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Introduction and Background
Where we live impacts our quality of life and how healthy we are – and we all want to live in vibrant neighborhoods full of 
opportunity. But for many Howard County, Maryland residents, our community is becoming an increasingly unaffordable 
place to live – and our housing system is a major reason why. Rents and home prices are too high; many apartments are 
aging and rundown; our zoning laws are outdated; and we are not building enough places to live that people of all incomes 
can afford. 

While the affordability crisis affects everyone, these challenges fall hardest on residents of color, who continue to face 
barriers rooted in historical and current unjust practices. Black and Brown Howard County residents are twice as likely to 
be renters compared to White residents and renters are twice as likely to be cost burdened.i Research shows Black and 
Brown Marylanders also face disparities in the mortgage and appraisal process.ii In Howard County, Black and Latino 
homebuyers are twice as likely to receive high-cost loans compared to white residents.iii Additionally, Maryland 
neighborhoods with higher populations of Black, Latino and Asian residents are more likely to have higher eviction rates.iv
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Community engagement conducted as a part of the Foundation’s 2024-2028 strategic planning process identified  
housing quality and affordability as key priorities. Through interviews, polling, listening sessions and door knocking,  
we learned that residents faced challenges with rent and mortgage payments, utilities and other fees. We learned  
rising costs have made it harder for families to save money and build wealth, forcing residents to make difficult decisions 
about whether to pay for housing, buy groceries or afford healthcare in an already strained economy. We also heard from 
renters in Howard County about rampant problems with broken appliances, mold, pests and other problems that their 
landlords are unresponsive to – or worse, renters fear retaliation from their landlords if they speak up.

In response to these growing inequities, the Foundation named housing as a  
new priority and awarded its first-ever housing grants in 2024. In addition to 
supporting Organizing & Advocacy Grantees to develop policy campaigns,  
build power and foster systems change, we also funded eight organizations  
to participate in a Service Provider Workgroup. The yearlong workgroup fostered 
collaboration among providers and explored policy solutions to remove barriers 
to quality, stable housing options that people can afford.  

We launched the workgroup because service providers play a critical role in 
building healthy, affordable and equitable communities. Providers connect people 
to essential resources that strengthen families, preserve housing stability and 
bolster financial security. Beyond delivering services, these organizations 
advocate on behalf of the communities they serve and amplify the voices of 
people most impacted by housing inequities. Providers also elevate best practices 
and shape policy decisions that can lead to systems change.

This report captures policy change ideas and reflections from the Service 
Provider Workgroup and shares the workgroup’s vision for improving the housing 
system in Howard County. The report also identifies lessons learned, barriers and 
levers for change and outlines priorities providers believe are critical to advancing 
housing justice. The findings in the report are based on the research, perspectives 
and experience of providers working in partnership with consultants from the 
Housing Justice Collective. Together, the workgroup developed potential solutions 
as well as next steps for deepening collaboration.

While this is not an exhaustive list of housing challenges and policy recommenda-
tions, the report provides a starting point for tackling housing justice in Howard 
County. The report offers a call to action for providers, advocates, community 
members and decision makers and lays the groundwork for future policy  
campaigns. Our hope is that the report serves as a tool to spark dialogue,  
build community and support advocacy to improve housing for all.

“We need more housing choices and units. We need housing that people working in 
the county can afford to live in.” 	 	

— Community member interview
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The Horizon Foundation is the largest independent health philanthropy in 
Maryland. We are committed to a Howard County, free from systemic inequities, 
where all people can live abundant and healthy lives. We fight for equitable and 
compassionate health and mental health care, access to affordable and safe 
homes, a community where healthy food is accessible and affordable and where 
all residents are able to generate and pass down wealth. 

About The Horizon Foundation

About the Service Provider Workgroup
In 2025, the Horizon Foundation convened eight nonprofit organizations to participate in the Service Provider 
Workgroup. The Foundation awarded $10,000 to each grantee to join the yearlong workgroup, facilitated by the 
Housing Justice Collective: a collaborative of experienced organizers, facilitators, technical assistants and national 
housing policy consultants who work with communities to transform systems towards housing justice. 

