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Introduction 

 

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

Patrick Cothern. I am a Policy Attorney at Children’s Law Center (CLC) and a resident 

of Ward 8. CLC 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.  

At CLC, our work often brings us into contact with the Office of the Attorney 

General (OAG) – as counsel in family court cases and as a partner in protecting tenants 

and in the development of law and policy that impacts the children and families we 

work with. Over the past year, we have appreciated OAG’s efforts to pursue safe and 

healthy housing for low-income tenants and their partnership in improving 

the District’s child welfare system. Our testimony today arises from our 

experience working with OAG in these areas.  
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OAG’s Public Advocacy Division Promotes Stable and Healthy Housing for District 

Tenants 

 

 Poor housing conditions and housing instability can profoundly impact a child’s 

well-being.1 Each year, CLC works with hundreds of District families living in rental 

housing with unsafe and unsanitary conditions like mold, pest infestations, and 

inadequate heat that are harming a child’s health.2 Many of these families feel properties 

with substandard conditions are their only option because those are the only landlords 

that will accept their rental subsidy.3 District law establishes standards that housing 

providers must meet.4 While legal service providers like CLC assist individual tenants 

with claims against their landlord for violating these standards, OAG addresses an entire 

property or a housing provider’s portfolio through one lawsuit. OAG litigation is an 

important enforcement tool for securing remedies for District tenants and effectively 

deterring bad actors from violating the law. 

The Housing and Environmental Justice Section Holds Landlords Accountable for Putting 

Tenant Health and Safety at Risk 

  

The Department of Buildings (DOB) continues to struggle to prompt quality 

repairs performed by negligent landlords through its housing code enforcement 

mechanisms.5 Therefore, it is important that OAG’s Housing and Environmental Justice 

Section uses its enforcement authority to investigate and litigate claims against the 

owners of rental properties with a history of harmful and unaddressed housing code 

violations.6 CLC appreciates that the Housing and Environmental Justice Section 
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regularly seeks input from tenant advocates about properties with the worst conditions 

and least responsive owners to help strategically guide their decisions about which 

properties to investigate. As a result, the landlords the Housing and Environmental 

Justice Section sue often own properties from which CLC has received a high number of 

referrals for health-harming conditions. 

For example, in 2021 OAG filed a lawsuit against the owners and managers of 

Marbury Plaza for failing to maintain the property and exposing tenants.7 As a result of 

OAG’s lawsuit, residents of the property received significant rent abatements in 2023.8 In 

February 2024 OAG secured the appointment of a receiver to take control of Marbury 

Plaza and ensure repairs are made to address “threats to [the] life, health, safety, and 

welfare” of residents.9 Recently, OAG obtained a forty-million dollar judgement against 

the owners of Marbury Plaza.10 OAG is working to enforce the judgement and defend the 

related appeal. 

CLC has worked with families living in Marbury Plaza for years and observed the 

harmful impact the property’s conditions have on children’s health.11 We commend the 

Housing and Environmental Justice Section for maintaining regular and open 

communication with CLC and other organizations representing individual tenants 

throughout the litigation. This allows our attorneys to keep clients informed about 

developments in an OAG case and update OAG’s attorneys on outstanding housing code 

violations at a property impacting our clients. 
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Marbury Plaza is not the only example. In January 2025 OAG launched the 

Housing Protection and Affordability Initiative.12 Through the initiative, OAG advances 

affordable housing through advocacy during the zoning process, enhance enforcement 

of the housing and property maintenance codes, address nuisance properties, collaborate 

with stakeholders throughout the residential real estate ecosystem, and improve 

coordination with other District agencies such as DOB. OAG also arranged a new position 

of Special Counsel for Housing and Property Maintenance Code Enforcement to partner 

with DOB.13 

OAG has also been coordinating with DOB to address complex cases.14 For 

example, OAG intervened in a housing case involved at 5821 Dix Street.15 The housing 

provider did not have a Basic Business License or a Certificate of Occupancy, did not 

have a working fire suppression system; but was having tenants move in. OAG has 

worked with DOB on an Order to Correct.16  

In summary, we appreciate OAG’s efforts to hold District landlords accountable 

for poor conditions and their engagement with tenant advocates in these efforts. We ask 

this Committee to ensure OAG has the support and resources necessary to continue this 

important work. 

OAG Continues to Be a Strong Partner in Child Welfare 

 

Children’s Law Center represents approximately half the children involved with 

the DC Child and Family Services Agency (CFSA) – several hundred children in foster 
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care and protective supervision each year.17 Through this casework, we are constantly 

interacting with attorneys from OAG’s Family Services Division. As we have previously 

testified,18 Children’s Law Center and OAG have built a strong working partnership 

over the years, meeting frequently to address case-specific issues and collaborate on 

policy and legislative efforts. Although we may not always share the same positions in 

our cases or our policy work, we believe that open communication and trust between 

our organizations will result in more effective problem-solving in our individual cases, 

as well as support the development of policy and law that can improve the lives of 

children and families in the District. 

Over the past year, we have particularly appreciated OAG’s engagement in 

developing and supporting new legislation in the child welfare space. First, OAG has 

worked closely with Children’s Law Center, CFSA, and current and former foster youth 

to develop SOUL legislation establishing a new permanency option for older youth in 

foster care.19 Second, OAG, Children’s Law Center, and attorneys representing birth 

parents in child abuse and neglect proceedings collaborated on draft legislation to 

update the definition of neglect in the D.C. Code.20 

Councilmember Parker introduced both pieces of legislation in October 2025. 

This Committee held a joint hearing with the Committee on Youth Affairs in November 

2025 on both  
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OAG plays a critical role in supporting a child welfare system that is fair, 

effective, and centered on the best interests of children and families. Through its 

representation of District agencies and its independent authority to enforce District law, 

OAG is uniquely positioned to help identify systemic challenges, promote 

accountability, and advance reforms that improve outcomes for children involved with 

the child welfare system. 

In partnership with the Child and Family Services Agency (CFSA), the Family 

Court, and community stakeholders, OAG works to ensure that child welfare 

proceedings are conducted in a manner that respects due process, prioritizes child 

safety and well-being, and advances timely permanency. This includes efforts to 

improve the quality and consistency of court practice, strengthen legal decision-making, 

and support reforms that reduce unnecessary system involvement while ensuring 

appropriate protections for children at risk. 

OAG has also contributed to broader system-improvement initiatives aimed at 

addressing persistent barriers facing children and families, including challenges related 

to service access, placement stability, educational continuity, and coordination across 

agencies. Through litigation, policy engagement, and interagency collaboration, OAG 

seeks to support a child welfare system that is transparent, data-driven, and responsive 

to the needs of District families. 
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Conclusion 

 

In closing, Children’s Law Center deeply appreciates OAG’s continued 

commitment to protecting District residents. OAG’s willingness to collaborate with 

advocates, to coordinate with sister agencies, and to take decisive enforcement action 

against negligent landlords has made a meaningful difference for the communities we 

serve. The examples at Marbury Plaza, Dix Street, and numerous other properties 

demonstrate the vital role OAG plays in holding. We look forward to continuing our 

partnership with OAG and the Council to ensure the District’s enforcement tools are 

robust, coordinated, and centered on the wellbeing of the children and families most 

impacted by poor housing conditions. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today.  
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associated with increased asthma prevalence and severity in children. Levine Coley et. al., Poor Quality 
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