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As COVID-19 has ravaged the US economy, the impact has not been uniform. Low-income hourly 

workers have been more likely to be laid off than their salaried counterparts. The virus has affected the 

entertainment, travel, retail, and manufacturing sectors more heavily than other sectors, such as finance 

and technology.  

A disproportionate number of people affected are renters.1 Using American Community Survey 

data, we find that workers in the four industries most likely to be affected by the virus—food and 

accommodation, entertainment, retail, and transportation—compose 26 percent of the labor force. 

Twenty-three percent of homeowners are employed in these four industries, versus 31 percent of 

renters. Service workers are apt to be the most affected. These workers constitute 18 percent of the 

labor force, 15 percent of the homeowner labor force, and 23 percent of the renter labor force.  

The American Community Survey shows that in 2018, there were roughly 122 million households: 

78 million were homeowners and 44 million were renters. But there was a huge income gap between 

homeowners and renters. The 78 million homeowners have a 2018 median annual household income of 

$78,000: the 48 million with a mortgage have a median annual income of $93,000, and the 30 million 

without a mortgage have a median annual income of $55,000 but are free from the financial obligation 

of a mortgage. In contrast, the 44 million renters have a median annual household income of $41,000.2 

Thus, renters are both more financially vulnerable and more apt to be financially affected by the virus. 

Policymakers talking about rental housing typically imagine households in multifamily apartment 

buildings. But the American Community Survey shows that 51 percent of US rental units are single-

family rentals, comprising one to four units, which must be included in any relief program. Furthermore, 

despite headlines in recent years about large institutional investors moving into the single-family rental 
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space, the overwhelming majority of units, 88 percent of single-family rentals, are owned by mom-and-

pops or small businesses who own no more than 10 units (Freddie Mac, n.d.).   

Homeowners need help right now, but so do renters. The coronavirus does not discriminate. An 

eviction moratorium or rent deferment program that allows renters to temporarily stop paying rent 

only shifts the financial burden to property owners, many of whom will be unable to remain solvent if 

their collections drop significantly. And yet renters—who have even less savings to see them through a 

disruption in employment—need relief on their monthly payment as much as if not more than 

homeowners. We argue that there is a need for a national rental assistance program. None of the 

Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act programs provide that. We begin by 

looking at the consequences of not helping renters, the assistance that already has been provided 

indirectly through other relief measures, discuss what more is needed, and size the maximum amount of 

relief that may be necessary. The actual relief needed is likely to be less, as we would propose the 

program incorporate a maximum rent cutoff, require hardship as a condition (albeit with light 

documentation), and specify that hardship must take into account payments the borrower receives 

under other components of the CARES Act. 

What Are the Consequences  

of Not Providing Renter Relief? 

The government-sponsored enterprises and the Federal Housing Administration are allowing all 

borrowers (homeowners, investors, those with second homes) to defer payments on their mortgages, 

some of which is likely not to be repaid until the end of the life of the loan.3 But there is no type of similar 

relief available to renters. The short-term contractual relationship renters have with property owners 

means that the likelihood of deferring rent and expecting it to be repaid is very low.  

Moreover, there is a significant difference in the impact that mortgage forbearance and an eviction 

moratorium have on the housing industry. A lender, guarantor, or insurer who backs a 30-year fixed-

rate mortgage can defer a few monthly payments, aware that although they will not get paid 

immediately for the full amount of the deferral, the they will get paid eventually.4 Moreover, they have 

significant collateral to back up the deferred payment: the homeowners’ house.  

