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B-164031(3)

COMPTROLLER GENERAL OF THE UNITED STATES
WA5HiNGTON, Q.E. 20548

To the.President of the Senate and the
Speaker of the House of Representatives

This report describes the status of the child support
program before the 1975 legislation was enacted. It also ,

discusses some problems affected by the new legislation; ad-
tions taken by the Department of Health, Educationv and Wel-

fare to implement the legislation; and how to clarify and
improve the new legislation.

Our review was made pursuant to the udg
in:- Act, 1921 3l U.S.C. 53), and the Account
Act of 1950 (31 U.S.C. 67).

t and Account-
ng and Auditing

'Copies of this report are bein_ sent to the Director,
Office of Management and Budget, and theSecretary of Health,
Education, and .Welfare.

ad
Comptroller General
of the United States
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COMPTROLEL_ NERAL'S
REPORT TO THE CONGRESS

DIGEST

NEW CHILD SUPPORT LEGISLATION--
ITS POTENTIAL IMPACT AND HON
TO TMPROVE IT
Office of Child Support Enforcement
Department,of Health, Education,

and Welfare..

over 7 million children who have an absent parent
receive assistance under'the aid to families with
dependent children program; Many of these children
could benefit from an effective child support
program. In the past,,however, the program has
generally not been actively carried out by all
Sta':es and has'not been-adequately monitored or
administered by HEW. Thus the States and the
Federal Government have spent many millions of-

dollars en assistance for these children which
would not have been spent if child support-pay-
ments'had been obtained from absent parents.

GAO evaluated the child support program authorized
under title IV of the Social SecUrity Act and
investigated the potential for new or increased'

-child support payments.. This review, made at 10
localities in 7 States,=shewed that several program
improvements were.needed and that some potential
existed to establish or increase support payments.

It

The lack of action by HEW to administer and monitor
the pro(,:am was one major weakness noted. This was
characterized by no single.organization having total
program responsibility, program effOrts tacking,
coaxdination, and.basic program information not

being available.

Operation of the child support pro ram varied from

State to..State., Limited efforts,w re made to
establish and enforce child sUpport payments.
AlthoUgh identifying absent parents did not'prOVe
to be a major problem, shortcomings were noted'in
Obtaining sufficient data to locate absent parents,
determining income and amount of support payments
absent parents-could make, and reviewing' .and en-

fereing child support payments.

Only 4 of the 10, localities reviewed used specific
payment cri.1.7eria which allowed GAO to estimaJ_e
the potential for more child support payment.7.

Based on a review of 4 0 cases-in which no --ild

igi Upon removal, the report
cover date.hould be noted hereon_



support payments had been required and 200 cases
in which payments had been ordered, GAO estimates
that $3.:1 million more could be collected annually
($2 million from new, child support orders and
$1.1 million by bringing existing orders up to
amounts required by payment criteria).

,

Payment of child support was tested in 429 -ease,9
for a 6-month period. About 51.5 percent of
$248,400 ($128,000) was not paid by absent
parents tor that period. Further, more than
$644,500 in total unpaid support eisted.over
various periods for these 429 cases.

In January 1975, the Congress approved major
revisions to the child support legisiation'by
enacting Public Law 93-647. By requiring HEW to
organize a separate. unit -to administer the child
support program and by giving States.and.lecal
jurisdietionS, financial incentives-to increase
program activities, the new legislation ha-s the.
potential .to overcome the weaknesses- feund. But.,'
problems have occurred or are anticipated in
implementing the new legislation:

Some of the problems were handled through imple-
menting Public Law 94-88, which contained, in .

Jpart,: additional legislative changes to the
program. Because HEW's fiscal year 1976 appro-
priations were not approved until January 28,'
1976, delays occurred in implementing severed
:provisions of the new legislation, even though-
the effective date for moSt of the.provisions
was August 1, 1975. Alsip, because of con-
cerns for privacy, sources of information
needed to carry out an effective child support
program will be limited.

-t

GAO believes the.legialation needs s:ome further
changes and the COngxess should be informed on
the.impact of the newmiegislation. Therefore,
GAO recommends . that the Secretary,,HEW, take
.appropriate.actionP to include . certain data in
the required annual-report to the CongresS'
indicating- how the new legislation is affecting
the child Support program. GAO is asking the
Congress to consider amending tile legislation
toe

--Clarify evaluation and audit requirements
-,and giVe HEW more flexibility in meeting
such requirements,

.-
- ii



cifonc'131 incentive to oncournqe

co°Pc-'ratiorl N
nttfying and locating absent

p3rer,L_ILL-5,

--prOVido fof nO.LE3tent'
t' _

tO Stat, nffl C-
nL-(=r1 paYment rate

paymmt,vf, c-a'pq,loC
'-ic,.for collecting support

--clariEy the %rni5hiNnt provision.

Alsofthe MaY wisn to consider the policycon4

1=etissUe involvin4 =8:'i% and
f nOt pr:ov-idN 0,1) knfeTmation from 50'cialo

0-4.q

SACurit AdM1 k,...,etItlet1 files.N 4

StaeC et i'Cjj1 % Oe rally concurred with our

findings.-3-0 r%
r

ØefldtjonS and commented

othe ohild

on

Opor ties'which concern them.

(See P- 46.)
,

HEW °greed w1 y re.ommendation regarding the
ou

contents of nua' report to the Congress, but
an .

adde that in )1,1-0T4On in its report-Would.likely

be 1"lited
of-data reported by the

States As
sc/ial security number issue,

Hsvi acknowleci tnat ileither the Privacy Act ot

1974 nor Publir r.oid 93647, which created the

Feoe17a1 par-gOt ,'-ocatch- Service, requires oe

'prohibit the' L lese of the number. "However,!'

HEW aid, It0 the spirit of the Privacy

Act, it ha5
1-

:Led Droviding soci.al security

nuM0ers for 1d5upDc,ft enforcement. (see
54.)



CHAPTER1

TNTRODUCTION

At the request of the Chairman, Subcommittee on Fiscal

Policy, Joint Economic Committee, we initiated a review of
the collection of child support under the aid to families

with dependent children (AFDC) program'in Juno 1974, The

Chairman asked that income and support collection data be,.

gathered to provide reliable information on potential sup-
port resources and on the functioning of.current child
support collection systems.

Our objectives were'to:

-"-Determine the potential fØ establishincj initial
child support paymPnts fer'familieS receiving

AFDC assistabce.

--Descr=ibe ,the various c_
systems uSed.

support collection

--Evaluate the program guidance prbvided to the
States by the Department of Health, Education,
4nd Welfare (1,14).

--Identify the types and sources Of information
:available in the Federa1PCovernment which are
or could be used in carryincj out tha ehild
support program.

'--Review HEW actions on recommendations made

inour prior report entitled, "Collectien
Of Child Support Under the Program of Aid to
Families with Dependent Children" (B-164031(3),

Mar, 13, 1972).

Because of a time const aint on, the Subcommittee's
activities,'we were asked to furnish data instead of a formal-

report. On,December 4, 1974, the Subcommittee Chairman

presented a statement to the House of Representative's on

child support colleation'for welfare families. At the con-

-elusion of this-statement, which was based on data we pro
vided, she'urged that action be taken on the matter. On

January 4, 1975, Publie.-Law 93-647 was enacted; amending
the Child support provisions of the Social Security Act.
These previsions.were amended again on August 9, 1975, by

-Public Lew 94-8.: This report is intended to inform the

Congress On program conditions and problems-which existed
before enactment of the-new le4islation, problems which will

be affected by 'the legislation, HEW's efferts to implement

1



-7-the legislation, and Possiblb revisions
strengthen the legisi-Eion-

LEGISLATION

0 ari:fy,and

The child support prOgram is now adthcrized under titi,e
IV-D of the Social Security Act, as amended (42 U.S.C. 651
nt seg.). It provides :for.Federal participiation in State-
programs which,enforce support obligations of absent parents,
locate absent parents, establish: paternity and-obtain child.
support. To provide a basis for carrying eut,the child
support program, each Statemust submit a plan for nEW
approval-which proVides-, for all matters required by section-
454 of the act, such as maintaining co1leetign and disburse-
ment recerds, establishing a service to iodate -absent-parents,
and establishing a single and separate organizational unit
to administer the.plan.

Development of child su port program

In 'the 1940s the COngress_recegni,_zed thejmpottance of
the desertion and .ftonsupport iSsue. Legislative proposals
which sought to enforce family support responsibilities were-
consider6d, but none were enacte.cL Then in 19B, the Congress
took the first ,step towhi-d developing,a. child'support program
by amending'the Social Security.Aet to require-public assist,-
ance agencieS to notify appropriate law enforcement officials
when children who have been abandoned or deserted by a parent

,are receiving AFDC.

111'196/ the Congress enacted provisions to strengthen
State programs for iphild support enforcement and' paternity
delermination. The 1967 Social Security Act amendMents
required each,State =to include in'its AFDC State plan a
provision for the 'cleve:pMent and.implementation'of a program
under which a State agency would.. e,Stablish-the Paternity of
and secure support 'for each illegitimate child receiving
ALDC asth-istance., If the child had been deserted Or abandbned
En.; a. parent,_the agency woOld secure-support for the
f.rom the deserting parent, utilizing reeiprocal,arringements
,with,pther States toJobtain:or enfor!O court ca:ders for
support'.

The 1967 amendments fUrtner required'that eachState'p
plan provide'fer establishing a single organizational unit
to cdrry out the paternity and support progiam,and-,entel-ing
into cooperative.arrangerrints With bo6rt and law enfOrceinpnt
officials for assistance ih implementing, the' progrAM.

I 0

2



'The 1967 aMendments.also. prOvided far Feder;a1 reimbUrse-

1/4

ment for adminttration of the State plan at a rat-e of 50
percent for administrati.ve costs rolatbd to paternity and
support. activities..

In January 1975,---the Social: Security Act was amended

again. A major feature Of---,this legislation Was the estab-
lisholont of Part D: "Child 1,..ipport and Establishment of ,Pater-

1 nity" in titTe Iv of the act. For the first time, child
support legislation was-separated froM part A of title IV, -

J-.he ATTC Program. -Part D was amended in. Augalst 1975 by Pub-
lic Law 9,4788. 1;lr discuss ih chapter.4-'seloeted provisions
of'the J975 anendmentS,and Oeir potential iMpact on prob-

,

lems we identified:

PROGRAM ADMINISTRATION

- During.ohr fieldwork-, HEW operated- t__7, child -support'
program under the ....-ocial 'Security Act, as amended through

.

1967. The ,ecretary,'HEW, was authorized (1) .toapprove
, ..

State AFDC plans Whi'clnaluded requirements:for child-su-_-
..

,

- port activities and-(2) to pay- the.States the Edderal share ,

of costs associated -with suCh aCtivities.
,.

The child suPport,program' was-implemented throUgh HEW_
regulations and guidelines. Regulations:for -estabishing
.the-tpaternity of children born out of wedleck for socuring.
support for them and all Other children receiving-AFDCwhO
have been deserted by their parents or nther legally liable
persons, and for Federal financial partieilpation iff these
,actiVities were included in-45 C.F.R. .220.48and 220161.
_The'requirement for notifying Aaw enforcement officials was
-set forth in-45 C.F.R. 235.70.. The,regulations Wege clari-
,fied and elaborated on by-Program instrnetions, i-formatictin

'memorandums', letters, bandbooks,'revieW guides and manuals.

The Assistance Payments Administration (APA) , a compo-
nent. of HEW's Social ahd.RehabilitatiOn,ServiCe (SRS), had
principal r6sponsibility for' child support program activi-
ties as part of its-overall supervision of the financia
assistance aSpectS of.the AFOC- program, Other organizations
within HEW reviewed, -studied, or provided data for the chlld
support program,- Zocial SeCur.ity Adminisration (SSA) .and,
Internal Revenue SerVice (IRS)-4iles were used- to locate

absent parents.

In March 1975, HEW created the Office' of Child Support ,

Enforcemnt (OCSE) , which assumed.the responsibility for,child
support activities, to comply with the,new legislation's
requirement for separate organzational unit to admihister-
the child support.program.



