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Executive Summary 

  

D.C.’s workforce is growing and changing. After years of decline, the city is now a 

leading jurisdiction in population and job growth.  Increasingly, more people 

working in D.C. want to live in D.C., though the city still has a net influx of 

commuters to fill jobs each workday. This growth dynamic offers the District new 

opportunities, but also continued housing affordability challenges that must be 

addressed strategically to make the lives of working households better, and foster a 

healthy economy.  D.C. can and should affordably house more of its workforce.  To 

accomplish this, the District must deploy two broad strategies: 

 

 Make the housing market work better by changing land use policies to provide 

the housing supply necessary to keep pace with demand from working 

households who could pay for housing if it were more available and less costly. 

 

 Use subsidies and a full set of public policy tools to bridge the remaining gap 

where housing costs are too high and wages too low. The District should 

dramatically increase funding for the Local Rent Supplement Program and 

Housing Production Trust Fund. It should also leverage Inclusionary Zoning, 

Planned Unit Developments and other zoning tools to produce more housing 

that is affordable. These investments and policy tools must make homes 
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affordable for workers who are filling common occupations but face severe 

housing cost burdens. This essential part of the workforce earns half or less of 

the region’s median household income. 

 

This paper focuses on the latter issue: specifically, the need to target public 

resources and policies to addressing the needs of the large share of the workforce 

that earns 50 percent or less of area median income. These workers represent 8 of 

the 20 most common occupations in the District of Columbia, and 5 of those 8 

occupations pay wages that amount to 30 percent or less of area median income.  

 

Introduction 

 

"Workforce housing" is often used by politicians and business leaders to imply 

housing that's affordable to middle-income workers, such as teachers and 

firefighters. However, defining "workforce housing" this way often excludes the large 

number of low-wage earners in the workforce, such as janitors and administrative 

assistants, who are likely to spend the largest proportion of their incomes on 

housing. 

 

In 2012, the Coalition for Smarter Growth studied workforce housing needs, and 

concluded that “the mayor and District council should define workforce housing 

based on the earnings of typical D.C. working families.” Based on this analysis, the 

paper recommended targeting limited subsidy dollars to assisting households 

earning 80 percent of area median income, and below.  

 

In this paper, we reexamine how the District can best address the housing needs of 

its workforce and efficiently target its resources. We’ve updated our 2012 analysis to 

make the case that the city can better support working households who find the 

housing market out of reach.  
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D.C.’s workforce is growing and changing 

 

Increasingly, more of D.C.’s jobs are filled by workers who live in the city rather than 

commute in from surrounding jurisdictions. After decades of decline, beginning 

around 2000, D.C.’s population has grown rapidly, as has employment. 

D.C. is expected to continue to grow, both in residents and in jobs. D.C. is projected 

to continue strong job growth through 2025 and maintain the largest share of our 

region’s jobs at 25 percent.1 This compares to 16 percent for Montgomery County, 

Maryland, and 21 percent for Fairfax County, Virginia. D.C. will continue to have 

more jobs than people, but rising interest in living in D.C. is closing that gap. 

 

A recent analysis by the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments 

concluded that the region as a whole faces a projected shortfall of 100,000 housing 

units, based on demand from future employment growth. The Council of 

Governments cautions area leaders that economic competitiveness will be 

undermined, and the transportation system further strained by long commutes if a 

sufficient supply of affordably priced housing for current residents and future 

workers is not available.2 In response, Mayor Muriel Bowser has committed to 

producing an additional 36,000 housing units throughout the District, calling for 

every part of the city to play a role “in delivering the types of housing our residents 

need.” Mayor Bowser also urged stakeholders to work together to produce deeply 

affordable housing and workforce housing.3 

 

