“ANOTHER DISASTER FORETOLD?
The Case of the Child Support Agency”

By

Colette M Roberts BA

Thesis submitted to the University of Nottingham
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

b "'l_ ¥ 1'.‘ 2 B "'._
'y ‘F' N~ 30N
¢ \ Volume 11
\

May, 1998



CHAPTER TWELVE

Averting the disaster or muddling through?

12.1 Introduction

This section looks at how the impact of the Agency in operation
led to "fine-tuning” of the detail of the formula. Recom-
mendations of the Social Security Select Committee are
included where they relate to changes introduced by the
government in February 1994 and January 1995. The changes
are presented in two sections - those which mainly benefit the
absent parent, and those which mainly benefit the parent with
care. This is not an equal division as there have been more
changes favourably affecting the absent parent. The cost to the
taxpayer is considered as part of the examination of the

changes.

Protest groups formed after the Agency came into operation also
made recommendations for change, which are detailed in
Chapter 13. The recommendations for detailed formula changes

made by voluntary organisations are examined in Chapter 14.
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12.2 For the Benefit of the Absent Parent

12.2.1 Protected Income

An important recommendation of the Select Committee, made in
December 1993, was that the protected level of income for
absent parents be increased, with suggestions of £20, £30 or
even £40, and an acknowledgement that the Committee did not
have the information needed to fully assess the impact of such
an increase. The government subsequently did increase this
margin of protection from £8 to £30 above Income Support
levels, Changes were also introduced to increase the additional
margin, whereby the absent parent kept ten per cent of the
difference between the basic protected income and the family's
disposable income level, to fifteen per cent (Cm2469, Feb 94, p.

4).

This meant a reduced payment for all absent parents with a low
income, where the absent parent 1s not able to pay the full

maintenance requirement. For parents with care, on the other
hand, this would mean a reduction in their income unless they
themselves are 1n receipt ot Income Support, when the Benefits
Agency would make up the reduction in maintenance paid. For
those parents with care, this would mean less maintenance to

add to any earned income and could make the transition from
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benefit dependency to employment more difficult. For the
government, this would lead to more payment of benefits to the
parent with care. This would be partly offset if the changes
meant less likelihood of absent parents on a low wage giving up
work altogether. This change was clearly to keep an incentive
for the absent parent to remain in work and presumably
increase the willingness of the low paid to co-operate with the

Agency.

In evidence given to the Select Committee prior to its October
1994 report, it became clear that some absent parents were
paying a higher proportion of their net income than had been
intended under the formula. The government, in the White
Paper of January 1995, recommended a maximum level of

payment of thirty per cent of net income 1 order to protect

absent parents in those circumstances, with a maximum of
thirty-three per cent where arrears are included in the amount.
Again, this could be seen as a measure designed to encourage

the co-operation of absent parents and could mean reduced

maintenance payments being received by the parent with care.

INB. The maximum amount was later raised and in 1997 stood

at 40% of net income, including arrears.]
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2.2.2  Property/Capital Settlements

e ——— i -

As the impact of the Agency began to be felt by MPs and their
constituents, the Social Security Select Committee again
examined the question of previous property settlements. In its
December 1993 report, the Select Committee concluded that it
would be impossible to take such settlements into account n

the formula and the government's response subsequently
endorsed this conclusion. This was a shift from the position
taken by the Select Committee i April 1991, when considering
the details of the government's proposals tor the Child Support

RBill The recommendation then was:

"that provision be made in the Child Support Bill to take
proper account of divorce settlements that have involved a
capital settlement clearly made in lieu of child
maintenance’

(HC277-1,90-91, p. v)

It was the retrospective nature of the legislation that was of
particular concern in the earlier report. Clearly by 1993 the
Committee had accepted the government's argument that it is

the circumstances of the parents and children now that matter

in the assessment of child maintenance.
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Interestingly, by January 1995, the government itself had a
change of heart on this and the White Paper Improving Child
Support laid out plans for a "broad brush" scheme to allow for
some transfers of property or capital, with effect from April
1995, with further provisions under the "departures"” scheme to

be introduced from 1996 /97 (see Cm2745, Jan 95, p. 20).

