Georgia Child Support Commission Decisions, December 19, 2005: Commentary

The Georgia Commission on Child Support made several key decisions today—including which cost table should be adopted by the legislature next month.  The key decisions are:

1) The commission picked the higher table that is the average of Rothbarth and Engel instead of the standard Rothbarth table.


2) The commission significantly modified the parenting time adjustment.  The "add-on" percentage was eliminated for non-custodial parents with less than standard parenting time since the cost table assumes no parenting time for the non-custodial parent--in contrast to what was originally believed regarding the adjustment taken from Tennessee.  The commission lowered the threshold for the parenting time adjustment to 91 days and overnights instead of the earlier 100 days.  Also, the parenting time credit "unit" (they are working on a new name--I hereby suggest "parenting time credit unit"--PTCU) was expanded to include not only the twelve hours plus a minute per calendar day but also any overnights in which the non-custodial parent has the child or children at least from 11 p.m. until 5:00 a.m.  There was some discussion about this meaning that a weekend would count as 3 units since there are two calendar days with 12 hours plus a minute (Saturday and Sunday) and the overnight from Friday.  However, the wording is intended for the overnights to not be duplicative.  I think this will mean that weekends stay at two PTCUs since the Friday overnight is largely the Saturday calendar day being counted.  Nonetheless, this expanded definition will now include weeknight overnights which previously were not counted.


3) The commission is adding a self-support calculation as a deviation for NCP gross incomes below about $1,800 per month based on about $900 in set aside for self support.  There will be a minimum $75 award per order (not per child).


4) The adjustment to income for in-home dependent children will now be based just on that parent's income alone and not include the step-parent's income.  It will be a deduction of 75% of an award based just on that parent's income.  This adjustment is discretionary.


5) Jury trials are being reinstated for determining deviations or not.  Juries will still be able to decide parents' gross incomes if requested.  However, a judge is the only one that can do the presumptive calculation (once income is decided).  Juries can "take over" from there if deviations are requested.

6) The commission is recommending that there be stronger provisions for allowing an obligor that loses 25 percent or more of income to file for a modification even if it has been less than two years since the last modification.  The two year requirement would also be waived for the combination of implementation of the new guidelines and a 15 percent difference in the award and also for if the non-custodial parent is not exercising parenting time that is the basis for a parenting time adjustment in child support.

The cost table must be approved by Joint Resolution of the General Assembly this coming session.  All other changes must be approved by the House, Senate, and Governor in new legislation.

Please check the Guideline Economics web site for the values in the average cost table.  http://guidelineeconomics.com/states/GA_commission.htm That will give you some idea of the impact.  Be sure to remember that parenting time adjustments also will come into play.

These decisions are not exactly the most sound economic choices.  However, the framework is a sharp improvement over current guidelines.  Commission members admit that the new guidelines are a work-in-progress.  Some additional changes needed will come sooner and others later.  Please feel free to give input to your legislators but remember to be polite.

