
Chairman Anthony Hood
DC Zoning Commission
441 4th Street NW Suite 200 South
Washington, DC 20009

May 25, 2017

Dear Chairman and Commissioners,

Attached find the submission by members of DC for Reasonable Development and OneDC who 
live and work and have families in the Shaw neighborhood near the PUD site in ZC case No. 16
24.

We were approached by the Applicant's legal team about a case but it was never clear it was 
about this instant PUD application and zoning case (we were under the impression it had to do 
with a PUD approval under appeal just next to the PUD site).   Nor did the Applicant's legal team 
ever explain as to what reason or for what purposes the conversation would be about and for what 
ends.

So while we appreciate the Applicant's offer to meet through their counsel, it was unclear to us as 
to what purposes specific to this PUD application. And, we would hope that after tonight's 
meeting at the Commission there would be a better opportunity to have a discussion, especially 
given the underlying land is public property and the acute needs to help DC families in this 
housing crisis.

In evaluating the public needs in Shaw for affordable housing, we are seeking at least 3
bedrooms for families with incomes in the 0% to 50% range.  And, we seek to see this PUD 
application promote locally owned businesses to be staffed by trained local residents receiving a 
living wage. 

We believe the PUD application needs serious improvement through further discussions with the 
affected community and our members, or in the alternative, outright denial by the Commission.

Regards,

s/n/ Chris Otten, cofacilitator
DC for Reasonable Development
202 810 2768
dc4reality@gmail.com
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OneDC and DC for Reasonable Development are nonprofit community groups and 
organizational partners with members living, working, and playing in the Shaw neighborhood 
and in the area surrounding the PUD site at 8th and O Streets NW.

We understand the deal between DMPED and the Applicant is that "at least 30%" of the units 
need to be affordable. That means 30% of the units in this PUD application set at socalled 
affordable housing costs is set as the absolute floor of what must be included in this PUD project 
by the law.  In this case, the Council has not tied the Commission to a maximum limit on the 
numbers of affordable units, especially now during a major affordable housing crisis in the 
District.  

Since the PUD site is public land, a "substantial" amount of affordable housing, particularly 
affordable for lowincome DC families,  is required through zoning development review via the 
directives of the Comprehensive Plan.   

This means the PUD application must include far more than 30% of the units as affordable, 
they must be for families (3bedrooms and more) and at far deeper affordability levels.

The Comprehensive Plan speaks to creating and maintaining good neighborhoods by expressing 
residential developments across a range of types of housing, i.e. for single professionals, seniors, 
small families, big families, extended families.  

In this PUD application, the vast majority of the units are for wealthy single professionals as 2
bedroom units are not for families.  Councilmember Kenyan McDuffie recently highlighted this 
issue during the introduction of legislation requiring housing built with city money to consist of 
family units at 3 bedrooms or more (see Attachments).  This project fails the Comprehensive Plan 
policies seeking to maintain workingclass families across a spectrum of bedroom sizes in our 
Shaw neighborhood.

We also understand the deal between DMPED and the Applicant expects a moderatesized 
building of no more than 8 stories and without a habitable luxury penthouse.  

The PUD application before you now requests approval for a project that seeks 11 stories of 
habitable and commercial space, including a habitable luxury penthouse that won't be accessible 
by lowincome residents.  The proposed PUD penthouse is discriminatory and fails the Fair 
Housing Act and Human Rights Act.  However, it is the significant increases in density and 
height that are wholly in contravention with the law and Comprehensive Plan.

The PUD application is asking the Commission to go beyond the authority of the Council and 
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their density desires found in the deal between DMPED and the Applicant, a deal that set the 
purchase price of the land at $1,000,000.  

Since the Applicant is seeking significant extra density than what was anticipated by the Council 
and more than allowed by the Comprehensive Plan policies, especially as these policies relate to 
protecting the lowrise built environment of the surrounding area (CCNNW2.1B; CCNNW
2.1C; interalia, including the CP land use policies protecting the surrounding neighborhood), 
any extra market rate housing thus associated with the extra density must reduce the overall 
benefits of the project as the extra density will indeed only serve the bottom line of the Applicant 
(especially if the price of the land stays at $1mil) and won't serve the affordable housing needs of 
DC's struggling families (see Attachments).

Further, IZ regulations require permanent affordability for the “affordable” units set at housing 
costs at 60% AMI or lower.  This application makes no claims and shows no evidence as to the 
guaranteed permanent affordability of the socalled affordable units. To the contrary, we believe 
the deal that may have been struck between DMPED and the Applicant says that either party can 
cancel the affordability covenant at any time upon their own discretion and without public review 
or provision of rationale. 

Moreover, the PUD Applicant's proposed 80% AMI units are not considered affordable in DC 
and cannot be deemed "affordable" by the Commission unless this is an experiment in Orwellian 
word play.  It is this simple, $1500/per month studio or 1bedroom rentals or condos are not 
affordable and will not serve families who are in the middle of a affordable housing catastrophe 
in the District.

Vulnerable and atrisk existing affordable housing in the surrounding area and their 
owners/renters have not been surveyed by city planning agencies.  The lack of a local 
demographics analysis of the affected local neighborhood, especially as it regards existing family 
units and truly affordable family units, demonstrates a wholesale disregard of the comprehensive 
public planning required in the PUD development review. 

