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The nation’s ongoing affordable housing crisis was greatly exacerbated by the

COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020 and continues to impact low-income

households today. In an effort to keep Americans housed, the U.S. Department of the

Treasury introduced the federal Emergency Rental Assistance (ERA) program,

which provides financial assistance to households struggling to pay their rent. In

December of 2020, the first allocation of ERA funds (ERA1) distributed $25 billion to

jurisdictions across the nation for the creation and administration of state and local

ERA programs. 

Of Texas’ nearly $2 billion allocation, $1.3 billion was reserved for the State’s Texas

Rent Relief program. The remaining $700 million was distributed amongst 36 Texas

cities and counties for the operation of local ERA programs. While the Texas

Department of Housing and Community Affairs (TDHCA) regularly updates an online

dashboard that tracks the progress of the Texas Rent Relief program, there is a lack

of publicly available information concerning the progress of the state’s three dozen

local programs. 

This report uses data that Texas Housers requested from the 36 local jurisdictions

that administer ERA programs in Texas to evaluate their ability to distribute ERA1

funds to households in an equitable and timely manner. With the CDC moratorium

on evictions officially set to expire on July 31, it is imperative that ERA programs

operate effectively (reach the households that are in the greatest need of help) and

efficiently (distribute funds quickly) in order to prevent a wave of evictions from

occurring in upcoming months. 

Below are the results of our analysis, with the performance of local ERA programs

ranked from 1 (best) to 12 (worst) according to social and economic considerations

that will be described further in following sections.

INTRODUCTION
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https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/coronavirus/assistance-for-state-local-and-tribal-governments/emergency-rental-assistance-program
https://texasrentrelief.com/
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiOTQzMTI5ZDctY2MxMy00ZGJiLWI2YjAtOTg3ODZiZGZhYWQzIiwidCI6ImEwZTYxZGNkLTUxYTItNDM3NC05ZmEyLWJiMmFiNjBjNWI2MyIsImMiOjN9


Note: Although Texas Housers requested data

concerning program progress and recipient

characteristics (the number of households

assisted, the race and ethnicity of recipients,

etc.) from each of the 36 jurisdictions that

administer ERA programs in Texas, only 14

responded with complete information as of

publishing. The remaining 22 jurisdictions

either responded that some or all of the

requested information did not exist, cited a

lack of administrative capacity to compile the

information, or did not respond to our request

at all. The widespread failure of jurisdictions to

provide the particular information that they are

legally obligated to collect and report

according to the terms of the federal

Emergency ERA program is alarming, as it

impedes the ability of the government and the

public to hold jurisdictions with poorly

performing programs accountable.

ERA Program and Overall Ranking
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https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA2FAQs%205-6-21.pdf


METHODS

Rate of disbursal 

Prioritization of households in greatest financial need 

Aid to Black and Latinx households

Jurisdictions were ranked based on how their programs performed in the first three to four

months of operation (most programs were established in February or March 2021, and data

is current as of early May). A program’s ranking is a combined measure of its performance in

three domains, which Texas Housers considers to be central to the success of an ERA

program:

1.

2.

3.

ERA Program and Each Ranking
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The percentage of the total ERA1 funds the jurisdiction received from the federal

government that were distributed to households, and 

The percentage of all eligible households in the jurisdiction that received assistance.

1. Rate of Disbursal

Because of long program wait times, some applicants of the Texas Rent Relief program are

evicted during the weeks (or months) that they wait for their application to be approved.

Once the CDC moratorium is lifted, this scenario will become even more prevalent. 

A successful local ERA program will distribute funds quickly and to a significant portion of the

eligible population (as opposed to distributing larger individual amounts to a smaller number

of households). 

The rate of disbursal ranking takes two parameters into account: 

ERA Program and Rate of Disbursal Ranking
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https://texashousers.org/2021/06/25/hesn-cdc-eviction-moratorium-needs/


*A household is eligible to apply for emergency rental assistance if their income is at or below 80% of area median

income (AMI), they have experienced financial hardship as a result of COVID-19, and they are at threat or homelessness

or housing instability. Due to data constraints, “eligible” households are defined herein as all households with an income

at or below 80% of AMI. AMI for each jurisdiction was obtained from HUD. Household income data for each jurisdiction

was obtained from the American Community Survey. Since the American Community Survey represents income data in

brackets, the number of households in the bracket that 80% of a jurisdiction’s AMI fell within and all those in the brackets

below were used to calculate the percentage of eligible households that received assistance. 

