
ARE NEW GOVERNMENT
ECONOMIC RECOVERY
PROGRAMS REACHING
IMMIGRANT FAMILIES?

DECEMBER 2021

Published by the 
AAFSC Research Institute

RESEARCH REPORT



AAFSC Research Institute

Page 02

TABLE OF
CONTENTS

Arab-American Family Support Center

Introduction

COVID-19's Impact on Immigrant Communities

Emerging Government Economic Recovery Programs

AAFSC's History Connecting Immigrant Communities to Government Services

Overview of Research Methods

What is the extent and degree of financial need in immigrant communities?

Do immigrant families know about these government aid programs?

Are immigrant families able to access applications to government aid programs?

Are immigrant families receiving government aid?

Discussion

Recommendations

Conclusion

03

04

04

05

06

07

07

09

11

13

16

16

17



AAFSC Research Institute

Page 03

ARAB-AMERICAN
FAMILY SUPPORT
CENTER

The Arab-American Family Support Center
(AAFSC) is a non-profit, non-sectarian
organization established in 1994 to provide
culturally and linguistically competent,
trauma-informed social services to low-
income immigrants and refugees in New
York City. While we support anyone who
walks through our doors, over 27 years, we
have gained expertise serving Arab, Middle
Eastern, Muslim, and South Asian (AMEMSA)
communities. We are dedicated to helping
these populations overcome a nexus of
challenges, including lingering trauma,
discrimination, poverty, and acculturative
stressors. Our staff speak 34 different
languages – including Arabic, Bengali, Urdu,
Farsi, Spanish, Nepali, and Wakhi – enabling
us to support communities that mainstream
providers struggle to reach. As a settlement
house, we are geographically embedded in
the communities we serve, with 13 locations
across all five boroughs of NYC. 

AAFSC works across four priority areas –
Promote, Get Ready, Prevent, and
Communicate – to achieve our ultimate
goal of strengthening families. AAFSC
promotes mental and physical well-being,
food security, healthy relationships, and
family reunification. We get our families
ready to succeed, work, and lead productive
lives. We prevent domestic violence, child
abuse, and neglect by equipping families
with the tools to succeed, offering case
management services to victims of violence,
and cultivating healthy relationship skills in
young people. Finally, AAFSC communicates
the needs of the marginalized to partners
and policymakers. 

As a learning organization, AAFSC uses
research and evaluation to inform our
service delivery approach, and we are
committed to tailoring and implementing
evidence-based interventions. In further
pursuit of this mission, we founded the
AAFSC Research Institute, which serves to
expand our understanding of community
needs and the impact of culturally
appropriate interventions. We focus on
compiling the information needed to
strategically meet the evolving needs of New
York’s immigrant communities, while
contributing to a repository of information on
populations for which there is very little
disaggregated data.
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INTRODUCTION

In this report by the AAFSC Research Institute,
we synthesize qualitative and quantitative
data gathered from a mixed-methods
research investigation examining the
efficacy of recently launched government
economic recovery programs in reaching
immigrant families. For the scope of this
research, we evaluated the expanded Child
Tax Credit, Emergency Rental Assistance
Program (ERAP), and the Excluded Workers
Fund. Each of these economic recovery
programs were implemented in response to
widespread economic hardship brought on
by the COVID-19 pandemic and offer direct
cash assistance to address a host of
financial insecurity symptoms (including
food insecurity, housing insecurity, debt, etc.)
that are plaguing millions of families,
particularly those living in low-income
communities. AAFSC understands that New
York City’s immigrant and refugee
communities were disproportionately
impacted by COVID-19, and many of them
experienced barriers to accessing
government support such as Unemployment
Insurance and stimulus payments. AAFSC
conducted this investigation to explore the
landscape of these critical government aid
programs in immigrant communities,
including levels of awareness, barriers to
access, and rates of utilization. We hope that
these insights will help inform the refinement
of assistance programs moving forward.  

Understanding that AMEMSA populations
were rendered invisible in mainstream health
data, AAFSC launched a COVID-19 Impact
Survey of over 300 community members,
which found that 74% of respondents
experienced a loss of income due to COVID-
19-related job loss and business closures.
Meanwhile, for families seeking government
assistance, most encountered difficulties due
to linguistic, technological, and eligibility
barriers. Of the surveyed families whose
income was impacted by COVID-19, the
majority (51%) were not able to access
Unemployment Insurance. 

