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Boost Safety Net to Help People With Fewest 

Resources Pay for Basics During Crisis 
By LaDonna Pavetti and Peggy Bailey 

 
The health and economic burdens associated with the COVID-19 pandemic are falling 

disproportionately on people of color as well as on families and individuals with very low incomes, 
who faced significant economic and health challenges prior to the pandemic. Some communities of 
color are at higher risk of contracting the virus or developing serious complications from COVID-
19, according to early data. And the most recent economic forecast by the Congressional Budget 
Office indicates that unemployment may remain high for a long time — well into 2022 — which, 
history shows, may negatively impact people of color and people with the lowest incomes 
disproportionately. Given this, the next major economic relief package should include relief 
measures that will help these households avert serious hardships such as eviction, homelessness, and 
food insecurity.  

 
 While comprehensive data on who has lost jobs and income are not yet available, early 

information is sobering. More than half of adults in lower-income households and 44 percent of 
Black and 61 percent of Hispanic adults say they or someone in their household has lost a job or 
taken a pay cut due to COVID-19, according to a recent Pew Research Center survey.1 Lost jobs, 
reduced pay, or illness all may exacerbate economic instability for people with limited resources, 
whose incomes often fell short of allowing them to make ends meet before the crisis or to save for a 
rainy day.   

 
There is an urgent need to increase funds for housing, food, health, and income assistance to 

individuals and families that tend to experience the worst health, housing, and employment 
outcomes, and now may be facing new barriers to seeking and receiving help. People of color are 
disproportionately represented in this group of families, and racism and discrimination have created 
barriers to good health and economic outcomes that COVID-19 has exacerbated. People who were 
unemployed before the pandemic, families with high housing costs compared to their incomes, 
individuals experiencing homelessness, immigrants who face unique barriers to accessing assistance, 
and those returning from prison or jail are also at especially high risk of being unable to meet their 
basic needs.  

 
1 Kim Parker, Juliana Menasce Horowitz, and Anna Brown, “About Half of Lower-Income Americans Report 
Household Job or Wage Loss Due to COVID-19,” Pew Research Center, April 21, 2020, 
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2020/04/21/about-half-of-lower-income-americans-report-household-job-or-wage-
loss-due-to-covid-19/.   
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The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act and, to a lesser degree, other 
federal relief legislation include important provisions to help families and individuals who have lost 
their jobs weather the crisis. They fall short, however, in providing sufficient assistance directly to 
families and individuals who are at the highest risk of poor outcomes due to the health and 
economic crisis and have the least resources to deal with decreases in income and increased costs for 
utilities, food, and transportation brought on by the pandemic. Moreover, economic projections 
indicate that the need for relief is far greater and likely will last much longer than policymakers have 
provided for in legislation enacted so far.   
 

As federal policymakers consider their next major response package, they should prioritize policies 
that would lessen the burdens that families with very low incomes and communities of color are 
facing, including:   

 
• Increasing rental assistance. The package should provide housing agencies with at least 

500,000 new Housing Choice Vouchers to help people with the fewest resources remain 
housed during the health crisis and economic recession. These vouchers would help families 
exit homelessness, protect themselves from violent family members, or leave doubled-up or 
overcrowded housing settings. They could also be targeted to help those who are being 
temporarily housed in hotels, motels, and other settings access housing once the immediate 
public health crisis ends. 

 
• Providing more funding for emergency homelessness assistance. People experiencing 

homelessness are particularly at risk for the most harmful consequences of COVID-19 and 
the economic crisis. HUD’s Emergency Solutions Grant program needs additional resources 
to: 

o Strengthen homeless service agencies so they can modify emergency shelters and 
temporarily house people in hotels, motels, and other settings that allow for social 
distancing, and  

o Provide people who have lost income with short-term rental assistance so they don’t 
become homeless.  

• Creating a flexible emergency assistance fund of at least $10 billion that states could use 
to provide monthly cash payments, emergency assistance grants, or subsidized jobs (when it is 
safe to do so) to families and individuals with the lowest incomes who are facing a crisis that 
could lead to eviction or result in serious health consequences. The fund would be targeted to 
families and individuals who are largely or entirely left out of other relief mechanisms or 
whose needs can’t be met with those measures alone. The fund would build on the lessons 
learned from the highly successful, bipartisan Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) Emergency Fund, which provided income to more than a quarter of a million 
families to help pay their rent and utilities, put food on the table, and cover the costs of other 
basic needs like diapers and personal hygiene supplies, while also supporting subsidized jobs. 

• Increasing nutrition assistance. A 15 percent increase in the SNAP maximum benefit level 
would provide all SNAP households, including those with the lowest incomes, additional 
resources to purchase food. This would amount to an increase of approximately $25 per 
person per month, or just under $100 per month in food assistance for a family of four. 
SNAP benefits provide a critical resource to households that don’t have enough to make ends 
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meet, but SNAP benefits fall short of meeting a typical family’s food need. During downturns, 
when people face longer periods of joblessness and reduced income, low benefits are 
particularly problematic. Additional funding for Puerto Rico’s Nutrition Assistance Program 
(NAP) is also needed to enable the Commonwealth to better meet rising need and to raise its 
low benefit levels. When households receive more food assistance through SNAP or NAP, 
some of their limited cash resources often are freed up to meet other basic needs, including 
paying their rent and utilities and buying personal care and cleaning supplies.  