It is a fact there are no affordable units in this PUD application that serve families or extended 
family in direct contrast to the needs and priorities of the Comprehensive Plan and other critical 
planning documents and programs in the city.  The vast majority of marketrate and luxury 
penthouse units as proposed in this PUD application can and will continue to destabilize the 
existing family homes in the surrounding area, specifically in context of the cumulative large 
projects in the area.  

The cumulative affects on land values by the PUD project and by adjacent projects (like the one 
just to the west that was recently approved by the Commission and the large luxury projects to 
the north) must be properly evaluated as these other projects also consist of largely studio/one 
bedroom units not suitable for DC families.  DC's affordability index is based on a family of four, 
yet the Applicant in this case and for other large projects nearby are being built for singles, or 
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dormers for individuals making high annual incomes.  

Just because gentrification is on the rise in Shaw, doesn't mean it has to be exacerbated, or worse, 
not even considered.  The Office of Planning must analyze the surrounding area, evaluating land 
values and individual vulnerable properties through sound survey techniques by expert city 
agencies at the local level.

The decade of speculation run amok in DC cannot and must not happen on DC public land.  The 
city has very acute needs that must be met by this PUD project, truly affordable housing needs 
for families.  Further, it is not conclusory to believe the PUD approval will increase gentrification 
pressures and destabilize the surrounding area, which is largely lowrise two and three story 
homes and lowdensity commercial.

This PUD application, when taken into account of the others in the area, must stand out 
and strive for 100% affordability and for 100% family units, especially given it is proposed 
to be built on public land.

Beyond housing, the Commission must set as a condition during development review developer 
investments in public services upgrades, such as the surrounding infrastructure per the 
requirements of the DC Comprehensive Plan.  And these conditions must not be allowed to 
reduce the price of the land otherwise the Commission must consider the lack of investment 
without subsidy as a negative aspect of the balancing to be done for this PUD application.

Finally, the lack of evaluation of adverse affects by this PUD application, especially in context of  
cumulative impacts of the several large projects in the area, makes this PUD application and 
review by the Office of Planning fatal. 

The PUD regulations require at least the evaluation of impacts to existing public services in the 
surrounding area, like on the capacity of our public transit (bus & metro), infrastructure, 
environment, noise and air quality, pollution and refuse, light and air, impacts to the existing 
utility capacity, emergency response time, etc. 

The capacity of community facilities (schools, recreation centers, libraries, police stations, fire 
stations, hospitals, clinics, etc.) must be examined at its baseline to determine if the existing 
public services can continue to adequately serve the existing surrounding residents and area, and 
simultaneously serve the cumulative new projects and many new residents coming in.  

Furthermore, none of the commercial components of this PUD application have been evaluated 
to understand their true benefits to the area, or viceversa any potential adverse effects.  A fact
finder cannot determine land use impacts if there is no understanding of the land uses involved. 
To this end, the Comprehensive Plan speaks of commercial entity promotions for local serving 
businesses made up by local entrepreneurs and staffed by local residents.  We do not want chain 
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stores on publicly owned land offering minimum wage to folks not living in Shaw, and we expect 
this as a condition in the final order if granted. 

The lack of impact analysis, the blowing out of the allowable density, the cumulative affects of 
this project along with others, the lost notion of using public land to serve the public need in a 
housing crisis for DC families – all together – show this PUD application must not be rubber 
stamped like the others.  We ask that the Commission grant more time for more discussion with 
the community to find a project that truly serves the residents of Shaw, or to deny the PUD 
application outright for failing to meet the burden of approval.

Respectfully,

s/n Dominic Moulden
ONE DC

s/n Chris Otten
DC for Reasonable Development
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As some District residents waited outside in the cold overnight for a chance to secure
affordable housing, the DC Fiscal Policy Institute released a report today outlining the
effects of D.C.'s housing crisis on families in extreme need of low-cost places to live.

Although the city is seeing the most housing construction activity in decades, the District’s
investment in affordable housing is "not well targeted to the households in greatest need,"
according to the report. While 77 percent of the D.C. renters who need affordable housing
have extremely low incomes, only 39 percent of affordable apartments backed by the city
with public dollars since 2010 are within reach of these families.

In this report, D.C.’s extremely low-income households are categorized as families of four
with incomes below 30 percent of the area median income (AMI), which equates to
$32,100 a year. Most of these residents are employed or actively looking for work, if they
aren't elderly or disabled. Many of them work in the service industry, retail, food service, or
other jobs with low wages and only part-time options.

There are 43,000 D.C. households that are considered extremely low-income, according to
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the report. And 26,000 of them spend more than half of their income on rent. While
one-third of these renters can’t afford to pay more than $200 per month, only nine percent
have housing at that price. Meanwhile, the majority of them pay more than $800 on rent
although almost none of them can afford it.

This amounts to 62 percent of extremely low-income renters facing severe hardships,
that’s up from 50 percent ten years ago.

Chart courtesy of DCFPI

Because these families pay so much of their income on rent, they spend about $150 less
per month on groceries than others and may be unable to afford transportation to work or
school. And even though extremely low-income parents face high risks of depression,
many of them don't have the money to travel to medical appointments.