Since March 2020, AAFSC has observed a
rise in need for emergency financial
assistance. Through AAFSC’s Emergency
Relief Fund, we have distributed $500,000 to
over 2,500 beneficiaries during the
pandemic, with most funds distributed to
cover urgent rent and food costs. In many
cases, families are requesting financial relief
after being excluded from traditional sources
of aid, such as Unemployment Benefits or
stimulus checks. Similarly, we experienced a
357% increase in demand for food
assistance services including Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
enrollment and connected over 900
individuals to this essential benefit in the
past year. 

Compounding the challenges facing
immigrant communities in light of COVID-19,
AMEMSA populations in particular must
navigate a unique set of challenges, which
add additional dimensions of complexity to
the experience of financial insecurity. Many
AMEMSA immigrants and refugees endured
conflict in their countries of origin and
struggle with the negative psychological and
social effects of lingering trauma. Here in
New York, they face heightened
discrimination, racism, xenophobia,
Islamophobia, and acculturative stressors.

COVID-19'S IMPACT
IN IMMIGRANT
COMMUNITIES

COVID-19 brought severe physical,
economic, and mental hardship to
immigrant and refugee communities.

https://www.aafscny.org/covid-19-impact-survey-report/
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Amidst an already unfavorable environment
for immigrant and refugee communities, the
previous administration’s changes to the
definition of public charge have led many to
dis-enroll in essential public benefits. This
policy intends to make it more difficult for
immigrants who may use public benefits to
enter the United States and created a chilling
effect for immigrants who feared
deportation or family separation if found to
be using any public benefits. These
conditions were only exacerbated by the
COVID-19 crisis, as families faced acute
danger to their physical and economic well-
being while continuing to navigate barriers to
accessible information and services. Though
the current administration rescinded this
threatening change to the public charge
rule, many community members remain
fearful that they may face legal
repercussions for utilizing government
services. 

EMERGING
GOVERNMENT
ECONOMIC
RECOVERY
PROGRAMS

A key component of the American Rescue
Plan, the expanded Child Tax Credit provides
financial support to most American families
with children under 18 years old. Though child
tax credits were in place prior to COVID-19,
this policy expanded the credit amount
families were eligible to receive – up to
$300/month per child – and called for
advance payments beginning in July 2021
through the end of the year, with additional
relief issued when 2021 taxes are filed.
Currently, this benefit is not set to continue
beyond the 2021 tax year. Though temporary,
this historic federal benefits program is
unique in its nearly universal eligibility.
Families earning a combined income of less
than $150,000 (for couples) or $75,000 (for
single parents) can receive payments.
Importantly, undocumented
parent/guardians can qualify for the benefit
if their child has a social security number
and the parent has an Individual Taxpayer
Identification Number (ITIN). Many families,
particularly those in middle or upper-middle
class tax brackets, received payments from
the IRS automatically using information
provided in their last tax filing. Families could
also sign up to receive payments if they
have not filed taxes in the last two years
through a sign-up tool on the IRS website. 

In responding to COVID-19, local, state, and
federal government agencies have rolled out
programs to combat the economic impacts
of the pandemic. Remarkable in their
approach to this crisis, aid programs
predominantly feature direct financial aid
distribution to households. Since the
discontinuation of expanded Unemployment
Insurance and stimulus checks, the public
sector has taken new approaches to support
families who continue to struggle, particularly
individuals who are most vulnerable. In New
York, three dominant federal and local
government economic recovery programs
emerged that focus (directly or indirectly)
on addressing these lingering issues: the
expanded Child Tax Credit, the Emergency
Rental Assistance Program (ERAP) and the
Excluded Workers Fund. 

Expanded Child Tax Credit

Emergency Rental
Assistance Program (ERAP)
Another provision of the American Rescue
Plan, the Emergency Rental Assistance
Program (ERAP) allocates $46.5 billion in
federal aid to support low-income, housing-
insecure renters and landlords. Aid is
distributed through each state, which is
tasked with creating its own application and
approval systems for their residents.  ERAP
can provide up to 12 months of past-due
rent, three months of future rent, and up to 12
months of overdue utility bills to eligible
families at risk of experiencing
homelessness. Funding is distributed directly
to landlords/property owners and is
intended to nullify debt incurred by renters
while unemployed or underemployed during
the pandemic. In New York State, households
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at or below 80% of the area median income
($95,440 for a family of four in New York
City) are eligible if they experienced
financial hardship due to the COVID-19
pandemic and owe past-due rent at their
current residence. However, as of November
14th, New York’s Office of Temporary and
Disability Assistance (OTDA) restricted
applications to only those earning between
80% and 120% of the area median income
(between $95,440 and $143,160 for a family
of four in New York City) or residents of
select counties (excluding NYC). While OTDA
says it will be processing all applications
already submitted, many vulnerable, low-
income communities in New York City are
now shut out of these funds and are
awaiting the uncertain possibility of funding
reallocation to New York State. 