• Extending assistance to immigrants. Immigrants, including those who have lost jobs and 
those who are still in jobs that make them at heightened risk for contracting COVID-19, 
should not be left out of provisions that could help them put food on the table, pay their rent, 
and meet their health care needs. They also should not be coerced by the new “public charge” 
federal regulation to forgo assistance for which they are eligible out of a fear that receiving 
help during this crisis could hurt their ability (or the ability of family members) to remain in 
the United States with their families. The next package should reverse policies that keep 
certain immigrant families from receiving stimulus payments and undo, or at least suspend, 
the Administration’s harmful public charge rule.      

States and localities as well as territories and tribes have received some emergency fiscal relief, but 
far too little to enable them to respond to the immediate public health emergency, absorb increased 
program costs, and avoid sharp spending cuts that would deepen and prolong a recession. Without 
robust fiscal relief, states, localities, territories, and tribes are likely to make cuts in education, health 
care, transportation, and assistance to those who are struggling that will disproportionately impact 
people of color, people with limited resources, and neglected neighborhoods. Providing robust, well-
designed fiscal relief in the next package is a critical component to ensuring that the current health 
and economic crisis does not result in deep hardships for disadvantaged individuals, families, and 
communities. 
 
COVID-19 Shows Clearly the Inequities Communities of Color Face  

Past policy decisions and lack of investment in communities of color have created disparities that 
put people of color at higher risk of contracting and dying from COVID-19, losing their jobs, and 
being unable to make ends meet during the sharp economic downturn caused by the pandemic.   
 

Health disparities. Disproportionately Black counties have five times — and disproportionately 
Hispanic counties have three times — as many confirmed COVID-19 cases per capita as 
disproportionately white counties, according to a recent analysis.2 Early state and local data also 
show that Black and Hispanic people are dying of complications from COVID-19 at higher rates 
than white people.3 The Indian Health Service also reports concerns due to lack of testing and a 
recent outbreak within the Navajo Nation.4  

 
 

2 Jillian McGrath, Jim Kessler, and Akunna Cook, “Coronavirus is Decimating Racially Diverse Communities Large and 
Small,” Third Way, April 2020, https://thirdway.imgix.net/pdfs/override/Coronavirus-is-Decimating-Racially-Diverse-
Communities-Large-and-Small-website.pdf. 
3 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), “Coronavirus Disease 2019 Racial and Ethnic Minority Groups,” 
April 22, 2020, https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/racial-ethnic-minorities.html. 
4 Kent Sepkowitz, “The risk to Native American Nations from Covid-19,” CNN, April 7, 2020, 
https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/07/opinions/native-american-nations-risk-from-covid-19-sepkowitz/index.html. 
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Experts agree that COVID-19 is particularly harmful for people with underlying health conditions 
like lung disease, diabetes, and high blood pressure. Obesity and smoking are also risk factors for the 
worst COVID-19 health outcomes. Black people and American Indian/Native Alaskans experience 
chronic health conditions more often than white people.5 Both populations have higher rates of 
heart disease, lung disease and asthma, diabetes, kidney and liver disease, and immuno-
compromising diseases — putting them at higher risk of becoming seriously ill with COVID-19 and 
at higher risk of dying if they do contract the virus. Hispanic people face high rates of diabetes, 
asthma, and obesity, which put individuals at high risk of COVID-19 complications.6 With high rates 
of diabetes, coronary heart disease, and obesity, adults living in Puerto Rico are also at high risk of 
COVID-19 complications.7   

 
These health disparities exist because too often, people of color have experienced years of 

economic hardship, receive lesser quality health care, and have been segregated into neighborhoods 
that lack access to nutritious food, green space for exercise, clean air, and jobs that pay enough for 
people to have the money or time for recreational activities people at higher incomes enjoy, such as 
belonging to a gym.8   
 

Employment disparities. The pandemic is also significantly affecting finances for many people 
of color due to employment disparities that pre-dated the crisis. People of color, including those 
who are immigrants, are disproportionately represented in lower-paying service industry jobs, 
including retail, hospitality, child care, and restaurants, that have been hard hit due to social distance 
restrictions. Some 24 percent of both Black and Hispanic people are in service industry jobs, 
compared to 16 percent of white people.9    

 
Puerto Rico and tribal communities in the United States also are being hard hit by the economic 

consequences of the pandemic.10 Tourism comprises an important part of Puerto Rico’s economy 

