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To: Barbara Woolley, Deputy DUe<tor, Office for Women's Initiatives and Outreach, 
Fax: 456-6218 


from: Joan Enunacher, Women', Legal Defense' Fund. 

Re: Child Support and Welfare • 

Qat.: June 17, 1996 
 ,. 

'1. -!;hild SupPOrt 'Refo";": It I,p'! mg', Welfare Issue : 


, . 
So far, the Administration has proposed child supporneform as part of welfare reform, 

There arc connections between the m'o issues;' child suPPort can belp women get off andlor 
Slay off welfare. However, child support reform is much more \han • welfare issue. Mm /' 
than half of the cascIo&! of state child chUd SYpJ,?i:>rt enfQrcement agencies consists of non~ ....,/ 
AFDC cases. ,Those women desperately want a system that works, and many already reel their 
cases take second place to recovering welfare p.yme;lts. Women don:t see ,child suppOrt 
reform as QnJy. or even pnmariJ}:; a welfare issue;' it shouldn't be: framed that way.

.' . o· 

- .' 
" ' Th~ reforms proposed by the Administr.tion, starting with the welfare bill in the 103rd 


Congress, would improve enforcement for all children. (These reform. include establishing 

new state and federal case registries, and new state and federal new hire registries; requiring 

states to centralize the collection and disbursement of child support; requiring greater use of 

income witholding and othe~ proven collection techniques such as license suspension and 

administrative liens; requiring states to adopt uniform rules for iD~te enforcement; and 

simplifying the establishment of paternity). These measures have broad bipartisan support. 

A separate child .support bill, H.R. 3465, has been introduced; a message from the 


" Administration that Congress should move on child sUpport, and not hold it hostage to debates 
over ,,;elfare and Medicaid,. would be welComed by women_ " 

2. '. C:hild SupPOrt Reform· as,s We!fare IssuJ:Dgp'! Biwe Mothers for NOnpavment of ./ 
Child Support! .........,,,/ . . 

Child support enforcement is one Qf the few areas in welfare reform which emphaSIzes' 

the responsibility of absent male pirrenis. Women at all iilcome .I ..ols have experi'"=<! 

pro1>lems collecting child support. A message that says: 'We need to get tough v.ith mothers 

on welfare be9= it is their fault thar fathers aren't paying child support," does not confonn 

to the experience of women .• Women will' not go back to a time of an institutionalized double 

~dard und discrimination against children born out of wedlock. . . . 


" ..' 
3. Improving Child SUl1ll2rt Enforcement in Welfare Cases: Non-CQ2J1!lr.tion is DOt" the 

!'!9.\>lom . ", ' 


'. 
Since 1975, mothers applying for AFDC have been required to cooper.l<,in ehild 


support enforcement> unless they have good cause not to (good .cause is defined to include 

domestic violence, or the C<!!lccption of a child as a result of rape or incest). Welfare -agenCies 

are responsible for detennining whether or not a mother is cooperating with· child support 

enforcement~ and in most states welfare agencies do the initial child support enforcement 

interview. 
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This system has not worked well. However, the GAO, academic researchers. and child 
support agency directors agree that the problem is with the Wem. not with uncooperative 
mothers. In many cases, the welf .... office does a poor job interviewing clients; it'has other 
priorities, and often does not know what the child support agency needs. Even jf the 
information is collected, it may not get to the cbild support agency; the GAO found that one 

, 	in six cases simply feB through the cracks. And, even. if it gets there, the information may not 
be used in • timely way. Many states have greatly increased their establishment of paternity 
and support -- without imposing ·new requirements or tougher sanctions on mothers ~- through 
systemic reform: providing welfare workers v.ith better training on child support enforcement, 
the appropriate forms. and a linked computer 'system, or co-locating child support and welfare 
agencies. 50 a child support worker can do the intake interview.' . 

UnfQrtunatelYJ pending welfare reform proposals focus on tougher enforcement of 
cooperation requirements, not systemic reform. They would give child support agencies the 
responsibility for determining cooperation. and woold allow states 10 deflne cooperation and 
good cause, Some states are already experimenting in these areas - ""th or without waivers ­
- and some ofthe potential problems are becoming apparent. Endorsing "get tough" proposals, 
and encouraging states 10 move forward prematurely, would put many women and children at 
risk. 

