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The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a crisis in which millions of renters across the

country are at risk of eviction and homelessness. In an effort to keep Americans safely

housed throughout and beyond the pandemic, the U.S. Department of the Treasury

introduced the federal Emergency Rental Assistance (ERA) program to provide assistance

to households unable 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 allocated to the State’s Texas Rent

Relief program. The remaining $639 million was distributed amongst 36 Texas cities and

counties for the operation of local ERA programs. The Texas Department of Housing and

Community Affairs (TDHCA), which administers the state-level Texas Rent Relief program,

regularly updates an online dashboard that reports their progress. However, very little

information regarding the progress of the state’s three dozen local programs has been made

available to the public. 

Updated regularly, this report series uses data that Texas Housers requests from the 36

local jurisdictions that administer ERA programs in Texas to determine whether these funds

are being distributed in an equitable and timely manner. Now that the federal moratorium

on evictions has been abruptly struck down, 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 soon.

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

from 1 (best) to 23 (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
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/27/us/eviction-moratorium-ends.html


ERA Program and Overall Ranking
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*Because the City of Houston and Harris County administer their ERA funds jointly, they are evaluated here as a single

program.

Why did some jurisdictions receive a “F” or an “A”?

Four jurisdictions were assigned an “F” as opposed to a numerical ranking because their

ERA program had disbursed $0 in ERA1 funds at the time data was collected in July of 2021.

Failure to move funds approved in December of 2020 by July 2021 is inexcusable, and

local officials carry the weight of the evictions that occurred within their jurisdictions during

these months of inaction.
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Of the 36 jurisdictions that Texas Housers requested data from concerning program

progress and recipient characteristics (the number of households assisted, the race and

ethnicity of recipients, etc.), eight jurisdictions did not respond with complete information as

of publishing and are therefore absent from the following analysis. The missing jurisdictions

either responded that the requested information did not exist, cited a lack of administrative

capacity to compile the information, provided incomplete information, or did not respond to

our request at all. The failure of jurisdictions to provide the 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 public to hold jurisdictions with poorly

performing programs accountable.

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA2FAQs%205-6-21.pdf


METHODS

 Rate of disbursal 

 Income targeting

 Aid to Black and Hispanic or Latino households

The majority of local ERA programs were established in either February or March of 2021,

and the data presented in this report is current as of July 2021. Jurisdictions were ranked

based on how their programs performed in their first (approximately) six months of

operation. 

The following rankings include only the 23 jurisdictions that responded to Texas Housers’

request for information and had distributed more than $0 in funds. A jurisdiction’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 found on page 5.
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ERA Program and Each Ranking
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 The percentage of the jurisdiction’s total ERA1 allocation that has been distributed to

households,

 The estimated* percentage of all eligible households in the jurisdiction that received

assistance.

1. Rate of Disbursal

Some applicants of the statewide Texas Rent Relief program have been evicted during the

months that they waited for their application to be approved. Now that the CDC moratorium

is lifted, this scenario may become even more prevalent. It’s important that local ERA

programs deliver funds to households fast. 

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: 

1.

2.

ERA Program and Rate of Disbursal Ranking on page 8.
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https://texashousers.org/2021/06/25/hesn-cdc-eviction-moratorium-needs/
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ERA Program and Rate of Disbursal Ranking

*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 risk of 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. The true percentage of eligible households that received assistance in each jurisdiction is,

therefore, likely to be greater than the percentages presented, because the number of eligible households that are at or

below 80% of AMI and meet the other two criteria is likely smaller than the total at or below 80% of AMI population. 

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA2FAQs%205-6-21.pdf


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 bracketed income

groups, 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. 

**Collin County awarded $8,395,849 of its total $17,440,495 ERA1 allocation to the cities of McKinney and Allen for the

administration of their own ERA programs. Because McKinney and Allen failed to respond to our requests for

information, Collin County is evaluated here based on its total allocation minus the funds that were delegated to

McKinney and Allen.
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The “percent disbursed to households” column shows that just four jurisdictions had

distributed over one half of their ERA1 funds by the time that data was collected in July. The

“percent of eligible households that received assistance” column shows that some

jurisdictions (such as Houston/Harris County) had been significantly more efficient in

distributing funds across the local eligible population than others (like Hidalgo County).

However, it suggests that it is highly unlikely that any jurisdiction’s allocation of ERA1 funds

will be enough to provide assistance to its entire eligible population. For example, even

though Houston and Harris County’s joint program had distributed 86.9% of its ERA1

allocation, it assisted less than 4% 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

ERA1 and ERA2 funds with additional local dollars. 

