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Across the country, millions of Americans are struggling with the 
economic and public health fallout of the coronavirus—losing jobs, 
facing health risks if they do continue to work, and seeing access to 
basic needs like housing, food, and medical care threatened. Yet it has 
long been clear that the crisis is not striking all Americans equally: The 
same long-standing patterns of systemic racism that produce the crim-
inalization and police killing of Black people lead to Black, Indigenous 
and Latinx people confronting both the worst health outcomes and the 
greatest threats to household financial stability as a result of the pan-
demic. Immigrant families have been explicitly excluded from access-
ing much of the federal assistance that exists. In uprisings throughout 
the U.S., Black people and allies are demanding not only divestment 
from police and prisons but also renewed investment in communities to 
provide full access to housing, employment, and health. As the HEROES 
Act—which includes some of the provisions on the list below—faces 
roadblocks in the Senate, the urgency continues to grow. Congress must 
enact policies that offer immediate support and relief to Black and brown 
people and communities even as policymakers also embark on the lon-
ger-term project of uprooting systemic racism. 

1. Support State, Local, and Tribal Governments. The Trump admin-
istration has left state, local, and tribal governments to lead the 
response to COVID-19, yet failed to provide adequate resources for 
them. Now the expense of dealing with the pandemic, combined 
with a plunge in tax revenue as a result of the economic slowdown, 

https://www.apmresearchlab.org/covid/deaths-by-race
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.nr0.htm
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/covid19-immigrants-shut-out-federal-relief
https://www.demos.org/blog/listen-black-communities-divest-police-and-invest-public-needs
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/states-grappling-with-hit-to-tax-collections
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is producing catastrophic shortfalls in public budgets. In an effort 
to balance budgets, lawmakers are already moving to cut public 
education, Medicaid, mass transit, and other critical services that 
communities rely on. Policymakers are readying layoffs of public 
sector workers—the public sector is the largest source of employ-
ment for Black workers—and threatening public pensions, a key 
source of retirement security for Black workers. Polls find that 3 
out of 4 voters agree the federal government should be responsible 
for helping states during the coronavirus pandemic. Governors are 
calling on the federal government to provide $1 trillion to meet the 
scope of the need. States must continue to employ existing personnel 
(not outsource public jobs) and should equitably share funds with 
all local governments. Some of the funds should be directed to the 
CARES Act education stabilization fund and to update public tech-
nology, like the outdated state unemployment insurance systems 
now overwhelmed by the flood of applications.

2. Give People Money. Not only are Black and brown workers facing 
elevated unemployment rates, as a result of discriminatory policy 
choices throughout history, they also have fewer resources than the 
typical white household to cushion the blow of lost income. At a 
time when it is not safe for most working people to show up at 
their jobs and overburdened state unemployment insurance systems 
have lagged in processing and paying claims, workers need another 
source of income. Rep. Pramila Jayapal’s Paycheck Guarantee Act 
calls on the federal government to directly cover the full payroll costs 
for businesses experiencing revenue loss or shutdown as a result of 
COVID-19 so that working people retain incomes, health coverage, 
and connections to their jobs. At minimum, Congress must pass the 
American Workforce Rescue Act, sponsored by Senators Charles 
Schumer and Ron Wyden, to extend the CARES Act’s $600 federal 
boost to weekly unemployment benefits, which is otherwise set to 
expire at the end of July. The Congressional Budget Office finds that 
Black and Latinx workers will be disproportionately harmed if ben-
efits are allowed to expire.

3. Enact the Essential Workers Bill of Rights. From licensed prac-
tical nurses to bus drivers, Black workers are over-represented in 
frontline industries, and often first to suffer when employers fail 
to provide key supports that essential workers need to work safely. 
The lack of workplace protection is one reason Black, Latinx, and 
Indigenous workers are contracting COVID-19 and dying at elevated 

