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CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 12th October 2004 

Repeat:  Sunday 17th October 2004 

 

Producer:  Gregor Stewart 

Reporter:  Jenny Cuffe 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

EXTRACT FROM CAROLINE’S DIARY   

 

CAROLINE: 2nd November.  The CSA send a letter addressed to 

him to my home address, telling him that he owes arrears from August to October and that 

his regular … 

 

CUFFE: Enter the dreaded world of the Child Support Agency 

– set up ten years ago to make fathers pay maintenance for their children.   

 

 EXTRACT FROM DIARY 

 

CAROLINE: The letter was sent to me and not to his address.  The 

£125.25 was quoted as monthly instead of weekly.  The phone number at the top was 

unobtainable.  The envelope mentioned as enclosed was not.  Complete incompetence. 

 

CUFFE: One mother’s account of her dealings with the CSA, 

but her frustration is typical. From the time it came into operation ten years ago, the 

agency has been hated and despised in equal measure. Last year it was given a complete 

overhaul, but File on 4 has spoken to parents and insiders who say it’s as bad as ever, and 

politicians who fear it’s a lost cause.   
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WEBB: We think the CSA simply is beyond reform.  You 

can only patch a tyre so many times, and eventually you have to get rid of it. 

  

CUFFE: So what has gone wrong with the CSA, and is it time 

to call it a day and start all over again?  

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY AT BALLET CLASS 

 

TEACHER: Demi-plie and stretch a super point and close in first.  

Demi-plie and stretch, demi-plie and stretch … 

 

CUFFE: Here in a church hall, four year old Tyla and twenty 

small classmates in leotards and hair ribbons are concentrating on their exercises. While 

Tyla’s happily pointing her toes and twirling, her mother Claire is outside, worrying about 

how she’s going to pay for the class.  It’s the job of the Child Support Agency to ensure 

that mother and daughter get financial help.    

 

TEACHER: Very well done today. 

 

CUFFE: Claire turned to the CSA last April after splitting up 

with Tyla’s father. She couldn’t meet the cost of a mortgage and childcare on her salary as 

a nurse and she thought her ex partner, who’s in regular employment, should take financial 

responsibility. She was told that her case would be dealt with under a new improved CSA 

system, designed to get money flowing faster to children.  But the first thing she was told 

was that there’d be a delay.       

   

CLAIRE: I was just told that there had been a backlog of 

claims and there was a fault with the computer system.  It was just awful right from the 

very beginning.  I had no point of contact, no case officer.  Every time I phoned up, if I did 

get hold of somebody, it would be a completely different person so I’d have to explain all 

the case all over to them again, and it would become irritating, because they really didn’t 

understand, whereas if I’d had one case officer, which is what you’re supposed to have 

from the beginning, I wouldn’t have had to keep repeating myself. 
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CUFFE:  Didn’t you feel that the CSA was on your side? 

 

CLAIRE: No, not at all, I don’t.  I’ve almost found myself 

apologising for ringing them and bothering them, because it’s just the way you’re made to 

feel on the phone. 

 

CUFFE: After eight weeks, the CSA said they’d assessed her 

ex partner’s income and she could expect £74 maintenance a week from then on - a sum 

that would make all the difference to her household budget.  But the months went by, and 

she still hadn’t received a penny.   

 

CLAIRE: It just kept going on.  I kept getting told that there 

was nothing they could do, and I was told that they didn’t really want to rock the boat, that 

at this point they had to try and get him on side, and that I just had to wait really until they 

could speak to him again.  Just before Christmas they sent him a letter saying that if he 

didn’t send any money, that they were contemplating an attachment of earnings to be 

placed on him, and within a week of him having that letter he sent two token payments of 

£25 apiece.  So Christmas came, I had more or less used all my savings up at that point.  It 

was a very bleak Christmas for us, and even though I didn’t have the money, I then went 

into debt to try and buy her Christmas presents and make it the best Christmas possible for 

my daughter, so it was upsetting to have to do that.  I was very very angry with the CSA 

and I felt very very let down by them. 

