Q & A Child Support Agency Clients- Northern Ireland

Q. What is the background to this?

The Government has been very concerned about the problem of child support and today the Child Maintenance White Paper has been published following Sir David Henshaw’s report on the future delivery of Child Support.  
You can find a copy of the White Paper on the Agency website at www.dsdni.gov.uk/index/csa.

Q. What is a white paper? 

A White Paper is a statement of government policy – it sets out proposals for legislation and gives an opportunity for comments. 


Q. What has been announced today?

The Great Britain Agency has announced a number of changes to reform the child maintenance system.

The returning Assembly will decide on the future policy needs for Northern Ireland, although it is likely that these will replicate the Great Britain changes.  The new organisation in Northern Ireland will also be a decision for the Assembly when it returns. 
The key proposals in the White Paper are to:

· establish a new organisation with responsibility for all aspects of the new child maintenance system including providing parents with information and guidance to help them make their own arrangements and the calculation, collection and enforcement of maintenance. The new organisation will replace the Child Support Agency;

· enable parents to make an active choice about their child maintenance by removing the requirement for parents with care who claim benefits to be treated as applying for child maintenance; 

· provide parents with quality information and guidance to help them make informed decisions about how to make their own child maintenance arrangements or move to the new system; 
· significantly increase the amount of maintenance that parents with care on benefit can keep before it affects the level of benefits they receive;

· simplify and streamline the child maintenance assessment process: for example, using latest available tax year information as the basis of calculating child maintenance;

· improve the collection and enforcement processes sending out a clear signal that non-payment of maintenance will not be tolerated including the surrender of a non-resident parent’s passport or imposing a curfew on them if they fail to pay maintenance and removing the requirement to apply to the courts for a Liability Order and replace it with a swifter administrative process;

· increase efforts to collect and manage debts; and

· help wider Government policy on supporting families by moving to a position where both parents names are always registered on a birth certificate unless it would be unreasonable to do so. We will first consult and will only legislate once we are sure that effective and robust safeguards can be put in place to protect the welfare of children and vulnerable mothers.

Q. What does this mean?

A new scheme will give parents more choices to make decisions on the best child maintenance arrangements for them.  

It is likely that we will create a new organisation to replace the Child Support Agency with responsibility for all aspects of the new child maintenance system.

This is a matter for the returning Assembly.
Q. What will the new organisation look like?

The role of the new organisation will be a decision for the returning Assembly, although it is likely that it will be responsible for all aspects of the child maintenance system, this will include:

· the management of existing cases and chasing debt;

· the detailed development and implementation of the new scheme;

· providing parents with support on how to make private arrangements or join the new scheme;

· managing the transition of cases into private arrangements or between schemes

· the decommissioning of the existing child maintenance scheme and the Child Support Agency.


Q. When will all this happen?

None of these changes will happen immediately. The new organisation and the changes to the rules will be introduced in stages over several years.

An expected timetable for change in Great Britain is as follows:

2007-08

A bill will be introduced to Parliament to reform the child maintenance system.

Investment in the Northern Ireland Child Support Agency’s Operational Improvement Project will continue, improving performance for parents using the existing arrangements.

2008-09

The new organisation will be in place; its priorities will be to:

· take responsibility for existing Child Support Agency operations and starting the procurement of new services

· use the new powers for enforcement and collection to ensure more non-resident parents pay maintenance – delivering more money for more children

· put in place new information and guidance services to support parents in making an informed choice

· enable parents to make an active choice by removing the requirement that parents with care who claim benefits be treated as applying for child maintenance. Also ensuring, in conjunction with the Social Security Agency, that all parents with care can take advantage of the £10 a week benefit disregard where maintenance is being paid, by extending this to cases on the original child maintenance scheme.

2009-10

Parents will be supported to make choices – existing clients will have the options available outlined to them, either to make private arrangements or where both parents agree, continuing with their current arrangements supported by a simple cash transfer or becoming a client of the new system.

2010-11

· New applications will be accepted under the new assessment regime. The significantly higher disregard for all parents with care claiming benefits will be introduced and the transfer process for existing clients will begin. The transfer period is expected to take around three years. 

In 2012-13 all clients will be on a single set of rules managed by a single organisation.

In Northern Ireland we are likely to follow a similar timeline. However this is dependant upon the decisions by the Assembly when it returns.

