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Stopping Cuts to Child Support Enforcement Is Vital to Families

(Updated October 2010)

States will soon face substantially reduced funding for their child support programs unless
Congress moves quickly to prevent cuts from taking effect. The Deficit Reduction Act (DRA)
cut federal funding for child support enforcement by 16 percent. The American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) restored the funding, but the DRA cuts were reinstated on
October 1, 2010. If Congress does not act to retroactively restore full funding for child support
enforcement, custodial parents and their children are likely to lose billions of dollars in child
support owed to them, undermining the improvements in collections over the past decade.

 Millions of families rely on child support enforcement services.

o The child support program serves one in four children – more than 17 million – and
distributes about $24 billion dollars in child support to families annually.i During FY
2009, the numbers of new support orders established increased by 6.3%, the largest
one year increase in over a decade.ii

o Child support enforcement services are available to families of all income levels. But
most of the families that participate in the program have low or moderate incomes:
43% are families that have left welfare, and 14% are current recipients of public
assistance.iii The vast majority are headed by single mothers.

o Child support represents 40% of family income for poor families who receive it,iv

and reduces the poverty rate for children in these families by nearly 25%.v Child
support helps families make ends meet, leave welfare, and avoid a return, while
reducing federal costs for means-tested programs like Medicaid and food stamps.vi

 The DRA cut to funding for child support enforcement will cost families $2 billion next
year in uncollected child support.

o The DRA eliminated the federal match on incentive payments that states earn based
on their performance rates and reinvest in their child support enforcement programs.
Before the DRA was enacted in 2006, the Congressional Budget Office (CBO)
estimated that the net loss of federal funds ($4.9 billion over 10 years) would reduce
child support collections by $8.4 billion over 10 years – if states made up for half of
the loss with their own funds. Since the onset of the recession in December 2007,
states have faced severe budget shortfalls and are unlikely to be able to replace
federal funding.vii Current estimates indicate that, if states do not replace the
spending reduction, child support distributed to families will decline by about $2
billion in FY 2011 alone, affecting more than 850,000 children.viii

o Without the federal incentive match funds, many states will have to cut staff and/or
services for their child support enforcement programs.ix As a result, it will take
longer to establish paternity and establish support orders, and collections will be less
dependable.
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o The cuts also are likely to force programs to abandon promising initiatives that
provide specialized services to low-income noncustodial parents, incarcerated and
reentering parents, and battered women.x

 Failure to restore funding for child support enforcement could unravel years of steady
progress.

o Over the past 12 years, the child support enforcement program has more than doubled
its collection rate and become highly cost effective, collecting $4.78 in child support
for every $1 spent by federal, state and local governments.xi

o These dramatic improvements were driven in large part by the results-based incentive
system that Congress adopted with bipartisan support in 1998. The federal match on
incentive payments is a key component of this system, substantially expanding the
funds available to states to improve their performance and enforce child support. The
DRA provisions that cut billions of dollars in federal funding for child support could
reverse more than a decade of progress, setting off a downward spiral in performance
– unless Congress acts now to restore these critical funds.
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