4. Having Child "S,ul1ll"rt Ail!ID£iSS Dl:!eJ:!1liM C9Qp<;ration: The Problem of Domestic 
Violence Must Ik Addre5§<d 

Most child support workers. by inclination, training, and job description, are not social 
workers. They don't work with families in • holistic way; they coned money (or try 10). 
Most freely admit that they knew very linle about domestic violenee, and don', want the 
responsibility for dealing "ith it. UofortUllalely, if they have responsibility for determining 
cooperation, the responsibility will be unavoidable. Even if the responsibility for,~d~el';.';;~~'1 
"good ~us~ .. lor non-coo~ation is given to welfare agend~ child suppo-ri--agencle5 will have 
10 kDoW Vi at the.J!ood.cause exception is, Wenn all applieiiiiiSil>ollfKaoooe knowledgeable 
enoUgfi abou14omesti,,-y@"ence, and the sigii!;-Ol315use, 10 be able to identifY and refer "",!,S 
when a woman bas not raised the issue herself, but might have gOOd groundS to do so. 

. . 
A recenl .... in Marylan<l highlights the problem. . A woman applied for MDC 

benefits for her new baby. She had left the baby's father l=ause of his many acts of violence 
t(}v/ard her and her other children (which was under investigation by Child Protective Sen'ices): 
She was not told' about the "good cause'! exception, but was simply told that to get bt::nefits. 
she had to give the father's name. Sbe did. She had bad no contact with the father for about 
a year, but afu:r he received notice of the hearing, he started driving by her bouse and 
threatening her. She called 10 report it 10 the agency, and to ask if she could be excused, she 
was told that nothing eould be done, an<l that if ,he failed 10 appear, she would be arrested. 
Sbe only learned about the "good causc" exception when she contacted the "Legal Forms 
Helpline" of the Family Law Center of Maryland; followup calls by an anomey at the Center 
confmned that ignorance' of the, exception and the process for daiming it was widespread. 
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5. Having States Define CooperroiQn: Don'r Punish Women Who Are Cooperating. but 
Cannot Provide the Information Reguire~l 

As discussed in paragraph 3, the way many Slates interview women to get infonnation 
about child support is seriously inadequate. 'They fail to ask speeiflc questions. and if women 
cannot provide the information at the time, they faii to follow up. Women who do caU with 
additional information find it hand to get through, or learn later ilia! the infonnalioD failed to 
get into the file. States shQuld try to get more specific information than !hey do now. The 
problem is that some states have decided to make providing specific information an absOlute 
requirement. and sanction women who are cooperatip,g. but art unable to provide the 
information. . 

Massachusetts adopted .• law which required all persons seeking public assistance 
(including recipients who had qualified under its old law) to provide the name and social 
security number of the putative father. or two other pieces of information from a limited list. 
The law required thaI the inform.tion be verifiable; thus. providing last known address or last 
known employer was insufficient. Lack of knowledge was no excuse. About 1,800 families 
had their be·nefits reduced under the policYt induding women who had made extensive efforts 
of their ov;n to locate the father. and women who bad provided the father's address and 
employer when they lim applied for MDC, but which the state had not used. A preliminary 
injunction against the pelicy was issued by a Superior Court Judge in Massachusetts, who ruled 
that it discriminated against women and non·maritaJ children, and violated due process because 
there was no rational basis for sanctioning women who are cooperating. but wbo cannot 
provide the information. Even Governor William Weld conceded that in applying the jaw to 
women whose children were born before the law took effect. the state may have made a 
mistake; litigation continues over its applJcation in the future. 

Virginia requires all women, ex«pt in documented cases of rape, to name the father of 
the child. Victims of domestic violence musl provide the fath ..•• full name; bowever. if !hey 
succeed in establishing good cause. they need not provide the addition:u information which 
other women must provide to qualify. Even if the State believes a woman's statement that she 
does Dol have the required infof1!lation. she will be sanctioned, Initially. only her share of the 
grant "",11 be: cut;. after six months. the entire family will lose AFDC Virginia appJies its 
pelicy to children born years before; one of the plaintiffs in the la"~uil challenging the 
Virginia policy had her child 13 years ago. and applied for AFDC in 1994 when she bad to 
leave work because of a disability. 

