I M R WS LI Dt WS | iy

- - Nt 34

We{fa:e Rc{om Dmly Report -0ctober 13, 1998 (PAGE El
w"‘“’

CoI)Y 3 {,o.u%“ 6‘@'\3
Cb\Dj \»«LXN C*-&\ V\Qk L

| Cawn sm\m (~u-fk

ARTICLES
A ’

Copyright 1998 Times Mirror Company ; : ' C N———
Los Angeles Times October 13, 1998, Tuesday . . . : ‘

A DISGRACEFUL SYSTEM; THE L.A. COUNTY CHILD SU?PORT ENFORCEMEI\T SYSTEM
ROUTINELY RANKS LAST OF 58 COUNTIES IN A STATE NOTORIOUSLY NEGLIGENT IN
COLLECTING CHILD SUYPORT

I’s heartbreaking and mfunann& the Icgions of lives ruined by a flawed, ploddmgi and burcaucratcalty unfeeling child
support enforcement system in Los Angeles County. It fails 1o collect support for nme out of 10 cases filed on behalf of
children who enter the system; when payment is demanded, the target is samenmes a man not the father, which leads o
fresh disaster. The chronic failures of the system range from lax management fo a ba}ky costly computer system. The
d!smct attorney’s office must be called to account. and county and state gcvemmem must between them repair it.

“Failure 10 Provide: Los Angeles County’s Child Support Crisis,” a Times mvesugamc serics that ends today,
documents horror stories of families losing their homes and forced into homeless shclters or onlo welfare for lack of child
support, though the absent parent could have been located in minutes, Written by Greg Krikorian and Nicholas Riccardi,
the series also chronicles the ruin visited on mistakenly identified deadbeats, their wages garnisheed, their real familics
destroyed by a system that resists correcting its mistakes, The D.A.'s office is equally slow in finding real deadbcat
parents, even when given pertinent, detailcd identifying information such as Social Security numbers, addresscs
cmployment history and telephonc numbers.

Dist. Auy. Gil Garcetti touts the more than $ 230 million collected last year, bul it amounts 1o a teardrop in the ocean of
ihe county's huge volume of cases, more than in 40 entirc states. Garcetti also blaimes delays on support workers
“overwhelmed by caseloads of more than 2,000 families. But the Board of Supervisors, suspicious of Garceetti's staffing and
spending priorities, has not approved his request to double the number of cascwml"kers. Garcetti boasts of changes such as
a new calling center scheduled to open this month, prompted by a damning Price/ Waterhouse audit last vear that reported
desperate parenis <alling hundreds of times before getting through. The district a%torney aiso defends a $ 35-million
computer system that, ecven after being "fixed,” still misidentifies fathers ‘

The L.A. Cotinty child support enforcement system routinely ranks last of 38 counties. according to the nonprofit group
Children Now, in'a state that is notoriously negligent in collecting child support iand has no functioning statewide child
support ciforcement computer network, as required by Washington, The probler begins in Sacramento, because the stute
delcgates this important, federally mandated job to county district aorneys. So the solution will have to start with the
next governor and Legislature. First, they should ask some questions: Should prosecutors who would rather put away
murderers than track down negligeni fathers and a few irresponsible mothers, remain in charge of this task” Is child
support collection such a low priority, such a dead end that it attracts neither the best nor the brightest in any district
atorney's office? If so, Sacramento should swiftly consider privatizing collection, taking control of it at the statc level, as
is done 1n other states, or delegating this important responsibility to another agency.

Some counties do a better job than L.A. County. Alameda, which includes Oakland, and Fresno, with a highly transient
population, get better results. To increase accountability at the county level, Sacramento should provide greater incentives
for accuracy, thoroughness and speed in child support collections, in the same way that the federal government rewards
states that sxgmﬁcamty reduce welfare caseloads and punishcs those that fail to'meet deadlines.

Please contact Loy McSwain if you wou!d like to receive the WR Daily Reporf by e-mail or if you have quesnons
about articles found in this publication. [Emcswc:m@ccf dhhs.gov (e-mail} or 202-401-1230{voice}). .

:


mailto:Imcswain@acf.dhhs.gov

»

Weifare Reform Daily Report —October 13, 1998 (PAGE 5)

’I’he Lxule Hoaver Comzmssxon ina cmml 1997 report on the state’s collection cffons advised the chlslaturc that .
child support should be an inescapable obligation. It should also be accurately rendcred There can be no more excuscs for
the lack of accountability at the state or county lcvei no more tolerance for a system That fails so many chxldren

Copynght 1998 Times Mirror C;)rﬁpany ' - : S—
. Los Angeles Times Oclober 13 1998, Tuesday ' ' o

SERIES Fm}ure to Pronde Los Angeles County s Cluld Support Crisis. Last'in a senes

'TROUBLES WITH COMPUTERS ILLUSTRATE CRISIS, : ‘
CALIFORNIA SCRAPPED A $171- MILLION SYSTEM AND IS NOW REQUESTD\G $312 MILLION FOR A
NEW ONE. THE SUPPLIER, THE STATE AND COUNTIES ALL GET SOME OF THE BLAME.

B YLINE WCHOLAS RICC4RDI and GREG KRIKORMN TIMES STAFF WRITERS

. For proof that California's chxld support program is in cmisis, obscrvexs say, look no further than its calamnous
experience with computerization. :

After spcndmg s 171 million on a svstem that has now been scrapped, Cahforma is requcsung $ 312 million from the
federal government to replace it. That system, despite ns eyc-<catching price tag, 15 mtended to Iast only a few years--until
stilt another system is desxgned 4 H ”

“The computer failure and its aftermath clearly show that thcre is no control of Cahforma s child support proaram 'said
Leora Gershenzon at the Nauonal Center for Youth Law in San Francisco, : »

A decade ago, the federal government required every state to build a computer system o 3mprove its child suppon
collections. The mandate was especially important in Cakforma, bccausc SOme Counties were usmg archaic computers,
and some only paper. :

- In 1992, Cahforma contracted w1th Lockhced IMS to buﬂd the computer sfstem And though adm:mstranon officials
say the system's fallure was Lockheed‘s fault, a repon by the state auditor found plenty of blaine to be spraad around.

" "A cascade of events” led to the failure, the report said. Among them The pmject was wansferred, midstream, from the
Department of Social Services to the state's Health and Welfare Data Center, an lagency that the auditor found was not up
to the task. Warning signals from quality control contractors and Lockhced nsclf were ignored. And the counties simply
‘would not unify behmd the systcm .

Catifornia chﬂd support duector Leslic Frye maintains that the :a'stem was a "vendor faﬂure and refuses to discuss it
citing arbitration between the state and Lockheed since the contract was scvered last year. Gov. Pete Wilson's office did
not return a call seeking comment,

Leckheed oﬁ‘mals blamc the sysmm‘s failure”on the state gdwmmcm’siﬁabﬂity to control diétrici attomeys

: “’1' here just wasn't a strong, cohesive decxsxon—makﬁr at the statc level,” said Lockheed IMS Vice' Presxdcm Julie Sgaxi.
AN

" Sgazi complamed that the statc employed six dxﬁerem project managers dunmg the ﬁ.ve-year project. Inchv;dual district
atorneys insisted that they wanted the systemn custornized to fit the way they handled cases--for mstance some wanted
every casc assigned to a specific caseworker, others wanted them scattered throughout the office.

' The state terminated its contract with Leckheed in the fall of 1997.

Please contact Lcrry‘McSwoih if you would iike to receive the WR Duaily Reporf by e-mail or if you hove questions
about articles found in this publication. {Imcswain@act.dhhs.gov (e-moil] or 202;401-1230(voice)).
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"If you 1alk to people from other states, they refei to. California as a black hole if ihmr cases go there,” said a
congressional staﬁcr who is invoived in child suppon “Tt's kind of fascmanng mamhe state with Silicon Valley can't gct a
compuler program.’ ‘ Pl . .

it is what happened after the system was pronounced dead that critics say best dlustmtcs the clou: wielded by the district
attorneys who oversee child support collections. -

Prosecutors proposed that the state use seven different oomphter systems that thé district aromneys would provxde»mihcr
than the single, unified system demanded by the federal government. The d:stnct attorneys' systems would be networked
together,

Afier much battling in Sacramento and an appeal by the district attorneys that V‘;’ﬂson usc his influence to sccure their
seven systems, the Legislature whittled the number down to four: the Los Angeles fsystem_ which the federal government
had already paid for, plus three others. The proposed cost for that interim systcm and planmn« its eventual replacement is
$ 312 million, :

The federal government, skeptical of amy proposal for more than a single statewide s}stem has yet to sign off on the
project. .

"I see the D.A'S wagging the dog," said Assemblirwoman Dion Aroner (D-Berkéley). "This is a problem,;’
4
Frye, the state's child support director, said the new arrangement makes the bCSE of a bad situation. “This is a fallback
position,” she said, referring to the fact that California faces millions of dollars mlfcderal penalties without an operational
computer system. "It's not the textbook way, it's not the first choice of anybody mvolved "

But it is proof, advocates say, that Cahforma s chﬂd suppon program is pot onl} leaderless but driven only by political
pressure, .

“1f the§e kids were voters . . . if they had some political clout, they would not be the victims of this '}*ear afier year,” said
Barbara Grob, director of r.he Child Support Reform Initiative, a coalition of amv;lst groups pushmg 1o alter the sate's
program.

"Imagine if the Social Sacurity system broke down tomorrow and senior citizens didn't get their chocks,” Grob said.
"You can bet that they would get a computer svstem up and running.“

Copyright 1998 Times Mirror Company
Los Angeles Times October 12, 1998, Monday -

SERIES: Failure to Provide: Los Angeles Couniy‘s Child Support Crisis. Secfond in a series.

