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The National Association of County Human Services Administrators (NACHSA) is pleased to submit this statement for the record for the Ways and Means Subcommittee on Income Security and Family Support hearing on Recent Changes to Programs Assisting Low-Income Families.
An affiliate of the National Association of Counties (NACo), NACHSA’s members administer many federally-supported programs, including the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families program and the Child Support Enforcement program. A number of our members assisted NACo in preparing its written testimony which was presented to the Subcommittee by Bruce Wagstaff, Director of the Sacramento County, California Department of Human Assistance.
The statement below provides additional information on the effects of the recent changes in TANF and child support from a number of counties who responded to NACHSA’s request for information.

La Plata County (Durango), Colorado

Located in the southwest corner of the state with a population of approximately 50,000, La Plata County, Colorado projects that it will have to increase its county share in the child support program by over 57 percent in 2008. The County estimates that it will have to find at least $60,000 in County revenues to fund its the share of the program which will amount to $170,000 in general fund dollars next year. This increase is due to the inability to use the incentive payments for local match. 

The TANF changes are driving the County to search for new ways to engage people in work, but because it now has the most difficult to employ on the caseload, La Plata County is concerned that it will have difficulty meeting the new work participation rates. Due to the limitations on post-secondary education, the County will not have the flexibility to assist people to really increase their chances of becoming truly self-sufficient.

Steele County (Owatonna), Minnesota

Located in southeastern Minnesota, Steele County is relatively rural in nature, with a population of approximately 35,000 residents.  The County believes that the DRA will have significant negative consequences for their child support enforcement program.

Effective October 1, 2007, Section 7309 of the DRA will prohibit child support programs from claiming federal matching funds for reimbursable activities paid with performance incentive funds. Unless the provision is repealed, Steele County will lose $67,650 in federal child support matching funds. A loss of this magnitude will require the County to cut two to three staff from its child support program. That loss would have a significant negative impact on the thousands of families who currently rely on child support as a primary source for being self-sufficient.

As members of the Committee know, the current structure of the federal performance incentives program was created through a joint federal and state partnership.  The consensus of the partnership was that the federal government would pay states and counties incentives to improve and maintain required child support outcomes. The agreement required that incentives earned above a base year amount must be reinvested in the program to further enhance program/client outcomes. Incentives earned could not supplant state or federal funds and be diverted to general government coffers. Therefore, Steele County, like many other local jurisdictions, has been striving to improve client outcomes and reinvests federal incentive funds to insure that adequate resources are available.

This effort has been very successful. Steele County collects $3.5 million annually in child support. For every $1 expended, the County collects $6.93.  Further, child support collected for families result in a cost avoidance savings for other federal and state benefit programs by assuring that the parents, not public programs, provide financial support for their children. Steele County’s annual collections reduced federal spending in other programs by $756,855 per year.

Washington County (Stillwater), Minnesota

A suburban county located east of St. Paul and adjacent to the Wisconsin border, Washington County, Minnesota expects to lose $918,000 in funding to support critical activities of the child support program. This amount equals 38 percent of their child support personnel costs. The consequences of this legislation will reduce the County’s ability to establish paternity, locate non-custodial parents, and establish and enforce child and medical support orders for the 6,700 families it serves.

In 2006, the County’s child support unit distributed $25.5 million in child support to families, which equates to $851,000 in collections per child support worker. If the DRA provision becomes effective later this year, not only will the number of staff available to pursue and enforce orders be reduced significantly, the County expects an increase in local, state and federal spending in means-tested programs, such as Medicaid, TANF and food stamps as a consequence of lost child support income for families. This ripple effect will likely cause a decline in program performance, potentially leading to sanctions in Minnesota’s TANF program and additional reductions in federal incentives, further stressing the county’s ability to provide federally-mandated child support services. 