The “percent disbursed to households” column shows that only four jurisdictions had

allocated at least a fourth of their ERA1 funds. While the “percent of eligible households that

received assistance” column shows that some jurisdictions (such as San Antonio) had been

significantly more efficient in distributing funds than others (like Tarrant County), it appears

highly unlikely that any program will come close to reaching their entire eligible population

with the allocation of ERA1 funds awarded to them by the federal government. For example,

even though San Antonio had distributed over a third of its allocation, it assisted less than

two percent of the eligible population. To narrow the gap between the level of need for and

the availability of funds, jurisdictions can (and should) supplement their ERA programs with

additional local dollars.

Program Design Factors That Impact The Rate of Disbursal

The speed at which a program distributes assistance to households is greatly affected by its

application process, as strict documentation requirements may prevent some households

from applying. Both the type and volume of documentation required can discourage the

most vulnerable households, who may not have time to gather numerous documents or have

access to them due to informal banking situations and income volatility. The U.S. Department

of the Treasury recommends that jurisdictions avoid establishing documentation

requirements that are likely to bar the participation of eligible households and inhibit the flow

of funds. 

San Antonio’s ERA program, which by early May had distributed 34.6% of its ERA1 funds,

allows for self-attestation of COVID-19 hardship as an alternative to demonstrating it through

formal documentation. If applicants are unable to provide any of the numerous accepted

documents (for example a notice of unemployment, check stubs that show a loss of hours,

or a notice to vacate), they may submit a signed letter that explains their particular situation.

The flexibility that San Antonio provides in its application process ensures a low bar to entry

and likely contributes to the program’s high rate of disbursal. Arlington, which has distributed

the smallest portion of its funds (1.0%), neither allows self-attestation of hardship nor provides

the flexibility that San Antonio allows with the range of documents that it accepts. Arlington’s

strict rules and lack of flexibility may explain its track record of releasing funds slowly. 
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https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA2FAQs%205-6-21.pdf
https://nlihc.org/resource/study-emergency-rental-assistance-programs-identifies-barriers-and-best-practices
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA2FAQs%205-6-21.pdf


2. Prioritization of Households in Greatest Financial Need

Households with incomes in the lowest income brackets are at the greatest threat of eviction

and, therefore, in the greatest immediate need of rental assistance. Although households are

eligible to apply for rental assistance if their income is at or below 80% of the Area Median

Income (AMI), the U.S. Department of the Treasury requires that jurisdictions administering

local programs prioritize households with incomes that are below 50% of AMI. 

From highest to lowest, the “prioritization of households in greatest financial need” ranking

orders jurisdictions according to the percentage of their ERA1 funds that were allocated to

households with incomes below 50% of AMI. Programs with successful low-income

prioritization strategies will have allocated a significant portion of total funding to households

in this category.

ERA Program and Prioritization of Households in 
Greatest Need Ranking

*Jurisdictions with one asterisk had made fewer than 50 ERA1 grants to households at the time data was collected, and

therefore have little data validity with which to evaluate their prioritization of households in the lowest income brackets.
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https://nlihc.org/housing-needs-by-state/texas
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA2FAQs%205-6-21.pdf


**Because the City of Corpus Christi reported household income data in brackets of 0-30 and 31-60 (as opposed to 31-

50 as is the standard established by HUD), the percent of funds allocated to households with an income of 0-50% of AMI

may be less than 100%.

Prioritizing Households Based on Income in Program Design

Although the Treasury requires that local ERA programs prioritize households in the lowest

income brackets, it is up to jurisdictions to design their program in a way that accomplishes

it.

At the time data was collected, Houston and Harris County (which administer the joint ERA

program “Houston Harris Help”) had collectively allocated 98.8% of the jurisdictions’ funds to

households with incomes at or below 50% of AMI. In its application review process, Houston

Harris Help prioritizes households with incomes at or below 50% or AMI and households that

include an individual who has been unemployed for 90 days or more. Within these two

groups, households are selected at random. 

