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The Job Opportunities Task Force is a non-profit organization that advocates better skills training, jobs, and incomes for low-skill workers and job seekers in the Baltimore region.  We work to increase employment opportunities, enhance skills and job access, maintain work supports, and improve outcomes for two hard to employ populations – disconnected and at-risk youth and ex-prisoners.

Many former prisoners are non-custodial parents (NCPs) who have accumulated unpayable child support arrearages during their incarceration.  The debt accumulation, which can amount to $20,000 or $30,000, functions as a disincentive for ex-prisoners to engage in mainstream work.  This has a negative impact on the re-entry of the ex-prisoner because the principal method of collecting child support is through garnishment of wages.  The accumulation of arrearages also negatively impacts the ex-prisoner’s relationship with his or her children, driving the parent into an underground.

The accumulation of arrearages to an unpayable amount can be prevented.  When a NCP is sentenced to incarceration, he or she can file a request for modification because of a change in circumstances.  If granted by the court, the modification will halt the accumulation of arrearages.  When the prisoner is released, the child support can be reinstated at a level that is payable given the level of income.  However, most persons who are being incarcerated are unaware of the steps they need to take to put their child support on hold.  Unfortunately, it is almost impossible to modify child support orders retroactively.  

In the summer of 2002, the Maryland Department of Corrections (DOC) updated its computerized intake system in order to collect self-reported data from inmates regarding child support, including the number of children and whether or not the inmate knows of pending child support orders against him or her.  At that time, DHR’s CSE officials agreed to compare the names of NCPs obtained by DOC intake with the names in DHR’s child support system.  If a match was found, CSE was to work to freeze the inmate’s arrearages for the period of confinement.  The status of this agreement is unknown.

JOTF recommends that CSE be required to work with DOC to inform inmates of their ability to request a modification of child support and to assist in freezing arrearages for incarcerated persons who have no assets.