Lincoln County (Lincolnton), North Carolina

Located northwest of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg area, Lincoln County’s population is slightly over 70,000. Earlier this month, the County’s Director of Social Services reported to the Board of Commissioners that the agency faces a $260,000 cut in TANF and a $60,000 cut in child support. The director reports that these reductions would be ‘devastating’ for a county the size of Lincoln. The TANF cuts equate to a loss of emergency assistance dollars and Child Protective Services Investigation/Family Assessment staff. This would occur at a time when the County has seen the number of child abuse/neglect reports increase dramatically along with the severity of risk to children. Also, this past year the County has provided emergency assistance to families in record numbers.
The loss in child support resources equates to the loss of a staff member who works to establish child support thus reducing the family’s need for public assistance.

The only way to prevent these loses is through County dollars.

Ohio Counties

Child support incentive payments are a major source of funding for the local county child support enforcement agencies in Ohio. The inability to use incentives as local match creates a spending reduction of $60 million annually. Based upon annual expenditures of $215 million in federal fiscal year 2005, this reduction represents a 28% reduction in available funding. The only way to respond to a cut of this magnitude is to institute a mass reduction in staff at the local agencies. 
Ohio’s counties operate an efficient and effective program by garnering almost $600,000 in collections per child support worker. If the funding gap is not filled, it is estimated that the average Ohio county may need to reduce child support staff by 25 percent. The Center for Law and Social Policy has estimated that this would reduce in child support collections in the State by $197 million in the first five years.

Allen County (Lima), Ohio

Located in northwest Ohio, the Allen County Department of Job and Family Services believes that the new TANF regulations create another barrier to helping those that need the most help. Requiring applicants to be assigned to Job Search/Job Readiness and only allowing six weeks in a calendar year with only four consecutive weeks is often not enough time before the client is job ready. The federal government’s interpretation of one hour counting as a full week further limits the flexibility necessary to address the needs.

Most clients have multiple, significant barriers to employment. Until these barriers are addressed, they have no real hope of securing long term employment. These barriers may include: homelessness or unstable home environments; domestic violence; issues with children and schools; children involved the juvenile justice system; multiple physical and mental disabilities within the families or the clients themselves; felony backgrounds; little or no work history; no GED or high school diploma; and substance abuse. Assigning these individuals to work activities while ignoring those barriers dooms those families to failure.  
Other federally-recognized activities must be available which allow mentoring and other assistance to these families in overcoming barriers. In many cases, the County needs to address very basic readiness skills, including proper hygiene. As the County observes, the program “is called Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, yet we ignore the family issues that prevent the individual from participating or being able to be self sufficient.”
Allen County also notes that Individuals are unable to participate due to doctors ordering that they not work due to high risk pregnancy or other medical issues. The disability eligibility process for individuals with serious illnesses or disabilities often takes years. In the meantime, they are unable to participate, or participate in work activities on a limited basis. With these individuals, the County receives no credit towards their work participation rate for partial participation.
As the County states, “if we are going to assist families in becoming self sufficient we must address the barriers that prevent them from being able to do it on their own.”
Hamilton County (Cincinnati), Ohio

The Hamilton County, Ohio Job and Family Services Department asserts that the Deficit Reduction Act (DRA) changes increase dramatically the tracking and reporting responsibilities of consumers in Ohio’s TANF program, known as Ohio Works First (OWF). Since 1994 the County’s OWF roles have fallen sharply. They continue to fall.  Those remaining on OWF assistance are increasingly hard to serve with multiple barriers to work participation.

Consequently, DRA reporting mandates will result in increased sanctions placed on OWF cases where the consumer is trying to meet participation mandates and is making a good faith effort to document that participation. This is especially true of consumers engaged in any education or training activity.

The DRA has also resulted in the removal of the State's caseload reduction credit. This change makes the threat of federal fiscal sanctions very real for states and counties. Those dollars will drive decision-making regarding case management. Faced with $6 million in local sanctions, metropolitan counties such as Hamilton County will be tempted to reduce the frequency of good cause, reduce alternative activity options, and to increase sanctions, in order to raise their participation rates. While these changes may be the intent of DRA, they reflect a very real weakening of a community's safety net. Imposing these consequences on any population that is making a meaningful effort to participate in the workforce may be contrary to the wishes of the public and legislators.