FOR PARENTS SEEKING RELIEF, COURTS DON" T ALWAYS HELP !N A HECTIC AND OFTEN
BEWILDERING SYSTEM, JUSTICE CAN GET LOST AS D.A. PUSHES FOR VOLUME AND SPEED.
BYLINL: GREG KRIKOR}'AN and NICHOLAS RlCC‘iRDI TIMCS STAFT WRITERS .

The crush begins early at the Commonwealth Avcnue courlhouse Butevenifa bench or chair is empty, many pcoplc
just pace, too tense 10 sit as they wait for their case to be called or their ex 10 show up.

The noisc is constant: children screaming, couples arguing. The din breaks only when attorneys yell out names before
ducking inside an office, file in arm, a bewildered-looking fathcr or mother in tow.

This is the civil courthousc where child support orders are issued for children in Los Angeles County Each month,
hundreds of cases are processed, thousands of Imes changed forever.

Pledase contact Larry McSwam af you would like to recewe the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. (imcswain@act.dhhs. gov (e-mail} or 202- 401- 1230(vozce))
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A few miles away on Bauchct Sueet, across from the Men's Central Jail, is the or.her oounhouse The only full-nmc
criminal counroom in Amcnm dedxcated solel) to prosecuting "deadbeat” parems

Commonwcalth and Bauchet as they are known, sit in judgmcm over families. wughl up in the largest county-run child
support collection program in the nation, , ‘ i S

Thisis a dxﬁcrcnt tvpe of judicial system. one that serves a crucial need but is qmck to put peoplc in lifetimes of debt -
and slow 1o correct mlstakes In these courts, justice sometimes gets lost in thc rclenﬂess shuffle of paperwork.

Emenng the System

The first stop for many in Los Angeles Cmmty s child support maze is mc Commonwealth counhouse on thc 16th floor
of an office tower overlockmg a neglected park west of dowmown .

"Il is," said one veteran prosecutor, "an awful place to go to onadaily basis." | .

Because no criminal cases arc heard; there are no metal detectors and only a handful of sheriff's deputics. But a squad of
private security guards, guns strapped to their waists, stroll the narrow and crowded halls, breaking up the occas:oual
quarrels between former spouses-or, someumes first and second wives, .

One parent—~usually the mother--comes thh hopes that the law wlll help her collect money to raise her children..
Sometimes, she comes with a divorce order that needs to be enforced Other times; such as when there was no marriage,
she relies on prosecutors to estabhsh the debt. . - . ,

The other parent, usually the fathcr may come 10 court agreeing on the amount to bc paid. But more oﬁen he uries to
wriggle out of debts leveled against Ium sometimes justly, somectimes not.

The majority owe some suppart, and even defense anomeys admn that ptmty ofthem should be prosecuted for their
: fadure to pay suppon : .

"Absolute J..rks lawycr Ben_]axmn Campos calls lhem ‘
But generauv the men at Commouwcalth are not steremypzcal deadbeat dads, pulhng upina ﬂashy car with a new wife
on on¢ arm and a Iugh—pnced lawver on the other,

* These men arc overwhelmmgly blue-collar workers who ride the bus or drive agmg cars, shuwmg up for coun in jeans.
and a work shirt, o

What happens w© them in this qstem s somenmes as harsh as what happcns 1o ﬂxe famﬂx&s they owe.

Entitled to a court-appointed aorney. onlv when patcxmty is at stake the men almost always come to court alone |
becausc they cannot afford counsel. It can take months to geran appointment wzth the count}-sponsored free paralegal
scrvice. oo

When they arrive in court, many are already awash m child support debt, Theu’ f:-.tﬂurcs 10 answer summonses rouunel)
lead 10 court orders—even if the summonscs never reachcd them.

* From that point on they are in trouble, with bills for delinquent child suppon qmckly reachmg thousands of donazs But
sometimes the accuracy of those b:lls cannot be relicd upon. . .

"People-get the bills and they’re ajmost always wrong sazd one proseculor s hke a bank pumng ina: hypomeucai
balance instead of putting in your real balance " : z : :

Please contact Larry McSwain if you would like to receive fhe WR Dcnly Reporf by e-mail or if you have qunsnor.; .
cbout artictes found in this pubhcoteon. [lmcswam@oci dhhs gov {e*mctl) or 202-401- 230(V°!ce)) ‘
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So pervasive are the mistakes that even the courts have lost confidence in the govcmmem’s acoountiﬁg

“The billing systcrns throughout the state of California are so Ingh]y flawed that no one can rwsonably rely on them."
Commonwealth Commissioner H.M. Webstertold a fa:.hcr in July.

In court. these men square off against an office with dozcns of prosecutors, who rior. only seek money for deserving ‘
families but are pressured by their bosses to speed cases through to securc more coliections.

Prosecutors say they try 1o be fair but that their efforts often seem at cross-purposes with r)nanagement.
“They want volume and the_‘," will reward people who do \foiume," said one proseé:utor.

That causcs much of the anguish at Commonwealth, said defensc attorney Art Goldberg "When your only mreresr is
statistics . . . then you have a soulless, wretched svslcm And you treat people like thcy are wonhless

1

An Advcrsana] Re!atxons}up

in that quest for x-olumc there's little time to fix what some view as clear moqmues
Omar Moreno has been billed for more child suppart than he should undcr state law and the district attorney’s ofﬁce
knows it. But for more than a vear the 35-ycar-old teacher's aide has been stymied in his efforts to set things right.

For two years Moreno reguiarly paid § 191 a. month 10 repay the welfare system for an ex-girlfﬁend s child, whom he
says he never gets to see. The debt weighed so heavxly on Moreno and his wife that thev declared bankruptey and moved
in with hxs mother. »

Moreno knew he couldn't survive without dramatically changing his life, He xoo]ji a part-time job so he could get his
degrec from Cal State L. A. to increase his carning potential and deal with his ob]igation‘

He wrote letiers to the district attorney's office aslnng that his bills be lowered w!ule he was studying, but got no
‘TESPONSE. ,

Then Moreno got his opportunity—he was summoncd to Commonwealth in a routine effort by prosecutors 1o raise his
payments. Once Moreno arrived, however, prosccutors dlSCOV ered that his paymems should be lowered hecause he was
earning less, . .

The agency decided to send Moreno home without a decrease because, they saxd, he had not filed the proper paperu roTk.
Moreno said no one explained what he had 10 do to get the decrease.
Moreno began missing payments, and his debt grcw Earlier this year Garcelti's oﬁice seized his tax refund and took--
impropetly it turned out~Inore than hatf his paycheck His family, whlch now mcludes an infant son. got its meals from
food banks,

When Morena rerurned to court for help, he was told his income was too high fdr free legal assistance.
"I think they don't understand my situation,” Moreno said. “We'll keep on going, hke this until the point where maybe
we will not find a way 1o survive.”  Added his wife, Ana: "We have this obligation. But he necds an opportunity 1o

improve his life. | . . If he can't improve his life, what hop-e awaits our baby? He will- have no hope.”

Dist. Atty. Gil Garcetti has publicly said his pmsecutors will fry to help fathers handle their debts. But Wayne Doss,
director of the child support unit, said that in cascs like Moreno's it is up to fathers 1o help themselves. ‘

Please contact Lamy McSwain if you would like 1o receive the WR Daily Report by e~mait or if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. (imeswain@act.dhhs.gov (e-mail} or 202-401-1230(voice}).
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“It is not our obligation to rcpresent this person in court, OK?" Doss saxd "And maybe a lot of fathers don't like it—-but
in:the end it is still an ad\ersanal legal. syswm :

Critics say that adversarial rclationship often more ‘reéembles the bullying of opponents unSchobled'in lcgal intricacies.

"For some reason, the concept of the Bill of Rights does not register with Lhc D.A's office of Los Angeles Countv " said
attorney Sam Wasserson, who earlier this year challenged the county's pracuce of bzllmg some men for child SUppOrt cven
after it has proof they are not the fathers. -

Former Deputy Dist. Auy Jackie Myers sald she left. thc officc in 1996.b‘ég:ause' "I felt we were being old todo -
unethical, very unethical things.” : ‘

Thosc thmg,s she said, included processing orders for judgments without even reading the material to justifly such a
court action. District atmmey s operatives, she $aid, were given a clear directive: "Don’t read it, just sign and get the
orders through the system, , . - They were bnngmgkthem to court in boxes.”

To keep cases moving, Garcerti's oﬁioe has challenged court commissioners who]objected to ms methods,

Tw:cc in the past three years, Garcetti's office has refused to let prosecutors appcar before one of the commissioners at
Commonwealth who had questioned its methods. When prosecutors refuse to “stipulate” to any of three commissioners al
Commonwcalth, that appointed judicial officer's workload vanishes. Eventuaily, the comnussmner who assumes the
duues of a judge, has no work.

" In 1997, Commissioner Victor Reichman refused to routinely sign off on Garcetti's support orders and questioned
whether defendants had been notified about thelr court datcs The response Ptoseaxwts were told not to appear beforc

Reichman.

“They didn't want an}onc 1o challenge their authority." chchman smd, ~and I felt that as a judicial officer, I couldnn
prostitute the office and sign Judgments that were defective.”

Reichman was transferred from Commonwealth to hear cases in another doixmto% court that océasionajly handles child
support matters, Garcetti's office eventually agreed 10 procedures similar to those sought by Reichman.

Before Reichman, there was Commissioner Althea Baker, who at one point fined Garcett's office for not returning
improperly collected money. Soon, prosecutors abandoned her court as well. :

Family support chief Doss said the decision to sicer cases from specific commissioncrs originates with line prosceutors,
but ultimately becomes office policy. Doss said neither he nor other administrators have acted improperly.

“What they were doing is abusing their dlscrcuom Doss said of Baker and Rczchman And we are not gomg 10 stand
by and have people kick us around.” .

Baker, who was tranﬁerred 1o another court, has a dxffcrcm view. "] think they scc it more as a game,” she said.