These changes were clearly introduced to appease absent
parents who felt that prior settlements had been ignored but
should be taken into account in the formula. In fact, few took
up the offer. Ann Chant (Chiet Executive ot the Agency)
reported to the Select Committee in October 1995 that 9,500
applications relating to property and capital settlements had
been received: of these 2,650 had been processed with 2,300

disallowed. Therefore only 350 applications out of the 2,650

processed by then had been allowed (HC781-1, 94-95, p. 3).

The departures scheme was piloted between April and November
1996 and fully implemented from December 1996 (CSA 2082 p.

19).

These changes could be seen as concessions by the government,
n that previous settlements were not part of the Child Support

Act formula. In practice the restrictions applicable to the broad
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brush allowances meant they were applicable to only a small
proportion of cases and would not cost the government a

significant amount. Nevertheless, the allowances did go against

the basic principles of the Child Support Act, that income now
was relevant for maintenance assessments, and there could
never be a "clean break" settlement as far as children are
concerned. It should be noted, however, that the need for some
recognition of previous settlements was voiced in Children Come
First. Although part of the White Paper, this particular aspect

was not included in the Child Support Act eventually passed

by parliament.

12.2.3 Travel to work costs

In October 1994, the Social Security Select Committee
recommended that travel to work costs should be included in
exempt income (HC470, 93-94, p. xxi). This was included in
the January 1995 White Paper as a broad brush allowance,
where high travel to work costs can be shown, to prevent a
disincentive to work (Cm2745, Jan 95, p. 21). This allowance
was for a flat rate (whatever mode of transport was u sed) for
distances over 150 miles per week (as the crow flies), but would

be further developed under the departures system.
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As with property settlement broad brush allowances, Ann Chant
reported the take-up of the travel to work allowances to the
Select Committee in October 1995. Approximately 10,700
applications had been received and about 8,600 processed, of

which 2.700 allowances had been awarded (HC781-1, 94-95,

p.3).

These allowances were a further erosion of Children Come First
principles. The intention was to move away {rom the previous
court system which had allowed tor other expenses to take
precedence over the costs of maintaining children and move to a
fixed formula. The argument was put forward that absent
parents' remaining income could then be used tor expenses of
other kinds, with allowances only for basic hving of the absent

parent and other natural children, and housing costs. It could

be argued that this principle was over-ridden to prevent a

disincentive to work, and to appease absent parents.

12.2.4 Carer Element

. w——,

A turther recommendation made in December 1993 was that
the carer element of the formula should reduce once the child
reaches the age of 11. This had originally been suggested in
Children Come First, but, as with allowances for previous

settlements, had not been included in the Child Support Act.
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This part of the formula had become somewhat contentious as it
was often seen (mistakenly but perhaps understandably) as
spousal maintenance, and there was no equivalent element for

second partners.

The government accepted this recommendation and reduced the
carer element of the formula by 25% when the voungest child
reaches 11, and by a further 25% at the age ot 14. This was
said to reflect the fact that it becomes more likely that the

parent with care can seek employment as the child gets older.

For all absent parents, this was a reduction in assessments as
the voungest child reaches 11 and 14. For parents with care,
this meant a reduced payment unless their income was so low
that Income Support made up the reduction. For those parents
with care in employment, this was a reduction in the amount of
maintenance received. Although justified by government as
representing the reducing costs of childcare as a child gets
older, this reduction comes at a time when children generally

get more expensive to keep, as reflected in increasing Income

Support payments. Also, many parents with care would still
consider their child too young (particularly at 11) to look after
themselves during long school holidays or after a school day.

Job opportunities for a parent with care, although bhetter as a



child gets older, may not in reality lead to any worthwhile
employment until the voungest child 1s over 14. This would
apply particularly where the parent with care remains a lone

parent and does not re-partner.

For the government this would mean higher expenditure on
benefit payments for some parents with care. If parents with
care take up employment, the reduction is borne by them and

has no effect on government expenditure (unless Family Credit

1s claimed).