PROGRAM STATISTICS

When the AFDC program 'is first established in the
1930s, death of'the father was the major basis for eligibi-
lity. HEWs 1973 statistics show the largest AFDC group is
comprised of families from which a parent is absent because
of divorce, separation,' desertion, or unmarried parenthood.
As a percentage of the total caseload, AFDC families in
which a parent is absent from the home increased from 67 p6-r-'
cent in 1961- to 63 percntl'an 1973.

The FederaljGovernment Shayes in the cost'of AFDC pay-
.lnents. Federal outlays for AFF.0 can be reduced or elimi-

ndtbd when child 'sup-port payments are made by absent parents,
-ebeeause such payments-usually replace Federalrfunds.

The following statist_cs show; for fiscal years 1972-74,
the total AFDCpa,- maderand theaverage number of'rbei-
pient groups.

Total payments

Federal share

$6.7

$3.6

Average num pr families 2 918

Average numbe -of .

recipients

Average ilumber of children 7,698=

(billions)

$7.0

$3.8

(000 omitted)

3,124

10 631-' 11,042,

7,967

1974

$7.4

$4.0

3,170

10,846

7,826

'Findings of HEW's 1973 AFF study (see p. 28) based on
data from all States and jurisd tions exeept Massachusetts
and Guam show that of 7.7 million chpdren receiving AFDC
in these States in, January 1973, 6.2 Ttillion. (80 percent)
had an absent parent, The vast majority of absent parents
were fathers. Of these fathers,

1
HEW said.thatwhen'a family had a father in the home and one
Dr more fath8rs absent from the home, this family was not
counted in its 1973.studyv,as having an absent. parent. If
such families had been included, absent patent-figures would
be higher.

12
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--39 percent were not marriedto the children's mother,

--27 percent'Were divorce&or legally separated,

--31 percent 'had: de'serted their families, and
6-

--3 percent were,absent fol various reasons sUch-as
',-4Le.ing in the armed servicea.1

Of the 3 million families included in the stu.dy, about.

2.5 million had at least:one absent parent. There were,

however, onlY about 789,400 (32 percent)2\reported to have

court orders and/or voluntary agreements 0 provide child:

support from absentparents; Further, on1138,500 (22 per-

cent) of 636,000 familes were 'receiving the\full amount
of court-ordered support payments'. About 207',500 families
werereceiving partial payments, while 298,206 were not
receiving any payments from court ordered sUpport.3 'Since

e

HEW re uired that:a voluntary agreement not be recorded for

the stiy unless full payment was being pade, the 170,296

pmilies shown to have voluntary agreements for support are
also assumed to be receiving full payment.1

ISee no e, p.4.
I

oince a family can receive more than one type of child sup-

portAcourt ordered and voluntarily agreed) the total number

of families (789,400) is less than the sum of those having

court order (643,650) and those-having a voluntary agree-

ment (170,296)
3since a family can receive support under more thanrone c urt

order, the total number of families (636,000) is less th n

the sum. of families receiving full (138,500) , partial

(207,500) , or no (298,200) payments.

13



CHAPTER 2

STATES CHILD SUPPORT PROGRAMS AS OPERATED

BEFORE ENACTMENT OF THE 1975 LEGISLATION

At the time of our fieldwork, operation of the child sup-
port program varied from State to State. Although somq
StateS placed more emphasis on the program than others, all
seven State,programs we reviewed could, be improved. These
improvements, which require additional program efforts, could
lead to (1) establishing more child support payments; (2)
keeping payments commensurate with the absent pElrentS' abi-
Thy to:pay; (3) :assuring that-payments are made;. and,(4)
reducing Federal and State funds neces'sary to provide cash
assistance payments to absent parents' families on public
assistance rolls.

LOCATIONS REVIEWED AND
DESCRIPTION OF PRO

Our review was mad- in Norfolk, Va., and the following
counties:_

States

California

Georgia
Indiana

Pennsylvania
Texas
Virgin
Washin

In the seven States revi
either administe-ed by a.
to a local organization
changes had boon made cr
program Lhrough a now SI
of each State's child su

caliJornia

Counti-

Contra Cos_a
Yuba
De Kalb
'Marion
Vigo
Lackawanna
Harris
Fairfax
Snohomish

ed,-Lho child support program was
confral SLata agency or delegated
In (;eorgia,_Texas, and Virginia,

wore boincLmado to administer tho
te agency. A capsule description
port proqram follows,

In Cali torn i , coun Ly iLl s Lrict attorneys are pr i )0.11y

re isilae for hild support. enloreemenl Under the
forn[a m.,[rAre Reform Ac!t: of,I971, the welFare dopartment in
roquirod to refer all absent parenf welfare cases to the
dintricl. attorney wifhin days if a saLisfaeLory tit



agreement is not obtained frOm the absent parent. A basic

concept of the California system is that enfercing child

support obligations is a 167 enforcement function, not social

work.

In the.two counties reviewed.in California, the district

attorneys had-assumed the responsibility for.locating absent

parents, establishing paternity,'and obtaining support pay-

ments. Initially, they attempt to obtain support payments
without .resorting to court proceedings. Should this effort

fail, a civil or criminal suit can,then be brought against

the abgent parent. In that case, the Court determines the

amount of payment. in a noncourt case, the absent parent's

payment is established. in accordance with a county support

scale.

Georgia

A new child support collection system was being insti-

tuted in Ceorgia .during,our review. Under this new sYstem,

collection of child support is the reSponsibility of a

singleagency, the Child Support Recovery Unit, within the

-State's Department of Human Resources. Initially, only

capes with an absent, parent who made support payments were

referred to this unit.- Since July 1, 1974; the'local wel-

fare offices haVe been referring all new .AFDC cases with

absent'parents except when the absent parent is deceased,

imprisoned, or disabled. For these neW accounts, the

recovery unit is reSponsible for locating ,:the absent parents-

and establishing accounts for them.

Before the recovery unit was established, child support

enforcement.was to be carried out by the State Department-of

Family and Children Services through an office in each of

,Georgia:!s 159 counties. -However, the county eligibility

workers actually performed the function, although it was

given a low priority.

Pennsylvania

Athe el:torts to collect child support are divided between

local welfare departments, law enfo cement agencies, and the

Bureau of Claim Settlement which _ S part of the State Depart-

ment of Public. Wel:fore. Caseworkers in 67 county welfare

officds try to establish paternity, locate absent parents

and obtain child support payments. The 'caseworkers may

arrange fo-r and approve a voluntary contribution from the

absent parent.



A case will be referred to the Public Welfare Depart-
ment's support unit for advice and followUp with the local
courts when (1)-the-voluntary contribution is not in accord-
ance with the departmentpayMent scale, (2) review of an

'existing coUrt order is condldered appropriate due to changes
in circumstances, or.(3) the client initiated support action
before applying for asSistance. A complaint against the
absent parent is filed either by the AFDC recipient or, if
the redipient refuses to cooperate., by the Bureau of Claim
Settlement.' in Lackawanna County the,comPlaint is heard by
the probation office, which,acts as a mediator between the
absent parent and the AFDC recipient or the Bureau of Claim
Settlement. Tf an agreement is reached, it is presented to
a judge for his aPp.roval and becomes a court order. _If no
agreement is reached,,the case is brought before'a judge for
a hearing to- obtain a court order. Support payments are made'
to the probation office and disbursed either to the Bureau
of Claim Settlement or the recipient.

, .

Washington

Child support is collected from legally responsible
absent parents of children receiving AFDC through the Office
of Support Fnforcement,,which has 3 regional and 10 district
field offices. Although part of, the State Department.of
Social and Heath Services, the office iS relatively indepen-.
dent from other department programs. In the view of the
Director of the Office of Support Enforcement, to be mnqt
effective a child support "collection program" should be
staffed and administered as a collection service, not as an
ancilliary function to social rehabilitation or law enforce-
ment.

Under State law, payment of public aSsistance for the
suppert of children creates a debt due the State by the
absent parent. . Thesedebts can be collected without the-need.'
for court action in most casesby providing that the property
of the responsible parent will be subject to lien and fore-
closure, seizure and sale, or order, or in the absence of an
order,' 'State schedule of minimum contributions.

Virgin

The Virginia Department of Welfare and Institutions
supervises the AFDC program and assures that; applicable law
and policy are uniformly implemented by local agencies..
Before July 1, 1974, the local department of social sdr-
vices in Virginia had primary responsibility for obtaining
child support from absent parents.whose families wore receiv-
ing AFDC. Personnel 'who determine eligibility for AFDC



within the lOcal departments were required to.obtain ade-

quate background information-from the'reeipient, locate
absent parents,:and establish and enforce child sup7

port a counts in accordance withState procedures

Legal action to establish paternity or obtain child

support payment when a responsible parent refuses te cooper-

ate may'be initiated by filing a complaint with the Juvenile

and Domestic Relations Court. This:court-has 'jurisdiction

over all nonsupport cases except those involving a divorceo'

action or .final decree inwhich -provision has been.made for

the support of the dependents,

Effective July 1, 1974, new State iegisiotion made child

support,collection a State respensibility and provided for

the creation ot ah organization similar to that,of,Washing-

ton. All public assistance payments to dependent children
create a debt to the State Department of welfare by the

legally responsible parent Which may be collected through
the seizure and sale of an absent parent's property and the

attachment of -earnings.and bank deposits.

.

The new-JegiSlation will be implemented by a_State sup-

port enforcement bureau which will emphasize obtaining

vOluntary support agreements; legal:remedies wilLbe employed,

as a last resort. As of January 1, 1975, however, the sup-
port/enforcement bureau had,not become operational and the

previously described'iyitem was still in :effeet, We were

told that the-- new system had not been implemented because the :

State legislature had n6t appropriated:funds.

Indiana

The Indiana Department of Public Welfve is responsible
tor the statewide administration of public' welfare programs.

Within the department,the special investigative section is

the single State agency responsible for securing support for

children receivinj aid

Operationally, enforcement of child support obligations

is the responsibility of three agencies at the county level--

the cOunty department of public welfare, the county court

system, and the county prosecutor. Generally, ieir func-

tions include establishing, c011ecting, and enforcing child

support payment-smade to AFDC recipients.

Welfare department caseworkers initiate action to locate

the absent parents. Oncekthe parent is located, the case-

worker will work with the recipient to establish paternity

or obtain and enforce support orders. The county prosecutor



ijll represent the AFDC recipient ih establishing paternity
or citing an absent parent .for not complying with a-Support
order. A.- countY offiCial_eXpfained that almost all support
paymentS are-based on cOUrt orders, since 'the issues involved
in paternity actions, separations, and divorce cases are
handled by the Courts.

Texas

Texas enacted a statewide cild support collection-pro-
gram effective,September. 1973 for establishing paternity and
securing support for children who have been deserted or
abandoned by a parent. The program is the responsibility of
the State Department of Public Welfare. A regional'attorney
in the department'S legal division superviseS the bhild sup-
port collection unit in each of the State's 10 regions..

The local child support collection Ainits attempt to
obtainchild support on a voluntary basis. ff these efforts
are unsuccessful, coUrt action is to be Laken.\ Support pay-
ments are made either directly to .the 'department's fiscal
office Or indirectly through the local cOurts.

Before the establiShment of the new st4tewide program,
each county's district attorney's office waresponsible 'for
bringing charges against an absent parent for "child support.
Action was initiated by-the district attorney upo notifica-
tion by the.AFDC caseworker that an AFDC grant had,,been made
to a deserted or abandoned-child- -Payments under this sys7
tem were made to the AFDC recipient and not to any central
agency, such as the:welfare department. Harris County was
still: operating under this system as of October 1974. The =

neW statewide program wag eNpected to be fully implemented
by the end of 1974.

P_BOGRAMoROSTS AND COLLECTIONS

Program data on costs and amounts of child.support col-
lections was not collected by the Department of Health,
Education, land.Welfare on a regular, recurrinj basis. As
a restat, we were unable to acquire such data on a program-
wide basis. We attempted to obtain this information for
the 7. States and 10 localities included in bur review.
'Even at these levels, infermation is'not always,maintained.

