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Introduction

Good morning, Chairperson White, and members of the Committee. My name is Makenna
Osborn. I am a Senior Policy Attorney at Children’s Law Center and a tenant in the District of
Columbia. 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 on the Green Housing Coordination Amendment
Act of 2025 and the Powering Local Utility Guidance in Housing Act of 2025.! Housing security
— having a safe, healthy and stable place to call home — is a key part of the foundation children
need to develop and thrive.2 Through Children’s Law Center’s work representing children in
foster care® and families navigating barriers to their children’s health and education,* we see first-
hand how difficult it is for low-income familiesin DC to access housing security. The gap
between their income and market rent is simply too big® and the resources to help cover that gap,
like vouchers and emergency rental assistance, are limited.® We also see how housing
insecurity harms DC children:

e Children stuck in poor quality rental housing that is making them sick because it is the

only option their family can afford;’



¢ Children who miss school and have a harder time learning when they are there because of
frequent moves, stress, and food insecurity;® and

e Children who become involved in the child welfare system while their family is
struggling to maintain adequate housing.’

The pervasiveness of housing insecurity among Children’s Law Centers clients reflects a
systemic lack of sufficient affordable housing options in the District’s housing ecosystem. There
are approximately 189,000 renter households in the District and 218,000 rental units but the rent
of most of those units is out of reach for the lowest income DC families.!’ As a result, while many
DC families are wrestling with higher costs of living, families with very and extremely low-
incomes (those with incomes at 0-30% Area Median Income (AMI) and 31-50% AMI respectively)
are uniquely and deeply burdened by housing costs. 65% of very low-income renter households
and 87% extremely low-income renter households in DC are rent-burdened, meaning they are
spending more than 30% of their income on housing costs, compared to just 39% of low income
households (51-80% AMI) and 32% of middle income households (81-100% AMI).! A staggering
43,830 extremely low-income renter households in DC are spending more than half of their income
on housing costs.’> When families are forced to devote so much of their income to housing costs
each month, they have little left for other necessities like food and healthcare and are one pay
check or unexpected expense from falling behind on rent and facing displacement or eviction.

To give DC children in very and extremely low-income families a foundation of housing
stability, the District must significantly increase the amount of housing that is available and
affordable to those families. Currently, there are only 59 available and affordable units for every

100 very low-income households in DC and just 32 available and affordable rental units for every



100 extremely low-income households. In recognition of the urgency of closing this gap for our
clients and their communities, Children’s Law Center has been compelled to expand its advocacy
to support the preservation and production of more dedicated affordable and deeply affordable
housing in the District. We appreciate Chairperson White’s leadership on the Housing
Acceleration bill package, which seeks to remove barriers to affordable housing development and
preservation.

Children’s Law Center therefore supports the passage of both the Powering Local Utility
Guidance in Housing Act to minimize costly delays in utility connections in affordable housing
projects and the Green Housing Coordination Amendment Act’s (GHCAA) exemption of projects
to substantially rehabilitate existing affordable housing from the District’s new net-zero
requirements. My testimony today will detail the reasons for our support for these two bills, and
identify critical factors the Committee should take into account before finalizing the energy
efficiency standards for new construction housing projects under the GHCAA to balance the
District’s interests to urgently foster new affordable housing development and ensure equitable
access to housing with healthy indoor air quality and low utility costs.

The PLUG In Housing Act Will Help Reduce Costly Delays in Bringing New Affordable
Housing Units Online by Streamlining Utility Connections for Affordable Housing Projects

Children’s Law Center supports the Powering Local Utility Guidance In Housing Act
(PLUG in Housing Act). In recent years, affordable housing developers in the District and other
cities across the country have identified lengthy delays and shifting requirements in the utility
connection process as an issue adding time and costs to their projects.”®> Developers can wait

weeks to months for a utility company to carry out a necessary inspection only to be told changes



or additional work are required before the property can be approved for connection — often
despite the fact that the developer followed guidance from the utility company in their pre-
development planning.!* These issues with utility connection add unpredictability and costs to
the development process which threatens the feasibility of current and future affordable housing
projects, postpones access to housing for families in need, and drives up rental costs.

The PLUG In Act seeks to mitigate the harms utility connection issues are currently
causing affordable housing providers in DC by requiring the Department of Housing and
Community Development (DHCD) to 1) offer qualifying affordable housing projects assistance
from experienced “utility design consultants” and “utility permitting liaisons” to navigate the
utility set up process and 2) collaborate with relevant sister agencies and stakeholders to increase
transparency in the utility connection process for residential developers.’> These are important
steps toward identifying, understanding, and minimizing delays and unplanned costs associated
with utility connections and ensuring the District’s housing ecosystem maximally supports the
development of new affordable housing units. We urge the Committee to move this bill forward
expeditiously.

Exempting Substantial Rehabilitation Projects from Mandatory Energy Efficiency
Requirements is Necessary to Preserve the District’s Existing Affordable Housing Stock

Regarding the Green Housing Coordination Amendment Act (GHCAA), Children’s Law
Center strongly supports the provisions of the bill that exempt the “substantial rehabilitation” of
affordable housing properties from both the net-zero requirements set by the Greener
Government Buildings Act of 2022 and the lesser, interim standards the GHCAA proposes

applying to new affordable housing construction projects. Children’s Law Center is a member of



the DC Healthy Housing Collaborative® and the Coalition,"” and a partner of the National
Housing Trust.’® Through these relationships, we have heard consistently from affordable
housing developers, owners, and financers that compliance with rigid, mandatory energy
efficiency standards is not financially or technically feasible for the rehabilitation projects they
need to complete to physically preserve their affordable properties. The preservation of existing
affordable housing is significantly faster and more cost-effective than new construction.! It is also
critical to closing the severe affordable housing supply gap that is making so many families rent-
burdened or forcing them out of DC entirely. Applying strict energy efficiency standards to
substantial rehabilitations of these requirements risks discouraging necessary physical
preservation efforts and creating a net loss of affordable units in DC.