Virginia+s insistence that bauered women name the: father is a serious problem. Even 
without her further cooperation. the state may attempt to proceed on its own. This is a risk 
that win discourage many victims of domestic '\'iolence from seeking assistance they need to 
survive on their o"-n "w or put ~em at risk if ~ey do. 

I ,",'Quld be happy to provide additional information, 
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March 7, 1996 

The President 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue 
Washln9Ion;'DC 2()51() 

Dear Mr. President: 

I am writing to 

I 
the other by Secretary Donna Shalala that time limits on the 
receipt of benefits may well be Imposed and that there would be no 
federal assurance of income support or employment for welfare 
parents once their benefits expire. 

Our alarm about the prospect that this could become fadersl policy is 
underscored by three items I have read In Just the past week. They 
are: 

1) 	 The account in The Weahlngton Poston Tuesday, February 27 
about the likely impact of welfare changes and social service 
cum on one community. As the newspaper reportad, "At a 
minimum, social selvloa providers said. the cuts would bring II 
marked incrsase In the number of homeless men and women 
begging for spare change and mentally III adults wandering 
through shopping centers and other public places." The 
community at risk is Fairfax County, one of the wealthiest in 
the nation. 

2) 	 The series this week In The New Yor/c Times on the 
devastating Impact of corporate downsizing on communHles 
and families. The story in Wednesday's paper documents how' 
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Dayton. Ohio has been ravaoed by tho changes. Piling the 
kinds of problems alluded to In The W8shlni/wn Post arllcle 
onto the Daytons of this country, which have exponlontlally 
mor'll woIfa", racipleots than Fairfax County, will furthar 
devastale the economies and quality of 11ft of America'. 
struggling cItI.s. 

3) 	 A sIudy co-aulhorsd by Virginia L Carlacn of the University of 
Wioconsin·Mllwaukee and, I am proud to "y, Nlkolas C. 
Theodore of the Chieago Urban League, anllHed; 'Are Th..... 
Enough Jobs? Welfara Reform and Labor Markel Reamy.' In 
thalr study of lebor market cond~lons In illinois, the authOrs 
found that: 

• 	 There are four workers In need of enW-Jevel Joba for 
"""ry Job opening In the stale. 

• 	 The gap balween ontry-Ievel job seekers end available 
jobs Is even targar in oklss, namely alx workers for 
avery olot in Chicago and nina workers for every Job in 
Eest SI. Louis. 

This means that substantial numbers of parenls cas! off of WIIlfaro 
duo to time limits simply will not be able to find work In IIlInolo, and 
presumably &Isewhere. A study commisSioned by the Maryland 
Department of Human Resources documented the same dilemma In 
!het stale. AS the Post reported on !he I!ndlnga of the study. 'How do 
you get more than 79,000 people ott the dole and Inlo the workplace 
when you have fewer than 5,700 Jobs to offw them?" 

A few governors who have faced up to this sterk reality. such as John 
Engler of Michigan and Howard Dean of Vermont, heve decided Ihet 
they must graft public employment program. onto the tlmo limns so 
ihot moth."" who ..... Ior...d off of wolf.ro and cannol oub.oquontly 
find Jobs, .ren' forced to fend with their children for themselves 
alongside the menially ill 8nd hOmeless on the 8""ats of our cltl". 
We urge you not to sub)ec! the fOta Of these vulnerable American 
CItIZens to the vlscls8ltudes ofslate policy or compassion. The impact
un th<om and on dtles of pemul10us and unenlightened stat .. end local 
policies could be horrfflc. 
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When David Ellwood 	 the Idee of ending welfare 

e. we know n, he called I ~~~;1t~~~..I$!.lto replaee the iii 
.	who could not find private employment. W. implo,," you to that 
any wellar. reform omorging from Congress embody thoa. twin 
principl••, Accepting the former without the lattar would place poor 
peopl. and Ill. citi•• they inhabit at unconslonabl. risk. 

Tnank you so very mUCh lor your conslderatlon of our views. 

~ President 