We requested staffing, cost, and collection data for-.
fiscal year 1974 from State and_lecal level offidials. Only
Washington and Contra Costa Colinty were able to furnish the
data for the full.fiscal year. Because of changes in their
programs during 1974, Georgia and Texas officials provided.
data for an B-m nth period. In lndiana and Pennsylvania,'
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program officials could;not provide any of the data requested

for the counties rsviewed in these States.

The staff of the Senate Committee on Finance attempted

to obtain program cost- and collections data for fiscal year

1973 by surveying 20 States. They learned from those States
that maintained administrative,cost data that itcost. about
20 cents to collect 1 dollar. 'an September 1973 Committee
hearihgs, State officials Cited figures that generally sup-
ported a cost/collection ratio of about 1 to 5. More-re-

cently, a coSt-benefit study done by a contractor for tne
Social and. Rehabilitation Service showed that for three
States,. $5.05 was collected for every dollar spent.

There is nodata which shows how many Federal-dollars

were spent on the chil,dsupport 'program and how many Federal

dollars were saved through reduced AFDC payments-due, to

child support eing collected. .Such information could be
obtained from all States as one means of monitoring and

evaluating the,effectiveness of,child,support programs. This

is particularly important in. view of HEW estimates (see p. 32)

which show that the'Federal share of program costs resulting
from the new child support legislation will ,exceed the.'

Federal share of thenew 'collections forc-the:first 2 years.

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE TO ESTABLISH
'AND ENFORCE CHILD SUPPORT PAYMENTS

To ,operate an effective child support prograM, several
major steps should be taken by program officia1s, such as

--identifying absent parent

-obtaining-sufficient data to locate absent parents,

-determining income of absent parents-and the amount

of child support.,payments they could make,

--establi hing child support orders or agreements, and

--reviewing and el-if -cing existing orders or agreements.

While all-the locations visited during our review carry

out these steps to varYing extents, we noted that efforts
were limited,in most instances. This has been a rikimary,

reason why a substantial potential for establishing new or
4ncreased Child support payments has not been realized; We

estimatr that the potential existed to collect annually about

13



$3.1 million more from absentjaarents for 4 of the 10 locali-
ties reviewed Where criteria were used to determine payment..
amobnts. The 0.1 consists of $2 million from
potential new cases and $1 1 million through,increasing:pay-
mes in existing Cases.- (See pp. 17 and 18.)

The fdllowing discusses' what.we learned, in 10 localities
about child support activities,. The information presented,
was obtained:by taking 2 samples which included a total of
1,398 AFDC cases-and 1,812 absent parents. The first sample
of 926 AFDC cases consisted of those having no'established
collection accounts or no court orders or agreements toprovide
child support. These cases involved 1,312 identified abSent
parents,who Were not deceased or totally incapacitated. A
second.sample included 472 AFDC cases for which 500 absent
parents were identified as being under court order,or volun7
tary agreement to provide child-support.

IDENTIFYING AND LOCATING ABSENT PARENTS

, One, frequently mentiened problem with ,the child suppo
program is identifying .absent parents. Based on.interviews
And information gathered during our preliminary work we
anticipated that failure of AFDC applicants or reciRients to
cooperate would be a major reason for the inability to
identify absent.parents. The results of,our review, hoWever,
showed that this problem was,not so prevalent as origin-
ally anticiPated. It was necessary to'randomly select
2,200 AFDC cases in ordet to find 1,398 cases to meet 'the
criteria for out two samples. For these 2,200 AFDC cases,
we found only 66 absent parents had not been identified.-
The welfare records, however, did not generally indicate
whether the inability tO identify these absent parents
as iu e to the AFDC applicants' or recipients' lack of

knowledge regarding the absent parents or their refusal
to cooperate in providing thisinformation;

Obtaining data to locate absen arents

Possibly the most pivotal action to be taken is locating
absent patents, This must be done (I) to establish paternity
in many eaSes, (2) to serve a warrant before a court hearing
can be held, (3) to ,solicit a voluntary agreemeri-Cof payment,
and,(4) to enforce existing court orders or voluntary agree-
ments.

Before querying sources' which could provide.. location
Lnformation, program.perSonnel must obtain certain data whic
is used by the locating sources. A,family member or acquain=-
an e may serve as a-locating source. In such instances only



the names of absent-parents are needed. Por most other,

sources, (see p, 15) the.social security number is needed to

obtain location and income data. ForeexamOle- if a social

securitIvilumber is known, the Internal Revenue Service can
provide the,absent parent's last reported home address, the
Social- Security Administration can provide-the name and
address of the last:reporting employer, and State employment
security systems can often provide income data.

Socia security numbers
-

At the local level, an absent parent's social security
number may be obtained from such sources as the family or

emproyerS. Beyond these sources SSA may be able to identify

a Sodial security numben if other information is available.

Presently SSA requires the absent parent's full-name, date
of birth, and at least one of the following other items of

information: place of birth, father's name, or mother's

maiden name. Fe found, however, that this basic information'

was.not,heing consistently obtained.

There were*1,312 absent parents involved in the 926

AFDC cases reviewed where no'child support had beeri estab-

lished.: The' files contained no sbcial security number for

894, or 68_percent of these absent parents. Even in those

cases whe,re there had been a marriage and we assumed infor-
matton oh the absent patents would.moreJikely be available'

sUch inTormation.was often lacking. In Norfolk, for ex-

ample, in 27 of 32 cases, 'the recipients who were or had

beenmarried,tothe absent parents d'id not proVide social,

security numbers-or birth dates of the absent spouses orr

the AFDC applications. In Fairfax County, 22 pf 63 married

or formerly married recipients provided neither the social

:security numbers nor the birth dates of the absent spouses.

When,'sufficient information was available to have ssA

identify a social security number for,the purpose of obtain-,

ing.the name and addresS of an absent parent's employer, we

fOund .that the States' use of SSA for this purpose was limi-

ted. For example, in .5 counties Sufficient information Was,

available to make such- a request to SSA to help locate 80

absent parents, but only 6 inquiries were made State and

county program officials,Said they are reluctant to usp

,Jiederal source such as SSA because of the timelag. before

-eceiving a reply and the fact that the information received

is often out of- date. One'official told us it takes about

8 months.to obtain information from SSA, An SSA offiCial

nourred tKat in the past it has taken as long as 8 'month's

.
to provide, information to the States. ne attributed the
length of time partially to an inefficient; system which has

since been .discontinued.
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-Other,So es

-A variety of sources can hel p locate absent parents
depending eft the data available. Some Federal agencies able

to provide location are IRS, the Pestal Service,

SSA, and the bepartm -.1-1t of Defense At the State level, the,

departments of motor vehicles, employment security agencies.,

police and sheriff departments, State Income tax agencies,
and'local employers are among those sourpea which might

be able to help.
/

A

Using data obtained _from the cases in our sample, we

asked IRS and SSA for address information on 347 absent

.
parents in instances where programpfficials had failed to

06 so. IRS provided addresseajor-232f or 66-.9 percent Of

the . absent parents. SSAfurnished the address of the last

known employer for 260 absent parents, or about 74.9 percent.

State and local program Officials- again cited the long time

it takes to,obtain'a reply-as a reason for not using IRSor
SSA to obtain addresses on- these eases. Alsoj.they-ques-

tioned whether the information is recent enough to be useful

once it is received.

IRS and SSA fu nished the-addresses requested within 60,

.day-_ after agreement was reached to supply the data. -Most of

the information was provided frOm records -which were=at least

6 months old.. But this same situation will likely eXist when

State and local:sources, such as State income tax returns or

employmenb security agency records, are used te obtain

addresses.

DETERMINING ABSENTJ'ARENTS' INCOME
AND ESTABLISHING SUPPORT PAYMENTS

Once absent parents have been identified and located,

their potential for- m,king child support payments must be

established.' A prime measure of absent parenW'ability t-'-

pay is their income. Mrogram officials, may be able to ob-

tain income data from State employment -security'systems,
State. income tax returns, employers or former employers, or

family sources. We obtained from the, various State and

Federal sbuiCes income data for a 1-year period on 719 of

the 1,812 absent parents included in our samples. :Ibe

following table indicates for 615 absent parents the fre-

cluency of incoM s earned within certain earnings ranges.

2 3
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Earnings Number 0

0- 4,000
4,001- 6,000
6,00l- 8,000
8,001-10,000

10,001-15,00D
,15,001-20,000
20,0001-and-:eVer

absent arents

349
103
70'
44
4-5,

4

0

615

These figures show that 163, or 27 percent of these
absent parents,,earned over $6,000 . In addition, 104 absent
parents filed joint income tax returns which may have'included
inCome2of.,their spouses. Of these returns 69 shOwed a
grOss-income of $6,000 to $'32,000: This prOvided uS with
some indicatioh of absent parents'-poteptial,for making child'
.support payments-.

In many instances support payments_are set arbitrarily,
while in other cases scales or formulpts are used to deter-
mine:support payments. We found that ohly4 Of the:10.1oca--
tions reviewed used a paymentscale based on income to deter-
mine 'the.amount of,an absent parent'ssupport cbligation. jri
another location, Yuba County, California, the practice was
-to try to obtain $50 for each child. But this aMount Would
be nege iated on the basis of the absent parpnt's ability eo
pay. Virginia had criteria for establishing support paymentsi:
however, agency officials in the two Virginia locations
reviewed aaid they clid not .use the Scale since it.was
considered to be "punitive."

The criteria used-in the. Eive locations-\shown below were
inconsistent, as they considered different factors, such as'
debts, transportation expenSes and expenses due to unusuai ,

circumstances, in determining the absent parent's ability to
pay child support. For example, in -Gebrgia the amount of
income available forsupport is determined by, deduCting
normal withholding's, allowing for expenses due to unuSual or
exceptional circumstances; and providing for retention of
income to maintain p modest standard of living for .the absent
_rent and his preseht family. In.contrast, the State Of

Washington's criteria do not allow other debts
. to be consid-

ered ahead of an absent parent's support requirement. We
compared the effect, of the various criteria in the five loca-
tions for an absent parent earning $6,000 per year, with one

-dependent,:no-unusual-expenses or debtsi-and- one-child on
AFDC'. The following table demonstrates the variance in pay-
ment requirements from location to location.
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IlaatLY
-county

Lackawanna, Pa. -$122

Snohomish, Wash.
Yuba, Calif.
Pe Kalb, Ga. 4:7

Contra Costa, Calif. 36

In the four locations with payment scales, we applied

the scales to the AFDC cases reviewed in which the absent
parents--both located and unlocated--had nat been-ordered to

make child support payments. We estimate that there was a

'
potential to annually collect about $2.million more if pro:-

gram personnel would locate absent parents and require -them

to initiate payments. We also reviewed the potential for

additional support in Marion County, Indiana, by using

Georgia's criteria to determine payment amounts. County

welfare _Qfficials-concurred with the reasonableness of the

critaera jased. When' we applied the Georgia crieria to.the
circumstances of 138 absent parents who were not required to '

maket,support paAments, 9 of them showed the potential: to

pay ovee$22,000 per year toward the support of their-chil-
dreh on AFDC in Marion County.

'We recognize that to realize the potential collections

dadditional efforts and increase& costs may be required.
However, these efforts have proven to be cost beneficial.

(See
r

REVIEWING AND ENFORCING PAYMENTS

After the initial payment amount has been established,:.

program officials ahould assure that it remains consisterit

with the absent parent's ability to pay and that payMents

are made.

Reviewing actions

Our revie0 of cases Where child support payments had been

establ,ished showed that in many instances no adjustMents had

1,e6n made to account for chan,j,':,; in the absent parents' in

comes. This i6 the result of (1) some localities not having

criteria by which payments can be adjusted dr (2) officials

'not making such-reviews where criteria' do exist because there

was 6 lack d procedures or staff.
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In 4 cou- ties whicb,use'specific paymet criteria,- 68
of 200- absent parents were assigned support payments leas,
than required by the payment criteria in their localities.
On thebasia ef these 'cases,. We estimate. thabout $1.1
milliOn in increased payments could result: from bringing
child:support payments in line With existing criteria.