The situation for renters is different. Under an eviction moratorium, renters could stop paying their 

rent knowing they cannot be evicted. Renters generally have one-year lease terms, and at any given 

point, the average outstanding lease is only six months. If renters get deferred payments for two or 

three months, they will have only three or four months remaining, on average, to repay the deferred 

payment. This would nearly double their monthly payment, a crushing burden for most renters. At the 

same time, if they simply do not repay the deferred amounts, property owners have little recourse. They 

can file a claim and even potentially be granted a favorable judgment against the renter. But the 

likelihood of the property owner collecting on that claim is low. Yes, the landlord may keep the security 

deposit, but most security deposits are one month of rent, and often, at least a portion of that is required 

to cover tenant-caused damages. Failing to pay the deferred amounts will, however, harm the renter’s 
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credit and make it harder to find another adequate rental property because other property owners are 

leery of renting to those who have outstanding rent collection judgments. The net result is that for most 

renters, a deferral program will provide them temporary relief but simply push off their eviction and will 

both harm their credit and make it difficult to find another rental unit.  

At the same time, an eviction moratorium or rent deferral program shifts the financial burden of the 

lost rent directly to the property owner. Property owners plan for a normal level of collection defaults 

and bad debt but cannot absorb crisis-level rent nonpayments.5 To address their financial stability, 

property owners will be forced to lay off employees, including maintenance crews, call center staff, and 

leasing agents. Staff reductions will make it harder for property owners to conduct house repairs and 

ensure safe living spaces for residents, precisely when those renters need to stay in their units. If rent 

collections decline for several months, some property owners will be forced address their liquidity issue 

by selling assets, putting additional pressure on the market by adding a considerable supply of for-sale 

single-family homes and multifamily properties and leading to further downward pressure in the real 

estate market.6 The result could trigger a more muted repeat of the 2008 housing crisis.  

We are going through a health crisis on a scale not seen since 1918 that is leading to a liquidity crisis 

and overall economic crisis. The last thing we need is a real estate crisis. Direct rental assistance is 

critical to help renters and head off this potential add-on crisis.  

What Aid Has Been Granted So Far  

with the $2 Trillion CARES Act? 

Direct Payments: A Good Start, but Certainly Too Little and Likely Too Late 

Individual filers earning up to $75,000 in adjusted annual gross income and who have a social security 

number will receive a $1,200 payment, and joint filers earning up to $150,000 are entitled to $2,400. 

The payment declines for those who earn more and phases out at the rate of $5 per $100 of income. 

Thus, individual filers who make more than $99,000 or joint filers who make more than $198,000 are 

not eligible. There is also a $500 payment for each qualifying child younger than 16. 

The payment will be based on a household’s 2019 tax return, if filed, or its 2018 return. Households 

that filed a return and who provided direct deposit information will receive the money as a direct 

deposit to their bank account. Those that did not provide this information will receive their check by 

mail. The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) estimates that 138 million people filed tax returns for 2018.7 

Many people do not file tax returns, including low-income earners who earn less than the standard 

deduction (i.e., $12,200 for a single taxpayer, $24,400 for a joint filer), senior citizens whose income is 

primarily social security (social security payments do not count toward gross income), some veterans 

(US Department of Veterans Affairs disability benefits are not taxable), and some people with 

disabilities (social security disability payments are taxable only over certain income thresholds). The US 

Department of the Treasury will send a check to the 15 million senior citizens who receive social 
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security but do not file tax returns.8 Other groups, including about 10 million low-income earners who 

do not file tax returns, will need to file a simple tax return to receive the “economic impact payments.”9 

They must provide their filing status, number of dependents, and bank information. It is not clear how 

well this will be publicized and whether those who generally are not required to file tax returns will be 

aware they need to file a simple return to receive the payment.   

Those without social security numbers are ineligible for this benefit. Some people without social 

security numbers file taxes using an individual taxpayer identification number. The IRS estimates that in 

2015, 4.3 million forms were filed using this means of identification. Many people without social 

security numbers do not file.10  

The government says people will start receiving their payments in the next three weeks. But it will 

take longer for senior citizens who have not filed tax returns, as the government must match the tax 

returns with the social security records to determine who is in that category. The Urban -Brookings Tax 

Policy Center estimates this will take months.11  

The bottom line is that this payment is helpful, particularly if disbursed quickly. But to put it in 

perspective, assuming lost wages for 13 weeks, $1,200 is about $92 a week, so the payment will not go 

far in covering food, medicine, and shelter. In addition, many of those who need it the most may not take 

advantage of it, either because they do not know to do so (e.g., low-income earners, some veterans, and 

many people with disabilities) or are ineligible (e.g., those without social security numbers). 