12.2.5 Step-children

The allowances in the formula for step-children, who appear in
the protected income calculation, but not in an absent parent's
exempt income, were criticised by the Select Committee Report
of December 1993. The importance of step-parenting was
stressed and it was recommended that an allowance, equivalent
to the Income Support allowance for a child, should be included
in the absent parent's exempt income, and that there should be
no distinction between natural children and step-children in

calculating an absent parent's housing costs.

However, the government's response stated that it was a

fundamental principle of the Child Support Act that parents'
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first responsibility 18 to their own natural children, and it
therefore follows that step-children should remain the
responsibility of their own natural parents. The government
was satisfied that other changes, the extension ot the phasing-
in of increased payments and the substantially increased
protected level of income, were sufficient to ensure adequate

consideration was being given to step-tamihies’ circumstances

(Cm2469, Feb 94, p. 5).

The Social Security Select Committee again recommended

increasing exempt income for absent parents with step-children

in their report of October 1994. By January 1995, the

sovernment had softened its position and included in the White
Paper then were changes to allow reasonable housing costs in

full in all cases (Cm2745, Jan 95, p. 21).

12.2.6 Transitional Arrangements and Reducing

Maximum Payments

To help absent parents adjust to higher assessments, an extra
period of phasing-in was recommended by the Select Committee
in December 1993, tor some circumstances. This was said to be
beneficial for all concerned, if it meant greater general
acceptance of the need for change, in spite of the loss of income

this would represent for some parents with care. The
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government agreed that there was some scope to extend the

transitional protection offered to absent parents with second

families, extending this to 18 months.

For high income absent parents there was further help in the
form of reduced percentages pavable from income earned over

and above the maintenance requirement, where there are only
one or two children involved (Cm2469, Feb 94, p. 6). The
overall maximum payable under the formula remained
unchanged, but reducing these percentages did represent a

lessening of the commitment to ensure that all children shared

in the parents' increasing prosperity.

The transitional protection scheme changes and the percentage

of excess income changes did nothing at all to help lower paid

absent parents, who would not fall within these arrangements.
However, it should be noted that these changes would reduce
the actual amount paid to parents with care where the absent
parent was well-paid, and as these were the very families who
were likely to have been raised above Income Support levels, the
parents with care would bear the tull loss themselves. Only in
cases where the reduction brought the parent with care back
into Income Support entitlements would this have any cost for

the government.
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The movement towards high earning absent parents keeping
more of their income for themselves was continued in the
January 1995 White Paper, when the maximum amounts
pavable under the formula were substantially reduced. The
extent of this can be seen in the example given 1in the Whaite
Paper of 1995 where there are three children aged 16, 15 and
13. the maximum being reduced tfrom £407.18 to £251.71
weekly (Cm2745, Jan 95, p. 22). This would be unlikely to cost
the government a penny, as a parent with care receiving that
level of maintenance is highly unlikely to be ehgible for any
benefits. The gain is to the absent parent, with the total loss
borne by the parent with care (and the children). The possibility
of going to court to seek further payments remained for very

wealthy parents, but would not be subject to the formula, nor

would the parent with care be able to use the collection facilities
of the Agency to collect maintenance fixed through a court

order.

12.2.7 Arrears

From the start of operations of the Agency, a very high
proportion of absent parents build up arrears, often amounting

to thousands of pounds.



In their simplest form, these arrears were the result of slow
processing by the Agency. Because the maintenance
assessment was applied back to the date that the MEKF was first

issued to the absent parent, arrears could quickly build-up.

No arrears would accumulate where an absent parent was
found to have no maintenance assessment (because, for
example, he was on Income Support himselt and had children
living with him); smaller arrears could accumulate where the
absent parent was assessed as being liable to pay the minimum

(eg where the absent parent was on Income Support himselt,

but had no children living with him).

Larger amounts accumulated where maintenance was
eventually assessed at a higher level, particularly if the Agency
took a number of weeks to process a claim, and it in the
meantime the absent parent was not making voluntary
payvments which could be verified and knocked off the arrears

when the assessment was finally made.

