Policy Briefs: Transfer of Private Rental Housing to Public or
Community Control
Right of First Refusal (Tenant Opportunity to Purchase Acts)
(updated 4-13-20)
The District of Columbia’s Tenant Opportunity to Purchase Act (TOPA) was enacted in
1980 and is designed to help tenants stay in their homes if an owner decides to sell their
rental property. Under TOPA, tenants in multi-family buildings with 5 or more units have
the right of first refusal. Under this provision, the owner of a rental property must offer
tenants the option to purchase the property before soliciting an offer from a third party. 1
In 2018, the law was amended to largely exempt single-family homes. In practice, the
law has helped some residents achieve homeownership through the conversion of
properties to condominiums and cooperatives while others who go through the process
choose to assign their purchase rights or enter into a joint venture with a third-party
developer to make improvements and restrict rent to affordable levels.2 However,
navigating the process can be a struggle for many tenants and tenant associations and a
shortage of affordable housing remains a chronic problem in the city.3 A similar
ordinance exists in the city of Baltimore.4
A public right of first refusal gives governments the opportunity to directly acquire
property. For example, Montgomery County, Maryland has an ordinance that requires
owners of all rental properties with 4 or more units to offer a right of first refusal to the
county government, the county’s PHA, or to a certified tenant organization.5 The county
government or PHA can also immediately sell acquired property to a nonprofit
organization. In practice, the county’s PHA usually exercises its right of first refusal in
cases where it has identified a nonprofit that will then buy and manage the property. 6 The
right of first refusal can help preserve the total supply of housing while allowing current
tenants to stay in their homes. Furthermore, the right of first refusal can give governments
leverage to prevent rent increases. Under Montgomery County’s ordinance, the county
will waive its right of first refusal if a prospective buyer agrees to a rent freeze for three
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years.7 A similar ordinance has been enacted in neighboring Prince George’s County,
Maryland as well.8 At the local level, several municipalities such as Denver have
implemented ordinances that create a public right of first refusal and are specifically
targeted at properties with affordable housing restrictions.9 Several states have also
passed right of first refusal statutes aimed at preserving affordable housing.10 For
example, under Massachusetts’s law, owners of publicly assisted housing must allow the
state Department of Housing and Community Development or its designee the
opportunity to purchase such housing.11
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