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Chairman Clay, Ranking Member Stivers, and Members of the Subcommittee, thank you for the
opportunity to testify on the critically important issue of housing insecurity among renters. It is
an honor to be here before you this afternoon. I’'m grateful for your continued leadership and
attention on this issue.

My name is Jenny Schuetz. I am a Fellow at Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program and the
Future of the Middle Class Initiative. The views expressed in my testimony are my personal
views and do not reflect the views of Brookings, other scholars, officers, or trustees.

You asked me to address several challenges facing renters today, namely:
e The consequences renters face when they are unable to pay their rent;
e How the pandemic has disproportionately affected low income households and
households of color;
e The current gaps in protections for and resources available to renters who are struggling
to pay their rent due to the pandemic; and
e How renters’ inability to pay rent has downstream impacts on other stakeholders and
entities.
Below I provide some larger context for the current rental housing crisis, and offer
recommendations for how Congress can help address the needs of America’s renters.

Low-income renters faced housing insecurity even before the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent recession has exacerbated an already widespread
problem of housing insecurity among low-income renters. Even before the crisis, more than 10
million households spent more than half their income on rent, well above the 30% guideline
recommended by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).! When
families devote such a large share of their monthly budget to pay for housing, they often have too
little remaining income to pay for food, health, care, and other necessities. Any unexpected loss
of income will leave them unable to pay rent, increasing the risk of eviction and displacement.
Financial stress also harms people’s physical and mental health.?
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Housing insecurity among low-income households is a national problem: the poorest 20% of
households everywhere in the U.S. do not earn enough income to afford the rent on even modest-
quality market-rate housing.> Most low-income renters receive no federal housing subsidies.
Unlike food stamps and Medicaid, federal rental assistance is not an entitlement. Roughly one in
four eligible renter households receive any subsidy. Most public housing authorities have years-
long wait lists for housing vouchers.*

While housing affordability before COVID-19 was clearly worst for poor renters, lower-middle-
income households were also financially strained to pay rent in high-cost metropolitan areas.
Renters in the second income quintile spend on average 40% of their income on housing, well
above HUD’s guideline.’ Middle-income families with children face high rates of crowding,
particularly in California, Texas, and the New York metropolitan area. Too many people sharing
too little space makes it difficult to practice social distancing during the current public health
crisis. Lower-income households in the Northeast and Midwest are more likely to live in older,
poor quality housing,® which can contribute to health problems.’

The precarious plight of low- and moderate-income renters prior to the current crisis reflects a
series of policy choices made by federal, state, and local governments. Excessively strict state
and local regulations, such as prohibitions on building apartments, contribute to the high cost and
limited availability of rental housing.® The share of low-income households receiving federal
rental assistance has declined over the past 20 years.’

Policy recommendations to support low-income renters:

In the short run, Congress can assist renters who have lost income due to COVID-19 by
providing direct financial assistance. This could take the form of additional stimulus funds,
expanded unemployment insurance, or emergency rental assistance. In the medium- and long-
term, reducing housing insecurity among low-income renters will require either an expansion of
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funding for existing federal rental assistance or restructuring existing housing subsidies to cover
more households. The federal government should also work with state and local governments to
reform land use regulations that make it difficult and expensive to build rental housing. '

Consumer protections for renters vary widely across states and local jurisdictions

The federal government plays a more active role in regulating mortgage markets for owner-
occupied housing than the rental housing market, even though renters are typically less affluent
than homeowners. In the wake of the Great Recession, federal agencies enacted new consumer
protections for homebuyers, such as requiring more transparent disclosure of key mortgage
terms, and restricting certain risky loan characteristics.!! By contrast, state governments set most
of the legal parameters for rental housing, leading to wide variation across states in renter
protections.'? Some states have pre-empted the ability of local governments to adopt additional
tenant protections.'* The current patchwork of approaches to temporary eviction moratoria is
simply the logical extension of rental housing regulations that are adopted and enforced at the
state and local level.'*

The different levels of federal engagement in the owner-occupied and rental housing markets can
be seen in responses to the current crisis. The Federal Housing Finance Agency has directed
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to allow borrowers harmed by the pandemic up to one year of
forbearance on their mortgages.'> Missed payments do not have to be repaid in a lump sum after
the forbearance period—a critical difference from most eviction moratoria. Neither HUD nor any
other federal agency has equivalent authority over private-sector landlords who own and operate
most of the nation’s rental housing.

