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Coming Home to Homelessness: Policy Solutions for Returning Citizens 
By Kate Coventry

DC residents returning from incarceration often come home to homelessness, which means that the 
District’s efforts to reduce homelessness must include doing more to help returning citizens find stable 
housing. Nearly three of five DC individuals experiencing homelessness—57 percent—have been 
incarcerated, according to a 2019 assessment, and 55 percent reported that incarceration had caused their 
homelessness. This means that almost one-third of individuals who experience homelessness in DC connect 
that to their incarceration. 
 
Returning citizens1 typically have low incomes and face the same housing challenges as other District 
residents with low incomes, but they also face many unique challenges. Returning citizens experience mental 
health problems at higher rates than other residents. Being separated from family and community while 
incarcerated leads to weaker bonds with loved ones and means many don’t have anyone they can stay with 
upon release. Most returning citizens are released from prison without any savings and without a job, and as 
a result they lack funds for housing application fees, security deposits, and rent. They also face high rates of 
discrimination in the housing market, even though this discrimination is illegal. 
 
Research has consistently found, and agencies serving the District’s returning citizens agree, that securing 
housing is the most important need and biggest challenge for them. “Housing is the most critical step to 
successful reintegration because it establishes stability 
for other needs to be met such as employment, 
substance abuse, and mental health treatment.”2 When 
basic needs like housing aren’t met, “individuals are at 
greater risk of returning to crime and being 
reincarcerated.”3 A New York City study found that 
those who enter a homeless shelter upon release were 
seven times more likely to abscond from parole than 
those who had housing.4 
 
This report makes recommendations for improving 
housing and other services to reduce homelessness 
among returning citizens.5 It reflects research but also direct input from returning citizens through three 
focus groups with returning citizens held in late 2018 and early 2019. Each focus group was coordinated 
with a non-profit organization who invited their clients to attend. Most of the problems and solutions 
outlined here were inspired by what was shared in these focus groups. Some were suggested by service 
providers and government officials who directly work with returning citizens. 
 
 
 

This report is supported by a grant from the William S. Abell Foundation. 
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The housing and shelter recommendations include: 
• Creating a new program to connect returning citizens with family or friends and offering financial 

assistance and services to support these living arrangements. 
• Creating and expanding medium-term housing options, in recognition that the first years following 

incarceration are especially important and that the risk of recidivism is highest in this period. A joint 
Transitional Housing (TH)-Rapid ReHousing (RRH) program could provide individualized services and 
financial support for at least three years. DC Flex, a new four-year program that helps bridge the gap 
between a person’s income and rent, could be expanded to enroll returning citizens. 

• Prioritizing returning citizens with high service needs and high likelihood of recidivism for Permanent 
Supportive Housing (PSH), DC’s program for residents facing chronic homelessness.  

• Creating shelter beds especially for returning citizens with services to meet their unique needs.  
 
Beyond housing, the other recommendations are: 
• Strengthening mental health services by ensuring mental health providers are part of discharge planning 

and that services are available for all who need them.  
• Helping individuals find and keep employment. 
• Preparing individuals for return by connecting them to friends and family and DC service providers 

while still incarcerated. The days and months following release are key to success, so these connections 
need to be available immediately.  

 
Finally, the District needs a strategic plan to tackle homelessness among returning citizens that includes a 
needs assessment and that assigns roles and responsibilities to the many government agencies involved in 
reentry. There are numerous federal and local agencies that play some role in DC’s criminal justice system, 
with no clear responsibilities for addressing the housing needs of returning citizens. 
 
While it would be an expensive undertaking, taking full control of our criminal justice system would make it 
easier to solve many of the problems outlined in this paper. DC would create its own courts, prison, halfway 
houses, and parole system. DC would control prison and halfway house programming to ensure that each 
inmate has access to mental health services, education, employment, and housing location assistance. 
 