Program Design Factors That Impact The Rate of Disbursal

The rate at which a program is able to distribute funds to households is greatly affected by

the level of flexibility that it provides to tenants in the application process. Strict

documentation requirements that offer tenants little flexibility with which to demonstrate their

income level, COVID-related hardship, and housing instability will significantly slow down the

application process, particularly for vulnerable households with informal work, banking, and

leasing arrangements that are difficult to formally document. Strict requirements may

prevent them from applying altogether. Similarly, not allowing funds to be distributed directly

to tenants whose landlords refuse to participate in ERA programs also may prevent

assistance from reaching the households that need it most.

To reduce barriers and enhance efficiency, U.S. Treasury guidance encourages jurisdictions

to avoid imposing stringent documentation requirements that are likely to deter vulnerable

households and allow tenants who are unable to provide documentation to self-certify that

their financial hardship meets the eligibility requirements. It also recommends that

jurisdictions allow direct-to-tenant funding for tenants with resistant landlords. 

https://nlihc.org/resource/study-emergency-rental-assistance-programs-identifies-barriers-and-best-practices
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA_FAQs_6-24-21.pdf
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Houston and Harris County’s joint ERA program Houston Harris Help, which by July had

distributed nearly 90% of its ERA1 funds, allows for self-attestation of income, COVID-related

hardship, and housing instability as an alternative to demonstrating each of these eligibility

factors through formal documentation. For example, if a tenant is unable to provide any of

the 11 documents that Houston Harris Help is willing to accept as proof of income (pay stubs,

a letter from an employer verifying monthly wages, an approval letter from a public benefits

program, etc.), they may submit a self-declaration of income. Additionally, Houston Harris

Help allows direct-to-tenant funding in the event that a tenant’s landlord refuses to

participate in the program. Each of these program design features — self-attestation, a wide

range of accepted documents, and direct-to-tenant funding — streamline the process of

approving and distributing funds to households and likely contribute to the program’s high

rate of disbursal comparative to others in Texas. 

The City of Dallas’ low scoring Dallas Rent Relief program, the only program in a major Texas

city to have distributed less than 50% of its ERA1 funds by July, neither offers the opportunity

for self-attestation nor the flexibility in the range of accepted documents that are features of

the Houston Harris Help program. While Houston Harris Help allows applicants to submit any

one from a list of 11 documents that verify a tenant’s income, Dallas Rent Relief requires

applicants to provide one of just two options (a bank statement or paystub). It requires

certain documents (a social security card and state issued ID) that particular groups, such as

undocumented immigrants, by law cannot obtain. Unlike Houston Harris Help, Dallas Rent

Relief does not allow direct-to-tenant funding. The absence of Treasury recommended

strategies for streamlining the distribution process — self-attestation, flexible documentation

requirements, and direct-to-tenant funding — helps explain the City of Dallas’ low rate of

disbursal compared to the other major cities in Texas, all of which integrate these three

design features into their ERA programs.

2. Prioritization of Households in Greatest Financial Need

Since households with incomes in the lowest income bracket experience a greater threat of

eviction than other households, they are likely to be in greater immediate need of rental

assistance. 

From highest to lowest, the “income targeting” ranking orders jurisdictions according to the

percentage of their ERA1 funds that were allocated to households with incomes below 30%

of local AMI. Programs with successful low-income prioritization strategies will have

allocated a significant portion of total funding to households in this category.

https://houstonharrishelp.org/renters/
https://dallasrentrelief.com/
https://dallasrentrelief.com/
https://nlihc.org/housing-needs-by-state/texas
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ERA Program and Income Targeting Ranking
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incomes below 50% of local AMI, or

one or more individuals that were unemployed for the 90 days prior to application. 

Prioritizing Households Based on Income in Program Design

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

local ERA programs prioritize households with:

Treasury, however, provides jurisdictions with the autonomy to decide how to design their

program in a way that does this. If jurisdictions prioritize households in the two lowest income

brackets (those with incomes at less than 30% of AMI and those with incomes at 31 to 50%

of AMI) equally, households in the lowest income bracket should make up at least 37.5% of

a jurisdictions’ ERA recipient pool (the percentage of the entire eligible population that

households in the 0 to 30% bracket make up). Jurisdictions that fail to meet this threshold

(McLennan County, Frisco, Collin County, and Brazoria County as indicated in red in the

above table) are failing to meet the needs of the most financially vulnerable households in

their communities. 

