DVS-DOR Program

Overview of the Massachusetts Department of Revenue’s Child Support Enforcement Division (DOR) and Massachusetts Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS) Pilot Project.

The DVS is responsible for distributing Chapter 115 public assistance benefits to veterans based on individual need.  Benefits amounts are determined by Veterans’ Service Officers (VSO) appointed by the Mayor or Town Council of each municipality in Massachusetts.  As part of the eligibility requirement for benefits, the VSO is required to check with DOR to see if the veteran owes any child support arrears.  Owing any arrears at all can prevent the veteran from obtaining benefits.  

The DOR and DVS have implemented a pilot program designed to allow veterans with child support arrears to obtain the DVS cash benefit, obtain or prevent the suspension of their individual driver’s licenses, and exempt one bank account from bank levy.  Veterans are asked to sign an authorization to release information to their VSO in order to participate in the pilot program.  Once a determination is made that the veteran has child support arrears, the veteran must sign a payment agreement (with assistance of their VSO) stating that they agree to pay 10% of their monthly cash benefit toward their child support obligation if they want to receive the benefit and qualify for the other enforcement assistance.   

DVS has referred 40 individuals to DOR to determine if they have a child support order and arrears.  Those veterans who applied for Chapter 115 benefits and who have arrears are eligible for the DOR-DVS pilot program.  Nine of these veterans had child support arrears that totaled more than $100,000.  Seven of the nine agreed to participate in the program and signed payment agreements.    There have been two veterans who have had their bank accounts exempt from being levied by DOR and five who have had the suspension of their licenses delayed based on their participation in this program.  In just the first three months, we have collected over $3,000 in child support payments we would not have otherwise collected.
CWT – DOR Program

The Department of Veteran’s Affairs Compensated Work Therapy Program (VA-CWT)  is a vocational rehabilitation program that has two fundamental goals: to rehabilitate the veteran to a level of full-time gainful employment; and to maintain a veteran’s level of functioning and keep him/her from deteriorating to a less functional level. Veterans who participate in CWT earn non-garnishable wages while undergoing rehabilitative services.  The DOR in collaboration with VA-CWT has developed in order to encourage eligible veterans,  to voluntarily pay a portion of their otherwise non-garnishable CWT benefits toward their child support debt.  In exchange, as long as the veteran complies with the terms of a payment agreement signed by the veteran and representatives from both the CWT and DOR , to the veteran will be exempt from the following enforcement actions:

· levying the first $2,500 in a savings account; 

· assessing additional interest and penalty on current arrears; and

· suspending or revoking a driver’s, professional, trade, or recreational license or motor vehicle registration.
In return, the veteran agrees to:

· make weekly payments (from otherwise non-garnishable wages) to DOR in the amount stipulated by the payment agreement; and. 

· establish a savings account in a bank or other financial institution and deposit and maintain a cumulative minimum balance of 30% of his or her current weekly earnings.

Forty-six individuals have participated in this program. There are currently 19 veterans enrolled in the program and three pending enrollment.  The program has produced over $400,000 in child support collections since 2003.  
OCSE/VA/ABA/DORCSE Project
In November 2009, President Obama and Secretary of Veterans Affairs Eric K. Shinseki unveiled the department’s comprehensive five-year plan to end homelessness among Veterans by marshalling the resources of government, business and the private sector.  As part of that plan, the VA, ABA, and OCSE have agreed to collaborate on a project designed to assist homeless veterans with their child support issues. Under this agreement, VA provides eligible candidates to ABA for assistance to address child support issues with DOR.

There have been 62 veterans referred for legal assistance to Shelter Legal Services (one American Bar Association participant) through this program.  Shelter Legal Services retained 13 of the cases referred to them.  They are actively working with these veterans to resolve their child support issues. One of the cases had the court order modified and is now resolved.  Another case issue was resolved with DOR’s assistance.  Shelter Legal Services has referred 23 cases to the Volunteer Lawyers Project (a second ABA participant) for additional legal assistance.  Six of the veterans had income exceeding the limit for free legal assistance.  Six veterans have out of state cases that are DOR is not party to.  In the remaining 20 cases, the veteran has either not responded to Shelter Legal Services inquiries or the case is housed out of the geographical area both Shelter Legal Services and the Volunteer Lawyers Project serves.  The ABA participants are searching for legal counsel in those areas.  The veterans referred to this project owe more than one million dollars in arrears.  
