
Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has created acute 
economic challenges for Philadelphia renters, and has 
highlighted the racial and economic disparities that 
already prevailed in the city. Philadelphia was among 
the first U.S. cities to provide an emergency rent 
subsidy to households impacted by COVID-19 and 
has managed the program completely in-house, from 
conceptualization to implementation. The streamlined 
program funneled federal, local, and private funding 
through the Philadelphia Housing and Development 
Corporation (PHDC) to directly target vulnerable 
tenants and their landlords just weeks after the 
CARES Act was passed on March 27th.

Patterns of Racial Disparity are Reflected in the 
Rental Market and Unsheltered Population.
  
Almost half of renters in the city are Black, even 
though Blacks/African Americans make up only 
41% of the total population. The two maps on the 
following page show the spatial distribution of 
renters by income and race across Philadelphia. Non-
white renters predominate in the lowest-income zip 
codes. 

Philadelphia has a growing homeless population, 
which reached a total of about 5,700 individuals 
in 2019. The 2019 HUD Point-in-Time count 
showed that the majority (75%) of the city’s 
homeless population is Black. Of the total 973 
unsheltered individuals in the city, 57% were Black 
residents while only 37% were white and less 
than 4% identified with another race or ethnicity. 
This underscores the deep racial inequity that 
characterizes Philadelphia’s housing landscape.

Compounding Challenges Have Left Vulnerable 
Populations More Susceptible to COVID-19 Impacts.
  
Philadelphia has been among the counties hardest 
hit by COVID-19 in the state, with almost 27,000 
cases and 1,600 deaths from the virus to date. The 
neighborhoods hardest hit by COVID-19 infections 
have been in low-income areas such as North 
Philadelphia and the southwest of the city (Figures 1 
and 3 on the following pages). 

Rental Landscape

Despite Lessening Overall Rent Burden, Philadelphia 
Renters Are Still Struggling  

While Philadelphia has historically been dominated 
by homeowners, the renter population is catching 
up. In 2018, renter households made up about half 
(47%) of the city’s households, up from 45.9% in 
2010. Although a decreasing number of renters 
spend more than 30% of their income on rental costs, 
more than half (55%) of Philadelphia renters were 
still rent burdened in 2018. Renters are more likely 
to be housing cost burdened than homeowners, and 
have lower median household incomes. The median 
household income of renters in 2018 was a little more 
than half ($31,508) that of homeowners ($56,707). 
These economic challenges leave already stressed 
renters in Philadelphia vulnerable to financial 
precarity as a result of COVID-19.
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These areas also tend to have higher shares of rental 
households without access to internet, according 
to U.S. Census American Community Survey data. 
Without internet access, households can struggle to 
access unemployment benefits, online school classes, 
and vital information while sheltering at home.

In the wake of this crisis, renters in the Philadelphia-
Wilmington-Camden Metropolitan Statistical Area 
(MSA) have reported they are increasingly struggling 
to make rent payments because of the ongoing 
economic stagnation. 

Figure 1 (left) illustrates renters’ median household income as a share of area median income (AMI) for the Philadelphia Metropolitan Statistical Area by zip code. There are pockets of low-in-
come renters making between 30-50% of AMI located in North Philly, Brewerytown/Strawberry Mansion and Southwest neighborhoods. Figure 2 (right) shows the location of renters by race. 
There are similar pockets of minority neighborhoods that overlap with low-income zip codes on the right. Source: ACS 2018 5-year estimates. 

U.S. Census Household Pulse Survey data show 
that the longer that the pandemic has shuttered 
businesses, the fewer the renters able to make rent. 
When polled in mid-June, 36% of renters in the 
Philadelphia MSA reported that they had not paid 
the past month’s rent. About 67% of Hispanic/Latino 
adult renters and 49% of Black adult renters reported 
that they had missed last month’s rent and over one-
third of renters making below $35,000 had missed 
last month’s rent. 
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Rental Relief Program

In early May, Philadelphia moved quickly to respond 
to COVID-19 by rolling out an emergency rental 
relief program to support renter households during 
the pandemic. The program, titled COVID-19 
Emergency Rental Assistance (CERA), is intended 
to stem the wave of evictions expected to occur 
when Pennsylvania’s eviction moratorium is lifted 
in late August. Philadelphia was able to ask for 
certain concessions from landlords that may not have 
otherwise have been granted in a city with many 
large, corporate landlords. For example, CERA 
requires that landlords forgive one third of back rent 
owed by participating tenants, and that they refrain 
from evictions for six months after receiving aid. 
They must also have a valid rental license on file 
with Philadelphia and be current in taxes owed to the 
city. Few other cities have required as much from 
landlords in exchange for rental assistance.   