Treasury also requires jurisdictions to report on the particular methods that they establish to

achieve the required prioritization of assistance and to post a description of them on their

public-facing website. The website for Houston Harris Help (which had distributed 88.7% of

ERA1 funds to households in the lowest income bracket as of July) states that the program

continuously prioritizes households based on Treasury’s income and unemployment

requirements (although it does not specify how) and that households within this priority pool

are selected at random. The website for Brazoria County (which had distributed zero funds

to households in the lowest income bracket) states that the program's method of

prioritization was to open applications to households within the Treasury-designated

categories three weeks ahead of the general eligible population. However, none of the 21

households that Brazoria County had assisted by July had incomes in the lowest bracket.

Brazoria County’s strategy has not been successful. It should take immediate action to

develop a new strategy that goes beyond giving lowest income households early access to

applications and continues to prioritize them above others, like Houston Harris Help.

In addition to prioritizing assistance based on the income and unemployment factors as

required by Treasury, housing advocates recommend ERA programs prioritize households

based on their risk of housing instability using local data sources that include:

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA_FAQs_6-24-21.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA_FAQs_6-24-21.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2021/08/18/building_racial_equity_into_emergency_rental_assistance_programs.pdf
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Current eviction filings,

Prior admissions to shelter,

Local data on unemployment or other public assistance filings, and

COVID-19 infection and mortality rates.

3. Aid to Black and Hispanic or Latino Households

The federal government requires that states and localities administer ERA funds in a way

that does not discriminate on the basis of race or national origin. One method of confirming

non-discrimination is to compare the percentage of rental assistance funds that were

allocated to persons of color to the population of renters of color residing within the

jurisdiction.

There is reason to expect a non-discriminatory allocation of ERA funds to favor people of

color. Because research shows that Black and Hispanic or Latino households are

disproportionately affected by economic hardship stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic,

the recipient pools of ERA programs that are effectively meeting the needs of their

communities will likely have significant Black and Hispanic or Latino representation.

The “aid to Black and Hispanic or Latino households” ranking orders jurisdictions based on

their ability to distribute funds to Black and Hispanic or Latino households at a rate that is

equal to (or exceeds) their relative representation within the local eligible population.

In the following description of methodology, Black households are used as an example. An

equivalent process was repeated for Hispanic or Latino households.

First, Black households as a percentage of a jurisdiction’s total eligible households was

estimated using income and demographic data from the U.S. Department of Housing and

Urban Development and the U.S. Census*. Second, a ratio representing a jurisdiction’s

relative disbursal to Black households was calculated by dividing the percent of a

jurisdiction’s ERA recipient pool that Black households represent by the percent of eligible

Black households in the jurisdiction (see “Relative disbursal ratio” columns in the below table).

If the ratio is greater than one, the jurisdiction has been distributing aid to Black households

at a rate that meets the estimated need of the community’s Black population. In contrast to

the pure ranking scales that were used in the previous two sections, all jurisdictions with

ratios greater than one were given the same rank -- a one -- for meeting (or exceeding) the

level of need of the local Black community.

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
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If the ratio is less than one, the jurisdiction can be interpreted as failing to assist Black

households at a rate that is equal to the estimated level of need experienced by its Black

community. Jurisdictions with a ratio of less than one were ranked starting with nine

(assigned to the jurisdiction with the ratio closest to one) to 23 (assigned to the jurisdiction

with smallest ratio).

The process was then repeated for Hispanic or Latino households. The final rank is a

combined measure of a jurisdiction's two ranks (one for its aid for Black households and one

for aid to Hispanic or Latino households).

ERA Program and Aid to Black and Hispanic or Latino Households
Ranking
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*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. The true percentage of eligible households that received assistance in each jurisdiction is,

therefore, likely to be greater than the percentages presented here because the number of eligible households that are

at or below 80% of AMI and meet the other two criteria is likely smaller than the total at or below 80% of AMI population. 

The bar chart below shows the ratio between the percent of a jurisdiction’s eligible

population that Black households represent and the percent of the jurisdiction’s ERA

recipient pool that Black households represent (as of July). Of the 23 ERA programs

surveyed, the representation of Black households in the recipient pool of Brazoria County’s

ERA program (67.3%) is the greatest number of times the representation of Black

households in the County’s eligible population (12.7%). 

The vast majority of jurisdictions were successful in reaching the eligible Black population.

Hidalgo County was the sole jurisdiction to allocate funds to Black households at a rate

(0.0%) that is less than the incidence of Black households in the local eligible population

(0.32%), however it should be noted that Hidalgo County has a very small population of

eligible Black households. 