Another cause of high levels of arrears was the refusal of absent
parents to co-operate with the Agency. If an absent parent
deliberately and continually refused to fill in forms properly or

to supply relevant evidence, eventually the Agency would apply



an Interim Maintenance Assessment (IMA). IMAs were
designed to be punitive and were fixed at one and a halt times
the maintenance requirement of the parent with care. This
could represent an even greater multiple of the final
maintenance assessment. If an IMA was apphed, large arrears
could build up, until the absent parent co-operated and a true

assessment could be made.

Within the first few months of operation, the Social Security
Select Committee recommended that habihty should not
commence until the assessment was complete, provided the
absent parent returned the completed MEF within two weeks
(HC69, 93-94, p. xiv). This was to allow for delays caused by
the Agency, but was rejected by the government. The

government pointed out in its response that this could lead to

reduced payments to the parent with care and could be subject
to abuse by absent parents who stood to gamn from delays in

processing (Cm2469, Feb 94, p. 2).

At the start of operations, it was telt appropriate that the arrears
accumulated should be subject to collection and enforcement.,
regardless of the cause of the arrears. However, as more and
more absent parents were faced with thousands of pounds

worth of arrears, it became clear that some of this debt was in
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fact not likely to be recovered. For example, if an absent parent
at first refused to co-operate and an IMA was 1ssued, but it was
later established that the absent parent was 1n tact only liable
for the minimum pavment because of his own lack of income, it
was clearly unlikely that such an absent parent would be in a
position to pay the large amount of arrears due. To have
recovered the debt in some other way, possibly leading to

homelessness or even imprisonment of the absent parent would

have been politically and practically ditticult.

The Select Committee in October 1994 again recommended
that, to avoid pre-assessment arrears building up, the
regulations should be changed so that hability started trom the

date of assessment, rather than from the date the torm was sent

out to the absent parent. The Committee further recommended
that this should apply to those returning forms within 4 weeks

and co-operating with the Agency (HC470, 93-94, p. xiu).

When an IMA was put in place, the Committee recommended a
two-week breathing space, to allow the absent parent time to co-
operate, co-operation being rewarded with re-calculation of the

arrears at the final rate of assessment not the rate of the IMA

(HC470, 93-94, p. xiii).



The government's response, in the White Paper of January

1995, was to suspend interest charges on arrears, and to Iimt
to six months those arrears which were purely the result of
Agency delays. The date at which liability started was also
amended, giving absent parents eight weeks betore hability
commenced, providing the absent parent was seen to be co-
operating with the Agency and the MEF had been returned
within four weeks. Where the absent parent failed to provide
the information requested, hability would commence on the date

of issue of the MEF as before (Cm2745, Jan 95, p. 29).

Also contained in this White Paper were changes to allow IMAs
to be applied to the self-employed. This had not been possible
before where accounts were not available, and was tixed at £30
per week as a temporary arrangement as long as the absent

parent was co-operating.

Two additional measures were introduced to prevent excessive
hardship for absent parents with arrears. One meant that
where a Deduction from Earnings Order had been applied on an
Interim Maintenance Assessment, an employer would limit
collection if the absent parent's income dropped below his

protected level of income. This had not been possible on IMA-
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related DEOs before and had led to some reluctance by the

Agency to apply DEOs at the higher rate of IMAs,

The other major limit on collection of arrears was hxing a
maximum of thirty per cent of net income and thirty-three per
cent of net income if payment includes arrears. In practice, this

restricted collection of arrears, even to the extent where
thousands of pounds would theoretically take years to collect,
possibly even extending bevond the absent parent's liability for

his children.

There was also evidence of some better paid absent parents
accepting an IMA in preference to a final assessment, which
could be higher. This was tackled in the White Paper, with a

Child Support Officer given the powers to apply a higher IMA

based on estimated income and not including housing costs.
This was seen as necessary to reinforce the pumtive nature of

IMAs for the well paid who refused to co-operate.

