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We are attorneys at Bread for the City, a non-profit organization located in 

Northwest and Southeast DC.  Bread for the City provides food, clothing, and 

medical, legal and social services to thousands of low-income District residents 

each year. Most of our clients rely on the DC Department of Human Services 

(DHS), Economic Security Administration (ESA) for Medicaid, Alliance health 

insurance, food stamps, and TANF. We also see clients in Landlord Tenant Court 

after termination of their Rapid Re-housing subsidies. 

 

1. Systemic Issues with the Economic Security Administration 

 

Bread for the City regularly testifies at DHS oversight hearings about issues that 

our clients are facing in accessing benefits at ESA as well as larger policy 

concerns surrounding the agency. In recent years, we have testified against the 

“TANF cliff” that would terminate families who have received TANF for more 

than 60 months from receiving benefits, and about ESA’s ongoing violations of 

the DC Language Access Act of 2004.  

 

These are still major concerns for Bread for the City clients, but today, we want 

to draw the Council’s attention to the pressing issue of systemic, widespread 

problems our clients have been recently experiencing in accessing all types of 

benefits at ESA.  Our clients are coming to us in never-before-seen numbers to 

report that they have been dropped from Medicaid, Alliance, food stamps or 

TANF without notice, or that they applied for benefits and heard nothing back 

from ESA.  Our legal clinic receives internal public benefits referrals from our 

social services and medical departments on a daily basis, and old clients are 

reaching back out to us with new benefits problems. 

 

DHS had already been struggling to timely process, approve and maintain 

clients’ Medicaid benefits following the transition to DC HealthLink. We 

continue to see clients who have been dropped from Medicaid without notice, or 



who have applied for Medicaid and waited many months for their insurance to be approved, well 

outside of the federal 45-day processing deadline.   

In October 2016 DHS also transitioned food stamps and TANF from the old system, ACEDS, to 

a new system, DCAS.  Now, technology problems related to the new system have led to 

thousands of people being dropped from their benefits programs for no reason and with no 

notice.  Agency representatives have referred to these problems as “computer glitches.” The 

agency also continues to struggle with processing submitted documentation in the new system, 

and is failing to process food stamps and TANF within the processing deadline mandated by 

federal regulations.   

 

On top of these technological and human error issues, the agency’s mechanisms for resolving 

individual problems have broken down.  Up until recently, advocates had maintained a 

constructive relationship with ESA officials.  ESA officials had been responsive to widespread 

and client-specific concerns that we raised, and we had been able to work out informal 

mechanisms to resolve issues.  These included the creation of a new e-mail account, 

DPO.deputy@dc.gov, which advocates were instructed to use to report client problems. At first, 

DHS officials were responsive on the DPO account and quickly resolved issues once they 

realized that an error had been made.  Now, Bread for the City attorneys have found that our e-

mails often go unanswered, even when we follow up multiple times.  

 

In the eight years that I have worked at Bread for the City, until recently I had only filed a 

handful of fair hearing requests with the Office of Administrative Hearings (OAH), and only one 

had gone to a contested hearing.  In the past few months, myself and two other attorneys at Bread 

for the City have filed at least ten fair hearing requests (we each only focus part of our work on 

DHS public benefits cases). We are forced to take this action in order to preserve our clients’ 

rights, even when we have had no response from DHS indicating that the agency actually 

disagrees with our claim.  In several of our cases, DHS representatives have met with us prior to 

the hearing and have agreed with us that our client’s benefits should not have been terminated.  

Nonetheless, they are not able to fix the problem in their system. In one case, outlined below, 

DHS only restored my client’s benefits after a court order from OAH to do so. Even then, DHS 

failed to act within the time ordered by the judge, and only took action when threatened with 

contempt.  

 

Although we have many client stories we could share, Ciara Griffin’s experience highlights the 

system-wide failures of DHS.  Ms. Griffin could not be here today, but wants her story to be told 

to the Council.  Ms. Griffin is a single mother of four who is a survivor of domestic violence. In 

August of 2016, Ms. Griffin was hospitalized near the end of her high-risk pregnancy. She knew 

that she was due to recertify for food stamps during the time she was in the hospital. Ms. Griffin 

called DHS and had conversations with representatives several times over the course of her 

hospitalization and her daughter’s birth.  Ms. Griffin was assured that the face-to-face interview 

requirement for food stamps recertification had been waived.  Ms. Griffin’s daughter was born 

with serious medical issues, and remained in the NICU while Ms. Griffin was released from the 

hospital.  Ms. Griffin went to DHS in person several times over the next few weeks to submit a 

verification of birth letter for her daughter and other documentation so that her daughter could 

receive medical insurance and food stamps. In spite of her efforts, Ms. Griffin learned that the 

entire family's Medicaid had been terminated (and her daughter's application had not been 
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processed).  She later learned that their food stamps had been terminated as well, for alleged 

failure to recertify.  