Helping Returning Citizens Integrate is a Matter of Racial Justice 
Returning citizens from Bureau of Prison facilities are 
overwhelmingly Black and male. In 2015, nearly 95 
percent were Black and nearly 96 percent were male.6 
This reflects racial discrimination and disparities in 
police interactions, arrest, and sentencing. “Black and 
White Americans encounter the police at different 
rates and for different reasons, and they are treated 
differently during these encounters,”7 according to the 
Sentencing Project, both because of formal policies 
and the choices made by police officers. Officers are 
more likely to stop Black drivers and, once stopped, 
more likely to search them as well. “Stop and frisk” 
policies, in which officers search individuals for 
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contraband, are often implemented in Black neighborhoods against Black residents. As a result, people of 
color are also more likely to be arrested than whites. 
 
Additionally, people of color are more “likely to be charged more harshly than whites; once charged, they 
are more likely to be convicted; and once convicted, they are more likely to face stiff sentences – all after 
accounting for relevant legal differences such as crime severity and criminal history.”8 For example, white 
people engage in drug offenses at a higher rate than Black people nationally, but Black people are 
incarcerated for these offenses at a rate that is ten times greater.9 This has large implications for DC’s 
returning citizens as the largest group of DC’s returning citizens have a drug offense.10 
 

DISTRIBUTION OF DC INMATES ADJUDICATED IN DC SUPERIOR COURT AND HOUSED IN BOP FACILITIES 
 

 
                                                                                                                                   SOURCE: COUNCIL FOR COURT EXCELLENCE 

This paper focuses on returning citizens from Bureau of Prisons facilities, as they face greater challenges than 
those housed in the DC Jail. DC has no control over where individuals are housed, and most are housed far 
enough to isolate them “from the support systems of family, friends, and local service providers that are crucial to 
their successful return.” 11 (See map above. 12). DC also has no control over services provided in the BOP, and 
many do not receive needed mental health services. Finally, the individuals in the BOP generally have committed 
more serious offenses than those in the DC Jail. 
 
In 2017, 4,415 individuals were in BOP custody for violating DC law along with 843 who violated federal 
law. 13 About 1,750 individuals were released from BOP custody to the District that year. 14 Nearly 79 percent of 
these individuals (1,382) were released to community supervision, meaning that staff monitor the returning 
citizen in the community, under the federal Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency (CSOSA). 15 Of those 
released to community supervision, about 63 percent are released to a BOP-contracted Residential Reentry 
Center, commonly known as a halfway house. 16 
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This report recommends steps that the District should take to help returning citizens, starting with 
housing and homeless services. All of the focus group participants cited housing as an urgent concern. Most 
were in temporary situations, such as transitional housing or a halfway house, and had little idea of where 
they could live once these stays were over.   
 
Why Returning Citizens Experience High Rates of Homelessness  
There are three key factors that contribute to and complicate homelessness among people leaving prison, 
according to the Vera Institute: 

• Many returning citizens face the same challenges that lead to homelessness among the general 
population;  

• Returning citizens face unique barriers to housing associated with their criminal justice system 
involvement; and   

• There is a lack of ownership of the problem among government agencies and community 
organizations.17 

 
Many Returning Citizens Face the Same Challenges that Lead to Homelessness Among the 
General Population 

Returning citizens share many characteristics with households who struggle to afford housing or experience 
homelessness. About a third of returning citizens lack a 
high school degree.18 Fair Market Rent (FMR) for a 
one-bedroom apartment in the District is $1,561.19 To 
afford this rent, a worker earning minimum wage would 
have to work 91 hours per week.20 As a result, many 
DC residents cannot afford to move into their own 
housing, and those in their own housing are at great risk 
of being evicted and experiencing housing instability or 
homelessness.  
 
Returning citizens have higher rates of mental health 
issues than the general population. 30 percent of 

individuals released to Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency (CSOSA) supervision in 2018 
reported a mental health need.21 CSOSA serves individuals who have been released on parole, probation, or 
supervised community release following incarceration. And people with mental illness entering supervision 
from prison were more likely to lack stable housing.22 This is consistent with the fact that mental illness is a 
contributing factor to homelessness. A national study found that at least 25 percent of people experiencing 
homelessness have a serious mental illness compared to just 4.2 percent of the general population.23  
 
Additionally, it is likely many returning citizens with mental health needs do not receive adequate services 
while incarcerated. The BOP classifies just 3 percent of its inmates as having a mental illness serious enough 
to require regular treatment. 24 This is much lower than the 20 to 30 percent who receive regular treatment in 
the state prison system and suggests that BOP underestimates the extent of this need.25 The BOP has not 
allocated the necessary funding to serve all those with critical needs.26 
 
  

 



COMING HOME TO HOMELESSNESS: POLICY SOLUTIONS FOR RETURNING CITIZENS 
 

DC FISCAL POLICY INSTITUTE  5 

Returning Citizens Face Unique Barriers to Housing Associated with Their Criminal Justice System 
Involvement 

In many ways, DC’s returning citizens face special challenges to securing housing. 

