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As a parent of an adult child with alcohol or
other drug problems, you may have ongoing
and serious concerns for the safety and well-
being of your grandchildren.  This is a
particularly difficult situation as you may be
trying to help your child and maintain your
relationship with him/her, while at the same time
experiencing anger, frustration and fear for your
grandchildren.

There are two main areas of concern for
grandparents:

Fear of Grandchildren Being Harmed 
or Neglected

When your son or daughter is using drugs
and/or alcohol, you may find yourself constantly
worrying about the well-being and health of your
grandchildren. Many questions regarding their
welfare can cause worry and anxiety: Are they
being fed properly? Are they attending school
regularly? Are they in danger in their home? Are
they exposed to alcohol and drug-taking in their
home? Are they getting enough sleep? Are they
frightened, with no one to talk to? Will they lose
their family home due to debt? If you are actively
involved in the care of your grandchildren, you
may be concerned about what might happen to
them if you became ill.

Access to Grandchildren

If your relationship with your son or daughter is
strained or volatile, you might have difficulty
seeing your grandchildren regularly. This can be
very stressful particularly when you want to see
them to reassure yourself that they are OK. You
may simply want to develop good relationships
with your grandchildren and to enjoy their
company but this has become almost impossible.

You may even feel angry that your relationships
with them are damaged through drug/alcohol
misuse. After spending time with them, it can be
equally difficult to say goodbye.

If you are faced with some of those
issues:

•   Raise concerns about your grandchildren 
    with your son or daughter, do so calmly and 
    firmly. Let them know specifically what you 
    are concerned about and why. They may 
    become angry or accusatory, but calmly 
    remind them that all you want is for them and 
    their children to be safe and happy.

•   If you are having difficulty getting to see your 
    grandchildren, try to find other ways of 
    having a relationship with them, for example, 
    writing letters, phoning them, sending e-mails, 
    attending school concerts or sporting events, 
    remembering their birthdays etc.

•   Talk your concerns over with other family 
    members. You may want to involve them in 
    some of the important decision making.

•   Reach out for support. 

If you have concerns about the welfare of your
grandchildren, contact the local social work duty
service in the area and talk it over with a duty
officer. If you are unsure about your concerns,
you can discuss your suspicions with the social
worker before deciding to make a formal report. 

Tusla will consider your report and decide
whether it needs to be followed up. If it does,
Tusla will look for information from other sources
and will contact the child and the child’s parents
in order to establish what is going on. It will then
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take whatever action is required to protect the
child. 

If you need to report your concerns outside
normal office hours (weekends and at night) you
should report your concerns to the Garda
Síochána. 

Under the Protection for Persons Reporting Child
Abuse Act 1998, so long as you report what you
believe to be true and you do so in good faith,
you cannot be sued for making a false or
malicious report.

The Children First Act 2015 obliges certain
professionals and others working with children
to report child protection concerns to the Child
and Family Agency.

Taking Over the Care of 
Your Grandchildren

Many grandparents find themselves taking on
the unexpected role of parenting their
grandchildren. This can be very difficult,
especially when you are getting older and may
have your own health and financial concerns.
The issues related to drug use in the family can
further complicate things, creating difficult
relationships with family members and friends.
Relationships can be further strained if legal
proceedings are involved. Grandparents
sometimes need to formalise their roles through
legal avenues to access further supports in caring
for their grandchildren. 

With this in mind, it is important to get 
support for yourself: 

•   Talk with a friend or counsellor. This may help 
    to clarify things in your mind and help you to 
    work out how to handle the situation. 

•   Decide what help and support you can and 
    cannot offer. Be clear on the role you are 
    taking on. Overstretching yourself will lead to 
    further problems. 

•   Familiarise yourself with the relevant drug 
    and its effects. Understanding how it works 
    and why people become dependent on drugs 
    will help you understand what your child is 
    going through. 

•   Try to balance supporting your child with 
    making sure your grandchildren are safe, 
    happy and secure. 

