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RENTAL CHOICE VIRGINIA 
Answers to Frequently Asked Questions from Individuals and Families 

Q: What is Rental Choice VA? 

A: Rental Choice VA is a three-year pilot program that offers assistance with housing costs to a limited 
number of individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities who are currently living in 
institutional or congregate residential settings to enable them to live more independently in safe, 
affordable housing in the community. Participants find their own housing with assistance from their 
support coordinators, service providers, family and other community resources. The pilot program is 
administered locally by the Community Services Boards (CSBs) of Fairfax-Falls Church and of Virginia 
Beach. Rental Choice VA is part of Virginia’s “Plan to Increase Independent Living Options,” a housing 
plan developed by the Virginia Department of Behavioral Health and Developmental Services (DBHDS) 
and its partner agencies in response to the U.S. Department of Justice Settlement Agreements.  

Q: Who is eligible for Rental Choice VA? 

A: Eligible individuals… 

• are age 18 or older, AND 
• reside in and receive case management in a pilot locality (e.g., Fairfax County, City of Fairfax or 

Falls Church, or Virginia Beach) for at least 90 days prior to the Rental Choice VA application, 
AND 

• have a household income that does not exceed 30% of the median income (currently 
$22,500/year for a one person household in the metropolitan area that includes Fairfax 
County), AND 

• are in one of the following categories:   
o have an intellectual disability and live in a state training center or intermediate care 

facility; OR 
o have an intellectual disability and live in Medicaid Waiver funded group home or in a 

sponsored residential placement; OR  
o have a developmental disability and live in a skilled nursing or intermediate care facility; 

OR 
o have an intellectual disability, live with family and receive Medicaid Intellectual 

Disability (ID) Waiver-funded services in the home; OR 
o have a developmental disability, live with family and receive Medicaid Individual & 

Family Developmental Disability Support (DD) Waiver-funded services in the home; OR 
o have an intellectual disability, live with family and are on the Medicaid ID Waiver 

waitlist (but have alternative means to obtain needed supports to live in independent 
housing); OR 

o have a developmental disability, live with family and are on the Medicaid DD Waiver 
waitlist (but have alternative means to obtain needed supports to live in independent 
housing) 

http://www.dbhds.virginia.gov/settlement/FINAL_DOJ_Housing_Plan_3_6_13.pdf
http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/csb/about/doj-settlement.htm
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Q: What kinds of assistance does Rental Choice VA provide? 

A: This program provides rent-up assistance and rental assistance. Rent-up assistance includes up-front 
financial help to offset the costs of housing expenses you may not be able to afford, such as rental 
application fees, holding fees, security deposits, moving costs, and utility connection fees and deposits. 
Rent-up assistance is available as a last resort, after you’ve tried all other options. Rental Choice VA will 
also pay rental assistance, which is the difference between 30% of the tenant’s adjusted gross income 
(tenant’s share) and the rent and utilities allowed by the program for a particular unit. Rental assistance 
may be provided for up to 36 months, contingent upon funding. 

Q: What housing expenses am I responsible for in Rental Choice VA? 

A: You are responsible for certain up-front costs of a new place to live, such as furniture, bedding, curtains, 
cooking/cleaning equipment and supplies, dishes, a telephone, etc. In addition, you are responsible for 
certain regular, ongoing housing expenses, including the tenant’s rent share, any utilities not included 
in the rent (gas, electric, water/sewer, trash, cable, phone), and any regular housekeeping supplies (e.g., 
light bulbs, batteries for the smoke detector, trash bags, cleaning supplies, etc.). Finally, you may be 
responsible for special fees such as fees for late rent, fees if the landlord goes to court to evict you, fees 
for damages you cause to the apartment that are not normal wear and tear, or fees for services that the 
landlord provides (e.g., visitor parking permits or pool passes). 

Q: What other responsibilities do I have in Rental Choice VA? 

A: You will sign a Program Participation Agreement which identifies your responsibilities when you apply to 
the program, when you search for housing, when you identify a unit, when you occupy the apartment, 
when you recertify for the program each year, and at the end of your occupancy. You will also sign a 
lease with a landlord. A lease is a legal agreement between you and the owner or manager of the 
apartment that explains the rules you both must follow for you to live there. 