.'Fbr example; in Contra Costa County, an,absent parent
with A grdsaannual.income of about $16,700 lied a total
monthly *yment of'only. $25 for three dependents receiving.
AFDC.- Based on agency,criteria4 the payment should have
.heen $311. The .averege welfare grant payment in California
during 1973 wasonly $295. Thus, Support payments commensu-
rate with the absent parent's income might have madethe
family ineligible for AFDC

We believe there is a potential to increase child' sup-
port payments in those counties where no criteria currently
exist. To test this, we applied Georgia's criteria for
,support payments to present child support cases iR Marion
County, Indiana, as a means of comparing the absent parents'
ability to pay with what they had been ordered to pay. We
,found that 12 of 50 absent parents had established paYments
which werp less than the amounts required-by Georgia's
criteria. We estimate that about $20,000 per year more,-
chilclsupport could be collected if payments were made ac-
cording to these criteria, which Marion County officials
considered reasonable.

En.forcing lactic) s

Program personnel are not assuring that absentparents
meet their:child support-obligations. This situation, which
program officials attribute to such Matters as failure ef
courts to enforce their orders, lack ef procedures to detect
delinquencies; ahd inadequate staff, had led to poor .compli-
ance by-absent parents'in meeting child suppdi-t,payments and
te unnecessary State and, Federal AFDC costs.

Payment records were available for only 429 of 500
absent parents in our second sample who were to be making
'Payments. An'examination of these records, showed that Trom
July through December 1973, actual payments represented only
48.5 percent of the required payments as follows.

2 6
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Coiar,1

Ynba

,;ohomli,h

Do Kalb

Norfoll:

Pdirr,1%

Harri

Mrtorl

r)-(1 nr Ahnl Prviirf-1
d ulv-no(NInhl.r 97

Ntimht ,)1

1-11 t

. .

.

equirfqi 'Acute Not_ mdde

''', 23_62(7 6,663 $ 16,064 28

,30 25,490- 13,460 12,030 53

47 32,688 21,818 10,870 66

50 23,452 18,143 5,309 78

32 18,782-i.:, 5,727 12,985 31

46 29,579 19,536 10,043 66

20,230 '4,722, 15,508 22

47 30,665 -18,947 .11,718 62

35 25,868 3,323 22,545 1 i

35 18,009 8,066 9,9*3 44

429 $248,390 $120,475 $1,27,215

Avorage por c:mo
per mon1:11 $96.50 $46.80 $49.70 48.5

/

A more detailed look at 1.2aYmonts made shows the distri-

bution of the,equivalent number of payments made,during the

6-month period.1 About 35-percent of absent parents made

no payments at all during this period while 30 percent paid

in full. A
\'

1

.

Equivale payments 'were determined by dividing the

amn Ja for the 6-month period by the amount required

to Jot3---iai Tach month; e.g., saoo (total paid for 6

t "$100 quired monthly payment) = 3 equivalent payments.

2 '7
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one reason Why

35

income
absent parents do noL make child support payments. We found,
however, that some absent parents did have sufficient income
to provide support bui iailed to make any payments. Mr
example, in Contr.r1 °--ta County, 27 of the 50 absent Parents
made no payments Lhe period reviewed. Our review of
the case fileS i Led that some typo of enforcement_
action was initi by.the caseworker in only 17 of thQ
cases. Of the lf ,-2ases receiving no review or enforcement
action, we detorn Ied that 6 absent parents had sufficient

, income to provide .,Lipport. For each of the six eases, agency
officials concurred that s(-ile action should have been taken
by the caseworker.

,

,Pailure of th- absent parents to meet their child sup-
rt obligations has resulted in substantial unpaid balances

be.-11-1,,z.-cumulated. Although records were incomplete, we were
able-to,Ompute- that-at least $644,500 in_ obligationS had not

2 8
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Iwo» pnid ovor various porio(h-; for t-ho 429 onsos Inknthly
oiLod. hi Mnrion connly alone, there was $120,1A0 unpaid

hi eases, witli l e7:1!;o!--; hnvinn nn onpnid hhInnee in uxocoo

ot each.

Program officinTh generally have Laken limited actions

to collect unpaid amounts. Por example, in the two Indiana

counties (Marion and Vigo), where the county clerks aro
supposed to n6tify ihe court when payments are not made,

this was not being done. in some cases accounts were not

even Sot up so missed payments could be detected. One county

clerk said that a Judge said not to bother notifying him

since his court was overburdened. Another county clerk
said iL was Op to the recipient, not his office, to see tha

support was paid. In these instances more action could be

Laken to assure that child support payments are kept current,

and in cases et nonpayment, collection efforts should be

made.

2 9
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For several yoa/s,, the Department of. Health, Education,
and Woliaro has generally accoidod child support activitios
a low priority in comparison with other asceets of aid to
families with dependent children. Child support program
responsibilities and assignments have boon handled in a frag-
mented manner and at times on an ad hoc basis. There has
been no regular, effective system to monitor the States'
child support enl=orcement programs, nor much statistical
program data available to determine progress or problems
associated with the program. The relative lack of action
W05 prevalent not only at HEW headquarters, but also
rhe regional offices. This situation began to chance
Fiscal year 1974, and the change became more noticeable in
,,rch 1975, when HEW began responding to program amendments
contained in Public Law 93-647.

The following .discussion will explain what was occurring
before the enactment of Public Laws 93-647 and 94-88 (see pp.
22 to 29) -nd what has happoned subsequently. (See pp.
to 30.)

HEW GROUPS AFFECTING
THE ah-11,15 SUPPORT PROGRAM

In 1974, six HEW headquarters organizations had some
relationship to the child support 2rogram. No one organiza
tion had oversight responsibility for the program, and
efforts were not coordinated.

Assistlance Payments Administration

-hile all actions affecting the child support program
did not emanate from one headquarters organization, APA had
the pr_mary responsibility for the program. APA assisted
HEW re ional offices and State agencies by interpreting
FederaiL policy as questions arose, preparing and issuing
prograM instructions'and regulations, and developing review

.

guideslfor monitoring States' compliance with Federal regu-
,lationL Also, APA officials stated that they attended
conferences, participated in workshops,- responded to congres-
sionalinquiries, provided program information when requested,
and mantained records of pending child support court cases
that rr4ht eStablish legal precedents.

"2
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Within APA, three divisions shaiod respe sibility for
carrying (mr tasks reiated to the child support program.
As pail of its overall funelien, flui division of program
payment sfandards was responsihte for handling program and
policy maffers in the areas,of ustablishing paternity and
support, notifying law enforcement officials of abandoned
children receiving AFDC, and using TRS Co locate. absent

parents. Although plans had been made to establish a branch
within the division to handle only child support matters,
IPA officials said Ulis was never done because of staffing

problems.

The division of State systems management provided guid-
ance to the States on Federal matching rTtcs for paternity
and support activities. Also, this division planned and
implomented data exchanges and wrote procedures for using
Social Socurity Administration and Internal Revenue Service
records locate absent parent's.

Tho Ct on of progr evaluation and planning served
as a liaison i.,,,Itweon APA and the National Center for Social
Statistics, defining what type of data the Cenier was to

accumulate on the child .support program. This division
also reviewed and analyzed the data obtained.

These 3 divisions of APA had 29 professional staff mem-

bers. No record was maintained, and we could not ascertain
how much of their time was spent on child support matters or
what this effort cost. In testimony before the Senate .Com-
mittee on Appropriations'in February 1975, the Administrato
Social and Rellabilitation Services, stated that HEW head-
quarters devoted less:than 1 staff year in fiscal year,1973
and 4 staff years in fiscal year 1974 to the child support
program. Related salaries and expenses were estimated at
$29,000 in fiscal year 1973 and $78,000 in fiscal year
1974.

Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation

This office acted primarily as the research and demon-

stration a_rm of SRS. In this capacity, two research and -

demonstration projects were contracted for in fiscal year

1974 to examine the problems of child support by absent parents

under the AFDC program.

One project focused on developing a cost-benefit model

to help State and local governments organize efficient and

effective programs for collecting child support payments

from absent parents.
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The second project requ the contracair to briefly
review effofts or district attorneys and cam-Ls within rho
States selected rot analysis in Lhc previous study. .hased
on this review the contractor lhon conducted twa demonstra-
tion training workshops at which district aLtorneys or
agency prosecutors who had implemented relatively success-
ful programs instructed other interested parties on proven
techniques of enforcing child support for AFDC families,
and exLhanqed ideas and experiences with the participants.

Although' APA officicAs wore not designated as project
officers for the work done under these contracts, we were
told they,were aware of the contracts, made some input on
the scope of work, and participated in the training workshops.

Office of Polic- Control

In January 1974, SRS established a new Office of PolicY
Control Lo coordinate the preparation of policy directives,
codify existing policy, and coordinate the i uanee of pro-
gram regu.lations andA-Auidelines for SRS. This office was a
liaison far SRS witbrother agencies in HEW and with the
Federal Gov(_ -nment in matters relating to SRS guidelines
and regulations.

An official in this office said he had worked very
closely with APA in revising regulations pertaining to
Federal reimbursement of paternity and child support activi-
ties.

. Also, the Office of Policy Control worked with APA
on guidelines for implementing revised paternity and support
regulations. This work was terminated when Public Law 93-647
was-passed, and revision of regulations was assigned to a
task force.

Office of _the U.S. Commissioner of Welfcre

The Office of the U.S. Commissioner of Welfare provided
direct assistance to a number of States to help them mod-
ernize their welfare systems, reduce errors in determining
eligibility and payments, and close loopholes whi a permit
nonneedy persons to receive welfare benefits. S;eral
States requested HEW to make comprehensive reviews of their
public assistance programs, primarily AFDC, as a first step
toward solving their welfare problems. According to the
Assistant U.S. Commissioner'of Welfare, who has participated
in the reviews, child support enforcement activities were
considered a very important part of the review because
this is dne program area in which effective and efficient
management can result in overall savings without reducing
total funds received by AFDC families.
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Gince these reviews wore undertaen at the request of

the'States, HEW did not follow up on them once the reports

wore completed, unl.ess requested by the States to conduct

additioLal investigations or to Assist 10 drafting now requ-

latibns or legislation.

A report on child support dated June 1974, was

prepared by the:Commissioner's advisory group on child sup-

port. This group was formed at the'request of the U.S.

Commissioner of Welfare and was made up:of attorneys, a.

'Ridge, and other persons knowledgeable bout child support.

Tho advisory group's recommendations to HEW included

informing the .public of the magnitude of the problems, pro-

mulgating more effective regulations, promoting nationwide

training and informational exchanges, and considering the

development of a=national system to accumulate and maintaih

information necessary for the enforcement of child support.

This report was given to the Secretary, HEW, and to the

Office of tAle, General Counsel for VeVieW, comment, and

suggestions on possible action. No action was taken,

however, because of the enadtment of Public Law 93-647.

HEW Audi : Agency

The NEW Audit Agency is responsible for developing and,

maintaining a comprehensive audit program for all of HEW.

Tn view of this!'we contacted the Audit Agency to ask what

had boon done to review the child support program since 1972.

We were provided with three Audit Agency reportS which discuss

-child support programs in two Virginia cities and three

California Counties These reports generally concluded that

efforts to obtain child support payments varied in different

locations and that some improvements could be made. Further

we were informed that an indeterminable amount of audit

effort was used to assist other HEW groups with reviews of

the child support program and to examine some portion of the

program, as part of reviews designed to cover the broad

aspect of the AFDC program.

Social Secu ity Administration

Absent .parents' social security numbers and whereabou s

are two vital pieces of information needed to pursue child

support actions. Before 1975, SRS procedures prescribed

-that appropriate State agencies contact SSA to ver,ify absent

parents' social security numbers and the addresses of their

last known employers. Use of this data:was limited to

establishing or enforcing child support orders or agreements.
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SSA officials advised us that thoy stopped this practie
but that SSA will continue to provide employer address
information on ahsont parents to The Federal Parent Locator
Service. p. .14.)

HEW ACTIONS ON OUR PREViOUS REPORT

On March 13, 1972, we issued a report entitled "Collec-
tion of Child Support Under the Program of Aid to Families
with Dependent Children" (13-164031(3)). The report con-
tained several,. recommendations to the Secretary of HEW. The
following are the recommendations included in our 1972 report
and HEW' s responses and related actions on those recommenda-
tions.