The goals of the workgroup were to build relationships among providers; identify strategies to prevent housing instability; 
explore ways to strengthen service coordination; and share ideas that can lead to policy recommendations to advance  
housing justice in Howard County. Workgroup members included:

Bridges to Housing Stability

Building Families for Children

Columbia Housing Center

Community Action Council of Howard County

Grassroots Crisis Intervention

Luminus Network

MakingChange Inc. 

Maryland Inclusive Housing

Our mission is to work side by side with community to build power, advocate for policy change
and dismantle structural racism to achieve better health for everyone in Howard County and 
greater Maryland.

The workgroup consisted of local, regional and statewide organizations that work across  
multiple issues related to housing, including homelessness, immigration, disability rights,  
financial empowerment and child welfare. 
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Our Approach
The workgroup kicked off its first meeting in March 2025 
where the groundwork was laid for relationship building and 
co-creation. The Horizon Foundation defines co-creation 
as a collaborative process of building transformational 
relationships, trust, shared power and a joint vision to 
catalyze movements for long-term, systemic social change 
to improve health. 

We started by identifying housing justice principles, values  
and priorities to guide the workgroup. Providers also explored 
two frameworks to help inform and shape our process: 
transformative organizing by Steve Williams and emergent 
strategy by Adrienne Maree Brown. These frameworks
offered the workgroup justice-oriented approaches to 
brainstorming and prioritizing ideas, pushing providers to think 
beyond traditional policy fixes and toward solutions that  
advance systems change. 

Renter Protections
•	 Strengthen tenant rights. 
•	 Address landlord harassment and retaliation. 
•	 Protect fair housing and prevent discrimination in the sale,  
	 rental and financing of housing based on race, color, 
	 religion, national origin, familial status, gender identity, 	
	 sexual orientation and disability.

Access 
•	 Increase income and financial supports for low-income 	
	 households, such as rental assistance and guaranteed  
	 basic income.
•	 Improve housing navigation to help residents find services 	
	 and resources.
•	 Improve people’s proximity to services and jobs. 

Housing justice is the belief that housing is 
a human right and guarantees affordable, 
safe, eco-friendly, high-quality, accessible 

and stable housing opportunities for everyone 
with individual choice and without qualifications. 

Housing justice is inclusive of homelessness
 prevention, tenant rights, homeownership, 

preservation of affordable housing 
and financing of alternative housing models.

The workgroup also created a 
working definition of housing justice: 

Next, workgroup members identified barriers to housing justice and brainstormed policy priorities to address them. 
The workgroup narrowed its priorities to four core areas: renter protections, affordability, access and housing quality.  
Providers then discussed and voted on goals for each core area before determining our policy change ideas.

Affordability
•	 Increase the supply of housing that people can afford.
•	 Increase and improve housing subsidies for low-income 	
	 families, seniors, people with disabilities and other groups  
	 experiencing housing insecurity.
•	 Expand the range of housing options for all income  
	 levels, including Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs)  
	 and starter homes.
•	 Build more workforce housing for essential workers— 
	 such as police officers, firefighters, teachers, health care 	
	 providers and service workers—near their job.

Housing Quality
•	 Improve housing conditions (e.g., mold, rodents, etc.).
•	 Build more rental housing for larger families.

Housing Priorities & Goals
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To help providers further prioritize policy ideas, the workgroup completed power 
mapping to better understand the landscape of housing policy in Howard County, 
identify key decision makers and target opportunities to influence change. 
The group also took an in-depth look at inequities, needs and barriers that exist 
among Howard County renters and homeowners. Throughout the year, 
workgroup members also explored various models and strategies for addressing 
housing instability and affordability. This included learning about housing policy 
solutions in our region as well as steps advocates are taking across the country to 
improve affordability. 

Additionally, providers met with local leaders from the Howard County Office 
of Consumer Protection and the Howard County Housing Commission to gain 
insights about current housing policies. Several providers also attended the 2025 
Landlord-Tenant Conference hosted by the Office of Consumer Protection and 
met with Horizon Foundation’s housing organizing and advocacy grantees to 
learn more about how their priorities might intersect. As a result of this process, 
the workgroup developed the following policy change ideas focused on tenant 
protections and housing affordability. These recommendations are aimed at 
improving conditions for residents in the short-term and planting seeds for 
long-term change. 