The Agreement and the lease include many of your responsibilities. For example, you must:  

• provide accurate and complete information about household income/ household size and any changes;  
• complete a Housing Profile and Housing Spending Plan;  
• participate in service planning meetings to plan for the move;  
• review the rules of the lease and the Participation Agreement;  
• pay the tenant portion of the rent and any utilities on time and in full;  
• apply for a Housing Choice Voucher and other federal housing subsidies/programs when they are available;  
• notify the CSB if you will be absent from the unit for more than 30 days at a time or if you will have 

visitors staying for 14 days or longer;  
• obtain permission from CSB and the landlord before any new people move into the unit;  
• notify the CSB if a household member leaves, if you end your lease, or if you receive an eviction notice;  
• pay for any damages; and  
• provide 60 days’ notice to the CSB before moving or leaving the program. 

Q: What if I need services or supports that are not available in the Medicaid Waiver program right now? 
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A: As you and your planning team meet to identify the services, supports and resources you will need, you 
may discover some services or supports are not offered in the ID or DD waiver. Your team will work with 
the CSB and the Community Resource Consultants to find other sources of assistance. However, if the 
team cannot identify alternative sources or ways to arrange supports that will meet your health and 
safety needs in a more independent housing setting, then an application for Rental Choice VA is unlikely 
to be approved. Your application must include a plan showing you will have the services you need in a 
more independent housing setting. If we are unable to move forward with your application, the CSB will 
document and report to the DBHDS Interagency Housing Workgroup the barriers that prevent us from 
moving forward, so we can identify what changes are needed to the waivers to help you get 
independent housing in the future. 

Q: Will I be able to keep the same residential services provider I have for my group home? 

A: If you like the services you receive from your group home residential services provider, you can ask the 
agency if it can deliver the services you need in your own rental home. Some residential service 
providers have the staffing, resources and approval to provide services in group homes as well as in 
people’s own homes. Other service providers do not have this capacity, but they may be able to develop 
their program and work with DBHDS and the State Medicaid program to get approval to provide services 
in people’s homes. 

If your group home provider is unable to provide services in your own home, your Support Coordinator 
will introduce you to other residential providers that can provide services in your home, and you can 
decide if you might like to work with one of them. 

Q: Can I live with a friend? What about with my brother or sister? Or with a caregiver? 

A: You can identify other members of your household when you apply to Rental Choice VA, including 
friends or family members who will provide formal or informal support, or serve as a live-in aide. Friends 
or family members who provide informal supports and who have individual incomes above 30% of the 
AMI will be approved on a case-by-case basis and will be responsible for their own prorated portion of 
the contract rent payment. For example, if an individual’s brother lives in the unit to help prepare 
diabetic meals in the mornings and evenings, the brother earns more than $22,550/year, and the total 
contract rent is $1,500/month, then the brother will pay $750/month. If the individual receives 
$8,640/year in Supplemental Security Income (SSI), then the individual will pay 30% of his monthly 
income toward the remaining half of the contract rent, or $216/month. Rental Choice VA will pay the 
difference between the remaining half of the contract rent ($750) and the brother’s portion ($216), or 
$534. If the brother earns less than $22,550/year, rental assistance will be based on the combined 
household income. For example, if the brother earns $20,000/year, then total household income is 
$28,640/year. The individual and his brother will pay 30% of the total household income, or 
approximately $716/month (split any way they choose), and the Rental Choice VA subsidy will be 
approximately $784/month. 

You can also have a live-in aide. Individuals must have a letter from a physician, psychiatrist or licensed 
health care provider documenting that a professional or familial live-in aide is essential to their care or 
well-being. The income of live-in aides is not counted as part of household income for eligibility or in the 
determination of the tenant’s share of rent. Live-in aides qualify for occupancy as long as the participant 
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needs their services and they are chosen by the participant to provide these services. Landlords may 
deny residency to the live-in aide if a background check reveals a history of criminal behavior. Finally, 
you can live with a combination of a friend or family member and a live-in aide. 

Q: How do I apply? What is the process? 