Policy recommendations for more consistent renter protections

In the short run, providing renters with sufficient financial support to continue paying their rent
is the most direct and effective action Congress could take. Because evictions are carried out at
the local level, the resources available to local governments—such as the number of lawyers
available to counsel tenants—will affect what happens once temporary eviction moratoria end.
Financial assistance to local governments for additional legal staff could help them more
equitably manage the anticipated high volume of eviction filings. In the longer term, Congress
may wish to consider whether CFBP could provide more consistent consumer protection for
renters across states.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has disproportionately affected low-wage workers, Black and
Latino households

The economic impacts of the pandemic have fallen especially hard on low-wage workers. Nearly
40% of households with annual incomes under $40,000 experienced job loss in March, a
substantially higher share than higher-income households.'® Additionally, Black and Latino
households have been more at risk of severe health outcomes related to COVID-19.'7 Within
many cities, majority Black or Latino neighborhoods have registered higher incidence of
COVID-19 cases.'® Black and Latino workers are overrepresented among “essential workforce”
jobs and are less likely to hold jobs that can be carried out remotely.!” The most recent jobs
report from the Bureau of Labor Statistics showed slight improvement in the unemployment rate
among white workers, while the Black unemployment rate rose between April and May.?’

Income and race are strongly correlated with homeownership rates, which means the economic
crisis has been particularly pronounced among renter households.?! Many renter households had
very limited savings even before COVID-19, which will make it difficult for them to weather
even short-term income losses.

Policy recommendations addressing racially disparate impacts of COVID-19

Continuing to provide financial support directly to households who have lost income due to the
pandemic is critical.?” The most recent jobs report suggests that the economic recovery may be
uneven across workers; enhanced unemployment insurance or other support may be needed for
longer periods for workers in heavily affected industries or geographic areas, even as the overall
labor market improves. It is also important to ensure that assistance programs for businesses are
accessible to small, women- and minority-owned businesses.*’
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Suspending or cancelling rent payments could harm local economies

In order to protect renters from displacement during the pandemic, a number of states and
localities have adopted temporary eviction moratoriums. While allowing renters to suspend rent
payments for a few months can help them in the short term, these moratoriums could increase
households’ longer-term financial insecurity. Suspending rent payments may also harm other
stakeholders in the local economy.?*

Allowing renters to defer current rent payments to some future date will most likely result in
households accumulating debt that they cannot pay off.> Families who cannot afford one month
of rent now will face even greater difficulty paying several months of overdue rent when the
moratorium comes to an end. Unlike mortgage forbearance offered through the government
sponsored enterprises, eviction moratoria do not provide a mechanism for renters to spread
missed rent payments over a longer term, unless negotiated on a case-by-case basis with
landlords.

Halting rent payments can have harmful ripple effects throughout local economies. Landlords
rely on rent checks to pay their mortgages, insurance, utilities, and property taxes to local
governments.?® Landlords with federally-backed mortgages can qualify for one year of
forbearance, but many landlords will not qualify for this program. Local government budgets
have already been hit hard by declining revenues and increased need for services; delayed or
diminished property tax revenues will impact their ability to provide essential services.?” Rent
checks pay the wages of other workers. Large property owners employ in-house maintenance
and housekeeping staff, while small landlords hire independent contractors, such as plumbers
and electricians. When renters cannot pay their landlords, other workers and small businesses
will lose income. If landlords are forced to defer building maintenance due to cash shortfalls, the
quality of the housing can deteriorate and become hazardous to tenants.

Interrupting cash flows will inflict the most harm on small-scale, non-professional property
owners. Many of these landlords operate on very thin margins, so the delay or loss of rent
payments may force them to sell their properties. These are also the types of apartment buildings
that are most likely to house economically vulnerable renters.?® Black and Latino landlords own
and operate a substantial share of older, small rental properties that make up the unsubsidized
(“naturally occurring”) affordable rental stock. Additionally, in recent years, many cities have
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tried to increase the supply of rental housing through “gentle density”.? For instance,
homeowners are encouraged to convert their basement or garage into an accessory dwelling unit
(ADU).* Policies that make being a landlord more complicated or riskier are a disincentive to
operating small-scale rental housing.

Policy recommendations to support owners of affordable rental properties

In addition to direct financial support to households, Congress could provide targeted grants or
low-interest loans to property owners. Such grants could help preserve the physical condition and
financial viability of existing affordable housing. Renters are at higher risk of eviction when their
landlords fall behind on taxes and other bills.*! Older apartment buildings are often targeted by
investors who plan to raise rents. Targeted support to small property owners could help avoid the
permanent loss of existing affordable housing.??

Conclusion

Congress has already acted to help households and businesses weather the initial impact of the
pandemic. More targeted assistance is needed to keep renters in their homes and allow landlords
to continue providing safe, habitable housing to all their tenants.

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify virtually here today on this important issue. I look
forward to answering your questions.
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