Austin’s ERA program, which had allocated 94.4% of its funds to households with incomes at

or below 50% of AMI, utilizes a “Priority Point System” that assigns applicants to “priority

groups” according to their level of financial need. The applications of Priority Group 1, which

includes households with incomes at or below 30% of AMI and an individual who has been

unemployed for at least 90 days, are reviewed first. Considered next are the applications of

households assigned to Priority Group 2, which includes those with incomes between 31 and

50% of AMI and an individual who has been unemployed for the same period of time.

Collin County’s program guidelines state that the program prioritizes households with

incomes at or below 50% of AMI, but do not disclose how they are prioritized. Whatever their

strategies may be, they appear to be ineffective. At the time data was collected, Collin

County had distributed 21.2% of its ERA1 funds to households with incomes under 30% of

AMI, 34.4% to those with incomes between 31 and 50% of AMI, and 44.7% to households

with incomes between 51 and 80% of AMI. Since the AMI of Collin County is $71,200, this

means that nearly half of the jurisdiction’s ERA1 funds were allocated to households with

incomes between $35,600 and $56,960—households that are presumably less likely to be

at threat of eviction than those in lower income brackets.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dl0jj8XB0UY
https://www.collincountytx.gov/cares/Documents/2021%2003%2001%20Collin%20County%20Emergency%20Rental%20Assistance%20Program%20-%20Final.pdf


3. Aid to Black and Hispanic/Latino Households

Research shows that Black and Hispanic/Latino households have been disproportionately

affected by economic hardship stemming from COVID-19. As such, we should expect to see

Black and Hispanic/Latino households represented in rental assistance recipient pools at a

level that not only is equal to, but exceeds their level of population incidence in the

jurisdiction. The “aid to Black and Hispanic/Latino households” ranking is a combined

measure of the rates at which ERA programs provided assistance to Black and

Hispanic/Latino households at or below 80% of AMI, relative to the population within their

jurisdiction.

ERA Program and Aid to Black and Hispanic/Latino Households Ranking
 

*Jurisdictions with one asterisk had made fewer than 50 ERA1 grants to households at the time data was collected, and

therefore have little data validity with which to evaluate the rate at which they reach Black and Hispanic/Latino

households.

**Since the majority of Plano’s recipients did not disclose their race (74%) or ethnicity (51%), Plano’s rank was calculated

based on the minority of recipients that did. Because members of minority groups are more likely to opt out of reporting

their race and ethnicity than their White counterparts, Plano’s program may have assisted more Black and

Hispanic/Latino households than what is reported here. 
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https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/economic-hardships-covid-19-are-hitting-black-and-latinx-people-hardest-here-are-five-actions-local-leaders-can-take
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/economic-hardships-covid-19-are-hitting-black-and-latinx-people-hardest-here-are-five-actions-local-leaders-can-take
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/economic-hardships-covid-19-are-hitting-black-and-latinx-people-hardest-here-are-five-actions-local-leaders-can-take
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/economic-hardships-covid-19-are-hitting-black-and-latinx-people-hardest-here-are-five-actions-local-leaders-can-take


The chart below shows the ratio between the percentage of eligible Black households in the

jurisdiction and the percentage of ERA1 funds that were allocated to Black households. The

representation of Black households in the recipient pool of Collin County’s ERA program

(ranked number one) is the greatest number of times the population incidence of eligible

Black households within the jurisdiction. While Lubbock (ranked number twelve) is the sole

jurisdiction that allocated ERA1 funds to Black households at a rate that is less than the

population incidence of eligible Black households, it should be noted that there is little data

validity with which to evaluate Lubbock’s progress due to the program’s lack of distributions

of assistance at the time data was collected. 

Aid to Black Households (Ranked best to worst)

Below is a similar chart for Hispanic/Latino households. When Lubbock is removed from

consideration, the representation of Hispanic/Latino households in the recipient pool of San

Antonio’s ERA program is the greatest number of times the population incidence of eligible

Hispanic/Latino households within the jurisdiction. 

Bell County and Arlington both allocated ERA1 funds to Hispanic/Latino households at a rate

that is less than the population incidence of eligible Hispanic/Latino households (although

Arlington, like Lubbock, maintains limited data validity due to a lack of distributions).
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Aid to Hispanic/Latino Households (ordered best to worst)
 

Program Design Strategies to Reach Minority Groups

Unless effective community outreach is conducted, the participation of low-income

members of racial and ethnic minority groups in ERA programs may be limited by a lack of

information about the program or a distrust of government and its institutions.