Enabling people to live close to their jobs has many discrete benefits. Personal 

benefits for working households include reduced commute time, lower 

transportation costs, increased flexibility about how to commute, including more 

sustainable and healthier options such as transit, bicycling and walking. Workers who 

live closer to their workplaces can have more time to be involved in their 

communities or spend time with their family and friends.  
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From a regional transportation and environmental perspective, more workers living 

close to their jobs reduces traffic congestion, infrastructure costs, water and air 

pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, and serious traffic crashes. The benefits of D.C. 

workers living near their work, in the core of the region, are amplified because a D.C. 

household typically has about half the carbon footprint of the average regional 

household.4 The city is also more resilient if more workers can live close to their 

jobs. In disruptive events, whether human-made or natural, close-by workers are 

near their homes and services, and more readily available to assist with emergency 

responses.  

 

Given the benefits, it should be a priority policy goal of D.C. government to ensure 

sufficient homes are available to allow more of D.C.’s working households to live in 

the District. While cost of housing is a major barrier for a number of leading 

occupations, lagging supply is an impediment for all. D.C.’s growing popularity as a 

place not only to work but to live is pressuring the city’s housing supply, making 

housing prices high for not only low-income households but working households up 

the income ladder.  

 

A baseline remedy is to reduce the cost and impediments to producing the housing 

necessary to keep pace with rising demand. While increased housing production 

does not necessarily directly address the housing needs of low-paid workers, 

insufficient supply will only worsen competition and push up prices where there is a 

constrained stock. Housing is like a game of musical chairs: When the music stops, if 

there are fewer chairs than people, someone is left standing. Those with less money 

will be left standing, without a chair—or, in reality, a home.  

 

Land-use policies are an important lever to facilitate a housing market to supply 

affordably-priced homes for moderate- and middle-income households.5 A housing 

market that provides more choices at a variety of prices helps all residents, but a 

gap will still remain between what low-paid workers earn and what housing costs. By 

ensuring the housing market provides options for moderate- and middle-income 
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working households, decisionmakers can focus direct financial assistance on lower-

income households who are poorly served by the market.  

 

How is workforce housing defined?   

 

The term “workforce” housing is not defined officially by the federal government or 

the District of Columbia. The term is often used by politicians or the private sector 

to distinguish housing needs for moderate- or middle-income households who do 

not qualify for subsidies for low-income households. 

 

Mayor Muriel Bower’s Vacant to Vibrant initiative described workforce housing as 

80-120 percent of area median income or “AMI.” Urban Land Institute’s Terwilliger 

Center for Workforce Housing uses the range of 60-120 percent AMI. The new 

Wharf in Southwest Washington built both what it called affordable for lower-

income households (30 and 60 percent AMI) and “workforce” housing priced at 100-

120 percent AMI, according to its public land disposition agreement.6  

 

Recently, the D.C. area’s largest development company, JBG Smith, launched the 

Washington Housing Initiative, a corporate social impact initiative intended to create 

and preserve affordable workforce housing specifically aimed at “middle-income” 

families. It sets up an acquisition and development fund and a nonprofit 

organization to purchase housing that’s currently affordable to preserve it for 

working families in the D.C. region for 15 years, or longer. The effort is planned to 

serve families earning 60 percent and 100 percent area median income using private 

and philanthropic funds.   

 

Given the widespread use of the 60 to 120 percent area median income range to 

define “workforce,” we find it reasonable to assume that most “workforce housing” 

policies and funding mechanisms are likely to target two-person households earning 

between nearly $53,000 and well over $100,000 per year.7 But does that range 

match up with who works in D.C. and who is priced out? In this paper, we seek to 

https://dhcd.dc.gov/page/vacant-vibrant-dc
https://uli.org/wp-content/uploads/ULI-Documents/Priced-Out-DC-reduced.pdf
https://www.dcchannel.com/affordable-workforce-housing
https://www.jbgsmith.com/about/social-impact-initiative/overview
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better define what D.C.’s changing workforce looks like, and how interventions by 

the District government can best address the housing needs of major segments of 

its workforce. 

