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LIFESTYLE
Once Homeless, Now On the Path to Homeownership
Greater Capital Area Association of REALTORS®, 
Capital Area Asset Builders work together to close 
racial wealth gap and help families achieve the 
American dream
Submitted by Greater Capital 
Area Association of REALTORS®

 
Some nights he'd ride a D.C. 

Metrobus to rest and keep warm, 
cleaning up in a McDonald's re-
stroom the next morning. Home-
less in D.C., Ronald E. Armstrong 
had gone down the wrong path 
and found himself addicted to 
drugs and without a place to stay, 
first living with acquaintances and 
later at a homeless shelter. 

"I'm one of the ones who 
thought becoming homeless could 
never happen to me, but that's the 
part of life you never plan for but 
you deal with it accordingly when 
it does happen," he said.

Eventually getting into a detox 
program, Armstrong credits his 
comeback to Back on My Feet, 
which combats homelessness by 
setting up running and fitness 
programs and linking participants 
to employment and housing re-
sources.

Back on My Feet introduced 
Armstrong to Capital Area Asset 
Builders (CAAB), which provid-
ed financial coaching and a grant 
that helped him set up a trash 
collection business in D.C. Al-
though the trash business didn't 
survive the pandemic, Armstrong 
rebounded once again and is now 
working as a peer specialist with 
the HIPS harm reduction and 
needle exchange program in D.C.

Earlier this year, Armstrong re-
ceived an email announcement 
about a path to homeownership 

program CAAB had launched with 
the Greater Capital Area Associa-
tion of REALTORS® (GCAAR).

“Homeownership has histor-
ically been the best way to build 
wealth, which is why GCAAR 
and CAAB partnered on this se-
ries - to ensure local individuals 
and families have an opportunity 
to achieve financial stability, long-
term asset-building and prosper-
ity," said Joseph Leitmann-Santa 
Cruz, CAAB’s CEO and executive 
director.

Armstrong, who turned 58 
in July, was among the 317 who 
signed up for the CAAB-GCAAR 
webinar series and said it was a 
valuable and eye-opening experi-
ence. One of the most surprising 
aspects was the home-buying in-
spection process, he said. Also of 
value: the tips on financing and 
saving that many take for granted.

"They said to budget your mon-
ey and to 'pay yourself first,' and 
that was the first time I had ever 
heard anything like that," Arm-
strong said. "You'd think an adult 
who has been working for a while 
and making money would know 
that, but actually I didn't."

The webinars Armstrong at-
tended in June covered topics such 
as Understanding Your Financial 
Relationship; The Art of Budget-
ing; Take Charge of Your Credit; 
Understanding Your Financial 
Rights; and Pay Yourself First.

"I am in the market to one day 
own a home. This program was right 
on time for me," Armstrong said.

Officer Edward Krauze. “We are 
opening the door for a lot of peo-
ple in the community who never 
thought they could own a home to 
become homeowners.”

ABOUT GCAAR
The Greater Capital Area As-

sociation of REALTORS®, one of 
the largest local REALTOR® asso-
ciations in the U.S., is the voice 
for REALTORS® in Washington, 
DC and Montgomery County, 
Maryland. Representing more 
than 10,000 real estate profes-
sionals in the greater capital area, 
GCAAR provides services vital to 
its members' daily business needs 
and works with lawmakers to en-
sure public policy that encourages 
homeownership and supports the 
real estate industry. Visit www.
GCAAR.com.

ABOUT CAAB
Capital Area Asset Builders 

(CAAB) is a non-profit organi-
zation based in Washington, DC 
with a mission to create opportu-
nities for low- and moderate-in-
come individuals in the greater 
DC region to build financial se-
curity, savings, and wealth for the 
future. Visit www.caab.org . 
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"The information was all very 
helpful to me and now I'm saving 
money. I never did that before," 
he said. "They also talked about 
setting reasonable goals and tak-
ing smaller steps toward owning a 
home."

Armstrong and his wife, dis-
abled due to a stroke, are hoping to 
find a home in the District as they 
look to their future. Armstrong 
follows all the news about the hot 
D.C. residential real estate market 
and believes homeownership is a 
worthwhile and attainable goal, 
even for someone just starting out 
and with challenges to overcome.

"We knew there was a need 
and an interest in homeowner-
ship among this community, but 
the overwhelming response shows 
just how important this is to many 
families," said 2021 GCAAR Pres-
ident Jan Brito. "While the attend-
ees are grateful for the series, we 
are equally grateful that we can of-
fer them the knowledge and tools 
to make real estate a part of their 
future.”

“This past year has shown us, 
now more than ever, the value of 
homeownership and its role in cre-
ating stability and wealth for fam-
ilies and their future generations,” 
said GCAAR Chief Executive 
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nounced that, by Friday, the major-
ity Black jurisdiction achieved a 70 
percent  vaccination rate for those 
18 and older.

The county said success is linked 
to a program where canvassers 
knocked on 284,000 doors that 
included Southview Apartments in 
Oxon Hill, one of the biggest apart-
ment complexes in the county.

Only 35 percent  of residents 
in the mostly Black jurisdiction of 
DeKalb County, Ga., are vaccinat-
ed, said county commissioner Larry 
Johnson, who also serves as NACo’s 
first vice president.

Johnson attributes the low figure 
to fewer pharmacies, such as CVS 
and Walgreen, compared to  afflu-
ent, high-income areas.

Similar to efforts in Prince 
George’s, community efforts are 
now underway in DeKalb County 
such as mobile vaccination units 
traveling in neighborhoods and 
homes.

“When we first started with the 
pandemic to get a test, you [need-
ed] a primary care physician to sign 
off. We found out in our commu-
nity that 35 percent  of the people 
aren’t insured and these were essen-
tial workers. The disparities were 
there,” Johnson said. “We are just 
trying to move forward now.”

One positive aspect from 
COVID-19, NACo leaders say, 
comes from the government be-
coming more accessible for resi-
dents through Zoom and other on-
line forms of communication.

In addition, workers are able to 
telework and handle various re-
sponsibilities on laptops and other 
computer devices at home or re-
motely.

To ensure a post-COVID-19 re-
covery, county leaders must work 
with municipal and state officials 
and maintain trust with their 
constituents, said Greg Puckett, a 
county commissioner in Mercer 
County, W.Va. and chair of NA-
Co’s rural action caucus.

“Let’s create an environment 
where we have trust and open dis-
cussion where everybody’s on the 
same page and totally transparent,” 
he said.

To read about NACo and its pol-
icy priorities, go to www.naco.org/
resources/doc/233931.
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