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W

hile the COVID-19 pandemic continues to disproportionately
harm Black communities in the United States, Congress and the
Trump Administration have failed to come to an agreement on a
fourth legislative package that will bring relief to millions in our
1
nation. Granted, the relief package should direct significant COVID-19 testing
and other health care services toward underserved communities that are at
greater risk to the virus. But that’s not enough.
In addition to accounting for a disproportionately large percentage of COVID19 infections and deaths, Black communities have borne the brunt of the
pandemic’s socioeconomic harm. African Americans have suffered
disproportionately high rates of unemployment, lost income, and business
closures. The digital divide has prevented too many African Americans from
engaging in remote learning, work, and medical services during the pandemic.
Even the ability of Black communities to exercise the right to vote is threatened
by a failure of government to invest adequate resources into accessible and safe
voting options. Absent meaningful federal intervention, these challenges could
hinder Black communities and racial equity for a generation.
Rather than willfully ignore the pandemic’s outsized effects on Black
communities and further entrench systemic inequality, Congress and the
Administration should agree to a stimulus plan that:
• Provides Financial Support for Black Workers by extending the $600
per week federal supplement to state unemployment insurance and the
Earned Income Tax Credit, increasing SNAP benefits, providing rental
assistance, and providing fiscal relief to states and localities;
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• Sustains Black Businesses by extending the period for forgiveness of
Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loans and streamlining the
forgiveness process, mandating data collection on loan forgiveness,
providing significant funding for Community Development Financial
Institutions (CDFIs) and Minority Depository Institutions (MDIs), and
strengthening the Minority Business Development Agency;
• Expands Internet Access Among Black Households by providing a
$50 a month emergency broadband subsidy for households in need, and
allocating $4 billion for laptops, tablets, Wi-Fi hotspots, routers, and
modems that can be used at home by students, school staff, and library
patrons; and
• Protects Our Democracy by allocating to states at least $3.6 billion for
administering elections, and requiring that states provide online and
same day voter registration opportunities, provide accessible vote-bymail with due process protections, provide at least 15 days of early inperson voting, and develop plans to ensure sufficient staffing and
equipment to protect the health of poll workers and in-person voters
during early in-person voting and on Election Day.
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Provide Financial Support for Black Workers
Black workers are over-represented in public transit, childcare and social
services, health care, trucking, warehouse, and postal service, and many other
frontline occupations deemed “essential.”2 Despite this work, Black
communities have experienced high rates of both job and income loss. In June
2020, 15.4% of Black workers were looking for but unable to find work.3
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In a U.S. Census Bureau survey taken the week of July 16, 2020, 57% of Black
adults reported that someone in their household had experienced a loss of
income since March 13, 2020.4 The large group of Black public sector workers
is also at risk as states and localities cut their spending to balance their budgets,5
which most state constitutions require.6 As COVID-19 cases rise, many workers
who have been able to find jobs may once again find themselves out of work
through no fault of their own.
Also, due to a history of mortgage and employment discrimination and other
factors that have compounded over time, median wealth for Black households
is one-tenth that of White households ($17,600 versus $171,000). Typical White
high school dropouts have more wealth than Black college graduates.7 Thus,
many Black families of various educational and income lack the resources to
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address emergencies stemming from the pandemic—like lost income or
unanticipated medical bills.8

Income and Housing Insecurity
Among Black Adults, July 16-21

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Household Pulse Survey: July 9-14