Expansion of Unemployment Insurance: Also Helpful for Renters but Not Sufficient 

The CARES Act increased the number of workers eligible for payments and the amount of payments for 

eligible workers. The US Department of Labor has issued an Unemployment Insurance Program Letter, 

outlining implementation.12 The CARES Act allows for unemployment benefits for eligible people who 

are self-employed, seeking part-time employment, or would otherwise not qualify for unemployment 

insurance benefits under state or federal law. They must demonstrate that they are otherwise able and 

available to work but are not doing so because of COVID-19. But it is up to the states to implement this 

provision.  

Under the Federal Pandemic Unemployment Compensation Program, eligible people who are 

collecting unemployment benefits will receive an additional $600 a week in federal benefits for weeks 

of unemployment ending on or before July 31, 2020. In addition, people who have exhausted benefits 

will receive up to 13 weeks of additional benefits.  

These programs will prove to be important to replace lost wages. Some people will actually earn 

more than their usual income with the extra $600 CARES Act payment, but for most earners, the 

unemployment benefits will not make up for their lost wages. That is, unemployment insurance 

generally covers up to half an employee’s wages, with a cap. It is particularly unsatisfactory in high-cost 

areas, where renters often may spend more than half their incomes on rent. 
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Moreover, at least one jurisdiction has already announced that it would not cover gig economy 

workers under the new unemployment law. The mayor of the District of Columbia claimed that despite 

the new law, DC does not have the millions of dollars needed to expand coverage to these workers. It is 

unclear how quickly the unemployment funds will get out, how effectively the fund will reach the people 

who need them, and how much of workers’ lost income they will replace and for how long.13 

Finally, the Paycheck Protection Program, in the small business section of the CARES Act, may allow 

small businesses to pay employee wages for a longer period, making unemployment unnecessary. This 

program allows a small business to apply for a loan through the Small Business Administration for up to 

2.5 times their average monthly payroll. This loan will be forgiven in full if no employees are let go or 

have their wages cut. Otherwise, the loan must be fully repaid.  

The program faces many uncertainties. For example, the small business section of the CARES Act 

covers this Paycheck Protection Program as well as economic injury disaster loan grants (i.e., working 

capital to small businesses) and an entrepreneurial development program. Altogether, the funding is 

capped at $349 billion, but it is not clear how it will be allocated if applications exceed that. It is also not 

clear how quickly this program will be implemented. Early reports have shown that the Small Business 

Administration and lenders are overwhelmed by the initial demand and are struggling to process 

applications, and Congress so far has been unable to agree on any additional funding.  

Housing Market Measures: Limited to Housing with Federally Backed Mortgages 

The CARES Act offers mortgage forbearance for borrowers with federally backed mortgages. 

Borrowers with single-family mortgages may write to their mortgage servicer requesting forbearance 

for up to 180 days because of COVID-related difficulties. The servicer may extend the period an 

additional 180 days at the borrower’s request. The mortgage servicers may not require any additional 

documentation of distress outside the borrower’s original claim. The Urban Institute has estimated that 

70 percent of the 48 million homeowners with a mortgage have a mortgage with federal backing.14  

In addition to the forbearance, the servicer may not initiate a foreclosure or foreclosure sale for 60 

days, with the exception of vacant properties. This includes properties that were already severely 

delinquent before COVID-19.  

On the rental side, the CARES Act covers renters living in single-family and multifamily properties 

financed with federal mortgages (primarily those financed through Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, the 

Federal Housing Administration, the US Department of Veterans Affairs, or the US Department of 

Agriculture), and it covers properties participating in the low-income housing tax credit program, as well 

as federally assisted housing and voucher programs. The act provides two types of eviction 

moratoriums. 