 
5 Samantha Artiga, Rachel Garfield, and Kendal Orgera, “Communities of Color at Higher Risk for Health and 
Economic Challenges due to COVID-19,” Kaiser Family Foundation, April 7, 2020, https://www.kff.org/disparities-
policy/issue-brief/communities-of-color-at-higher-risk-for-health-and-economic-challenges-due-to-covid-19/. 
6 Artiga, Garfield, and Orgera, op. cit.; CDC, “Adult Obesity Facts,” February 27, 2020, 
https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/adult.html; and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Office of Minority 
Health, “Asthma and Hispanic Americans,” March 13, 2017, 
https://minorityhealth.hhs.gov/omh/browse.aspx?lvl=4&lvlid=60.   
7 Josiemer Mattei et al., “Health conditions and lifestyle risk factors of adults living in Puerto Rico: a cross-sectional 
study,” BMC Public Health, April 12, 2018, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5898045/. 
8 Martha Hostetter and Sarah Klein, “In Focus: Reducing Racial Disparities in Health Care by Confronting Racism,” 
Commonwealth Fund, September 27, 2018, https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/newsletter-
article/2018/sep/focus-reducing-racial-disparities-health-care-confronting. 
9 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), “Labor force characteristics by race and ethnicity, 2018,” BLS Report 1082, 
October 2019, https://www.bls.gov/opub/reports/race-and-ethnicity/2018/home.htm. 
10 Danica Coto, “Puerto Rico extends lockdown to May to fight COVID-19,” Associated Press, April 11, 2020, 
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/puerto-rico-extends-lockdown-fight-covid-19-70104993; Anna V. 
Smith, “Casino closures in Indian Country hit core tribal services,” High Country News, April 10, 2020, 
https://www.hcn.org/articles/covid19-casino-closures-in-indian-country-hit-core-tribal-services; Dawn Stover, “Spirit 
Mountain, other tribal casinos take huge hit from coronavirus closures,” Oregonian, April 20, 2020, 
https://www.oregonlive.com/business/2020/04/spirit-mountain-other-tribal-casinos-take-huge-hit-from-coronavirus-
closures.html.  
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and for some tribes, casinos provide a significant source of both jobs and revenue. Both industries 
have come to nearly a complete halt during the pandemic, causing significant job losses and the loss 
of a key revenue source for their communities.     

 
A recent Pew Research Center survey found that 61 percent of Hispanic adults reported they or 

someone in their household has lost a job or taken a pay cut due to COVID-19, compared to 44 
percent and 38 percent of Black and white adults, respectively.11 When the government survey data 
on those who lost jobs in March and April come out, many expect the job losses to be far larger 
among lower-paid jobs and, thus, to disproportionately fall on people of color.   

 
Among those who remain employed, workers of color appear to be disproportionately employed 

in many jobs that require them to report to a job site rather than to work from home. This includes 
people who work in grocery stores, at warehouses, in product delivery, and in parts of the health 
care industry. These workers are at higher risk of contracting COVID-19 because they are unable to 
shelter in place at home, putting them at higher risk of coming into contact with people with the 
coronavirus.12 This is also true for immigrants, many of whom are people of color — both those 
who have authorization to work in the United States and those without work authorization who 
nonetheless do jobs that are critical to our communities and economy.13   

 
Some economists predict that, coming out of the crisis, the unemployment rate among Black 

workers could be as much as double the national rate.14 If past experience holds, this gap will be 
worst for Black people with a high school degree or less where, even in good economic times, their 
unemployment rate is nearly double their white counterparts with the same education. Almost 15 
percent of Black people without a high school degree were unemployed in 2019, compared to 8.3 
percent of white people. For those with a high school degree but no post-secondary degree, 8.3 
percent of Black people were unemployed, compared to 3.9 percent of white people.  

 
Unemployment also is traditionally higher for Hispanic people than white people. In 2019, the 

unemployment rate for Hispanic people was about 5 percent; it was less than 4 percent for white 
people. The unemployment rate for Puerto Rico was 8.2 percent.   

 
The effects of the economic fallout could be long-lasting. The Congressional Budget Office 

estimates that the national unemployment rate will still be 9.5 percent at the end of 2021, up from 
3.5 percent before the crisis hit.15 As Figure 1 shows, the gap between Black and white 

 
11 Parker, Horowitz, and Brown, op. cit. 
12 American Civil Liberties Union of Massachusetts, “Data Show COVID-19 is Hitting Essential Workers and People of 
Color Hardest,” Data for Justice Project, April 8, 2020, https://www.aclum.org/en/publications/data-show-covid-19-
hitting-essential-workers-and-people-color-hardest. 
13 Julia Gelatt, “Immigrant Workers: Vital to the U.S. COVID-19 Response, Disproportionately Vulnerable,” Migration 
Policy Institute, March 2020, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigrant-workers-us-covid-19-response. 
14 Anna Gifty Opoku-Agyeman, “Do black economists matter? The media erasure of black economic voices hurts the 
hardest hit communities by the pandemic and society at large,” Economic Policy Institute, April 13, 2020, 
https://www.epi.org/blog/do-black-economists-matter-the-media-erasure-of-black-economic-voices-hurts-the-hardest-
hit-communities-by-the-pandemic-and-society-at-large/. 
15 Phill Swagel, “CBO’s Current Projections of Output, Employment, and Interest Rates and a Preliminary Look at 
Federal Deficits for 2020 and 2021,” Congressional Budget Office, April 24, 2020, 
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unemployment rates tends to be widest when unemployment is high.16  The gap does not narrow 
until unemployment has fallen substantially, but even when the gap narrows, the disparity remains. It 
was not until several years after the Great Recession that the unemployment rate for Black people 
returned to its pre-recession rate, and it remained well above the rate for white people thereafter.17  