To respond to this enduring crisis, the Administration and Congress should
reach a bipartisan agreement on a COVID relief package that extends the $600
per week federal supplement to state unemployment insurance for as long as the
crisis continues. This support is critical for Black workers who, despite looking
for work, have not been able to find employment during the pandemic.
Congress and the Administration should also agree to provide significant fiscal
relief to states and localities experiencing revenue losses to prevent layoffs of
teachers and other public service workers and to avert harmful budget cuts.
Providing direct grants, education funding, and a further increase in federal
Medicaid payments to states would provide fiscal relief and help to protect
health care during this pandemic.
Finally, the relief package should provide additional assistance through existing
programs to help families make ends meet, including increasing SNAP benefits,
providing rental assistance to help avert evictions, and expanding income
support to workers and families. Any bipartisan agreement should include a
temporary extension of the Earned Income Tax Credit for very low-paid workers
not raising children and make the Child Tax Credit fully available so that it
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benefits children from low-income families. These changes would help Black
workers in low-paid jobs and children—many of whom are facing harsh
circumstances during this crisis and run the risk of long-lasting harm.
The financial support provided by the CARES Act prevented a 33% increase in
Black poverty, and this additional relief will be no less significant.9 A stimulus
agreement that includes these provisions will provide stability to both individual
Black households and the economy more broadly amid the volatility of
increasing waves of COVID-19 infections and deaths in many states and
localities, and possible state shutdowns or other restrictions that slow economic
activity.
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Sustain Black Businesses
Black businesses have been hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic, with a 26%
decline in the number of active Black business owners between February and
May 2020.10
The federal government’s Paycheck Protection Program—which issues
forgivable loans to keep businesses open and employees on payrolls—failed to
adequately support Black businesses, in part through its design. Policymakers
decided to issue the program through banks, and because Black business owners
are less likely to have existing relationships with banks, they were less able to
access the funding.11 The fee structure also incentivized banks to prioritize loans
to larger rather than smaller businesses,12 and Black-owned businesses tend to
be smaller and have fewer employees.13 The Inspector General of the Small
Business Administration (SBA) found that the SBA failed to follow the
requirements of the CARES Act to issue guidance to lenders to prioritize
underserved borrowers, and failed to require lenders to ascertain demographic
data on PPP borrowers.14
While the government neglected to collect and distribute comprehensive data,
independent studies show that just 40% of Black businesses have been approved
for a PPP loan,15 and only 8% of Black businesses were successful in receiving
the amount they requested through the program.16 Although lending
discrimination in the program has not been studied comprehensively, one study
showed that in several instances bankers offered Black business owners
different levels of encouragement or steered them toward different products than
they did with White business owners, including toward home equity lines of
credit (which must be repaid).17
The Administration and Congress can help Black businesses by extending the
covered period for forgiveness of Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loans to
December 31 (from June 30), and streamlining the forgiveness process for PPP
small dollar loans. The next stimulus package should also mandate data
collection on loan forgiveness, and require regular reporting on PPP and
Economic Injury Disaster loans and grants.18 Collecting, tracking, and
disseminating data will help policymakers understand if the program is working
as intended, and will help lawmakers spot any systemic issues of discrimination
or disparate access to stimulus programs.

6 Joint Center | Stimulus Priorities for Black Communities

Decline in Active Business Owners
Between February and May 2020
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The relief package should also provide significant funding for CDFIs and
Minority Depository Institutions (MDIs), which were instrumental in helping
PPP loans reach Black entrepreneurs and other businesses often left out of the
economic mainstream. This relief should include at least a $1 billion emergency
appropriation for the Community Development Financial Institution (CDFI)
Fund to provide rapid response grants to CDFIs. The package should also
include significant additional resources to build long-term equity capital in
CDFIs and MDIs that serve underserved communities, for technical assistance
and training grants to these institutions, to provide loans to very small businesses
that serve communities of color, and to prepare for an economic recovery in the
wake of the pandemic.19
Congress and the Administration should also agree to strengthen the Minority
Business Development Agency by making the office permanent (it was created
by executive order in 1969) and by enhancing its ability to make grants to underrepresented populations in the business community.20
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Expand Internet Access Among Black
Households
As the pandemic forces many students, workers, and patients to turn to
broadband for virtual learning, telework, job applications and interviews,
government assistance applications, and medical services, millions of African
Americans remain disconnected. In the United States, 34% of Black adults do
not have home broadband,21 and 30.6% of Black households with one or more
children age 17 or younger lack high-speed home internet (over 3.25 million
Black children live in these households).22 While 23% of African Americans are
"smartphone-only" internet users,23 mobile subscriptions have more restrictive
data caps and pose challenges in completing tasks like homework and job
applications.24
Cost is a primary reason many Black families do not have high-speed home
internet—both in metropolitan and rural communities.25 The pandemic has
placed enormous financial burdens on African Americans, as it has produced
the highest Black unemployment rates since 2010 and shuttered the operations
of 26 percent of Black business owners.26 Even before the pandemic, three times
more households in urban areas remain disconnected than in rural areas,27 and
African Americans were already more vulnerable to mobile service being cut
off due to expense.28
Congress and the Administration should take simple steps that could
immediately expand educational, employment, and health care opportunities for
millions of Black children and adults. Specifically, federal policymakers should
support a $50 a month emergency broadband subsidy for low-income
households or those where a person has experienced a substantial loss of income
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.29 This would get families online during the
pandemic without being blocked by a credit check or a past overdue internet
bill, and would ensure that even those who are struggling financially can afford
to stay connected when it counts the most.
The stimulus package should require that the service be of adequate speeds and
quality, and also prohibit broadband and phone companies from terminating
service, imposing late fees or data caps, or charging customers for going over
data caps due to financial challenges stemming from the pandemic.30 Similarly,
Congress and the Administration should require that broadband and phone
companies provide unlimited data and minutes to users of Lifeline (a federal
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program that reduces the price of telephone and internet to lower-income
Americans).31
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Over 7.2 million children in the U.S. live in households without a computer—
including over 1.84 million Black children.32 The federal relief package should
allocate $4 billion for schools and libraries to purchase laptops and tablets, WiFi hotspots, modems, and routers that can be checked out and used at home by
students, school staff, and library patrons.33 The stimulus package should also
clarify that E-Rate funds can be used to connect students at home who lack
broadband because the idea of a “classroom” is now beyond the four walls of a
school.
This would be a strong start, but more will need to be done. For example, WiFi hotspots are helpful in the short term, but they are not a long-term solution
because they sometimes have data caps and struggle to handle increased usage.
Given the likely duration of the economic recovery and the continuing impact
on Black workers and businesses, Congress should take additional steps in the
future, including the creation of a permanent credit for low-income households
and ensuring deployment of broadband access to many areas that lack service
(46% of African Americans in the Black Rural South lack home broadband,
some due to cost and some due to lack of service).34
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Protect Our Democracy
Due to COVID-19’s devastating impact on state and local tax revenues, states
need resources to implement both accessible vote-by-mail systems and safe inperson voting options. Absent intervention from federal policymakers, the
pandemic could diminish Black voter participation and unnecessarily expose
those who do vote in person to the virus. Black communities already face
disproportionately high rates of infection and death from COVID-19.
The 2020 Wisconsin primary illustrates some of the problems. In Milwaukee
City—which is home to 60% of Wisconsin's Black voters—many poll workers
refused to work on Election Day, only 5 of 180 polling places opened, voters
waited for hours to vote, and turnout was down by 16,000 voters.35 Total turnout
in the precincts with the highest percentage of Black residents dropped 51%.36