 It halts eviction of renters living in covered units for 120 days after its enactment, regardless of 

whether the landlord receives forbearance. 
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 It halts evictions of renters from federally backed multifamily properties whose landlords 

receive forbearance for the duration of the forbearance, which is currently capped at 90 days. 

But the forbearance period may not begin for several months. This could provide some of the 

49 percent of multifamily renters in a building with a federal mortgage with a few additional 

months of eviction protection.15 

There is a large difference between the treatment of homeowners and renters. Homeowners are 

given forbearance, which is payment relief. Renters are being given eviction protection. But eviction 

protection is only that; it does not pay the rent. Renters are more vulnerable to begin with and need 

direct rental relief.  

Avoiding a COVID-19 Disaster for Renters  

and for the Housing Market: Policy Options 

Policymakers need to address the stress that renters have from the COVID-19 crisis and head off a 

worsening situation that could include mass evictions, deteriorating housing stock, and even a real 

estate or housing market crash. Property owners who manage rentals can partner with policymakers to 

ensure the relief reaches residents who need it the most. 

Renters need direct financial support for their monthly rent payments so they can stay in their 

homes through the health crisis and avoid generating more stress throughout the economy. Direct 

payments for rental assistance are critical because most renters have lower incomes than homeowners 

and have little or no savings and cannot withstand the double whammy of lost income and potentially 

falling ill with the coronavirus.  

To ensure the rent payments are used as intended, payments should be made in voucher form or 

directly to property owners. The voucher would be redeemable by any property owner—from a large 

company to a mom and pop who own one or three properties—as long as they show the rental income 

on their tax filings.  

There are several ways to structure a renter direct payment program (RDPP): through funds 

allocated to the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), an existing program at the 

Treasury or modifying an older one, or two programs overseen by the Federal Reserve. Here is a menu 

of options; ultimately, policymakers should choose the one that will be the most effective in the near 

term. Speed of implementation is a key consideration. 

First, HUD received $17 billion in the CARES Act. Most is allocated to maintain Section 8 programs 

and to help people who are homeless, elderly, or disabled. But $5 billion is earmarked for community 

development funds under the CARES Act and allocating some portion of these funds to an RDPP. These 

funds could be allocated through HUD’s Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) Disaster 

Recovery Program, through which HUD would fund housing finance agencies or other qualified state or 

local agencies in each state, with each agency designing eligibility criteria, reviewing applications, and 
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providing vouchers to qualified renters or paying property owners directly. This approach has the 

benefit of tapping into funds that have already been appropriated under the CARES Act. 

Most likely, HUD would need more funding to administer a COVID-19 RDPP. In addition to the 

CDBG Disaster Recovery Program, there are other existing programs that could be used to structure 

the assistance. The advantage of using an existing program is that it is easier to expand an existing 

program than it is to stand up a new one. The Section 8 voucher program could be expanded to include 

rental support. But the program is clunky, and only one in five people who qualify for voucher assistance 

receives it (Scally et al. 2018). It seems unrealistic to administer a large new rental assistance program 

through this traditionally challenged channel. HUD’s Emergency Solutions Grants Program is another 

possibility. Historically, this money has gone primarily to funding the homeless, but the program does 

allow for funding to be used to prevent families and individuals from becoming homeless, a mandate 

closely aligned with strategy we are advocating here. The HOME Investment Partnership Program is 

still another possibility. This program provides federal block grants to state and local governments to 

create affordable housing for low-income families.  

