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Good morning, Chairwoman Pinto, members, and staff of the Committee on the Judiciary and
Public Safety. I am Kwelli Sneed, Acting Executive Director of the Office of Neighborhood Safety
and Engagement (ONSE). It is an honor to have this opportunity to testify before you as you
consider my nomination as the next Executive Director of the Office of Neighborhood Safety and

Engagement.

I want to express my gratitude to Mayor Bowser for selecting me to become a member of her
Cabinet and entrusting me with the responsibility of leading ONSE through the vitally important

task of creating safe communities — in all eight Wards.

Before I share the rest of my testimony, [ would like to take this opportunity to posthumously thank
the former Executive Director, Linda Harllee Harper, with whom I worked closely at ONSE and
who led me on my current path to this critical work helping save the lives of some of our most
vulnerable residents. Linda’s valiant commitment and determination to make our neighborhoods
safer, while supporting individuals most at risk of perpetrating or being victimized by gun violence,

are the hallmarks of the ONSE team.

I also want to express my deep thanks to my ONSE executive team and staff. The work of violence
intervention and prevention is not the work of the faint of heart. I am pleased to report that the
work of our office has resulted in a 34% reduction of violent crime in the 25 ONSE priority

communities in 2024.

The ONSE team wakes up each day prepared to save lives and help transition individuals toward
a better, safer future. They know that our work requires courage. Our work requires compassion,
resilience, flexibility, and adaptability. We are a team that is a part of an ecosystem that builds safer
communities. I have been fortunate to find talented team members and I believe that together we

can achieve even greater success.

I'am here today to present my qualifications for this critically important role and to share my vision

for how I would continue guiding the office if confirmed as Executive Director.



But first, I want to briefly take you back to the year 1992. That year, I was a 14-year-old girl who
experienced the loss of a friend to gun violence, and sadly, he would not be the last. My friend
Ricco was the victim of gun violence during the first hours of 1992, and the experience of his loss
has stayed with me since that time. As a child, looking at another child in a casket who was once
full of life, often a jokester and a prankster yet lying still is an image that has stayed with me and
guided my work. Hearing the cries of his relatives and my friends has never left me. That
experience is one of the many reasons that drove me to District government service to be a change

agent.

I am a fifth-generation native Washingtonian. The opportunity to serve my city is something [
deeply cherish and have never taken for granted. I am the child of a retired DCPS teacher, the
daughter of a former DPW employee, I am the niece of a retired MPD detective, and a retired

District housing manager. Public service in the District runs deeply in my family and my blood.

I have more than 15 years of experience in career-building, transforming, and strengthening
District government agencies, including at the Office of State Superintendent of Education, the
Department of Public Works, the Department of Parks and Recreation, and the Department of
General Services. I have also served as the Dean of the Department of Human Resources at the
City University and Career Pathways program. As an educator, | have spent time preparing adults
for the GED and helping residents achieve their greatest potential through District government
apprenticeship programs. Organizing agencies to provide services to residents that are of the
greatest impact are the hallmarks of my District service. I am an educator, transformer, connector,

and a fixer, and I know how government works.

In addition to my 21 months at ONSE, from 2002 to 2005, I served three years as an educational
advocate, case manager, and program manager at Cornell Abraxas Youth and Family Services,
formerly on Benning Road. While there, I counseled youth between the ages of 12 and 20 at the
Oak Hill Youth Center, prior to their release into the community. I led teams to coordinate
educational plans and placement for returning youth. While there, I built relationships with

community liaisons and District government.



At the beginning of the pandemic, I served as the Chief of Staff at Building Blocks DC, which
would later become the Office of Gun Violence Prevention. My work there was instrumental in
establishing this pioneering organization — the first in the District to address gun violence using a
public health approach to meet the urgent needs of our residents. While at Building Blocks, I also
served as senior advisor to the Director for a staff of 40 and defined staffing plans. I managed a
$15 million budget that funded 15 agencies in support of the American Rescue Plan Act. These
ARPA funds were used to support gun violence initiatives exacerbated by COVID-19. Finally, I
collaborated with the University of the District of Columbia to create a four-week training program

for violence interrupters.

ONSE was created to address gun violence reduction in the District while assisting communities
along the way. Our mission is to build partnerships and implement strategies that reduce gun-
violence in the District. We firmly believe in the power of community to drive this work. With our

community partners, ONSE is a key player in the public safety and justice ecosystem.

My time as Interim and Acting Executive Director at ONSE has afforded me the opportunity to
thoroughly examine our violence intervention programs, our service delivery, our operations, and
to determine where improvements are needed. Some of our successes during my tenure include:
e A 34% reduction in violent crime in ONSE priority areas;
e We are moving to a Ward-based approach to violence intervention to help bring safe
environments in all eight Wards;
e We are strengthening our partnerships with MPD and community leaders to most
effectively identify areas where ONSE will concentrate its efforts;
e We have instituted a new grant monitoring operation with updated policies, processes, and
controls, including in-house grant monitoring with our new Compliance Unit;
e We have laid out plans to strengthen our signature Pathways Program to add more
workforce development and job readiness training for participants; and
e [ have brought on a team of exceptional administrative professionals and subject matter

experts to build upon ONSE’s existing processes and infrastructure.



Throughout Fiscal Year 2024, these changes have resulted in programming that is directly felt and

impactful to residents in our priority communities. Some examples include:

Vetting and awarding mini-grants to 27 community-based organizations to continue
providing violence prevention services on the ground. These funds were matched by our
community partner, the Greater Washington Community Foundation.

Hosting a two-day Healing Centered Forum designed to help build resilience to violence
for all District residents and ONSE providers.

Graduating three cohorts through the Pathways Programs, or a total of 62 Pathways
Ambassadors, who received life skills training and workforce development support. We
will soon graduate an additional 23 Ambassadors from the current Class of Cohort 18.
Achieving great progress with engaging People of Promise, going from 22% to a 65%
percent engagement rate.

Facilitating 17 homicide victim remembrance events through the Family and Survivor
Support division to help families rebuild their lives from trauma.

Refocusing our efforts on sharing with the community how we impact reductions in gun

violence by communicating successes through our website and social media platforms.

My vision for ONSE is for our work to continue to drive down gun violence; right now, we are

seeing a marked reduction that we must build upon. During my tenure at ONSE, we have begun a

transitional period, and we will start the new year with new grantees that will provide gun violence

prevention and intervention services.

Chairperson Pinto and Members of the Council, thank you for your time and consideration today.

For the past 21 months, my team at ONSE and I have been focused on the future and we have had

several significant wins, reducing gun violence and, as a result, seeing a decrease in the number of

residents experiencing less trauma. If given the opportunity to continue to serve in this role on a

permanent basis, I intend to finish the work my team and I have started. We are seeing lives change

and we all are committed to this work.



It is truly an honor to be nominated to serve as Executive Director at ONSE. I look forward to
carving an even deeper and more collaborative relationship with the Council under Mayor

Bowser's leadership.

With that, I am happy to address any questions you may have.



