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CFFPP Submits Friend of Court Brief to 
US Supreme Court in Child Support 
Right to Counsel Case 
 
The Center for Family Policy and Practice submitted 
a friend of the court (amicus curiae) brief to the 
Supreme Court of the United States in support of 
Michael Turner, a low-income, noncustodial father 
repeatedly jailed for contempt for not paying child 
support. The question to be resolved is whether an 
indigent person, Mr. Turner in this case, has a 
constitutional right to be provided with a defense 
lawyer in a civil contempt proceeding that could 
result in jail time. The case, Turner v. Rogers, will be 
heard by the Supreme Court on March 23, 2011. 

 
CFFPP’s brief states that “Turner’s experience is not an anomaly. Across the United States, destitute, 
noncustodial parents are incarcerated for failing to meet child support obligations they have no means to 
pay.”1 Furthermore, “the low-income noncustodial parent who lacks attorney representation frequently 
experiences the child support system as a virtually unstoppable chain of events that leads inevitably to 
unfathomable levels of debt that they have no hope of ever paying off.”2 
 
Mr. Turner’s experience in South Carolina illustrates the difficulties that low-income noncustodial parents 
face when repeatedly threatened with jail time for not paying child support. South Carolina pursued child 
support from Mr. Turner in 2003, as Ms. Rogers, the custodial parent, had been receiving public 
assistance to support their daughter. The Family Court ordered Turner, who was unemployed at the time, 
to pay about $224 per month. Over the next two years, Turner briefly had several jobs, and made 
inconsistent child support payments. Nevertheless, through March 2006, Turner paid about $6,600, or 
87%, of what he owed.3 
 
During these years, Turner was frequently behind in his child support payments, and the court summoned 
him five times to demonstrate why he should not be held in contempt. Each time, Turner appeared in 
court without an attorney, and in three of these hearings was found in willful contempt and sent to jail for 
periods ranging from two days to four-and-a-half months.4 
 
After getting out of jail in January 2006, Turner had substance abuse problems, and though he eventually 
found employment, he suffered an injury and filed for disability. When Turner next appeared in court in 
January 2008, again without an attorney, his child support debt had grown to $5,729. Turner was again 
found in contempt and sent to jail, this time for a full year. The cycle repeated in April 2009: another 
contempt ruling, and another jail sentence, this time lasting six months. As of December 2010, Turner had 
spent about 23 months in jail, and his child support debt had grown to $13,815.5 
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A group of five legal advocacy organizations also submitted an amicus brief to the Supreme Court, 
arguing that: 
 

Providing counsel to an indigent individual in a civil contempt hearing is essential to prevent 
wrongful incarceration. No indigent person should be unrepresented when his or her freedom is at 
stake. … Sentencing indigent parents to imprisonment when they are simply unable to pay does 
not serve any coherent policy.6 

 
The United States agreed, saying in its own amicus brief:  
 

While the State has a strong interest in enforcing child-support orders, it secures no benefit from 
jailing a non-custodial parent who cannot discharge his obligation. … Moreover, as a general 
matter, the routine use of contempt for non-payment of child support is likely to be an ineffective 
strategy for enforcing support orders.7 

 
The Center for Family Policy and Practice argues that putting parents in jail who have no ability to pay 
child support is not in the best interests of either their children or the state: 
 

The practice of repeated civil incarcerations of fathers like Michael Turner, whose indigence 
prevents them from paying their child support debts, is a wholly ineffectual way to collect child 
support. Turner’s jail terms undoubtedly do far more to hinder his efforts to find stable 
employment than they do to provide economic security to his children.8 

 
CFFPP’s amicus brief to the Supreme Court can be found on our Child Support and Debt publications 
webpage: 
 

http://www.cffpp.org/childsupportdebt.html 
 
Detailed information about the Turner v. Rogers case can be found online at SCOTUSblog, including 
briefs from both parties, and friend of the court briefs from several organizations: 
 