 

What’s the typical working household in D.C. like? 

 

To understand the state of workforce housing in the District, we need first to 

understand the most common professions in the city, and how much money people 

working in those professions typically earn. We consulted the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics’ occupational employment and wage estimates to find the 20 most 

common professions in the District. Table 1 highlights these occupations and their 

annual median wages. 

 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2017 State Occupational Employment 
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There is a wide variety in the incomes of D.C. workers, depending on their 

profession. The range among the top occupations in the city is vast: The median 

salary for a lawyer is $161,900 per year, while the median salary for a cashier is 

$24,800.  

 

The divergence in salaries is unsurprising. D.C. has a large and growing gap between 

the wages earned by white-collar professional jobs and the wages earned by 

workers who provide essential services to many of the businesses upon which high-

paid professionals rely for their day-to-day needs. Workers in the District are 

increasingly either high-income or low-income, with relatively few middle-income 

jobs available.8 This is a phenomenon observed in other high-cost cities, but D.C.’s 

gap appears to be especially acute. This is easier to see in graph form. The red line 

below represents the U.S. median household income of $59,039. 

 

Figure 1: Top 20 D.C. occupations by median wage, 2017 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2017 State Occupational Employment 

https://www.citylab.com/equity/2018/05/the-jobs-that-are-getting-priced-out-of-superstar-cities/560600/
https://www.dcfpi.org/all/income-inequality-dc-highest-country/
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Note the significant gap—more than $35,000—beginning between public relations 

specialists ($83,810) and administrative assistants ($47,340). The most common 

service-sector jobs—security guards, cooks, janitors, and waiters—earn between 

roughly $20,000 and $40,000 annually. These are also some of the fastest-growing 

jobs. 

 

Table 2 details the occupations with the most projected job growth nationally over 

the next decade, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Occupations that are 

already among the 20 most common in D.C. are highlighted in yellow: 

 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, April 2018 Employment Projections 

 

 

Based on these projections, it is reasonable to expect, for the foreseeable future, 

steady growth of D.C.’s workforce in service-industry occupations such as food 

preparation, serving, nursing, and janitorial work. Within a decade, these jobs will 
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likely have an even more 

prominent place in the top 20 

most common occupations in 

the city.  

 

Matching incomes to housing 

costs 

What does the current, and 

changing, nature of the 

District’s workforce mean for 

housing policy? The data tell a 

clear story: Service-sector work 

will be increasingly in demand 

in the District’s economy, and 

housing assistance programs 

aimed at providing “workforce 

housing” will need to focus on 

workers in these occupations 

given their lower wages and 

greater economic vulnerability. 

 

The District of Columbia, using 

HUD standards, sets housing 

affordability levels according to 

Area Median Income. AMI is 

the median annual income 

based on household size within 

a metropolitan area. For FY 

2018, AMI in Metropolitan 

Washington is calculated as 

What is “Area Median Income” or AMI?  

In housing policy, “Area Median Income” typically refers 

to the US Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) Area Median Family Income (HAMFI 

or just AMI), which is a measure of household income for 

the metropolitan region, adjusted for household size. The 

statutes and regulations for District affordable housing 

programs most often stipulate that income eligibility is to 

be set in reference to this federal standard. Use of the 

HUD standard provides a common reference point across 

D.C.’s housing programs. Also, the District often mixes 

federal and local resources in developing a single 

affordable housing property and the use of a standard 

income reference facilitates the development and 

compliance process.  

