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Introduction 
 

Good morning, Chairperson White, and members of the Committee. My name is 

Makenna Osborn. I am a Policy Attorney at Children’s Law Center and a resident of the 

District. Children’s Law Center believes every child should grow up with a strong 

foundation of family, health and education and live in a world free from poverty, trauma, 

racism and other forms of oppression. Our more than 100 staff – together with DC 

children and families, community partners and pro bono attorneys – use the law to solve 

children’s urgent problems today and improve the systems that will affect their lives 

tomorrow. Since our founding in 1996, we have reached more than 50,000 children and 

families directly and multiplied our impact by advocating for city-wide solutions that 

benefit hundreds of thousands more. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify regarding the District of Columbia 

Housing Authority (DCHA). Through our Healthy Together program,1 Children’s Law 

Center works with hundreds of families each year whose pediatric medical providers 

have identified non-medical barriers to a child’s health, including many housing 

conditions cases where the landlord has refused to make needed repairs. Often, families 

are referred to us when medications cannot control a child’s asthma because the mold 

and/or pest infestations in the family’s home are so significant that they must bring their 

children to the emergency room to be treated. Many of these families reside in DCHA 

properties or receive permanent housing vouchers administered by DCHA.  
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DCHA’s core mission is to provide quality affordable housing for DC’s lowest 

income residents.2 For years, DCHA has fallen unacceptably short of executing this 

mission. There are many issues with the way DCHA operates that the Committee should 

be aware of – in the past month alone, stories broke about DCHA overpaying landlords 

millions of dollars per year,3 a DCHA employee-run voucher fraud scheme,4 and 

systemic dysfunction in the DCHA Police Department.5 While Children’s Law Center 

shares the concerns raised by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) and the DC Office of the Inspector General (OIG) in their recent reports assessing 

DCHA6 and by our advocacy partners here today, our testimony will focus on the issues 

our attorneys and clients have direct experience with: the horrendous conditions in 

DCHA public housing and the high number of unutilized local housing vouchers. 

Public Housing 

Abysmal Housing Conditions Due to Years of Neglect 

First, Children’s Law Center thanks Chairperson White for announcing a bold 

vision to give DCHA $100 million per year over the next five years for public housing 

maintenance and repairs.7 DCHA’s assertion that it cannot make use of that funding is 

preposterous.8 As recently as 2019, DCHA calculated that it would cost over $2 billion to 

complete all required repairs across its public housing portfolio.9 We have no reason to 

believe that number is inflated, but even if it were, the current administration should 

easily be able to spend $100 million per year over the next several years to carry out 
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timely, workmanlike repairs and renovate its old and deteriorating properties. The 

conditions our clients in public housing live with starkly illustrate the need for additional 

funding to ensure that residents in DCHA properties have safe, healthy homes.  

One of our clients who lives in public housing was referred to Children’s Law 

Center after her young daughter had been hospitalized multiple times – including in the 

Intensive Care Unit (ICU) – for severe asthma that her doctors believed was being 

exacerbated by conditions in their home. The family experienced multiple pipe leaks in 

their home within the first year and the water damage caused mold and mildew growth 

throughout. Their home also had infestations of mice and cockroaches. Our client 

repeatedly contacted DCHA seeking mold remediation and other repairs and notified the 

agency of her daughter’s medical condition. When Children’s Law Center started 

working with the family, we requested a transfer due to the unsafe and unhealthy 

conditions, stressing that it was urgently needed to protect the daughter’s health. DCHA 

took months to move the family into a new house. Unfortunately, our client and her 

children are now experiencing the same problems in their new home. After a few years 

of patchwork and unworkmanlike repairs by DCHA, including painting over suspected 

mold, our client has noticed moisture problems in the walls and cabinets and an 

independent mold assessor identified mold in the kitchen, bathrooms, basement and 

HVAC system. DCHA is failing this family. 
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Recently, one of our attorneys spoke to another public housing tenant who is 

dealing with some of the worst housing conditions that attorney has come across in their 

time at Children’s Law Center. Since moving into her unit four years ago, the DCHA 

tenant has lived with recurring mouse and mold problems, and one of the unit’s toilets 

has been turned off for two years awaiting repairs while the sink in the bathroom with a 

working toilet is unusable. Recently, excessive water damage throughout the unit’s walls 

caused both her kitchen floor and kitchen ceiling/bedroom floor to start caving in. The 

tenant put in numerous work order requests through the proper DCHA channels and 

typically received no response, let alone adequate maintenance and remediation. 

Eventually, the tenant sought help from the Department of Buildings (DOB) instead. DOB 

conducted an inspection of her unit, issued a Notice of Infraction against and fined 

DCHA, but the agency still has not meaningfully addressed the problems. Unfortunately, 

this tenant’s experience is representative of what we see in many of our clients’ cases 

where DCHA fails to conduct needed repairs. While our attorneys are often able to 

resolve housing conditions cases with private landlords prior to litigation, cases with 

DCHA frequently require protracted and contentious litigation to get the agency to meet 

their basic responsibilities as a landlord. 

