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Thank you for holding this Roundtable, Councilmember Nadeau. Good afternoon,
members of the Committee on Human Services. My name is Judith Sandalow. I am the
Executive Director of Children’s Law Center! and a resident of the District living in
Ward 1. I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s Law Center, which fights so every
DC child can grow up with a loving family, good health and a quality education. With
100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, Children’s Law Center reaches 1 out of
every 9 children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods — more than 5,000 children and families
each year. We have represented far too many children and families experiencing
homelessness, and we have worked with many clients who have received a Rapid Re-

Housing subsidy.

Our experience with Rapid Re-Housing in the District is that its structure and its
implementation often result in families living in substandard housing that puts their
children’s health at risk and that leaves them without a stable housing option at the end

of the program.

This Committee has called for testimony regarding DC’s version of Rapid Re-Housing,
which DC has adapted from a national model intended to help a targeted group of
individuals and families transition from homelessness to stable housing. I would be

remiss, however, if I didn't first acknowledge that homelessness in DC is a direct result



of our city’s affordable housing crisis, and that lack of affordable housing is a crisis of
our own making. Historically, federal and local laws and policies have helped white
residents purchase housing and accumulate wealth while actively preventing African
American residents from living in certain neighborhoods, securing loans and
purchasing homes. Today’s zoning and tax laws continue to provide incentives and
permission for certain types of housing while making it more difficult to build others.
We laud recent investments in affordable housing, including through the Housing
Protection Trust Fund. However, these investments barely make a dent in the need that
has been created by the virtual disappearance of affordable, unsubsidized apartments.>
Additionally, our investments have not been allocated proportionately to the people
who need it the most. Although 77 percent of DC renters in need of affordable homes
are ‘extremely low-income,” only 39 percent of investment in new affordable housing
between 2010 and 2016 has been available to that group.® In short, our laws, policy
decisions and investments have left thousands of DC’s poorest children and families

without access to stable, permanent, and affordable housing.*

The harmful impact of housing instability on children’s emotional and physical health
is well known, as is the great long-term financial cost of these public health concerns.
Frequent moves are correlated with poor social development for children of all ages.®

Children who experience housing instability are more likely to regularly miss school,



more likely to do worse than their peers in terms of educational outcomes and
achievement, and less likely to graduate from high school.®” # Housing instability also
makes it harder for children with chronic medical conditions to receive the regular care
they need, leading to costly emergency care and long-term health crises.” Parenting in
the face of imminent eviction can cause toxic stress, which, in turn can have cognitive
and emotional repercussions for both parents and children.' Toxic stress in early
childhood can actually disrupt the brain’s physical development, which can harm the
development of organ systems and the body’s regulatory functions.!! For young
children, the lifelong costs of toxic stress are enormous, and we know that investment in
interventions to mitigate the effects of that stress can generate large and enduring

economic returns.!?

There are so many reasons why we need to invest in affordable housing. Sadly, the
proof of our failure to step up to this great challenge is in the data. Over time, DC
households have been forced to spend greater and greater portions of their income on
rent,' leaving fewer funds for other basic needs. Since 2008, individual homelessness

has increased by 24%, and family homelessness has doubled.™

We urge the city to treat homelessness and atfordable housing as one issue. Silos within

the Council and the executive branch prevent important collaborations for addressing



homelessness through affordable housing solutions. Within the Council, this Committee
on Human Services should work closely with the Committee on Housing and
Neighborhood Revitalization in oversight, and to develop legislative strategies and
solutions to this crisis. We also implore the Council to work with the Mayor to develop

a comprehensive plan to ensure that all DC residents can secure affordable housing.!®

Rapid Re-Housing: A Program Not Used to Fidelity in DC
My colleague, Diana Sisson, will discuss in more detail the many ways in which the
Rapid Re-Housing program is being poorly implemented. But to summarize, we

regularly meet:

Families who, rather than being rapidly re-housed, spend months in

shelter before finding a landlord who will accept their voucher.

e Families who receive little to no support in that housing search.'

e Families who sign a lease for an apartment only to realize the conditions
in the home are squalid and hazardous to their children’s health.

e Families who continue to lack that vital sense of stability because they are
told from the outset that their subsidy will only last three months to a
maximum of one year.

e Families who receive little to no supportive assistance from their case

manager, despite program requirements.



e Families who, at the end of their subsidy, are suddenly left to pay a rent
they could never have afforded to pay.
e Families who are evicted and, as a result, will have a much more difficult

time renting in the future if and when they do become more stable.