 

Why we use the AMI benchmark 

It has been proposed several times that the District use 

its own median household income as the benchmark for 

its housing programs because it is lower than the 

regional median income. However, the District’s median 

income has been growing faster in recent years and more 

generally such a change would pose practical and 

communications challenges for Department of Housing 

and Community Development (DHCD) and other District 

housing agencies. Requiring the District to translate 

between the HUD standard and D.C.'s own income 

measure would add to the confusion surrounding 

affordable housing policy. For these reasons, we use the 

standard HUD household income reference point but 

propose lowering income targets to address D.C.'s 

housing needs based on D.C. worker earnings and 

household housing cost burden measures. 
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$93,800 for a household of 2, $105,500 for a household of 3, and $117,200 for a 

household of 4.9 

 

Given that the average household size in the District of Columbia is 2.24 people per 

household, we use the AMI for a two-person household to determine the 

percentage of area median income of the top 20 occupations. 

 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2017 State Occupational Employment 

 

Notably, many of the fastest-growing service jobs in the District—home health aides, 

food preparation, and waiters/waitresses—earn 30 percent of AMI or below, a 

threshold which HUD defines as “extremely low income.”  

 

Figure 2 presents D.C.’s top occupations in relation to 30 percent AMI, shown with a 

red line. 

 

  



11 
 

Figure 2: Top 20 D.C. occupations by Area Median Income Level, 2017  

(Red line shows 30 percent AMI threshold) 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2017 State Occupational Employment 

 

And, Figure 3 shows that not a single one of the most common 20 occupations in 

the District earns a median income that is between 50 percent and 80 percent of 

area median income (typical incomes are either above 80 percent AMI or below 50 

percent AMI). The red lines below represent that 50 percent to 80 percent AMI 

range. 
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Figure 3: Top 20 D.C. occupations by Area Median Income, 2017  

(Red lines mark 50-80 percent AMI range) 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2017 State Occupational Employment 

 

This finding has significant implications for the District’s affordable housing policies. 

Above 80 percent or higher AMI is often considered the “workforce housing” income 

level, but this threshold does not capture the most common occupations in the city 

facing severe housing cost burdens. This income targeting misses the growing low 

paid service-sector class that is most in need of housing assistance. Recent analysis 

by the National Low Income Housing Coalition shows that D.C. households earning 

50 percent of AMI or below are far more likely than those earning 80 percent AMI 

to face a severe housing cost burden, defined as spending half or more of income 

on housing (Figure 4).10 
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Figure 4: D.C. households with severe cost burden  

(Paying more than half of household income for housing) 

 
Source: National Low Income Housing Coalition, "The Gap", March 2018 

 

Severely cost burdened renter households are overwhelmingly concentrated below 

30 percent AMI (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: Share of severely cost-burdened households by tenure 

 
Source: DCFPI Analysis of 2012-216 American Community Survey PUMS  

(Calculated Using HPTF Income Limits)  
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In Figure 6, data from the National Low Income Housing Coalition show that the 

District faces a significant deficit in affordable and available rental housing for 

households earning up to 50 percent AMI, a relatively small deficit for households 

earning 80 percent of AMI, and a surplus of such housing for those earning 100 

percent AMI.11 Availability refers to units that are affordable to a certain income 

group being either occupied by that income group or vacant. Commonly, higher-

income households occupy housing that is affordable to lower-income households. 

This is likely a condition experienced more often where housing supply is 

constrained like D.C.  

 

Figure 6: Affordable and available D.C. rental units by income range 

 
Source: National Low Income Housing Coalition, "The Gap", March 2018 

 

Collectively, these data show that the District’s most pressing workforce housing 

need is not for those earning 80 percent of AMI, and that relatively few occupations 

in the District earn between 50 percent and 80 percent of AMI. Rather, the housing 

most needed in the city for workers is for those who earn below 50 percent of AMI.  
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As the District considers income targeting for its housing assistance programs, these 

data demonstrate that limited subsidy dollars for “workforce housing” should be 

targeted below 50 percent AMI rather than at or above 80 percent. Without this 

assistance, it will be difficult to create and retain housing for the District’s workers 

who are increasingly saddled with severe cost burdens. Figure 7 shows that despite 

increased investment in housing assistance, subsidies fail to provide much relief to 

the largest share of rent-burdened households who are earning 30 percent of AMI 

or below. 