 

I agreed to represent Ms. Griffin, and reached out to DHS’s DPO e-mail address.  After I 

submitted a Medical Complaint Form, her Medicaid was reinstated on an emergency basis and 

her baby’s Medicaid was processed and approved.  I exchanged a number of e-mails about the 

food stamps termination issue, and representatives from DHS confirmed that Ms. Griffin’s 

benefits should not have been terminated. DPO agreed to accept a new food stamps application 

by e-mail so that there was something in the system to process. I submitted a new application for 

Ms. Griffin and her children, along with additional copies of all the proofs she submitted.  Then, 

DPO completely stopped responding to my e-mails and did not process the new application.   

Even after more than a month of communicating with DHS to resolve the issue informally, I had 

to file a fair hearing request since the deadline to make the request was approaching.  At the 

Administrative Review Conference, another DHS representative agreed that Ms. Griffin’s food 

stamps should not have been terminated, but said that he was not able to fix the problem in the 

system.  By the day of the fair hearing, DHS had still not processed Ms. Griffin’s new 

application for food stamps or approved any retroactive benefits.  The policy analyst representing 

the agency at the hearing told the judge that there was a problem with DHS's new computer 

system that wasn't allowing the benefits to be issued and asked for additional time to create “a 

work around.”  At the next hearing, though, there was no progress and no real update from the 

DHS policy analyst.   

 

At my urging, the OAH judge entered a written order requiring DHS to restore Ms. Griffin's 

benefits and provide ongoing benefits within five days.  One week later, when no action had 

been taken, I wrote a demand letter to the director of DHS and the General Counsel's office.  

Only then did DHS began to process Ms. Griffin's benefits, and in a piecemeal way. Finally, 

almost four months after I got involved in the case, Ms. Griffin received the last of her 

retroactive food stamps.  In all, Ms. Griffin received $3,696 in retroactive food stamps for herself 

and her four children.  We still don't understand why there was such a delay in processing Ms. 

Griffin’s benefits, as the DHS representatives provided no explanation. She's happy that the case 

was resolved, but really struggled to feed her family over those months. 

 

Ms. Griffin is just one example of the thousands of DC residents who have been affected by 

DHS’s system-wide failures. Even with an attorney representing her, it took months for Ms. 

Griffin’s case to be resolved and for her benefits to be restored. We are extremely concerned 

about people who are unrepresented and who do not know that they have a right to challenge the 

loss of their benefits.  DHS’s system failures and human errors are unacceptable.  But the 

agency’s refusal to discuss the problem and try to work constructively with advocates and 

customers to get through this phase is just as concerning. We urge the Council to hold DHS 

accountable and demand a solution to this ongoing problem.  

 

2. Rapid Re-housing  

 

We also want to draw the Council’s attention to the structural flaw of using a rapid re-housing 

model to resolve family homelessness in the District. As you know, rapid re-housing is designed 

to provide a short-term rental subsidy and case management assistance to homeless families to 



help them quickly move back into stable housing.  DC’s rapid re-housing program, also known 

as the Family Re-housing and Stabilization Program (FRSP), began in 2012 as a means of 

helping a limited range of people who were in need of only a small amount of support.  It has 

since become the District’s one-size-fits-all tool for addressing the family homelessness crisis, 

and is now the only assistance offered to homeless families to move out of the District’s shelter 

system.  There are currently over 4,000 people in approximately 1,300 families in this program, 

including about 2,300 children.  Since the program is not permanent, sooner or later families in 

the program face a cliff, where the subsidy is terminated and the family becomes responsible for 

the full market rent.   

 

As currently designed, rapid re-housing is meant to operate as a 12-month subsidy that can be 

extended in certain circumstances.  Under the Bowser administration, DHS initially committed to 

the reasonable and humane policy of extending subsidies and not sending families over the cliff 

if they could not afford the rent, but rather to continue working with them to become self-

sufficient.  This policy recognized that it would not make sense to terminate subsidies only to 

send families back to the shelter system, which is both incredibly traumatic for the family and 

hugely expensive for the homeless services system.   

 

This policy changed in May 2016.  At that point, apparently concerned with how long families 

were staying on rapid re-housing, DHS began mass terminations of families’ rental subsidies, 

without regard for their ability to maintain their housing.  Of the 1,250 or so families that have 

exited the program since its inception in 2012, more than half were terminated in the last year.  