Reviewing

Our recommend ti on

HEW initially _hould review each State's child su)-.)o
enforcement program to

--determine how effective the program has been in
identifying and locating absent parents and in
securing child support,

--identify problems- encountered by the State in its
support enforcement.progrxm, and

--find ways to assist the State in solving its_ prob-
lems.

HEW'- response and_related act.ion

HEW acknowledged the' need for comprehensive .administra-
tive reviews of States' child support enforcement programs
and added that priority objectives for SRS for fiscal year
1973 included plans to establish procedures for such reviews.

In September 1972, guidelines were'developed for review-
ing sixAFDC program areas, including legal liability of
absent parents for support in AFDC. The Office of the Sec--
retary directed that this area be included specifically in
reeponse to our recommendation.

We contacted HEW officials to 1 arn how many reviews
had been made in this program area. They told us that Some
paternity and suPpert reviews had been made-in fiscal year
1973 but it was-not known hoW many had been completed or
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where copies of report might be found. Officials if 6 HEW

regions responsible for AFDC programs in 32 States, the Dis-

trict of Columbia, and the territory of Guam informed us

that 6 States in 3 regions had been reViewed. They cited

insufficient staff and the low priority of the suPport en-

forcement program as reasons for the lack of review effort.

The Office of,the Commissioner of Welfare has reviewed

the AFDC program in six States by request of the Governors

or other State officials. The resultant reports suggested,

in part, ways to improve the child support program.

Monit

Our recommendation

HEW should adopt procedures for monitoring the States'

support enforcement programs.

onse and related action

HEW indicated that procedures for monitoring the States'

support enforcement programs would be developed as an inte-

gral part of the comprehensive reviews planned in response

to the first recommendation. As previously mentioned, the

HEW regional offices responsible for making such reviews

did so on a limited basis. The HEW regional offices also

had responsibility for day-to-day contact with the States

and for monitoring States' enforcement programs.

.HEW also pointed out that its quality control system,

initiated in 1970, provides for determining the frequency with

which State agencies are taking required action to establish

the absent parents' legal liability for support. Informa-

tion obtained through the quality control.system has not

been Used, however, to monitor child support activities.

REPELYIS

Our recornrnendatipn

HEW should require 'States to periodically rep rt to

HEW statistical information such as the-number of cases

involving absent parents, and the aMount of support collection

and accomplishments and problems encountered.
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HEW's response and related aeti-n

HEW i IidJCjtOd thCit during fiscal year i 973 it would
request a report rrom each ;Late on its activities and
accomplishments in obtaining support ftom absent fathers.
Data was collected by the National Center for Social Statis-
tics and.included in the "1973-AFDC Study, Part II-A, Finan-
cial Circumstances." This data was then tabulated by a
number of variables, uch as the number of children receiv-
ing AFDC for whom payments :are to be made, the monthly
ffriount of the court order or voluntaryagreeMent, the
designated payee (parent, court, welfare agency, etc.)-, and-
the extent to which payments are being met (partially, fully,
or not at all).

Aslthough this data provides useful general information
in a number ef areas, it does not specifically show the
amounts of support collection nor provide any real indica-
tion of the accomplishments and problems of the States' child
support enforcement programs.

Infor ing

Our recommendation

HEW should disseminate to all States information on
particular accomolishments or organizational features of
either State or MEW regional offices that might assist other
States in imoroving their programs-.

HEW response and related ac ion

HEW indicated that it would defer its implementation
until'receipt and evaluation of the reports mentioned above.
The AFDC study, however, is a compilation of statistical
data derived from sample surveys of 33 States' AFDC caseloads
during aJ.-month period. While the study data may indicate,
for example, that'a particular State has been more success-
ful than ethers in-a \certain area, such as obtaining court
orders for support, it\provides no inforMation _on the State's
program characteristics'or organizational featUres.

-More recently, two contracts were awarded .(See p. 23) . to
help States operate their child support programs. One'con-
tractor visited some States ahd then held workshops wnere
State officials could exchange-program ideas and experiences.
The other contractor developed a-- cost-benefit analysis- E

various child support programs an6.,a summary of the analysis
will be distributed to all the States. Also, a "HoW They -Do
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IL' -.,00klet was issiied to the States which describes Lh

cgres of Lilo child sup Drt enforcement pfoqrams in Massa-

etts and Wnshington.

Considecirll Washington's p_ro

Our recommendation

EW should encourage States toconsider the features

of the S 11C of Wash.ington's program that have contributed

to its succesS and, when practicable, to adopt those fea-

tures that would strengthen their support enforcement pro-

, grams.

HEW's response and related action

The previously mentioned "How They Do.it" booklet Vas

issued. Washington State prograM Officials said that they

had been contacted by officials of 29 States and the District

of. Columbia for program information and consultation

HEW RESPONSE TO NEW LEGISLATION
_

After the enactment of PAiblie Laws 93-647 and 94-88,

HEW officials substantially increased their activities on

tne child support program. Significant among these

activiLies axe

--awarding- two grants designed to explore-new

methods of determining paternity,

--deSignating re0on61 staff to. work With the

States in preparing their program plans,

-7awarding- a contract to establish basel_ne program

data for comparison against program results
achieved after Public Law 93-647 .

was enacted,

--awarding the _National District Attorneys'
Association a contract which resulted in 6 con-

ferences being held- to explain the new 1aw and

in providing local prosecutors with information

and technical'assistance in carrying out child

suppOrt activities,

.immediately e tablishing a task force to begin

respOnding to legislative requiremen s,

3 7

29



--convenin an informal advisory qrnnp composed of
'nen-Federal officials that discussed and suggested'
program standards and minimum organization and
staffing requiremonis in in° -,,Lates,

--c mpleting,and issui nq program regulatio P that
became effective on August 1, 1975,

--establishing an Of_fice of Child Support Enforce-
mont (OCSE:) and deSignating- the AdminisHator,

- SRS, to operate thp child ,upport program,

-requesting pesitionS t_ staff OCSE and related
administrative support,

-develoPing a Federal Parent-Locator Service
(FFES) to allow States to obtain an absent
parent's last reported eMployer or residence
address from SA, IRS, or DepartMent of Defense
records,

--7participati g in an ad hoc committee to e
lish uniform garnishment procedures for t e
executive branch,

--approving 41 _f 54 state plans submitted
January 12, 1976,

-reviewing reauests for waivers submitted by 8
states to delay implementing the new legisla-
tion, 'and ,

--issuing quarterly-grant avards which total
$25.2 million as of January 12- 1976, to those
State- with approved plans.

Although HEW has been able to take many/actions to begin
implementing the new legislation, it has been hampered_ in
preparing to carry out several aspects of the .child suppert
:program. This has occurred because the new legrislation-be
came 6ffectiye for the most part oTiAugust-1, 1975,:but .the
fiscal year 1976 appropriation was not approved.until
January .28, 1976. Thus for almost 6 months-HEW could not

- adequately staff OSCE,

--begin operation of FPLS,

--us- IRS to collect child support payments, or

-process applications from the States tO use Federal
.courtS to,enforce support orders.

3 0
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ChAPTER 4

ERVKTIONS_ON_ RECENT LEGISLATIVE

CHAN_GES To:ThE SOPPORT_P.ROGRAM

recent years', several'bills have been introduced Lo

amend the:child suppertprovisidns of rho Social Security ACL.

On January. A, 1975,.-Public Law 93-647 was enacted, author-

iro_4,ing_many 111,10 changes to the child supOort prograM. Sub-

sequelltly, Public -Laws 94-46 and 94-88 were enacted, defer-

-ring the.effectfv9 -date and amending certain sections of

:he earlierlegtlation as well as adding some new provisions.

Both adminitrative'Prbeedures and financial incentives are

contained in the new legislation which:should enable and en-

courage the States to improve child support activities.

The cost tothe Federal COvernment of implementing the

legislation is -uncer'tain. Since noreliable cost and col-

lection data is'available for previous years,- the Department

of Health, Education, and Welfare has had difficulty in esti-

maLing the Federal cost and related collections which might

be anticipated by- carrying out provisioneof....the new legiS-

lation. At a hearing in:February 1975, the Adminkstrator;

Social and Rehabilitation Service, provided tentative cost ,

and collection estimates to.the Subcommittee on Labor &.

Health, :Education, rnd Welfite, Senate Committee on Apko-
.priations, on the anticipated increase in collections and

new Federal costs reSulting from provisions of title IV-D

of the"Soeial Security ACt,,as

FY 1976 FY

n

1977

Total nec collections $109.2 $280,8

LeSs.:- Bounty to reci tents 21.8

Bonus to local ties 21.6 57.9

States' 6hare _39,3 126.4

Federal Share of
new collections $26.3 $ 96.5

Total new administrativ costs 92,2 143.2

Less: States' share 17.6 31 0

Federal shareot
administrative cost 74.6 112,2

Net Federal cost
$48.3 5.7
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In additton, HEW (25 Li na tTe he cost of: adcii tional s La ff'
Lo implement the legislation oL i 7 million annually, Jrciii

a Federal standpoint, the now legislation will not immodi-
at:ply save money hecauso large starinp costs will he immedi-
ately incurred white HOW collections are gradually obtainod.
From the States'. standpoint, however, the ,new legislation
will immediately save them money becauo their share of
adminiStrativo costs has been reduced from 50 poreent..to
25 percent and State and local collecting agencies will
receive a bonus for collections received. Over the long
run, implemenLing the new legislation is expected to save
money for both the States and the FederH. Government.. Whon
this will occur and hew much will be saved is difficult to
estimate until the new legislation is implemented and'rLli-
able new cost and colleOtiOn data is available for use in
making projections. 'HEW has recently prepared preliminary
estimates of total child support program costs and collec-
tions based on State.. budgetprojectiens reported for one
quarter of fiscal year 1976. These '6stimates show that in
fiscal year.1976, the Federal GovernMent will have a net
-rogram cost.of. $10.2 million, and in fiscal year 1977;
net cost of $1.7 million is estimated.

Our analysis of the new laws indicates that they have
the potential to correct several procaram deficiencies noted
during our review. The folloWing segments of this chapter
describe certain proviSions of these laws', the 'problems they
address, what HEW is doing to,comply with them, and our com-
ments on the potential impact of these provisions.

SEPARATE UNIT IN HEW

The amendments to title TV of the Soeial Security A-
require that effective August 1, 1975:

* * the Secretary shall.establish within the
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare a
separate organizational unit, under the direc-
tion of a designate of the Secretary who shall
report directly to the Secretary.",

In chapter 3, we showpd that child suppprt actions in
HEW wer'e not coordinated. As many as six headquarters office_
groups-, carried out activities relative to the child.support
program. There was Very little ehfld support activity in
,the HEW regional offices.

In response to the requirement for a separate unit, in
March 1975 the Secretary of BEW designated the Administrator
of SRS to direct a Separate child.upport unitthe Office

32-
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of Child Support _Enforcement. Therefore, the Secretary's

designee is anrofficial who has responsibility for other

major programs such as-AFDC andNedicaid. To staff OCSE

for fiscal year 1976, HEW requested 295 positions,,170 of,

which were for technical and support staff. The remaini

125 positions were to_satisfy the audit requirements of the.

law. (See p. 34.) The Office of Management and Budget,

however, has approved requesting only 170 positions, deleting

those positions designated for the audit function.

Tentatively the 170 positions are to be allocated as

follows:

Location Total.

Function
Ad- rative/technical Legal Suppor

OCSE head-
quarters 90 68 2 20d

Regional
offices 80 70 10

170. 138 12 20

P,Ten of these positions may be allocated tp the regional

offices.

According to.an HEW ,official, there is concern over

OCSE's ability-to.furfill the audit function. within the

staffing level of 170,- Plans are being formulated within

-HEW to request additional positibns in fiscal j.,ear 1977 to

,staff 'the child-support audit function. .

Our observations

The eStablishment Of,one organ_zatior-41 unit w th full

responsibility for the child support program should improve

'41EW's,adlministration Of this actiity.- tigw estimates of

staff needs.have:ranged.from 29 to 380 positions, but only

170. ID6Itions were requested; lecause of the delay 'in

approving the appropriations lor_fiscallyear 1976, OCSE

operated with a ,maximum-of=14 -staff 'rvIeMbers for the first,

7 months of the fisOal year. this has/limited, the activi-

ties and effectivenr, ,s of OCSE.