A second approach is for the Treasury to leverage its Hardest Hit Fund (HHF) program experience 

to help renters. The Treasury created the HHF in 2010 to deliver foreclosure relief, and it was so 

successful that it was reauthorized twice. It has until December 2020 to use the final funds allocated in 

2016. With the HHF, the Treasury has a team and track record of distributing assistance directly to help 

homeowners and could use that expertise to manage a similar program for renters. Treasury has 

experience managing a large-scale program rollout, setting guidelines but allowing housing finance 

agencies flexibility in implementing the program in each state, disseminating best practices to improve 

program effectiveness, and providing oversight to ensure the funds are spent effectively. 

The Treasury has a second foreclosure prevention program from the 2007 crisis that could be 

restructured to help renters. The Home Affordable Modification Program (HAMP) provided incentives 

to mortgage servicers to restructure homeowner loans to make their monthly payments more 

affordable. HAMP reduced the typical family’s monthly payment by more than $530 a month.16 

Similarly, a new Rent Affordable Modification Program could provide incentives to property owners 

who provide payment plans that reduce the monthly burden on renters. The Treasury would create 

guidelines for which renters qualify under which conditions, and then property owners would be the 

vehicle for implementation, creating payment plans for their renters and submitting claims to the 

Treasury for reimbursement. 

The Federal Reserve’s Commercial Paper Funding Facility (CPFF) is another recently relaunched 

tool from the 2007 crisis that could be used for an RDPP. The Federal Reserve Bank of New York, which 

oversees the CPFF, could create a streamlined process for property owners to issue Renter Relief 

Commercial Paper, and the CPFF would buy it from them. The streamlined process would have to either 

allow very small increments to be issued by small landlords, or include an aggregation facility that 

combines commercial paper from multiple small issuers. Then, like the Paycheck Protection Program 

loans rolled out by the Small Business Administration under the CARES Act, this new Renter Relief 

Commercial Paper would have deferred payments for three months and be forgivable if the property 
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owner documents that the funds were used for approved purposes (i.e., providing direct rental relief to 

tenants). 

Finally, late last week the Federal Reserve launched a $600 billion Main Street Business Lending 

Program, providing businesses with up to 10,000 employees to obtain loans up to $150 million. This 

program could offer Renter Protection Program loans that function like the Small Business 

Administration Paycheck Protection Program loans, with forgiveness based on documenting direct rent 

relief to tenants. Renter Protection Program loans might need to be a carve-out within the Main Street 

Business Lending Program because these rental protection loans are explicitly intended to compensate 

landlords for rent loss caused by the coronavirus, and the guidelines would have to be tailored for this 

purpose. Moreover, if this was the vehicle of choice for the RDPP, there should be no restrictions on 

business size. The Main Street Business Lending Program was originally intended for businesses with 

more than 500 employees, and many property owners are small businesses that have fewer than 500 

employees.  

In either case, to use the CPFF or the Main Street Business Lending Program, Congress would need 

to amend section 13(3) of the Federal Reserve Act, which grants the Fed emergency authority to extend 

credit but with the intention of collateralizing each loan so the Fed does not take a loss. This provision 

will not allow the Fed to forgive the loans unless Congress granted an amendment to allow for the aid to 

renters. But at a time when policymakers have stated that “nothing is off the table,” a change to 13(3) 

may be possible to pave the way for aid. 

The Role of Property Owners: Key Allies 

in Implementing Renter Relief Regardless of which federal agency oversees the RDPP, property owners 

have a critical role to play in implementing the program. Owners need to push out information to their 

residents, ensuring renters access the benefits for which they qualify. It is in property owners’ self-

interest that their residents access payment assistance to avoid a massive disruption in collections and 

keep the property owners’ businesses afloat. This financial incentive, along with the human desire to 

help others during this crisis, will make property owners the government’s best ally making sure that the 

RDPP reaches the people for whom it is intended. 

In the same vein, property owners should push out information on benefits for renters that already 

exist under the CARES Act. For example, Center Creek has created a how-to guide for its single-family 

rental residents outlining how they can get their $1,200 payments if they do not file or have direct 

deposit with the IRS, and a how-to guide on filing for unemployment that also explains the expanded 

criteria for self-employed and gig economy workers.  