Paul Guuman, the pres1dmg Judge of famﬂy law coums said that despite thc prmsure from the district attorney's office,
his judiciat ofﬁccrs honor then pnncxples

"We are not there to help the district auomcy s office increase its numbers, ” hc sach "We are thc-:re o make sure eqnal
Justice :s ngcn

Reluctance to Change Decisions

P]éo;e con‘rci:? Loty McSwain if you would like to receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. (Imecswain@act.dhhs.gov (e-mail} or 202-401-1230(voice]}.
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The child support courts are jammed, in part, because many times the district attorney's office is reluctant to alter its
earlier decisions. If a father wants his bill lowered or a mistake fixed, he must often go to court.

“It's all a farce,” Edward Gray said outside a cou;tioom where authorities admirted that he had paid tgo much child
support. - ' ‘ PR ) - K
A skycap at Los Angeles International Airport, Gray ended up owing some § 4, OQO'in child support because, scveral

years before, his ex-wife had gone on welfare with their c}uld ‘He never paxd the amount, Gray said, because he was never
notified that suppon was due. i

"Had they sent me a letter, I would have paid, but I never got a letter . . . and they had my address,” Gray said.
He did not learn about his child support debt until his 1995 income tax refund wés seized, Gray said.

Eventually, after garnishing his paychecks and three i incorme tax refunds, the dlSU‘lCt attorney’s office said Grav's debt
was resolved. But with the interest factored in, Gray paid far more than he ongmally had owed.

“What started out as $ 4,400 ended up.costing me qlcre than $ 7,000." Gray satd..,

_In addition, the district attorney twice suspended Gray's driver's license and continued charging him even after his debt,
including interest, was paid and his daughter, now 13, was living with him, Gray said. Although it has returned the
overpayment, the district attomey's office is still taking money from his paycheck.

- “They gtve it to you over there, boy," Gray said, shaking his he.ad,q"’l‘hcy giveitto you."

Commonwealth is the last chance parcnis like Grav have of correcung somenmcs grievous errors, puting an immense
strain on seme who must joarney there, A

Mary Smith must use a2 wheelchair and has $ 6 to hcr name. Garcettx s office bﬂled her for$ 24,000 in child support for
2 son now living in Nevada. Panicked, Smith called proxmnent attorney Gloria Allfed, who took the case for frec.

Allred said she tried to resolve the case out of court, making repeated overtures to the district artorney's office, but got
no response. Smith was lcft with no cpuon but 1o leave her San Femando Valley nursmg home and appear at
Commonwealth. -

With the high-profile Allred by her side, Smith's case was swifily cleared i:p. s ,
“Talk about trying to get blood out of a stone,” Allred said of the district anorney’s office. "It's an orgénization without a

hean, without any compassion, and without a sense of pnonues and we have a nght o expcct more. . . . Pursuing a casc
like this shows a system run amok.* '

* Even when a case is at Commonwcalth for the nght TEAsONS, movmg at a pace common {0 any courthouse, the dynamics
can be explosive.

Cathy Castillo and her ¢x-husband, V:ctor Castillo, got into an argument about custody issues in August while
Commissioner James Copelan was trying to sort out the child support owed.
- -The commissioner would have none of ir.

-

"It's time that you start putting these issues, these poison issi;esi, behind you,” Copefzm said before ordering supéort'

Please contact Larry McSwain if you would like to receive the WR Daily Report by. e-mail or if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. (Imcswain@acf.dhhs.gov (e-mail} or 202-401-1230(voice)). -
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From Civil to Criminal Court

If delinquent parents tefusc to pay the debts established in Conunonwealth, they can be hauled into the crxmmai cpurt
on Bauchet Street ‘

Some proponents of ¢riminal pcnalues will say that there is no other way to get the attenition of the worst dcadbeat ’
parents. ] ‘ )

But as Los AngeleswCoum}"s criminal prosecution program gl;ows‘ bigger éac'h:y&r', so can the problems--and mistakes--
that threaten jail time for men with no hope of paying their obligalions. Worse, sometimues '!hc wrong man faces i ail.

Ron Miller, 33, of Carson, was arrcstod June 6. He spent 26 hours in jail and four hours in coun, even though it ws as
another Ron Mxllcr whom authonnes wanted for failing to pay child. suppon_ ‘ : .

. After spending the moming in court, Miller showed his dnvcr s hccnsc © thc baxhﬁ' and was released. He also was
given a shp shomng that he i is not the delinquent Mxller should the issue come up agam :

“They didn't apologize or anything,” Mﬂler sald "Thc} ﬁgun: thcy re domo' OK because they let me go and I shou id be
_ali happy.”
For Comumissioner John Ladner, who threw out Miller's casc ‘it was an example of how his court manages to sort ot an’
often-tangled system. - - « : :

"We're not a typical criminal coun," Ladner said. "It's not as black and white, go"od ‘guys and bad Bguys, around here."

Most of the time, he says, ttnngs arce nghl. The defendant needs to be scamd mto ‘paying with the threat of jail, Usually-
Ladner puts the man on probation, promlsmg  jail time if he fails to live up to his obhgatmn Ladner estimates that only
10% of the pecple ‘who' appear i h:s court ever see jail.

Although Ladner said he behcvcs that some cnmmal prosecutmn is neccssa:y, a debate is raging over whcthcz there are

more efficient ways 1o collect support from the worst of delinquent parents. This atia time when Garcetti's office is filing
more czmunal cases than ever--6,500 last fiscal vear. That is three nmcs more than the rest of Cahfomaa combmed

“It's the only thing they do good," said Nora O'Bnen state director for the child support advocacy group ACES or Assa.
for Children for Enforcement of Support. "Money falls from the sky when criminal prosecunon charges are filed.”

She cited one case in which a dehnquem father wrote a K3 60,000 check aﬂcr bemg arrested for not paying ch:ld supporl.

But ev cn among c%uld suppon advomtes vicws differ.

'Cnmmal filings are gcncrally a'sign of fallure. -said Paula, Roberts of the Center for Law and Social Policy in -
W‘ishmgton "Generally the last thing you want to have 1o do is ﬁlc acase. The pomt of the system is . . . 1o get child..

support.”

And critics stress that the foundations of a child support system are in the civil courts where the debis are established.
That is why people who are crlmmaII} prosecuted stxll must return to the civil counhouse on Commonwealth to alter their
debts. . : '

When Resolusibhs Aren't the End

Outside Commonwealth this 4m:ﬂ1¢1', county probation officer Willie Bull wrestled with his child support nightmarc.

Please Contqc*‘Lcm} McSwain if you would like to receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questions
about articlas found in this publication, {imcswain@acf.dhhs.gov {e-mail) or 202-401-1230(voice)).
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Minutes before, he had atterpted 1o resolve his case by coming to the courthouse to talk with a prosecutor. He still
looked stunned as he contemplated her ¢xplanation that the only way 10 get his case heard was 0 pay a $ 200 filing fec for
another court date. ,

The district attorney's records, he said, show that he owed $ 12,056 in child suppon from the period several years ago
when his wife was on welfare for six months The mo are fiow reconqlcd and live vmh their daughter

Although the welfare deparunent closed its case, he‘saxd, the district attorney‘s office has kept its action against him
open, piling on interest charges in the process. Bull said the agency told him that the monthly support obligation will stay
at § 361 until he gets a new court order. :

Before heading back to his Bfficg, he urtered a refr;in cort‘lmonkaround thé courthouses that preside over child suppon.'
*Somebody,"” he said, "is not doing their job,” | | | |

Times researcher Janet Lundbiad contributed to this smﬁ

About Thi§ Series

Sunday--The county's child support program may be the worst in the ‘nation, dnvmg famxhes into financial ruin while
hiding its problcms through quesuonable bookkcepmg

Today--Trying 10 resolve child suppont problcms proves to be a daummg task in‘a court system pushed by the dxsmu
attorney's office to focus on volume and speed.

Tuesday--Weak state cvemght of counties like Los Angeles has left Cahforma wuh onc of the poorest ch:ld suppor!
systems in the country. Yet its leaders fight key reforms.

(BEGIN TEXT OF INFOBOX / INFOGRAPHIC) )
Who to Call for Help
The following organizations provide free or 1ow-<:bst advice on child support matters: "

* ACES (Association for Children for the Enforcement of Support) (800) 738-"237 )
* Harriett Buhai Center for Family Law (323) 939-2174 - »
* Lawyers for Family Support (323) 852-1475 .
. * Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles (323) 801-7991
* Levitt and Quinn Family Law Center (213) 482-1800
* My Child Says Daddy (323) 256-8816 ;
* Neighborhood Legal Services (800) 433-625] A
* SPUNK (Single Parents United 'N Kids) (362) 984-2580

To Comment

For readers wanting to comment on these stories, e-maﬂ child. suppon@latmes com
Times Web site bulletin board hup/fwww. laumcs oom/chﬂd support

. - ) o .
Please contact Lary McSwain if you would like to receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. [Imcswain®@act.dhhs.gov (e-mail} or 202-401-1230(voice)).
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Copyright 1998 Times Mx;ro)”Company » s ‘
Los Angeles Times Ocrober 11, 1998, Sunday * L

SERIES: FAILURE TO PROVH)E Los Angeles Ceum} ] Chxld Support Cnsxs. F‘lrst ina serxes :

FAILURE TO PROVIDE LOS ANGELES C OUNTY'S CHILD SUPPORT CRISIS; ADDING ERRORS
COMPUTER SYSTEM THAT WAS SUPPOSED TO DRAM. ATICALLY .BO‘OST COLLECTIONS HAS
INSTEAD PULLED SOME PARENTS INTO A NIGHTMARE

B YLINE MCHOMS RICCARD] and GREG KRIAORM N ‘TIMES STAFF WRITERS

Al the heart of Los Angcles County s problem—plagued chﬂd support program isa $ SS-ImHmn ccmpuxer systcm that hdc
not lived up 10 its bﬂhng and all too often fingers the wtong man, ‘

Stocked with quemonabke datz from old files, the new system has failed to measurab!y tmprove collections but has
lurned shght erTors into Juined lives. :
!