https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/states-need-significantly-more-fiscal-relief-to-slow-the-emerging-deep
https://www.demos.org/policy-briefs/twin-threats-how-disappearing-public-pensions-hurt-black-workers
https://morningconsult.com/2020/04/29/coronavirus-funding-poll-state-local-governments/
https://thehill.com/policy/finance/497208-western-states-ask-congress-for-1-trillion-in-coronavirus-relief
https://www.theverge.com/2020/4/14/21219561/coronavirus-pandemic-unemployment-systems-cobol-legacy-software-infrastructure
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t02.htm
https://www.demos.org/research/asset-value-whiteness-understanding-racial-wealth-gap
https://www.demos.org/research/asset-value-whiteness-understanding-racial-wealth-gap
https://jayapal.house.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/OnePager_Paycheck_Guarantee_Act_04092020.pdf
https://www.dataforprogress.org/blog/2020/7/1/taking-politics-out-of-unemployment-insurance-a-new-proposal-to-rescue-working-families-suffering-from-the-coronavirus-economic-downturn
https://waysandmeans.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/response-ways-means-request-new-cbo-analysis-shows-eliminating-emergency
https://cepr.net/a-basic-demographic-profile-of-workers-in-frontline-industries/
https://cepr.net/a-basic-demographic-profile-of-workers-in-frontline-industries/
https://www.demos.org/blog/protect-black-and-brown-workers-front-lines-coronavirus-fight


11 Things Congress Must Do Now to Sustain the Finances of Black and Brown Households     3

rates. Voters strongly agree that Congress must act to protect frontline 
workers. The Essential Workers Bill of Rights, sponsored by Rep. Ro 
Khanna and Senator Elizabeth Warren, would require that employ-
ers provide free personal protective equipment, mandate hazard pay, 
protect collective bargaining agreements, guarantee paid sick and 
family leave to all working people, protect whistleblowers who raise 
the alarm on safety issues, prevent worker misclassification (classi-
fying employees as independent contractors), guarantee health cov-
erage and child care for essential workers, provide workers with a 
voice on COVID response, and hold corporations responsible for 
implementing worker protections. 

4. Guarantee Free Medical Testing and Health Care. Based on what 
is known from the locations that are reporting COVID-19 infection 
data by race, Black people are contracting the disease at especially 
high rates and dying from it. In some areas, Latinx, Native Hawaiian 
and Pacific Islanders, and Indigenous people also face exorbitant rates 
of disease and death. As The Root’s Michael Harriot vividly noted, 
higher infection and death rates can be traced to “the slurry mix 
of economics, medical bias and institutional inequality that creates 
and perpetuates health disparities… For Black people, healthcare is 
more expensive, harder to acquire and more difficult to keep.” This 
deep-running inequality won’t be easily rooted out, but it’s imperative 
that Congress act, starting by ensuring that Black and brown people, 
regardless of immigration or incarceration status, have full and easy 
community access to free testing and medical care for COVID-19 
and—at a time when millions are losing their jobs and access to 
employer-sponsored health coverage—all other health conditions 
and preventive care as well. As communities struggle with the anxiety, 
trauma, and grief of coping with a global pandemic, the need to fully 
include care for mental health is more apparent than ever. In a pan-
demic and beyond, subsidized COBRA benefits are not enough—uni-
versal health care is a racial justice necessity. The Medicare for All 
Act, sponsored by Reps. Jayapal and Debbie Dingell, would enact a 
comprehensive national health insurance program.

5. Prevent Hunger. As working people lose their jobs and low-income 
children lose access to free meals at school, food insecurity is growing 
rapidly across the nation. Black, Latinx, and Indigenous communities 
face the highest rates of hunger and food insecurity. Increasing SNAP 
and WIC benefits and waiving all work requirements and time limits 
for eligibility would increase access to nutrition at a time of great 

https://www.dataforprogress.org/memos/voters-support-essential-workers-rights
https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/elizabeth-warren-and-ro-khanna-unveil-essential-workers-bill-of-rights
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/news/2020/04/17/483287/coronavirus-paid-leave-exemptions-exclude-millions-workers-coverage/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/07/us/coronavirus-race.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/hit-hardest-coronavirus-deaths-ny-latinos-now-mourn-together-n1180836
https://www.civilbeat.org/2020/05/hawaiians-pacific-islanders-confront-high-rates-of-covid-19-in-many-states/
https://www.civilbeat.org/2020/05/hawaiians-pacific-islanders-confront-high-rates-of-covid-19-in-many-states/
https://indiancountrytoday.com/news/arizona-16-percent-of-covid-19-deaths-are-native-americans-b-n3zYNsgUGFHiFSZpzPxg
https://www.theroot.com/we-figured-out-why-coronavirus-is-killing-black-people-1842774532
https://www.vox.com/2020/4/28/21238423/covid-19-test-cvs-walgreens-black-communities
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/10/us/coronavirus-african-americans-bias.html
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2020/02/27/house-democrats-and-healthcare-experts-explain-why-medicare-all-racial-justice?eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=0010bbf0-c0ed-4491-b968-27cf66f472a4
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/1384
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/1384
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/covid-19-lays-bare-vulnerabilities-u-s-food-security/?session=1
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/covid-19-lays-bare-vulnerabilities-u-s-food-security/?session=1
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vulnerability. The HEROES Act includes vital SNAP benefit increases, 
and Congress can act to pass food security legislation independent of 
the omnibus relief bill.