• Imprisonment far from home: DC residents are sent to federal prisons that are far away, making it 
difficult to maintain relationships with family or friends they could stay with upon return.   

• Low incomes and savings: Very few, if any returning citizens have funds for security deposits and first 
month’s rent. Only some individuals are allowed to work during incarceration, and those that do only 
earn between 12 cents and $1.15 per hour.27 This means they are likely to not have any savings when 
released. 28 And most returning citizens do not have employment lined up before their release, leading to 
time without any wages.29 Once employed, after controlling for other factors, incarceration is associated 
with an income loss of between 10 to 30 percent.30 Finally federal benefits are discontinued during 
incarceration and cannot be reapplied for until release, meaning returning citizens go months without 
benefits.31   

• Discrimination: Despite protections against housing discrimination, staff who work with returning 
citizens in DC report that clients regularly are discriminated against when they apply for housing.32   

 
Focus group participants overwhelmingly reported that returning citizens have specific needs and benefit 
from specialized services and being in the company of other returning citizens. Most described incarceration 
and reentry as particular challenges, different from experiencing homelessness or housing instability more 
generally. A 38-year-old female participant living in Jubilee’s program reported that she had women in the 
program she could share ideas with, as well as a case manager. She described it as being “just a lot of 
support,” and pointed out that this was something that she had never experienced before. 
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A Lack of Ownership of the Problem Among Government Agencies and Community Organizations 

The Vera Institute finds that “providing housing assistance to people leaving prison does not fall easily 
within the purview of criminal justice, homeless services, or housing development agencies.”33 DC’s unique 
criminal justice system makes this even more complicated as the District has limited influence on federal 
agencies. There are also numerous local agencies that have responsibility for some part of the problem or 
serve part of the population. And different agencies have different levels of expertise as it relates to helping 
returning citizens or helping individuals experiencing homelessness. (See Appendix 2 for agency descriptions.) 
  
For returning citizens with behavioral health needs, it is even more complicated. The BOP, CSOSA, 
Department of Behavioral Health (DBH) and Core Service Agencies, nonprofit behavioral health providers 
who contract with the District, have overlapping transition planning duties, including planning for 
housing.34 Different agencies provide these services “in different cases for different reasons.35 DBH has 
agreed that there should be “increased coordination” among agencies and private partners as these 
consumers face additional barriers that make obtaining stable housing “more challenging.”36  
 
Recent Positive Developments  
Some recent efforts in the District hold promise for helping returning citizens meet their housing needs.  
 
The Criminal Justice Coordinating Council is writing a 
research brief on housing and homelessness needs for 
justice-involved individuals. This is an opportunity for 
relevant stakeholders to come together to discuss the 
needs of returning citizens and to collect data on their 
housing situation. This report should look to the 
Interagency Council on Homelessness Strategic Plan, 
Homeward DC, for information on modeling the need, 
current programming, and the intersections of various 
agencies.  
 
DHS has just launched Project Reconnect, a new Diversion and Rapid Exit program for unaccompanied 
homeless adults that gives priority to returning citizens. Diversion aims to assist residents in avoiding shelter 
if possible while Rapid Exit assists those already in shelter with leaving quickly.37 Recognizing that the days 
immediately after release are high stress and high risk for reoffending, returning citizens will be eligible 
immediately upon accessing homeless services.  
 