Amomo Alvarez is one who felt the heavy but mistaken hand of the district attomcy‘s office.

Last December, Dist.- Arty. Gil Garcetti's office sent the North Hollywood man a: computcr-generazcd bill for $ 2:: 000 in
unp:ud chxld support for three children whom he could not have fathered. He had never met their mother.

Despue repeated trips and calls to Garcenti's ofﬁcw. Alvarcz could not get the problem fmed Meanwhxle., the agency put
a lien on Alvarcz's house and emptied his bank account. His car was reposscssed. Ah arez's wifc and two chxldren
' abwndoned him, believing he had led a doublc hfe . '

"I thought it was the American dream, Alvarez said. *T had m) OWR pIOpErTy. I had Iy own car. I had a savings
- account, checking account, cveryﬂnng-—then buom"’ :

When after eight months Garcetti's omce admmcd that its computer had assessed the wrong Anlomo AJvarez it sent -
hima fom lctter with no apology. , :

“They just destroyed our nmnage and with a lener they re going o fix it?" sald Alvaxez. 34, who ummately convinced
his family to rewrn. ’ ’

Desplte stories like Alvarez 5, Garcetti recently called his computer "the very bdst automated system in the nauon
But some workers who must use it dxsagree - : »

"Believe it or not, the compuler system . | . really makes alot of work for us," saxd one longnme caseworker, "We arc
constantly putting out one fire afier anothcr A

The county’s most recent rcpon shows that the computer is barelv kccpmg pace ‘with co!lecuons cxpected without rht,
multimillion-dollar techno]ogy Iz was supposed to do much better. -

" A& decade ago, Los Angeles' size and clout led to its selection as the only countv in the nation to rccexve federal funding
for a new child support computer systern, : A

The ori iginal cost estimate was $ 24 xmlhon but the price 1ag soared 10 $ 55 mﬂhon by the time the Lockheed-desmned
system was turned on in February 1995, It costs about $ 16 million to run the system each year.

From the start, there were problems. An early glitch 1ed to 18,000 checks being routed to welfare offices instead of to
parents. A state evatvation of 42 randomly selected cases found that 30% contained crrors.

Please contact Lamy Mc§,woiﬁ if you would like to recefve the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have queastions
about articles found in this publication. (Imcswain@act.dhhs.gov {e-maii) or 202-401-1230{voice}).
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Caseworkers were ﬂoodcd with complaints but were: ordcred not 1o pnbhcly talk abom the errors

"Please be sure ernployees are not saying to the pubhc derogatory remarks about how the gsmm is funcuomn;:, said
one memo o managers "Even if it's true, do not ﬁnther aggravate the public by makmg any comments.

¥

Gargetti's office says the problems have been ﬁxed-«although two weeks ago it acknowlcdged pzocessmg an average Of
more than 350 mistaken identity casss monthly. ‘

“T am not going to say the entire system is a bust,” lsald one loﬁgﬁme wsewérker; “but it sure as hell is a lot Jess than
what we hoped. . .. The systcm has so many problems that we would be beger off Just hand-writing information.”

Despite the horror stories, Garcetti's office has remsted pressure to improve the computer system..

1

The county auditor-controller's office in 1996 proposed an inexpensive audit to test the accuracy of the data. 'I'hc audit
would have cost $ 25,000, which Garcem's child support office refused to pay despue a$ 2—m11110n surplus.

Last year, the Los Angeles County Grand Jury exammed Garccm s child supporﬁ operation and again recommcndcd an
. audit of the computer system. : ‘

Said former grand juror Hank Cox, who chaired the commitiee that exarhined thee child Support operat.ion "A lotof
people aren't gcmng what lhey are supposed to get, and thal’. includes the most dcfcnseless part of the population--the
- children.” ;

Some employees of the child suppon bureau agree

*When I saw Garcetti and Wayne Doss . talkmg about how goad the compmer was workmg 1 just laughed,” one
caseworker said. "Then I thought about all the mistakes and just felt bad.” j

Copyright 1998 Times Mirror Company
Los Angeles Times October 11, 1998, Sunday

SERIES: FAILURE TO PROVIDE: Los Angeles County's Child Support Crisis. First in a series

SUNDAY REPORT; IN 9 OF 10 CHILD SUPPORT CAS}.ZISY D.A. COMES GP EMPTY- HANDED; DESPERATE
FAMILIES WAIT FOR MONEY THAT DOESN'T COME; MANY TIMES WRONG PEOPLE ARE
TARGETED. GARCETTI VOWS TO IMPROVE THE SYSTEM.

‘BYLINE: GREG KRIKORIAN and NICHOLAS RIC CARD! TIMES STAFF WRITERS

Every day, hundreds of thousands of youngsters dcpend upon the Los Angelés County district attomej"s office to collect
the child support they urgently need. But the agencv is as dysfuncuonal as many of the fragmentcd families it is entrusted
10 serve. :

Failing on many fronts Dist. Any. Gil Garceutt's farmly support bureau is driving some parerits and children inta deeper
financial ensis. creating an even greater sensc of frustration and helplessness in thmr Hves,

California’s legislative analyst ranks the district attorney's operation the least cﬁ‘ecmc in the state. Some cnitics call it
perhaps the worst in the nation in collecting money for needy families, the vast majomy of wham are subsisting on
welfarc,

1]

Please cantact Larry McSwain if you would like o receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. {Imeswain@coct.dhhs.gov (e-mait) or 202-401-1230{voice)).
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Despite a $ 100-million budget and powers rivaling the Internal Revenue Service; the Bureau of Family Support
Operanons collects nothing in nine out of 10 cases. When-it does some parents-mosﬂy fathers--are Squcezed to the pomt
of cconomic min, :

So much: hostility has engulfed the operaﬂon that Garcem will skip Saturday's annuai county ctuld support forum
because of death threats orgamzers were told Last year he was roundl:y booed

[n an interview, Garcetti defcnded his office’s performance and said he i is dedicated 1o improvipg a systcm that scrves
more children than are enrolled in the enure Los Angeles Umﬁed School\District. ° : .

"We are damg a better jOb than at :my time . . . in the. coilecuon of child support. Period," Garccm said, "But J think the
more imporiant question is, 'Am I satisfied? and the answer is no. | am not sadsfied. I came inas D.A. 5 1/2 yeurs ago,
and-I comunitted 1o my staff here and to the community.that I would make . . . the L A. County dmnct artomey's officc
effort in child support second to none in the nation. And I don't think we are qune ‘there yet, but we are aettmg very
close.”

An investigation by The Times, based on hundreds of inter‘}icw# and thousands of pages of documents, found othcrwisc:

* Parcnts entitled to child support often wait years beforc the district attdmeys office moves aggressively on their behalf.
- Collecting current support in only 7.6% of its more than 500,000 cases last fiscal S‘ear chzldren can reach adulthood
without seeing a peany. - A

. * To mask its poor collection rate, Garcetti's office last year took the unprecedented action of closing more than 240,000 -
cases, saying in virtually every instance that it could not locate the delinguent parents. But frontline workers say that only
nominal efforts to find thicm were made, depriving thousands of children of support. Also, in a continuing effort 1 keep
the caseload down, workers have been instucted to keep cascs shut cven when welfare recipients provide new information
about the location of nonpaying parcnis. One fonncr district attomey's ofﬁcxal has aﬂegcd that documents were falsificd 1o

- make the operation appear more successﬁxl

* Although Garcetti has said child suppon is among his top pnormes he left hundreds of lower-level cascworker
_positions vacant, slowing efforts to locate parents who owe money. In two of the past three years. he used funds pledged
for family support services 1o cover overspending in other areas of his department. Moreover, one of every four dotlars is
spent on administration, a rate well above units elsewhere with better collection records. :

*In many cascs in which it does callect money, Garcetti‘s oﬁice 'uscs hardball l‘cgal tactics and has imposed
insurmotntable financial burdens on fathers, many of whom are poor and unable to hire artomneys to seek judicial redress. )
In some cases, the district attorney’s collection unit has assesscd men it knows are not the real fathers. Critics say the
agency pursucs such heavy-handed” pracuccs because lt receives mcemwe funds for vzrtualh cvery scarce dollar it collects.

* Officials have left as much as § 25 million in collected child Suppori paymcnts sitting In mterest-beanng accoums
because, among other reasons, they contend that the intended recipients could not be found: But The Times found several
parcnts simply by looking in telephone directories and public records.

National child suppon advocate Paula Roberts makes it her business 1o track the success of prognms throughout the
country. She has one word for Los Angcles performance: “Dreadful " .

'AII I can tell you," shc saxd. "is that the oldcr T get. the less certam Tam thcre is 2 heaven but the more hopeful I am
that there is a hell. Because between the parents who walk away from their kids and thc buremucmts who have nothing but
excuscs, I can only hope there is divine retribution.”.

Please contoct Lany McSwain if yéu would like to receive the WR Daity Report by e-mail or if you have questions
‘about articles found i this publication. [Imcswain@acf.dhhs.gov (e—mc‘il)‘or 202-401-1230{voice}).
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Within the family support bureau's scattered offices--from the Anlclope Valley to the South Bayésoxne caseworkers say
they have long felt uneasy about the conduct of their agenm But many add that the} have been fearful of risking their

carcers by speaking publicly. _ ;

" At least now," said one veteran caseworker, rcqueéting anonymity, managemem.f: will change its ways and maybe things
will be berter for the public. Not only for the childrén’s sake but the parents’ . ., becausc we are destroying lives lefi and
night.” : , ' '

The Long Wait for Relicf
Collecting child support, alihough undeniably troublesome, is a relaiivcly‘ straigﬁtforward process. |

-In California, the amhontv o collect support rests with county district anomey& Cases are opencd when single parents
scek help or, automatically, when they apply for welfare

To collect support, the district attorneys must first locate the "noncustodial” pari:nt., establish his or her genctic
relationship to the child and then secure a support order i in court, unless one has been ob!amed through a divorce.

