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County Board Meeting – November 16, 2002 

 
 October 23, 2002 
 
TO: The County Board of Arlington, Virginia 
 
FROM: Ron Carlee, County Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Housing Grants for Needy Persons 
 
RECOMMENDATION: Approve the following recommended changes to Chapter 44 

of the Arlington County Code, Housing Grants for Needy 
Persons program, to take effect on January 1, 2003: 

 
1. Allow a 20 percent (20%) deduction from earnings or the 

current $750 per minor child per year, whichever is more 
beneficial, for all working households for purposes of 
determining eligibility and the grant amount. 

2. Increase the grant cap from sixty percent (60%) to seventy 
five percent (75%) of the lesser of the maximum allowable 
rent or actual rent obligation. 

3. Because of a prior omission and error, allow the use of the 
Housing Choice Voucher program’s standard for a two 
bedroom dwelling unit for households qualifying as elderly 
and disabled where there is another related household 
member who is not a spouse, and eliminate the program 
time limit for recipients in the Working Families with 
Children component. 

 
ISSUE: Should the County make changes to the Housing Grants for Needy 

Persons program to better enable low income residents to obtain 
and retain housing in Arlington? 

 
SUMMARY: Participation in the Housing Grants program has been declining 

since May 1999.  The Affordable Housing Task Force’s 
recommendations in its January 2000 report, which were adopted, 
sought to improve this subsidy to make housing more affordable in 
Arlington.  Because of market forces, many low-income County 
residents have not been able to compete successfully in the housing 
market, especially working families with children.  Further 
recommendations are now being made to the Housing Grants 
program to continue to make this a viable resource for making 
housing affordable for County residents with the lowest incomes. 

 
 
BACKGROUND:  In spite of enhancements recommended by the Affordable Housing 



   
 

Task Force and approved by the County Board, and outreach efforts by program staff, 
many low income County residents are not competing successfully in the housing 
market, and are having difficulty retaining affordable housing.  This is evidenced by the 
continuing decline in the Housing Grants caseload: 
 

Household Participation 
 
       Working Total 
Month/Year Elderly Disabled Families Households 
August 2002  301  165  100  566 
August 2001  298  195  144  637 
August 2000  336  229  171  736 
August 1999  376  257  198  831 
May 1999*  377  261  218  856 
3-Year Change  -20%  -37%  -54%  -34% 
 
* Peak participation 
 
The January 1, 2001 changes allowed use of HUD fair market rent standard, which is 
used for the Housing Choice Voucher program, to be used to determine eligibility and 
to calculate Housing Grants.  While this provided a significant increase in grants, the 
decline in program participation has continued.  Grant increases were as follows: 
 
 

Average Grants 
 
         Working Average 
Month/Year   Elderly Disabled Family Grant 
May 2002       $320  $363  $265  $322 
January 2002       $319  $355  $236  $320 
July 2001       $303  $334  $226  $295 
January 2001       $284  $312  $200  $275 
July 2000       $217  $255  $142  $212 
January 2000       $218  $252  $157  $213 
July 1999       $216  $264  $153  $214 
January 1999       $223  $266  $152  $217 

 
Change Jan. ’99 – May ’02 43%  36%  74%  48% 
 



   
 
Since May 1999, when program participation peaked, the working family component 
participation decreased the most, followed by disabled and, to a lesser but significant 
degree, elderly households.  Overall, a one-third caseload reduction has occurred in a 
little more than three years.  Allowing a 20% deduction for earned income would 
increase grants for all working families by approximately 25%.  By extending this same 
deduction to working elderly and disabled households, 70 current recipients’ grant 
would increase and 24 additional households with income from employment would 
qualify annually. 
 
In a November 7, 2001 letter to the Board, the Housing Commission recommended a 
20 percent earned income disregard for Housing Grants recipients.  At that time it 
appeared that the recommendation could not be funded within the existing allocation 
because the newly implemented policy (for January 2001) was increasing the cost of the 
program.  Since then it has become apparent that those changes are not preventing the 
decline in participation in this program. 
 
Six applications for a Housing Grant (from households that have rental units in the 
County) are denied monthly for not meeting the 40% rent to income requirement of the 
program.  The 20 percent earnings deduction would allow 72 currently ineligible, low-
income households to qualify annually (48 working families with children and 24 
qualifying as elderly or disabled). 
 
A disregard from earned income (wages, salary, tips) is a feature of many assistance 
programs, such as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, Food Stamps, and 
Medicaid.  An earnings disregard recognizes that there are expenses associated with 
employment, such as transportation, day care, taxes (especially FICA), uniforms and 
clothing, etc.  Households living on pensions and other benefit programs do not 
typically incur these costs of earning income.  The recommended earned income 
disregard also promotes self-sufficiency by encouraging a household to improve its 
earnings because additional earnings would result in less of a grant reduction. 
 
Because there are households that qualify for a Housing Grant based on age or disability 
that also have responsibility for raising minor children, it is also recommended that 
these households have available the greater of a $750 per child, per year income 
deduction or 20% earned income disregard.  This recognizes the additional child 
rearing costs these households incur. There are currently 21 elderly and disabled 
households, with 39 children, that would benefit from this change. 
 
Current policy limits the amount of a Housing Grant to 60 percent of the lesser of a 
household’s actual rent or the maximum allowable rent that is used for calculating the 
eligibility and grants.  The 60 percent grant cap applies to 18 households at this time.  
Twelve of these households are SSI recipients, the very poorest of the poor, while the 
remainder are working families.  Increasing the grant cap to 75% would achieve the 
goal of having SSI recipients pay no more than 40% of their monthly income for rent.  
With the 60% limit, an SSI recipient would pay 65% of their income for rent, or more if 
their rent obligation exceeded the maximum allowable. 
 



   
 
The intent of the Affordable Housing Task Force’s recommendation for limiting grants 
was to prevent a Housing Grant from becoming a more desirable and lucrative benefit 
than the Housing Choice Voucher program (Section 8).  For the program to meet its 
goal of no more than 40 percent of a household’s income being paid for rent, the cap 
would need to be increased to 75 percent for SSI recipients.  Because the number of 
households affected by the current cap is a relatively small part of the caseload, it is 
recommended that the cap be increased to that level.  It should be noted that the 
Housing Choice Voucher program’s goal is to prevent a household from paying more 
than 30 percent of its income for rent.  It should be further noted that recipients of that 
program are utilizing 100 percent of the authorized vouchers, and there is a waiting list 
for admission. 
 
The current version of Chapter 44 contains an omission and an error; therefore, it is 
recommended that wording be added to Section 44-3(3)(a) 1, as noted on the attached. 
This section determines the standard for the appropriate size of the dwelling unit to 
base the eligibility and grant calculation (i.e., whether to use the one or two bedroom 
maximum allowable rent).  The policy affecting those who were grand-fathered using 
previous standards allowed for this.  It was not the Manager’s intent, or that of the 
Affordable Housing Task Force, to eliminate this.   
 
Additionally, an error occurred in the preparation of the final version of Chapter 44.  
The Manager’s report contained the Affordable Housing Task Force’s recommendation, 
including Section 44-3(3)(a)5, to limit assistance to working families to four years.  
During the discussion at the public hearing, the County Manager recommended and the 
County Board agreed to strike this recommendation.  However, in the preparation of the 
adopted code, this measure was not deleted.  
 
FISCAL IMPACT:  None.  Because of the continuing decline in program participation, 
the estimated cost of the recommended changes (approximately $200,000), can be 
absorbed within the current budget allocation. 


