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Amend SB 382: 

Child Support Guidelines

Protect Georgia’s children by deleting the Parenting Time Adjustment
As Georgia transitions to an Income Shares model for child support, there has been less attention to a feature that will reduce child support payments based on relatively small adjustments in visitation. The so-called Parenting Time Adjustment (PTA) allows a noncustodial parent to seek a reduction in the child support obligation based on the amount of visitation awarded. 
SB 382 provides a noncustodial parent a 10% discount on their basic child support obligation for visitation totaling 91-115 “parenting time units,” with higher discounts for additional visitation. Typical visitation orders award approximately 80 days per year.

The visitation calculations are complex. Calculating visitation time in units equivalent to a six hour overnight stay or 12 hours in a calendar day means as little as 11 extra “units,” or parts of a day, will trigger a downward adjustment in the amount of child support awarded.

Until now visitation and child support have always been separate matters under Georgia law. Visitation is based on the best interests of the child, whereas support is based on the financial circumstances of the child and the parents. Tying visitation to child support through PTA makes the child a financial prize.

Parental disputes and protracted litigation are not in the best interests of the child. Unfortunately, some parents may prioritize the lowest possible support payment above the best interests of the child. Some noncustodial parents may seek inflated visitation to reduce support payments, while some custodial parents could fight for lower visitation to keep support for the child higher.  Research shows the children of divorce are the ones who suffer most in the struggle to settle custody and financial issues.

If the noncustodial parent does not exercise court ordered visitation but still pays less support the burden is on the custodial parent to seek redress. 
Many custodial parents cannot afford to go back to court, leaving children without adequate support.

SB 382 should be amended to fix these problems.

· Eliminate the Parenting Time Adjustment. In situations where the parents arrange extended visitation a noncustodial parent can seek a deviation from the presumptive child support obligation (as has always been the case under Georgia law) instead of making the PTA an automatic part of every child support calculation.
· In the alternative, simplify the definition of parenting time units to days to avoid confusion and possible manipulation of the partial day in the Parenting Time Adjustment; and 
· Raise the threshold to 120 days so that any discount is only triggered by truly extensive visitation time. If the purpose of the PTA is to recognize significant costs absorbed by a noncustodial parent while the child is in their care, this addresses that concern.
SOURCES: Walton, Stephanie. National Conference of State Legislatures: Child Support and Parenting Time Adjustments (May, 2000), retrieved from www.ncsl.org/programs/cyf/issue6-00.htm. 
Venohr, Jane C., “Child Support Guidelines Obligation Table,” Policy Studies, Inc. Report submitted to the state of Georgia, December 30, 2005. McKay, Dean. The Trauma of Divorce: Reducing the Impact of Separation on Children, retrieved from www.aaets.org/arts/art18.htm.
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