As a general rule, welfare reform has succeeded at helping families function without cash assistance. However, there are still thousands of families who fall into what many consider the "hard-to-serve" category. Specifically, there are families where the adult or adults are extremely limited in their abilities to perform in routine employment settings. Most of the families able to function by going to work daily have now left cash assistance or frankly, never entered the program due to strong diversion strategies at the County level. Additionally, strong efforts are underway to fast-track adults into other income streams such as Social Security Disability when it is clear their chances for employment success are limited.

Hamilton County has provided flexible wrap-around services to their most needy citizens in hopes of a positive outcome for all. Continued support for this flexibility in order to avoid the need to assign families to canned work activities is more critical than ever, considering the need to balance work requirement mandates with the diverse needs of the population mentioned above.

Morrow County (Mount Gilead), Ohio

Located in central Ohio, this rural county’s preliminary numbers indicated that it would lose from half to two thirds of their child support staff - effectively gutting the program.

Wisconsin Counties
Wisconsin county child support allocations from federal incentive payments and matching funds in Calendar Year (CY) 2006 were $38,225,900. As a result of the DRA, these funding sources will decrease by $6,360,800 in CY 2007, (a 16.6 percent decrease) and by $25,250,900 in CY 2008 (a 66.1 percent decrease).
The State’s Department of Workforce Development estimates reductions in child support collections of over $143 million in Wisconsin over the next five years due to the cuts. Wisconsin’s program administers over 457,000 support cases annually and collects approximately $6 for every $1 spent.
Wisconsin’s counties are also well aware that consistent collection of support stabilizes families, reducing the demand for - and the cost of - public assistance programs. An Urban Institute study commissioned by the federal Office of Child Support Enforcement, concluded that for every dollar of child support distributed for TANF cases, there is a 40 cent cost avoidance ratio offsetting other federal benefit program programs, such as Food Stamps, TANF, Medicaid, SSI and housing. The ratio is 19 cents for every dollar collected in non-TANF cases. Child support collections increase family self-sufficiency. Using these ratios, Wisconsin estimates that the child support program saved nearly $119 million in 2006 by reducing demands on other federal programs.
Additionally, child support is the only program in Wisconsin which systematically enforces health insurance orders for children, reducing the cost of public medical assistance programs. There are over 350,000 children in the State’s child support caseload for which the county and tribal child support agencies are the health insurance watchdog. It is the child support program which establishes and enforces parents’ legal obligation to provide health insurance when it is available from their employers at a reasonable cost.

Despite efforts Wisconsin counties will take to mitigate the losses, there is a real potential for a downward spiral in performance. Reduced funding leads to decreases in program performance, which reduces performance funding, and will further decrease performance. Additionally, a potential failure by the State to meet the federally required maintenance of effort reinvestment in the child support program may result in both federal incentive reductions and TANF penalties.
Milwaukee County, Wisconsin
Milwaukee County faces a decrease in federal funding of $2 million in CY 2007, and $8 million in CY2008. Due to the cuts, the County has already lost 31 positions from its 2006 staff of 203. It anticipates losing another 103 staff in 2008. As a result, caseloads per employee will be as high as 1,945 by 2008. 
In 2006, the County’s paternity establishment unit added father’s names to over 8,000 children’s birth certificates. Staff cuts and the resulting increase in caseloads will have a serious impact on the counties’ ability to timely establish paternity for these children. Unadjudicated fathers have no legal obligation to support their children or right to visitation until legal fatherhood is determined. Without the resources to establish paternity, many Milwaukee County families will not receive the support they deserve.
Families will be hurt the most by the cuts. The County estimates that child support payments for participating families may be reduced by as much as $46.8 million in CY2008 compared to the $120 million collected in 2006. That cut translates into a 39 percent reduction in support.
The National Association of County Human Services Administrators appreciates the opportunity to provide this written statement for the record. If you have questions about the testimony, please contact Tom Joseph, NACHSA Consultant, at 202.898.1444 or tj@wafed.com. 
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