 

Figure 7:  

  

 

Source: Claire Zippel, D.C. Fiscal Policy Institute, Building the Foundation: A Blueprint for Creating 

Affordable Housing for D.C.’s Lowest-Income Residents, April 2018, DCFPI analysis of 2016 American 

Community Survey 5-Year PUMS12 

 

Special attention should be paid to the growing segment of the workforce earning 

30 percent of AMI and below; these workers represent a growing number of 
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“working poor” households whose income tends to keep them hovering around the 

federal poverty line despite full-time employment.13 

 

These occupations include janitors and cleaners, home health aides, food servers, 

and cashiers. Such workers tend to have the most difficult time finding housing in 

the District they can afford, despite the growing number of job opportunities. 

 

The Fix: Focus D.C. workforce housing subsidies at 50 percent AMI and below 

 

Eight of 20 of D.C.’s most common occupations earn the equivalent of 50 percent of 

AMI or less. In fact, 5 of 20, or 25 percent, of the city’s top jobs pay 30 percent of 

AMI or less. With a substantial portion of the city’s workers not earning enough to 

find housing they can afford, District policies need to refocus assistance toward 

these very low- and extremely low-income households.  

 

The District is to be commended for being a national leader in locally funded 

housing and affordable housing policies. D.C. leads the country with one of the 

largest locally funded housing trust funds, an aggressive public land disposition 

affordability requirement, inclusionary zoning targeted at 60 percent AMI for renters 

(80 percent AIM for ownership)14 and a local tenant voucher program called Local 

Rent Supplement Program. D.C.’s Housing Production Trust Fund, funded at $100 

million for the last few years, offers funds for rental preservation and new 

construction exclusively at 50 percent AMI and below. Similarly, the affordable 

housing requirements for public land dispositions focus on 30 and 50 percent AMI 

for rentals. In the case of for-sale projects, both D.C. programs set the upper income 

limit at 80 percent AMI.  

 

D.C. also utilizes a number of federal subsidies, such as Low Income Housing Tax 

Credits and Housing Choice Vouchers. In addition, D.C. uses non-subsidy tools like 

Inclusionary Zoning, which offsets the cost of below-market-rate housing 

requirements by providing bonus density in new developments. Inclusionary zoning 

http://lims.dccouncil.us/Download/30743/B20-0594-SignedAct.pdf
http://lims.dccouncil.us/Download/30743/B20-0594-SignedAct.pdf
http://www.dchousing.org/topic.aspx?topid=2
https://dhcd.dc.gov/page/housing-production-trust-fund
https://dhcd.dc.gov/page/low-income-housing-tax-credit-lihtc-program
https://dhcd.dc.gov/page/low-income-housing-tax-credit-lihtc-program
http://www.dchousing.org/topic.aspx?topid=2&AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1
https://dhcd.dc.gov/service/inclusionary-zoning-affordable-housing-program
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establishes an affordable housing baseline requirement for matter-of-right 

development, but discretionary zoning approvals, such as a Planned Unit 

Development (PUD), offer the opportunity to increase the amount of affordable 

housing provided. While PUDs have significantly expanded the amount of overall 

housing and IZ units above matter-of-right development, requirements for 

unsubsidized residential projects receiving PUD approvals have only modestly 

increased the percent of affordable units or the depth of affordability beyond what 

IZ would require for the scale of the project proposed.15  

 

Still, while D.C. has a comparatively robust set of tools, recent affordable housing 

production and the project pipeline continue to build or preserve most homes 

affordable at the 50-80 percent AMI level, even though the greatest need for the 

most common occupations and lower-income households falls below this level of 

affordability.16 

 

To ensure that all who work in D.C. can have the opportunity to live here, the 

District needs to target its housing investments and programs to address those with 

the largest and growing housing cost burden. The city should update local housing 

investment and policy priorities based on demand data.  