 

CUFFE: By the time Claire did start getting maintenance, ten 

months after her first contact with the CSA, her ex partner had claimed a drop in earnings 

and got the sum reduced to £53, plus arrears. She says she’s certain he’s got an income of 

about £30,000 and she’s put in a counter appeal.  Back in March, two payments went 

missing in the CSA and didn’t turn up till May.  Other parents have told us the same has 

happened to them. In his foreword to the annual accounts, the chief executive of the CSA, 

Doug Smith, says it’s been a difficult year but that many new clients are now receiving a 

better service than before.  So why, I asked him, should a mother have to wait ten months 

for a first payment?   
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SMITH: The short answer is, I don’t know, and it’s very 

difficult to comment on the basis of individual cases.  What I can say is that the majority 

of applications are from a parent with care who simply has one child for which there is one 

father, and we can bring those cases to closure very quickly indeed and gain a flow of 

maintenance. 

 

CUFFE: Well in this case it’s one child and one father. 

 

SMITH: In that case, I apologise that the service has clearly 

not been good enough.  But many of our clients lead far more complex and difficult lives 

than that.  Often we’ve more than one child involved and more than one family involved. 

 

CUFFE: Well, as I say, this was a very simple case.  But when 

the first payments did arrive at the CSA, they got lost in the system.  So again there was 

another delay for her. 

 

SMITH: Yes, equally we have a large number of cases where 

the system has moved quickly and the outcome has been positive for both parent with care 

and non resident parent.  Clearly one case that has gone wrong is a case too many and I 

apologise for that.  But I do genuinely believe that this is a minority, an unfortunate 

minority of the cases that we’re dealing with at the moment. 

 

CUFFE: But Britain’s largest charity for lone parents - One 

Parent Families – has a very different impression of the success of reforms to the CSA. 

Two weeks ago, their policy consultant, Janet Allberson, decided to ask members what 

they thought of the agency.  It wasn’t a scientific survey, just a snapshot, but the answers 

were overwhelmingly negative.  

 

ALLBERSON: What comes across is really a sort of quiet despair of 

lone parents who’ve almost reached the end of their tether in terms of trying to deal with 

the agency.  Some have even given up. They say it’s just become too wearing.  There’s a 

real problem with delays in dealing with cases.  Under the new system, the CSA had a 

target of being able to process applications and get maintenance payment within six 

weeks.  That simply isn’t happening.  We know from the figures that backlogs are building  
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ALLBERSON cont: up of applications of about 30,000 a month that 

they’re not being able to process, and if you look at the figures as a whole, they’ve taken 

on over 400,000 applications and they’ve only cleared 48% - so less than half in the last 

fifteen months. 

  

CUFFE: From its very beginning, ten years ago, the CSA has 

failed to deliver what was promised. 

 

EXTRACT FROM ADVERT  

 

PRESENTER: If you are parents who live apart and you need to 

arrange maintenance for your children, there is a new government agency responsible for 

settling these manners. From April 5th it will offer a simple, fast and efficient service … 

 

CUFFE: The soothing voice belies the essentially punitive 

nature of the CSA as envisaged by Margaret Thatcher. The overwhelming majority of its 

clients are on benefit and it was seen as a way of catching irresponsible fathers and 

clawing back money for the Treasury.  Six years ago, Tony Blair announced a plan for 

reform, saying the CSA had lost the confidence of the public.  This came into effect last 

spring and centred on making the system fairer and easier to operate. The old formula for 

assessing maintenance was so complex that hardly anyone understood it, but under the 

new rules it’s based on a percentage of income – 15% for one child, 20% for two, 25% for 

three or more.  But the new rules only apply to new cases, so it’s left parents like  

Mark Cook with a sense of injustice.  He’s a local authority employee from Fife, who’s 

been paying regular maintenance for his daughter for a number of years.  

  

COOK: I was talking to some of my friends and colleagues, I 

think it was in the pub one night, and they were saying that I was paying far too much, 

there was a new system in place.  So I thought, oh, I’ll be entitled to that because I’m an 

old case.  So I phoned them up and said, ‘I’d like to be put over to this new case, I believe 

it’s now in operation.’  And they said, ‘Oh yes, it is, but you can’t because you’re an old 

case.’  And I said, ‘Well, why not?’  ‘Oh, we just don’t do that yet.’  I said, ‘Well, when 

are you going to do it?’  ‘Oh, we don’t know that yet either.’  I said, ‘Well, can you do me 

a favour, tell me how much I’m paying, £255 every month now, how much would I be  
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COOK cont: paying on your new system?’  ‘Oh, you’d be paying 

£190.’  I said, ‘And you can’t change me over?’  ‘No no.’  I consider it unfair that I can’t 

be moved over to this system.  I mean, it’s a big difference in money, it’s £60-odd, you 

know, every month. 