Children’s Law Center hopes the Committee will follow through on Chairperson 

White’s proposal to significantly increase funding to DCHA for maintenance and repairs. 

We also implore the Committee to engage in robust oversight of how DCHA spends this 
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funding to ensure that all repairs are well-executed, aimed at the root of problems, and 

conducted in a timely manner that prioritizes the health and safety of residents. In 2019, 

DCHA spent millions in response to a portfolio-wide assessment of lead-based paint in 

its properties but failed to “quickly [or] competently” remediate identified hazards, 

“[leaving] its residents exposed to lead-based paint hazards for an unacceptably long 

time, prolonging their risk of lead poisoning.”10 We know from clients living in Park 

Morton, one of the properties where DCHA carried out these lead remediations, that 

because the agency did not address underlying water intrusion, the lead-based paint in 

residents’ units deteriorated again shortly after DCHA’s work, reintroducing the lead 

hazard.11 We hope the Committee will ask DCHA how it plans to learn from rather than 

repeat past mistakes as the agency implements its current portfolio-wide inspection and 

repair initiative and new preventative maintenance plan.12 

Concerns Regarding the Practice of Mandatory Transfers 

Children’s Law Center would also like to highlight the issue of DCHA’s use of 

mandatory transfers as a response to tenant complaints about poor housing conditions. 

The current DCHA administration regularly initiates mandatory transfers when the 

agency deems that conditions in a tenant’s unit “represent an emergency or a threat to 

life, health, or safety” or require “significant repairs” by DCHA.13 If DCHA subjects a 

tenant to a mandatory transfer, the agency only has to provide the tenant with one offer 

of a new unit, which tenants must accept if they do not want to risk losing their public 
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housing altogether.14 While some tenants are happy to transfer anywhere other than the 

appalling conditions they’ve been living in, others are not. Many of our clients do not 

want to leave the community and support systems they have established in their building 

or neighborhood. Such moves can also require a change of school for the children in the 

home. Forced uprooting of families can be significantly destabilizing. As a result, our 

attorneys representing clients who want to prioritize staying in their current home or 

neighborhood, must carefully consider how to raise conditions concerns with DCHA as 

it could result in a mandatory transfer that leaves clients with the option of losing their 

community or losing public housing. 

Additionally, given that poor housing conditions are pervasive across all DCHA 

properties, the unit DCHA offers for a mandatory transfer may not be any better for a 

family’s health. In one of Children’s Law Center’s current cases, DCHA issued a 

mandatory transfer to our client rather than placing her family, all of whom have severe 

asthma, in a hotel while necessary mold remediation was conducted in their unit. On 

multiple occasions, our client and her attorney observed the strong scent of cigarette 

smoke in the transfer unit offered by DCHA, and a licensed mold inspector found water 

damage and mold growth in the unit. Considering that our client believes it is in the best 

interest of her family to remain in their current community, where we believe an 

appropriate unit is vacant, she does not want to accept DCHA’s offer of a unit with similar 

health-harming conditions in a different public housing property. However, DCHA has 
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made it clear that if our client does not accept transfer to the proposed unit, her family 

risks losing their public housing.  

We worry the risk of an unwanted and undesirable mandatory transfer 

discourages public housing tenants from reporting problems to DCHA, which ultimately 

perpetuates unsafe housing conditions and costly deferred maintenance. Instead of 

issuing mandatory transfers, DCHA could offer to temporarily relocate tenants while 

they carry out repairs on their current unit. In our experience, tenants issued mandatory 

transfers would typically need to be relocated for seven to ten days for DCHA to 

meaningfully address health-harming housing conditions. This conforms with DCHA’s 

own plan to place tenants in hotels for up to ten days while implementing the agency’s 

current comprehensive repair audit.15 Public housing tenants who proactively bring their 

conditions concerns to DCHA should not be subjected to a different, more restrictive 

policy. We hope the Committee will encourage DCHA to stop issuing mandatory 

transfers to tenants whose goal is to remain in their unit and instead provide temporary 

relocation while DCHA conducts the repairs necessary to make it a safe and healthy 

home. 

Waitlist to Get into Public Housing 

Children’s Law Center appreciates DCHA’s efforts to work through the current 

public housing waitlist so the agency can finally reopen it to new applicants after ten 

years.16 However, we want to ensure that as DCHA clears the waitlist, people who are 
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still eligible and have been waiting for many years do not permanently miss their 

opportunity for public housing. To that end, we hope the Committee will discuss two 

concerns with the agency. First, as DCHA holds large in-person “occupancy events” for 

individuals on the DCHA waitlist, like the several held at MLK Library already this year, 

how is the agency ensuring accessibility for people with disabilities and caregivers of 

young children who cannot stand in line for hours waiting for their appointment?17 In 

invitations sent out ahead of events held by DCHA at MLK Library earlier this year, it 

was not clear how our clients could request reasonable accommodations. 