For those absent parents subject to IMAs but eventually co-
operating, the government made a major concession in the

January 1995 White Paper. It was decided that in such cases

the liability for the whole period would revert to the full

assessment rate, once the relevant details had been provided.
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This effectively slashed the amount of arrears due to the Agency

at a stroke.

However, it was not possible to backdate this to arrears built up
before April 1995. Interestingly, the government decided that
some of this debt could be dealt with in another way. During
discussions with the Social Security Select Committee, 1t
emerged that many of the IMAs 1ssued before April 1995 were in
some way defective and theretore not legally entorceable. To
enable these arrears to be reduced to tull assessment levels, it
was stated by the Minister concerned that these IMAs would be
examined very carefully, once the absent parent had decided to
co-operate, and where a fault could be tound, the amount of
arrears would be reduced. To reduce the amount of recorded

debt, the Agency would therefore seek its own errors and use

these as a reason to cancel the IMAs and their accumulated
debts. The Minister seemed almost disappointed that there
would still remain a number of IMAs which were not found to be

at fault and which therefore could not subsequently be

cancelled (Cm3191, April 96, p. 2).
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12.3 For the Benefit of the Parent with Care: A

Maintenance Disregard for Income Support and the

Maintenance Credit Scheme

For the benefit of the parent with care, the introduction ot a
maintenance disregard for those claiming Income Support had
been discussed as the Child Support Act was passing through
parliament. Views on this had been expressed in the House and
in Select Committees. The government decided that to
introduce a maintenance disregard would worsen the poverty
trap in which lone parents on Income Support found
themselves. Arguments in support ot a maintenance disregard
were that co-operation with the Agency would be encouraged for
the parent with care, who would actually gain financially, and
for the absent parent who would see that at least some of the

maintenance paid was resulting in a cash gain for his children.

Nevertheless, it was decided to introduce a benetit penalty to
ensure the co-operation of parents with care, and a punitive
Interim Maintenance Assessment system to ensure co-

operation of absent parents.
The Social Securnity Select Committee deliberations prior to its

December 1993 report included reference to a maintenance

disregard, with Jeremy Corbyn 1ssuing a draft report containing

4



a clause calling for this to be introduced. This was not accepted

by the Commuttee.

In October 1994 the Social Security Select Committee discussed
again the issue of a maintenance disregard and voted on a
recommendation to introduce a small disregard. This vote was

lost, 6 votes to 4, and was theretore not put as a

recommendation to the government.

In the White Paper of January 1995, the government again
stated its opposition to a straight-forward disregard, but did
answer the criticism that those on Income Support had nothing
to gain from the maintenance paid by the absent parent. A new
scheme was devised whereby £5 credit would be earned each

week that maintenance is paid by the absent parent, and this

would be given to the parent with care as a lump sum when she
leaves Income Support or Job Seekers' Allowance. This scheme

required primary legislation and commenced in April 1997

(Cm2745, Jan 95, p. 25).

The Labour Party whilst in opposition continued to call for a
maintenance disregard for those parents with care on Income

Support and attempted to introduce amendments to the Child

Support Bill to this eftect during 1995, The Conservative
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sovernment remained convinced that the Back to Work Bonus

was adequate.

On a similar note, the Social Security Select Committee 1n
January 1996 recommended that the parent with care should
be given regular statements of how much maintenance 1s being
paid to the Agency. If a parent with care was on Income
Support she may not know how much or how regular payment
was, and this could influence decisions about seeking
employment (HC50, 95-96, p. xxn). The government accepted
that such information would be useful and indicated that this
would form part of the computer system development being

considered (Cm3191, April 96, p. 5).

The related issue of the benefit penalty continued to be debated.

In its January 1996 report, the Social Security Committee
recommended that in cases where violence or threatened
violence was being claimed by the parent with care, this should
normally lead to referral to the police (HCS50,95-96, p. xxiv).
This recommendation was not accepted by the government, who
recognised that asking relatively junior officials to make
decisions which have the possibility of increasing the risk of
violence would be mappropnate (Cm3191, April 96, p. 7). This

is covered again i Chapter 15.
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12.4 Discusssion - continuing to muddle through?