There are problems with the policy decisions being made as well. As you know, Rapid
Re-Housing was developed as a targeted, brief intervention for individuals and families
who have temporarily lost a job, and who need fewer supportive services to become
permanently housed.!”'® Under the national model, Rapid Re-Housing is intended to
be a small component of a spectrum of interventions, not a tool used for all families

regardless of their circumstances.

DC does not use Rapid Re-Housing in the targeted, narrow way in which it was
designed. Here, Rapid Re-Housing is used as the only Housing First tool for families —it
is an intervention offered to the vast majority of families in shelter under the theory that
they need to be stabilized to determine their housing needs. This theory is premised on
an assumption that families cannot be stabilized in shelter.? While we agree that
stabilizing families is a necessary step in determining their long-term needs, we

disagree that Rapid Re-Housing as it currently exists is the right way to do that.



In April of this year, 1,367 families with more than 4,000 children were receiving a
Rapid Re-Housing subsidy.? This includes many families in which the parents have no
job history, and single-parent families in which the parent has only ever held a
minimum-wage job. It is not realistic to expect these families to be able to afford a
market rate apartment in DC after just one year. The math simply does not work.?! The
only logical endpoint for many of these families is to leave their housing through

eviction or in anticipation of eviction.

There is no comprehensive data on what happens to families who leave rapid re-
housing. The District focuses on how many families re-enter the shelter system. But
this creates a false dichotomy between homelessness and secure housing. Our
experience is that many families double up in overcrowded or unsafe situations,
sometimes in DC and sometimes in neighboring communities. The negative impact of

this housing instability is addressed earlier in my testimony.

The Director of DC’s Department of Human Services has said that Rapid Re-Housing is
not designed to be a long-term solution for homeless families.”? We agree. It is also not
an effective short-term solution for many of the homeless families for whom it is used.
Solving the problem of homelessness requires a nuanced spectrum of interventions.

Rather than our current one-size-fits-all approach, we urge the District to determine



families” long-term needs much earlier in the process: if we know a family will
eventually require a targeted affordable housing or permanent supportive housing
voucher, we should be providing those vouchers immediately rather than several
months into a rapid rehousing subsidy. This may require doing more to stabilize
families in shelter. And, just as Housing First models tailor the support to individual
needs, the duration of a Rapid Re-Housing subsidy should be tailored to each
individual family’s needs, even if that would mean a subsidy which lasts longer than 12
months. Finally, the Council and DHS should ensure providers are diligently screening
all families for other programs which may be a better fit, including transitional housing,

targeted affordable housing, and permanent supportive housing.

ISSUES AND PROPOSED SOLUTIONS

In light of the fact that Rapid Re-Housing is inappropriate and even harmful for many
of the families who receive the subsidy, we recommend that the Council take action to
ensure DC scales back its dependence on this program. But we know this sort of
systems change takes time. To protect families in the meantime, this Committee and the
Administration should make immediate changes to DC’s version of Rapid Re-Housing.
Rapid Re-Housing has two core components: subsidy and case management.?® As

implemented in DC, each of these components are deeply flawed.



Subsidy-Related Concerns and Proposed Solutions
With respect to the subsidy, we are specifically concerned about:
e The difficulty families have in finding quality landlords who accept the
subsidy,*
e inflexibility in size and uses of the subsidy, and

e that the subsidy is time-limited.