 
FIGURE 1 

 
 
The longer the crisis lasts, the harder it will become for people to meet their basic needs, and 

Black and Hispanic people will be hit the hardest. Just 27 percent of Black, 29 percent of Hispanic, 
and 53 percent of white adults have emergency funds that would last three months, an April 2020 
Pew Research Center survey found. Moreover, 48 percent of Black, 44 percent of Hispanic, and 26 
percent of white adults said they wouldn’t be able to pay all of their bills in April.18 The longer 
people are unable to pay their bills, the harder it will be for them to catch up and their risks of 
hunger, eviction, and homelessness will likely increase.        
  

 
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56335. The data on unemployment prior to the crisis reflect the average 
unemployment rate for the December 2019-February 2020 period. 
16 Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP), “Chart Book: Tracking the Post-Great Recession Economy,” updated 
April 14, 2020, https://www.cbpp.org/research/economy/chart-book-tracking-the-post-great-recession-economy. 
17 Vincent Adejumo, “African-Americans’ economic setbacks from the Great Recession are ongoing – and could be 
repeated,” The Conversation, February 5, 2019, https://theconversation.com/african-americans-economic-setbacks-from-
the-great-recession-are-ongoing-and-could-be-repeated-109612; Chad Stone, “Fiscal Stimulus Needed to Fight 
Recessions,” CBPP, April 16, 2020, https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/4-16-20econ.pdf. 
18 Parker, Horowitz, and Brown, op. cit. 
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COVID-Related Challenges Are Compounding Already Difficult Circumstances  
The pandemic has worsened conditions for families that were already struggling to pay their rent 

and put food on the table and may have significant difficulty weathering the crisis on their own. But 
the pandemic has created new barriers to seeking and receiving help, with family and friends who 
might have helped before the pandemic facing their own struggles and some social service 
organizations moving to online operations, narrowing the services they provide, or even closing 
their doors. In the Pew Research Center survey, only 16 percent of lower-income adults who didn’t 
have emergency funds that would last three months said they could cover their expenses for three 
months by borrowing from friends or family, using savings, or selling assets.19  

 
The following groups of individuals and families will face particularly difficult challenges during 

the crisis:    
 

Individuals who were unemployed before the pandemic. Although unemployment was at a 
historic low prior to the start of the pandemic, almost 6 million working-age adults were out of work 
and looking for jobs in February 2020.20 About two-thirds were not receiving unemployment 
insurance and are very unlikely to be eligible for the expanded unemployment insurance benefits 
provided through the CARES Act because they did not lose their jobs for a COVID-19 reason. 
Prior to the crisis, individuals who were out of work — they may have been between jobs, have lost 
a job due to illness or the need to care for a family member, or have temporarily left the labor 
market for any number of personal circumstances — often could find a job relatively quickly, albeit 
often a low-paying one.  Many of these individuals will now face far longer periods of joblessness 
than they likely were expecting. 

 
Families with high housing burdens. Before the pandemic, about 75 percent of renter 

households with annual incomes of less than $15,000 paid over half their income for housing. Of 
those earning between $15,000 and $29,000, 50 percent paid over half their income for housing (see 
Figure 2). Children make up about one-third of the people in low-income renter households paying 
over 50 percent of their income on rent.21  
  

 
19 Ibid.  
20 BLS, “Data Retrieval: Labor Force Statistics (CPS),” https://www.bls.gov/webapps/legacy/cpsatab1.htm. 
21 CBPP, “Federal Rental Assistance Fact Sheets,” December 10, 2019, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/federal-rental-assistance-fact-sheets#US. 
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FIGURE 2 

 
 
When families spend so much of their income on rent, it’s harder for them to save, which makes 

it nearly impossible to meet their basic needs if they lose a job, their income falls, or costs for those 
basic needs rise. Without assistance, some could lose their homes and be compelled to live with 
other family members or friends, in shelters, or on the streets. Before the crisis, 3 out of 4 
households that were likely eligible for federal rental assistance didn’t receive it due to scarcity of 
funding.22 The need for housing assistance will grow during this economic downturn, as it did during 
the Great Recession.23   
 

People experiencing homelessness. People without a place to call home are among those 
struggling the most now. On any given night, prior to the pandemic, over 500,000 people were 
experiencing homelessness. Many are at risk of contracting and dying from COVID-19 because they 
have pre-existing chronic health conditions or are older adults. Our typical response to homelessness 
is large, densely populated shelters, which make it difficult to adhere to social distancing guidance 
and other methods of protecting oneself from the virus.  