This clears the way for collections to b-egm, often through garmshmg wages. In'California and other states, failure to
“comply can trigger criminal prosecution. .
Garcerti and Wayne Doss, who heads the family s’upport‘burc:iu, boast that c‘hilfi support collections during the 1997-98
fiscal year reached a record $ 257 million and rhat cnmmal charges were brought against some 6,500 allegedly delinguent
parents, : . ;

Althouph those numbers are encouraging, they dé not tell the whole story. Last fiscal year,.the most recent for whicl
complete figures are available, the district attorney collected current support on léss than 8% of the child support cascs.
thn factoring in past-due collections, the number rises to 12% still far below the national average of 21%.

The picture is even bleaker in cases in which parents receive public assistance. IThe district attorney's office, according
to the most Fzcent state report, recovers only about five cents of every welfare do],lar spent supporting single-parent
families--a rate so bad that California's legislalive analyst reccntly ranked Los Ahgeles last in the state,

When Catherine Sanford applied for welfare in 1996, she viewed itasa desperpte slopgap measuyre in the hopes that the
district attorney's office would swiftly find the father of her 2-year-old daughter, a married man who owned a business.
She said she was inspired by news accounts of Garcetti's resolve 1o crack down on deadbeat dads.

The stakes were high: She was 10sing her house, -

On her welfare application, Sanford named the gnrl's father and provided his Home and work addresses as well as S his
Social Security numnber. As required, welfare officials notified the district attornq s office to begin the collection process.

"] beticved that God would 1ake care of them ,” Sanford said of her daughter anda second ¢hild. "And he does. But ha>
" timing is different than mine.” So was the district attorney’s. 3

The case languished, and Sanford's life cmmbled.:

The child support bureau initiated a complaint against the father but did not B:;gin court praceedjnés. Sanford soon lost
her Altadena home and was forced to move her family into homeless shelters while working part time as a security guard.

Last month, she got word that the district attomcy s ofﬁcc had secured a paymem order in her case, although she is stili
waiting for the checks. :

Please contact Lary McSwain if you would iike to receive the WR Daily Répor# by e-mail or if you have quastions
about articles tound in this publication. (imcswain@acf.dhhs.gov {e-mail} or 202-401-1230({voice}).
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“1 gave them all the mfozmanon that was needcd," she saxd "and they sml stalled "
The dzstnct attomey s office acknowledged that it had bocn improperly slow.

Sanford s case was pracucaliy 2 model of efficiency coxnparcd to Shanae Young s. When her case was referrod o the
districr attorney's office, her son was 9 months old. Today he is'12, and Young has’ ¥Et to receive’a cent in child support.

~ Young told the district attorney’s office tiiat the boy’s father was in the Air Force, information easy to confirm with a
single call to the military. Yet no action was taken. Young said she repeatedly comp]amed The response, she said, was
usually the same: As long as you're collecting’ ‘welfare, why worry? A

Because Young did noL aspire to a life oh the public dole, she sought the help of child support advocates. This summer;
after a decade of waiting--diring which she got oﬁ' welfare on her own—the, chsmct attomcv s office finally initiated court
action. .

~Something could have been resélvéd . if they had really took the time and wérkéd on it,” Young said. “It could have
. been done in a month. I'll give it even two or three months. But 10 years? . .. It's not fair to the children. [t's not fair 1o
the parents who are taking care of them ‘ '

. Family support director Doss smd the bureau has lost Young's complete case file. and does not know why it has draggnd
on. In the past sevcral vears, he said, it has been comphcated by defense Lacncs '

Several former and current caseworkers said the umt's caseload is so staggcrmg—bi gger than that of 40 states--that they
spend morc time tracking paperwork than parents who owe money, Continuity and efficiency is impossible, they say.
because cases are shuffled from one emplayee to the | ncxt, wnth Do one having conunumg respcnsxbﬂ ity.

Too often, the workers said, cases are prioritized not by which are the oldest but by who yells the IOudest be it a parent
who is due support or someone who thinks thcy have been billed excesszvely "We only work the ones who holler,” onc
veteran worker said. : ot

~Former Dis;t. Any. Robcn 'Philibosian leaméd ﬁrsthand that the system responds to a hard, well-placed nudge,

© When his cousin was erroneously billed for $ 43,000 in back child support and:was unablc 0 resolve the rmstake
Philibosian said he’ p:cked up the phone and demanded amc:dme action. :

“They 100k care of it because 1 hounded themn. But what happens to the poor schlump out there who can't call me for
help?” Philibosian saxd

"It has been such a mess for so long,” he sald of the agcncy "that they Just don't know whaz 10 do with it.”

Lutle Room for Compassmn

Thc amount of monthly support that parents are ordered 1o pay is determined by a state formula based on their carnings.
Sometimes, however, that sum may be too much 1o handle. especially if the parent's economic status worscns. District
attorncy’s employees complain that because the system is built on money and statistics, there is little room for compassion. .

This has prompted seme workexs o quit in disgust. -

"I just couldn’t stand what they were doing to people said ex-Deputy Dist. Atty Elisa Baker, who resigned in 1995 and
now, with another former prosecutor, runs a paralegal service for indebted parents. ‘

. Please contact Larry McSwain if you would like to receive the WR lDaE!y Report by e-mail or if you have gquesiions
- about articles found in this publication. [Imcswain@acf.dhhs.gov (e-mail} or 202-401-1230(voice)).
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"l got a call from a homeless shelter and was told that I had put 2 man and . . . his four children out on the street
becausc 1 had put an enforcement order . . . for 50% of his income. I was devas:atcd Baker recalled. "That was the
beginning of the end for me, because | Ihmk that was the ﬁrsc time I was in touch wuh the ramifications of what I was
doing."

Corplicating matters, some parents do not learn that they owe money until their bill has grown to thousands of dollars,
They say they were never notified that actions had been taken agmnst them, '

District attorney's records show that, in 53% of cascs prosecmors have not drrecﬂy served court summonses to parents
bemu sued, .

Instead, agency officials consider the process initiated if a summons is left at a piuent s last known address. Although
this process is standard in civil law, the oonsequencm in child support cases can be dcvastaung In several cases, they
claimed to have served men who were in fact in jail:

Roughly 70% of parents billead for child support are not in court when paternity fs established and their monthly
obli ganons set. Certainly. many of these noncustodial parents simply choose not 10 appear. But many others say thai the
first time they learned they had missed a court date was when their wages were gamxshed

No onc knows how many men are mongﬁmy pursued for child support, though the district anorncy s own records show
that on average more than 350 a momh are mccrzecﬂy named as fathers.

Somc men who fail to appear in court—whether purposefully or not—find themsélves caught in 2 painful trap: They are
not the fathers of children they have been ordered to support. But because they were not present:to contest paternity, Lthey
are held liable for the payments. :

Although Garcem says his office has made 3 fcw'exccptions, he stands by the pblicy.

“This is within the law,” Garcetti said. “This is not a law that apphes simply to ch:ld suppon This is a law that applies
10 all civil judgments.™

Although true, some of Garcetii's own pmsecumrs say it is unfair to burden leoal novices thh lifetimes of debt Just
because it's legal. ' , ; :

"If we convict someone wrongly in the criminal justice system, we do everything we can to undo that mistake," said
Deputy Dist. Atty. Stephen Cuoicv "It is a matter of ethics, pure cthics,” b

Added veteran Deputy Dist. Atty. David R. Ross.fa top official with the Califo;fﬁia District Attorneys Assn.: “From 4
criminal prosecutor’s standpoint, if we know the guy is not the father . . . w hold ‘him responsible is patently unfair.”.

A state appellate court, ruling in the casc.of a man ordered to support a child hé did not father, stated that "someone in
the district attorney's office has Jost sight of the paramount duty to seek justice.” ; :

Garcetti's office led an unsuccessful effort 1o persuade the state Supreme Court'to reverse the ruling, but dxd succeed in
having it "depublished.” It cannot be used as precedent in similar cases—like that of Bert Riddick, a § SQ ,000-g-ycar
computer manager who is now effectively homclcss

.In 1991, an old girlfriend identified Riddick as :he father of her newborn child. When the summons arrived for Riddick

10 appear in court, his fiancee was so enraged she hld the paperwork, producing it only days bcforc the hearing as dedxck
was about 10 leave on a business trip. .

b

Please contact Larry McSwain if you would like to receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail o1 if you have questions
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“in hindsight, [ bleiv that chance by not abpearing in éourt that day,” Riddick acknowlcdged.

When the district attorney's office bcgan gznushmg his wages, Rlddzck ﬁanucauy called the agcncy and was told there
was nothing hc coufd do,

. Soon his car was repossessed. He hxs now-wife Angei and their son were cw.cted from their' apartment Angel applicd
for welfare when she became pregnam with the couple < second child in 1995. . ‘

*T felt kind of like 'The Fugirtive,’ where you re running and you didn't even do any&ung hc said.

On Valentine’s Day of that year, Riddick was arrested for ﬂu]mg to pay child suppon He spent thrée days in jail,
Criminal charges were droppcd whena blood test proved he was not the child’ s father

But the civil court judgment rcquxrmg hlm to pay child suppon remained in cﬁ'ect ‘

This year, the district attomey s office began takmg nearly half his pavchcck Unable to afford an attorney, Riddick went
1o court on his own to beg that the debt be lifted. With a prosccutor arguing agamst him_ he lost.

Riddick then sent a desperate appeal via evmall o Garcetti, but he received a letter from the oﬁ'xce savmg the court
judgment would stand. : ‘

. For financial help, Rxddick turned to his retired parents, 1ivihg on Social Socunty who maxcd out their credit cards for
him. It wasn't cnough. In June, when the Riddicks' gas was shut off, they had to microwave water 1o bathe their children.
They gave their two beloved dogs to the pound.
This surnroer, the family was again evicted.