In addition, they face high risks of being evicted and move frequently or become homeless,
which often starts a "downward spiral, as families frequently lose belongings, lose their job,
have to move in with family or friends, or move to neighborhoods of higher crime and
worse-performing schools," according to the report.
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The aforementioned 26,000 households includes one-fifth of all children in the city.
Children who live in homes where the cost of rent is an issue or there are overcrowded
conditions are more likely to fall behind in school or drop out altogether. Currently, the
four-year high school graduation rates among black and Hispanic students are both at 67
percent compared to 93 percent of white students who graduated on time from the D.C.
public school system.

DCFPI lists several ways that the city can alleviate the housing crisis and subsequent
hardships by directing a greater share of its housing production and preserving existing
subsidized housing to support extremely low-income residents.

Contact the author of this article or email tips@dcist.com with further questions,
comments or tips.

twitter
facebook
reddit
print

affordable housing
dc fiscal policy institute
dcfip
housing
housing crisis
rent

Other Interesting Stories

.

by TaboolaSponsored Links

I Can’t Believe I Was Living Without Grubhub

Grubhub

25 Makeup Tips All Older Women Should Know

Tipmom

Women in District Of Columbia are Addicted to New Shopping Site

Tophatter

These Are The Best Hatchbacks You Can Buy Right Now

Report: D.C.'s Housing Crisis Increases For City's Lowest I... http://dcist.com/2016/12/housing_crisis_lowest_income_...

4 of 8 05/25/2017 03:30 PM



Investigations

The D.C. Housing
Department
forfeited millions
as families waited
for help

By By Debbie CenziperDebbie Cenziper, , Sarah BowmanSarah Bowman, , Lillianna ByingtonLillianna Byington and  and Robin EberhardtRobin Eberhardt May 6May 6

Just before her 100th day in office, D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser stood before a packed house at the city’s historic LincolnJust before her 100th day in office, D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser stood before a packed house at the city’s historic Lincoln

Theatre and called on taxpayers to make an unprecedented investment in the poor.Theatre and called on taxpayers to make an unprecedented investment in the poor.

For the first time, she announced, the District would devote $100 million in city funds each year to the Housing ProductionFor the first time, she announced, the District would devote $100 million in city funds each year to the Housing Production

Trust Fund — a lifeline for families struggling to find a place to live in one of the least affordable cities in the country. “IfTrust Fund — a lifeline for families struggling to find a place to live in one of the least affordable cities in the country. “If

we’re going to be a city where families can stay and grow, we must do more to create opportunity for them,” Bowser (D) saidwe’re going to be a city where families can stay and grow, we must do more to create opportunity for them,” Bowser (D) said

during her State of the District address in March 2015.during her State of the District address in March 2015.

But at the city agency entrusted with producing homes for the poor, officials were giving up millions of additional dollarsBut at the city agency entrusted with producing homes for the poor, officials were giving up millions of additional dollars

from another essential source of affordable housing money: the federal government.from another essential source of affordable housing money: the federal government.

The D.C. Department of Housing and Community Development was forced to forfeit $15.8 million in the past three yearsThe D.C. Department of Housing and Community Development was forced to forfeit $15.8 million in the past three years

after repeatedly missing key spending deadlines meant to ensure that federal housing money is properly managed at theafter repeatedly missing key spending deadlines meant to ensure that federal housing money is properly managed at the

local level, The Washington Post found.local level, The Washington Post found.

The spending problems predate the Bowser administration, but most of the bills came due soon after the mayor took officeThe spending problems predate the Bowser administration, but most of the bills came due soon after the mayor took office

and launched her affordable housing plans.and launched her affordable housing plans.

No other housing agency in the country returned more affordable-housing money to the U.S. Department of Housing andNo other housing agency in the country returned more affordable-housing money to the U.S. Department of Housing and

Urban Development between 2014 and 2016 than the District’s — which forfeited 22 percent of all the money that was sentUrban Development between 2014 and 2016 than the District’s — which forfeited 22 percent of all the money that was sent

back to HUD in the three-year period, an analysis of federal data shows.back to HUD in the three-year period, an analysis of federal data shows.
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The $15.8 million sent back could have provided rent vouchers for a year to roughly 1,000 of the city’s poorest families.The $15.8 million sent back could have provided rent vouchers for a year to roughly 1,000 of the city’s poorest families.

“This is insane,” said Will Merrifield, a lawyer at the nonprofit Washington Legal Clinic for the Homeless. “That they would“This is insane,” said Will Merrifield, a lawyer at the nonprofit Washington Legal Clinic for the Homeless. “That they would

allow this money to go to waste is absurd.”allow this money to go to waste is absurd.”

The funding came from the HOME Investment Partnerships Program, which for 25 years has provided seed money toThe funding came from the HOME Investment Partnerships Program, which for 25 years has provided seed money to

developers willing to build or renovate low-income housing. HUD, which oversees the program, estimates that $1 in HOMEdevelopers willing to build or renovate low-income housing. HUD, which oversees the program, estimates that $1 in HOME

funds can leverage $4.28 from other funding sources.funds can leverage $4.28 from other funding sources.

