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The District of Columbia is experiencing a behavioral health crisis driven by a noticeable rise in
mental health needs, the ongoing opioid epidemic, and an unhoused population with complex
needs. This is in tandem with an ongoing behavioral health workforce shortage. These dual
challenges have placed unprecedented strain on the District's existing behavioral health
infrastructure and workforce.

To protect the health and welfare of District residents, the Director of DC Health is authorizing
an additional pathway to licensure as a Licensed Graduate Social Workers (LGSW), licensure by
education. This additional pathway is intended to enlarge the behavioral health workforce and
ensure timely access to care for individuals and communities in need.

The need for action:

e Opioid Epidemic: The District continues to experience a surge in opioid related
overdoses and deaths. Social workers are essential in providing crisis intervention,
substance use counseling, and care coordination for individuals affected by addiction.

e Unhoused Population: A significant number of unhoused individuals in the District
continue to have co-occurring mental health and substance use disorders. LGSWs are
critical in connecting these individuals to housing, treatment, and supportive services.

o Behavioral Health Workforce Shortages: As the statistics below illustrate, the number of
actively licensed LGSWs has fluctuated significantly over the past five years and has
dropped by more than 15% just since January 2025. The scarcity of LGSWSs, coupled with
the instability of the workforce, underscores the urgent need for intervention.

2021: 1,666 active LGSW licenses

2022: 1,338 active LGSW licenses

2023: 1,657 active LGSW licenses

2024: 1,394 active LGSW licenses

2025: 1,606 active LGSW licenses (as of January 1)
2025: 1,360 active LGSW licenses (as of September 1)
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The shortage of licensed social workers is directly affecting the District’s ability to deliver
essential services.

e The Department of Behavioral Health (DBH) and its contractors are unable to fully staff
school-based behavioral health centers, leaving students without access to timely
mental health support.

e The Department of Human Services (DHS) and its partners are struggling to recruit
licensed social workers for homeless services, delaying care for some of the District’s
most vulnerable residents.

e The Child and Family Service Agency (CFSA) is also experiencing significant challenges in
onboarding social workers for critical child welfare positions, which directly impacts the
safety and stability of children and families in the District.

To protect the health and welfare of the citizens of the District of Columbia, the Director of DC
Health has determined that it is necessary to authorize the temporary licensure of LGSW
applicants who meet all requirements for the LGSW license by education pathway. This action,
authorized in 17 DCMR § 4007.1, will help mitigate the ongoing workforce shortages affecting
mental health service delivery in the District of Columbia. Applicants seeking temporary
licensure must meet the following criteria:

e Submit a completed application;

e Pay all applicable fees;

e Comply with the Criminal Background Check requirement; and

e Hold a master’s degree in social work from an accredited program.
Applicants who meet all requirements will be issued a temporary LGSW license. The temporary
license will authorize licensees to practice non-clinical social work under the supervision of a
Licensed Independent Social Worker (LISW), or clinical social work under supervision of a

Licensed Independent Clinical Social Worker (LICSW). Temporary licensure will be valid for no
more than ninety (90) days following issuance.

Holders of this temporary license shall not represent in any manner that they are fully licensed
LGSW.
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