A: First, discuss the benefits and responsibilities of living independently with your Support Coordinator and 
planning team members, review the requirements of Rental Choice VA, and identify all the services, 
supports and resources you need to live independently and whether these are available. It is important 
to determine whether this project is a good fit for you. If you and your team agree to move forward, 
your Support Coordinator can submit a referral to the CSB’s Housing Coordinator.  If you meet the initial 
eligibility criteria, your Support Coordinator can work with you and your person-centered planning team 
to complete a Housing Needs Profile, a household budget and moving budget, and a transition service 
plan.  If your team believes you will have the resources and supports necessary to live independently, 
you can complete the Rental Choice VA application and supporting documentation with your Support 
Coordinator, and submit this to the CSB’s Housing Coordinator. The Coordinator will determine whether 
you meet the eligibility criteria and whether a slot is available, and will inform you and Support 
Coordinator in writing. If you are eligible and an appropriate slot is available, you will receive a Rental 
Choice VA certificate of eligibility for assistance and Program Participation Agreement to review and 
complete with your Support Coordinator. If appropriate slots are full, the next ten individuals will be 
notified they have been placed on a waitlist. Ineligible individuals will be informed in writing that they 
are not qualified for the project. 

Q: If there are only 8 to 10 slots for Fairfax-Falls Church CSB, how will you decide who gets them? 

A: The CSB will allocate three rental assistance slots to individuals either transitioning from an institution to 
the DD waiver or from their families’ homes where they received DD waiver services. The remaining 
seven slots will be allocated to individuals transitioning from an institution to the ID waiver, from a 
congregate residential setting on the ID waiver, or from their families’ homes where they received ID 
waiver services. Slots will be filled on a “first-come, first-eligible, first-served” basis.  Individuals must 
complete the process, including the submission and approval of:  

• a Housing Needs Profile,  
• a realistic and feasible household budget and moving budget,  
• a Medicaid Waiver service plan that (1) will meet health and safety needs in an independent 

housing setting, (2) with identified providers who have agreed to provide services, (3) that has 
been pre-authorized for services needed in an independent housing setting, AND 

• an application for Rental Choice VA  (including all required income and service documentation) 

Once the slots are filled, up to ten additional individuals will be placed on a waitlist, in date order of 
approved application. 

Q: What kinds of places can I live in using the Rental Choice VA subsidy? 

A: You can live in a legal dwelling unit with a full kitchen and bathroom that has an initial lease term of at 
least 12 months. A unit could be in a multifamily apartment building, a single family home (e.g., a 2 BR 
house), or in a permitted accessory dwelling unit within a single family home. Rental Choice VA will not 
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approve rental assistance in assisted living facilities, group homes, boarding houses, rooms for rent, or 
apartments shared by more than 3 people with disabilities. The maximum rent allowed for a unit, 
including all utilities, is the Fair Market Rent (FMR) for the metropolitan area established by the U.S. 
Department of Housing & Urban Development (HUD). Special exceptions up to 120% of FMR may be 
made if you need an accommodation due to your disability. Rents for assisted units must also be 
reasonable in relation to rents charged for comparable, unassisted units with similar features and 
amenities at the same property and in the neighborhood. All assisted units must pass an initial 
inspection and subsequent annual inspections using HUD’s Housing Quality Standards. 

Q: How will I find a place to live that will take my Rental Choice VA subsidy? 

A: If you are approved for Rental Choice VA rental assistance, your Support Coordinator will use a Housing 
Locator, or a local housing expert, to help find apartment properties and homes for rent in our 
community that could be rented to individuals who receive Rental Choice VA assistance. The Housing 
Locator will review your Housing Profile and Budget, get to know your housing needs and what you can 
afford, and will send you and your Support Coordinator at least three housing options you can visit to 
see if they work for you. The Housing Locator will also talk to the landlord up front about your rental 
history and work out the terms under which the landlord is willing to work with you, especially if you 
have not rented before or if your rental history needs improvement. 

Q: How much will my rent be? 

