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Helping Clients Afford High Housing 
Costs through Real Property Tax 
Benefits

By Jennifer L. Berger, Supervising Attorney,1 and Rochelle Bobroff, Senior Attorney 
for Systemic Reform,2 AARP Legal Counsel for the Elderly

Introduction
Housing burdens for low income renters and 

homeowners have been exacerbated by the recent 
financial crisis. Between 2008 and 2011, the number 

of working renters who spent more than half of their 
income on housing and utilities increased, and this 
statistic does not count those who lost their jobs.3 
Seniors without earned income are more likely than 
younger adults to be encumbered by severe housing 
cost burdens, and in recent years, fewer seniors have 
been able to pay off their mortgages.4 Low income 
seniors are the most likely group of older persons to 
be spending more than half their income on hous-
ing.5 Federal housing subsidy programs serve only 
about a quarter of renters and do not meet the needs 
of most low income adults.6 The District of Colum-
bia and seventeen states have programs that provide 
real property tax benefits to offset the housing cost 
burdens of low income renters and/or homeowners.7 
These programs give cash benefits to individuals with 
incomes below a designated threshold who have high 
housing burdens. Yet, in D.C., this local tax program 
has been underutilized.8

In 2013, AARP Legal Counsel for the Elderly 
(LCE) engaged in systemic efforts to improve access 

to real property tax benefits for low income renters 
and homeowners in D.C. LCE initiated a pilot project 
utilizing the services of a law student volunteer to help 
low income seniors who would not otherwise need to 
file a tax return apply for real property tax benefits. As 
a result, a greater number of LCE clients obtained real 
property tax benefits, justifying an expansion of the 
LCE program in 2014. In addition, LCE worked with a 
coalition of advocacy groups to enhance the property 
tax benefit in DC. The coalition succeeded in convinc-
ing the D.C. Council to enact statutory improvements, 
increasing the benefit amount and raising the income 
threshold. The utilization of student volunteers to help 
clients fill out tax forms and the formation of coalitions 
to advocate for robust tax relief for low income house-
holds could readily be replicated in other locations.

History of D.C.’s “Schedule H” Tax Credit
In the late 1970s, the District of Columbia sought 

to abate burgeoning housing costs of low income 
tenants and homeowners by introducing The Home-
owner and Rental Property Tax Relief Credit or “Sched-
ule H.”9 Schedule H is a property tax credit available to 
D.C. low income renters and homeowners who pay a 
significant portion of their income toward real property 
taxes. At present, Schedule H helps both homeowners 
and renters by offering a tax credit of up to $750 when 
property taxes are high relative to income. (Under 
Schedule H rules through 2013, fifteen percent of rent 
paid is considered the equivalent of real property tax 
paid by homeowners.) The amount of Schedule H 
benefits depends on the amount of rent or taxes paid 
and the amount of income earned, with a maximum 
income of $20,000 to receive the benefit for tax years 
2013 and earlier. D.C. residence for the year is required, 
and residents of public housing are excluded.
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Schedule H outreach Project
After seeing countless clients risk displacement 

for non-payment of rent or taxes, LCE decided to go 
beyond our traditional benefits check-ups to maximize 
client income during this tough economy. We started a 
Schedule H project in early 2013 for tax years 2010 to 
2012 to serve clients who did not otherwise need to file 
tax forms. We recruited an extern from Georgetown 
University School of Law who created user friendly 
Schedule H filing instructions and a benefits calcula-
tion chart, and who reached out to former LCE clients 
to assist them in completing Schedule H forms. 

In the first year we engaged in outreach to seventy 
clients, inquiring whether they needed our assistance in 
filling out the Schedule H forms. Some had too much 
income to qualify for the tax relief. Others needed 
to fill out a complete tax return, and were referred, if 
needed, to the AARP Tax Aide program which helps 
low to moderate income people fill out tax returns. The 
LCE extern assisted seventeen clients in completing 
and filing the applicable tax forms.

LCE did not sign the forms as a “tax preparer,” 
since we did not attempt to verify clients’ income. We 
also required clients to sign a disclaimer acknowledg-
ing that LCE did not determine the client’s income.10 
LCE sent the Schedule H forms to the Office of Tax and 
Revenue for the client, and maintained records of the 
documents for follow-up.

2013 Schedule H Follow-up Project/Lessons 
Learned

In July and August of 2013, a Legal Associate 
for LCE’s eviction prevention unit called clients to 
determine whether they had received the requested 
tax benefit. Of the seventeen clients whom the extern 
helped file Schedule H, eleven obtained at least a partial 
tax credit. Thus, within a few months of the close of the 
tax filing season, approximately 65% of the clients we 
assisted had received a check in the mail from the D.C. 
government. Two people received the full benefit, and 
nine received partial refunds. 