Primary Election Voter Turnout in Milwaukee Precincts with
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To address challenges posed by the pandemic, the next stimulus package should
provide at least $3.6 billion in funding for states and require that states comply
with particular requirements in administering federal elections.37
For example, before the virus, Black voters reported being registered through
voter registration drives at over twice the rate of White voters, and Black voters
registered at public assistance agencies at almost five times the rate of White
voters.38 Recognizing that the pandemic has reduced these in-person voter
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registration opportunities, Congress and the Administration should require that
states establish online voter registration systems (already adopted in 82% of
states) and same day registration (already adopted in 42% of states).39
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Research suggests that election administrators are about 66%-170% more likely
to reject absentee ballots from Black voters than White voters (often through no
fault of the voter).40 A study of the 2018 Georgia general election found that “as
the percentage of absentee ballots cast by Black voters increases so does the
percentage of the rejected ballots cast by” Black voters.41 To address this, the
stimulus package should require that voters whose ballots are rejected because
election workers perceive a signature discrepancy or due to a missing signature
be notified and given 10 days to cure the issue (just under half of absentee ballots
rejected in 2016 were invalidated due to a signature discrepancy or missing
signature).42
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Vote-By-Mail Ballots Received by Election Day
Rejected by Officials in 2018 Georgia General Election
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The coronavirus relief package should also ensure vote-by-mail is accessible by:
• providing prepaid postage,43
• requiring that ballots be postmarked (rather than received) by Election
Day and ensuring the U.S. Postal Service is adequately funded (23% of
absentee ballots rejected in 2016 were invalidated because they were
"not received on time/missed deadline" (sometimes through no fault of
the voter), and limited U.S. Postal resources could cause backlogs with
2020 ballot delivery),44
• allowing voters to return absentee ballots through various methods (e.g.,
submitting it themselves or designating another person to submit the
ballot via mail, at a polling place on Election Day, or at a designated
drop-off location), and
• using a signature on the ballot to verify identification (rather than a
notarization or a photocopy of an ID card).45
Vote-by-mail is secure, largely due to various safeguards such as mailing ballots
to the address on the voter registration rolls, verifying the ballot with a signature
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matching process, and including a unique bar code on each ballot that is scanned
by officials and prevents the voter from casting any other ballot (e.g., like a bar
code on a movie ticket).46 One study of vote-by-mail ballots in Colorado,
Oregon, and Washington found just 372 possible cases of voter fraud (e.g.,
double voting or voting on behalf of deceased people) of the 14.6 million votes
cast—or one in 39,000 (0.0025%).47 By comparison, a person is 13 times more
likely to be struck by lightning at some point in life,48 and 1/39,000th of a 1mile road is 1.6 inches.
To ensure maximum access to vote, the next stimulus legislation should also
require that states provide in-person voting options, and ensure that the inperson options are sanitary, allow for social distancing, and do not have long
lines. In November 2016 average African American wait times to vote in person
were longer than average White wait times.49 Failing to prevent these disparities
in 2020 will not only impose a wait-time tax on Black voters and diminish
turnout—long lines will also increase exposure to COVID-19 in Black
communities.
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To ensure uncrowded in-person voting, the next stimulus package should
require that states provide at least 15 days of early in-person voting before
Election Day.50 The relief package should require that the Election Assistance
Commission impose standards to ensure adequate and nondiscriminatory
placement of early and Election Day polling locations,51 and that states develop
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plans to ensure sufficient staffing and equipment to protect the health and safety
of poll workers and voters.52
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