 

CUFFE: But this is money that goes to your daughter, so 

surely you don’t resent paying her a bit more every week? 

 

COOK: Not at all.  I don’t … all the money should go to the 

children.  In my case it does and I don’t object to that.  But I shouldn’t be any different 

from anybody else.  That’s my problem here.  The CSA, I’m afraid, can’t apply common 

sense to the family and that’s the big problem with them. 

 

CUFFE: The Government had hoped to bring all old cases 

onto the new system by now.  But that hasn’t happened.  And it’s not only parents paying 

maintenance who think they’re hard done by as a result.  More seriously, the delay is 

preventing hundreds of thousands of children in the country’s poorest families from 

getting extra financial support.  One of the principal aims of the reform was to relieve 

child poverty.  Under the old system, parents on benefit had nothing to gain from the CSA.  

Any maintenance collected from their former partners went straight into government 

coffers. The new system means they’re allowed to keep £10 a week but Janet Allberson of 

One Parent Families says the money isn’t getting through to enough children.  

   

ALLBERSON: One of the reforms that we welcomed in particular 

was the promise of the poorest lone parents on income support being able to keep £10 of 

the maintenance that was being paid by the non resident parent.  Poverty is a real issue for 

lone parents, and maintenance is a key part, in fact, of the government’s strategy to 

address that.  They have a target of halving child poverty by 2010 and they’re really not 

going to reach that target unless they get the child maintenance position sorted out. 

   

CUFFE: The Minister for Work and Pensions, with 

responsibility for the CSA, is Patricia Hollis.  She’s always trumpeted its role in 

eliminating child poverty and says she shares the sense of disappointment.  
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HOLLIS: It’s important that it should deliver, because the 

Child Support Agency is going to be crucial in ensuring we get money to kids who are in 

poverty.  I had hoped by now – and I regret this deeply – I had hoped by now that we 

would have got all of the existing families onto the new system.  Unfortunately the 

computer system has not been sufficiently robust that we take that risk.  So though new 

cases coming forward where families have broken up are coming onto the new system, we 

are not yet ready to bring the old cases across onto the new system.  But even so, money is 

flowing to children from those non resident parents to the parents with care. 

 

CUFFE: But only half the parents under the new system are 

receiving those payments.  That’s not a good success record. 

 

HOLLIS: Well yes, but I mean there’s two reasons here.  

Firstly, the basic reason why children don’t get money for child support is because the non 

resident parent – they’re usually fathers but not inevitably so – is reluctant to pay.  But 

having said that, you’re right that the CSA has not been as efficient as it should, and the 

primary reason for that is because of the instability of the new computer system, I’m 

afraid. 

 

CUFFE: The government’s reform of the CSA hinged on a 

new computer system costing £456 million.  But, as the Minister says, it’s never worked 

properly.  It was supplied, two years late and over-budget, by the American firm, EDS, 

and it’s the latest of a series of disastrous deals involving technology.  The computer has to 

work in tandem with a telephone system, but for this the government chose a different 

supplier – BT Consulting and Systems Integration.  The new technology is supposed to 

transform the way CSA officers work. Instead of shuffling pieces of paper, they’re now in 

day-to-day contact with their clients. As soon as people ring in, they are directed to the 

relevant caseworker, and their details are automatically brought up on the computer 

screen. That’s the theory. But it rarely happens.  File on 4 has spoken to a CSA officer 

who doesn’t want to be identified. We’ve got someone to read the officer’s words.  

 

READER IN STUDIO: As an officer you can be sitting there and suddenly 

you get a call out of the blue on a case you've never ever worked on. You then have to try 

and find out who the case officer is and try and transfer the call to them. We have a means 
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READER cont: whereby we can sort of go in and see if anybody has 

worked on the case by sending a letter, for example, and then we try and transfer the call 

to that person.  But they may not know anything about the case either, so it’s extremely 

unsatisfactory. It’s very poor customer service. 