HOME money can also be used to provide down-payment assistance to buyers or to fund vouchers for families that cannotHOME money can also be used to provide down-payment assistance to buyers or to fund vouchers for families that cannot

afford rent on the private market. The program — the largest federal block grant for affordable housing — has producedafford rent on the private market. The program — the largest federal block grant for affordable housing — has produced

1.2 million affordable units across the country in the past quarter-century.1.2 million affordable units across the country in the past quarter-century.

The District’s housing department was forced to return millions in HOME dollars even as the homeless population soared,The District’s housing department was forced to return millions in HOME dollars even as the homeless population soared,

more and more families moved into shelters, and the waiting list for rent vouchers remained closed to new households.more and more families moved into shelters, and the waiting list for rent vouchers remained closed to new households.

Nearly 40,000 families are waiting for vouchers — those near the top of the list signed up well over a decade ago.Nearly 40,000 families are waiting for vouchers — those near the top of the list signed up well over a decade ago.

“My kids say: ‘Mommy, what’s wrong? Are we going to be homeless?’ ” said 31-year-old Carolyn Harrison, who took three“My kids say: ‘Mommy, what’s wrong? Are we going to be homeless?’ ” said 31-year-old Carolyn Harrison, who took three

buses to a $10.75-an-hour cashier’s job in Maryland before losing the position. Though her husband works nights in abuses to a $10.75-an-hour cashier’s job in Maryland before losing the position. Though her husband works nights in a

residential facility for veterans, the couple can afford only a $300-a-month unit subsidized by a homelessness-preventionresidential facility for veterans, the couple can afford only a $300-a-month unit subsidized by a homelessness-prevention

nonprofit group.nonprofit group.

Now, the lease is up, and Harrison doesn’t know where she and her husband will go with their three young children. She hasNow, the lease is up, and Harrison doesn’t know where she and her husband will go with their three young children. She has

been waiting for a voucher for nearly 10 years.been waiting for a voucher for nearly 10 years.

“I’m not looking for anyone to do it for me,” she said. “I’m just looking for guidance and assistance to get my life back on“I’m not looking for anyone to do it for me,” she said. “I’m just looking for guidance and assistance to get my life back on

track for my kids.”track for my kids.”

City officials acknowledged the loss of HOME money and said they have taken steps since Bowser became mayor two yearsCity officials acknowledged the loss of HOME money and said they have taken steps since Bowser became mayor two years

ago to strengthen the operations of the housing department.ago to strengthen the operations of the housing department.

“We knew that we inherited something that wasn’t functional in the way that it needed to be, and the team has been very“We knew that we inherited something that wasn’t functional in the way that it needed to be, and the team has been very

good at turning that ship around,” said Andrew Trueblood, chief of staff to the deputy mayor for planning and economicgood at turning that ship around,” said Andrew Trueblood, chief of staff to the deputy mayor for planning and economic

development.development.

The housing agency’s director, Polly Donaldson, said that when she took over in 2015 the department had 40 vacancies,The housing agency’s director, Polly Donaldson, said that when she took over in 2015 the department had 40 vacancies,

management issues and a shortage of housing developers willing to take on HOME-funded projects. Top staffers met weeklymanagement issues and a shortage of housing developers willing to take on HOME-funded projects. Top staffers met weekly

to discuss HOME deadlines, find ways to recruit nonprofit developers and communicate with HUD, she said.to discuss HOME deadlines, find ways to recruit nonprofit developers and communicate with HUD, she said.

Sending money back to HUD, Donaldson said, “really incentivized and mobilized us even more to get this system fixed.”Sending money back to HUD, Donaldson said, “really incentivized and mobilized us even more to get this system fixed.”
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“Federal funds continue to be a very important source of funding for us in the District,” she said. “We must use these funds,“Federal funds continue to be a very important source of funding for us in the District,” she said. “We must use these funds,

and that is my mandate.”and that is my mandate.”

Despite the loss of federal funds, Donaldson said, the housing department in the past year allocated $20 million in newDespite the loss of federal funds, Donaldson said, the housing department in the past year allocated $20 million in new

federal dollars, including money from the HOME program, and $106 million in local dollars from the Housing Productionfederal dollars, including money from the HOME program, and $106 million in local dollars from the Housing Production

Trust Fund.Trust Fund.

All told, the District has spent $600 million of its own money since 2001 on housing, producing more than 9,500 units,All told, the District has spent $600 million of its own money since 2001 on housing, producing more than 9,500 units,

according to the city.according to the city.

But the housing department’s management of that money has drawn sharp criticism.But the housing department’s management of that money has drawn sharp criticism.

D.C. law requires the housing department to spend 40 percent of trust-fund dollars on “extremely low-income” families —D.C. law requires the housing department to spend 40 percent of trust-fund dollars on “extremely low-income” families —

those earning no more than $32,580 for a household of four — and another 40 percent on “very low income” households —those earning no more than $32,580 for a household of four — and another 40 percent on “very low income” households —

those earning up to $54,300.those earning up to $54,300.

City auditors reported in March that the department has spent far less: In 2014, only 32 percent of the trust-fund dollarsCity auditors reported in March that the department has spent far less: In 2014, only 32 percent of the trust-fund dollars

were allocated to those two groups. In 2015, it was 49 percent.were allocated to those two groups. In 2015, it was 49 percent.