Service navigation underscores AAFSC’s
holistic approach to supporting vulnerable
populations. Through community outreach,
public awareness campaigns, and individual
family case management services, we
connect thousands of families per year to
essential government benefits, including
low-cost health insurance and SNAP. Our
staff are culturally and linguistically
competent and trauma-informed. They are
trained to filter for any ramifications on
immigration status and to navigate sensitive
topics appropriately. For eligible families,
resource navigators encourage enrollment in
SNAP and complete the application together
with the beneficiaries. Applications like this
can often be daunting to immigrants with
limited English proficiency and institutional
knowledge. To alleviate these concerns,
AAFSC resource navigators are well-versed
in applying for public benefits and can
confidently answer questions in a
community member’s preferred language
and help them traverse an unfamiliar
approval process to ensure benefits are
received. 

Community outreach is a critical component
to this work, particularly for communities in
which stigmas, misconceptions, or fear
frequently deter families from accessing
benefits to which they are entitled. In the
past year, our Community Health & Well-
Being outreach activities reached 62,100
community members in New York City and
beyond, driving an increase in demand for
our direct service programming. Since the
emergence of the expanded Child Tax
Credit, ERAP, and the Excluded Workers fund, 

Excluded Workers Fund
In April 2021, New York State established the
Excluded Workers Fund, a first-in-the-nation
financial relief program created to support
undocumented immigrants. Through this
program, New York set aside $2.1 billion for
payments of up to $15,600 per person. Unlike
the expanded Child Tax Credit and ERAP, the
Excluded Workers Fund was created
specifically for those who were ineligible for
government benefits (such as
Unemployment Insurance and stimulus
checks) that were a lifeline to families who
lost income during the pandemic. New York
residents are eligible if they did not receive
unemployment insurance or any other
COVID-19 income relief and earned less than
$26,208 in the 12 months prior to April 2020.
New York’s Department of Labor began
accepting applications in August 2021, but
applications were closed by October 8th
when the state announced that funds had
been exhausted.

AAFSC'S HISTORY
CONNECTING
IMMIGRANT
COMMUNITIES TO
GOVERNMENT
SERVICES

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/hpd/services-and-information/area-median-income.page
https://otda.ny.gov/programs/emergency-rental-assistance/
https://otda.ny.gov/programs/emergency-rental-assistance/


AAFSC has deployed our resource
navigators and community outreach staff to
raise awareness for these potentially life-
saving aid opportunities and support eligible
individuals in completing applications. In
addition to the 10,000 individuals AAFSC
serves annually, we have reached 3,094
community members in-person through 74
community conversations specifically about
financial assistance opportunities, and our
multi-lingual digital engagement campaign
has an audience of over 6,000. Since these
economic recovery programs became
available, we have expanded our team with
5 new staff members dedicated to
addressing these emerging priorities. 
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As detailed above, results from our 2020
COVID-19 Impact Survey clearly underscore
widespread and devastating economic
impact for immigrant communities, with 74%
reporting income loss. Now, AAFSC actively
monitors the evolving state of need for those
who were hit hardest by COVID-19
shutdowns, even as public health guidelines
relax, and economic indicators point to a
recovering economy. Our resource
navigation and outreach staff are seeing
enduring economic challenges as
community members continue to face the
ramifications of job loss nearly two years
since COVID-19 hit New York City. 

For some individuals, the journey of returning
to work after job loss has not been
straightforward. Former employees of local
businesses that closed during the pandemic
are navigating a changed and unfamiliar
local economy. Some are still grappling with
long-term health impacts of COVID-19 or
caring for family members who need
medical support. COVID-19 infection remains
a fear for some, deterring them from re-
entering business establishments. For many
families in immigrant neighborhoods –
where high COVID-19 infections rates
coincided with overloaded hospital
capacities – the death of a primary
breadwinner has caused severe financial

OVERVIEW OF
RESEARCH METHODS

AAFSC recognizes the importance of
promoting access to direct financial
assistance for vulnerable immigrant New
Yorkers, and we work to ensure that our
community members are not left behind in
the economic recovery from COVID-19.
Understanding that mainstream data
collection by government entities does not
allow for adequate disaggregation of
AMEMSA populations, AAFSC endeavored to
research and evaluate the efficacy of
government aid distribution in immigrant
communities. Our mixed-methods research
approach employed quantitative analysis of
program data from our outreach activities
and family support services programs, in
addition to long-form qualitative interviews
with seven resource navigation and outreach
staff on our Community Health & Well-Being
team. We structured research activities
around four primary research questions:

What is the extent and degree of financial need in 
 immigrant communities?
Do immigrant families know about these government
aid programs?
Are immigrant families able to access applications to
government aid programs?
Are immigrant families receiving government aid?