 

CUFFE: How long might you keep a caller waiting? 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We have people waiting ten, fifteen minutes while 

we endeavour to transfer the call.  

 

CUFFE: According to the CSA’s annual report, one in three 

calls is abandoned.  The Select Committee on Work and Pensions has recently examined 

the CSA’s new technology and concluded that the telephone system provides an 

“appalling level of service”.  They recommend that it be abandoned in favour of direct 

lines to local call centres unless it’s fully functional by May 1st next year.  BT Consulting 

and Systems Integration say there were problems with their part of the telephone service 

earlier in the year, but they have corrected the problems and are not aware of operational 

difficulties now.  But as far as staff are concerned, the system is as nightmarish as ever. 

The caseworker we spoke to says it lacks the one facility they need most - a notepad where 

they can keep a record of conversations with a client. We’ve learned that the CSA 

deliberately asked for this to be excluded, yet it has a crucial bearing on the way officers 

handle their clients.  

  

READER IN STUDIO: It affects the job simply because you can’t be 

confident about exactly what has gone on in the case.  If you’re not confident about what's 

gone on, you're not sure what letter to issue, you're not certain that the information on the 

system is correct. You tend to sound hesitant and then it becomes much more difficult to 

get compliance from a non-resident parent.    

 

CUFFE: Do you think it’s also much more difficult to know 

that you’re asking for the right amount of maintenance? 

 

READER IN STUDIO: I actually calculate manually how much they owe. 

It’s probably much better to calculate manually than to believe what it actually says on the 

system.  
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CUFFE: The officer also describes a situation where someone 

can be working on a case when her computer screen suddenly goes blank and the case is 

then stuck in the system. According to the Select Committee, the total of “stuck” cases 

could have reached 100,000 by March next year.  That’s an awful lot of parents who’ll 

have to wait for a service. And for staff it leads to high levels of stress and one of the worst 

sickness records in the civil service.  To penalise the IT supplier, EDS, the government is 

withholding payment of a million pounds a month until the service is improved.  But EDS 

refuses to take all the blame.  In 2002 it produced a press release pointing out that the 

decision to start using the system was taken by ministers, and ministerial decisions were to 

blame for it being more complex than initially anticipated. Simon Branch-Evans is in 

charge of the child support project.  

 Do you think as a company you just took on too much? 

 

BRANCH-EVANS: We worked with the agency very closely in 

understanding what it is they wanted to do, but clearly the complexity of what we 

undertook, I think, was probably greater than either of us understood at the time. However, 

we have worked with the agency to better understand what the agency really needs to be 

able to do, and we are now in a position, I believe, to support the agency in its 

transformation going forward. 

 

CUFFE: We are told that, for the people who have to operate 

your computer system, it is a nightmare.  They are faced with screens that go blank, 

information they can’t retrieve, computer systems that get stuck.  This is causing enormous 

amounts of stress. 

 

BRANCH-EVANS:  I think we have to differentiate between the past and 

the present.  We have worked with the agency to develop a mediation programme to fix 

those issues, some of them which you’ve identified in your question.  And we have 

successfully undertaken a series of software implementations that have progressively fixed 

those problems. 

 

CUFFE: But the CSA caseworker we spoke to says problems 

are still on-going and cases are still getting stuck in the system. 
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READER IN STUDIO: I have to be honest, I think the management have lost 

control of the system.  What they’ve done is on a weekend they will do what’s called a 

drop-in, which is basically EDS would develop something to hopefully rectify a problem.  

That drop-in may well rectify that problem, but because they’ve lost control of the system 

it then creates additional problems, which means internally we have to adopt new 

workarounds to try and overcome them.  At the moment I think there are something in the 

region of a thousand workarounds, which are basically things we have to do either 

clerically or on the computer to compensate for the fact that the system isn’t working.  

 

CUFFE: The Work and Pensions Select Committee has 

criticised the government for failing to give customers and Parliament any indication of 

when cases are likely to be processed, and wants the Secretary of State to give a progress 

report to the House within the next month.  Andrew Dismore, a Labour member of the 

committee, says MPs are losing their patience. 

 

DISMORE: We’ve had various deadlines and assurances, no 

doubt based in good faith on what the computer company has been telling them.  But, 

frankly, they just never delivered. 