Policy Change Ideas
		   

Rents are too high. Howard County renters pay among the highest 
rents in the state. The typical gross rent, including the cost of utilities, 
is over $2,100 per month.v Renters are also increasingly faced with 
high costs related to security deposits and junk fees such as charges 
for trash disposal and online payment processing. Approximately 
half of renters in Howard County have unaffordable housing costs.vi

Renters are often left out of conversations about housing. Approximately 30 percent of Howard County households live in 
rental properties.vii However, there are few spaces or organizations that focus on tenant advocacy in the county. As a result, 
renter voices are missing from local decision making and policy change.  

Renters don’t know their rights. Many renters don’t know what legal protections they have or how to report harassment, 
discrimination and housing quality issues. Likewise, some landlords don’t understand their responsibilities or current 
housing laws.

Finding help as a renter is difficult. The process for resolving tenant and landlord issues is confusing and fragmented.  
Renters must navigate multiple county agencies including the Office of Consumer Protection, Department of Inspections, 
Licensing, and Permits and the Office of Human Rights and Equity. There is no single agency that handles renter concerns 
or has enforcement authority to stop bad actors.

Tenant Protection Barriers 

Typical gross rent, including the 
cost of utilities, is 

over $2,100 per month, 
which is unaffordable for half of residents.



7

Renters experience problems with housing quality. Renters have reported unsafe and unhealthy living conditions such 
as mold, pests and rodents. Some renters have also described problems with unresponsive landlords who have not 
repaired broken appliances, heating, hot water or other hazards.

Renters face discrimination and landlord harassment. Residents have reported fair housing violations, including 
unlawful lease terminations and landlords who refuse to rent to voucher holders or people with disabilities. Providers also 
shared growing concern about harassment of immigrant tenants in the current political environment, including threats by 
landlords in retaliation for making complaints. 

What’s Our Solution? 

1. Create a Howard County Office of Tenant and Landlord Affairs to make it easier for renters to navigate 			 
county services and ensure enforcement of renter protections.
	 •	 Expand the ability to mediate and resolve renter complaints.
	 •	 Grant the authority to mandate corrective action and issue larger fines to landlords.
	 •	 Make data about renter complaints and landlord violations publicly available. 
	 •	 Offer more technical assistance, training and resources for tenants and landlords. 
	 •	 Require mandatory training for landlords as part of license renewal process.
	 •	 Increase outreach to renters and form a tenant advisory committee.

2. Support implementation of the Renters’ Rights and Stabilization Act, which strengthens tenant protections across 		
Maryland by increasing eviction filing fees, placing a cap on security deposit fees, establishing first right of refusal 		
and requiring a copy of the Maryland Tenants’ Bill of Rights is included with all residential leases.
	 •	 Develop a local “Know Your Rights” campaign based on Maryland’s Tenant Bill of Rights.

3. Partner with immigrant rights organizations to explore tenant protections for immigrants.
	 •	 Support advocacy for state or county legislation to include immigrants as a protected class under housing protections. 
	 •	 Support advocacy for legislation to address issues that disproportionately affect immigrants, such as credit score 		
		  protections.

Housing Affordability Barriers

People can’t afford to buy a home. There are not enough  
places to live in Howard County that people of all incomes can  
actually afford. The median sales price of a home in Howard County 
is about $630,000, making homeownership out of reach for many 
young adults, seniors, working families and households with low or 
moderate incomes. The middle market – homes in the $300,000 to 
$500,000 range – has essentially vanished in Howard County, 
pricing out middle-income households.viiii

In Howard County, the median home 
price is $630,000; this is out of 

reach for many households.
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There is not enough workforce housing. The housing shortage has made it difficult for teachers, firefighters, police 
officers, hospital employees and other essential workers to live where they work. Increasingly, people are moving out 
of Maryland because the cost of living has outpaced incomes.ix Companies are also less likely to bring businesses to the 
county if employees can’t afford to live here.