On a steamy August night, Bert Riddick pondcred the mountain of debt lymg ahead of him and the futare of his fa mily
as he hefted thell' belongings into.a borrowe:d van. For now, they will sray with hlS wifc's relatives.

“I don't know if you're a religious man,” Riddxck said to a visitor, "but say a p_rayer for us.”
He then broke down in tears.
Methods Are Questioned

Stung by vears of cnuasm by advocacy groups and others, drstnct anomcys 6ﬂ'1cxals have taken decisive action to
improve the agency's perfotmance-on paper; at least. lls mcthods howcver have been questmned

Iohn Erlinger, a former hxgh-rankmg analyst in the agency, told The Times that while working in the office in 1993 he
witnessed employees falsifying records before their review by state officials. He said that files were dociored to make It
appear that more action had been taken on cascs so government funding would not be risked.

"There were millions of dollars involved," Erlmger saxd T Iook atitas hxgh crimes and mxsdcmeanors It wasn't a lie
thing. . . . They were doing it for lots of money.' ,

Two knowledgmble sources, requesting anonymity, said they also were aware of the practice.
‘Denying any wrongdoing, district aﬁomey's office administrators say the allegation amountcd 10 nothmg morc than a

disagreement over the interpretation of state regulations. They dismiss Erlinger, who rcured in 1995, as a disgruntled cx-
‘emplovee and say an internal investigation found that no policies had been broken.

\ o ,
Please c;onfcf’ct Larry McSwain if you would like to receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questior:
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The district attorney's office also has been chastised for inflating the number of noncustodial parents it claims to have

" located. During 1995 testimony before the county Board of Supemsors agency officials said that its new computer had

led t0 an astonishing 1,051% increase.

They failed to reveal, howcver that most of that rise resulted from the computer counting some debtors more than once,
a revelation that drew a rebuke from California authorities who oversee the state's child support collection programs.

Onc of the office’s most dramatic moves © polish 1ts reputation and silence its critics came last year.

In one sweeping action, child support officials programmed their computer system to shut every case that met federal
criteria for closing cases, The vast majority were dropped because the delinquent parent could not be located for three
consccutive vears. By dropping more than 240,000 cases from its active files, the district attorney effectively told hundrcds
of thousands of chuldren nothing could be done for them. : :

“This is a ‘damned if you do, damned if you don't' proposition,” family support chief Doss said of the case closures. “If
we keep the cases open, child support advocates say, Look how badiy they're doing.' If you close the cases, they beat you
_ over the head for closing the cases. . . . [t's a shame because, I think, that ought not to be the focus of performance
measurement. But it is . . . and we never made any pretense that the effort involved, at least in part, was a response to that
evaluation process." = ~ ~

Although other countics and states close cases, the magnitude of Garcetti's move was unprecedented in California,

- As required by law, the district attorney’s office sent notices aleriing custodial parents that their cases would be closed
unless the office heard from them within 60 days, The agency says it did not track how many notices reached the intended
families.

After the case closures, the office was deluged by omraged parents who, when seckmo stamus repons on their cascs.
learned they had been shurt, ‘

One worker said she personally reopencd hundreds of cascs that were closed because of computcr errors or because
minimal efforts had been undertaken to find parents. In some instances, parcnts | had not only bcen found but were paving
support. :

"Becausc our system is 5o bad," the caseworker saxd "you have a lot of kids out there doing thhcut It's a verv big
number. It would have 1o be in the thousands at Jeast, or. maybe the tens of thousands "

Current and former employecs allege that one reason the office did not kuow the whereabouts of many noncustodial
parents was that the information may have ended up in the trash. Bundles of unopened mail, including leuers and
government correspondence that would have opened cases, have been periodically tossed, they say. :

. Dunng last vear's massive case closures, the family support unit left "boxes arid boxes and boxes ofcorrespondence from
custodial parents™ unopened, according to 2 former employec, who added: "I éaﬁ‘t begin to tell you how horrible it was.”

It aiso has been difficult for needy parents to telephone the unit with information. District attorney’s records show that at
the time of the wide-seale closures, only 1.6% of callers were getting through.

The push 1o close cascs-‘a.nd improve the dlsmct attorney’s numerical standmg--has continued beyond last year's purge.
This year, more cases have been closed than opened, records show.

“The mind-sct 1s on numb‘crs, * said the former cmployee, “not people.”

Please contact Lamy McSwain if you would like to réceive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. {Imcswain@acf.chhs.gov (e-mail) or 202-401-1230(voice}).
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In welfare cases closed because the delinquent parent could'nct be located, 2 Lréimng bulletin tells workers not to reopen
the cases even if new information is provided on the whereabouts of the mzssmg parcnts, When slumn the directive, Doss
said he had been unaware of it and acknowledged thar it was xnappmpnatc ' : .

One casuaity of the push to keep caseloads wn isLa Shan Euress, 32. She was lold her case would remain closed
because she was collecting welfare—even thongh she prcmded the district attomcy‘s office with mformat:on on how to find
her- chdd‘s father _

"1 Lold them .-, . ‘That doesn't make sense, You asked me au thcsa questions abom him -md 1 gave you all this
information and now you are telling me you are going 1o close my case?‘ Etm:ss said. :

Today, she said, she raises her 6-year-old daughter on a $ 456 monthly wclfare check plus $ 202 in food stamps while
the child's father, who owns a busmess Pays no supporn.

"It is totally unbelievable.” 'Ettress said. V. :
Karen Cowen knows the féeling

Last year, Garccm s ofﬁce closed her case, sayuxg the Sl-vear-old who now lsves in Emmem ldaho, had recmed all the
money she was owed for child suppon

" But the 1gency s own records show t_hat it had collected notlung on her behalf-an amount she szud should have totale d
abour $ 41,000, »

¢

"1 never got a dimé,"_ said Cowen, whose daugh!cf will soon tarn 27.
Doss said the case would be reopenéd.’

" Federal regulations require that the government search threc years before it can closc a casc on the basis that an absent’
parent cannot be faund. The district aniomey's oﬁice didn’t come close in the case of Ava Maxie McGee.

Only months after turning 1o the agency for help in increasing the support she was receiving for hcr children, McGec
reccived a lener stating that the father could not be found and that the case was being closed. "This despite the Eact that
McGee told the office her former spousc had not changed jobs and hvcd down the street from her.

* After McGee protested, Garcetti's office acknowlcdged 1hm it had locatad her ex»husband who had been paving chllé
support for seven years through pa\-'roll deductx ons.

The dislrict attorney's entry into the case; however only wofsencd McGee's hardship. Checks that had once arrived on

- time came sporadically because they were sent to the district attorney to be forwarded to her. In addition, they were for the

same amount as beforc, not the higher amaunt for which she had sought the district altomey s help.

More strapped than ever, she asked the agem:y to back oui—a rcquest tnggcnng more tumu]t The district attorney's
office informed her ex-husband's employer that the child Support casc had been closed and that the order to garnish her
former husband' s wages had been withdrawn.

Suddenly McGee was left with no chud support at all. Only after the Legal And Foundzmon of Los Angelcs mtcwencd
did Garcerii's nﬂioe have the support payments remstated

“For the last seven years, 1 got my checks on ime, The mmute the dlstnct attorney took over the case, my checks were |
rmssmg." McGee said. )

"Please contact Lamry McSwain if you would tike o receive the WR Dody Reporf by e-mail of if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. (i mcswain@act.dhhs.gov.{e-mail) or 202-401- 1230€v010e})
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{

The district artorney's office says McGee today has received all the money due to her. But by her account, she snll is
owed about $ 600, a lot for someone struggling with hean probiems and raising three growing children. -

Doss acknowledges that the office erred in 1mtmily altermpting fo close McGe:c 3 casc but defended the eventual outcome
of her case. o

il

"They are completely incompetent,” said Legal Aid atorney Jane Preece, who handled McGee's case, "They do not solve
problems at the basgic level. Ever.” , ‘ :

'

Holding Back the Money

Although Garcetti has said he wants the succcss of the child support unit to ’be a hallmark of his admuustrauon he has
allowed job vacancies in the family support unit 10 run as high as 25%. In'two of the last three years, he used nearly § 6
million allocated for child support operations to cover overspending in his criminal division. S o

That money could have hired more than 200 céscworlgcrs.

When asked about using ¢hild support funds tc;voffscz spending elsewhere, Garcetti dented doing so. Aﬂer child suppont
director Doss corrected his boss, Garcetti biamed’ county "bureaucrats” for stymieing his hiring efforts,

Last fall, after an independent audu found that more caseworkers were urgently needed, county supervisors were in no
mood for excuses, - » :

"I don't undcrstand why you are the only de:partmcm that has these problems,"! Supemsor Yvonne Brathwaite Burke
told Garcetti. "Every other department can find people.” , .

Since then, under intense serutiny, Garcetti's office has aggressiv ely hired caseworkers. Today, the office's staff is
almost doublc the 789 workers he inherited when elected in 1992, Gm:em pomt.s to the beefed-up stafling as proof that he
has made chxld support a priority.

But some family support workers question the ;way‘in which the district attorncy uses his considerable resources. He
spends more per casc than any of the four other California counties with the la:gest child support cascloads—Orange,
Riverside, San Bernardine and San Diego.

Some of those high costs can be attributed to Garccm s cmphasns on hiring cxpenswe dcpntv district attorneys instead of
lower-paid caseworkers or clerks,

"They're just doing things which are very cx‘pénsive and not neccsszm’ly eﬁectivé, said Leora Gershenzon of the
National Center for Youth Law. “They are focusing on aspects . . that do not guc a'very big bang for the buck "

For years, questions also have anisen over the millions of dollars in child suppon collections allowed 10 accumulate: in
intcrest-bearing accounts. At times, the balances waiting to be paid out have searad to more than $ 25 million.