AUDIT REQUIREMENTS

A provision of the new law requires that the Secretary's
designee:

. u* * *tvaluate the ithplementatidn of State programs
established pursuant to [the State plan], conduct
such audits of State programs established under the
plan * * * as may be necessary to assure their con-
formity with the requirements of this part [of the!
law] , and, not les often than annually, cenduct a
complete audit of the programs established under
such plans in each State and determine for the pur-,
poses of the penalty provision of Section 403(h)
whether the actual operation of such programs in
each State conform to the requirements of this.
part; * *

The penalty provision provides that by January 1, 1977, eaChl
State must have an approved plan in effect and being carried
out or it will lose 5 percent of,all Federal AFDC supportuntil it does.

In the past, HEW has not had a continuing, effecive
mdhi-toring effort for the child support program. Few audits
of the program have been made in the last 3 years. Although
legislation has long required,HEW to assure that States con-
duct their program in accordande wj.,th approved plans, 1 ittlahas been done to comply, with this rEquirement. In addition,
as noted on page 33, the staffing levels approved by the
Office of Management and Budget do not include positions re-
quested to fulfill the audit function.

Our observations

Although we agree that audit and evaluation efforts heed
to be increased, this requirement can be clarified and
strengthened in two ways. First, the audits to be conducted
as necessary and the complete audits for purposes of the
penalty provision (see above) appear-to be duplicative since
they are,both directed toward assuring conformance with
requirementS of part D of-title IV. Such duplication is un-
necessary and,should be eliminated. Also the audit for the
purpose of the penalty provision may not be needed annually
in a given State after it has established a,record of having
an effective child support program( .

Second, according to HEW's feneral Cpunself the legisla-
tion restricts HW to using OCSE staff to carry out the evalu-

-ation and audit function when there are other existing staffs
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withla HEW which could perform these funct .1s. The lang-

nage 9f the law could be revised to make OCSE responsible

foL assuring that evaluations and-audits are made. HEW

would then have the flexibility to use such groupsas the

HEw,Audit Agency,, the Office cf Special Incentives in SRS,

or -the Office of Planning and Evaluation.

TECHNICAL ASSISTANGE

- HEW is required to provide technical assistance to

States in establishing effective systems for collecting

child support and establishing paternity.

In the.past, technical assistance has been provided to

the States from HEW headquarters since expertise generally

did not exist in the regional offices. The limited expertise

in the-headquarters office Was supplemented by'issuing a,

"How'They Do rt" booklet which describes how two States run

their programs and contracting with a public aecounting firm

to (I) develop a cost-benefit model to be used in structur-

ing an effective child support program and (2) conduct train-

crigl%morkshops to instruct States pn successful' techniques

currvntly employed.- Several St-4-te officials were referred

by HEW to other State program officials for,technical guid-

ance. Some HEW officials have publicly said that the States

have substantial program expertise. In drafting regulations

for,the prOgram, advisory groups comprised primarily of'State

officials were formed to assist HEW.-

-Our _bservations

In our March 13, 1972, report, we concluded that HEW's

guidance and assistance to the States has been limited.

While recent HEW action to assist States has increased, it

.
has been largely through the use of data-obtained frorg States

or contractors. If HEW is to adequately fulfill the require-

ment to provide technical assistance to the States, it Must .

begin expanding its in-house expertiseparticularly at the

regional office le'vel, where HEW requested 70 positions for

program technicians and administrative personnel.

HEW was nipt 'permitted to staff the 70 regional positions

until its fiscal year 1916 appropriations were approved. In 0

the interim, one person in each region was designated to

work on thechild support program. Since the appropriations

legislation was not approved until 6 months after the

child support, legislation became, effective, HEW has only

been able to provide limited assistance to the States.

This situation will probably delay some States from obtaining

an approved plan and implementing an effeetive program by

January 1, 1977.
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PROGRAM INFORMATION

Under the new legislation, HEW is to, assist the States in
e'stablishing adequate reporting procedures and maintaining
records- of program operation HEW is to maintain redOrds
of collections and disbursements, including the cost of
making collections. Finally, HEW is to annually report to
the Congress on all program activities beginning in 1976.

The OCSE program .regulations issued during June 1975
include requirements that States maintain program records,
including applications for child support services; actions
taken to locate absent parents, establish paternity, and
obtain and enforce child'support; .costs incurred and the
amount-and distribution of support collections; and 'othe-r
statistical or fiScal data required by the Secretary. An
HEW official stated -till', program instructions have been
issued to'the States on reporting fiscal data while in-
structions are being finalized on the submission of program
data.

Our observations

We believe that the adequate implementation of legis-
lative requirements for maintaining program data will did in
overcoming the present lack of program statistics. Further,
the required annual report to the Congress should be an
effective means of assessing the impact of the new legis-
lation and monitoring program progress or problems.

FEDERAL PARENT LOCATOR SERVICE

To assist States in locating absent parents, Public
jaw 93-647 provides that HEW shall establish a Federal
Parent Locator Service. This service is to obtain infor-
mation on the whereabouts of any absent parent for the
purpose of enforcing support obligations. Its sources of
information shall be the files and records of any department,
agency, or instrumentality of the United States or any State.

Our current review andour March 1972 report showed that
the inability to locate absent parents was a major cause of
child support n6t. being.established. Of. the 1,312 absent
parents identified as not paying child support (see p. 13), 531,
or 41 percent, had not been ordered to pay child support
because, according to program officials, they could not be
located.
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HEW_ has readied an automated FPLS that will provide,

at the appropriate request of State officials, the last xe-

ported residence or employer's address from the records Of

the Social Security Administration, the Internal Revenue See-

vice, and'the DepartmonL of Defense.. A-State request should

include the name_and social security number of the absent

4parent to be'loqated. If the social security number is un-

known, a 'reql.let can still be submitted if*'-Ehe data required

to identify' a social security number is known. (See p. 13.

In this event, SSA will :need to make a search for the num-

ber. If a social security nuMber is identified,, it will be

used to search SSA files for an employer's address. The

number wilt not be made available to State officials or to

FPLS so that other agency records can be queried for a

residence address. This- will require the States to try to

obtain the social security number from some other source if

possible and then to resubmit a locate request to FPLS in

hopes of obtaining a residence address. .

As of August I, 1975, the States can no longer directly-

request IRS or SSA to provide address information.,on absent

parents because:the enabling legislation was deleted in

favor of the States' using the FPLS to make such recuests

Since HEW was not permitted to begin operating FPLS until

its fiscal year 1976.appropriations were approved, the

States were temporarily unable t6 obtain address information

from any Federal source for-over 7 months.

Our observations

The operation of an FPLS should help to expedite locating

absent parents, particularly in those cases where the absent

parent has left the,State where the AFDC applicant or re-

cipient resides. As discussed on page 15, IRS and SSA files

.can be useful in providing addresses for absent- parents.

Where the social security number is not known, the locating

process will take considerably longer becauseof the manual

search for the number. Also, only SSA .files can be searched

if a social security number is not known, because now SSA

will not provide social.security numbers for use by FPLS

in querying other Federal agency files or for use by State

support enforcement officials. This position iS based on

the fact that -there is no legislative language which author-

izes providing social security numbers. There is, however,

no legislative language which expressly prohibits the re-

lease of such data. Because-in most cases the abSent parents'

social social security numbers are not known,,these restric-

tions on the release of social security numbers may have an

adverse impact on the-- benetits States can expect from using

7
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ESTABLISHMENT OF SUPPORT OBLIGATION AMOUNT

Section 456 of Public. Law 93-647 requires that the amount
of the support obligation shall be the amount specified in a'
court order or- if there is no order, an amount determined
by the Stat- The support obligation determined by the
State is to be in accordance with a formula approved by
the Secretary.

The OCSE regulations require that each State pign shall
include a formula to be used by the _title IV-D agency in
determining the amount of support obligation. The formula
must consider the absent parent's earnings and ,resources
(including personal property), earnings potential, and,
reasonable necessities. In addition, it should bonsider
theneedS of the child, amount of aSsistance the child is
eligible.for under the full standardof need of the State's
IV-A plan, the existence of other dependents; and other
reasonable criteria' the State may choose to incorporate.

Our observations

Our review indicated that required.support payments
varied considerably. (See p. 17.) We obserVed that incon-
Sistencies in determining support amounts not onlyoccUrred
among States and counties, but also within the same county.
In- many cases, an absent parent's suPport payment was un-
related to his income. Further, where payments were initially
established without the benefit of specific criteria, it is
difficult to-determine where adjustments should be, made in
payments to reflect current conditions.

Developing a uniform scale for absent parents' support
payments should enable State agencies to determine support
obligations on a consistent basis and to review systematically
the reasonableness of support amounts as the absent parents'
circumstances change. It would also provide the- courts with
guidance in setting child support payments.

APPLICANT OR_RECIPIENT COOPERATION

Two provisions were included, in the legislation fo
encourage AFDC applicants and recipients to cooperate in
establishing paternity and obtaining support payments. One
states that as a condition of eligibility for AFDC each
applicant or recipient will be required to cooperate with
the State in'establishing paternity and obtaining support
payments or property unless the State finds that the.,
applicant or recipient has good cause fqr not cooperating.
Also, the applicant or recipient is to assign the State any

4 (3
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rights to the-support obtained from other family members.

If thb applicant or recipient refuses 'to comply-with these

requirements and the State does not find that there is

good cause, this person shall be inelig-ible and aid for

which'the child is eligible will be provided in the form

of protective payments to assure that the child gets the

benefit of such payments.

Before .this change in the law, courts had ruled that

there was no basis in Federal law or regulations for States

to require an applicant or recipient to identify an absent

parent. The. States had to inform welfare applicants that

their eligibility for welfare could not be affected if

they refused to cooperate.

The.second provision of the law states that for 14

months, beginning August 1, 1975, 40. percent "of the first

$50 of child support payments as are collected periodically

which represent monthly payments shall be,paid to the

family without any aecrease" in the assistance they received

during such months. This-amendment is intended to motivate

the AFDC recipient to ,cooperate in identifying the absent

parent and assist in-btaining support, payments.

State and local officials with whom we discussed this

provision generally.did-not favor this incentive. Several

officials stated that paying the recipients an additional

$20 for their' cooperation would create an administrative

.problem and is unnecessary since their eligibility depends

on their cooperation.

Our observations

We did not find lack of cooperatioroto be a significant

problem. (See p. 12.) The financial incentive for cooperation

is limited to 14 months, partially so that its -effectiVepess

can be evaluated. It may be difficult to evaluate this

provision since.the cooperation requirement is also directed

toward the same result. Further, paying 40 percent of. the

first $50 is required whether or not the AFDC applicant or

recipient actively cooperates

We share the States' concern that this provision will

create z sizeable administrative problem, not only during

the 14 months it is in effect, but subsequently as well,

because financial records will have to be adjusted after

the 14-month period has ended.

4 7
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INCENTIVE PAYMENT TO LOCALITIES

In order te encourage more participation in the child
support program, a financial incentive was included in Public
Law 93-647 for the State pr local organizations that collect
support payments. Through September 30, 1976, after 40
percent of the first $50 is deducted,: the amount remaining is
retained by the:State suPport enfercement-agency; If another
State or lOcal unit collects. the child-support payment, it
is entitled, for.thefirst 12 months of collections, to 25
percent of the ameunt retained, paid from thr, Federal share.
After the first year, the collecting organization will be
entitled to JO percent of the amount retained, again paid
from the Federal share.

The establishment of a Federal incentive was propoted
by a California AFDC task force en the basis. of California's
experience..with a statewide incentive program. Such an
incentive on the Federal level was considered to be able
-to improve absent parent collections nationwide.

k

We discussed Federal incentives for child support(
collection activities with State a,,nd local welfare and law
enforcement officials before this amendment was enadted.
While they generally agreed/that the incentive had merit,
some.badreservations because of the decrease in the incentive .

payment:rate. (One official felt that after the first 12
months, attention would be shifted away from the older cases
toward new cases in order to obtain the higher percentage of
collections.

