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Good morning, Chairperson Nadeau and members of the Committee. My name is Betty Gentle, and I am the 
Advocacy and Community Engagement Specialist at SOME, Inc. (also known as So Others Might Eat). 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony to the Committee on Human Services for the 
Department of Human Services (DHS) Fiscal Year 2016-2017 Performance Oversight Hearing. 

SOME is an interfaith, nonprofit organization that has provided comprehensive services to District residents 
who are facing homelessness or at risk of homelessness for 46 years. We are active members of the Coalition 
for Nonprofit Housing & Economic Development (CNHED) and the Fair Budget Coalition (FBC). 

SOME recognizes the efforts of Laura Zeilinger, DHS Director, as she works to hopefully guide the District 
to days of decreased homelessness, more economic security and self-sufficiency for low-income residents, 
and more promising and certain futures for all residents and their families. However, more must be done. 

I. SOME Supports the Preferred Option of Creating a Child Enrichment Grant and a Parent 
TANF Grant 

First, I would like to focus on the families whose futures will grow much more uncertain if urgent action is 
not taken to adopt an extension policy for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) for families 
who have received TANF benefits for 60 months or are approaching that cutoff. Currently, October 2017 
marks the date where the current TANF time limit will eliminate cash assistance for an estimated 5,800 
families, including more than 10,000 children in the District. This is less than seven months away. This cutoff 
would disproportionately impact Wards 6, 7, and 8, with about 72% of the families that would be affected 
residing in those wards.1  

TANF is a lifeline for these 5,800 families and future families who may face economic hardship in the District 
where the cost of living and housing is steadily rising. The Mayor and the Economic Security Administration 
(ESA) within DHS recognized the grave importance of creating a permanent solution to address this “TANF 
Cliff” and convened a TANF Working Group in Summer 2016.2  

SOME wholeheartedly supports the “Preferred Option” policy that was produced by the Working Group 
composed of TANF customers, councilmembers, agency officials, organizations, and advocates. The 
Preferred Option would create a Child Enrichment Grant and a Parent TANF Grant that would ensure no 
child is cut off and also incentivizes parents to reach their full economic and self-potential. SOME asks that 

                                                 
1 See “Figure 4. Geographic Distribution of Families by Wards,” Barbara Poppe and Associates, DC Department of 
Human Services Economic Security Administration. Recommendations for Development of a TANF Hardship 
Extension Policy for Washington, DC, October 18, 2016, p. 18. 
2 Although for logistical reasons SOME did not take an official role in the DHS TANF Working Group, SOME’s staff 
and residents have taken a very active role in “Team TANF”; SOME’s residents have participated in Focus Groups for 
many years; SOME co-wrote a report 8 years ago that spurred improvements in the TANF Employment Program; and 
SOME recently co-produced a TANF video in 2016 titled “I Am: The Strength, Value, and Resilience of TANF 
Families.” 
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the Mayor and Council work to adopt this “Preferred Option” policy into law and eliminate the arbitrary 60-
month time limit that is currently imposed on each family despite every family’s individuality.  

If no action is taken to address this rigid cutoff, more families will be at risk of homelessness after D.C. 
already experienced a 31.8% increase in homeless families from 2015-2016.3 More families will struggle to 
find and maintain stable employment since they will lose access to much needed job training, childcare 
financial assistance, and transportation support that TANF offers many recipients. More families will be 
placed in unsafe circumstances; and more children will face hardship and perhaps irreversible negative 
impacts on their futures due to this loss of income. This extension is an investment in D.C. children. 

It cannot be ignored that as prosperity grows in the District, so does poverty.4 Action must be taken to 
address this TANF cutoff as to not widen this economic gap more rapidly. Thank you to Laura Zeilinger, 
DHS, Chairperson Nadeau, the Committee, and other councilmembers for your compassion for families and 
the progress you all have made thus far. 

II. Invest in SOAR (SSI/SSDI Outreach, Access, and Recovery) to Help People Who have 
Serious Disabilities and cannot Work get Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Social 
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 

SOME is grateful that in the FY17 budget, the Committee of the Whole recognized the value of SOAR, 
which assists people who apply for SSI/SSDI benefits. Offering access to SOAR and the successful 
completion of the SSI/SSDI application is another way for DHS to fight homelessness, address the unique 
needs of residents affected by mental illness and substance abuse, and support these individuals as they move 
toward more self-efficiency.  

SOAR was designed to increase access to SSI/SSDI and Medicaid/Medicare to eligible adults who are 
homeless or at risk of homelessness and have mental illness, medical impairment, and/or co-occurring 
substance use disorder. It is an effective practice recognized by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration (SAMSHA).  

Because the SSI/SSDI application process is complicated for any applicant, most homeless applicants, though 
eligible for the program, are denied and forced to go through a very lengthy appeals process--a process that 
often leads to hopelessness and the feeling of neglect. 

SOAR helps these individuals complete the application and greatly reduces denial of benefits.5 In return, the 
District is reimbursed for the money initially placed into the Interim Disability Assistance (IDA) program 
through Medicaid/Medicare. In fact, Chairman Mendelson reported to the Committee of the Whole last year 
in May 2016 that “as SOAR helps applicants move onto the federal disability benefits program, additional 
resources can be freed up at the IDA program” to serve people on the waitlist.6  

SOAR is an investment in District residents and in the District’s local resources and economy. These 
disability benefits, both local and federal, are a vital lifeline for individuals who may have no other source of 
income or not have enough income to survive in the District. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

                                                 
3 DC Point in Time Homelessness Report 2016. 
4 For instance in 2015, D.C. had the 2nd highest household median income ($75,628) in the U.S. while simultaneously 
having the 9th worst poverty rate of 17.3% and the 7th worst child poverty rate with 25.6% of D.C. children (under age 
18) living in poverty. “Profile of Hunger, Poverty, and Federal Nutrition Programs.” Food Research & Action Center 
(2015). 
5 Approval on initial applications for people who are homeless and have no one to assist them is about 10-15%. SOAR 
improved this approval rating to 67% in 2016. “What is Soar?” SAMSHA. (2016). 
6 Chairman Phil Mendelson, Report on Bill 21-668, the “Fiscal Year 2017 Local Budget Act of 2016,” (May 17, 2016). 