Q. What will happen to my case?

For now there will be no changes to your case.  We have already shown an improving service through the Operational Improvement Project and we will continue to improve our services. 

We will let you know if there will be any changes to your case

Q. Will the Child Support Agency be closed?

Yes. The new organisation is likely to take responsibility for the Chid Support Agency’s work starting in 2008. In the meantime, cases will continue to be processed as usual.

Q. I will want to move on to the new and simplified assessment scheme  - how will my case transfer?

Where parents wish to transfer to the future scheme, minimising disruption for parents and providing continuity of service during the transfer period is essential. The new organisation will develop the detailed proposals for moving existing cases forward.
This move is expected to start in 2010-11 and to take around three years to complete. 

Q. I am a benefit claimant and want to set up a private arrangement – can I do this now?

No, not in the immediate term.

The returning Assembly will decide on the future needs for Northern Ireland.

Q. When will I be able to keep more of the money paid in child support?

During 2008-09 it is planned to extend the £10 benefit disregard to cases on the original child maintenance scheme so that all parents with care claiming benefits can keep the first £10 per week of maintenance paid.

From 2010-11 the policy intent is significantly increase the amount of maintenance that parents with care on benefit can keep before it affects the level of benefits they receive.  

Q. Will I have to pay to use the new organisation?

Final decisions on any charges will be made by the returning Assembly.

Q. Will I still deal with the Child Support Agency?

Yes, in the immediate future you will continue to deal with the Child Support Agency. 

The future organisational structure is a decision for the returning Assembly.

Q. Will it affect how I receive my payments?

No, not in the immediate future.

Q. Can I still make a claim and how do I do this?

Yes, the process for making a claim has not changed. 

Q. What happens if my circumstances change?

You should continue to report any changes of circumstances in the normal way.

Q. My ex partner says there is no point in paying child support now.  Do they still have to? 

Yes – most definitely.  

During the period where we are setting up the new organisation we will continue to increase our focus on compliance and enforcement as part of the improvements to our service we have already made, and are continuing to make, as part of the planned operational improvements.   

Q. My ex-partner owes me a lot of money in child support  - will this be written off under the new proposals?
There is no question of allowing non-resident parents who are able to pay to escape their responsibilities. We are introducing tougher enforcement capabilities which are aimed at making significant inroads into existing debt. 

We will seek to collect as much money for children as we can, this includes collecting outstanding debt. 

Q. My ex-partner has an interim maintenance assessment which they have never paid for years – so why are you going to reduce the arrears they have to pay?

Punitive interim maintenance assessments were intended to encourage non-resident parents to comply and co-operate with the Child Support Agency.

In practice this did not have the desired effect – many non-resident parents continued to evade their responsibilities.

The reason we are re-assessing the rate is to produce a more realistic figure that reflects the amount of child maintenance that would have been due had the Child Support Agency been able to complete a Full Maintenance Assessment, based on the non-resident parent’s circumstances. We believe that this will result in an assessment that is more collectable and will therefore get more money to the parents with care.

Q. My case is still on the ‘old scheme’ – will this now transfer to the new scheme?

No.

We have always said that we could not consider transferring the bulk of the ‘old scheme’ cases onto the current scheme until that scheme was working well.  

The new organisation will draw up plans for managing old scheme cases and we will keep parents informed.
Q. I would like more information about the proposals in the White paper.

The White Paper “ A new system of child maintenance” is available for you to view on our website at: www.dsdni.gov.uk/index/csa. If you would prefer to receive your own personal hard copy you can leave your name and address or e-mail us from the site and we can arrange for a copy to be posted to you.

If you do not have access to the Internet please give me your name and address and I will arrange for a hard copy to be sent to you. You should receive it in a few of days. 

Q. How can I comment on the proposals?

If you would like to comment on any of the proposals in the White Paper “A new system of child maintenance”, you can do so by 13th March 2007, in any one of the following ways:

You can email the Social Security Policy and Legislation Division at 

Marian.McKay@dsdni.gov.uk

Or contact the team by phone/fax

Telephone: 028 90819102

Fax: 028 90819139

Or write to us at

Social Security Policy & Legislation Division

Department for Social Development

Level 1

James House

2-4 Cromac Avenue

Gasworks Business Park

Ormeau Road

Belfast

BT7 2JA

Q. How will I be kept informed?

We will keep clients informed of any decisions made that will impact on them.