http://www.scotusblog.com/case-files/cases/turner-v-price/ 
 
Notes 
1 Leffel, Michael D., “On Writ of Certiorari to the Supreme Court of South Carolina, Brief of Center for Family Policy and 
Practice as Amicus Curiae In Support of Petitioner.” Michael D. Turner v. Rebecca L. Rogers, et al., No. 10-10. Supreme Ct. of 
the US, January 11, 2011: 1. 
2 Ibid., 19-20. 
3 Waxman, Seth P., “On Writ of Certiorari to the Supreme Court of South Carolina, Brief for Petitioner.” Michael D. Turner v. 
Rebecca L. Rogers, et al., No. 10-10. Supreme Ct. of the US, January 11, 2011: 8-10. Figures for Turner’s total payments 
calculated from amounts and dates cited in Waxman. 
4 Ibid., 9-10. 
5 Ibid., 11-15. 
6 McConnell, Stephen J., “On Writ of Certiorari to the Supreme Court of South Carolina, Brief Amici Curiae of the National 
Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers, the Brennan Center for Justice, the National Legal Aid & Defender Association, the 
Southern Center for Human Rights, and the American Civil Liberties Union In Support of Petitioner.” Michael D. Turner v. 
Rebecca L. Rogers, et al., No. 10-10. Supreme Ct. of the US, January, 2011: 5, 20. 
7 Katyal, Neal Kumar, “On Writ of Certioriari to the Supreme Court of South Carolina, Brief for the United States as Amicus 
Curiae Supporting Reversal.” Michael D. Turner v. Rebecca L. Rogers, et al., No. 10-10. Supreme Ct. of the US, January, 2011: 21. 
8 Leffel, 23. 
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California Fatherhood Initiative  
Seeks to Create Network of Organizations 
 
The National Latino Fatherhood and Family Institute (NLFFI) announced the start of the California 
Fatherhood Initiative at an event in Los Angeles on January 28, 2011. The Initiative seeks to create a 
network of organizations to advocate for more effective services that are designed to meet the needs of 
fathers in all of the state’s diverse communities. The NLFFI said that it “will work to demonstrate how 
serving the needs of fathers and young men will translate to greater social prosperity for California.” 
 
From the perspective of policy and practice that affects low-income fathers, the Initiative will focus on 
the following: 
 

� Identify existing policy gaps that prevent the development of effective fatherhood and male-
involvement programs. 

 
� Develop positive fatherhood and male-involvement policies and programs that build on the 

strengths of fathers and other male mentors. 
 
Héctor Sánchez-Flores, the Director of the Initiative, emphasized in a conversation with CFFPP that he 
wants to involve organizations from a wide range of communities: 
 

California is very diverse. How can we be inclusive? We will be engaging local communities, 
asking, ‘What are the most pressing policies that need to be changed so that fathers are included 
as part of the solutions communities are seeking?’ We want to be respectful of grassroots efforts 
and what these organizations want to highlight. There is a great deal going on in local 
communities with organizations that have different degrees of readiness and capability—
organizations that have been doing the work but have not gained recognition. We want to include 
people and organizations that haven’t necessarily seen themselves as part of the fatherhood fold 
in the past. 

 
For more information about the California Fatherhood Initiative, please contact Héctor Sánchez-Flores at 
hsf@californiafatherhoodinitiative.org or 408-676-8215, or visit the National Latino Fatherhood and 
Family Institute website at: 
 

http://www.nlffi.org/goals/cfi/cfi.html 
 

 

Voting Rights of People With Felony Convictions  
Restricted by New Iowa Governor 
 

Within hours of taking office on January 14, the newly elected Governor of Iowa, Terry Branstad, issued 
an executive order that restricts the voting rights of people with felony convictions. The order rescinded a 
policy from 2005 that had automatically restored voting rights to people upon completion of a criminal 
sentence. Now, people with felony convictions are required to appeal to the governor individually. The 
executive order also states that legal financial obligations, such as restitution, court costs and fines, should 
be paid before voting rights are restored. 
 