“The majority of that money does not go to the people most in need,” said Amber Harding, a lawyer with the Washington“The majority of that money does not go to the people most in need,” said Amber Harding, a lawyer with the Washington

Legal Clinic for the Homeless.Legal Clinic for the Homeless.

Auditors also found that the housing department over the years did not verify the income levels of residents who didAuditors also found that the housing department over the years did not verify the income levels of residents who did

receive housing. And although the city has reported that thousands of homes have been built or renovated with trust-fundreceive housing. And although the city has reported that thousands of homes have been built or renovated with trust-fund

dollars since 2001, auditors found the department’s records too “unreliable” to know for sure.dollars since 2001, auditors found the department’s records too “unreliable” to know for sure.

Auditors are now trying to build a database that tracks the trust fund’s spending and production levels.Auditors are now trying to build a database that tracks the trust fund’s spending and production levels.

“Information (i.e. number of units, number of projects, and award amounts) from DHCD was constantly changing,” auditors“Information (i.e. number of units, number of projects, and award amounts) from DHCD was constantly changing,” auditors

wrote.wrote.

The housing department is supposed to commission an annual independent audit of the fund, but no audit has been done,The housing department is supposed to commission an annual independent audit of the fund, but no audit has been done,

the District’s auditors found.the District’s auditors found.

“We were told . . . that they lack resources to oversee many aspects of the [Housing Production Trust Fund] program“We were told . . . that they lack resources to oversee many aspects of the [Housing Production Trust Fund] program

because they must devote resources to the federally-funded housing programs . . . and they do not want to risk the loss ofbecause they must devote resources to the federally-funded housing programs . . . and they do not want to risk the loss of

federal funds,” auditors wrote.federal funds,” auditors wrote.

But the housing department ended up losing federal money anyway.But the housing department ended up losing federal money anyway.

The D.C. Housing Department forfeited millions as familie... https://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/dc-hous...

3 of 8 05/25/2017 03:48 PM



Hurting the most vulnerableHurting the most vulnerable

Housing groups said the HOME money could have been used to renovate blighted, dangerous rental apartments — in theHousing groups said the HOME money could have been used to renovate blighted, dangerous rental apartments — in the

District, 2,000 households live in units without kitchens or plumbing.District, 2,000 households live in units without kitchens or plumbing.

In Fairfax County, Va., and Montgomery County, Md., housing officials have used some HOME money to give out rentIn Fairfax County, Va., and Montgomery County, Md., housing officials have used some HOME money to give out rent

vouchers to cash-strapped families. Neither county has returned money to HUD in the past three years.vouchers to cash-strapped families. Neither county has returned money to HUD in the past three years.

“The HOME program is critical to the work we do,” said Shauna Sorrells, a former HUD administrator who is the director of“The HOME program is critical to the work we do,” said Shauna Sorrells, a former HUD administrator who is the director of

legislative and public affairs at Montgomery’s nonprofit Housing Opportunities Commission, which has used HOME funds tolegislative and public affairs at Montgomery’s nonprofit Housing Opportunities Commission, which has used HOME funds to

pay for vouchers. “We don’t leave any money on the table.”pay for vouchers. “We don’t leave any money on the table.”

In the District, the housing department considered plans similar to those in Fairfax and Montgomery. In a 2014 departmentIn the District, the housing department considered plans similar to those in Fairfax and Montgomery. In a 2014 department

memo obtained by The Post, administrators acknowledged that HOME money could be used to fund rent vouchers.memo obtained by The Post, administrators acknowledged that HOME money could be used to fund rent vouchers.

To do so, the department would have to modify its policies and a consolidated housing plan it submits to HUD every fiveTo do so, the department would have to modify its policies and a consolidated housing plan it submits to HUD every five

years. The money would then be turned over to the D.C. Housing Authority, a separate agency that oversees the city’s stockyears. The money would then be turned over to the D.C. Housing Authority, a separate agency that oversees the city’s stock

of 8,400 public housing units.of 8,400 public housing units.

The Housing Authority manages the city’s waiting list for public housing units and the city’s more than 11,000 rent vouchers.The Housing Authority manages the city’s waiting list for public housing units and the city’s more than 11,000 rent vouchers.

At current funding levels, only about 100 vouchers become available each year for new families. Although families’ needsAt current funding levels, only about 100 vouchers become available each year for new families. Although families’ needs

can differ, an average voucher covers about $1,250 a month in rent, according to housing officials.can differ, an average voucher covers about $1,250 a month in rent, according to housing officials.

“The Housing Authority had a vehicle in place,” said lawyer Michelle Christopher, a former compliance manager at the“The Housing Authority had a vehicle in place,” said lawyer Michelle Christopher, a former compliance manager at the

housing department who is a staff attorney at a health-care agency in Louisiana. “We didn’t have to do anything but givehousing department who is a staff attorney at a health-care agency in Louisiana. “We didn’t have to do anything but give

that money over to them. We would have helped people.”that money over to them. We would have helped people.”