Finally, DC’s READY Center expanded to those returning from the BOP. The READY (Resources to 
Empower and Develop You) Center is a one-stop shop where returning citizens can access vital documents, 
housing, employment, healthcare, and educational services. The READY Center is a collaboration between 
the Mayor’s Office on Returning Citizen Affairs (MORCA), Department of Corrections (DOC), 
Department of Behavioral Health (DBH), Department of Human Services (DHS), Department of 
Employment Services (DOES), Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV), and community-based 
organizations.38 Originally the READY Center was limited to citizens returning from Department of 
Corrections facilities, but has recently been expanded to include citizens returning from BOP facilities.39  
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Policy Recommendations 
Reducing homelessness among returning citizens would help one of DC’s most vulnerable populations at 
their most vulnerable moments. It would make an 
important contribution to reducing DC’s shockingly 
high rate of homelessness, and it would help ensure 
that returning citizens can reintegrate in their 
community successfully. 
 
Create a Strategic Plan and Needs Assessment 
on Housing Issues Facing Returning Citizens  

The two existing collaborative efforts—the 
Interagency Council on Homelessness (ICH) and the 
Criminal Justice Coordinating Council’s (CJCC) 
Reentry Steering Committee—should convene a 
working group to tackle the issue of homelessness among returning citizens, with participation from all key 
stakeholders, including returning citizen, advocates, and nonprofit providers. Given the number of agencies 
involved and the overlap of missions, it will be critical to map out roles and responsibilities. 

• Perform a needs assessment and create a strategic plan. The working group should develop a needs 
assessment and strategic plan to identify all housing and shelter services that specifically serve returning 
citizens and all funding streams. As discussed above, housing is especially crucial in helping returning 
citizens who have mental health conditions follow their treatment plans so the needs of this population 
should be an explicit focus in the plan. The plan should align with the ICH’s Homeward DC plan to end 
long-term homelessness. Finally, it should set targets with timelines for filling unmet needs and estimates 
of the costs of these targets. 

• Moving forward, the Criminal Justice Coordinating Council should be responsible for 
coordinating ongoing efforts, bringing stakeholders together, updating need estimates, and 
monitoring progress. The CJCC’s Reentry Steering Committee is already tasked with developing an 
“action plan for reentry that provides strategies for connecting returning citizens with housing” and 
other services.40 This Committee should add members from the Interagency Council on Homelessness 
and the Department of Human Services to bring needed homelessness expertise to the group. 

 
Strengthen Housing and Homeless Services 

Connecting returning citizens with housing should be the top priority. Otherwise individuals end up staying 
in large low barrier shelters where case management services are very limited. 

• Implement housing evaluations. Every person should have a housing evaluation at least three months 
prior to their release date. Some may be able to move back to the housing they had prior to incarceration 
without any assistance. Others may need assistance accessing the subsidized housing programs they lived 
in prior to incarceration or identifying someone they could live with upon release. Still others may have 
no options other than the homeless services system, and they should be offered the homelessness 
assessment that identifies the person’s housing-related service needs. If the person will likely be matched 
quickly to housing, the assessor should help the person gather documents they will need to enter the 
program such as birth certificate or photo ID.  
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The Housing Evaluation should be performed by staff with knowledge of the parole/probation systems, 
the homeless services system, and DC Housing Authority programs. The staff should also have 
experience with housing mediation like that done in the family Homeless Prevention Program (HPP) and 
Project Reconnect, the new singles diversion/rapid exit program. 

• Create a program to facilitate stays with family and friends. In fiscal year (FY) 2019, there was 
approximately one housing slot for every ten individuals experiencing homelessness, meaning many 
individuals spend years in shelters or on the streets.41 While staying with family or friends is not always 
an option for returning citizens, there are steps the District can take to assist families who are willing and 
able to do so. The District should identify potential hosts, choosing hosts and locations that will not 
threaten a person’s sobriety (if applicable) or increase the likelihood of reoffending.42 Hosts should be 
asked to make a commitment of at least three months. The program should offer financial assistance to 
the host, such as paying utility bills or providing grocery gift cards, as well as ongoing mediation to 
address family conflicts, particularly in the early months. Such conflicts can increase drug use and 
subsequent criminal activity,43 while mediation has been shown to significantly reduce recidivism.44 Host 
support groups should also be created. These groups would offer hosts an opportunity to learn from 
each other and make connections with others who are trying to support returning citizens. 