 
22 CBPP, “Three Out of Four Low-Income At-Risk Renters Do Not Receive Federal Rental Assistance,” August 2017, 
https://www.cbpp.org/three-out-of-four-low-income-at-risk-renters-do-not-receive-federal-rental-assistance. 
23 Barbara Sard, “More Households Facing Unaffordable Housing Costs Than Before Recession,” CBPP, February 9, 
2015, https://www.cbpp.org/blog/more-households-facing-unaffordable-housing-costs-than-before-recession. 
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Individuals returning from jail or prison. In recent years, state and federal prisons have 
released about 600,000 individuals per year, or about 50,000 each month.24 An even larger number 
are released from jails.25 In response to concerns about the spread of COVID-19 in jails and prisons, 
some individuals are being released early. An estimated 40 percent of people who are incarcerated 
report having chronic health conditions that could put them at higher risk of contracting and serious 
complications from COVID-19 both while in jail or prison and upon release.26  

 
Even in good economic times, this population experiences obstacles to work, housing, medical 

treatment, and financial security upon release from incarceration. Now, the health and economic 
crisis will make it difficult for many people leaving incarceration to successfully re-enter society and 
be self-sufficient. Without income to meet their basic needs, some will likely become homeless and 
others will likely double up with family members, stretching tight family budgets and making it 
difficult to adhere to social distancing recommendations. Over the long term, these conditions put 
them at risk of re-incarceration. 

 
Immigrants. The health and economic consequences of the pandemic will hit immigrants hard. 

The Migration Policy Institute estimates 6 million foreign-born workers are employed in industries 
vital to the COVID-19 response (which puts them at higher risk of being exposed to the virus) and 
another 6 million work in some of the industries hardest hit by job losses in the fight against 
COVID-19.27  

 
Immigrants and their families are less likely to have access to government health, nutrition, and 

income support, either because their immigration status makes them ineligible for supports or they 
forgo assistance due to fears that receiving help will jeopardize their immigration status — or that of 
a family member — in the future. Forgoing testing and health and nutrition assistance could put 
immigrants at high risk for negative health outcomes and financial insecurity. When immigrants lose 
their jobs, they often have more limited options for getting help to meet their basic needs.  
 
Prioritize Policies to Help Families and Individuals With Limited Resources 
Meet Basic Needs  
 Expanding housing assistance, investing in programs that provide ongoing or emergency cash 
assistance to help families meet their basic needs, and increasing SNAP benefits are effective and 
efficient ways to help people with low incomes and limited savings make ends meet. Policymakers 
should pursue key policies in these areas in the next major economic response package. 

 
Provide Emergency Housing Assistance 

 
The CARES Act boosted funding for the Community Development Block Grant, the Emergency 

Solutions Grant, and other HUD-funded rental assistance programs. Those funds will help reduce 

 
24 Jennifer Bronson and E. Ann Carson, “Prisoners in 2017,” U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics 
(BJS), April 2019, https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p17.pdf. 
25 Zhen Zeng, “Jail Inmates in 2016,” BJS, February 2018, https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/ji16.pdf. 
26 Laura M. Maruschak, Marcus Berzofsky, and Jennifer Unangst, “Medical Problems of State and Federal Prisoners and 
Jail Inmates, 2011-12,” BJS, October 4, 2016, https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/mpsfpji1112.pdf. 
27 Gelatt, op. cit. 
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evictions of low-income renters, help communities reconfigure their homeless assistance systems to 
mitigate COVID-19-related health risks, and help more people move from homelessness into 
healthy housing, though this housing is often only temporary. And for those currently in federally 
backed housing, the CARES Act temporarily halts evictions. This provision, along with state and 
local eviction moratoriums and utility shut-off bans, is important but does not keep people from 
accumulating rent- or utility-related debt that they will struggle to pay back. And the rental assistance 
included in CARES is short-term assistance that could end before a family can afford housing 
without it. As the crisis worsens, more is needed to help those experiencing homelessness, to 
prevent homelessness, and to provide housing stability.  
 

Add Emergency Housing Vouchers 

Emergency housing vouchers are needed to provide housing stability during the health and 
economic crisis and as we recover.28 The federal government should fund at least 500,000 new 
Housing Choice Vouchers — which help families afford decent, stable housing in the private market 
— to help families exit homelessness or temporary housing settings, protect themselves from violent 
family members, or leave doubled-up or overcrowded housing settings.   

