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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 proposed FY24 budget for
the Department of Human Services (DHS). Many of Children’s Law Center’s clients
utilize DHS” homelessness prevention services for families, including the Family Re-
Housing Stabilization Program (FRSP, commonly referred to as Rapid Re-Housing),
Emergency Rental Assistance Program (ERAP), and Targeted Affordable Housing (TAH)
and Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) vouchers for families. Therefore, like the
many DC residents and housing advocates you will hear from today, Children’s Law

Center was deeply disappointed with the Mayor’s level of proposed funding for these



important services in FY24. We want to thank you, Chairperson White, for committing to
tight these harmful reductions.!
Invest in Emergency Rental Assistance

The Mayor’s proposal to cut funding for ERAP, the District’s primary eviction
prevention tool, from $43 million in FY23 to merely $8 million in FY24 is appalling and
the offered justification that returning to pre-pandemic ERAP funding of $8 million
reflects the current level of need for emergency rental assistance is simply unfounded.? A
large number of low-income DC renters continue to face COVID-related economic
vulnerabilities and have been placed at imminent risk of housing insecurity since DC’s
eviction moratorium ended last year.3 The high level of need is clearly evidenced by the
depletion of FY23’s ERAP funds by March, just halfway through the fiscal year.* As a
result, DHS abruptly closed the ERAP application portal on March 10 and unless the
Mayor and Council provide emergency funding to fill the gap, no one facing eviction will
be able to seek ERAP assistance until October 2023.5

$8 million per year was never enough to adequately support District residents
facing eviction. ERAP funding consistently ran out before the end of the fiscal year prior
to the pandemic.® We urge the Committee to take leadership on this issue and
consistently fund ERAP at a level that reflects the actual need in the community. Last
year the Committee on Human Services, then responsible for DHS oversight,

acknowledged that the true need for ERAP “may be as high as $187 million.”” In FY24,



we anticipate that need will remain high for DC families as rents increase,® Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits decrease’ and thousands of families
exiting from the Rapid Re-Housing program lose rental subsidies.!’ Therefore, Children’s
Law Center joins our partners in the Fair Budget Coalition in requesting a minimum of
$117 million in rent relief for FY24 with the policy recommendation that ERAP should
allow applicants to request 3 months of future rent, as was provided in STAY DC.!" If the
District does not invest in preventing evictions, we will see a surge in homelessness,
disproportionately harming Black, immigrant and working-class families in DC. The cost
will not disappear but rather shift to homeless service providers and addressing the
ongoing collateral consequences of more residents who have experienced the trauma of
housing instability.!?
Invest in Permanent Housing Solutions Instead of Ineffective Rapid Re-Housing

Without Reform, the Rapid Re-Housing Program is an Inefficient Use of Funds

As we have testified many times before, Children’s Law Center is concerned that
the District continues to rely on and fund Rapid Re-Housing (RRH) as the city’s primary
tool to address family homelessness. The Mayor has consistently grown Rapid Re-
Housing, while failing to adequately fund permanent housing vouchers that would
better help families achieve stable, affordable housing.’® The funding for Rapid Re-
Housing has more than tripled since FY20 despite the fact that the program is clearly not

achieving its goal of increasing a family’s income so they can independently afford stable



housing at the end of their participation.!* In performance oversight responses supplied
to the Committee last month, DHS reported that in FY22 only 35% of families in the
program experienced an increase in household income prior to their exit from Rapid Re-
Housing and the average monthly income of adults in families at exit was $1,022,
nowhere near sufficient to afford rent in DC where the average monthly rent for a two-
bedroom apartment is over $2,000.'5

We cannot continue investing valuable District resources into a program that we
know does not help families achieve stable, affordable housing and consistently gives
money to some of the worst landlords in DC.'¢ The Council needs to legislatively act to
reform Rapid Re-Housing because DHS has never operated the program transparently
and consistently and, despite having more than five years to do so, has never published
regulations. We urge the Council to pass and fund the Rapid Re-Housing Reform
Amendment Act of 2023 in the FY24 budget cycle.'” This timeline is important because —
in addition to capping the percent of income families in Rapid Re-Housing must pay for
rent at a predictable and realistic amount, increasing due process for all permanent
housing applicants, and making case management services for families in Rapid Re-
Housing voluntary in line with national best practices — the bill’s safeguards would also
protect the approximately 3,100 families facing termination from Rapid Re-Housing.!8

Without these changes, we will continue cycling families through homelessness and the



illusion of permanent housing, rather than actually putting them on a path toward truly
permanent housing.

The District Must Continue Increasing its Investment in Permanent Housing Solutions

While Rapid Re-Housing can be a helpful resource for some families, particularly
those who have previously maintained stable housing but are no longer able to due to a
temporary change in family circumstances, permanent housing vouchers are far more
likely to result in long-term housing stability.!” The Targeted Affordable Housing (TAH)
and Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) vouchers administered by DHS are essential
resources for ensuring that low-income families can afford to live in DC’s costly housing
market. These vouchers, especially TAH, are a critical way to help more families in DC
access permanent housing supports, especially younger heads of household who have
been unable to access the District of Columbia Housing Authority’s voucher waitlist since
it closed in 2013.%

Along with our partners in the Fair Budget Coalition, Children’s Law Center
believes that the District needs to fund 1,920 TAH vouchers and 480 PSH vouchers for
families to meet the anticipated needs of families in shelter and exiting Rapid Re-Housing
in FY24.2! With thousands of families in Rapid Re-Housing facing program termination
beginning as early as August 2023, additional vouchers will be an absolute necessity in
FY24 to keep families from experiencing homelessness.?> Unfortunately, the Mayor’s

proposed budget does not fund any new vouchers. We share the concern raised by the



Mayor that of the vouchers added in FY21 and FY22, 69.7% of TAH family vouchers and
59.9% of PSH family vouchers remain unutilized.?® We are also worried that well into the
second quarter of FY23, no families have been matched to the 965 TAH and PSH family
vouchers made newly available in FY23.2* However, we do not believe this is due to a
lack of need, but bureaucratic barriers to accessing the vouchers. Additional funding
targeted to where in the voucher process utilization is being stalled could significantly
increase utilization in FY24. We hope this Committee will continue probing both DHS
and DCHA about the voucher allocation and utilization process, identify what resources
are needed to cut through voucher backlogs and pair those resources with enough
vouchers to meet the needs anticipated in FY24.

Ultimately, unless the District creates more opportunities for families to obtain
truly stable housing, like through permanent housing vouchers, or significantly reform
the Rapid Re-Housing program, thousands of families will continue to bounce between
homelessness and Rapid Re-Housing while costing the District millions of dollars.

Conclusion

We look forward to continuing to work with DHS and with this Committee to
improve how we serve families experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity in DC.

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