Our observations

The establishment of a Federa incentive should increase
participation by local agenc within the States and en-
courage cooperation. between States. We concur, hOwever, that

. the decrease in the incentive payment percentage- has some
potentially negative aspects since it could retult in an
unintended incentive for program officials to concentrate
on enforcing new cases and will require recomputations of
incentive payments after 12 months of collections have been
made.

We believe that consideration should be given to
establishing a consistent payment based on the amoun't
collected. This would eliminate the negative aspects of
a declining percentage and simplify administration of.the
amount to be paid.
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GARNISHMENT

The tall provides that:

u* * * effective January 1, 1975, moneys * * due ,

from, or payable by, the United States, * to

any individual, including members of the armed se

vices, shall be subject * * * tp legal process
brought for the enforcement, against stch indi-

vidual of his legal obligations to provide child

support or make alimony payments.

Before enactment of Public Law 93-647 Federal employees

were immune to garnishment proceedings to enforce child
suPport'obligations for children reCeiving AFTC.

The law, however, did not specify which Federal organize-

tion was .authorized to issue garnishment regulations nor'

did it define the term "legal process." The Justice Depart--

ment, at the request of the Office of Management and Budget.,

has been preparing a bill which would clarify the present

garnishment provision. -Other_ legislation addressing'.these

issues has been proposed in the Senate.' .In a reent dedision,

B-183433, Noventher 28,' 1975, 55 Comp.' Gen. 517 (1975), we

held that the term "legal- proCess," as used in the garnish-

ment section of Public Law 93-647, includes the administra-

tive procedure used by the State of Washington to C011ect

child support payments from absent parents who have failed'

to fulfill their support. obligations.
. .

Our observations

We believe that prOviding the authority to garnish wages

or other-funds payable by the Federal Government should help

strengthen collection of child support. Having reviewed the

current law, we believe that there are two portions of the:

garnishment section that could be clarified. First,'

authority to issue regulations for the garnishment provision

should be specified. Second, a definition of the term "legal

process" should be added so that congressional intent is

clearly established in the legislation itself.
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CHAPTER

CONCLUSIONS RECOMMENDATIONS AND _OM ENTS

FROM THE STATES AND HEW

CONCLUSIONS

.Over 7 million children who have absent parents
receive AFDC. Many of these ehildren could benefit from an
effective- child support enforcemeht program. In the past,
however, the program has generally not been actively carried
out by all States and has not been adequately Monitored or
administered by the Department of Health,-Education, and.
Welfare. This has caused the States and the Federal Govern-
ment to spend many millions of dollars which would not have
been spent on assistance for these children if child support
payments had been obtained from absent parents.

In ah attempt to rectify this situation;-the Congress
passed and the President signed into law two.pieces of legis-
lation: Public Laws 93-647. and 94-88 in JanuarY and August
1975, respectively. This, legislation intensified the child
support program in several ways. It required HEW and the
States to establish separate organizations to administer
and operate the program. Separate State Plans for-child
Support are now needed. Additional Federal resources will
be provided and minimum levels of State effort are to be
established.

The significant change which has oceurred in HEW's level
of activity to guide and monitor the child support program
appears to be directly related to,the enactment of Public
Laws 93-647 and 94-88. Since the program itself is under-
going Major transition we cannot assess the effectiveness of
actions now tIndenVay. We believe that increased=program
action will result in-program improvements. But the extent
of these imprOvements will have to be measured at a later
time. The Congress should have the oppOrtunity to-assess
HEW's actions through the legislative requirement for HEW
to annually report on,actions taken in carrying out the pro-,gram.

Our reyiew has shown that States are often limited:in
sourCes available .to obtain social security numbers; addresses,
or income data for absent parents. Presently the StateS
cannot obtain from Federal sources ineome data or social
security numbers needed to help locate an absent pareht and
to determine income. The effectiveness of'the Federal Parent
Locator Service, which uses Federal records to locate absent
parents, will also be limited if States cannot obtain social'
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.-.seclirity numbers, because the records cannot be searched
without'using these numbers. A dilemma presents itself in-

a1,uah as there is 'a desire far StateS'to increase child sup-

poft collections, but they will not-be permitted access to

sothe Federal sources which could be used to help achieve

this end.

RECOMMENDATION TO THE SECRETARY OF

, EDUCATION, AND WELFARE

The interest. of the Congress in seeking an improved
child support program-has been demonstrated by the passage

of new legislation. The required annual report to the

Congress 'represents a good potential means by whieh the
Congress can be inforthed,on the succe that the new legis-

latiOn has had on improving the ,child .,upport- program as well

as any problems encountered in implementing the new legis-

lation. We therefore recommend that:the Secretary, HEW,

take appropriate actions to insure that-the following.data
is included in the annual -report to the Congress

--Total program costs and,collections provided in suf-
ficient detail to show the cost to the States and
Federal Government; the distribution of Collections

to families, State and-local units,,and the Federal

Government; and an identification Of the financial
impact of the new legislation.

--Costs and staff associated with the Office of Child

Support Enforcement.

--A cdunt by State of all child support cases- in exist-

ence before the new legislation and the number of new

,cases added each quarter.

--The- status of all State plans at the end of the fiscal
,year and an explanation of any problems which are

delaying or preventing apP`roVal of the plane.

--Datalay State on use of the Federal Parent Locator
Service and-the number of locate requests'submitted
without the absent parents' social security numbers.

- The number of cases by State in which. the AFDC appli-

cant or recipient refused to cooperate in-identifying
and locating the absent parent.

\ .

'--Major problems encountered which havedelayed or pre-
vented impleMentation of the newlegislation.

5 1
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/I

TT RS FOR CONSIDERATION BY THE CONGRESS

While we believe that the recent le islative changes
will do much to improve-the child suppOrt.prograM, some
program, areas could be further improved:\

legislative changes

\.
Provisions" elating to_audit, garnishrhent, and incen-

tives to parents and lodalities all.could be-clarified or
improved as discussed in Chapter 4., TherefOre; in order to
further improve child support legislation4-the Congress may
wish to consider the following suggestions fdr changes to
part IV-P of the Social Security Act, as amended.

Section, 452(a) (4) dealing with evaluations and audits
should be changed to avoid possible duplication of _audits'
presently called for in the law and,to allow HEW flexibility
in deciding what group(s) wodid carry out evaluatio'ds arid
audits.- A revision'to this section could readi.

n* * insure that evaluations of the.impleMen-
tation of State programs established pursuant tc)
such.plan are made periodically and that,an audit
of the programs established under such plan in
each State is, made on a sufficiently frequent
basis, but not,less than often than every
years, for the, purposes-of the penalty prow,sion
of section 403 (h), to determine whether the
actual Operation of such-programs in each State
conforms to the recidirements of:this Part; * * *"

The minimum frequency of the audits is le t to the .discretion.
of the Congress.

Since it does not appear .that the Congress Will.be able
to clearIy-atsess the effectivenes6 of section 457,(a)(1) as,
an incentive to encourage cooPeration in identifying absent
parents and obtaining Child support payments,,and since our
review did not show lack of cooperation to be 4 problem4 this.
section which. State and local officials say will cause a
s4eable administrative'burden should be deleted.

. Section 458 which provides for incentiveTayments to
localities should,be revised to 'provide for a oonqistent,

-

xate to be used in.computing the incentive payMenti.so Os to.
preclude ,the unintended result of locaiities,concentrating
collection efforts.on new cases. (Seel:). 40,)1 'A revision
to section 458(a) could be:,

5 2

44



"* * * (1) an amount equal to per centum

of any amount c011ected (and required to be'

distributed as provided, in section 457 to reduce

or repay assistance payments) which is attributablc'

to the support obligation- owed _for any,month."

The perCentage athount is left to the diseretion of the Congress.

The garnishment provision in section 459 should be

expanded to specifically.provide authority to one or tore

organizations to issue-implementing regulations. Also a

definition of the term negal process" should be:added so
that,congrepsidnal intent is clearly established in-the

legislation itself. These changes:are. needed to alleviate

'the confusion tha- now exists oVer how the garnishment.pro-

vision is to be-implemented and to assure that the several

States now -using administrative means to'establish child

support will be able to continue these programs.. Specific

language ip ndt suggested here because we hav0-commented .on

proposed legislative, changes to the garniShment brovision

that were prepared by the Department of:justice for the

Consideration af the Cu ess.

ER1LEKAl2
The Congress may also wish to consider a most important

policy issue dealing with social,security numbers of abSent

parents. Social secUrity numbers,are Vital data,needed.in

carrying out the child support program. There is no legiS-

lativ0 reguirethent Which expressly prohibits or authorizes

thp release of absent parents*.social -r-curity numbers .Th0

Social SecuritY 4dministration has admi,_-Lstratively decided

not to release.spcial security, numbers to the States; as had

been'done previously) or to the FPLS. Further, SSA has sub-

thitted a written positibn*.paper on this.issue to the Secretary

of HEW, whois decilAing whether orenot to -uphold SSArs

decision.

We are aware of the concern over protecting the
Andividuals'. right to privacy 80 that Government records

will not be inap priately used for.the purpose of dissemi-

nating perSonal intnation. Further,'we are aware of the

concern in the,Govern nt and elsewhere that _so'cial security-

numbers not become a un ersal identifier and-therefore the

key which will provide access to numerous publioand private'.

data banks.A, On the -other hand,. the Congress ha's specifi,cally

expressed kts intention to establish an improved child sup

port progr4 through.enactment Of legislation which pet up ,.

a Federal s6*ice to locate absent parents. .Fdr this service

to be fully effective tinder existing data processing systems,

knoWledge of absent paren'ts' Social security numbers is
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necessary. In this connection the law noW requires that each
AFDC applicant car recilAent furnish d social security number
as an eligibility requirement-end that this nuMber_will be -

used as a means of identification.- To establish such a
'comparable use,of theSe numbers for absent parents Whose
families are applyinTfor or receiving assistance appears :Lb
be a .guestion of legislative policy. Therefore, the Congress
May wish to decide legislatively whether absent parents'
sociel security-numbers Should be provided to the Federal
Parent Locator Service_and to the-State agendies. In July
1975,,a bill (S. 2243) wds-introduced which proposes that-

* social security numbers be,furnished to authorized persons'
-for the purposes of the child support-program.

-STATESk COMMENTS

'Officials from five of the seven States reviewed commented
-on our report.. While they generally concurred with the findings
and recomMendations, they did offer several suggestions

California pointed ouCthat.the bon.446. paid to a State,
for Collecting child support for another State (see p. 40).
ignore's the fact that the 'State whieh'initiated. the suppo'rt
action generally doesthe most mark: A State' official
believed Californiawill receive ih.bonuses about as much-as
will' be paid by other States.. He termed the present system as
a "bureaucratic .boondoggle,which should be eliminated in.
favor of paing a bonus to the jurisdietion which 11'ses child
support to decrease the AFDC grant.

Indiaria_said its grea est deterrent to. ffectively
enforcing-suPPort payments and 16CAting absent parents is_the
interpretation-of the Privacy Act of 1974 by,other agencies,
particularly SSA. (See .p. 53.) SSA's posiO.on of not provid-
ing social security-numbers- or child support purposes has
already affected Indiana's u f.other lOcating sources.

While Indih.aQfficiaJiaredthat the cooperation in-
centive'paid td AFpc recip nts would create an,administrative
problem,' theyidi'd not agree with our conclusion that lack of
cooperation was not'a problem. (See p. 12. ) 'Therefore, they
would not favor any, proposal to delete the proVision of the
law:imposing sanctions against those who.dtan',t cooperate.

State officials'in-Waihington pomménted extensively on
the child 'support legislatic stated.impart.that:

--Financial incentives Should be paid-to States.
which. operatea,successful State program As Well'
as ta local jurisdittions.

5 1
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--W-:;i11( IRS an Fedora] courts o locate

absent parents - impractical.

--Section 451(0 of h Social SocuriLy Act,
which provides rode 11 funding 1. or support.

collection ,111(1 paternity determination or Lions

o1 oho II of nonwelfare families, should be
extended borrnvg June 30, 1976, its present

oxpiratio do Lo. An estimated 800 to 1,000

cases hay( boon kept off Washington's welfare

rolls by nforciriq support obligations.