 
1.

2.

3.

4.

Research Questions

WHAT IS THE EXTENT
AND DEGREE OF
FINANCIAL NEED IN
IMMIGRANT
COMMUNITIES?
Analysis

https://www.aafscny.org/covid-19-impact-survey-report/
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strain, particularly for families with one
working parent. If eligible, some of these
families were utilizing Unemployment
Insurance, but with the recent termination of
federal UI benefits in September, a new
financial urgency has emerged. 

For many other families, employment in
essential work kept them afloat, but low
wages and continuously rising rental costs
force families into a constant cycle of
financial strain. Many immigrant workers are
employed in service jobs, transportation, or
custodial work. According to the Center for
Migration Studies, 69% of US immigrant
workers – and 74% of undocumented
workers – are employed in “essential critical
infrastructure categories.” These forms of
employment are compensated minimally,
despite their essential value in keeping New
York City running throughout the pandemic.
An unexpected event (such as the death or
illness of a family member) can have drastic
ramifications on a low-income family’s
ability to keep up with essential costs. For
these families, assistance from government
programs like SNAP can make a difference in
making ends meet. For mixed-status
immigrant households, though, the amount
received does not meet the level of need, as
SNAP benefits are restricted based on
citizenship status. 

Domestic violence survivors face a unique
and severe set of challenges. Several
resource navigation and outreach staff
raised conversations with survivors who are
facing dire financial insecurity and are at risk
of homelessness after evading abuse during
the pandemic. AAFSC works extensively with
survivors (over 1,800 in the past year) to
provide wrap-around case management
support, often including relocation for those
who reside with their abuser. During COVID-
19, stay-at-home orders caused a dramatic

rise in domestic violence rates, and, in
responding to a 40% increase in demand,
AAFSC leveraged resources to connect
survivors with housing support to ensure their
safety. Now, many survivors still require
support to remain stably housed. “The
financial situation that survivors face is very
stressful. We also see this in AAFSC’s
Emergency Relief Fund. These are folks who
probably only worked before they got
pregnant or before they had children, or they
had trouble finding work after they came to
the U.S., and they are financially at a
disadvantage and unable to afford their
needs. Now, they finally have safe housing or
shelter, but they are unable to pay for it as
they wait for housing assistance like FHEPS B
or some other form of aid…. COVID-19 has
not caused these problems, but it has
uncovered a lot of the problems that our
community members and clients are facing.”
– Farah Salam, AAFSC Priority Areas
Specialist, External Engagement. AAFSC’s
resource navigation and outreach staff
frequently encounter survivors who are
behind on rent and are fearful that eviction
and housing costs will set them back in their
path towards safety and healing. 

Further exacerbating their financial insecurity,
many survivors experience financial abuse
and are unable to access aid because their
benefit programs are linked to their abuser.
Decoupling their benefits to redirect funds is
a time-consuming, cumbersome, and
potentially costly process, particularly for
those with limited institutional knowledge or
English proficiency. “The system makes it
really difficult for anyone experiencing
violence in the home or who is separated
and now needs public benefits. Sometimes
the survivor’s name is attached to their
perpetrators account, sometimes their
children’s names are attached to the
perpetrator’s account, and it takes a long
time to change that.” – Farah Salam, AAFSC
Priority Areas Specialist, External
Engagement. AAFSC is dedicated to ensuring
that survivors of domestic violence are
supported in accessing all available
resources to escape physical as well as
financial abuse and secure independence. 

