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he pandemic-stricken nation faces the daunting prospect of an eviction crisis, as millions of Americans
struggling with the economic fall-out from the virus may soon face months of back rent that they can’t
possibly afford. Policymakers have responded by prohibiting rental evictions through the end of March and
providing $25 billion to cover back rent and utilities. But more needs to be done, and quickly. To be evicted in the
height of a pandemic would be devastating for these families, and for the nation as a whole as it struggles to break
the emotional and economic grip the virus has imposed for almost a year.
According to the Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey, as
of late December, more than 10 million renters are behind on their
rent payments and at risk of being evicted. At more than one in six
renters, that’s three times the typical rate. To put that into some perspective, approximately seven million households lost their homes in
foreclosure during the five darkest years of the global financial crisis
(2008-2012). Here we have 10 million families facing a similar fate
over a matter of months.
Those who have fallen behind in their rent are among the most
vulnerable members of society: more likely to be unemployed, with
less income and less education. They are also more likely to be families of color. Consistent with this, delinquent renters are most likely
to live in urban areas in the Northeast corridor and California, and
parts of the South with a preponderance of lower income households
(see Chart 1). Only one in four still has the sources of income they
used prior to the pandemic to cover their rent payment and other
expenses. To help make up for this, more than half of those behind
in their rent are borrowing from their family and friends, and a third
need unemployment insurance and food assistance from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.
Moreover, many of those who are managing to cover their rent
are grasping at straws. One in four renters is relying on the stimulus
checks provided through the CARES Act early in the pandemic, a fast
fading source of funds. And one in three is using their credit cards and
what savings and assets they have left to make ends meet. Yet on average they have little in savings to work with. Over the past 20 years,
we estimate that renters have been able to save only 2.4% of their
income, approximately $440 per year in today’s dollars. This compares to an average saving rate for homeowners of 9.2%, or $10,700
per year in today’s dollars (see Chart 2).
All of this leaves us in a precarious place. Nearly 18 million
renter households tell the Census they have little to no confidence

they will be able to continue making their rent payments on time.
And more than half of those already late on their payments believe it is at least somewhat likely they will be evicted when the
eviction moratorium ends. Even if a significant number of these
renters find a way to hold on for a few more months, these are
staggering numbers.
How many renters will be evicted in the coming months depends
on lawmakers, however, and they have already put off the initial
surge in evictions by extending the CDC eviction moratorium through
March and including $25 billion of renter assistance in the $900 billion relief package passed in December. The U.S. Treasury will distribute the funds to states and localities based on the same formula used
to distribute the Coronavirus Relief Funds (see Table 1). Recipients
will make payments directly to landlords or utility companies on
behalf of renters who have suffered financial hardship due to the pandemic, have incomes below 80% of their area median income, and
are at risk of housing instability.

Chart 1: Where Renters Are Most Distressed
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Table 1: Rental Assistance Funds

Chart 2: Renters Are Unable To Save
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We expect that as of the January rent payment, and prior to the
distribution of the renter assistance funds, there will be over 10 million delinquent renters (see Table 2). The typical delinquent renter
will be almost four months and $5,600 behind on their monthly
rent and utilities, with another $50 per month of late-payment
penalties. All told, this comes to about $57 billion in total owed by
those behind on their monthly payments. These estimates are based
on the Bureau of the Census Household Pulse Survey, the Bureau of
Labor Statistics’ Consumer Expenditure Survey, credit bureau Equifax, among other sources. If lawmakers had not passed the $900
billion relief package, the economy would have likely suffered a
double-dip recession with more lost jobs and rising unemployment,
adding significantly to the number of distressed renters.
The package passed will help some 3.5 million renters pay back
rent and utilities by the time February rent payments are due. While
meaningful, this still leaves us with 6.8 million delinquent renters
owing $34 billion, a significant amount of financial stress that is
sure to increase as the pandemic continues to rage and the economy continues to struggle. The result will be a three-fold increase in
evictions over typical levels.
To address the challenge remaining, as part of its $1.9 trillion
American Rescue Plan, the Biden administration has proposed an
additional $30 billion for renter assistance and $5 billion to help
relieve the strain of homelessness. This is exactly what is needed
to give this vulnerable population a bridge to the other side of
the economic crisis, when most will be able to return to the jobs
needed to pay their rent again. While the entire $1.9 trillion relief
plan is unlikely to get through the legislative process, we expect
that lawmakers will agree to much of the funds proposed for
rental assistance.
It will be important for policymakers to implement the total
package of rental relief effectively, given the considerable amount of
money involved and the importance of distributing it quickly. Many
states- particularly larger ones- already have a well-developed infrastructure for distributing relief like this, so should be able to manage
the effort quickly and effectively. Others will have to develop much
of their infrastructure from scratch, which means moving more
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Table 2: Rental-Eviction Crisis
2021
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57.3
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34.0
6,844,620
4,964
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Notes:
Based on the Moody’s Analytics Jan 2021 baseline economic outlook
Assumes no additional fiscal relief
Includes all delinquent renters, not just renters impacted directly by the pandemic
Sources: Census Pulse Survey, BLS CES, Census HVS, Equifax, Moody’s Analytics

slowly and uncertainly, at least at first. And some communities will
understandably feel compelled to add further restrictions on how the
money makes its way to landlords and renters, which may bog down
a quick distribution. Policymakers at all levels will need to coordinate
around best practices in order get the relief out quickly and efficiently
enough to be impactful, erring on the side of simplicity and processes
with some history of success.
Much more concerning is the prospect that Biden’s proposed
renter assistance is derailed altogether in congress, given their un-
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even track record in recent years and the nation’s remarkably divisive
politics. If that happens, a surge in evictions seems all but inevitable.
The pandemic has hit the nation’s most vulnerable communities
hard. Not only have they been more likely to get sick, but they have
been more likely to lose their income and savings, and now they are
more likely to be evicted. Any one of these challenges should insult
the conscience of the nation; all three should be unacceptable. While
lawmakers deserve credit for the steps they’ve taken so far, they need
to do more. Soon.
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