 

CUFFE: A hugely expensive system, what has gone wrong 

here? 

 

DISMORE: It has been very difficult to find out.  I think one of 

the difficulties has been the secrecy that you get round any commercial contract.  But 

we’ve got very frustrated and what we’re now saying is that if the system isn’t properly 

functioning by 1st December this year, then at the beginning of next year the government 

must publish its contingency plans which, if necessary, should include abandoning entirely 

the new system.  In the end, sometimes you’ve got to cut your losses and start again. 

 

CUFFE: The government’s response to the Select Committee 

will be published in the next few weeks.  Patricia Hollis, the minister, says the success of 

the CSA depends on getting the technology right.   
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HOLLIS: Our problems start and finish with the computer 

system.  It is true possibly that there are other areas that we could improve on, I don’t 

doubt that, but we will not get significant improvement until the computer is sorted out.  

 

CUFFE: Well that’s supposed to be sorted out by December.  

Are you confident that it will be? 

 

HOLLIS: No, we’ve not said it’s going to be sorted out by 

December.  We’ve been called upon to sort it out by December.  Well, frankly, I’ve been 

calling upon EDS to sort it out for the last eighteen months.  I hope very much – and 

certainly we’re slowly grinding through – I hope very much that the system will be in 

much better shape by December.  But I don’t know.  So no easy answers, I’m afraid. 

 

CUFFE: So it’s now all down to EDS as far as the government 

is concerned.  But Simon Branch-Evans, the man in charge of the system, says it’s not 

quite that simple. The technology can only deliver so much – it has to be properly 

managed.   

 

BRANCH-EVANS: By the end of this year, we will have given the 

agency the tool to do the job. 

 

CUFFE: So can you guarantee that every case that goes 

through will be properly handled from that date? 

 

BRANCH-EVANS: I can’t speak for the operational side of the system, 

and I think when we’re looking at these issues you’ve identified, I don’t think we should 

just focus on the technology.  You usually look at about 20% of the benefit of this sort of 

change being delivered through the technology.  The remaining 80% is delivered through 

the change in the way work is done and the change in the culture of the organisation itself.  

Those are major management challenges to undertake.  They take significant periods of 

time.  People do not respond well to significant changes in the way they work. 

 

CUFFE: Well the minister and the chief executive of the CSA 

are full of praise for their staff.  It’s not the staff that they blame for trying slowly to adapt 

to change, it’s EDS. 
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BRANCH-EVANS: I’m not blaming the staff at all.  I think the whole 

position reflects an organisation that is going through a significant transformation 

programme.  I understand some of the frustrations of the individuals on the desk.  

However, I am confident we are now in a position to provide them with the technology to 

do the job.  Their ability to do that job, I think, will be supported over the next year or so 

by effective management of change.   

 

CUFFE: But the problems of the Child Support Agency go far 

deeper than its present difficulties with technology.    

 

ACTUALITY OF CELLO 

  

TEACHER: Show me the areas that you put the bow onto the 

cello. 

 

MADELAINE: That sticker there. 

 

TEACHER: Yes.  Demonstrate all the notes for me though. 

 

CUFFE: Like many children from broken homes, eight year 

old Madelaine, the cello player, is the centre of an on-going battle about maintenance.  For 

four years her mother Caroline has been waiting for the CSA to get money from her 

former partner, recording every call and letter in her diary.   

 

EXTRACT FROM CAROLINE’S DIARY 

 

CAROLINE: January 2004.  It’s 124 weeks since the CSA made 

the maintenance assessment, requiring payment of £125 a week.  This now amounts to a 

total of £15,500 of arrears so far. 

 

CUFFE: The arrears have now mounted to £24,500, though 

that’s really a notional sum because the CSA has never managed to find out how much 

Caroline’s ex partner is earning and make a proper assessment.   
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CAROLINE: 3rd July.  The CSA send me a cheque for £110 for 

compensation for being so useless so far.  The assessments they make seem to be a bit 

random, so it’s hard to know how accurate they are.  Everything they’ve done I have had 

to monitor quite severely and correct them from dates and addresses and information to 

spellings and self-employed status and earnings and dates of events and amounts of money 

– everything, in one way or another, they’ve managed to get wrong at some point in time. 

 

CUFFE: Now this is a high earner we’re talking about, so he 

could afford to pay? 

