Principles of
Equitable Rent
Relief
The federal COVID-19 relief package, signed into law at the end of 2020, offers
state and local governments new opportunities to implement equitable rental
assistance. Lessons learned from CARES Act programs can guide government
officials and housing administrators as they enact rent relief that keeps lowincome renters housed during the pandemic.
So, what does equitable rent relief look like?

Rapid
After the CARES Act, local governments scrambled to design and
implement emergency rental assistance programs. Often, this resulted
in months of delays for renters in need of immediate support.
Understaffed programs with insufficient funding also took weeks or even
months to respond to applicants, leaving them in a state of perilous
uncertainty. Timing matters, and even well-designed programs will fail if
they are unable to serve renters at the height of a crisis.

Accessible
Unlike with CARES, the new federal package explicitly allows
programs to offer relief to tenants whose landlords decline to
accept payment, but this is only one type of accessibility. Programs
also need to ensure that application procedures for landlords and/or
tenants are straightforward and do not require extensive
documentation. Self-certification options for eligibility criteria such as
income, for example enable applicants who may not have traditional
monthly paychecks to still receive aid. Tenants should have multiple
points of contact for assistance, including call centers and
community-based organizations. Programs should create options for
tenants who do not speak English or lack access to the Internet.

Accountable
The relief bill requires local governments to report data to the
Department of the Treasury, but local governments are first and
foremost accountable to their constituents. Program administrators
should collect and publish economic and demographic data on
relief recipients, so that advocates can ensure that help reaches
beneficiaries in a rapid and fair manner. Jurisdictions should openly
disclose the decision-makers involved in the process and invite
public comment. Establishing a clear feedback loop with public
stakeholders will enable administrators to improve programs over
time.

Targeted
The $25 billion rental relief package requires that funds go to
households under 80% Area Median Income (AMI), with an additional
requirement that administrators prioritize households under 50%
AMI. Programs could have even more impact by prioritizing
households under 30% AMI, which face the most severe shortage of
affordable housing units in Texas, lack access to legal services, and
are most likely to experience homelessness if evicted. But income
isn’t the only factor for targeting; administrators should consider
which communities have the most need and are least likely to be
served by other federal programs. Undocumented families, which
are eligible for relief according to Treasury guidelines, should
receive additional targeting through community outreach and
messaging.

Sustained
Just like rent isn’t a one-time thing, neither is rent relief. As the
COVID-19 crisis and its accompanying economic downturn
lingers, low-income families will continue to need government
support. Officials should consider how emergency rent relief can
serve as a foundation for more permanent solutions to the
housing affordability crisis, which long preceded the pandemic.
Collecting data on how COVID-related relief makes a difference
in families’ lives may help officials design efficient and equitable
housing programs for the future.

Equitable Rent Relief Self Assessment
Administrators can use this self-assessment to evaluate their programs on
Texas Housers’ five principles of equitable rent relief. The self-assessment
provides descriptions of programs at different levels of maturity, from the
weakest versions to the strongest.
The assessment also suggests tools to implement the principles. As
administrators determine how to deploy new federal rent relief resources,
they should take this opportunity to reflect on past program designs and
identify changes that will enhance equity.

Program Maturity

For more information on equity in relief and protections
visit texashousers.org

