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Introduction

Good afternoon, Chairperson White and members of the Committee. My name is
Makenna Osborn. I am a Senior Policy Attorney at Children’s Law Center, resident of the
District, and tenant in Ward 6. 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 Fiscal Year 2027
(FY27) budget for the Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD).
Housing security —having a safe, stable, and healthy place to call home— is fundamental
to children’s ability to grow, learn, and thrive.! Through our representation of children
in foster care and families navigating barriers to their children’s health and education,
Children’s Law Center sees firsthand the profound challenges low-income families in the
District face in accessing and maintaining affordable, quality housing.? We also see that

when families struggle to pay their rent and children experience frequent moves, poor



housing conditions, eviction or homelessness, it causes significant and lasting harm. Our
attorneys routinely work with families where:
o Children are stuck in poor quality rental housing that is making them sick because
it is the only option their family can afford; 3
e Children miss school and have a harder time learning when they are there
because of frequent moves, stress, and food insecurity; * and
o Children become involved in thechild welfare system while their family is
struggling to maintain adequate housing.’
All these circumstances are associated with a higher use of costly public services over a
child’s lifetime.®
As the Council prepares to finalize the District’s FY27 budget, an increasing
number of DC families are struggling to maintain housing security for their children.
Over 52,000 DC renter households are spending more than half of their income on housing?”
and many of those same households have been impacted by recent cuts to the federal
workforce and have experienced, or will soon experience, decreases to financial
assistance for necessities like food, childcare, transportation, and healthcare.® While the
District cannot control federal actions, we can make choices in our FY27 budget to
mitigate the harms impacting low-income DC families. For example, the program’s
administered by DHCD to increase affordable housing options in the District, especially

the Housing Production Trust Fund (HPTF) and Housing Preservation Fund (HPF), are



critical tools for preventing childhood housing insecurity.” Adequately funding and
strategically implementing these programs in FY27 is a cost-effective investment in the
well-being of DC children and the future of our community.

Therefore, Children’s Law Center greatly appreciates that the Mayor’s proposed
budget continues to invest in the District's Housing Production Trust Fund (HPTF) by
adding over $62 million to the fund in FY27.1° In my testimony today, I would like to raise
two suggestions for how the Committee can ensure previous HPTF investments and the
FY27 funds are spent as fairly and efficiently as possible. First, I will emphasize why the
Committee should work with DHCD to increase transparency in its plans for existing
HPTF funds and FY27 disbursements. Second, I will detail why Children’s Law Center
supports the Committee’s goal to designate a set amount of FY27 HPTF funds for
preservation projects.

Increased Transparency and Predictability is Needed to Ensure the Effective
Implementation of Financing Tools Administered by DHCD

As Children’s Law Center raised during DHCD’s performance oversight hearing
earlier this year, we consistently hear reports from partners in the affordable housing
space that delays and a lack of transparency within the application, underwriting, and
closing processes for DHCD’s development financing tools!! contribute to increased costs
and postponements in project completion dates.!? This is concerning because we also
understand that predictability of public financing is a factor that affordable housing

developers and operators consider when choosing whether to engage in projects in the



District. While Children’s Law Center recognizes that DHCD does not control all aspects
of the housing market or development process that impact when HPTF loans close —
which the agency has repeatedly highlighted in recent hearings— the agency should at a
minimum be transparent with applicants and the public about its financing tool decisions
and the status of HPTF funds. In FY27, we encourage the Committee to continue working
closely with DHCD to increase the timeliness, transparency, and predictability of how it
administers its financing tools, including the $62.6 million that will be added to the HPTF.
For example, Virginia Housing, the administrator of Virginia’s federal Low Income
Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) allocation, maintains a public archive of all applications
submitted for LIHTC, how all the projects were ranked, and which were selected for
funding.’® This helps the public ensure the agency is remaining accountable to its
approved scoring criteria and allows prospective applicants to see how projects have
been scored and selected in the past so they have more predictability about whether their
project is likely to receive financing from a particular tool and can plan accordingly.
DHCD also must exercise increased transparency in its actions regarding the
future of outstanding HPTF funds from previous fiscal years. In a recent public meeting,
DHCD announced that as of June 30, projects in the HPTF pipeline that have been in the
underwriting phase for over two years will have their selections rescinded and be
required to start over and submit a new application for HPTF funding.!* It is Children’s