6. Ensure Access to Housing and Utilities. The core public health rec-
ommendations to avoid the spread of COVID-19 include staying 
home and washing hands frequently. Yet even before the economy 
went into a tailspin, Black and brown people across the country faced 
elevated rates of evictions, foreclosure, and utility shut-offs, factors 
which are now worsening the threat posed by the pandemic and con-
tributing to financial devastation. The partial eviction moratorium 
enacted by Congress was not sufficient—no one should be forced 
out from any type of housing in the midst of the global pandemic. 
More substantial relief would come from Rep. Ilhan Omar’s Rent and 
Mortgage Cancellation Act, which would cancel rent or mortgage 
payments for an individual’s primary residence for up to 1 year. A 
federal fund would cover the resulting losses incurred by landlords 
and mortgage holders, provided they agree to provisions that would 
increase the affordability of housing and the fairness of the market, 
including freezing rent for 5 years, not discriminating against tenants 
on the basis of characteristics like sexual orientation and immigration 
status, and not evicting tenants without just cause in the 5 years fol-
lowing the pandemic. Reps. Rashida Tlaib and Dingell’s Emergency 
Water Is a Human Right Act would ban water shut-offs during the 
crisis. Congress must also invest in providing emergency housing  
to unhoused people, who face some of the greatest risks of exposure 
to disease. 

7. Support Child Care. Before the pandemic, child care teachers and pro-
viders—disproportionately Black and brown women—were caring for 
millions of young children in the most diverse generation in American 
history. No return to work is possible without the resumption of child 
care, yet nearly half of child care centers have closed as a result of 
the crisis. Child care providers need targeted support to provide care, 
while Black and brown families, already straining to pay the astronom-
ical cost of child care, must be able to afford care, and caregivers need 
pay, benefits, and respect commensurate with the essential service they 
provide. The Child Care Is Essential Act, sponsored by Reps. Rosa 
DeLauro and Bobby Scott, and Senator Patty Murray, would provide a 
critical infusion of resources into the existing child care system, while 
the Child Care for Working Families Act, sponsored by Rep. Scott and 
Senator Murray, would create longer-term change.

https://www.aclu.org/news/racial-justice/clearing-the-record-how-eviction-sealing-laws-can-advance-housing-access-for-women-of-color/
https://phys.org/news/2019-02-higher-foreclosure-black-homeowners-white.html
https://www.naacp.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Lights-Out-in-the-Cold_NAACP-ECJP-4.pdf
https://omar.house.gov/sites/omar.house.gov/files/documents/Omar%20-%20Rent%20%26%20Mortgage%20Cancellation%20Act%20-One%20Pager%20and%20Legislative%20Framework_1.pdf
https://omar.house.gov/sites/omar.house.gov/files/documents/Omar%20-%20Rent%20%26%20Mortgage%20Cancellation%20Act%20-One%20Pager%20and%20Legislative%20Framework_1.pdf
https://www.housingjusticeforall.org/goodcause
https://tlaib.house.gov/media/press-releases/tlaib-dingell-lead-63-members-congress-introducing-federal-ban-water-shutoffs
https://tlaib.house.gov/media/press-releases/tlaib-dingell-lead-63-members-congress-introducing-federal-ban-water-shutoffs
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/final_nwlc_Undervalued2017.pdf
https://www.businessinsider.com/most-american-children-under-5-arent-white-2015-6
https://www.businessinsider.com/most-american-children-under-5-arent-white-2015-6
https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/topics/naeyc_coronavirus_ongoingeffectsonchildcare.pdf
https://childcarerelief.org/congress/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/news/2016/08/05/142296/black-families-work-more-earn-less-and-face-difficult-child-care-choices/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/news/2016/08/05/142296/black-families-work-more-earn-less-and-face-difficult-child-care-choices/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/racial-wage-gaps-in-early-education-employment/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/racial-wage-gaps-in-early-education-employment/
https://delauro.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/delauro-scott-murray-members-introduce-50-billion-child-care
https://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/CCFWFA%20Fact%20Sheet%20116th%20Congress%20FINAL.pdf