 

CAROLINE: He could easily afford to pay.  I have good reason to 

believe he earns over £100,000 a year.  I’m not only feeling let down by the fact that he’s 

failing to pay any maintenance, I’m feeling equally let down by the CSA’s inability to 

extract the money from him where I can’t.  

 

CUFFE: Caroline’s lawyer, James Pirrie, who specialises in 

child support work, believes the CSA system lacks the tools to do the job.  In a law court, 

the father of her child would be obliged to disclose what he earns and owns.  But he’s 

under no obligation to give that information to the agency.      

 

PIRRIE: Coming from the outside, from a legal background, 

we find the way disclosure exists in the agency quite bizarre.  There’s no obligation to put 

your cards on the table.  I think it’s mums who come off worse.  The current formula is 

about a very limited number of variables, and it’s dads who have control over those 

variables.  There’s actually no obligations on the fathers to present data.  They’ve got 

obligations not to lie if they’re asked for information, but they’ve got no obligation to 

disclose.  And the further that mums move away from the relationship, the less data they 

have, the less they know.  And one ends up having to decide cases on silly things like – 

has he got a Mercedes with a personalised number plate on his drive, which actually 

doesn’t really show what the underlying assets are or anything else.  So there’s this huge 

mismatch between my realities as a lawyer, where once we know what the financial 

realities are, then we stand back and we work out what’s sensible.  The CSA is a very 

different scheme.  It’s about can mum pull out any nuggets of information at all upon 

which to build a case, and so feels very rough justice from where I sit. 
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CUFFE: Caroline’s other complaint about the CSA, and many 

parents we’ve spoken to have said the same,  is that when she has managed to get 

information, the CSA has been slow to act on it, giving her ex partner the chance to slip 

away again.   

 

CAROLINE: I gave information as to his whereabouts at the time, 

but they were too slow in finding him where he was, and he moved.  But then I managed 

to find where he was and send them this information again, and a similar thing happened.  

And as it happened I had some leftover bank account details from paperwork that we 

shared, but they were still unable to pursue the arrears from that information, and he 

moved on again.  Finally, when I discovered that the CSA couldn’t find him under their 

own steam and had closed my case – which apparently they’re entitled to do, they can just 

give up and I have no redress – I decided it wasn’t good enough, so I hired a private 

detective.  But even when I furnished them with a new address they felt they had to go 

through their channels, like the local authority, who apparently have no obligation to give 

them the information.  It seemed to be that the only thing they were able to do was follow 

the procedure, however slow it was, which seemed to be unbelievably slow. 

 

CUFFE: Caroline feels she’s never got any straight answers 

from the CSA.  So we put the circumstances of her case to the chief executive,  

Doug Smith.  

 

SMITH: It’s a regular complaint.  There can be many reasons 

for that.  Sometimes it’s because we’re not acting quickly enough, and I do apologise if 

that is the case.  Often it’s because the non resident parent is quite determined to avoid 

meeting their social responsibilities, their financial responsibilities to the child. 

 

CUFFE: The onus always seems to be on her to do the CSA’s 

investigative work.  She had to employ a private detective and he found out in a matter of 

days what the CSA say they couldn’t find out. 

 

SMITH: We are not primarily an investigative agency.  We do 

have some limited resource to undertake investigation work, but primarily we operate 

through other providers of information.  So normally, if we are trying to track down an  
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SMITH cont: individual, we’ll go to the Inland Revenue, we’ll go 

to the Driving and Vehicle Licensing Authority, we’ll look to that sort of organisation to 

get the base information for us.  And we do actively pursue that. But often, it’s got to be 

said, those organisations are also a little behind the times with somebody who is intent on 

moving at regular intervals. 

 

CUFFE: There seems to be a feeling that you go for the easy 

targets – you give up on anything that’s a little bit difficult. 

 

SMITH: Certainly not.  We do not differentiate in any way 

between parents.  Clearly if somebody is willing to make a payment, meet their liabilities, 

meet their social responsibilities, then we invite them to do that and we can do that 

relatively quickly and gain payments from them.  Equally, if somebody chooses not to 

meet their responsibilities, we will follow them up, particularly if the parent with care is 

active in requiring us to do that, and we devote a considerable resource to dealing with the 

cases that we would term our hard end of the market. 