•   Look after yourself, both physically and 
    mentally. It is important to look after yourself 
    so you can be a good carer and can support 
    your grandchildren. 
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All parents set out with the best intentions in the
world. Sometimes the realities of parenting are
too much and families are unable to manage for
a variety of reasons. 

What happens when parents
cannot provide adequate care
for their children?

This is a very difficult situation for parents and
the extended family. There are many reasons
why a parent may be unable to provide
adequate care for a child, either on a temporary
or ongoing basis, for example, physical or
mental illness, financial pressure, and
drug/alcohol problems. The Child and Family
Agency has a statutory responsibility to provide
Alternative Care Services under the provisions of
the Child Care Act 1991, the Children Act
2001, and the Child Care (Amendment) Act
2007. Children who require admission to care
are accommodated through placement in foster
care or placement with relatives. 

What is foster care?

When it is no longer possible for children to
remain at home with their parents, they may
come into the care of the Child and Family
Agency, either with the agreement of their
parents or through the intervention of the court.
Often, a child cannot live with his or her family
either on a short, or long-term basis. This could
be because of illness in the family, the death of
a parent, neglect, abuse or violence in the home.
Sometimes, it could be for economic reasons,
like unemployment. In an ideal situation, the
child placed in foster care will return to his or her
own family as soon as this is possible.

What is relative foster care?

Relative foster care happens when another
family member becomes foster parent of the
child, for example, a grandparent, aunt, uncle,
or adult sister/brother. In this situation, the
relative of the child is assessed by the Child and
Family Agency in exactly the same way as all
other foster parents.

The assessment is conducted by a social worker
who, over several sessions, will talk to you about
your family and personal history, your motivation
to foster and your capacity to help a child or
young person in need. Garda checks are made
on all applicants. 

Supports 

In addition to the foster care allowance other
supports available to foster parents include:

•   Regular home visits and telephone contact 
    from your assigned fostering link worker

•   Each child in your care has a social worker 
    who visits the child and maintains a link with 
    the child’s birth family

•   You will be able to apply for child benefit for 
    each child in your care

•   Support from your public health nurse if you 
    are caring for a pre-school child

•   A comprehensive training programme pre 
    and post approval

•   A year’s free membership to the Irish Foster 
    Care Association

•   Each child in foster care will have their own 
    medical card
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Guardianship

If you are a guardian of a child in Ireland, you
have a duty to maintain and properly care for
the child and you have a right to make decisions
about the child’s religious and secular education,
health requirements and general welfare. 

Married parents of a child are joint guardians
and have equal rights in relation to the child.

For children born outside of marriage, only the
mother has automatic rights to guardianship. 

Automatic guardianship

If a child is born outside of marriage, the mother
is the sole guardian. The position of the
unmarried father of the child is not so certain. An
unmarried father will automatically be a
guardian if he has lived with the child’s mother
for 12 consecutive months after 18 January
2016, including at least 3 months with the
mother and child following the child’s birth.

Guardianship by agreement

If the mother agrees, the father can become a
joint guardian if both parents sign a statutory
declaration. The statutory declaration must be
signed in the presence of a Peace Commissioner
or a Commissioner for Oaths. 

Guardianship through the courts
Unmarried fathers

If the mother does not agree to sign the statutory
declaration or agree that the father be appointed
as joint guardian, the father must apply to the
court to be appointed as a joint-guardian. You
do not require legal representation to do this,
you can make the application on your own
behalf by applying directly to the District Court.
This is possible, irrespective of whether your
name is on the child’s birth certificate or not. 

Other people

As well as fathers, certain other people may
apply to the court for guardianship:

A step-parent, a civil partner or a person who
has cohabited with a parent for not less than 3
years may apply to the court to become a
guardian where they have co-parented the child
for more than 2 years.

A person i.e. a grandparent who has provided
for the child’s day-to-day care for a continuous
period of more than a year may apply for
guardianship if the child has no parent or
guardian who is willing or able to exercise the
rights and responsibilities of guardianship.

More information:

For more information in relation to Guardianship
contact your local Citizens Information office or
go to www.citizensinformation.ie
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Refer to Information on Support Services section or www.supportme.ie 
for details on supports available