Housing production has not kept up with demand. Howard  
County needs to build over 11,000 units to address its current housing 
shortage.x Restrictive zoning policies, land-use regulations and rising 
construction costs have slowed housing production to a halt. This has 
contributed to a lack of housing options, including starter homes, 
multi-family buildings and affordable rental units for large families.

What’s Our Solution? 

1. Support innovative models that improve financial security.
	 •	 Expand and sustain the Guaranteed Basic Income (GBI) pilot launched by Howard County Executive Calvin Ball  
		  in 2025 in partnership with Community Action Council. The GBI pilot offers families monthly financial assistance,  
		  wrap-around services and programming to support their economic stability.
	 •	 Use the data and evaluation of the current GBI pilot to design new initiatives that increase finance assistance  
		  for low-income households.

2.	Plant seeds for social housing and models that create permanently affordable housing.
	 •	 Secure permanent financing for the Howard County Housing Opportunities Trust Fund, which supports affordable  
		  housing creation, unit preservation, rental assistance and homeownership.
	 •	 Create a county task force to explore models such as community land trusts.
	 •	 Promote social housing models in the county’s five-year plan to end homelessness.

Moving Forward Together
These recommendations offer a pathway toward advancing housing justice in Howard County. While this work will not 
happen overnight, organizations are taking steps now to strengthen communities and remove barriers to quality, stable 
homes that people can afford. Building on the momentum of the workgroup, providers are partnering with advocacy 
organizations to help shape policy decisions and pursue policy solutions.

Providers and advocates have started to explore a range of housing justice strategies, building on the ideas and priorities 
identified by the workgroup. Organizations are learning how other communities are addressing housing affordability and 
looking more closely at solutions such as comprehensive rezoning and legislation to increase the production of missing middle 
housing. Providers and advocates have started to work together to support a range of local and statewide legislation 
aimed at protecting tenants and increasing affordable housing production. Here are some recent examples of how 
workgroup members are taking action and moving forward together.

Howard County needs to build 
over 11,000 units

 to address its current housing shortage. 



Lakefront Land Use Resolution
In November 2025, providers and advocates supported a 
proposed plan to acquire land in downtown Columbia to 
build a new library and redevelop the current Central Branch 
site into mixed-income rental units. Organizations signed a 
joint letter in support of the plan, submitted testimony and 
testified at a County Council hearing. The Columbia Housing 
Center also co-authored an op-ed with the Horizon 
Foundation in support of the resolution which was approved 
by the County Council. 

ADU Bill
Several providers and advocates testified in support of a bill 
in January 2026 that would make it easier to build ADUs in 
Howard County. ADUs are secondary, independent living 
spaces built on the same property as a single-family home, 
such as garage or basement apartments. They are smaller, 
lower-cost units that are usually more affordable than 
market rate housing. Having more ADUs would help young 
adults who want to live independently but cannot yet  
afford to buy a home, seniors who want to downsize, family 
members or caregivers who need to live on-site and people 
with disabilities. The bill passed and was signed into law in 
February 2026. 

LIVE Initiative
Organizations coordinated a response to the new LIVE 
initiative launched by Howard County Executive Ball in  
January 2026. The initiative increases funding for rental 
assistance, extends the time period that landlords must  
give for eviction notice, establishes a new one-stop shop  
to help renters access services, tracks renter data and  
expands staffing and collaboration among county agencies. 
In partnership with the Foundation, providers and advocates 
released a joint statement showing support and calling for 
the county to continue strengthening tenant protections.

Starter and Silver Homes Act
During the 2026 Maryland General Assembly legislative 
session, advocates and providers partnered to advocate 
for a bill that would make it easier to construct townhomes 
and other smaller-size and lower-priced homes across the 
state. The Starter and Silver Homes Act would lower the 
minimum lot size, allowing more homes to be built and sold 
or rented at a lower price. Providers and advocates signed 
onto a joint action alert to send to legislators. Several 
providers and advocates also submitted written testimony 
and testified in person at the bill hearing in February. 
While the bill did not pass, there was broad support from 
housing partners locally and statewide. More work needs 
to be done at the state level to promote building smaller- 
size and lower-priced homes, which would primarily help 
young professionals, families and seniors who wish to 
downsize.