"Low wages and continuously
rising rental costs force
families into a constant cycle
of financial strain."

https://dol.ny.gov/fedexp
https://cmsny.org/publications/us-essential-workers/
https://cmsny.org/publications/us-essential-workers/
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DO IMMIGRANT
FAMILIES KNOW
ABOUT THESE
GOVERNMENT AID
PROGRAMS?
Analysis

On the ground, resource navigation and
outreach staff agree that messages about
government aid programs are not reaching
the vulnerable communities who could
benefit from them most. Limited English
proficiency, relatively low levels of tech
literacy, immigration status, and cultural
background intersect, creating a variety of
barriers that hinder outreach between
government entities and low-income
neighborhoods. It is clear through qualitative
interviews conducted with community
outreach staff organizing within immigrant
neighborhoods that community awareness
of government aid varies by type of
assistance. Many outreach staff report that
the expanded Child Tax Credit is most
familiar among  the community members
with whom they connect, which they attribute
to the program’s wide coverage on national
news. ERAP and the Excluded Workers Fund
are less known. Since New York State’s ERAP
initiative launched in June 2021, awareness
has increased, some reported. Outreach
staff reported very little awareness of the
Excluded Workers Fund, which is the aid
package with the most specific target
population (vulnerable community
members who were not reached through
federal stimulus aid distribution). In fact, this
fund was exhausted, and applications were
closed before most eligible individuals could
request funds.  

When community members do have
knowledge of these opportunities, they credit
word of mouth as well as linguistically
accessible signage. At the Arab-American
Family Support Center, staff attest to the
impact of their interactions with community

members as word of mouth becomes a
powerful referral mechanism. “The more we
explain, the more we tell clients about these
services, we hear more and more from
clients.” – Bana Alani, AAFSC Health Program
Navigator. Word of these aid programs
spread in corner stores, bodegas, and locally
owned establishments… “these are the
community centers – it’s where people sit
and talk, it’s where they meet with each
other…that’s where they hear community
word of mouth.” – Farah Salam, AAFSC
Priority Areas Specialist, External
Engagement. Signage translated into the
communities’ prominent languages can be
seen on bus stops and in subway stations –
even posted in the lobbies of NYCHA
buildings – which have been cited by
outreach staff as one of the few public
education tools mentioned by individuals in
the community. However, many staff
members note that when information about
these programs does reach community
members, it is cursory, and individuals are
led to actively seek out a trusted resource,
such as AAFSC, to learn more from someone
who knows their community and can speak
their language. 

As evidenced by the limited knowledge of
these emerging opportunities to receive
financial assistance among community
members in AAFSC’s network, government
entities have not been able to effectively
disseminate information to the communities
most impacted by COVID-19. In most cases,
our staff report, community members are
hearing about these programs for the first
time directly from AAFSC. Analyzing outreach
interaction data from 12 community
outreach events held over a period of 2
months (September and October 2021), 176
(62%) of the 286 individuals reached did not
have knowledge of the Child Tax Credit, ERAP,
or Excluded Workers Fund. 

"Analyzing outreach interaction
data...176 (62%) of the 286 individuals
reached did not have knowledge of
the Child Tax Credit, ERAP, or Excluded
Workers Fund."



When assessing the barrier between
government outreach efforts and
community awareness, outreach staff say it
comes down to trust. “Because I’m a part of
the community and I’m speaking to them in
their language [Spanish], I think that makes
them more open to trusting me. I’m not sure
they would be as open to these programs if
this was coming to them from someone who
was speaking English that they didn’t
understand as well. That context is really
important when gauging how interested
someone will be in these programs.” –
Xzavier Medina, AAFSC Community Outreach
& Enrollment Coordinator. The same
sentiment was echoed by all staff
interviewed, who collectively speak Arabic,
Bangla, and Urdu as well as Spanish. When
government messaging is disseminated in
English, utilizing mainstream news and
media outlets, and within the official
capacity of a City, State, or Federal entity, the
information is not effectively reaching those
most in need, even if that message
dissemination is happening on a large scale.
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“Previously there was a taboo in applying for
benefits, primarily with cash and SNAP
assistance. No one wanted to be seen as
that person who takes advantage of
government programs, who can’t take care
of themselves. Since COVID, people are more
willing to apply for benefit programs and
gain assistance, to the point where some
community members advocate for their own
assistance.” – Farah Salam, AAFSC Priority
Areas Specialist, External Engagement. The
erosion of help-seeking stigmas has ushered
in the opportunity for linguistically and
culturally competent outreach initiatives to
become even more effective in connecting
families to the support they need. Still, for
those who remain uncomfortable being seen
utilizing benefits, community-based
organizations are considered a rare resource
for immigrant families to receive support
that is considerate of these cultural values
and prioritizes confidentiality and discretion.  