 

CUFFE:  Although the government has tried to get away from 

the image of a CSA that’s out to punish irresponsible men, Patricia Hollis, the minister, 

makes it quite clear she has little sympathy for fathers who evade the agency’s grasp.  

 

HOLLIS: We are throwing the book at people who are 

reluctant to comply.  We’ve increased the number of cases we’re bringing to court, we 

bring them to court much more quickly, and I can tell you the number of times somebody 

suddenly finds £700 in their back pocket in cash on the steps of the courthouse as they 

come out of their white van really does surprise you.  But when you’ve got somebody 

who’s got such a mindset that he will prioritise his dog, prioritise his fishing, prioritise his 

car – anything and everything rather than prioritise his children – you’re dealing with 

somebody for whom actually I think is rather sick.  But that is the case, that some of them 

owe very large sums of money, but that is because they, frankly, clearly don’t give a toss 

about their responsibilities as fathers or dads.  

 

CUFFE: Today the government has announced that it’s 

restructuring the CSA, amalgamating some offices and putting more emphasis on 
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CUFFE cont: enforcement.  But Andrew Dismore of the Work and 

Pensions Select Committee thinks something more radical is needed.  He says it’s time the 

agency was given new legal powers.  And he’s disappointed that it hasn’t made the best 

use of the ones it’s already got. 

 

DISMORE: I think one of the keys to it is to significantly toughen 

up the enforcement action.  I mean, one of the powers we have at the moment is to take 

away driving licences from recalcitrant fathers, and I think there’s only been two removed 

since that power came in several years ago.  Of course you’ve got to balance out the right 

to privacy on the one hand, but on the other you also have a responsibility to look after 

children.  At the moment, if the CSA want to get an order to restrain someone’s bank 

account or to attach somebody’s earnings, they have to go through a very long and lengthy 

process and there is no incentive on the father to cooperate.  He can delay it, in fact the 

incentive is on him to delay it.  If you had a system which worked otherwise, where the 

CSA could simply go to the employer and say, ‘Right, we’re attaching the earnings,’ or to 

a bank and say, ‘Right, we’re sequestrating the account,’ with a proper right of appeal to 

the court, say, then the incentive is then on the father to cooperate quickly if he wants to 

challenge the decision.  And that, I think, would make life a lot easier as well. 

 

CUFFE: What Mr Dismore and others find astonishing is that, 

at a time when the CSA is in crisis, it’s planning to cut back on staff.  From 12,000 staff a 

year ago, the agency’s now down to 10,500 and plans to reduce the number to 8,000 by 

April 2006 - a response to Treasury demands for a down-sized Civil Service.  That’s a 

reduction of a third in three years.  As part of its plans to restructure the organisation, the 

CSA has identified a number of offices for closure.  It’s also said it’s closing one of its 

main centres in Basingstoke, employing a hundred staff.  Support groups, as well as MPs, 

have urged the government to think again.  Janet Allberson, policy consultant for One 

Parent Families, believes it’s gone back on its commitment to improve the service.   

   

ALLBERSON: There was a deal, effectively, when the new scheme 

came in, which was that the system would be simpler and therefore the staff who were 

spending 90% of their time dealing with just the calculation, they would be released to 

concentrate much more actively on compliance and enforcement.  That deal, if you like, is 

being broken in that yes, the new system requires less staff to do the calculation, but  
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ALLBERSON cont: instead of being transferred onto compliance and 

enforcement work, it’s simply leading to staff reductions. 

 

CUFFE: We would have liked to ask the minister responsible 

for the CSA about the cuts and their likely impact on the already creaking service, but she 

refuses to answer questions on the subject.   The CSA’s chief executive, Doug Smith is 

also reluctant to talk about the proposals, but tries to give a positive spin.   

 

SMITH: The changes to child support reform are intended to 

enhance the efficiency of the Child Support Agency and make it feasible to operate with 

fewer staff than we had under the old arrangements. 

 

CUFFE: Well they’re failing to do that, aren’t they? 

 

SMITH: We’ll discuss the potential impact of head count 

reductions with the departments of which we are part. 

 

CUFFE: People are clearly very worried because they can’t 

believe that an agency which is already failing will survive if there are staff cuts. 