 
Another concern is how to help those who are being temporarily housed in hotels, motels, and 

other settings once the immediate public health crisis ends. The response should not be to evict 
people back onto the streets or into shelters, but it is unlikely that many will quickly find a job that 
pays enough for them to afford housing. To rent the average two-bedroom apartment without 
spending more than 30 percent of its income on housing, a family must earn $47,754 annually, 
experts estimate.29 Rigorous research shows that housing vouchers are the single most effective 
policy for reducing homelessness, housing instability, and overcrowding among extremely low-
income people.30  Housing agencies already know how to help households with low incomes locate 
and secure housing and the programs, while under-funded, help a large number of households of 
color.31    

 
Expand Funding for Homeless Services 

Homeless service agencies, states, and localities need significantly more funding to address the 
needs of people experiencing homelessness during this crisis. Experts estimated in March that 
homeless shelters and transitional housing providers needed at least $11.5 billion to properly serve 
clients;32 the CARES Act included $4 billion. In addition, more resources are needed for short-term 

 
28 Will Fischer, “Urgent Need for More Housing Vouchers, Other Rental Assistance Amid Pandemic,” CBPP, April 24, 
2020,  https://www.cbpp.org/blog/urgent-need-for-more-housing-vouchers-other-rental-assistance-amid-pandemic. 
29 Andrew Aurand et al., “Out of Reach,” National Low Income Housing Coalition, 2019, 
https://reports.nlihc.org/sites/default/files/oor/OOR_2019.pdf. 
30 Douglas Rice, “Major Study: Housing Vouchers Most Effective Tool to End Family Homelessness,” CBPP, July 14, 
2015, https://www.cbpp.org/blog/major-study-housing-vouchers-most-effective-tool-to-end-family-homelessness. 
31 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, “Picture of Subsidized Households,” 
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/assthsg.html. 
32 Dennis Culhane et al., “Estimated Emergency and Observation/Quarantine Capacity Need for the US Homeless 
Population Related to COVID-19 Exposure by County; Projected Hospitalizations, Intensive Care Units and Mortality,” 
National Alliance to End Homelessness, March 2020, https://endhomelessness.org/resource/estimated-emergency-
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rental assistance to help people stay in their housing and avoid homelessness. The federal 
government should provide substantially more funding in the Emergency Solutions Grant program 
to address both needs.  

 
Additional resources would help homelessness service providers adjust their locations to make 

adhering to social distancing guidance possible, serve people with complex needs such as those with 
behavioral health conditions or exiting jails and prisons, and provide short-term assistance to 
prevent homelessness. These funds are also a way to target resources to people of color at high risk 
during the health and economic crisis. According to the most recent data, each race/ethnic group of 
color measured was over-represented among the homeless population, with Black people being the 
highest at 40 percent.    
 

Create a Flexible Emergency Assistance Fund 

Although the CARES Act authorizes substantial cash benefits that will help large numbers of 
people, some of the families and individuals with the fewest resources won’t benefit from them. 
Individuals who were looking for work but unemployed or unable to work before the pandemic hit 
will not be eligible for expanded unemployment benefits. And, although many of the families and 
individuals with the lowest incomes are eligible for the Act’s economic impact payments, they may 
not receive them in time to avert a crisis and, indeed, may be left out if they aren’t able to fill out the 
online form the IRS has established for those who do not file a tax return to apply for the payment.    
 

States will need additional, flexible resources to provide basic income assistance and emergency 
aid in the short term and subsidized employment over the long term to individuals and families with 
the fewest resources that lack access to other forms of significant and ongoing support. Currently, 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program funds can be used to help families with 
children meet their basic needs, but the block grant has lost about 40 percent of its value since it was 
created in 1996, only a few states have substantial unspent funds that could be tapped to provide 
additional assistance, and it cannot generally be used for adults who aren’t caring for or financially 
responsible for children.   

 
The few states that have used their TANF funds to help people avoid crises or to meet critical 

needs have shown how great the need is. For example, Tennessee received 22,000 applications for 
emergency assistance in the first week after it began accepting applications. And two Ohio counties 
drained the more than $1 million they set aside to provide emergency assistance grants within 48 
hours.33    

 
A flexible emergency fund that builds off of the successful experience and lessons learned from 

the TANF Emergency Fund, which was available to states during the Great Recession, could help to 

 
and-observational-quarantine-bed-need-for-the-us-homeless-population-related-to-covid-19-exposure-by-county-
projected-hospitalizations-intensive-care-units-and-mortality/. 
33 Policy Matters Ohio, “Now is the time to stabilize families in crisis,” April 21, 2020, 
https://www.policymattersohio.org/research-policy/pathways-out-of-poverty/basic-needs-unemployment-
insurance/basic-needs/now-is-the-time-to-stabilize-families-in-crisis. 
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avert the crises that accompany extreme hardship.34 With a $10 billion fund (and more funding if 
unemployment remains higher for more than the next 12 months), states could provide three types 
of assistance to help families and individuals meet their basic needs: (1) one-time emergency 
assistance payments to help families buy essential supplies or pay for rent or utilities; (2) monthly 
cash payments to help families with no other income meet their basic needs; and (3) subsidized 
employment, if unemployment remains high after it is safe to return to work.  

 
To ensure the majority of the funds go to families and individuals with the fewest resources, the 

funds should be targeted to families and single individuals with incomes below 100 percent, or no 
more than 200 percent, of the federal poverty line. Families with children and adults who aren’t 
supporting children should be eligible to receive assistance. The fund should also be structured to 
ensure that Puerto Rico, other territories, and tribal governments also receive funding that reflects 
the need among their populations.      
 