Operationally, the work of the Agency from April 1993 to Apnl
1996 showed a marked change of emphasis. The Chiet
Executive taking over in September 1994 was faced with
massive problems, but gradually introduced operational
changes which led to improved efficiency. The government, tor
its part, both helped and hindered. It continued to introduce
changes to the formula, including completely new elements.
But it also agreed to the simplification ot some allowances (eg
housing costs) and significantly reduced the Agency's
anticipated workload by removing some categories of parent
indefinitely. This enabled the new Chief Executive to
concentrate on improving the quality of the service provided.
This in turn could be said to have led to increased co-operation
by parents who began to see results where previously there had

been only delays.

The government also helped the change ot emphasis by agreeing

altered targets for the Agency. Removal of the target for benefit

savings was perhaps the most significant change. This could

have gone some way to answering the charge that instead of the

principle "Children Come First” the reality was that the Treasury

came first. Yet formula changes did not seek to benefit the child



but were designed to placate the absent parent at minimal

expense to the Treasury.

Over the first three years of the Agency's operation, the majority
of the changes made by the government favoured the absent
parent. This was sometimes at the expense of the Treasury, but
often a direct loss to the parent with care. Few changes
benefited the parent with care directly, and the only one clearly
aimed at the parent with care hoping to return to work in the

future (the Maintenance Credit) was delayed until April 1997,

Government expenditure was further protected in that some of
the adjustments made allowed only partial compensation for the
loss incurred by the parent with care (for example where the

parent with care on Family Credit had payments reduced during
the life of a claim, only fifty per cent of the loss was

compensated).

The Treasury also benefited from the number of parents with
care withdrawing their claim for Income Support and thereby
relinguishing the compulsion to use the Agency. Possible
reasons given for withdrawing claims were given bv Ann Chant
as reconciliation of the couple; the parent with care securing

another source of income (such as a job}; parents reaching a

N
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private settlement; fraud or abuse of the benehts system
(HC781-i, 94-95, p. 10). In fact, 60,000 people withdrew claims
for benefit during 94-95 within 3 or 4 weeks of the Agency
becoming involved, with no maintenance assessment being
made. 60,000 is a large number and served to fuel the Social
Security Select Committee's growing obsession with benefit
fraud. In fact the Committee went on to include combatting

fraud as a suggested main objective of the Agency (HCS0, 95-96,

D. XJ.

Given this obsession with the Agency's role in combatting fraud
by benefit claimants, the removal of some categories of non-
benefit cases from the Agency's jurisdiction for the toreseeable
future, the reducing limits of maximum payments and reducing
percentage take of excess income, the Agency's role became
more and more one of a poor person's agency. This confirmed
earlier claims that this was the main reasoning behind placing
the Agency in the Department of Social Security rather than the

Inland Revenue.

12.4.1 ~ Ideology still rules OK?

In Chapter 7 it was argued that the formula for use by the
Agency was largely designed to support government ideology,

particularly the desire to keep government expenditure to a



minimum, to encourage employment, and to support "family
values". It could be argued that few of the changes introduced
between 1993 and 1996 had major cost implications for the
Treasury. Many of the changes were designed to encourage
employment, either of the absent parent or the parent with care
(for example, the increased amount of protected income for the
absent parent and the Back to Work Bonus for the parent with
care). Some were placatory but so restricted as to be
inapplicable to the majority of parents (for example, the travel to

work broad brush allowances;.

The benefit penalty for parents with care deemed not to have
"sood cause" for non-cooperation was in fact reintforced, with the
amount increased. Meanwhile, a maintenance disregard

remained a forlorn hope of the opposition and of some voluntary

organisations. The interests of the Treasury and the need to

encourage employment still dominated.

On “family values" it would appear that the government had to
some extent to accept the reality of second families, and
housing costs were allowed n full. However, a second partner's
income was still taken into account in calculation of protected

income, and step-children were still considered the financial
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responsibility of their natural parents, and no carer element was

applied for a second family.