Clients did experience some barriers in the process. 
Several clients had to call the Office of Tax and Reve-
nue (OTR) to ask about the status of their refunds, 
and wait times were often extensive. OTR also initially 
denied several applications, requiring the submission of 
additional documentation. OTR reported to two clients 
that someone else had falsely claimed to be head of 
household at the clients’ addresses. In those cases, OTR 
required extensive submission of proof of tenancy and 
status as head of household. One client did not have 

a written lease, and the landlord refused to provide a 
notarized letter, as requested by OTR. The client was 
able to prove rent paid by getting copies of rent checks 
from his bank, but that did not satisfy OTR.

We learned the following lessons in the first year of 
the Schedule H project:
1. Schedule H can be a valuable financial income 

maintenance tool: The program potentially has 
significant financial benefits for our clients. Our 
sample is small, but the total refunds submitted by 
our intern totaled approximately $25,000 (an aver-
age of $1300 per client).

2. Need for further outreach: The availability of 
Schedule H refunds for low income tenants was 
not well-publicized. A variety of D.C. agencies and 
organizations (governmental and private) need to 
do more to inform potential beneficiaries of the 
program and to provide guidance to those resi-
dents in submitting Schedule H.

3. Need for more administrative resources and reform 
at OTR to meet the demands of Schedule H applica-
tions: OTR needs to put more resources into the 
program if it is to reach its full potential, including 
prompt notification of any deficiency in an applica-
tion and reducing wait times on the telephone help 
lines.

Schedule H Project for Tax year 2014
Building on the success of the pilot program 

covering tax year 2012, LCE amplified resources 
for the Schedule H project for tax year 2013. First, 
LCE devoted the time of its new systemic attorney 
to oversee the project. Second, the systemic attorney 
recruited several law school student volunteers who 
began the client outreach prior to 2014. Third, LCE 
expanded the project to include the filing of forms for 
additional D.C. property tax credits for homeowners, 
such as the homestead exemption and senior exemp-
tion. Fourth, LCE’s Borchard Fellow, who is focusing 
on outreach, created a Schedule H informational flyer 
that staff distributes at outreach events. Finally, we 
plan to utilize volunteers to follow up more closely 
on Schedule H applications to ensure benefits are 
received. We expect that our efforts will enable a 
greater number of clients to obtain the benefits to 
which they are entitled.

OTR is hiring an Ombudsman who we hope will 
be instrumental in interfacing between applicants and 
OTR to facilitate payment of the Schedule H credit. We 
envision meeting with the Ombudsman, once hired, 
with a list of pending Schedule H applications to obtain 
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assistance with the processing of our clients’ tax forms. 
This should improve the success rate of Schedule H 
applications.

Keeping up with the Economic Times: Schedule 
H Property Tax Relief Act of 2012

While seventeen other states have similar tax credit 
schemes, D.C. provided a lower benefit amount and 
utilized a lower income threshold than many other 
areas.11 As a result of the advocacy of the D.C. Fiscal 
Policy Institute, the District’s City Council introduced 
the “Schedule H Property Tax Relief Act of 2012” to 
enhance the reach and amount of the Schedule H 
benefit. In November of 2011, LCE presented oral and 
written testimony in favor of the bill. This legislation 
increased the maximum Schedule H benefit to $1000, 
the maximum household income eligibility from 
$20,000 to $40,000 for tax years 2014 and 2015, and the 
maximum household income to $50,000 for tax year 
2016 and beyond. 

The bill also simplified the tax credit calculation 
down to two brackets of $0-$24,999 and $25,000- 
$40,000 with a credit that equals the amount of prop-
erty taxes (or rent equivalent) paid in excess of three 
percent and four percent, respectively, of adjusted gross 
income. Moreover, under the new statute more than 
one household member can file for Schedule H based 
on the amount of rent they individually paid, no longer 
restricting filing to those who earned at least half of the 
total household income. The improved program will go 
into effect for the 2014 tax year. 

Conclusion
Elderly renters and homeowners encounter chal-

lenges to aging in place as their incomes reduce with 
retirement. The real property tax benefit is a valu-
able income maintenance tool for people with limited 
income, but clients may be unaware of the program 
and have difficulty accessing it. Providers can have a 
constructive impact by engaging in outreach, assist-
ing with completion of the tax forms, and following up 
on applications. Since the forms are relatively simple, 
low cost options such as law student volunteers work 
well. For states lacking a real property tax benefit for 
low income renters and homeowners, advocates can 
consider forming coalitions to advise legislative bodies 
of the merit of such programs.
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