Increase Food Assistance  
Rates of food insecurity by race and ethnicity reveal stark disparities (see Figure 3). In 2018, 21.2 

percent of Black, non-Hispanic households and 16.2 percent of Hispanic households lacked access 
to adequate food at some point during the year, compared to 8.1 percent of white households.35 The 
disparate impacts of COVID-19 on communities of color could cause these disparities to widen 
further.   

 

 
34 Liz Schott, “Opportunities under the TANF Emergency Fund Created By the Federal Recovery Act,” CBPP, July 29, 
2009, https://www.cbpp.org/research/opportunities-under-the-tanf-emergency-fund-created-by-the-federal-recovery-
act. 
35 Alisha Coleman-Jensen et al., “Household Food Security in the United States in 2018,” USDA, Economic Research 
Service, September 2019, https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/94849/err-270.pdf?v=963.1. 
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FIGURE 3 

 
 
The food assistance provisions of the Families First Coronavirus Response Act are providing 

additional SNAP benefits to many households. But the primary benefit increase, emergency 
allotments that raise all households’ benefits to the program’s maximum allotment, will only last 
during the public health emergency and leaves out nearly 40 percent of SNAP households — those 
with the lowest incomes, who have the most difficulty affording adequate food. Some 5 million 
children are among those now left out. In the next relief package, policymakers should provide 
additional food assistance to households with the lowest incomes by increasing the SNAP maximum 
benefit and increasing funding for Puerto Rico’s Nutrition Assistance Program (NAP).  

 
Increase SNAP Maximum Benefit 

SNAP is one of the few means-tested government benefit programs available to almost all 
households with low incomes; SNAP reaches low-wage working families, seniors, people with 
disabilities, and other households with low incomes and targets benefits to those with the lowest 
incomes. Prior to the economic downturn, SNAP provided food assistance to nearly 40 million 
people in nearly 20 million households. More than two-thirds of SNAP participants are in families 
with children; a third are in households with seniors or people with disabilities. And, during the 
current crisis, eligibility restrictions that limit access to SNAP for adults under the age of 50 without 
children in the household are not in effect, which broadens the program’s reach.36 

 
36 Adults aged 18 to 50 who aren’t employed or in training 20 hours per week and aren’t raising children at home are 
subject to a three-month time limit for SNAP benefits. States can waive the time limit for areas with insufficient jobs 
under Department of Agriculture standards. The Trump Administration has sought to sharply constrain states’ ability to 
obtain waivers of the three-month time limit through regulation. A federal district court in mid-March issued a 
nationwide injunction temporarily halting the Administration’s final rule. The Families First Act temporarily suspended 
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SNAP benefits provide a critical resource to households that don’t have enough to make ends 

meet, but they fall short of meeting a typical family’s food need. When households receive more 
food assistance, it can free up some of their limited resources to meet other basic needs, including 
paying their rent and utilities and buying personal care and cleaning supplies.  

 
A 15 percent increase in the SNAP maximum benefit level (known as the Thrifty Food Plan) 

would provide all SNAP households, including those with the lowest incomes, additional resources 
to purchase food. This would amount to an increase of approximately $25 per person per month, or 
just under $100 per month in food assistance for a family of four.37 The 15 percent increase in 
SNAP benefits should remain in place until economic measures show that unemployment is no 
longer significantly elevated.   

 
SNAP has proven to be one of the most effective mechanisms available to reach low-income 

households and a SNAP benefit increase can be implemented virtually immediately. States will, 
however, need additional administrative funds to deal with the increase in demand resulting from 
job and income losses. 

 
SNAP is not only an effective mechanism for helping households with low incomes put food on 

the table; it also provides counter-cyclical help in recessions, which means that its positive impact 
extends beyond those directly receiving the benefits. Every dollar in new SNAP benefits increases 
gross domestic product by about $1.50 during a weak economy, according to a recent Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) study.38 

 
Increase Nutrition Assistance for Puerto Rico  

The Families First Coronavirus Response Act and CARES Act provided Puerto Rico with a little 
over $295 million in additional nutrition assistance to supplement its NAP funding. The additional 
funding represents roughly a 15 percent increase over NAP’s annual funding from the federal 
government, and is less than what was provided in additional benefits for SNAP.39 While this 
additional funding will partially offset the increased need for nutrition assistance from job and 
income losses from the economic slowdown, it is not sufficient to cover the Commonwealth’s 

 
the time limit until the end of the month after the public health emergency declaration is lifted. A longer-term 
suspension is needed given the economic downturn’s widespread impact on the job market.   
 
