The Long Wait For Affordable Housing

By Natalie Devlin
Editorial Intern

“The D.C. government can solve the
housing crisis!” Elizabeth Falcon, Hous-
ing for All campaign organizer, shouted
to the congregation of homeless advo-
cates at a Lamont Park affordable hous-
ing teach-in.

She and other activists took the stag

June 24 with calls to city officials to
spond to the need for more affor
housing. During in-depth issue , o
sions, panelists stressed they see t
real antagonist of affordable ho
as gentrification. Affordable ho
projects do not make as much mo
for developers as luxury housing or co
mercial projects.

Another consequence of the gent
cation has been the loss of shelte
Northwest Washington in recent yea
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Advocates spoke of the 2010 closure

of La Casa, a bilingual homeless shelter
in Columbia Heights that was bulldozed
to make way for upscale development
at a prime location on Irving Street,
next to the Columbia Heights Metro sta-
tion. La Casa which housed 90 people
a night for more than 20 years, had
been opened in response to an influx
of Spanish-speaking people in the area
who needed emergfcy shelter.

They also recalled the 2008 closing
of the Franklin School shelter, located
in an historic 19th century school build-
ing on Franklin Square Park in N M
west Washington. The building, which
formerly provided emergency s
beds to men, has not been remodele
for other use; it lies vacant. Homeles
advocates, including public interes
lawyer Jane Zara have fought to get the
shelter reopened.

Zara, who attended the teach-in,
said policymakers pit permanent sup-
portive housing advocates against
homeless advocates but Zara stresses
she sees both as important. ters
and affordable housing are n ly
linked, she said, and need t

Advocates did credit the city council

O

for its work to increase the availability
to affordable housing through inclu-
sionary zoning, which requires all new
housing developments to include some
affordable housing units. However, it
was not until December 27, 2010, after
the cle \ s that in-
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S moving very slc
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st year’s annual report of IZ
ed no new units-and only \\\ )roj-
currently underway. Elinor Hart,
the Housi [ camps L' said
e teach-in that the impact of the
night be seen next year.
raham too said he is optimistic
about the impact thaMZ\tan have on
the community.

“We think it’s a very important part

~of the city’s arsenal of tools to deal
w1th affordable housmg,” he said.

The Department of Hc "

Housing Authori
Affairs Dena Michz

on the waiting list for
sing, all trying to get one
of the 8,000 units oublic housing or
one of the 12,000 units of subsidized
housing. Waiting \r‘ varies. The list
of 60,000 names reflects everyone who
has applied in rece ] ears. The housing
authority periodically reviews the list
and ranks the applicants according to
need. Applicants who are homeless or
rent-burdened (paying more than half
their income on rent) or live in an unliv-
able home are given the first priority.
But ge 2 pool does not mean
a house tomorrow;
r one to open up.
bool for a three-bed-

room apartment, | can’t tell you if it will
be a month or a year,” Michaelson said
The housing authority is well aware
of the increased demand for housing.
Michaelson said that the agency has
doubled the number of Section 8-subsi-
dized housing vouchers since 2000, but
it has not been enough to keep up with
the demand. Since the economic crash
in 2008, the government has been over-
whelmed with people looking for help.
The will is present in government of-
ficials and activists. The only problem
is finding a way for everything to come
together to better serve the community.
The question remains: Can the govern-
ment solve the housing crisis?
BACKGROUND PHOTO: ADVOCATE ELIZABETH FALCON

Cobey McLaughlin is born with no
place to call home. His mother, Jen-
nifer, takes refuge at Missionaries of
Charity’s Queen of Peace emergency
shelter for pregnant women. She says
someone stole her newborn’s can of
milk. A complaint to the staff leaves
her turned out of the shelter. Jenni-
fer and Cobey roam the streets look-
ing for money for hotel rooms.

Six months after the baby is born,
McLaughlin finds an affordable hous-
ing arrangement thanks to the Na-
tional Coalition for the Homeless. “If
it wasn’t for the National Coalition,
I’d probably still be on the street,”
she says.

McLaughlin has two more children,
no longer living with her. When they
left, her Section 8 voucher followed;
it was for families. She gets another
voucher that applies only to a spe-
cific site on Mississippi Avenue, which
she says is in a violent neighborhood.
If all goes as planned, she hopes to
move to another site after a year.

The City Council
signs the Inclu-
sionary Zoning
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Franklin Shelter closes.

La Casa Shelter closes.

Housing Woes

By Reginald Black , Vendor

Ask any inner city resident why
so many people are moving away or
becoming homeless here in Washing-
ton, and they will say that housing is
our biggest issue.

Leaks and other advocates from
all over the region collaborated at
the teach-in picnic to place resi-
dents in direct contact with infor-
mation about Washington’s housing
woes. The situation looks grim. The
city still has thousands of people on
a waiting list for federal and locally
subsidized Section 8 housing.

“We are entitled to affordable
housing,” said Keith Silver, an Advi-
sory Neighborhood Commission par-
ticipant. Yet he said he has become
disillusioned with the workings of
developers and and thinks of afford-
able housing as “an illusion, a mirage
and a trick.”

A family of four making minimum
wage cannot afford housing in this
city, said participant Johnny Barnes
who described situations where low-
income residents were forced to
move out of a property for remod-
eling and were promised affordable
housing, only to see luxury apart-
ments or condos replace their homes.

“Developers have no commitment
to our neighborhoods or our city,”
Barnes concluded angrily.

Thanh Hoang applies for affordable
housing. Living shelter-to-shelter
for the past 15-20 years, he wants a
stable living situation. Hoang has a
severe mental illness, causing him to
hear voices in his head. He lived in a
Green Door community-based mental
health center for five years but left
to find more independence.
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Lawanda Warren is living on the street while her children stay
with her family until she can get into a secure housing situation.
She has been on the Section 8 housing voucher waiting list since
1991. Warren came to D.C. when she was 16 years old. She had

to drop out of high school because she got pregnant and has
been in and out of precarious living situations ever since. Every
time she has called to find out when it will be her turn, she has
been told that no one knows when a slot will open for her family.

2004

Retired D.C. public school teacher Maxine Abayomicole applies for a Sec-
tion 8 certificate. Abayomicole taught art for 25 years and receives a
pension. She is a disabled senior citizen, but cannot receive any Social
Security benefits, because she gets her pension from the District school
system. For the past 17 or 18 years, Abayomicole has been in her home,
which accepts Section 8 housing vouchers, but claims she will only last a
few more years there without help from the Section 8 housing program
because of rent increases over the years.

2010

Mayor Fenty publish-
es the Inclusionary

Zoning price sched-
ule, which puts the
law into effect.