 

We recommend that financial assistance intended to help D.C’s cost-burdened 

workforce families cap income targeting at no more than 60 percent AMI and focus 

most rental housing assistance at 30 percent of AMI and 50 percent of AMI. Our 

specific implementation recommendations are: 

 

1. Greatly expand rental assistance to help low-paid workers who make up a 

sizable share of D.C.’s workforce 

 

D.C.’s Local Income Supplement Program provides monthly rental subsidies to pay 

the difference between the rent a household can afford, and the cost of renting the 

unit. The program includes both tenant-based and project-based rental assistance 
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for extremely low-income households, or those earning 30 percent AMI. LSRP is the 

city’s locally funded program modeled on federal housing choice vouchers. The two 

components of LRSP were funded in FY19 budget for $81.2 million, serving 

approximately 5,380 households,17 an increase over the previous year.  

 

LSRP’s project-based funding, which pairs a rent subsidy with new affordable 

housing construction, is usually financed through the Housing Production Trust 

Fund. Both forms of LRSP are essential to covering the gap between the operating 

cost of a unit and the amount an extremely low-income household can afford to 

pay, if paying no more than 30 percent of their income toward housing. The 

program has been expanded on an irregular basis and is still only reaching a small 

share of severely cost-burdened households, and a small share of D.C.’s 2006 

housing strategy goal of assisting 14,600 families.18 Many of these households 

provide the workforce for common occupations such as food preparation and 

servers, janitors and cleaners, and security guards.  

 

Expanded use of tenant-based LRSP can leverage value of other sources of 

affordable housing to lower income targeting. LRSP could be paired with programs 

such as Federal Low-Income Housing Tax Credits and D.C.’s Inclusionary Zoning 

program, both which largely provide rental housing at the 60 percent AMI level.  

 

In the case of Inclusionary Zoning, which requires 8-10 percent lower-priced units in 

most new private, unsubsidized residential matter-of-right developments, pairing 

LSRP subsidies to IZ units could give low income working households more options 

to live closer to their jobs and in high amenity neighborhoods. For discretionary 

development review cases that are decided by the Zoning Commission, such as 

Planned Unit Developments, LRSP subsidies could be explicitly paired with IZ rental 

units to reach 30 percent AMI households. This could leverage a 60 percent AMI 

Inclusionary Zoning unit to be affordable to extremely low-income levels. However, 

this is only a possibility if LRSP funding is greatly increased since existing rental 
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assistance is already committed to a pipeline of important affordable housing 

projects and families.     

 

2. Add funding and refocus the Housing Production Trust Fund and other 

programs to allocate a majority of funding to serving households at 30 

percent AMI and below 

 

In addition to expanding funding for the Housing Production Trust Fund, now at 

$100 million a year, the fund needs to meet and exceed its statutory requirement 

that 40 percent of funds support housing serving households at the 30 percent AMI 

level. We recognize that serving more 30 percent AMI households depends on 

expanding LRSP to provide necessary operating funds to cover the cost of housing 

at this deeply subsidized level.19 We commend the current administration’s policy of 

only considering HPTF funding for rental housing assistance for households at the 

50 percent AMI level and below. However, HPTF is obligated to spend 40 percent of 

its resources on extremely low-income housing, or 30 percent AMI and below, but 

has only once met this requirement during the current five-year period of 2015-

2019. Given that other sources of affordability, such as Low Income Housing Tax 

Credits and IZ are delivering units at the 60 percent AMI level, HPTF should refocus 

a majority of its resources at 30 percent AMI. 

 

3. Focus assistance to first-time homebuyers at 80 percent AMI and below  

 

D.C. should continue to support homebuying assistance programs like the Home 

Purchase Assistance (HPAP) program, which provides interest-free loans and closing 

cost assistance to qualified applicants to purchase homes. Assistance, like HPAP, is 

also paired with other subsidies like IZ to reach buyers who are unable to achieve 

homeownership solely with their income and savings.  