37 Dottie Rosenbaum, Stacy Dean, and Zoë Neuberger, “The Case for Boosting SNAP Benefits in Next Major 
Economic Response Package,” CBPP, April 22, 2020, https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/the-case-for-
boosting-snap-benefits-in-next-major-economic-response-package. 
38 Patrick Canning and Rosanna Mentzer Morrison, “Quantifying the Impact of SNAP Benefits on the U.S. Economy 
and Jobs,” USDA, Economic Research Service, July 18, 2019, https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-
waves/2019/july/quantifying-the-impact-of-snap-benefits-on-the-us-economy-and-jobs/. 
39 The Families First Coronavirus Response Act allows states participating in SNAP to issue emergency allotments, 
which increase SNAP benefits by 40 percent in the months they are in place (though it left out the lowest-income SNAP 
households), and created a program (from which Puerto Rico was excluded) to replace the lost value of school meals for 
children receiving free and reduced-price meals. For a discussion of these provisions in SNAP, see Dottie Rosenbaum et 
al., “USDA, States Must Act Swiftly to Deliver Food Assistance Allowed by Families First Act,” April 7, 2020, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/usda-states-must-act-swiftly-to-deliver-food-assistance-allowed-by-
families. 
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increased need. (Unlike SNAP, which automatically expands to meet rising need, Puerto Rico 
receives nutrition assistance in the form of a block grant that does not increase with need.)   

 
Before the crisis, benefits were already lower in Puerto Rico than they likely would have been 

under SNAP rules, and eligibility rules were constrained by available funding. As many as one-third 
of Puerto Rico adults were already struggling to afford adequate food before the pandemic, research 
indicates.40 In addition to covering new households affected by the economic downturn, increased 
funding for NAP could help the Commonwealth increase benefit levels.    

 
Extend Assistance to Immigrants 

The CARES Act makes substantial, one-time economic impact payments available to most people 
with low incomes, but it left out many immigrants and their U.S. citizen family members.  
Specifically, households where the tax filer or the spouse do not have a Social Security number (but 
file a tax return using an Individual Tax Identification Number or ITIN) are entirely ineligible for 
stimulus payments, even if one spouse and children in the household are U.S. citizens. New 
coronavirus response legislation should make stimulus payments available to individuals who use an 
ITIN on their federal tax return.    

 
Additionally, the next legislative package should ensure that immigrants and their families can 

access COVID-related health care as well as supports like Medicaid and SNAP that can ease 
hardship during the crisis, without the fear that doing so may jeopardize their ability to live together 
in the United States. The Trump Administration’s public charge rule and other policies have left 
many immigrants and their families afraid to access public benefits for which they are eligible.  
Because these policies are harsh, opaque, and confusing, many families that include immigrants have 
avoided benefits even when the public charge-related policy changes do not apply to them or are 
very unlikely to affect them.   

 
Without State Fiscal Relief, the Situation for Families and Children With 
Fewest Resources Will Worsen  

The pressures on state and local finances from the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting economic 
fallout are mounting and becoming severe. The Families First and CARES acts have provided some 
emergency fiscal relief, but far too little to enable states and localities (including the territories and 
tribal governments) to respond to the immediate public health emergency, absorb increased program 
costs, and avoid sharp spending cuts that would deepen and prolong a recession while hurting 
individuals and families who rely on public services like education, health care, and transportation.  
 

States and localities are important sources of funding for programs that help people with the 
greatest needs. They fund homeless shelters, child care for low-income children, employment and 
training programs to help people find work, services for people coming out of jails and prisons, 
behavioral health programs for people dealing with mental health or substance use issues, 
transportation systems that help people without cars get to work, and increasingly, construction of 
affordable housing. Without additional resources to address the significant budget shortfalls states 
are facing, many of these programs could be subject to significant cuts, potentially worsening the 

 
40 Myribel Santiago Torres et al., “2015: Seguridad Alimentaria en Puerto Rico,” Instituto de Estadísticas de Puerto Rico, 
June 2019, https://estadisticas.pr/files/Publicaciones/Seguridad%20Alimentaria%20en%20Puerto%20Rico%20-
%20Final%20%28300519%29.pdf.  
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circumstances of families who struggle the most to pay their rent, put food on the table, afford 
health care, and meet other basic needs.  

 
An important part of fiscal relief for states and territories is providing states with additional 

resources to expand and strengthen Medicaid coverage.41 In the next economic response package, 
Congress should increase the federal share of state Medicaid expenditures, with the extent and 
duration of the increase tied to state-specific economic indicators.   

 
The next relief package should also temporarily raise the federal government’s portion of 

Medicaid expansion costs to 100 percent, up from the current 90 percent. Several states are close to 
adopting or implementing expansion, which financial incentives could help finalize — opening up 
comprehensive coverage to hundreds of thousands of people who are already uninsured and many 
others who risk becoming uninsured in coming months. This is particularly important for low-
income Black, Native American, and Hispanic people in states that have not expanded Medicaid; as 
stated above, early evidence shows they may be disproportionately impacted by COVID-19’s poor 
health outcomes and, if uninsured, need help paying their medical bills.  

 
 

 
41 Samantha Artiga, Kendal Orgera, and Anthony Damico, “Changes in Health Coverage by Race and Ethnicity since 
the ACA, 2010-2018,” Kaiser Family Foundation, March 5, 2020, https://www.kff.org/disparities-policy/issue-
brief/changes-in-health-coverage-by-race-and-ethnicity-since-the-aca-2010-2018/. 