Property and capital settlements made to first families were
again considered and some concessions made, although the
effects of the departures system remain to be seen. The broad
brush allowances were not taken up by large numbers, and
again could be viewed as placatory and politically useful to

diffuse opposition without having major cost implications.

Several other changes could also be said to be politically useful
with little or no cost to government. For example, the indefinite
exclusion of non-benefit parents with care with pre-1993 court
orders had no cost implications for government, but removed
potentially enormous opposition to the Agency. Similarly,
reducing the maximum amounts payable under the tormula and
the percentage take of excess income had no cost implications
for the government and were borne by the parent with care.
These changes were undoubtedly aimed at the better-off absent
parents, many of whom were being extremely vociferous in their

opposition to the Agency.

It could be argued that the interests of the absent parents

commanded enough power to wrest consent from a reluctant
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government, but this was still kept at a minimum, with the

interests of the Treasury taking priority.

Clearly the group whose interests could be passed over because
they had no power continued to be lone parents and their

children.

The tollowing chapters show how these apparently competing
groups mounted their campaigns in opposttion to the Act and

the Agency, and what alternative policies they put forward.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Protests Begin

13.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the reality of the Child Support Agency
from 1993 to 1996, from the perspective ot the protest

organisations which developed to fight the Act and the Agency.

13.2 describes how protest groups evolved - nationally looking
at the Network Against the Child Support Agency (NACSA), and
locally at All Parents Asking for Reasonable Treatment (APART)
which formed in Nottingham. As set out in Chapter 4, NACSA is
examined as the main “umbrella” organisation fighting the Act
and the Agency, whilst the Nottingham group was selected
purely for practical purposes and it is not claimed that this
group 1s in any way representative. (However, there was
nothing in the study to suggest that other groups performed

differently.)

13.3 and 13.4 then look at the activities of these two groups.

For NACSA, this involves a study of the newsletters produced
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for members, with description and analysis of the contents of
newsletters published between September 1994 and Aprl 1996,
The evidence given by NACSA to the Social Security Select

Committee in June 1994 is then examined.

A vear later, NACSA had developed its ideas on alternatives to
the Act and the Agency and in July 1995 produced its own

“White Paper”. The details of this are explained and analysed.

13.4 then goes on to look at how the Nottingham APART group
organised its activities - the meetings held, protests organised.
help offered to members. These often contlicting roles of the
group are described, along with examples of the stories heard at
meetings. These stories are included to give a tlavour of the

meetings, and are intended to be illustrative only.

13.5 examines the contact established between NACSA and
APART members with: the Agency, Ministers, MPs and political
parties, and the media. The conclusion analyses how this
contact enabled the protest groups to feed into the policy-

making process.



13.2 Getting Together

13.2.1

Network Against the Child Support Agency

The Network Against the Child Support Agency (NACSA) was
started in the late summer of 1993, by a senior manager in the
health service. Having received a Maintenance Enquiry Form in
August 1993, he wrote to the national press to express his
unhappiness with the new regulations. He received a large
number of letters as a result, and built up contacts with a
network of campaign groups which were bemng formed

throughout the country.

The organisation was described by the tounder as “post-
modernist”. All work was voluntary and unpaid. The
organisation used political contacts it had built up, tor example

with MPs who supplied statistics and placed parliamentary

questions suggested by NACSA.

The main organisers of NACSA relied heavily on the support of

the Liberal Democrats, and particularly Liz Lynne when she was
an MP. She placed parliamentary questions on behalf of NACSA
and they published the answers 1n their newsletters. Liz Lynne

also sent out NACSA information in response to enquiries about

the Agency, rather than Liberal Democrat literature.



Some of those working for NACSA had worldwide contacts,
mainly on the Internet, and were concerned about the plight ot
men generally, not just those affected by the Agency. They
expressed the view that feminism had “gone too far”, and that
men needed a voice. They also claimed to be concerned with
broader issues, such as the democratic process and the rights

of government to become involved in private tamily

arrangements.

In publishing the newsletter, the orgamisers ot NACSA hoped to
educate with facts and figures, and to show local groups how to
lobby. They held roadshows for local groups, to clarify what
had been achieved since the formation of the groups, and to

explain some of the more complex 1ssues.