11 Things Congress Must Do Now to Sustain the Finances of Black and Brown Households     5

8. Don’t Let Lenders Rip People Off. Generations of discrimination 
in employment, lending, education, and housing have produced  
significant racial disparities in credit history as well as wealth. As a  
result, Black and Latinx families face higher interest rates for 
loans, more harassment by debt collectors, and more fees from 
banks and other financial services providers. The COVID-19 eco-
nomic downturn threatens to further decimate household finances. 
Rather than allowing lenders to extract more wealth from Black 
and brown communities during the crisis, Congress must act to 
suspend all debt collection activity, halt all garnishments and asset 
seizures, and prevent debts from expanding with fees and com-
pounding interest. Credit bureaus must be temporarily barred 
from listing missed payments and other negative items, as required 
by the Disaster Protection For Workers’ Credit Act sponsored by 
Senators Brian Schatz and Sherrod Brown, so that the pandemic 
doesn’t do long-term damage to household finances. In addition, 
7 in 10 Americans support capping interest rates on high-cost 
loans at 36 percent to prevent lenders from taking advantage of 
borrowers during the crisis. The Veterans and Consumers Fair 
Credit Act, sponsored by Reps. Jesús “Chuy” García and Glenn 
Grothman, and Senators Brown, Jack Reed, Jeff Merkley, and Chris 
Van Hollen, would offer needed protection from predatory lending. 

9. Cancel Student Loan Debt. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
in a relatively stable economy, student debt placed an unacceptable 
and often insurmountable burden on Black and brown families, 
who borrow more than white families for a degree, or are often 
shut out of educational opportunities for fear of taking on too 
much debt. Twelve years after starting college, Black borrowers 
typically owe more than they originally took out, and over half of 
Black men experience a default on their student loans. Now, with 
the economy plunging, policymakers should put money back into 
the pockets of borrowers while relieving them from the financial 
strain and anxiety of having to pay off burdensome debt while 
contending with a disastrous job market. Reps. Ayanna Pressley, 
Alma S. Adams, and Omar proposed cancelling at least $30,000 
of debt for each borrower, which would eliminate college debt for 
the majority of households who have it.

10. Protect Black and Brown Businesses. Black and Latinx small 
businesses are often community institutions that build wealth, 
provide opportunity, and strengthen neighborhood ties. Yet 

https://www.demos.org/sites/default/files/2019-03/Credit%20Report_Full.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/recent-trends-in-wealth-holding-by-race-and-ethnicity-evidence-from-the-survey-of-consumer-finances-20170927.htm
https://www.seattletimes.com/business/real-estate/both-online-human-lenders-charge-minorities-more-for-mortgages/
https://www.propublica.org/article/debt-collection-lawsuits-squeeze-black-neighborhoods
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2020/01/15/bank-fees-minorities-millennials-pay-more-than-anyone-else/4465861002/
https://www.schatz.senate.gov/press-releases/schatz-brown-introduce-new-bill-to-protect-peoples-credit-scores-suspend-negative-credit-reporting-during-coronavirus-outbreak
https://ourfinancialsecurity.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/FINAL-Memo.high_.interest.loans_.AFR_.CRL_.pdf
https://ourfinancialsecurity.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/FINAL-Memo.high_.interest.loans_.AFR_.CRL_.pdf
https://chuygarcia.house.gov/sites/chuygarcia.house.gov/files/Veterans%20and%20Consumers%20Fair%20Credit%20Act--General%20One%20Pager%20%283%29%20%28002%29.pdf
https://chuygarcia.house.gov/sites/chuygarcia.house.gov/files/Veterans%20and%20Consumers%20Fair%20Credit%20Act--General%20One%20Pager%20%283%29%20%28002%29.pdf
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.demos.org%2Fresearch%2Fdebt-to-society&data=01%7C01%7C%7Cec2f576d804146aca65508d7f5f22e45%7Ccbd30192e2f046839c8f4b702b0ffb4a%7C0&sdata=3JHyqbSM2WhYPBMEshasNVO2%2FPZUA2WSIplEn1xmpAk%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpressley.house.gov%2Fmedia%2Fpress-releases%2Freps-pressley-adams-omar-lead-call-cancel-student-loan-debt&data=01%7C01%7C%7Cec2f576d804146aca65508d7f5f22e45%7Ccbd30192e2f046839c8f4b702b0ffb4a%7C0&sdata=hc%2FpMb%2B3yYOgOAS%2FxzBSIIJEjjWyBqx2nizr%2BFfpJ74%3D&reserved=0
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Black and Latinx small business owners have long been denied 
equitable access to credit and shut out of opportunities to launch 
and build their businesses. This discriminatory pattern is poised 
to continue: The Center for Responsible Lending finds that, as a 
result of a variety of structural factors, roughly 95 percent of Black-
owned businesses and 91 percent of Latinx-owned businesses are 
likely to be locked out of Congress’ Paycheck Protection Plan relief 
program. Rather than assuming equitable access to credit, poli-
cymakers should target support to Black and brown businesses, 
support Community Development Financial Institutions and 
Minority Depository Institutions that serve Black and brown bor-
rowers, and collect racial and other demographic data on all stim-
ulus money recipients to better track the program.