In January 2017 alone, 111 families were terminated from the program.  The available data 

strongly suggest that families exiting the program are not able to afford the market rent.  The 

average monthly income at exit is about $500, while the average rent of a rapid re-housing unit is 

$1200.   

 

The rules for the program only require that a family receive notice 30 days before their subsidy is 

terminated.  They then have one month to figure out a way to avoid cycling back into 

homelessness.  Unless they immediately abandon the unit when the subsidy is cut off, they will 

accrue a balance to their landlord, which makes it nearly impossible to find a unit in the future 

and may damage their credit, driving them deeper into poverty.   

 

Less than half of these families exiting the program will be able to sustain their housing 

independently, and one out of every seven will return to shelter.  These families have been set up 

to fail.  The program has been designed to act as a crucible for the District’s most vulnerable 

families, with some making it through, but most unable to sustain their housing after the program 

ends and some cycling back into shelter, only to be put back into rapid re-housing once again.       

Rapid re-housing is supposed to be based on a progressive engagement model, with the level of 

services increased as necessary to keep the family in stable housing, but that idea has been lost in 

the rush to push families off the program in order to make room for families currently in shelter.  

A program that was truly centered on a progressive engagement model would be flexible enough 

to extend the subsidies of families in rapid re-housing or to transition them to a local housing 

voucher or the Permanent Supportive Housing program, as appropriate.  As long as families 

continue to work towards self-sufficiency, the program should continue to work with them to 



maintain their housing stability.  No family should be sent over the cliff and cycled back into 

shelter to start again from square one.   

 

While current DC law should prevent DHS from terminating a family’s subsidy based on a time 

limit, this has not stopped literally hundreds of these terminations in the last year.  As such, the 

DC Council should amend the Homeless Services Reform Act (HSRA) to set specific guidelines 

for terminating a family’s rapid re-housing subsidy.  Most importantly, this amendment should 

make it clear that families should not be terminated from rapid re-housing if they are likely to 

end up becoming homeless once again.   

 

While this change would go a long way towards protecting families in rapid re-housing, it is 

important to recognize that this program will likely never be an effective intervention for the 

majority of the families experiencing homelessness in the District.  The rapid re-housing model 

has an unavoidable structural flaw when used in high-rent jurisdictions – families simply cannot 

increase their income enough to become self-sufficient.   

 

Given the serious limitations of the rapid re-housing model in the District, policymakers should 

scale back their reliance on this program and refocus on funding long-term, deeply affordable 

housing programs in a manner than matches the need in the community.  While increasing the 

supply of locally-funded affordable housing may be dismissed as unrealistically expensive, it 

may in fact be cheaper than rapid re-housing.  Rapid re-housing costs more on a daily basis 

because the District is also paying for case management services.  In addition, it is safe to 

assume that rapid re-housing families cycle into the District’s expensive shelter system at a 

higher rate than voucher holders.  A preliminary cost analysis conducted by the Washington 

Legal Clinic for the Homeless suggests that over a five-year timescale, vouchers and rapid re-

housing come out about even in cost.  Further research into this question could provide 

additional support for shifting the system away from rapid re-housing. 

 

In practical terms, refocusing on truly affordable housing means substantially increasing funding 

for long-term housing solutions and ensuring that that funding is going to the right places.  The 

Fair Budget Coalition platform is a good starting point in terms of the scale of the need.  In terms 

of targeting, policymakers must increase their oversight of the hundreds of millions of dollars in 

the District’s Housing Production Trust Fund to make sure that it is funding projects that produce 

large bedroom units (3 or more bedrooms) with deep affordability at 0-30% of Area Median 

Income.  Equally important is the need for the District to stop diminishing the supply of family-

size public housing units through privatization and redevelopment, and end tax breaks for 

redevelopment projects that do little or nothing to help resolve the affordable housing crisis.  

 

Proponents of rapid re-housing frequently point out that the homeless services system cannot be 

expected to singlehandedly solve DC’s poverty and affordable housing issues.  This is clearly 

true.  However, given that poverty and a lack of affordable housing are the driving forces behind 

skyrocketing family homelessness in the District, policymakers must invest in solutions that 

actually address these issues.  In DC, short-term programs offer only short-term solutions.  Only 

by refocusing on long-term affordable housing will the District be able to ensure that every 

family has a safe place to call home. 

 



Bread for the City is happy to work with the Council on the issues raised in this testimony. 