Presently, one big challenge is that families have a very hard time finding landlords
who will accept the Rapid Re-Housing subsidy. As a result, the options our families are
left with tend to be unsafe and unhealthy —shameful circumstances which Diana will
describe in detail. If our intent is to stabilize families, DC should ensure people in Rapid
Re-Housing are living in healthy and safe homes. We should find ways to incentivize
good, honest landlords to rent to our families. A larger subsidy, and the recently created
Landlord Partnership Fund may be solutions.?> We could also accomplish this by more
careful screening for who enters the program, more individualization of the program
design to the family’s needs, and a guarantee of high-quality case management for

everyone in the program.

Second, families should have more flexibility about how they use their Rapid Re-

Housing subsidy. We should allow families to explore housing solutions that might



work long term for them, such as renting rooms from a family member or permitting
two families to live together in a larger unit. We should be open to anything which will

increase the likelihood of successful exit from the program.

Finally, as with TANF, we should eliminate arbitrary time limits that fail to account for
individual circumstances. For that reason, we must end the Rapid Re-Housing cliff. To
do so is penny-wise and pound-foolish. Not having to worry constantly about the
threat of eviction and homelessness will have the effect of reducing toxic stress in
families and will benefit children’s well-being. Stability and a sense of security will

result in more successful outcomes for individual families.

Case Management-Related Concerns and Solutions

We regularly see poor quality case management, high turnover rates for case workers,
and long delays in re-assigning case workers. All of this leaves families without the
support and tools they need to succeed. DHS describes case management as an essential
part of the program. Indeed, families can be terminated for failing to engage in case
management.”® But there is no reciprocal obligation. When DHS fails to ensure a client
receives even minimal case management over the course of their subsidy, it does not

prevent the hard stop, twelve month cut-off for the subsidy.



While we know that a few providers provide higher quality case management, too
many of our clients have very low-quality case management, or no case management at
all. Our clients may be assigned to three or four case workers over the course of a year
in Rapid Re-Housing. In these instances, poor record-keeping means they may have to
retell their painful story and complete the same screenings several times over, often
with no result or follow-through. Our clients, and indeed our attorneys, report
significant challenges in even having caseworkers return their phone calls. And when
they do, our attorneys have spoken with case managers who are not aware of how to

screen for or make referrals to long term housing resources.

In cases where clients are facing abysmal housing conditions, caseworkers should be a
dependable resource for ensuring the landlord is following the law and keeping the
home or apartment in habitable condition. When the heat stops working in the winter,
or infestations of rodents and mold are causing a child visits to the emergency room for
asthma flare-ups, clients should be able to depend on their case manager for support

and help. In our experience, this does not happen.

For Rapid Re-Housing to be successful, participants need a case manager who is
actively involved from the moment the family receives the voucher—a case manager

who helps them find a safe and healthy apartment which the family has some chance of
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affording at the end of a year. During the family’s time in the program, the case
manager should help the family find stability through career readiness and connection
to other community-based supports. Finally, the case manager should be doing
everything possible to ensure the family will be permanently housed at the end of the

program.

However, DHS has not been successful at holding providers accountable. In fact, you
will hear from Diana that some of the worst examples of case management we have
seen have been from DHS’ own Office of Work Opportunities. We ask that the Council,
through oversight, hold DHS accountable for ensuring change in current case
management practices. To that end, we would be very happy to provide suggestions for
oversight questions. We also encourage the Council to provide the necessary funding

to collect critically-needed, detailed data about Rapid Re-Housing.

Oversight and accountability may slowly help fix the system, but they are not an
adequate or timely enough response for individual families. In order to address the
serious systemic and implementation issues in Rapid Re-Housing while also protecting
the families who are currently in it, we are asking for a legislative fix to limit the Rapid
Re-Housing cliff by giving clients the right to appeal in their subsidy termination in

certain circumstances, including when they have not received case management, when
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the unit does not meet certain affordability standards, and when the housing conditions

have significantly impacted their ability to benefit from Rapid Re-Housing.

Conclusion
Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. We look forward to working with the

Committee and the Administration as this process moves forward.
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