 

SMITH: We will discuss the position with our parent 

departments and decisions will be made in the light of that before the start of next year. 

 

CUFFE: So are you asking the minister to think again? 

 

SMITH: It’s not appropriate for me to comment on what I’m 

saying or not saying to our ministers. 

 

CUFFE: Pressure on the CSA is mounting.   For the tenth year 

running, the National Audit Office has questioned its accounts because of high levels of 

historic error in calculations of maintenance. It seems the agency just hasn’t been 

assessing parents’ incomes with any degree of accuracy.  Last year it paid some parents 

£10.5 million too much, and others were underpaid by £15 million. The Controller and 

Auditor General said he’d expected the reforms to correct these inaccuracies, but this 
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CUFFE cont:  year’s performance hasn’t matched that of last year.  

He also highlighted the fact that the CSA is missing £1 billion of unpaid arrears – a figure 

that astounds the former Labour pensions minister Frank Field, who’s a member of the 

influential Public Accounts Committee.   

 

FIELD: The CSA has passed this horrendous landmark that 

there now is a £1 billion of back pay which they have not collected and paid over to 

children and, generally speaking, their mothers.  Now you couldn’t have a worse 

indictment of a system that cost almost a quarter of a billion pounds a year to run.  And 

tucked away in the CSA figures are those who are going to pay anyway, who always paid 

anyway or were paying through court orders.  

 

CUFFE: Is there any way in which you could say that this 

agency is delivering? 

 

FIELD: No.  The disappointment is huge, and the 

government must know that it’s coming almost to the point where it physically collapses, 

and the controller’s report shows that while the government may deny it, the CSA is now 

broken-backed.  Every year the controller could have put a report on, ‘This is failing.’  The 

chief executive’s targets for the year should have been clearly set about improving rather 

than the situation becoming worse.  But just to take that one figure, that we are now at the 

stage where there is £1 billion – a thousand million pounds – of back maintenance which 

they have not paid over is, to me, such a shameful indictment that you might think the 

head of the CSA would think of resigning.  And if he doesn’t, I mean, what would make 

him resign? 

 

CUFFE: Some politicians go even further than calling for the 

boss’s resignation.  The Liberal Democratic spokesman for Work and Pensions,  

Steve Webb, suggests it’s now time for the Government to pull the plug on the CSA.     

 

WEBB: I think that the CSA was flawed from the start.  It 

was set over-ambitious targets, and as a result it went for the easy targets, which were the 

people who were already paying, and tried to get more money out of them, and it didn’t go 

for the difficult cases – the people who were evading paying.  And if it had done that from  
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WEBB cont: the start, although it would have been a slower start, 

actually it might have got the public much more on its side.  Instead it’s alienated the 

people who were paying, and the people who weren’t paying, many of them are still 

getting away with it. 

 

CUFFE: So you’re really suggesting that it should be 

scrapped? 

 

WEBB: We think the CSA simply is beyond reform.  You 

can only patch a tyre so many times and eventually you have to get rid of it. 

 

CUFFE: Despite the urgency of these calls for action, the 

government insists that the CSA can soldier on – with just a bit of re-arranging of the 

furniture. Both ministers and the chief executive Doug Smith are putting their faith in 

technology, hoping that when the December deadline comes, the computer will be fixed 

and their problems will be over.  

Can you set a date for putting everything right and giving parents the satisfaction they’re 

asking for, and children the money that they’re owed? 

 

SMITH: Our expectation is that we’ll continue to improve the 

level of service on the back of improvements to the computer service as we go through this 

next few months and over the next year. 

 

CUFFE: So, do you think that this will be amended by, what, 

beginning of next year, middle of next year, end of next year?  How long will people have 

to wait? 

 

SMITH: I think we’ll see a continued improvement in service 

as we go through the next year. 

 

CUFFE: And if you don’t, will you resign? 

 

SMITH: I believe that we will achieve that level of service.  

I’m not moving into a hypothetical situation. 



 

 

20 

CUFFE: But for the hundreds of thousands of parents and 

children who rely on the CSA, assurances of a better service at some unknown date in the 

future are cold comfort.  When the Prime Minister Tony Blair announced reform six years 

ago, he said the child support system was a mess - failing children, parents and the 

taxpayer. It seems so far little has changed.  
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