 

• Reconnecting with subsidized housing. Some returning citizens lived in DC Housing Authority 
(DCHA), Department of Human Services (DHS), or Department of Behavioral Health (DBH) 
subsidized housing prior to incarceration. The housing evaluation should explore whether the person can 
return to that housing, and then help with anything to facilitate that, such as getting an ID or getting their 
name added to the lease. This is critical because many returning citizens incorrectly believe their record 
makes them ineligible for public housing and housing voucher programs.45 Additionally, DHS, DBH, 
and DCHA should look at their current requirements and see if any of them can be dropped or reduced 
so that more people can return to their subsidized housing. 



COMING HOME TO HOMELESSNESS: POLICY SOLUTIONS FOR RETURNING CITIZENS 
 

DC FISCAL POLICY INSTITUTE  9 

 

• Create medium-term housing options. Recidivism declines dramatically after three years, and 
recidivism is extremely low after five years of arrest-free behavior.46 The District should create medium-
term housing options that can last at least three years for returning citizens who are at high risk of 
recidivism. The CSOSA Auto Screener, a tool to empirically assess each person’s likelihood of future 
criminal behavior47 should be part of the evaluation for allocating medium-term housing. 
 
A promising option is a joint Transitional Housing-Rapid ReHousing (TH-RRH) program. The 
TH component would provide support services to meet the unique needs of returning citizens, in a 
communal housing setting. Because many people face struggles exiting from transitional housing to 
managing housing completely on their own—with many experiencing homeless,48 DC should create a 
Rapid ReHousing program for some returning citizens leaving transitional housing. RRH provides a 
time-limited subsidy and services tied to the resident’s needs and stabilize the resident in housing that 
they can remain in after the subsidy and services end. 

 
Another promising option, for returning citizens who work but need help paying rent, is the DC Flex 
program. This program, currently in a pilot phase, provides $7,200 a year for four years to cover rental 
costs, helping participants bridge the gap between their income and rental costs. If the District moves to 
expand DC Flex, it could create a component for returning citizens. 

 

• Expand Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) and consider prioritizing returning citizens for 
existing slots. PSH combines non-time limited affordable housing with intensive services for those who 
need it. Yet the number of slots falls short of the need so the District sets preferences for admission to 
the program. Returning citizens with high needs and high likelihood of recidivism should receive a 
preference. 
 
Most PSH is tenant-based, meaning individuals receive subsidies to rent apartments in the community. 
Given the desire that most focus group respondents had to live in community with other returning 
citizens, the District should create PSH buildings dedicated to this population. 
 

• Dedicate shelter space specifically for returning citizens. Even with expanded services, some 
returning citizens will end up experiencing homelessness. Given the importance of services following 
release from incarceration, the District should set aside dedicated shelter space for returning 
citizens. These programs would ensure each new resident is met immediately by a case manager whatever 
the time of arrival, have low case manager to client ratios, employ staff who are specially trained in 
working with returning citizens, and have substance abuse and mental health treatment on site. These 
programs should be focused on exit planning from day one in the program. Exit planning should include 
housing navigators to help residents find housing, and roommate(s) if needed. 

 
Non-Housing Services: Strengthen Mental 
Health Services 

Housing is especially crucial for the many returning citizens 
who have mental health conditions. Department of 
Behavioral Health staff report “that people are more likely 
to stray from their treatment plans if they do not have 
stable housing.”49 Additionally, homelessness can be a 
traumatic event that can exacerbate a person’s mental 
illness.50 And homelessness among people with mental 
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illness leads to more contact with the criminal justice system as well as higher rates of criminal 
victimization.51 Thus, housing is considered an “evidence-based practice” in the treatment of mental health 
conditions.52  

Yet as noted in this report, access to mental health services for returning citizens is limited and should be 
expanded. 

• A DBH liaison at CSOSA receives a list of consumers who are scheduled for release in the next 120 days. 
They receive 35 to 50 referrals a month but are only able to prioritize 20 for connection with a Core 
Service Agency (CSA).53 Additionally returning citizens have been waitlisted for services. The District 
should ensure all referrals are connected to a CSA and that there are not waitlists for services.  