District attornev's officials say a larpe amoum;of that money is owed 10 pamms who cannot be found. Under state law, if
a famnily cannot be located, the money must be refunded to the paying parents after six months. But Doss says the county
prelers w continue looking for the parents.

Despite years of questions about the accounts from child support advocates, it was not until The Times raised the issuc
that Garcetii called a news conference in August to announce that $ 6 million was available for about 4,800 parents whom
jus office had been unsble to locate. .

5
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The district attorney was flanked by two women who were gm:n money they had been owed for years-~including onc
- who said her case had already been closed. Garcetu also announced that the nam&s of other women due money would be
posted on the Internet. S

A Times researcher, armed only with’ sothe of those names, easxly found three pafents by searchmg phone and other
public records and then calling to verify 1dcntmes ' : - :

"I don't think the district attorney tried very hard to find me," said Charline Bowersox, 66.

The children for whom she had sought suppon are now grown, with youngsters of thclr own. Bowersox has been listed _
in 1he phone book for 30 years, ever since she left La Pucnte for rural New Hampslure

Without the chxld support she was owed, Bowersox said, she rehed on welfare 10 raise her three ch:ldren ina rundown
house that, on accasion, had no running water.

“I'm glad they've got a bank account," she said of the district antorney's office. “I‘d like to sec The money in my bank
account.”

A separate acoount fcr overpayments holds money fo:r people like Javier Alvarez

The 33-year-old Harbor City machinist d:hgenﬂy paad child support for 18 years, Evcn after his ﬁrst daughtcr became
an adult, the district attorney’s office continued to take money from his paychcck ‘he said. The office even 100k from the
disability payments he received when an industrial accident put him out of work, sending his family into poverty. When
he called the district attorney's oﬁee to straighten things out, Alvarez smd case\»’orkers lmng up on him. :

. Twoyearsago, a coun commss:oner ruled that Garoetu s office awed Alvarez more than $6; 000 He saxd he has yet 1o
be rcxmbnrsed : .

 "IfTtake somnething from someone and don't pay for it I havc m give it back But aot. Chﬁd Suppon . This is my
own money. Thas is not right.” . '

" After being contacted Thursday by The szes the district attomcy s office sent Alvarez a check for $4 500 saying it
appeared that the rcst of Lhe moncy had reached lum But Alvarez said that was the first check he had gmten from the

agency.
At least Alvarez got soruc of his money
Last veat, Juan Melara, xn thh canoer, asked a soc:al worker m lermnaton to help him r:sclve a chﬂd support case.

"1t was bothenng him because he was \:rymg o leave cverythmg in order nurse Mary Mungia recalled. ’Hc knew he
was dvmg and wanted to make sure his new wife would not be left with any financial problems

The nurse called Iongmne ch:ld support advocate Sue Spetr who contacted Garcem ] ofﬁoe to find out what Mclara
owed, , i « ;

-~

A month latcr Speir said, she got an answer: Mclara had actually overpaid, and 1he district auorney (3 ofﬁcc said it was
trymg 10 get money back from his ex-wife. :

The news came 100 late.

"He died before anybody in the D.AL's ofﬁloe'got back to him,"” Speii saxd "He died thinking he still owéd them moncy.".

Please contact Larry MCSwoin if you would like to receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. (imcswcin@qd.dhhs.gov (e-mail] or 202-401-1230(voice)}.
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Times researchers !anei Lundblad and Paul Sing:leton contributed to this series.
(BEGIN TEXT OF INFOBOX / INFOGRAPHIC)

Many Children, thtle Support

L.A. County's child support system by the numbérs;

1 In 5: Estimated nurnber of county residents affected by child support system.

58; Rank out of 58 counties in state in overall pérformance, according to le@slauve analyst s office.
8%: Percentage of cases on which current child support is collected.

40: Number of states with fewer cases than L.A. County

760,000; Estimated children affected.

81%: Percentage of cases that involve families on welfare,

Note: Numbers represent Los Angeles County during the 1998 fiscal year.
Sources: Los Angeles County district attorney's office, legislative analyst's office.

How L.A. County Stacks Up -
Comparison of Los Angcles County with six ctber California countxes mcludmg Sierra Coumy which leads the state in
many supporl categories:

RECOVERY RATIO ,

Percent of welfare dolars recovered through chﬁd support collections by district attorneys:

July 1996-hane 1997
Los Angeles: 5.4%
San Diego; 13.8%
Orange: 12.4%

* San Francisco: 19.4% .
Fresno: 20.9% L
Ventura; 27.5% '
Sicrra: 44.8%

LOW RETURNS

T

Dollars collected in child support for every doliar spent by county district-attorneys ¢on coliect it:

July 1996-June 1997

Los Angeles: $2.11

San Francisco; § 2.33

Ventura: $ 3.29

Sierra: $ 3.81

Fresno; §4.06

Orange: $ 4.21 ; i

San Diego: § 4.26 ‘
Sourcc: State Department of Social Services, Los Angeles district attomney's office.

Who to Call for Help

Please contact Larry McSwain if you would like to receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questions
cbout articies found in this publication. {Imcswain@acf.dhhs.gov (e-mgil] or 202-401-1230(voice}).
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The following 6rganizéﬁons meidc free or low-cost advice on child support matiers:

* ACES (Assn. fcr Ch:ldren for the Enforcement of Child Support) (800) 738.2237

* Harriert Buhai Center for Family Law (323) 939-2174

* Lawyers for Family Support (323) 852-1473 . ,
* Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles (323) 801-7991 : .

* My Child Says Daddy (323) 296-8816 , B

* Neighborhood Legal Services (800) 433-6251

* SPUNK (Single Parents United "N Kids) (562) 984-2580 -

To Comument

For readers wanting to comment on these sroﬁes, e-mail: chii&;suppm@}atimcsécoﬁ
Times Web site bulletin board: huep://wwrw. latiraes.com/child support |
About This Series ; | o

. Ted'ay--The county's child support program rmay be the worst in the nation, dnvmg farmhcs into financial ruin while
hiding its problems through quesnonablc bookkeepmg

Monday--The task of trying to resolve ciuld suppon problems pmves daunung m a court system pushed by the district
attorney's office 1o focus on vohume and speed. :

Tucsday—Weak state cvemght of countics hke Los Angeles has left Cahfomm wnh one of the poorest child support
~ systems in the country. Yet 1ts Ieaders ﬁght kzy reforms.

¢

Copyright 1998 Times Mirror-Company_
Los Angeles Times tober'13, 1998,

SERIES: Fuil lurc to Provide: Los Angeles County's Chxld Support Crisis. L.:st in a series.

COUNTY, STATE BOTH GET BLAME ON CHILD SU}"PORT :
B}’UNE NICHOLAS RICCARD! and GREG K:‘UKORI.%{N TIMES STAFF WRIFERS

Los Angeles County's child support failure is just a picce of a much larger pu:u-lc

The cntire state of California for years has languished near the bottom of the nauon in many catcgorzes of collccnng
child support, Thls year alone, an estimated 3 million children statewide will go wnhout the money they are owed.

 As the largest and by most rneasures worst county in California in collecnng support, Los Angeles is blmcd by many
for pulling the state down in national rankings. But the only way to truly change Los Angeles' performance “culd appear
to be (o restructure the entire stale system.

That prospect, for now, seemns unlikely.

Past efforts to reform the state's child support system have been largely blocked by the powerful county dxstncl auorneys,
whose agencics receive millions of dollars in incentive payments from the federal government.

“The question here is not whether the line workers and the local D.A.'s are working their mls off," said
Assemblywornan Dion Aroner (D-Berkeley), "But it doesn't secm to change how we're domg Al some pomt you say
maybe we have to totally revamp what we' re doing.”-

Please contact Lomy McSwain if you would like to receive the WR Daily Reporf by e-mail or if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. (Imcswain@act.dhhs.gov {e-mail) or 202-401-1230(voice}).
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State officials charged with running Cahforma s child support systcm say that, alxhough the program is stiil in need of
improvement, it is moving forward after years of neglect :

"The future’s brighter than it's cver been, said Leslic Frye, head of the state's clnld support ofﬁoe which oversees the
way district attorneys collect child support in the:!r counties.

Not everyone at the statc level agrees.
Tough Laws, Weak Record

Califognia's watchdog Little Hoover Ccmmissién 1ast vear issued 2 scathing report on the child support program. noting
the irony of a state with some of the toughest child support laws in the nation having such a poor track record.

“In recent years, the child support program has been bolstered by considerable federal and state legislation," the report
said. "But given the possibilities and the imperative, the progress is anemic.”

Another report, released Monday by a coaliuoa: of child suppornt advocacy g:oupé, says that although the amount of
support collected has grown in the past five years, the amount of uncollected money has increased far more dramatically--
from $ 3 billion in 1992 to $ 8.2 billion as of 1996.

{ . ;
"Overall, the state’s child support program remains near the bottom of the nation, failing far more children than it

_helps,” said the report issued by the National Centcr for YouLh Law, the Child Suppon Reform Initiative and Children

Now.

Those who want 1o reform the state’s child support sysiem can choose from several models across the nation.

A}

Some states, like Texas and Florida, rely ona ﬁngle agency to collect suppon--éhe attorney general and department of
finance, respectively. Others, like Minnesota and New York, split the xesponsxbxhty between several county agencics and

‘relv on another bureaucracy in the state capitol 10 ooordmate

In some states, child support is a largely administrative process. In others, like California, it is run by county prosecutors
who put the process in more of a judicial framework.

All states have one thing in common: They do not collect nearly enough of the money owed to children.
“Child suppért is not an easy business,” said Robert Doar, who runs New York‘é pmgram. "We are dealing with money

and family, and those things will make people do the most mcan-spmtcd things. , . . We have 10 have realistic
expectations about what we can achieve.” . : : ‘

Some states, however, are better than others for a variety of reasons, experts say—usually a rmxmre of demographics,
management and structure, i .