Law Center’s understanding that some of these projects have not closed, not because they



are not feasible or because the applicants have not been responsive or cooperative, but
rather due to administrative delays outside the applicant’s control. We are concerned that
projects that are already far into the planning process and near closing will not be able to
move forward when they lose the HPTF funds they were initially awarded. Also, setting
a precedent of pulling back HPTF commitments, especially without clear notice and rules
about when DHCD will do so, could make housing developers and operators more
hesitant to launch projects in DC because the awards are not certain. Therefore, we ask
the Committee to discuss these plans in detail with DHCD leadership. We need to have
a clear understanding of which projects could be impacted, why their closing is
outstanding, and if the causes of delay could be resolved. Additionally, the Committee
should speak with the organizations behind impacted projects about whether and how
this could impact their work. We are especially concerned about the impact on properties
currently occupied by tenants that have been awaiting HPTF funds to complete much-
needed rehabilitation or exercise their Tenant Opportunity to Purchase Act (TOPA)
rights. Based on this information, the Committee should use its oversight power to work
with DHCD between now and June 30 to assess what is the most responsible use of HPTF
funds and in the best interest of the DC families.

The Committee Should Thoughtfully Designate a Minimum Portion of HPTF Funds
for Preservation Projects

Preserving existing affordable rental housing is faster and more cost-effective than

producing new units from scratch and an important tool for preventing displacement.’



Especially in a time when the District faces significant fiscal constraints, prioritizing
preserving the existing affordable housing that we already have is an efficient use of
limited funding. Therefore, Children’s Law Center was concerned to see that the Mayor’s
proposed budget for DHCD includes a cut of $1 million from the “Acquisition/Critical
Repairs” line from the Housing Preservation division, zeroing the line out in FY27.1¢ It is
Children’s Law Center’s understanding that this activity line covers administrative
support for the Housing Preservation Fund!” and DHCD’s other work to “preserve
affordable housing units for residents with low-to-moderate income,” including by
supporting the creation of Limited Equity Cooperatives.’® The Committee should ask
DHCD about the impact this cut will have on their existing programs and restore
whatever is necessary to minimally maintain these functions within DHCD.

Children’s Law Center applauds this Committee’s commitment to preserving
existing affordable housing and we strongly support the Committee’s plan to adopt a
Budget Support Act (BSA) subtitle to require that 30% percent of FY27 HPTF funds be set
aside for preservation projects. There are several points Children’s Law Center urges the
Committee to consider as it crafts the subtitle. First, we believe it is important to specify
that the 30% set aside is a minimum requirement. There has been a decrease in private
financing options for new multi-family construction in DC in recent years and if
production projects cannot pencil out in that environment, DHCD should be clearly

empowered to dedicate more than 30% of HPTF dollars to preservation.



Second, given the importance of predictability in the development financing
space, as discussed above, we encourage the Committee to pursue a permanent
requirement for the percentage of HPTF designated for preservation rather than
addressing it ad hoc in the BSA each fiscal year. This could be done through the FY27
BSA, a permanent standalone version of the BSA language, or by passing and funding
the Housing Production Omnibus bill introduced earlier this year."

Lastly, the Committee must be intentional about the purpose of this dedicated
preservation funding and tailor its approach accordingly. In the absence of a specific
definition of “preservation,” DHCD can decide how narrowly or broadly to implement
the set aside. While preservation has historically meant protecting the physical quality
and existing affordability levels of housing for current tenants through acquisition,
rehabilitation, and/or covenant extension, in recent years DHCD has broadened its
definition to include the financial stabilization of properties with affordable units,
without a requirement to maintain housing stability for existing tenants.? If the
Committee’s intention is for its HPTF preservation set aside to maintain habitability and
stability for the DC families living in existing affordable housing units, it should include
a definition of preservation that meets that goal. For example, the Committee could
explicitly define preservation as including repairs and/or rehabilitation or specify that the
set aside funds be allocated to projects with maturing Housing Preservation Fund loans.?!

Additionally, if the Committee wants to allow DHCD to stabilize the operating finances



of affordable properties with high rental arrears, it should consider adding funding to
the Emergency Rental Assistance Program (ERAP) instead or otherwise ensuring its
investments stabilize both landlords and low-income families at risk of eviction.
Children’s Law Center welcomes the opportunity to help the Committee work through
these considerations and thoughtfully structure its HPTF BSA subtitle for FY27.
Conclusion

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify. The pervasiveness of housing
insecurity among Children’s Law Centers clients reflects a systemic lack of sufficient
affordable housing options in the District. 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 welcomes the opportunity to work with this

Committee and DHCD moving forward to achieve this shared goal.
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