 

HPAP is an appropriate, and cost-effective tool for assisting D.C. working households 

earning up to 80 percent AMI. Eighty percent AMI is a reasonable top limit for direct 
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assistance to homebuyers given that few households are experiencing a severe 

housing cost burden above this income threshold.  

 

Complementing a demand-side assistance program like HPAP, the city’s investment 

in subsidies to build affordable homeownership units should also establish clear 

shared-equity policies. Shared-equity balances the goal of helping low income 

households become homeowners while preserving the affordability of the homes for 

the next generation of would-be home buyers. In this way, public investments can 

help more families become homeowners and benefit from security of tenure, stable 

housing costs, savings, wealth-building, and other ownership benefits.20  

 

4. Harness demand for market-rate housing and the city’s growing 

prosperity to produce more housing to serve D.C.’s moderate and low 

paid working households.  

 

D.C. must realign its land-use policies to ensure that the housing market is keeping 

pace with demand by workers who wish to live in the city. New housing should be 

easier to build, especially close to transit, commercial corridors and employment 

centers. Further, the District can leverage market demand to deliver more affordably-

priced homes to a larger portion of the workforce facing cost burdens. Given the 

District’s strong economy, it is in an enviable position to use the strength of market 

demand to build and preserve more affordable housing through mechanisms such 

as Inclusionary Zoning, Planned Unit Developments, public land dispositions, and 

other mixed-income housing efforts that leverage market value to generate or 

preserve more lower-priced homes.  

 

In particular, we recommend that the District amend the D.C. Comprehensive Plan 

and development review procedures for Planned Unit Developments and zoning 

tools to restore PUDs as a tool for gaining community benefits, and more affordable 

housing that substantially exceeds IZ levels, as part of larger market-rate projects. 

These steps are necessary to establish more predictable processes for building more 
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housing so that the risk and cost of new housing can be contained. Changes to the 

Comprehensive Plan and zoning rules should clarify that sites located near transit 

lines, in high growth neighborhoods, near downtown, other major employment 

centers and near sought-after amenities such as high-performing public 

neighborhood schools should be given high priority for increased housing along 

with workforce and affordable housing opportunities. As a matter of policy, D.C. 

government, the D.C. Council, the Zoning Commission, and the Comprehensive Plan 

should adopt a definition that “affordable workforce housing” refers to serving 

households earning 50 percent or no more than 60 percent AMI.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The District faces two challenges as it looks to help working households who seek to 

live near their work. Continued job growth coupled with increased demand by 

workers to live closer to their jobs is generating new pressure on the D.C. housing 

market, pushing up prices. This is happening even as production in D.C. is at 

historically high levels. To build a more resilient, sustainable, and equitable economy 

requires the District to make housing easier and less costly to build by reforming 

land-use policies. Easing impediments to housing production would enable more 

working households who could be better served by the housing market to rely on 

no or only small amounts of public assistance to secure homes to meet their family’s 

needs. 

 

However, a sizable share of D.C.’s most prevalent occupations need more than a 

better functioning market. If people working in a substantial proportion of jobs in 

D.C. are not paid more, we need orders of magnitude greater investment in 

subsidies to help these workers live near their work. To make federal, local, and 

private resources more effective to responding to current and forecasted workforce 

housing demand, the District should prioritize and target support to its increasing 

number of workers earning 50 percent, and 30 percent AMI or less. Many of the 

tools are in place, but without a new level of funding commitment and targeting of 
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resources to those facing the greatest need, a major part of the city’s workforce will 

not find homes within financial reach. This will cause workers to pay increasingly 

excessive amounts of their limited incomes to housing, or be forced into long, costly 

commutes, adding to regional traffic. At worst, working households will experience 

homelessness. Without a greater commitment to a housing market that works better 

for most workers, and housing assistance for low paid workers, the District will fall 

further behind in the goal of enabling more working families to live near their work. 
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