NACSA attempted to contact all related organisations through
its newsletter, the contents of which are looked at in detail later
in this chapter. It sent copies to other groups, such as the

NCOPF and NACAB, as well as around 100 MPs and the media.

and also published later editions in full on the Internet.

Distribution also relied on local groups photo-copying the
newsletter for their own members. NACSA then received letters

which 1t used as a form of teedback, for contact with its
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members. The organisers also felt that they received teedback
when giving roadshows. Although by May 1996, the mass

rallies had stopped the organisers still spent time lobbying

whenever possible. They still felt they had the support of local

ecroups and that throughout the country opposition to the CSA

continued.

Funding was from donations; NACSA was a private trust.

Membership figures were not collected.

13.2.2 All Parents Asking for Reasonable Treatment

e

The Nottingham-based group, All Parents Asking tor Reasonable
Treatment (APART), was formed 1n December 1993, initially
under the title Absent Parents Asking for Reasonable Treatment.
A Nottingham man was so devastated by the arrival of a demand
from the Agency that he wrote to the local paper with the idea of
starting a local protest group. There seemed little help available
- neither the Citizens’ Advice Bureau nor a solicitor could offer
what this absent parent considered to be useful advice, so he

embarked on the formation of a group to offer mutual support

as well as to organise a joint protest to the new legislation.

With others who contacted him tollowing the newspaper article,

the founder of the Nottingham group attended other groups
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which had already formed in Lincoln and Grantham. These
early members then organised the first meeting of the
Nottingham group in January 1994, in a private room of a
public house. This meeting was very well attended and turther
meetings were arranged, on a fortnightly basis. Speakers were
organised, including MPs. At one meeting with a local MP there
were 250 people in attendance, although average attendance

was about 80.

As well as seeking to influence local MPs, the group organised
protests outside local CSA offices and attended national protest
rallies in London. In order to gain publicity the local group also
raised money for charities. Activities within the group are

covered in more detail later in this chapter.

Funding was by collections at each meeting, which went mainly
towards the hire of the room, printing and postage. All work
was voluntary and unpaid. The Committee was elected by the

members attending the meeting.

Despite early success and increasing membership, by May 1996
there were as few as four people attending meetings, which were

no longer in a private room but were conducted in a corner of



the public bar and became monthly. By 1997, meetings had

completely ceased.

13.3 Working together - Nationally

13.3.1 Going to Press

NACSA produced a newsletter approximately every two months,
published on paper and on the Internet. Copies were
distributed widely and those receiving it were encouraged to
copy it for others. In the days when local groups were active
throughout the country, this freedom to duplicate meant that

thousands of copies were being distributed nationwide.

The newsletters contained contributions from many sources; the

following pages outline some of the contents seen during the
period September 1994 - April 1996. At the time of writing the
newsletter was still being published. Examples are attached as

Appendix 2.

STYLE OF WRITING
llarly editions contained many derogatory references to civil
servants, MPs and others. These were often very personal, for

example, following the resignation of Ros Hepplewhite, the front

cover of the September/October 1994 edition read:



“GOTCHA!

“Rumours of the loathed Chief Executive’s impending
nervous breakdown have been circulating widely tor some
weeks now - in fact, NACSA NEWS was among the first to
highlight the increasingly odd and erratic behaviour of
Hepplewhite.

“Finally, on September 2nd, the news broke - the woman
with the worst perm 1n Britain was about to spend much
more time with her ftamily.

“Although the DSS’s press statement was at pains to
misrepresent the departure of the beleaguered Furher-ette
as a timely retreat in triumph after setting up the Agency,
the word in Whitehall 1s that she has been asked to leave
in view of her increasing instability and her obvious
incompetence.”

The article continued with personal insults such as:

"

“Her odd-sized eyes wander{ed) all the time ...

and moved on to express satisfaction that its readership may
have had some influence on Ms Hepplewhite’s decision to
resign:
*“We understand from utterly rehable sources that one
factor in poor Ros’s decision to become unemployable
(surely <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>