Qualifying Individuals for the Renter  

Direct Payment Program 

A final program design consideration is that the government’s experience helping homeowners avoid 

foreclosure provides an important lesson about the design of an RDPP. We want to ensure the support 
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goes only to renters who actually need it, but the eligibility criteria should be easy for renters to 

navigate. Rather than requiring proof of hardship in the form of a layoff notice or a W-2 showing 

reduced earnings, the RDPP should require a streamlined hardship affidavit modeled after the form 

used by HAMP. It would require residents to explain their hardship in one or two sentences and then 

sign and date the official document. Renters would also have to certify that other relief measures under 

the CARES Act, such as expanded unemployment and the Paycheck Protection Program, have not been 

sufficient to replace their lost income. Finally, there would be a maximum rental cutoff for the RDPP so 

that the program does not subsidize overly expensive rents, which would need to be sized based on 

market rents in a given geography. The goal is to help people who need help right away and avoid 

devoting too much time and resources to protecting against a small number of bad actors who might slip 

in. 

Sizing the Renter Direct Payment Program 

In an analysis published a week ago, the Urban Institute estimated that covering the estimated 44 

million renter households would cost $24 billion for three months, assuming a base case in which 20 

percent of renters needed assistance.17 Given the growing severity of the COVID-19 crisis and dramatic 

increase in unemployment, the upper limit of the share of renters who need aid is unclear. If 40 percent 

of renters need renter direct payments, our plan could cost close to $48 billion for three months and 

$96 billion over six months. Against the backdrop of a $2 trillion bailout package and trillions more in 

Federal Reserve support directly to businesses, and at a time when “nothing is off the table” for 

policymakers looking to address the crisis, even $96 billion seems like an acceptable price tag for 

supporting more than a third of the US population that has been affected by the COVID-19 crisis. 

Moreover, with the qualification above that requires incomes lower than pre-pandemic levels, the 

actual numbers would likely be smaller. 

Conclusion 

The COVID-19 crisis in 2020 is different than the credit crisis from 2008 through 2011. That crisis 

almost exclusively hit homeowners and led to a significant uptick in foreclosures. The coronavirus does 

not discriminate on where someone lives and will affect the 44 million renter households just as much as 

homeowners and will affect renters in single-family houses as much as those living in multifamily 

buildings. Although homeowners need support during this challenging time, renters tend to have lower 

incomes than homeowners and little to no savings to tide them over through the income disruption that 

stay-at-home policies and mass layoffs are going to impose. Unless renters get direct rental payments to 

help them stay in their homes, they may stop paying rent, forcing property owners to evict them. 

Prohibiting evictions will place a massive financial burden on property owners who are already 

financially stressed. They might cut costs by reducing staff—limiting their ability to repair properties 

and support renters—precisely when renters need to remain in place to stop the spread of the virus. At 

an extreme, many owners—from mom-and-pops to large rental companies—could be forced to sell their 

properties to raise capital, potentially triggering a real estate crash.  
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None of these outcomes is acceptable. Policymakers need to act now to provide direct rental 

payments to renters, preferably in rental voucher form that cannot be misused for less critical purposes 

or directly to property owners. HUD’s CDBG program, the Treasury’s Hardest Hit Fund or HAMP, and 

the Fed’s CPFF or Main Street Business Lending Program offer five options that could be implemented 

nearly immediately to help renters. In the same way that the HHF and HAMP provided payments to 

servicers to keep homeowners in their houses, in an RDPP, the property owners are the distribution 

mechanism and renters are the primary beneficiaries. Property owners have aligned interests that will 

make them the government’s best allies to ensure the benefits get distributed appropriately. And 

property owners should take immediate steps to ensure renters get connected to the benefits and aid 

provided in the CARES Act. Working together, the government and property owners can keep renters 

safe and the housing market stable in this COVID-19 storm. 
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