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HEALTH NOTE EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Housing Element, Comprehensive Plan Amendment Act of 2020, Bill 24-0001
Council of the District of Columbia, Council Period 24

What is the goal of this health note?

Decisions made in sectors such as housing, land use planning, education, and employment can
affect health and well-being. The Health Impact Project at The Pew Charitable Trusts is using a
new approach, called health notes, to help lawmakers learn the potential health implications of
proposed legislation and policies. The Health Impact Project developed this health note as one
additional source of information for the Council of the District of Columbia to consider regarding
Bill 24-0001, the Comprehensive Plan Amendment Act of 2020.

What would the housing element of Bill 24-0001 do?

B24-0001 updates the Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital. The plan’s Housing Element
(Chapter 5) aims to promote housing affordability and further fair housing opportunities,
especially in high-cost areas of the city.

What did the health note find?

There is a shortage of affordable housing in Washington, D.C., particularly for low-income
households. More than 20% of all D.C. households faced severe housing cost burdens in 2017,
meaning that they spent more than half of their income on housing, and another 16% spent more
than 30% to 50% of their income on housing.! Housing cost burden is more common among lower
income D.C. residents.?

This health note examined nine new or updated components of the comprehensive plan’s housing
element. Key findings from this review include:2

e There is strong evidence that housing insecurity and unaffordability can harm physical
and mental health. Frequent moves due to rising area housing costs are linked to stress and
poor health, while displacement is associated with increased hospital or emergency room
visits.3 Conversely, housing security can help facilitate effective management of chronic
health conditions such as diabetes.*

e High-cost D.C. neighborhoods lack affordable housing and other neighborhoods are
experiencing concentrated poverty. To the extent that updates to the Comprehensive Plan
address these issues, low-income residents could experience health benefits. Strong

a See full health note for definitions of the strength of evidence categories.



evidence demonstrates that neighborhood conditions can influence residents’ health,
including documented effects on mortality, depression, mental health, and birth outcomes.>
For example, there is strong evidence that living in socioeconomically disadvantaged and
racially segregated neighborhoods is associated with negative health effects such as
cardiovascular illness, pre-term birth, and low birthweight, especially for Black
Americans.®

e There is mixed evidence regarding the effects of relocating from areas of concentrated
poverty to lower-poverty neighborhoods on health outcomes and factors that shape
health.” While much of the research on mobility has focused on effects for adolescents and
adults, recent research suggests that relocating to higher-income neighborhoods could
have the greatest potential benefits for young children.8 Some studies show that housing
assistance that allows recipients to move to higher quality housing or high-opportunity
neighborhoods can mitigate the negative health effects for adults and children associated
with housing insecurity and unaffordability.? There is some evidence that counseling and
other supports can help low-income families sustain benefits of moving to high-
opportunity communities.1? The extent to which the Comprehensive Plan updates would
result in low-income families relocating to higher-income neighborhoods is unclear.

Which populations are most likely to be affected?

As a result of historical discrimination and systemic racism, people of color are more likely to
reside in communities that are racially segregated, economically disadvantaged, and that have
limited access to resources important for health and well-being such as educational or
employment opportunities, health care, or social services.11 Approximately 67% of extremely low-
income D.C. households—whose incomes fall below 30% of the area’s median family income
(D.C.’s median family income was $126,000 for a family of four in 2020)—are severely housing
cost-burdened, meaning that they spend more than 50% of their income on housing.1? Fourteen
percent of Black D.C. residents surveyed in 2019 reported having last moved due to inability to
pay a bank or landlord.13

The complete health note is available at https://www.pewtrusts.org/-/media/assets/external-
sites/health-impact-project/2021 /health-note dc-b24-0001 comprehensive-plan-update-
housing final2.pdf.

Methods Summary: Health notes provide brief, objective, and nonpartisan summaries of how
proposed legislation could affect health. To complete this health note, Health Impact Project staff
conducted an expedited literature review using a systematic approach to minimize bias and
identify studies to answer each of the identified research questions. The strength of the evidence
is qualitatively described and categorized as: not well researched, mixed evidence, a fair amount
of evidence, strong evidence, or very strong evidence. A detailed description of the methods and
a full list of sources are provided in the complete health note.
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