Smith County, ranked number one for aid to Black and Hispanic/Latino households,

administers an ERA program in collaboration with the local community organization PATH

(People Attempting to Help). Since 1984, PATH has provided food, housing, and additional

services to low-income families in Collin County. The partnership between Collin County and

PATH, which is likely to have earned the trust of many low-income residents in the

community, may explain the ERA program’s success in reaching minority groups. 

San Antonio, which has proven to be highly successful in reaching Hispanic/Latino

households, specifically targeted Hispanic/Latino constituents in its community outreach

efforts that included offering help with the application process at libraries on the city’s

historically low-income, Hispanic/Latino Westside and spreading information through door

knocking campaigns and with advertisements on Spanish-speaking local radio stations.

Another factor that may contribute to San Antonio’s success in reaching Hispanic/Latino 
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 Reduce documentation requirements and increase flexibility to raise the rate at which funds

are able to be disbursed to qualifying households.

households is the program’s flexible documentation requirements that, unlike most others,

do not bar the participation of undocumented immigrants. While many ERA programs

require applicants to demonstrate a state I.D. and some programs require applicants to

provide their social security number (both of which undocumented immigrants are

prevented from obtaining in the state of Texas), San Antonio’s program is willing to accept a

state I.D. that was issued by either the U.S. or another country and does not require the social

security number of applicants.

Recommendations

After tracking the progress of a sample of local ERA programs in Texas, Texas Housers

identified several strategies that jurisdictions can undertake to ensure their ERA1 funds are

allocated in an equitable and timely manner. Here are our recommendations: 

1.

Time is of the essence with the CDC moratorium on evictions expiring July 31. Jurisdictions

should streamline the application process to allow for a steady flow of funds from programs

to qualifying households. Allowing for self-attestation or accepting a range of documents that

demonstrate COVID-19 related hardship and housing instability can reduce barriers that may

otherwise prevent the most vulnerable households from accessing assistance. For an

example, see San Antonio. 

2. Ensure that the lowest income households are prioritized.

Since the goal of rental assistance is to save tenants from eviction, the households in the

greatest immediate danger of being evicted for nonpayment of rent should be prioritized. To

accomplish this, programs should implement a system for identifying within the pool of

applicants those with household incomes that are in the lowest brackets. See Austin as an

example. 

3. Conduct outreach efforts to reach racial and ethnic minority groups.

The participation of members of minority groups may be limited by a number of social,

geographic, and technological barriers. Combat these barriers by collaborating with

community based organizations (CBOs) that have the trust of local residents, providing

information in multiple languages, and eliminating documentation barriers for undocumented

immigrants. See Smith County and San Antonio as examples.
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https://www.sanantonio.gov/nhsd/programs/fairhousing
http://www.austintexas.gov/rent
https://pathrenthelp.org/
https://www.sanantonio.gov/nhsd/programs/fairhousing


4. Provide data transparency

Finally, jurisdictions must collect information on the recipients of ERA1 funds (as required) so

that the public can confirm that assistance is reaching the people who need it most. This

data and the knowledge it provides (1.) allows administrators to continue improving on

programs that were hastily created in the midst of an emergency situation, and (2.) gives

advocates grounds to demand improvement when administrators fail to produce it on their

own. Since the COVID-19 pandemic is the first time that rental assistance has been

distributed across the nation at such a great scale, it will set a precedent for following times

of disaster. It is, therefore, imperative that we get ERA right.

Because unenforced federal reporting requirements do not appear to be enough to motivate

jurisdictions to collect and report data on the recipients of their programs, the federal

government should establish and execute penalties against those that fail to do so. At the

local level, city and county government officials and news media outlets should insist their

jurisdictions report data concerning program status and, when data reveals room for

improvement, hold them accountable. For an example, see the statewide Texas Rent Relief

programs’s turnaround: after months of serious technical issues and massive backlogs,

immense public pressure on program demanded solutions. Texas Rent Relief now leads the

nation in distributing funds to households.

https://www.expressnews.com/news/local/article/Scathing-report-slams-Texas-rent-relief-program-16091573.php
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiOTQzMTI5ZDctY2MxMy00ZGJiLWI2YjAtOTg3ODZiZGZhYWQzIiwidCI6ImEwZTYxZGNkLTUxYTItNDM3NC05ZmEyLWJiMmFiNjBjNWI2MyIsImMiOjN9