--A limit si uld be -laced on Federal roinburso -

ment of St ac- istrative costs.

--Poderal blood labora _ries should be provided

to aid ir determining paterni'

Tlc C -sumer Protoction Act-. Of 1971, which

lirALs wage garnishment, excepW for court-
ordored child suppoi-t obligations,to 25
ocYcent of earnings,.should be amended to .

also exempt support_obligations establiEhed

by administrative hearing.

HEW'S r'mMFNTS

in-a February 25, 1976 letter, HEW agreed with our
recommendation and mdcle the following observations.

HEW will 'regbire the States to report data on direct

costs and child support collections and distributions for a

period commencing August: 1, 1975, the effective date of the

new child support legislation. HEW:will report this information

to the Congress but must depend on the States' accurate report-

lag In view of (1) the short time remaining before the first

anual report to the Congress is due on June 30, 1976, and

the shortage of staff resources, HEW will have difficulty

aSsembling and interpreting this new information. diven

the magnitude and complexity of- the data to be reported, the

full impactof the new legislation may not be evident until

the second report to the Congress.

HEW further' oisserved thdt information on costs, collections,

and number of cases existing before the new legislation is

subsCantially more difficult to obtain than similar information

for periods after the new legislation. HEW- is currently

conducting a child support State baseline study that will

attempt to collect data from all States for Zune 1974 and

January 1975, in a manner parallel:to that required by the new

legislation. Ho e er, only those/States that collected.
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such d,krd wiLl ho .1 LO resp nt, and, in tinny in S I Ii(c _

distribution of funds will not he reported on a parallel hnsis,
due to the dramatic changes required by,the new legislation.
Therelore, HEW's ability Lo comply with our recommendation on
reporting information pertaining to periods hefore the now
legislation will be seriously limited by the extent and
reliability of data reported by the States.

HEW alr4o comment_ the Social SeCurity Administration's
past and present policies and practices of providing social
security numbers for child support purposes. HEW wanted te
set the record straight and avoid niisintorpretatiotc of SSA's
actions. (See p. 53.)

HEW conceded that until 1975 SSA provided social
security numbers to State authorities for the purpose of
locating an absent parent or a child receiving AFDC. How
in view of the spirit of the Privacy Act of 1974, the pr- tice
has been discontinued.

HEW recognized that operating the Federal Parent Locator
Service as effectively as possible conflicts with safeguarding

-- infor6ation about individuals in SSA files and is giving
resolution of this issue the highest priority.
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Child Ipport act: iviLi. s wore examined 1)(AViuun June

1
neeomhor 1911 , in Contra Costa and Yuha Counties, Calif.;

lie Kalb County, Ga.; Marion and Vigo Counties, Ind.; Lacka-

wanna County, Pa.; Harris County, Te>.!:.; Fairfax County and

Norfolk, --_, and Snohomish County, Wash.

Onr review was done in two phases. The first phase

required compiling data on welfare recipients and absent

rents in i0 localities. This data was gathered on forms

specifically approved by the Chairman, Subcommittee on Fiscal

Policy, Joint Economic Committee, who initially requested

that we make a review Lo determine the potential of absen!.

prcmts to make child support payments to recipients of aid

to families with dependent children.

We selected random samples fro ,Lhe universe of open

AFDC cases and active child support accounts on December 31,

1973, at each location reviewed. One sample consisted of

926 AFDC cases for which there were identified absent parents

who were not deceased and for whom there were no court orders

or voluntary agreements to pay child support or no collection

aecounts established. The second sample consisted of 500

cases for which absent parents were under court orders or

voluntary, agreements to pay child support or had support

accounts established.

The AFDC case universes from which our samples wore

taken fo low:

Location AFDC cases

Contra Costa
De Kalb
Fairfax
Harris
Lackawanna
Marion
Norfolk
Snohomish
Vigo
Yuba

12/31 73

10,474
4,353
1,476

18,814
1,879

11,227
7,718
3,587

922
1,035

Total 61,485

Most counties did not senarately identify child support

cases, so we randomly selected cases from the total_AFDC .

caseload-until.we identified 50 cases where the recipient was

49
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Lo ho reeeiving child supporr. In those ciounties which
separately identify child support cases, aur sample war'i Laken
from this universe.

In addition to obtaining data rrom AFDC and child sup-
:'irt files, we also contacted various t_:,ar.ci and Federal
agencies to °brain absent parents' locations, social security
numbers, and incomes.

The second phase of our review consisted of analyzing
the child support programs in the 10 locations reviewed.
Further we examined program activities carried out by the
appropriate State agencies and the Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare. To do this, we reviewed records,
regulations, and procedures and discussed child support matters
with State and local program and law enforcement officials
and with HEW regional and central office personnel.

We have carefully reviewed recent.logislative ehanges
h.--)th from a legal and program aspect and discussed the
r_gnificance of these changes and their potential impact on
the program.
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L)LIAF ;: I ML Of

APPI

ILAI, I I I. LIHILA I ION AND Wril:ANL

.ItiN(gl, II Ll 1

Mr. Gregory J. Ahart
Director, Manpower and
Welfare Division

United States General
Accounting Office

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Ahart:

The Seer tary asked that I respond to your request for our

comments on your draft report, "New Child Support Legis-

lation - Its Potential Impact and What Can be -Done to

Improve It." The enclosed comments -represent the tentative

position of the Department and are subject to reevaluation

when the final version of this report is received.

We appreciate the opportunity _ca comment on this draft'

report before its publication.

Enclosure

Sincerely you

to\--

John D.,Young
ASsistant Secretary, Comp oiler

5 9
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APPENDIX I. APPENDLX I

Comments of tho Dc,Ipartment of Health,_ Education, and_ Wel4are
1,)C21112177_211er
titled,'New Child support Lcal27.-!Lation -Its Potential Im -act_

and What Lan be Done tp_SETI2yE_It2- Dated r 1, 1975,
f316 1031

GA0 Recommendation

That the Secretary, HEW, take appropriate actions to assure that
the foZ lowing data is included in the annual report to the Congress:

1. Total program coots and collections provided in sufficient
detail to chow the (vet to the States and Federal Government,
distribution of collections to families, State,and local units
and the Pederal Government and an identification of the
'inane:al impact of the N(21,) iuL3Z(10t4.

9 A count by State of al/ child support cases in existence prior
to the new legislation and in the number of nco cases added
each quarter.

Status of all State plans at the end of the fiscal
an exLtanation of any problems which are delaying
venting approval of the plans.

year and
or pre-

4. Costs .-.;-nd staff wr.ociated with the Office Support
En Ic r:_fement..

Data toi 3tata on use of the Parent Locator_Service and number
of Zoo.:to requests submitted without a social security number
for the absent parent,

Data by State on cases where t..o APDC applicant or r 14)-E6mt
refused to cooperate in i,dentifying and locating the absent
parent.

7. Siani icant nroblom! which have delayad or pre-
.

.tho n-w

De artment Co ent

We concur, subject to the following observations:

Data on direct costs and child support collections
and distributions will.be required to be reported
by the States for the period commencing August 1;
1975, which is the effective date of the new child ,

support legislation. The ability of the Department
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APPENDIX I
APPENDIX T

to :eport this information to the Congress ac-
curately will be dependent on the States' ability

and willingness to report the data to the Depart-

ment accurately. In view of the relatively tAtort

period of time remaining prior to the due date of
the first annual report to the Congress (not later

than June 30, 1976) , and the shortage of resources,
it will'be difficult to.assemble and interpret
this new information in a comprehensive manner for

the first report to the Congress. Given the
magnitude and complexity of thp data to be re-
ported, 'it may well be that the full impact of the

new legislation will not be evident until the time

of the seconld report to Congress.

Information on costs,, collections, and number of

cases prior to the new legislation is substanti-

ally more difficult to obtain than similar infor-
mation for periods after the new legislation. We

are currently conducting the Child Support State

Baseline Study that will attempt to collect data

from all States for June 1974, and January 1975,

in a manner parallel to reporting requirements for

the now program. However, only those States that
coljted-such data will be able to respond, and,

in m.lay instances, distribution of fundswill not
be nlported on a parallel basis due to the dramatic
changes required by the new legislation in compari-

son to child support enforcement under the previdus

legislation. Therefore, our ability to comply

With the recommendations on reporting information
prior to the new legislation will be seriously
limited by the exte'rit of, and reliability of, data

reported by the States.

Comments
stration as
arents to

on the Usefulness of the S cial Securit Admini-
Source for Provid n . Informa

he States and to the Parent Locato
on about

Service.
en

GAO _concludes that social security numbers are vital data

needed in carrying out the child support program and suggests

that the Congress may wish to decide legislatively whether

absent parents' social security numbers should be provided

by.SSA to the Parent Locatbr Service and to the State

agencies.

. An increasing concern about individual privacy haslpeen

manifested recently both by the Administration and by the

Congress. Mueft attention has been..focused on the use of the

social security number.
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APPENDIX I APPENDIX T

Certainly the spirit of the recently enacted Privacy Act
would imply that the Social Security Administration should
safeguard confidentialTersonal information to the maximum
extent possible. In this regard, the Privacy Act takes
special note of the use of the social security number as a
personal identifier and places special restrictions on its
use.

On the other hand, legislation creating the Parent Locator
Service mandates a Federal-State effort to locate, and if
necessary prosecute, absent parents. Release of the social
security number to the Parent Locator Service would facili-
tate a cross-check of Internal Revenue Service records, and
if the number were provided to the States it would enable
them to ci:osd-referenc the systems which they maintain--
drivers' licenses, unemployment insurance, workmen's compen-
-ation, etc. Without question, release of the social
security number by SSA would aid efforts to locate absent
parents. Without question too, it would compromise the
privacy of social security records

Neither the. Privacy Act nor the legislation creating_the
Parent Locator Service requires or prohibits release by SSA
of the social security number.

The issue at hand is one in which conflicting objectives
meet head-on--operating the Parent Locator Service as
effectively as possible while, on the other hand, safe
guarding information,about individuals retained by the
Social Security Administration in keeping with the Privacy
Act. Resolution of this issue is being given the highest
priority within HEW.

To-avoid possible misinterpretation of SSA's past policy and
practice regarding disclosure of social security numbers to
States for,purposes of locating deserting parents, the
record should be set straight on this point. It is true
that _there was a time when agency practice, at,least as
enunciated at the operating level, called for the dissemi-
nation of the number.to State authorities for the purposeo
locating deserting parents and others who have a responsi-
bility toward AFDC recipients. In fact, until,recently,
this had been a matter of continuing practice. However,
light of the spirit of the Privacy Act, this practice has
now been discor;tinued.

GAO note: Comments received on otber matters are
discussed in the body of the report.
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APPENDIX II
APPENDIX II

PRINCIPAL HEW OFFICIALS RESPONSIBLE

FOP ADMINISTERING ACTIVITIES
_

DISCUSSED IN THIS REPORT

SECRETA A OP HEALTH, EDUCATION,
AND WELFARE:

David Mathews
Caspar W. Weinberger
Frank C. Carlucci (act ng-
'Elliot L. Richardson

Tenure
From

Aug. 1975
Feb. 1972
Jan. 1973
June 1970

of Office

1975
1973
1973

To

Present
Aug.
Feb.
Jan.

ADMINISTRATOR, SOCIAL AND
REHABILITATION SERVICE:

Don I. Wertman (acting) Jan. 1976 Present

John A. Svahn (acting) June 1975 Jan. 1976

James S. Dwight, Jr. June 1973 June 1975

Francis D. DeGeorge (acting) May 1973 June 1973

Philip J. Rutledge (acting) Feb. 1973 May 1973

John D. Twiname Mar. 1970 Feb. 1973

DIRECTOR, OFFICE OF CHILD SUPPORT
ENFORCEMENT (see p. 33):

Dan I. Wortman (acting) Jan. 1976 Present

John A. Svahn (acting) June 1975 Jan. 1976

James S. Dwight, Jr. Mar. 1975 June 1975

COMMISSIONER, SOCIAL SECURITY
ADMINISTRATION:

James B. Cardwell Sept. 1973 'Presen

Arthur E. HesS (act ng) Mar. 1973 Sept. 973

Robert M. Ball Apr. 1962 Mar. 973
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