 
 Policy Briefing February 2011 – Vol. 13 – No. 1 4 

 

 

Center for Family Policy and Practice 
23 N. Pinckney Street, Ste. 210 
Madison, WI 53703 
608.257.3148 | fax 608.257.4686 
WWW.CFFPP.ORG 

 

Leaders of black communities in Iowa stated that the Governor’s order to restrict voting rights constitutes 
racial discrimination. In Iowa, black people are about fourteen times more likely to go to jail or prison 
than white people. The Rev. Keith A. Ratliff, Sr., president of the Iowa/Nebraska State Conference of 
NAACP Branches, said: 
 

We believe in second chances and second chances should never be based on one’s ability to 
financially pay... Making voting contingent on such payments essentially creates a modern-day 
poll tax.1 

 
Several other states, in addition to Iowa, also prohibit people with felony convictions from voting until 
any legal financial obligations, such as fines, fees, or restitution, are fully paid. These laws reduce the 
voting power of low-income communities of color. According to the Sentencing Project, 8.3% of black 
people in the United States are prohibited from voting due to disenfranchisement of people with felony 
convictions. In many states, the percentage of black people ineligible to vote is much higher.2 Below is a 
sample of states that deny the right to vote until legal debts are paid.3 In these states, the percentage of 
black people disenfranchised is above the national average: 
 

One state, Tennessee, also prohibits people with 
felony convictions from voting until child support 
payments are current and any past child support 
debts are paid off. This law was passed in 2006, 
ironically as part of a reform that otherwise 
simplified the process for people to regain their 
voting rights. In Tennessee, the percent of black 
people denied the right to vote is 6.4%, somewhat 
less than the national average.4 

 
In a report titled “Restoring the Right to Vote,” the Brennan Center for Justice concluded that “Felony 
disenfranchisement serves no legitimate purpose. More disconcerting, these laws are rooted in the Jim 
Crow era and were designed to lock freed slaves out of the voting process. It is time to remove this last 
barrier to the franchise.”5 The Brennan Center further makes the following policy recommendations: 
 

� “Automatically restore voting rights to people living in the community.”5 This includes both 
people who have completed a prison sentence, as well as those living in the community while on 
parole or probation. 

 
� “Voting rights should not be contingent upon payment of fees, fines, restitution, or other legal 

financial obligations.”5 
 
To learn more about the voting rights of people with felony convictions, please visit the Sentencing 
Project’s website on Voting Rights, and the Brennan Center for Justice’s website on Voting After 
Criminal Conviction: 
 

http://www.sentencingproject.org/template/page.cfm?id=133 
 

http://www.brennancenter.org/content/section/category/voting_after_criminal_conviction/ 
 

Black People Prohibited from Voting 
(2004 estimates)2 

Alabama 15.3% 

Arizona 21.1% 

Arkansas 9.0% 

Delaware 19.6% 

Florida 18.8% 

Kentucky 23.7% 

Virginia 19.8% 
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Notes 
1 Petroski, William, “NAACP: Branstad’s voting order is a discriminatory ‘poll tax’ on black Iowans.” Des Moines Register, 
January 19, 2011. 
2 The Sentencing Project Interactive Map, http://www.sentencingproject.org/map/map.cfm, accessed January 31, 2011. 
Regarding this data see: Porter, Nicole D., “Expanding the Vote, State Felony Disenfranchisement Reform, 1997-2010,” The 
Sentencing Project, October 2010. “The data presented in this report represent the most recent and credible estimates available.” 
3 Brennan Center for Justice, “Criminal Disenfranchisement Laws Across the United States.” 2011: 2-3. 
4 Porter, 25. 
5 Wood, Erika, “Restoring the Right to Vote.” Brennan Center for Justice, 2009: 1. 

 

 

Supporting Fathers to Improve Pregnancy Outcomes and  
Reduce Disparities in Black Infant Health 
 

A recent report from the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies’ Health Policy Institute (HPI) 
recommends several changes to current policy and practice to support father involvement and in turn 
improve maternal and child health. The HPI convened the Commission on Paternal Involvement in 
Pregnancy Outcomes (CPIPO) with one of its goals being to identify ways to change structural barriers to 
fathers’ involvement. The Commission’s report builds on research that father involvement can be a 
positive influence on expectant mothers and “reduces the psychosocial stress and maternal risk behaviors 
during pregnancy such as smoking or drug use.”1 
 
Supporting father involvement during pregnancy is hoped to improve the numbers of healthy children 
born. Infant mortality in the United States is significantly higher than in other developed countries, and 
there are alarmingly large disparities between black infants and all other ethnic groups. The infant 
mortality rate for non-Hispanic whites in 2005 was 5.76 per 1,000 live births, comparable to rates in the 
European Union. The mortality rate for black infants is more than double—13.63 deaths per 1,000—
comparable to developing countries such as Moldova in Eastern Europe, and island nations such as Aruba 
and Grenada in the Caribbean.2 
 