Nathan Simms, former deputy director of the housing department, said officials in 2014 were poised to transfer $3 millionNathan Simms, former deputy director of the housing department, said officials in 2014 were poised to transfer $3 million

in HOME funds and had proposed an amendment to the city’s consolidated plan.in HOME funds and had proposed an amendment to the city’s consolidated plan.

But the plan was set aside in 2015 when Bowser became mayor and Donaldson took over the housing department, he said.But the plan was set aside in 2015 when Bowser became mayor and Donaldson took over the housing department, he said.

“We were moving in that direction, and then the administration changed, and that was something they didn’t want to move“We were moving in that direction, and then the administration changed, and that was something they didn’t want to move

forward with,” said Simms, a former U.S. HUD official who worked at the housing department from 2011 to 2015. “They hadforward with,” said Simms, a former U.S. HUD official who worked at the housing department from 2011 to 2015. “They had

different thoughts. They wanted to put it into projects.”different thoughts. They wanted to put it into projects.”

Donaldson said the housing department has since listed rent vouchers as an eligible use of HOME funds in the city’s newestDonaldson said the housing department has since listed rent vouchers as an eligible use of HOME funds in the city’s newest

consolidated plan, which has been approved by HUD. But there are no plans to spend the money on vouchers this year,consolidated plan, which has been approved by HUD. But there are no plans to spend the money on vouchers this year,

because other projects are more pressing, officials said.because other projects are more pressing, officials said.
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“I can only say that, going forward and looking forward, we are making that possible, and we are, again, increasing options“I can only say that, going forward and looking forward, we are making that possible, and we are, again, increasing options

as best we can,” Donaldson said.as best we can,” Donaldson said.

Housing advocates said the delays and struggles at the department over the years have hurt the city’s most vulnerableHousing advocates said the delays and struggles at the department over the years have hurt the city’s most vulnerable

residents.residents.

Michael Wilkerson, a 55-year-old former security officer disabled by cervical degeneration, has been waiting seven years forMichael Wilkerson, a 55-year-old former security officer disabled by cervical degeneration, has been waiting seven years for

a voucher.a voucher.

He pays $300 a month to rent a basement room in Northeast Washington with a crumbling floor of dirt and concrete, noHe pays $300 a month to rent a basement room in Northeast Washington with a crumbling floor of dirt and concrete, no

running water, and cracks in the ceiling that allow urine from the dogs upstairs to drip into his room. With no gas to warmrunning water, and cracks in the ceiling that allow urine from the dogs upstairs to drip into his room. With no gas to warm

the place, the winters are frigid.the place, the winters are frigid.

Wilkerson is desperate to move out, but so far, he has not received a rent voucher, and his only income is $1,415 a month inWilkerson is desperate to move out, but so far, he has not received a rent voucher, and his only income is $1,415 a month in

disability payments from Social Security.disability payments from Social Security.

“I’m not asking for anything more than I need,” said Wilkerson, who washes with $1 jugs of water from Dollar Tree. “Just a“I’m not asking for anything more than I need,” said Wilkerson, who washes with $1 jugs of water from Dollar Tree. “Just a

comfortable place to lay my head.”comfortable place to lay my head.”

Losing unspent moneyLosing unspent money

HUD allocates about $950 million a year in HOME funding, but it is up to hundreds of local housing agencies to decide howHUD allocates about $950 million a year in HOME funding, but it is up to hundreds of local housing agencies to decide how

to spend their share of the money.to spend their share of the money.

In exchange, housing agencies must meet two major deadlines: HOME funds must be placed under contract for a projectIn exchange, housing agencies must meet two major deadlines: HOME funds must be placed under contract for a project

within two years and be spent within five. In 2015, the rule changed, eliminating the five-year deadline and requiring that allwithin two years and be spent within five. In 2015, the rule changed, eliminating the five-year deadline and requiring that all

projects be completed within four years.projects be completed within four years.

President Trump’s 2018 budget proposal calls for eliminating the HOME program — part of $6 billion in potential cuts at thePresident Trump’s 2018 budget proposal calls for eliminating the HOME program — part of $6 billion in potential cuts at the

embattled federal agency. Housing advocates in the District and across the country said the loss of that money wouldembattled federal agency. Housing advocates in the District and across the country said the loss of that money would

devastate communities that for years have successfully leveraged HOME funds.devastate communities that for years have successfully leveraged HOME funds.

Nationwide, 72 percent of about 640 housing agencies did not have to return any money to HUD from 2014 to 2016 —Nationwide, 72 percent of about 640 housing agencies did not have to return any money to HUD from 2014 to 2016 —

spending a total of $2.9 billion, The Post’s analysis found. All told, about $72 million went unspent.spending a total of $2.9 billion, The Post’s analysis found. All told, about $72 million went unspent.

The bulk of that money — $43 million — was concentrated at 16 housing agencies that each returned $1 million or more,The bulk of that money — $43 million — was concentrated at 16 housing agencies that each returned $1 million or more,

including those in New Orleans, Seattle and Colorado Springs. Prince George’s County, Md., returned $1 million.including those in New Orleans, Seattle and Colorado Springs. Prince George’s County, Md., returned $1 million.