11. Sustain the Postal Service. The U.S. Postal Service is reeling from 
the COVID-19 downturn and legislative maneuvers that have sab-
otaged its finances. Not only is the Postal Service critical to our 
national infrastructure and our democracy, but post office jobs also 
remain a bastion of the Black middle class, with Black workers 
making up more than a quarter of current postal service employees. 
There is no reason to expect a vital public service to be self-fund-
ing: The Postal Service needs $75 billion to continue delivering for 
America. The HEROES Act includes $25 billion of these needed 
funds and ends the Trump administration’s obstruction of a $10 
billion loan authorized in previous legislation.

With its focus on household finances, this list is not an exhaustive 
racial justice response to COVID-19. We need to build a racially inclu-
sive democracy during COVID-19 and beyond. We urgently need to 
free the disproportionately Black and brown people held in dangerous, 
disease-spreading conditions in prisons, jails, and immigrant deten-
tion centers. We need to end racial disparities in policing, which are 
continuing to show up in the COVID response. We need to halt depor-
tations and immigration enforcement that is spreading the virus. We 
need to address the environmental injustices that contribute to racial 
health disparities and are worsening the climate crisis. But immediate 
material conditions matter, and by taking the steps outlined above to 
address basic financial needs, we can put our families—and especially 
Black and brown communities—on firmer footing to fight all of the 
essential battles for justice that remain ahead.

https://www.opportunityfund.org/blog/new-report-reveals-gaps-in-access-to-credit-for-minority-owned-small-businesses/
https://www.opportunityfund.org/blog/new-report-reveals-gaps-in-access-to-credit-for-minority-owned-small-businesses/
https://www.responsiblelending.org/sites/default/files/nodes/files/research-publication/crl-cares-act2-smallbusiness-apr2020.pdf?mod=article_inline
https://www.demos.org/blog/how-dog-whistle-racism-sabotaging-postal-service-and-threatening-gut-black-middle-class
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/agency-oversight/2020/04/postmaster-general-usps-will-run-out-of-cash-this-fiscal-year-without-more-pandemic-funding/
https://www.demos.org/policy-briefs/how-build-racially-inclusive-democracy-during-covid-19-and-beyond
https://www.demos.org/policy-briefs/how-build-racially-inclusive-democracy-during-covid-19-and-beyond
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/13/opinion/coronavirus-prison-outbreak.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/13/opinion/coronavirus-prison-outbreak.html
https://time.com/5834414/nypd-social-distancing-arrest-data/
https://www.lawg.org/wp-content/uploads/NGO-Statement_-U.S.-deportations-during-global-pandemic-risk-spreading-COVID-19-returning-migrants-and-asylum-seekers-to-danger-and-instability-3.pdf
https://www.lawg.org/wp-content/uploads/NGO-Statement_-U.S.-deportations-during-global-pandemic-risk-spreading-COVID-19-returning-migrants-and-asylum-seekers-to-danger-and-instability-3.pdf
https://www.demos.org/blog/fifty-years-after-earth-day-coronavirus-climate-injustice-and-inequality-collide
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