Critics say California—especially Los Angeles Coamy»lesgs in all three.
"California has one of the worst systems in the country," said Columbia Univessity préfessor lrwin Garfinkel, 4 leading
child support scholar. "The system is so Jocalized . . . so county-based, it's almosl like going from one state to another, and-

that probably by itself accounts for the relatively: dxsmal performance.

The states that are most successful tend 10 have strong; centralized coordination, even if each county operatcs
independently, said Michael Kharfen, a spokesman for the federal Depariment of Health and Human Services.

Please contact Larry McSwain if you wouid like to réceive the WR Daily Report by e-mail of if you have questions
about articles found in this publication. (bmcswcm@ccf dhhs.gov {e-mail} or 202-401-1230({voice}}.
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In its report, the Lmlc Hoover Comxmssmn found that is not the case in Cahfomm and contended that the Departmcm
of Social Semces was "rewarding excuses rather than rwulls ' : :

The rewards come in the form of federal funds that flow to California from the fedcral Depanmem of Hea.hh dnd
Huran Services. Last year, spending by district attorneys across the state mcreascd fasler than the child suppon thev
distributed. - \ , N

The Little Hoover Commission and the state's legislative analyst have criticized as deeply flawed the way the state
Dcpanmem of Social Services has for years evaluated the child support efforts of California's district attorneys.

Even if a district attorney’s ofﬁcc failed its performance evaluation, it snll could receive millions in federal dollars. Los
Angeles County, for example, failed every performance evaluation until last year. Yet between 1995 and 1997, according
1o an analysis by the National Center for Youth Law, the amount of federal money it reccived rosc eight times faster than
its collections. .

The reason the state does not take a harder stand is because it hopes to work with the district attorncys to help them
better provide for the children they serve. Although Frye said the approach has succeeded, advocates counter that it has
undermined accountability by allowing systems like Los Angeles’ to collect from parents in only-a frachon of their cases,
without penalues Or CORSCQUEnces, : :

In Los An geles the district attorney's office collccts support from the noncustod:al pa.rem in f::wer than 8% of its :
500,000 cases.

"It is a massive failure of the wholc regulatory strucmre said Betty N’ordwmd, executwc dxrector of the Harrieu Bnhm .
Center for Family Law in Los Angaies :

" Where i8 r.he state? Where are the feds?" sald Nordmnd who also chairs the county's Family Support Adwsory Board.
"How come this program, which is one of the largest in the counuy ~has been allowed 10 get this far in life with an 8%
~ collection rau:‘? ’ , o

The Legxslature changed the evaluation process this ycar focusmg on each county 3 pcrfonnancc in coIlecnng child
support 1o retmburse the welfare system, : A :

Other efforts to reform the system, however, have died.

In each of the past three years, child support advocates had bills introduced in tﬁm Assembly or the state Senatc (0 move
control of child support programs from the district attozneys to another oovemme’m agency.

: Some years the bills sunph died without a hearing. In othcr years, proposed reforms werg killed aficr strong opposmon
from the California District Attorneys Assn., which has a child support lobbyist. -

“You can't get enough people who want to lake on the district attorneys,” " said Assemblywoman Debra Bowen (D-Marina
del Rew). “t gets derailed before it ever gets voted on." o '

~ Los Angeles lawyer Gloria Allred, a longtime child support advocate, said, "I can't really account for why district
attorneys want to hold onto it, except to say I've never scen. an elected official give up power. . . .

"Tf T had a system that didn't work, I'd want to fix it or turn it over to someone else.”

Alternative Strategies

Please contact Lary McSwain if you would like to.receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you hove questions
about articles found in this publication. {Imcswain@ccf.dhhs.gov (e-mail). or 202-401-1230(voice]].
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Itis not just a question of mismanagement, some say. Prosecutors simply may not be the best peaple w handle the
sensitive issue of child support.

“They're set up to hunt down and punish people who have broken the law," said Michele Salinger, a staff attorney at
Levitt & Quinn Family Law Center in Los Angeles, which helps indigent parents deal with the district attorney’s child
support office. "I think this problem is so bad and so broad right now that it ueﬁds 1 somewhat finer touch.”

Even some former district attorneys concede that the program should be moved. :

"The D.A.'s officc wasn't and isn't set up to do collecnons said former Los Angeles Dist. Atty. Robert Philibosian, who
advocates privatization.

_ Prosecutors say they should keep the program because they can run it best.

“We strongly believe that the further away you remove it from local control, the worse the service is going to get,” said
Sacramento prosecutor Jonathan Burris, president of the California Family Support Council. |

At least now, said San Diego County Dist. Atty. Paul Pfingst, voters can hold somcone accountable for the child support
program. "There has to be an ¢lected person whom the public can kick out of ofﬁce rather than a bureaucracy far away
that history has shown us doesn't carc.” N

+

Accountability Measure

The district atiorneys this year, however, were instmmemal in killing a measure that could have provided more
accountability for their child support operanons

Assemblywoman Aroner introduced a bill to create an appeals process for mothers or fathers who believe that their child
support cases were botched by district attorneys. It was 2 move suggested by the thtlc Hoover Commission in its 1997
rcport, , .

The district attorneys organizaxion opposed the bill, arguing that untold thousam;is of parents would complain. It
cstimated that the process would cost millions of dollars, a contention Aroner's office disputes.

Prosecutors also argued that an appeals prooesé would have been redundant.

"You right now have that same process existing in the court " Burris said. "If the court process Is undriendly, if they
think it's not usable by people, they have to fix that process.”

Despite opposition from district attomcys, the bill gained wide support in the Legislature and was passed on a bipartisan
votc, backed by a unique lobbying parmership between fathers' and mothers’ rights groups.

But last month, Gov. Pete Wilson vetoed the bill, saying child support was already adequately monitored by the state
- and federal governments and did not need additional oversight. ‘

Now, said Leora Gershenzon of the National Center for Youth Law, a backer of ihe bill, "we have to start from scraich
next year.”

Times researcher Janet Lundblad contributed to this story.

'
i

About This Series
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Sunday-The county's child support program may be thc worst in the nation, driving faxmhes into ﬁnancml ruin while
hxdmg lts problems through quesuonable bookkeeping. :

Monday--Trying 10 resolve child support problems proves to be a daunting task in a court system pushed by the district
atornev's office to focus on volumc and speed

B

Today--Weak statc oversight of counties like Los Angclcs has leﬁ California with onc of the poorest child support
systems in the country. Yet its leaders fight key reforms. :

(BEGIN TEXT OF INFOBOX / INFOGRAPHIC)
Whom to Call for Help o
The following organizations provide free or low-oost aﬂvioe on chi]d support marters:

* ACES (Assn._for Chﬂdren for the Enforcement of Support) (800) ‘738-2237
* Child Support Paralegal Services (213) 387-2727
* CORE (Congress on Ramai Equality) (213) 252-1996
. * Harriett Buhai Center for Family Law (323) 939-2174
* Lawyers for Family Support (323) 852-1475 . . S
" * Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles (323) 801-’7991 * Levitt & Quinn Family Law Center (213) 482-1800
* My Child Says Daddy (323) 296-8816 ‘ o ;
* Neighborhood Legal Services (800) 433-6251
* SPUNK (Single Parents United 'n Kids) (562) 984-2580
* Vincent Famx]y Law Center {213) 363-6085

TQ Commem :

For readers wanting 1 commem on these stores, e-mazl child. snppon@lamnes ‘com
l_Tlmes Web site bulleun board http://www.latimes. com/chlld support

(BEGIN TEXT OF INFOBOX /INFOGRAPHIC)
’I‘rying to Improve the System

.Among the many bills on child support intreduced in the Legislature each year are oneé;'}hat some advocacy groups say
could reform the state's beleaguered program. This is what has happened to some of those bills in the past three years,

1998
Bill: AB1961 :
Objective: Create child support appcals process, as rccoxnmcnded by thtle Hoover Commxssmn Gne parents who think
* their cases were mlshandled another recourse. .
D.A's Stance: Opposed
What happened: Passed both houscs vetoed

Bill; SBi410 ,
. Objective: Establish mcenme pay program for district attomeys as recommended by legislative analyst's office using
new statistical measures to better link incentive pay to actual performance of the child support program. .

%

Plecse c:onjrcct" Lorry McSwain if you would like fo receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questions
- about articles found in this publication. {Imcswain@ach.dhhs.gov (e-mail) or 202-401-1230(voice]). -
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D A’s Stance: None
What happened: Passed and signed by Gov. Wllson

i

glbljlectss Og‘iansfer child support program 10 smte Franchise Tax Board, which collects twice as efﬁcxemly as all D A,
offices statewide.

D.A's Stance: Opposed | o

What happcned: bied in Assetﬁbly Judicial Cozfnmiztee ' ;

1997 7

Bill: AB2093

Objective: Transfer child support program from judicial proccss to admxmstrauve process as favored by some advocacy
groups who believe it would be more efficient.

i
D.A.'s Stance: Opposed

What happened: Died in Assembly Judicial Coxpmittee
Bill: AB907

Objective: Transfer entire child support program to state Depanmem of Social Sc;mces Some advocates believe this
‘would be more efficient,

D.A's Stance: None

What happened: Stalled in Senate Judicial Cornmittee

Bilt: SB396 \ : ‘

Objective: Eliminate process for giving mcenuve pay to D.As. Critics say the proocss rewards D A.s despite negligible
improvements in thelr work.

D .A's Stance: None.
What happened: Passed

1996

Bill: SB235
Objective: Transfer child support program to unspacxﬂed adnumstranve agency for greater eff“lcmncy

D.A's Stance: Opposed : '
What happened: Died in Senate Judicial Committee

Sources: National Center for Your Law, Assembly staff

Please contact Larry McSwain if you would like to receive the WR Daily Report by e-mail or if you have questfions
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