HUD officials provided historical and financial data but declined to comment about the returned money.HUD officials provided historical and financial data but declined to comment about the returned money.
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In Newark, which sent back $4.4 million because of missed deadlines in prior years, blighted houses with broken windowsIn Newark, which sent back $4.4 million because of missed deadlines in prior years, blighted houses with broken windows

and crumbling front porches languish in the shadows of the nearly century-old Cathedral Basilica of the Sacred Heart. Aboutand crumbling front porches languish in the shadows of the nearly century-old Cathedral Basilica of the Sacred Heart. About

20,000 people in the city are on a waiting list for affordable housing.20,000 people in the city are on a waiting list for affordable housing.

“It was really challenging to come into office and see we were about to lose funds, to be honest, so I fought HUD hard not to“It was really challenging to come into office and see we were about to lose funds, to be honest, so I fought HUD hard not to

take that money,” said Baye Adofo-Wilson, who became Newark’s deputy mayor for economic and housing development intake that money,” said Baye Adofo-Wilson, who became Newark’s deputy mayor for economic and housing development in

2014. “But they have their rules and deadlines to keep. Those funds should have been used and projects should have been2014. “But they have their rules and deadlines to keep. Those funds should have been used and projects should have been

started.”started.”

In the District — which returned three times more than Newark and 22 percent of all the money that was forfeitedIn the District — which returned three times more than Newark and 22 percent of all the money that was forfeited

nationwide in the past three years — spending problems date back years.nationwide in the past three years — spending problems date back years.

In April 2011, shortly after Vincent C. Gray (D) became mayor, former HUD official John Hall took the helm of the housingIn April 2011, shortly after Vincent C. Gray (D) became mayor, former HUD official John Hall took the helm of the housing

department, with a $144 million annual budget and about 140 employees charged with using local and federal money todepartment, with a $144 million annual budget and about 140 employees charged with using local and federal money to

produce housing and revitalize neighborhoods.produce housing and revitalize neighborhoods.

The department had long been troubled: It had had more than 20 directors in 30 years and had been criticized by the HUDThe department had long been troubled: It had had more than 20 directors in 30 years and had been criticized by the HUD

inspector general for improperly spending millions in HOME money on three stalled or substandard development projects.inspector general for improperly spending millions in HOME money on three stalled or substandard development projects.

Hall took stock of upcoming construction projects. “What do we have in our pipeline?” he recalled asking the department.Hall took stock of upcoming construction projects. “What do we have in our pipeline?” he recalled asking the department.

The answer stunned him: Few new projects were lined up. One of the least-affordable cities in the country was at risk ofThe answer stunned him: Few new projects were lined up. One of the least-affordable cities in the country was at risk of

losing $7 million in HOME funds because of looming spending deadlines.losing $7 million in HOME funds because of looming spending deadlines.

“Projects weren’t ready,” said Christopher, the department’s compliance manager at the time. “The developers didn’t have“Projects weren’t ready,” said Christopher, the department’s compliance manager at the time. “The developers didn’t have

all their sources of funding and so you couldn’t even really run numbers to see if there was a feasible, viable project.”all their sources of funding and so you couldn’t even really run numbers to see if there was a feasible, viable project.”

Hall eventually readied eight projects just before HUD’s spending deadline that October, and then held orientations forHall eventually readied eight projects just before HUD’s spending deadline that October, and then held orientations for

developers to encourage new construction.developers to encourage new construction.

The loss of money, Hall said, “would have been catastrophic to the community.”The loss of money, Hall said, “would have been catastrophic to the community.”

“My objective was to use every available resource to pour into the community that needed the help and the uplift,” he said.“My objective was to use every available resource to pour into the community that needed the help and the uplift,” he said.

“I looked at it as a blessing that we had all these resources . . . that I could leverage.”“I looked at it as a blessing that we had all these resources . . . that I could leverage.”

In June 2012, Gray moved Hall to the deputy mayor’s office and appointed housing veteran Michael Kelly to head theIn June 2012, Gray moved Hall to the deputy mayor’s office and appointed housing veteran Michael Kelly to head the

department.department.

Kelly promoted former HUD official Simms to deputy director. Simms said he found that HOME money from years earlierKelly promoted former HUD official Simms to deputy director. Simms said he found that HOME money from years earlier

had been promised to developers who had not yet acquired land or to projects that were going to miss HUD’s deadlines. Sohad been promised to developers who had not yet acquired land or to projects that were going to miss HUD’s deadlines. So
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the department had to cancel the projects, he said.the department had to cancel the projects, he said.

In November 2013, HUD wrote to the District, records obtained by The Post show, warning of a nearly $12 million loss inIn November 2013, HUD wrote to the District, records obtained by The Post show, warning of a nearly $12 million loss in

HOME money if the deadlines were not met.HOME money if the deadlines were not met.

Simms said the housing department continued to make changes, engaging developers and lenders and overhaulingSimms said the housing department continued to make changes, engaging developers and lenders and overhauling

underwriting practices.underwriting practices.

In 2014, the housing department returned $400,000 in HOME funds to HUD.In 2014, the housing department returned $400,000 in HOME funds to HUD.

“We were getting a lot of languishing projects out the door,” said Simms, who worked as a debt restructuring specialist at“We were getting a lot of languishing projects out the door,” said Simms, who worked as a debt restructuring specialist at

HUD before taking the job at the housing department. “There was just a lot of coordination all the way around.”HUD before taking the job at the housing department. “There was just a lot of coordination all the way around.”