Second, any major changes to DCHA’s waitlist policies, such as the agency’s 

proposal to permanently remove individuals who do not respond to the agency’s 

outreach within 15 business days rather than moving them to an inactive status, should 

include good cause exceptions to safeguard the rights of people on the waitlist.18 If an 

individual does not respond to the agency’s outreach in time, because, for example, they 

were in the hospital or have a disability that impacted their ability to respond, they 

should be able to demonstrate that to DCHA and be restored to their original place on 

the waitlist. Before instituting a waitlist policy change, the agency should conduct a large 

public relations campaign and targeted outreach to make sure individuals on the waitlist 

understand the new policy and how to update their status and contact information with 

DCHA and ensure the agency has the staffing and systems in place for people to 

successfully do so.  
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Permanent Housing Vouchers 

As the HUD Report made clear, a problem across the whole of DCHA is that the 

agency is using antiquated record-keeping technology and has chronic problems training 

staff on how to use the systems they do have in place.19 One specific area where 

Children’s Law Center has observed this hindering DCHA’s performance is its ability to 

track vouchers. In our experience, DCHA has trouble accurately tracking the vouchers 

they administer and cannot differentiate between types of vouchers in the data they 

report. Without accessible and accurate data on this vital program, it is difficult for the 

agency and stakeholders to assess the agency’s performance and track whether vouchers 

are truly getting to the DC residents who need them.   

Targeted Affordable Housing 

Children’s Law Center wants to thank the Council and Chairperson White for their 

historic investments in locally funded housing vouchers in recent budgets.20 However, 

we are deeply concerned about the low utilization level of Targeted Affordable Housing 

(TAH) vouchers designated for families. While the Department of Human Services (DHS) 

is responsible for allocating these vouchers to eligible families, DCHA has responsibility 

for helping a family successfully utilize their voucher. In FY21 and FY22, the District 

funded 366 new TAH family vouchers but only 30% of those have been utilized.21 There 
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are still 255 unutilized vouchers from FY21 and FY22 that are not being used by families 

who need them.22   

Both DHS and DCHA play important roles in the TAH voucher utilization process 

and each agency putting the blame for underutilization on faults of the other has made it 

difficult to determine where problems are occurring. In the pre-hearing responses DHS 

submitted to the Committee last week, DHS claimed to have matched a high percent of 

available vouchers from FY21 and FY22, but it isn’t clear if they have provided the 

application packets for all those matches to DCHA, and most vouchers remain 

unutilized.23 To help the new Committee understand this issue, we would like to outline 

the steps of the voucher process and what each agency is responsible for: 

1. DHS matches a tenant as eligible for a voucher. 
2. DHS collects documents from the tenant required for their voucher 

application. 
3. DHS submits those documents to DCHA. 
4. DCHA processes the tenant’s voucher application by reviewing the 

supplied documents and running a background check.24  
5. Once a tenant’s application is approved, DCHA gives them a briefing and 

their voucher. 
6. A voucher holder has six months to find a unit that passes DCHA 

inspection and go through the lease up process with DCHA and the 
landlord.25 
 

We need the Committee to probe both agencies to determine where exactly in the 

process voucher utilization is being held up. Is DHS having a problem collecting 

application documents from tenants? Is there a delay between when DHS collects 
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application materials and sends them to DCHA? Is DCHA having a problem quickly 

processing applications for approval and, if so, why? Are voucher holders unable to find 

units and get leased up? Voucher underutilization has been a problem in DC for years 

and Children’s Law Center and other advocates have repeatedly sought clarity from the 

agencies to no avail. We need the Committee to use its oversight power to figure out 

where the process is falling apart so everyone understands which barriers need to be 

removed for successful voucher utilization. Additionally, as the Committee works on the 

FY24 budget, we hope you will consider funding additional DCHA staff to process the 

increased number of local voucher applications, so agency capacity does not become a 

barrier. 

Ombudsman 

 To close, Children’s Law Center would like to express our appreciation for the 

DCHA Ombudsman. As the agency continues to experience high personnel turnover, our 

attorneys and clients have found it difficult to keep track of who oversees which services 

and programs within DCHA and the contact information available is often out of date. 

The Ombudsman is a welcome central place for DCHA tenants to reach out for help. 

Conclusion 

The solutions to the many problems raised today by Children’s Law Center, our 

advocacy partners, and tenants living in DCHA-owned or funded housing must be 

thoughtful and intentional. While the HUD report put the failures of DCHA into laser 
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focus, these problems have existed for years, and we are wary that hastily implemented 

changes could cause further harm to low-income families in DC. Any plan to put DCHA 

back on course should be centered around the experiences and stated needs of DCHA 

tenants.  

Thank you again for this opportunity to testify and I welcome any questions.  
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