Aid to Black Households (ranked best to worst)

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ERA2FAQs%205-6-21.pdf
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Below is a similar chart for Hispanic or Latino households. In general, ERA programs appear

to be reaching Black households at a much higher rate than Hispanic or Latino households.

Over half of the programs surveyed allocated funds to Hispanic or Latino households at a

rate that is less than the incidence of Hispanic or Latino households in the jurisdictions’

eligible populations. (However, it should be noted that Hispanic or Latino households tended

to represent a significantly higher percentage of a jurisdiction’s eligible population than Black

households, making it more difficult for ERA programs to serve them at a high ratio). For

example, although Brazoria County’s eligible population is 29.2% Hispanic or Latino, Hispanic

or Latino households made up just 3.2% of its ERA recipient pool as of July.

Aid to Hispanic or Latino Households (ranked best to worst)

Program Design Strategies to Reach Minority Groups

The data presented here suggests that some jurisdictions have developed strategies for

targeting racial and ethnic minorities that are more effective than those of others. However,

this research is limited in scope in that it cannot identify what those strategies are. 
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The data generally shows that jurisdictions are failing to reach their Hispanic or Latino

communities at the rate of Black communities. Perhaps this is because of ineffective

community outreach strategies, failure to present materials in multiple languages, or stringent

documentation requirements that exclude undocumented tenants (as previously mentioned

with the Dallas Rent Relief program) from applying — or some combination of these factors

and the fact that baseline Hispanic or Latino populations are higher. In the future, Texas

Housers plans to interview the administrators of both successful and lagging ERA programs

in order to understand how they got to where they are or what they intend to do to improve.

Generally accepted best practices for promoting racial equity in ERA program design

include: 

Partnering with trusted community-based or culturally specific organizations in the

development and execution of outreach strategies

Designating public locations for case workers or community-based actors to guide

people through the application process

Presenting application and outreach materials in multiple languages

Ensuring that applications can be submitted through multiple venues (online, over the

phone, on paper) to account for gaps in digital literacy

Eliminating documentation requirements that bar the participation of undocumented or

mixed status households

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2021/08/18/building_racial_equity_into_emergency_rental_assistance_programs.pdf


18

Final Results

Note: A number one rank should not be interpreted as a “perfect” score. Although Houston Harris Help performs highly in

comparison to other city and county ERA programs in the state, Texas Housers’ experience watching Harris County

eviction court and working directly with tenants reveals that the program does not save every eligible tenant from

eviction. Similarly, a number 23 rank should not be interpreted as a “failing” score. Houston Harris Help (started in

February of 2021) has had 5 more months to course correct than Brazoria County (started in June of 2021) and Texas

Housers believes that if Brazoria County takes immediate action to adopt the strategies recommended here, it has full

potential to improve.

https://houstonevictionsolidarity.org/


 Raise the rate of disbursal by increasing flexibility in the application and approval

process.

 Final recommendations

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

identified several strategies that program administrators and government officials can

undertake to ensure their ERA1 funds are allocated in an equitable and timely manner.

Here are our recommendations.

For program administrators: 

1.

Time is of the essence now that the CDC moratorium on evictions has been lifted. Texas

Housers is calling on state, city, and county officials to disburse all ERA1 funds in no more

than 90 days and reduce the application-to-disbursal waiting period to 14 days or less. To do

so, ERA program administrators should streamline the application process (with strategies

that include self-attestation, flexible documentation requirements, and direct-to-tenant

funding).

     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 and monitor its

effectiveness through data tracking.

     3. Conduct outreach efforts to 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 that have the trust of local residents, providing information

in multiple languages, and eliminating documentation barriers for vulnerable populations.
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 Enact a short term eviction moratorium for tenants with pending ERA applications.

For state and local officials: 

1.

It can take up to six months for a tenant that applies for emergency rental assistance to

receive funds. In order to give ERA programs proper time to function, the Governor and the

Texas Supreme Court should order an eviction moratorium of up to 90 days for tenants with

pending applications for Texas Rent Relief or a local ERA program.

 

     2. Help tenants and landlords obtain assistance.  

 

Some tenants and landlords that end up in eviction court are unaware of the availability of

rental assistance funds. State and local governments should place ERA program

representatives in eviction courts to provide information about the assistance that is

available to tenants and landlords and to expedite the applications of tenants facing eviction.

 

     3. Appropriate federal funds for rent and affordable housing. 

 

Finally, the Texas Legislature should make a commitment to providing long term housing

solutions by allocating a significant portion of the State’s $15.8 billion in federal American

Rescue Plan funds to be used for rental assistance and the construction of new affordable

rental housing.
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