But the deadlines were still coming due.But the deadlines were still coming due.

Waiting for betterWaiting for better

In March 2015, two months after becoming mayor, Bowser appeared at the Lincoln Theatre for her first State of the DistrictIn March 2015, two months after becoming mayor, Bowser appeared at the Lincoln Theatre for her first State of the District

address, flanked by the Ballou High School drum line. She pledged to make good on her campaign promise by pumpingaddress, flanked by the Ballou High School drum line. She pledged to make good on her campaign promise by pumping

$100 million into the Housing Production Trust Fund, up from $63 million the year before.$100 million into the Housing Production Trust Fund, up from $63 million the year before.

Bowser had just appointed housing department director Donaldson, who had built a career working with local nonprofitBowser had just appointed housing department director Donaldson, who had built a career working with local nonprofit

groups.groups.

“Dr. [Martin Luther] King challenged us to develop ‘a kind of dangerous unselfishness,’ ”Bowser told the crowd. “We will do“Dr. [Martin Luther] King challenged us to develop ‘a kind of dangerous unselfishness,’ ”Bowser told the crowd. “We will do

that by giving a little more to create and preserve affordable housing, to care for our homeless neighbors.”that by giving a little more to create and preserve affordable housing, to care for our homeless neighbors.”

That year, the housing department was forced to return $6.6 million to HUD for missed spending deadlines. In 2016, theThat year, the housing department was forced to return $6.6 million to HUD for missed spending deadlines. In 2016, the

housing department returned $8.8 million.housing department returned $8.8 million.

Housing department officials said that spending problems from prior years came to a head just after Donaldson becameHousing department officials said that spending problems from prior years came to a head just after Donaldson became

director but that the agency is moving swiftly to ensure that no more money is returned.director but that the agency is moving swiftly to ensure that no more money is returned.

“I feel like we’re in a far better position today than we were a year ago or a year and a half ago, because we have better“I feel like we’re in a far better position today than we were a year ago or a year and a half ago, because we have better

systems in place,” said Allison Ladd, the department’s deputy director.systems in place,” said Allison Ladd, the department’s deputy director.

As the housing department works to prevent future losses, 27-year-old Mareesha Branch waits for a better place to live.As the housing department works to prevent future losses, 27-year-old Mareesha Branch waits for a better place to live.

Two years ago, a bullet tore through the living room window of her one-bedroom apartment in Southwest Washington. ItTwo years ago, a bullet tore through the living room window of her one-bedroom apartment in Southwest Washington. It

traveled through two walls before dropping to the floor a few feet from where her 2-year-old daughter was napping in atraveled through two walls before dropping to the floor a few feet from where her 2-year-old daughter was napping in a
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room filled with Barbies and unicorns.room filled with Barbies and unicorns.

Branch lives in the tiny apartment thanks to a program for the formerly homeless run by another city agency, theBranch lives in the tiny apartment thanks to a program for the formerly homeless run by another city agency, the

Department of Human Services, which oversees the city’s homelessness services.Department of Human Services, which oversees the city’s homelessness services.

She’s grateful for the place — she and her daughter once spent nights at a shelter when Branch could no longer afford toShe’s grateful for the place — she and her daughter once spent nights at a shelter when Branch could no longer afford to

rent a basement room on a $9-an-hour cashier’s salary. But she cringes every time she hears gunshots outside or finds therent a basement room on a $9-an-hour cashier’s salary. But she cringes every time she hears gunshots outside or finds the

street blocked off with crime-scene tape.street blocked off with crime-scene tape.

Inside the apartment, she has covered white walls that have turned a dull shade of yellow with her daughter’s alphabetInside the apartment, she has covered white walls that have turned a dull shade of yellow with her daughter’s alphabet

drawings, but she is hoping to move someplace else. She can’t sign up for a rent voucher, which would give her more choicedrawings, but she is hoping to move someplace else. She can’t sign up for a rent voucher, which would give her more choice

about where to live, because the waiting list closed more than three years ago and has yet to reopen.about where to live, because the waiting list closed more than three years ago and has yet to reopen.

“I want to let my daughter play outside,” said Branch, who is planning to take a nursing aide course at the University of the“I want to let my daughter play outside,” said Branch, who is planning to take a nursing aide course at the University of the

District of Columbia. “I want to know that I can go to work and she can go to school, and we can come home and be safe.”District of Columbia. “I want to know that I can go to work and she can go to school, and we can come home and be safe.”

Nona Tepper and Jingzhe (Kelly) Wang with Northwestern University’s Medill Justice Project and Alice Crites of TheNona Tepper and Jingzhe (Kelly) Wang with Northwestern University’s Medill Justice Project and Alice Crites of The

Washington Post contributed to this report. Bowman is with the Medill Justice Project; Byington and Eberhardt are withWashington Post contributed to this report. Bowman is with the Medill Justice Project; Byington and Eberhardt are with

George Washington University’s School of Media and Public Affairs.George Washington University’s School of Media and Public Affairs.

The D.C. Housing Department forfeited millions as familie... https://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/dc-hous...

8 of 8 05/25/2017 03:48 PM






