Figure 3:  The spatial distribution of COVID cases illustrates that low-income renters have 
been suffering from higher rates of COVID than other parts of the city. Source: OpenData 
Philly (7/7/2020).

The program, funded mostly by CBDG-CV money 
granted via the CARES Act but also by private 
donations, was designed and implemented by the 
Philadelphia Housing Development Corporation 
(PHDC). The unique capacity of this organization, 
which is technically a non-profit, but which functions 
as part of the City government, stems from its 
previous experience running programs aimed at 
supporting low-income tenants and developing 
affordable housing. Some cities have relied on more 
decentralized models that rely on neighborhood non-
profits or third-party contractors to implement their 
programs. While Philadelphia’s in-house model was 
largely successful, it did necessitate special attention 
to outreach in order to ensure the most vulnerable 
communities would enroll in CERA. PHDC 
conducted targeted outreach to zip codes that had 
low levels of applications throughout the application 
cycle to ensure there was community awareness 
and access to the program. Despite these efforts, 
there were about 12,000 applications overall, only a 
quarter of the total number expected.  

The CERA program provides monthly payments 
to landlords of up to $2,500 for three months for 
households earning 50% of AMI or less, as defined 
by HUD guidelines. At the end of the three-month 
period, staff will recertify households and (as funding 
allows) provide up to $10,000 per household for 
12 total months of rental assistance. The program 
is slated to serve at least 4,000 households. The 
application was opened on May 12th and remained 
available online and over the phone for four days. To 
maximize equity in tenant selection, PHDC utilized 
a modified lottery system to select tenants from an 
eligible pool for assistance, with spots reserved for 
families with children and households living in high 
poverty census tracts. It is important to note that 
using the AMI for the MSA greatly expanded the 
number of residents that could access the program. 
The AMI at the MSA level is $96,600 for a family of 
four. Compare this to the median income for the City 
of Philadelphia, which is just $43,744 as of 2018. 
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Overall, the CERA program is a vital opportunity 
for renters in Philadelphia to receive assistance 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and for landlords 
to access financial support, hopefully ensuring that 
affordable housing remains on the market. CERA 
has served as a model for cities such as Baltimore 
and Los Angeles, which have both recently launched 
their own rental assistance programs. PHDC 
recently began locally administering a second phase 
of rental assistance, which is funded by the State of 
Pennsylvania’s CARES Act allocation and subject to 
state regulations.

No or Slight 

Confidence

Moderate 

Confidence

High 

Confidence
HHiissppaanniicc Week 1 30% 16% 52%

Week 11 56% 6% 27%

BBllaacckk Week 1 53% 20% 25%

Week 11 46% 17% 34%

WWhhiittee Week 1 20% 26% 53%

Week 11 10% 43% 41%

AAssiiaann Week 1 13% 21% 58%

Week 11 39% 7% 37%

 » Philadelphia was among the first cities to roll out 
an emergency rental relief program in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic  

 » The City has been moving relatively quickly 
through program implementation and is in the early 
stages of a Phase II rental assistance program 

 » Similar to Baltimore’s Temporary Rental Support 
program, Philadelphia expected many more 
applications than they received during Phase I of 
CERA. Despite these lower application totals, there 
were still far more applications than funding could 
support, indicating that rental assistance is greatly 
needed

Key Takeaways:

Table 1: shows the change in confidence of renters in the Philadelphia MSA in making next month’s rental payment between Week 1 of 
the Census Household Pulse Survey and Week 8 of the survey. White, Black and Asian renters had increasing confidence in paying rent 
while Hispanic or Latino renters had low confidence they would be able to pay their landlords.  
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Appendix

Figure 4: The above graphic displays the progression of rental relief programs and policies in Philadelphia  and the United States between March and July 2020.

This appendix includes a series of visuals and tables that provide data and information pertinent to 
understanding the context of rental assistance in Philadelphia. 

A. Rental Assistance
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Total Population 1,575,522
Confirmed Cases 29303
Cases per 1000 residents 19
Cases by Race (Percent)*
     Black 46%
     White 16%
     Asian 4%
     Hispanic or Latinx 12%
     Unknown 19%
     Other 4%
Total Deaths 1676
Deaths by Race (Percent)
     Black 52%
     White 29%
     Asian 4%
     Hispanic or Latinx 11%
     Unknown NA
     Other 4%

City of 
Philadelphia

COVID-19 Cases & Deaths

Table 2: The above table includes COVID-19 case and death data as of July 24, 2020. Source: 
https://www.phila.gov/programs/coronavirus-disease-2019-covid-19/testing-and-data/

