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Introduction

Good morning, Chairman Mendelson, 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 One Front Door 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.? 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 families in 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 ERAP — 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;’
e 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.’
Recognizing the pervasive issue of housing insecurity among our clients and their communities,
Children’s Law Center has been compelled to expand our work to advocate for more quality,
affordable housing for families in DC. Therefore, we support the One Front Door Act because
passing this bill will remove an outdated aspect of the District’s building code that inhibits the
number and affordability of housing units included in new four to six story multifamily projects.

Allowing Single Stairways in Buildings up to Six Stories Will Increase the Construction of
New Affordable, Family-Sized Housing Units in DC

To make meaningful progress in lessening the affordable housing crisis that is affecting
so many DC families, the Council and Executive need to act wherever possible to increase the
amount and affordability of rental housing in the District. Children’s Law Center applauds
Councilmembers Nadeau, White, and Pinto for introducing the One Front Door Act to update
the District’s building code to allow “a single entrance/egress stairway” in multifamily residential
buildings up to six stories.!® By unlocking the potential for more single-stair multifamily
buildings, the District can empower developers with the kind of cost-efficiencies and flexibility
needed to build more affordable, family-sized units, without sacrificing resident safety.

In DC and most cities in the United States, construction codes require buildings over three
stories to have two exit stairwells linked by an interior corridor. While these regulations were
initially implemented to address legitimate fire safety concerns, they were created decades ago,
before modern advances in sprinkler systems, smoke alarms, and fire-safe materials, and their

necessity has been called into question in recent years.! In fact, studies of fire death rates in cities



that have allowed single-stairway multifamily buildings above three stories have found no
evidence of increased safety risks up to at least six stories.!? Given this evidence and the fact that
additional stairways carry additional construction costs and design constraints, it is imperative
to reexamine whether it is necessary to maintain the provisions of the District’s building code that
mandate multiple stairways in new buildings above three stories.

Requiring dual stairways connected by a hallway on each floor rather than allowing one
central stairway, increases construction costs by an estimated 6-13%,'* limits design flexibility,*
and reduces rentable floor space.’> Under DC’s current dual-stair regulations, housing developers
are 1) incentivized to build smaller units, like studios and one-bedrooms, and charge higher rents
to make projects financially viable and 2) discouraged from building small to mid-sized projects
because the difference between construction costs and future rental income becomes
prohibitively expensive.’® In contrast, single-stair layouts allow more efficient use of space,
lowering per-unit construction costs and enabling the inclusion of larger units (2+ bedrooms) at
more attainable rents. Dual-stair requirements also make it especially challenging for nonprofit
affordable housing developers to build in high-opportunity neighborhoods with small and
irregular lot sizes. As a result, infill sites where single-stair four to six story buildings would be
financially feasible remain underutilized across the District and we are missing out on
opportunities to deliver more family sized, affordable housing units.!”

Small to mid-sized single stair apartment buildings are a well-established housing type
globally and their adoption in cities like Seattle and New York City has demonstrated that, when
paired with modern fire safety measures, allowing single-stair buildings up to six stories does

not reduce resident safety. The Council should pass the One Front Door Act so the District can



join the many jurisdictions around the country® replacing outdated dual stair regulations with
more efficient, cost-effective approaches that reflect current technology and meet current housing
needs.
Conclusion

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify. Children’s Law Center greatly appreciates
the Council’s commitment to innovative policy reforms like the One Front Door Act to increase
affordable housing options across the District. We look forward to continuing to partner on this

pressing issue for DC children and families.
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