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Disappearing Acl
Shrinking Affordable Housing Options in DC

BY Ep LAZERE

he Census Bureau recently deliv-
ered some amazing news for the
District of Columbia, with its
report that the city’s population
increased by almost 10,000 last year — and

and virtually no new affordable housing is
getting produced.

Housing prices — On the Up and Up

It’s not news that rents and home val-

DC’s Low-Cost Rental Housing
Supply is Declining

Number of rental units

reached 600,000 for the first time since the  yes have risen in DC over the past decade 80,000 2000 1 2007
carly 1990s. DC’s long-term and demoral- — but what has not been clear is just how 594%0
izing population slide appears to be history.  much they’ve grown and what it’s meant 60.000 59,300
But like many good-news stories, there’s  for residents. ! 56,000
a downside, too. As DC has become an in- Rent for a typical apartment grew faster 45,700
creasingly popular place to live, it also has in the District than in nearly every other 40,000
become an increasingly expensive place to  major city since 2000 — including New
live. Rising housing prices and a rash of  York, Boston, Chicago, Atlanta and Los 27,400
condo conversions have caused much of  Angeles. And home sales prices more than 20,000
DC’s lower-cost rental housing to disap-  doubled in less than a decade, even consid- 2w
pear, according to a new report from the  ering recent dips. "

DC Fiscal Policy Institute. Forty percent of
DC households now face housing afford-
ability problems. And the dramatic growth
in home values, which has been reversed
somewhat in the last year, has made it a lot
harder to become a homeowner in DC.

The housing-cost challenges affect a
wide swath of District households but
are especially tough on low-wage workers
and others living on fixed incomes — resi-
dents who have seen housing costs grow

The impacts are clear — DC has fewer
low-cost apartments and houses, and more
families are paying more than they should
for their homes.

There were 69,000 DC apartments
with rents under $750 in 2000, but just
46,000 in 2007. That’s like one 270-unit
apartment building disappearing every
month. Meanwhile, the number of apart-
ments with rents above $1,500 more than
doubled since 2000.
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Monthly Rent and Utility Costs in 2007 dollars
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A Growing Number of

DC Households Face Housing
Affordability Problems

way past the capacity of their pocketbooks. There’s a similar story on the home- :;Igmhl:lel:uosl;:g(?;l:s;::{l::;wth

Most low-income households now spend  owner side. 58,000 DC homes had a value

more than half their monthly income for of 250,000 or less in 2000 — half of all 100,000 98,000 2000

rent and utilities. homes in DC. As of 2007, just 19,000 ' 2007
In short, DC is changing. Gentrifica- homes were at this value. That’s good news 78,000

tion, which we've all observed, is showing  for owners who have seen their equity grow, 75,000

up in the data. With the private market byt it is bad news for those trying to buy

failing to produce housing options that their first home.

serve all DC residents, there needs to be a 50,000 47,500

big public investment in affordable hous- A Tightening Housing Squeeze for 36,000

ing if the District wants to preserve its Many DC Families —

economic diversity. Through the middle With cheaper housing becoming scarcer, J

of the last decade, that’s exactly what hap- growing number of DC families are facing

pened, with funding that supported devel- challenges affording their rent or finding a 0

opment of 10,000 new homes. (Imagine 1,5me to buy. Paying30%or  Paying 50% or

what things would be like without that!)
Over the past two years, however, the reces-
sion has led to massive cuts in housing aid,
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A record number of District households
— 100,000, or two in five — pay more than
30 percent of income for housing, which is

More of Income  More of Income

Source: DCFPI analysis of American Community
Survey data



more than HUD considers affordable.
And 50,000 DC households pay at least
half their income for housing.

The new data show that DC’s hous-
ing squeeze aftects a lot of us. Even one-
fourth of households with incomes be-
tween $70,000 and $110,000 pay more
than 30 percent of their income for
housing. But the worst housing prob-
lems are faced by the lowest-income
residents. Three of five families consid-
ered “extremely low income” pay more
than half their income for housing. At
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that point, families often sacrifice other
necessities to pay the rent. A recent
study, for example, found that children
in families on a housing waiting list are
more likely to go hungry than children
in families in subsidized housing.
Who are these struggling house-
holds? They include the working poor,
those who check out our groceries, pour
our coftee, landscape our office build-
ings, and care for our children. They are
elderly residents relying on social se-
curity. And they are the unemployed, a
growing group in the recession.

A Market That Just
Doesn’t Work
'The costs to build and operate hous-
ing are so expensive in DC that even the
best nonprofit housing providers have
trouble developing housing that is af-
tordable to very low-income families.
This means the only way to ensure
that all residents have access to afford-
able housing is through public support.
Before you start envisioning troubled

high-rise public housing, you should
know that most locally supported af-
fordable housing is privately owned and
often includes a mixture of market-rate
units and affordable ones. And most are
built primarily with private financing,
using public support to fill gaps.

DC’s housing programs have worked
well over the past decade. Local hous-
ing funding surged over the past decade
— from almost nothing in 2000 to $120
million in 2008 — and supported the
development of more than 10,000 new
apartments and houses, including homes
for the homeless, support for tenants to
buy their buildings, and first-time home-
buyer assistance.

The problem is that this pipeline
has been shut off in the last two years
as the recession took a whack at DC’s
economy and finances. The city’s Hous-
ing Trust Fund is tied to taxes paid on
real estate transactions, and there haven’t
been many of those lately. Funding for
the District’s rental subsidy program
has been flat. This year, the DC bud-
get will support the development of no
more than a few hundred housing units.
Tenants hoping to buy their buildings
are out of luck. One bright spot is the
federal government, which has approved
$19 million to help homeless residents
move into permanent housing.

What Will DC Look Like in the
Future? It’s Up to Us

I've misplaced my crystal ball, but I
don't need it to figure out that the trends
we've seen since 2000 are likely to con-
tinue. More people will call DC home.
More neighborhoods will go through a
makeover. Housing prices will keep ris-
ing. In some ways, it’s hard to complain
— what’s wrong with a growing popula-
tion and expanding tax base?

But if we want the District to be a
place where current residents can stay
— and if we want the people who fill
important but low-paying jobs in the
city to be able to live here as well — sim-
ply letting these trends happen is not
enough. Instead, we’ll need to take some
of the financial benefits of a growing
city and use that to support a long-term
commitment to preserving and develop-
ing housing options that are accessible
to all residents.

Ed Lazere is the director of the DC Fis-
cal Policy Institute. DCFPI's latest housing
report, “Disappearing Act,” is available at
www.dcfpi.org. *

Wingate Tower and
Garden Apartments

4660 MLK Jr. Ave SW
Washington, DC 20032

$0 S0 -
$7700

Spacious

Hardwood floors
Walk in closets
Dishwashers

Gated Community
Individually controlled
A/C and Heat

And much much more

Monday - Friday 8:30 am - 5:00pm
Saturday 9:00am - 4:00pm

Stop by or call for our specials
(202) 563-2651 or (202) 563-2654
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