B. COVID-19 Data
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Ability to Pay Rent Remote Learning
Occupying Unit Without Rent 4.2% 4.5% Average Hours Spent on Online Learning
Did Not Pay Rent Last Month 17.9% 17.5%      Teaching Children at Home 4 6.3
Deferred Rent 1.5% 1.8%      Live Virtual Education 1.1 4
Renter Confidence to Pay Next Month's Rent:      Children Learning Alone 3.7 7.8
No Confidence 9.4% 13.1% Device Availability for Online Learning
Slight Confidence 18.6% 19.9%      Always Available 70.2% 60.8%
Moderate Confidence 33.1% 24.9%      Usually Available 22.9% 21.4%
High Confidence 33.5% 36.2%      Sometimes Available 3.8% 10.3%
Income & Employment      Rarely Available 1.8% 3.5%
Lost Income Since March 13th 51.8% 10.3%      Never Available 0.0% 2.6%
Expecting to Lose Income in the Next 4 Weeks 31.2% -- Mental Health
Currently Unemployed 57.4% 15.1% Anxiety
Use of Stimulus Check      Not At All Anxious 39.0% 28.6%
Expenses 67.5% 63.3%      Anxious Several Days 33.3% 31.6%
Debt 12.1% 12.0%      Anxious More than Half the Days 17.7% 13.5%
Added to Savings 9.1% 9.5%      Anxious Nearly Everyday 27.0% 17.3%
No Stimulus Expected or Received 10.8% 14.3% Uncontrolled Worrying
Rent 23.0% 24.5%      Not At All Worried 46.2% 35.7%
Food Sufficiency      Worried Several Days 31.5% 29.8%
Enough of the Types of Food Wanted 69.5% 62.4%      Worried More than Half the Days 15.2% 11.8%
Enough food, but not always the types wanted 22.0% 27.0%      Worried Nearly Everyday 23.8% 13.7%
Sometimes Not Enough to Eat 6.8% 8.9%
Often Not Enough to Eat 1.7% 1.5%

Philadelphia 

MSA USA

Philadelphia 

MSA USA

Table 3: The above table displays data from the 2020  Household Pulse Survey, as of  July  9-14. 

C. Pulse Data
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Demographic Characteristics Housing Unit Characteristics
Householder Age Units 102244 114302 11.8
     15 to 24 (%) 10.2 6.6 -35.2      Single-Family 67143 69848 4.0
     25 to 34 (%) 29.3 31.6 8.0      2 to 4 32672 33500 2.5
     35 to 44 (%) 18.9 18.6 -1.5      5 to 19 54105 61410 13.5
     45 to 54 (%) 16.7 15.1 -9.6      20+ 473 443 -6.3
     55 to 64 (%) 11.0 13.2 20.4      Mobile 275200 279681 1.6
     65+ (%) 13.8 14.8 6.6      Total Units
Race Median Year Built 1949 1951 0.1
     Asan (%) 5.3 5.9 10.1 Year Built
     Black (%) 43.5 45.4 4.4      Before 1930 (%) 36.2 37.5 3.6
     Hispanic or Latino (%) 9.9 13.4 35.5      1940s (%) 15.8 11.0 -30.4
     White (%) 33.9 33.9 0.0      1950s (%) 16.0 14.0 -12.2
Household Characteristics      1960s (%) 10.7 11.2 5.1
Average Household Size 2.3 2.4 5.7      1970s (%) 9.1 9.6 5.6
Rentership (%) 45.9 47.0 2.5      1980s (%) 5.0 5.2 2.7
Household Composition      1990s (%) 3.7 5.1 37.2
     Single Occupancy (%) 47.7 44.3 -7.2      2000s (%) 3.6 3.6 0.0
     Nonfamily (%) 10.0 11.8 18.8      2010s (%) -- 2.9 --
     Family (%) 42.3 43.9 3.6 Vacancy
Households with Children (%) 27.9 26.9 -3.6 Vacancy (%) 10.5 12.9 22.8
Overcrowded (%) 3.1 4.0 27.5      For Rent (%) 28.3 23.5 -16.9
Economic Characteristics      For Sale (%) 10.4 7.9 -24.2
Median Household Income (2018 $) 29232 31508 7.8      Rented or Sold (%) 10.1 11.3 11.5
Median Gross Rent (2018 $) 944 1007 6.7 TTeecchhnnoollooggyy
Monthly Rent Internet Access (%) -- 78.2 --
     1 Bedroom ($) -- 912 --
     2 Bedroom ($) -- 1057 --
Rent Burden (%) 56.2 54.8 -2.4
Households Below Poverty (%) 22.3 22.1 -1.0

Percent Change2010 2018 Percent Change 2010 2018

Table 4:  The above table contains data from the 2018 ACS 5-year estimates. The data offers an overview of Philadelphia in terms of its economic, demographic, and housing landscapes.

D. Census Data
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