for grandchildren. This group are also at increased risk of poverty in old age.   The introduction of flexible working for everyone, would help grandparents balance childcare and work as well helping them to escape poverty in old age.  Significantly for government policy objectives, it would also help retain this group in the labour market for longer.  

Grandparents Plus also supports ending the default retirement age, recognising that we should give older workers who want to remain in work the opportunity to do so.

Grandparental leave
Grandparents Plus would like to see the introduction of an entitlement to 2 weeks paid “granny leave”, in the same way as fathers can currently take paternity leave. This would be available in the first year after the birth of a child.  We know that the first year after a baby is born is when parental relationships come under considerable strain and it is also when parents say they are particularly likely to turn to grandparents for help and support.  

This period of leave could be allocated for grandparents to take in their own right or another option would be to explore the possibility of a period of leave which could be transferred from a parent to a grandparent. 

There is also a case for considering the particular social benefits of supporting grandparents with paid leave when they care for the child of their teenage son/daughter, enabling them to return to full-time education or employment.  The opportunity to request time off work to help with raising the children of teenage parents, or to support the child’s parent if they are studying or in training, was introduced last year in Germany. 

More affordable, flexible good quality formal childcare
One of the reasons why parents turn to grandparents for childcare is the lack of suitable, affordable, flexible good quality formal childcare.  Increasing formal childcare provision would help to ease the pressure on grandparents to take on this childcare role.  It is important to note however, that parental reasons for choosing childcare are complex and it is not possible for formal childcare to meet everyone’s needs. For example, those working anti-social or irregular hours or those who feel particularly vulnerable in the labour market or those who simply prefer the care of someone they know.

We welcome the recent investment in services for disabled children, however there is still a long way to go until the right support is available to all families, including access to short breaks and formal childcare which are appropriate to families’ needs. 

Make it possible for grandparents to receive childcare tax credits or childcare vouchers
The report finds strong evidence to back Grandparents Plus call to make it possible for parents to pay grandparents who provide significant amounts of childcare through the childcare tax credit and childcare voucher systems. Despite the introduction of childcare tax credits many people in work on low incomes find formal childcare unaffordable.  Making it possible to pay grandparents through tax credits or vouchers would be an effective way of targeting extra support to the poorest families whilst strengthening incentives to work.  It would also boost the incomes of grandparents who may be increasing their own risk of poverty by providing care for their grandchildren.  

The measure would particularly benefit parents of disabled children who are at high risk of poverty and often cannot find suitable childcare, and lone parents who often rely on their own parents to look after their children whilst they are at work because it offers greater flexibility, reliability and affordability than formal childcare. Potentially, it could also reduce poverty and reduce unemployment among black and minority ethnic families, including those for a Bangladeshi and Pakistani backgrounds, who may be more likely to rely on grandparents to provide childcare to enable mothers to work.
Pensions

Grandparents Plus welcomes the introduction from April 2011 of credits to the Basic State Pension for grandparents who look after grandchildren under 12 for more than 20 hours a week.  But we believe this should be extended in a number of ways.  In particular we agree with the EHRC that the grandparent NI credit should also include the Second State Pension in the same way as NI credits for parents and carers of older or disabled adults.  We would also like to see the Basic State Pension credited extended to grandparents who look after disabled children over the age of 12 for significant periods.  Finally we believe there is a case for back-dating the introduction of the grandparental NI credit so that more grandparents can benefit.
Welfare benefits and increased conditionality
We are concerned about the impact of increased conditionality in the benefits system on families, and in particular the implications for working grandparents of increased requirements for parents on Income Support to move into work. We believe that DWP should look at the impact on the wider family of increased conditionality, including the impact on grandparents who may be asked to look after children to support a parent into work.  

Children’s centres actively promoting their services to grandparents 

Grandparents Plus welcomes the increased recognition of the role of grandparents in children’s lives in Support for All, the DCSF families and relationships green paper. We would like to see children’s centres ensuring their services are accessible to and used by grandparents, including those who may face particular barriers such as minority ethnic grandparents and those looking after a disabled child. 

Financial support for family and friends (kinship) carers 
The report highlights the severe financial pressures facing family and friends carers – most of whom are grandparents - who are bringing up their grandchildren because parents are no longer able to fulfil that role, for example because of parental drug or alcohol misuse, illness, child abuse or bereavement.  Most family and friends carers are struggling on very low incomes with three out of four experiencing financial hardship and in many instances they are forced to give up work or reduce their paid working hours when they take on full time care of their grandchildren.  Grandparents who step in to bring up their grandchildren are unfairly disadvantaged in many ways and so Grandparents Plus is backing the Kinship Care Alliance’s call for the Government to tackle the poverty and disadvantage that they face by:  

collecting data on children living in family and friends care. The absence of official data undermines the ability of policy makers and service providers to identify and to respond to their care and support needs.
the introduction of a national financial allowance for grandparents and other relatives caring for a child who would otherwise be in the care system at public expense, for example following a residence order, special guardianship order, or child protection investigation, because the parent is no longer able to look after that child.

extending disregards in the benefits system – in particular ensuring that all residence order, special guardianship order and adoption allowances are fully disregarded for the purposes of all benefit calculations.  There is a precedent for this as child maintenance payments will be disregarded from April 2010.

Introducing paid leave when family and friends carers take on the care of a child 
In the same way that parents who adopt a child are entitled to paid adoption leave, parents who take on a child who would otherwise be in the looked after system should be entitled to paid leave.

amending the child poverty bill to recognise family and friends carers as a group at risk of poverty. 

Further research

As well as adding to understanding of the role played by grandparents in modern families, this report also highlights some of the gaps in our understanding.  Particular gaps in knowledge which require further research, and which will be priorities for Grandparents Plus as we go forward are:

the role of grandparents in black and ethnic minority families.  Our knowledge and understanding of the role played by grandparents in black and minority ethnic families is very limited and further primary research is needed.

the role of grandparents in families with a disabled children and/or disabled parents, and in particular identifying ways in which grandparents in these families could be better supported.

family and friends care - our knowledge and understanding of families where grandparents who are bringing up their children because parents are unable to fulfil this role is limited and further research is needed to enable policy and practice better to support these often very vulnerable children and their carers. 
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