At the same time, we know that many affordable housing developers in the District are
committed to sustainability and want to make their properties as green and energy efficient as
possible for the health and economic stability of their tenants.?’ Therefore, while we support the
Committee’s decision to exempt rehabilitation projects from mandatory energy efficiency
standards, we also strongly encourage the Council to support local programs that offer financial
and technical assistance so owners of affordable multifamily buildings can undertake
electrification and weatherization upgrades and energy retrofits without passing costs onto their
current or future tenants.?!

The Committee Should Consider Whether the GHCAA'’s Proposed Energy Standards for New
Construction Will Effectively Promote Equitable Access to Healthy, Efficient Energy Homes
Without Unduly Constraining the Production of Affordable Housing in the District

On the provisions of the GHCAA that apply to new affordable

housing construction projects that receive District-financing, Children’s Law Center recognizes



that newly built properties will provide homes for low-income DC families for decades to come.
We want these homes to provide clean indoor air and low utility costs for families like our clients.
At the same time, we recognize that even modest increases in construction costs can decrease the
number of units and depth of affordability included in a new affordable housing project or even
prevent projects from moving forward at all.?2 Therefore, Children’s Law Center supports the
underlying goal of the GHCAA to balance equitable access to healthy, energy-efficient housing
with the urgent need to increase the supply of affordable housing. However, we wish to raise
several questions about the clarity, administrability, and efficacy of the GHCAA’s proposed
standards for new affordable housing construction projects for the Committee to consider before
moving forward with the legislation.

First, as written, the GHCAA would split the provisions covering energy efficiency
requirements for affordable housing projects that receive District financing between the sections
of the DC Code governing the Housing Production Trust Fund (HPTF) and those covering green
building requirements.?®> And these legislative provisions are on top of the section of the District’s
energy code that includes the details of applicable net zero energy standards (Appendix Z) and
DHCD'’s annual consolidated request for proposals (RFP) for affordable housing projects, which
includes green building design and construction criteria that projects must.?* In affordable
housing development, uncertainty about which regulations apply and what they require adds
costs to projects, so this seems like an unduly confusing approach to setting standards. Children’s
Law Center encourages the Committee to revisit whether there is a way to more clearly establish

which energy standards apply to which residential projects. For example, placing all legislative



provisions related to green building standards for residential projects in the same section of the
DC Code.

Similarly, Children’s Law Center encourages the Committee to consider whether the
approach proposed in the GHCAA —applying a separate and lower mandatory energy efficiency
standard to District-financed affordable housing than all other District-owned or financed
construction projects — will be more effective at promoting equitable access to energy efficient
housing without constraining affordable housing production and preservation than other tactics.
For example, the Council could apply the same net-zero requirements to all District owned and
financed buildings (as envisioned by the Greener Government Buildings Act) and add clear,
narrow exceptions from those requirements for standards that are plainly prohibitively expensive
or complex for affordable housing projects to meet. For example, non-fossil fuel emergency
generators are “not yet cost-effective at the scale needed” to make sense for multifamily
residential properties and industry leaders agree that currently it is “appropriate” to create an
exemption from any net zero requirements to allow emission producing emergency generation.?
The GHCAA'’s proposed language actually incorporates this exemption but does so in a
confusing way, through the definition of “all-electric” in the provisions the GHCAA adds to the
laws governing the Housing Production Trust Fund.?* Would it not be clearer include the
exception for emergency backup power in the title related to net-zero building standards? And if
so, would it then be more streamlined to implement one overarching net-zero standard for
affordable housing projects? with that and other clearly enumerated exceptions?

Finally, Children’s Law Center takes seriously that several important affordable housing

providers in DC have expressed that the GHCAA still does not alleviate one of their primary



concerns with the Greener Government Buildings Act: that it subjects affordable housing to
stricter energy efficiency requirements than market-rate housing because unlike most affordable
housing projects, market-rate developments to not rely on District-financing to come to fruition.
Nonprofit affordable housing developers in particular have raised that such a two-tiered system
will create an environment where projects that are completely impossible for them to complete,
will remain feasible for for-profit developers and thus restrict development of precisely the kind
of new units District tenant’s most need.”” Could the Committee address these concerns by raising
the threshold that brings affordable housing projects under the Greener Government Buildings
Act, which is currently set at 15% of financing being from the District, so the net-zero
requirements apply to fewer affordable housing projects and only when there is a more
substantial investment of District money?? If the Committee chooses to amend the Greener
Government Buildings Act so it applies to fewer District-financed projects or to go a step further
and exempt all residential buildings from the Grener Government Buildings Act, Children’s Law
Center strongly encourages the Committee to pair that approach with incentives for the adoption
of clean and energy efficient practices that 1) promote clean indoor air for children to breathe and
2) keep families” utility costs low in both affordable and market rate housing. We would be happy
to discuss options for those incentives with the Committee.
Conclusion

Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony. Children’s Law Center
appreciates the Committee’s attention to reducing barriers to the production and preservation of

much-needed affordable housing in the District and we welcome the opportunity to partner with



Councilmember White and the Committee on moving forward the Housing Acceleration

package.
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