• Currently, returning citizens often are assigned to a provider haphazardly. There is no evaluation to 
determine which CSA would best meet the individual’s needs. And returning citizens are often assigned 
to CSAs that are difficult for them to get to. Instead each client’s needs should be examined, including 
logistical challenges, and clients should be matched based on these needs.54 

• Under a new DBH policy, CSAs are only reimbursed for eight hours of services before release unless 
they complete a burdensome process to be reimbursed for more hours. This is not sufficient time to 
support a consumer in securing employment, housing, or disability and other benefits, leading to 
individuals being released before these supports are in place. DBH has not produced data to support the 
restriction in hours. DBH should follow the Council for Court Excellence’s (CCE’s) recommendations 
and produce a study on discharge service to better understand the true costs. In the meantime, DBH 
should eliminate the current limit.  
 

Prepare People for Return 

Steps should be taken while people are still incarcerated that would greatly increase the likelihood that they 
will have a successful transition. 

• The District should help incarcerated persons maintain relationships. Promoting family 
engagement while a person is incarcerated is one of the most effective best practices for reducing the risk 
of recidivism and increasing the likelihood that a returning citizen will receive help with housing needs.55 
Yet research finds that “visitation and phone calls are less common for individuals housed far away and 
with longer sentences, because of long traveling distances and the high costs of collect calls from 
prison.”56 The District should offer video visitation when possible and pay for phone calls. Additionally, 
the District should support and supplement the current work of community groups that currently lead 
bus trips to five facilities.57  

• Let people serve the end of their sentences at the DC Jail. The BOP has allowed a small number of 
returning citizens to serve the last few months of their sentence at the DC Jail so they can connect with 
family, friends, and local service providers.58 The District should offer this to all appropriate returning 
citizens.59 The planning for a new jail should incorporate this function. 

• Connect returning citizens with local mental health, employment, and housing service providers 
before discharge. Focus group participants who had connected with service providers while 
incarcerated reported much less anxiety upon release, particularly those who had contact with a housing 
provider. Yet it is difficult for local service providers to connect with residents in BOP facilities because 
of distance and the number of facilities.60 The District should explore ways to connect incarcerated 
individuals to service providers such as through video conferencing or paying for providers to travel to 
facilities. 
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• Meet Returning Citizens at the prison gate if possible. Correctional workers report that returning 
citizens experience “gate fever,” “anxiety and irritability at the time of release.”61 When asked what 
would have been helpful in obtaining housing, 69 percent of those who had experienced homelessness 
stated having a prison counselor at “the moment of release.”62 These needs and feelings are likely to be 
heightened for District residents housed in distant locations and who have had fewer interactions with 
friends and family. The District should help family, friends, or local service provider staff meet the 
returning citizen at prison gate. If not possible, the District could ensure someone at least can meet the 
returning citizen’s bus.  

• Encourage improvements to halfway houses. About 50 percent of returning citizens transition from 
a BOP facility to supervision under CSOSA through a BOP-contracted Residential Reentry Center, 
commonly known as halfway house. Hope Village is the current men’s halfway house and Fairview is the 
women’s halfway house. Unfortunately, the District has little influence on the halfway houses because 
they are BOP-funded.  
 

All of the male focus group participants and all but one of the female focus group participants said that 
halfway house staff were generally not helpful, and none of them reported receiving help in securing 
housing. A MORCA staff member concurs with these reports, saying that “after [their stay] they are 
pretty much on their own.”63 Additionally, DC’s Corrections Information Council has criticized Hope 
Village for its treatment of residents.64 And the Council for Court Excellence, (CCE) asked the BOP not 
to renew Hope Village’s contract because of the poor quality of services, including housing assistance.65  
 

The BOP awarded the men’s contract to a new provider, CORE DC, but Hope Village is appealing this 
contract decision. In the interim, its contract has been extended.66  
 

Additionally, the District should encourage that the halfway houses be exit-focused, working from day 
one to identify possible housing options upon release, provide quality services, and partner with local 
nonprofits so that residents can maintain services upon release. 
 

Employment 

Making specific recommendations around how to help returning citizens get and keep employment is 
beyond the scope of this paper, but we recommend employment strategies be part of the needs assessment 
and strategic plan. The Workforce Investment and Opportunity Act (WIOA), the largest source of federal 
funding for workforce development efforts, requires that jurisdictions create programming that specifically 
meet the needs of returning citizens and those experiencing homelessness.67 One initial step is to ensure that 
returning citizens are connected with these programs. 
 