A: The total rent for the unit size approved for your household must be the lower of the Fair Market Rent 
or the rent of comparable units in the neighborhood. Unit sizes are approved based on the number of 
people in your household and their relationship to each other. You will pay about thirty percent (30%) of 
your gross income toward rent and utilities, which is adjusted for things like regular medical expenses. 
Your tenant share of rent may not exceed 40% of your adjusted gross income.  If it does, the unit you 
have selected will not be approved. So, if you receive SSI benefits of $720/month, and you have medical 
expenses of $100/month, then your tenant portion of the rent for a one bedroom will be $720-$100 = 
$620 x 30% = $186/month. If Fair Market Rent for a 1BR is $1,239, then your Rental Choice VA subsidy 
would be $1,239 - $186 = $1,053/month. 

Q: What if I need to make changes to my apartment to make it more accessible? 

A: You may need assistive technology or environmental modifications to help make your apartment more 
accessible before you move in. Assistive technology is specialized medical equipment, supplies, devices, 
controls and appliances that help people perform activities of daily living or function or communicate in 
the environment in which they live. Environmental modifications are physical changes to the residence 
(such as permanently installed fixtures or changes to the structure of the site) that ensure the health 
and safety of the individual or that enable him or her to function with greater independence at home 
and not require institutionalization. Rental Choice VA rent-up assistance can help cover the initial cost of 
some environmental modifications to help get you into your apartment, and the ID and DD Waiver 
services can also cover assistive technology and environmental modifications in your apartment. There 
are also rental modification resources through Virginia Housing Development Authority that your 
Support Coordinator can help you access. 
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Q: What happens if I get sick and have to go to the hospital for a long time? 

A: Tell the CSB and your landlord verbally and in writing as soon as possible if you will be absent from your 
apartment for more than 30 days because of health issues. With proper notice, Rental Choice VA may 
continue rental assistance for up to 90 days per occurrence. You will still be responsible for your part of 
the rent during your absence, so make arrangements with members of your planning team to have the 
rent paid on your behalf. If you are absent from your apartment for more than 90 days in a row for 
health reasons or absent from your unit for a total of 90 days (in a row or not) during any 180 day period 
for any reason, Rental Choice VA rental assistance will end automatically. 

Q: What do I need to do to keep my rental assistance in good standing? 

A: You must continue to receive an ID or DD waiver and must apply for other rental assistance programs 
such as the federal Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) Program within 120 days of being notified of approval 
for the Rental Choice VA Pilot. If the HCV or other federal rental assistance waitlists are closed, you may 
be eligible for a waiver if you agree to complete an application for rental assistance when the waitlist(s) 
open. Federal rental assistance waitlist status must be maintained to continue to receive Rental Choice 
VA assistance. You must also follow your Program Participation Agreement and your lease, have your 
housing inspected annually, and report any major changes in income (e.g., over $100/month) or in 
household size. 

Q: If I don’t like living on my own, can I go back to my group home? 

A: Rental Choice VA strongly encourages you to follow to the rules of your participant agreement and 
lease, both of which are 12 month commitments. Participants who do not follow the rules may lose their 
security deposit or pay the equivalent of up to two months’ rent for breaking their lease. Moreover, you 
can only go back to a group home if there is an opening in the home and the provider agrees to accept 
your application. So, it is important to communicate with your team if something is not going well or if 
you are feeling lonely:  there may be other ways to solve the problem first! 

Q: What happens at the end of three years if the state does not continue the pilot program? 

A: During the course of the pilot program, you will be required to apply for a Housing Choice Voucher and 
other federal housing subsidies/programs as they become available as a way to position yourself for 
more permanent housing opportunities. DBHDS will be evaluating the program over the first 24 – 30 
months to see if the rental assistance program is cost-effective and is improving participants’ quality of 
life. The evaluation results, combined with the identification of ongoing funding sources, will help 
determine whether the pilot continues beyond the three year mark. If DBHDS determines the program 
will not continue, it will notify the CSB by month 30. The CSB can then begin to assist individuals with 
transition planning, either to alternative sources of housing assistance, different housing, or potentially 
back to a congregate setting. 

The CSB is also working on creating partnerships with nonprofit residential providers and housing 
providers to develop more affordable housing options that could remain less costly to individuals who 
share housing if rental assistance through the pilot program ends in three years. Individuals who pursue 
these rental options up front when they receive their Rental Choice VA certificates may be able to 
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“stretch” their rental assistance dollars over a longer time period, and will have a smaller assistance gap 
to fill than if they were in a market rental unit should rental assistance be discontinued. 