The Commission on Paternal Involvement in Pregnancy Outcomes recommended several reforms in the 
areas of job training, tax, welfare and child support policies to strengthen father involvement. The report 
noted that “current policies…often disallow fathers from full participation in caring for their children and 
families.”3 The following recommendations are especially important to support low-income, noncustodial 
fathers: 
 

� “Reauthorize the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) to support employment-training opportunities 
for low-income fathers.”4 This reform would increase job skills among noncustodial fathers and 
help connect them with employment opportunities. 

 
� “Expand eligibility for EITC [Earned Income Tax Credit] and TANF [Temporary Assistance for 

Needy Families] to include non-custodial fathers who pay child support.”3 These reforms would 
support fathers and acknowledge the contributions they make to their children’s wellbeing. 

 
� “Improve child support payment to be ‘passed through’ to their children, and lower the amount 

deducted from TANF payment to the mother.”3 These reforms would increase financial support to 
children and mothers, and potentially strengthen the relationship between fathers and their 
children. 
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Several of the Commission’s recommendations focus specifically on changes to health insurance and 
healthcare services. The report states that “Congress and/or state legislatures should mandate that 
insurance plans cover preconception health for men” and “…offer comprehensive family planning 
services for fathers and mothers.”4 Additionally, “Health plans and healthcare organizations should aim to 
provide services that welcome and empower the expectant father…” and “…should promote early 
prenatal care that includes an integral role for the expectant father.”5 
 
Dr. Michael C. Lu, a co-chair of the Commission, was also the lead author of an article on father 
involvement that emphasized the importance of strengthening the structural supports available to black 
men: 
 

…any fatherhood initiative, if it is going to have any success in putting the “F” (fathers) back in 
maternal, child health, must have a core objective that addresses racial discrimination in the 
workplace and institutionalized racism in the schools, housing, healthcare, criminal justice and 
other systems that keep many Black men from living out their true potentials in our society.6 

 
To learn more about the Commission on Paternal Involvement in Pregnancy Outcomes and the Joint 
Center for Political and Economic Studies’ Health Policy Institute please visit: 
 

http://jointcenter.org/hpi/pages/commission-paternal-involvement-pregnancy-outcomes-cpipo 
 
Notes 
1 Commission on Paternal Involvement in Pregnancy Outcomes (CPIPO), “Commission Outlook: Best and Promising Practices 
for Improving Research, Policy and Practice on Paternal Involvement in Pregnancy Outcomes.” Washington DC: Joint Center for 
Political and Economic Studies. May, 2010: 3. 
2 United States infant mortality rates from: MacDorman, Marian F., and T.J. Mathews, “Recent Trends in Infant Mortality in the 
United States.” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for 
Health Statistics. October, 2008: 3. International comparisons based on 2009 figures from: Wikipedia, “List of countries by infant 
mortality rate.” Accessed January 19, 2011. 
3 CPIPO, 4. 
4 Ibid., 5. 
5 Ibid., 6. 
6 Lu, Michael C., et al, “Where Is the F in MCH? Father Involvement in African American Families.” Ethnicity & Disease. 
Volume 20, winter 2010: S2-58. 
 

Mission Statement 
 
The mission of the CENTER FOR FAMILY POLICY AND PRACTICE (CFFPP) is to strengthen society through the 
expansion of opportunities for low-income parents – mothers and fathers – to protect and support their children. 
CFFPP operates as a policy think tank to remove the unique barriers and negative public perceptions that affect 
low-income men of color. Through technical assistance, policy research and analysis, and public education and 
outreach, CFFPP works to support low-income families and develop public awareness of their needs. 

 
Contact Us: If you would like to share comments, questions, ideas for future briefing topics, or to sign up for 
our email list, please contact Nino Rodriguez, Program and Policy Specialist, at nrodriguez@cffpp.org. 

 
This monthly policy briefing is made possible in part by the generous support of the Ford Foundation and 

Community Shares of Wisconsin. Any opinions, errors or conclusions expressed herein do not necessarily 

represent the views or positions of CFFPP’s funders. 