Take Full Control of Our Criminal Justice System 
While it would be an expensive undertaking, taking full control of our criminal justice system would make it 
easier to solve many of the problems outlined in this paper. DC would create their own courts, prison, 
halfway houses, and parole system. The District would control prison and halfway house 
programming to ensure that each inmate has access to mental health services, education, employment, and 
housing location assistance. Both the prison and the halfway houses could partner with nonprofit 
organizations to provide some or all of these services, so inmates would have continuity of services and 
supports upon release. The prison and the halfway houses would be located in DC so families and friends 
could more easily visit. The prison could also coordinate release dates with openings in housing slots, 
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creating a more seamless transition. And every person could be met at the gate upon release either by a 
family member/friend or by a counselor, ensuring they receive critical support in the anxious first moments 
after release. 
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Appendix 1 
For this report we conducted three focus groups in winter 2018-2019. Focus groups, as a method, provide 
insights into how people think and provide a deeper understanding of the phenomena being studied. Our 
focus groups were intended to gain firsthand accounts from returning citizens.  
 
Each focus group was coordinated with a non-profit organization that serves returning citizens. The non-
profits were University Legal Services, Jubilee Housing, and Thrive DC. The groups varied in size from four 
individuals to over twenty participants. The groups were composed of both men and women. Their 
incarceration period and location varied as did their date of release from incarceration, some having been 
released just weeks prior. While the conversation flowed to a number of different topics, the following are 
the general questions that were posed to the groups:  
  
Please tell us what name you’d like to use (a fake name is okay) and when you exited prison and/or a 
halfway house.  

  
How long was your most recent period of incarceration?  

  
Can you list the states where you were incarcerated in order, starting where you were first incarcerated?  

  
Were you able to keep in touch with family and friends while incarcerated? If so, how did you 
communicate? What helped you keep in touch? What made it hard?  

  
Were you able to stay with family or friends when you first came home? Why or why not?  

  
Did you think about getting housing during your last three months of prison? Did anyone talk to you about 
it? If you went to a halfway house, did anyone there help you find or apply for housing?  

  
Can you list the places you’ve stayed in order, starting from when you were released? And can you name the 
program if it was part of one? Do you think the programs were good? What made them good or bad?   

  
How did you access these programs or know about them?  

  
Were you denied from any programs? Were you told the reason why?  

  
How long did you stay?  

  
Were you terminated for any reason?  

  
Did you feel these programs helped you have stable housing or otherwise helped you?  

  
What kinds of help did you need but not receive?  
  
Would a financial stipend to your family or friends allow you to live with them? Or afford your own 
housing? How much do you think it would need to be?  
  
What are some possible ways the prisons, organizations, government or community can help returning 
citizens avoid homelessness?  
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Each focus group lasted approximately an hour and a half. The participants were given a gift card for their 
participation. The conversations from these focus groups greatly helped to inform this report. 
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Appendix 2 
The following government agencies are responsible for homeless services and services for incarcerated 
people and returning citizens. 
 
The Interagency Council on Homelessness is a local body comprised of government agencies, service 
providers, advocates and residents who have experienced homelessness. It informs and guides strategies and 
policies for meeting the needs of residents who are homeless or at imminent risk of becoming homeless. 
The only criminal justice government member is the Department of Corrections, which manages the DC 
Jail and the Correctional Detention Facility (CDF). This means that there is no government representative 
that represents the needs of those returning from BOP facilities.  
 
The Department of Human Services (DHS) is the local agency that manages District-funded homeless 
services, including shelters, transitional housing programs, and affordable housing programs dedicated to 
serving homeless residents. 
 
The Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) is a local agency that promotes 
the production of affordable housing, primarily through making loans and grants. 
     
The DC Housing Authority (DCHA) is responsible for managing public housing and housing voucher 
programs. When vouchers have been allocated in the budget process to the Mayor’s Office on Returning 
Citizen Affairs (MORCA), DCHA has administered the vouchers while MORCA has chosen the recipients. 
 
The Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency (CSOSA) is a federal agency that is responsible 
for supervised release, meaning that staff monitor the returning citizen in the community. Their mission is 
to reduce reoffending and keep the community safe. About 79 percent of returning citizens from the BOP 
are released to CSOSA supervision. CSOSA can only serve those who are released to its supervision. 
CSOSA is responsible for investigating a returning citizen’s home release plan and may disapprove a release 
plan if they feel it is inappropriate, for example if the individual plans to move in with a family member who 
has been convicted of a crime. One of CSOSA’s strategic goals is to “promote successful reintegration into 
society by linking offenders with preventive interventions to address identified behavioral health, 
employment and/or housing needs,”68 but reports that “finding housing for returning offenders is one of 
the most difficult parts of the job.”69 
 
Dually established by the DC Council and the US Congress to facilitate collaboration among local and 
federal partners, the Criminal Justice Coordinating Council (CJCC)  is “dedicated to continually 
improving the administration of criminal justice” by serving  as “the forum for identifying issues and their 
solutions, proposing actions, and facilitating cooperation that will improve public safety and the related 
criminal and juvenile justice services.”70  
 
CJCC has an Adult Reentry Steering Committee that is tasked with developing and supporting “the 
implementation of a comprehensive, data-driven, District-wide three-year action plan for reentry that 
provides strategies for connecting returning citizens with housing” and other services.71 Neither the 
Department of Human Services (DHS) nor the Interagency Council on Homelessness (ICH) are members 
of the Committee. The DC Housing Authority is a member, but the DC Department of Housing and 
Community Development (DHCD) is not. 
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The Office of Victim Services and Justice Grants (OVSJG) is a local agency that funds community-based 
and District agency services for victims of crime and justice-involved individuals and “coordinates efforts to 
provide a continuum of care for incarcerated and returning citizens.”72 OVSJG is the State-Administering 
Agency (SAA) for the District, responsible for the direction of systemic criminal justice planning, 
coordination, management, and technical assistance. It also provides grants for reentry services and funds 
technical assistance to promote collaboration among reentry service providers.73  
 
Finally, OVSJG funds the Reentry Action Network, a “coalition comprised of nonprofit organizations 
that provide direct services to returning citizens,” including housing. 74 One of their goals is to “identify 
gaps in services and work with government agencies to develop new services and policies.”75 
 
The Mayor’s Office on Returning Citizen Affairs (MORCA) was created through local legislation to 
“coordinate and monitor service delivery to ex-offenders … and make recommendations to the Mayor to 
promote the general welfare, empowerment, and reintegration of ex-offenders in the areas of…housing” 
and other needs.76 As part of their Strategic Plan, they aim to strengthen their ability to connect returning 
citizens to housing because clients reported this as a critical need.77 They plan to do this through creating 
partnerships with housing agencies and landlords. In order to do this, they reported the need to hire a 
housing specialist and funding for this position was included in the FY 2020 budget.78 It is too early to tell if 
one housing specialist is sufficient to meet the needs. When housing vouchers have been dedicated to 
returning citizens during the annual budget process, MORCA has identified the individuals to receive them.  
 
The federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) is responsible for the correctional facilities that house individuals 
who are convicted of a felony and receive sentences of more than one year. It also manages the contracts of 
DC’s two halfway houses.  
 
The DC Department of Corrections (DOC) “ensures public safety” and is responsible for the DC Jail, 
which confines pretrial individuals and those whose sentences are less than one year. Some people who are 
incarcerated in a BOP facility are given a chance for resentencing and move to the DC Jail. Additionally 
DOC is the lead partner in the READY Center. 
 
The Department of Behavioral Health (DBH) is tasked with linking returning citizens to Core Service 
Agencies (CSAs), community mental health services providers.79 These CSAs are tasked with developing a 
discharge plan that addresses housing and other needs. Additionally one of DBH’s strategic objectives is to 
“maximize housing resources and target the most vulnerable District residents with serious behavioral 
health challenges who are homeless, returning from institutions, or moving to more independent living to 
prevent and minimize homelessness.”80 DBH administers its own housing programs to meet this objective, 
but the need far outweighs the available slots.  
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