Housing Opportunities Trust Fund
In March 2026, County Executive Ball announced an 
amendment that would allow the county to pursue bond 
funding to support affordable housing projects through  
the Housing Opportunities Trust Fund. Recognizing the 
impact this legislation would have on affordable housing 
production in the county, providers and advocates 
released a joint statement in support of the amendment. 
Partners also submitted testimony and testified at the 
hearing for the amendment. In April 2026, the County 
Council approved a limited version of the amendment that 
restricts the bonding authority to the Housing Commission 
and homeownership projects. The charter amendment 
will appear on the ballot for Howard County voters in 
November 2026. Providers and advocates continue to  
fight for a permanent funding source for both rental 
and homeownership projects.

9
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Call to Action

Advancing housing justice will require the combined efforts of providers, advocates, 
homeowners, renters, community organizations, elected officials and local leaders. 
By working together, we can undo longstanding laws and policies that perpetuate 
unfairness. We can fight for policy change that strengthens renter protections,  
builds more housing and provides pathways to homeownership. 

The ideas shared in this report and recent advocacy efforts by providers are a 
positive step forward, but this is just the start. We need more solutions grounded
in collaboration and systems change. We also need more service providers and 
community members at the table to drive shifts in policy. As we continue to build 
a movement for housing justice and work toward developing policy campaigns, 
here are some next steps and opportunities for individuals and organizations to act. 

Achieving housing justice will take all of us working together. That means service providers, advocates, community  
members, decision makers and nonprofit organizations partnering across sectors and finding shared goals and priorities. 
Collaboration starts with building relationships, trust and connection. Individuals looking to collaborate can join a local 
membership-based organization working on housing such as  CASA, the Howard County Housing Affordability Coalition 
and Maryland Just Power Alliance.

We need policies that strengthen renter protections, help increase housing supply and pave a pathway to homeowner-
ship. Policy change is possible when we build power, engage communities and center the voices of people most affected by 
housing barriers. There are multiple ways individuals and organizations can support advocacy and help pursue the policy 
change ideas shared in this report. Find out how you can get involved and make a difference by joining the HoCoNext 
campaign to support housing justice. If you’re a renter, share your story and connect with other residents who want to take 
action by attending an upcoming Renter Town Hall. Subscribe to the Horizon newsletter to find out about our next town 
halls and how you can participate.

Everyone deserves an opportunity to live in stable, quality housing that they can afford. But for many residents, housing 
is out of reach due to unjust practices and laws rooted in discrimination. The day-to-day inequities many people face are 
amplified when it comes to housing – particularly for Black and Brown residents, low-income households, seniors and  
people with disabilities. We can take action by undoing longstanding laws and policies that perpetuate unfairness.  
We can also make sure communities disproportionately impacted by housing barriers are involved in decision making and 
advocacy.

 Put equity front and center.

Support advocacy and organizing.

Embrace collaboration. 
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Howard County can be a great place to live for ALL people – a place with great schools, great access to nature, great jobs, 
great sense of community, great proximity to big cities and a place that provides great housing options for people at all 
income levels. By ensuring that quality, stable homes are available to all people, we can fulfill our founding promise of being 
a place where all people are welcome – and all people have the opportunity to thrive.

We’ve made some progress, but we can do more. The workgroup’s policy change ideas offer solutions for strengthening  
tenant protections and increasing housing supply in Howard County. This report offers a vision for systems-level change 
and is a starting point for organizations to build power through coordinated policy campaigns. To put these ideas into 
policy recommendations and further action, providers are partnering with housing advocates and supporting local and 
statewide policy change. Taking the insights and lessons learned from the workgroup, providers continue to meet quarterly 
to pursue advocacy efforts and strengthen collaboration. If you are a direct service provider, join our quarterly convenings 
and connect with other community-based organizations working to improve housing and foster systems change.
If you’re a renter, homeowner or advocate, join the movement to create a more just and fair housing system. 
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Next Steps
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If you’re a local leader, make sure residents, providers and advocates are at the table and their 
voices are part of decision making to drive policy change. Together, we can make Howard County 
a place where all people can live in vibrant neighborhoods that are full of opportunity.



thehorizonfoundation.org