Stigma also influences attitudes and
awareness about government programs.
Historically, immigrant community members
have been deeply hesitant to publicly
discuss applying to or receiving financial
assistance programs such as Supplemental
Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP),
Unemployment Insurance, and similar
programs. Interestingly, stigmatization of
financial support is less pervasive in
conversations happening between
community members and AAFSC staff since
the pandemic began, partly attributable to
the emerging perception that economic
hardship is now a universal experience
among community members. 

"Because I’m a part of the community
and I’m speaking to them in their
language [Spanish], I think that makes
them more open to trusting me."
- Xzavier Medina, AAFSC Community
Outreach & Enrollment Coordinator

"Previously there was a taboo in
applying for benefits....Since COVID,
people are more willing to apply for
benefit programs and gain
assistance..."
- Farah Salam, AAFSC Priority Areas
Specialist, External Engagment
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In the last year alone, the Arab-American
Family Support Center’s Community Health &
Well-Being programs have helped complete
over 1,400 applications for ERAP, Excluded
Workers Fund, health insurance, SNAP, and
NYC Care. Our staff are trained and
equipped to support community members
navigate application processes that often
fall beyond the linguistic and technical
capacity of immigrant community members
seeking services. Having gained experience
navigating a bevy of government application
processes, AAFSC staff understand the
common barriers community members face
in completing these applications
successfully and report similar if not more
severe technical issues navigating these new
government aid applications with
community members, as detailed below. 

to or unable to initiate. The Child Tax Credit
Sign-Up Tool is advertised as an easy and
accessible process, yet it misses key
accessibility benchmarks. Initially, accessing
the tool could only be done through a
computer, with no mobile-compatible
version. This alone was a hurdle for the many
families who do not have a computer at
home. Additionally, the registration forms are
not available in a variety of languages. A
Spanish version of the registration tool
became available following the initial
rollout, but there was no translation option
for other languages, despite high need in
communities that speak Arabic, Bengali,
Urdu, Hindi, Nepali, and Dari – to name a few.
“The language is very important to them.” --
Bana Alani, AAFSC Health Program Navigator.
Despite IRS framing this Sign-Up Tool as
user-friendly and accessible, it is not
accessible to those who need payments
most. After the November 15th deadline
passed, access to advance payments using
the Sign-Up Tool was discontinued, leaving
many eligible families without this essential
financial relief. For these families, the only
remaining opportunity to receive assistance
is by filing 2021 taxes, a process rife with
even more severe linguistic, logistical, and
technological barriers for vulnerable low-
income families. 

ARE IMMIGRANT
FAMILIES ABLE TO
ACCESS
APPLICATIONS TO
GOVERNMENT AID
PROGRAMS?
Analysis

Expanded Child Tax Credit
For many American families, monthly
payments from the Child Tax Credit began
automatically, when the IRS used the
information provided at tax season to
calculate the appropriate payment amount
and leverage existing direct deposit or
mailing address information to distribute
funds. However, for families whose income
falls below the annual earnings threshold
required to file (a very common experience
for the low-income immigrant families
AAFSC serves), payments are not automatic,
and registration through the IRS’s Sign-Up
Tool are required to initiate payment. This is
a step that many community members are
unaware of or, if they are aware, are hesitant 

Emergency Rental
Assistance Program (ERAP)
In a report released by the New York
Comptroller’s Office in August 2021, 25% of
the 3.5 million households in New York City
are classified as “Low-Income Rent-
Burdened Households” – a classification for
households that must spend more than 30%
of their income on rent. For the many New
York City residents dealing with rental arrears
that resulted from COVID-19-related
economic hardship, the Emergency Rental
Assistance Program (ERAP) provides a life-
changing opportunity to relieve a crushing
debt and help families take a significant step
towards housing stability. However, for those
in need, navigating the application process
is complex, time-consuming, intimidating,
and technologically challenging. 

https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/irs-online-child-tax-credit-eligibility-tool-now-available-in-spanish-other-multilingual-materials-help-families-see-if-they-qualify-for-advance-payments
https://www.osc.state.ny.us/reports/osdc/new-york-state-rent-relief-funding-spotlight-new-york-city
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In interviews, staff who regularly support
community members complete applications
illustrate the immense challenges they
encounter. 

“A lot of the language is unnecessary; the
format of the application is really difficult….
it’s very difficult to comprehend especially for
those who really need this service.” – Noshin
Ahmed, AAFSC Community Outreach &
Enrollment Coordinator.

“If the website is not working – which
happens often -- then it could take hours to
complete an application.” – Xzavier Medina,
AAFSC Community Outreach & Enrollment
Coordinator. 

The application process, which typically
takes 45 – 60 minutes, contains complex
verbiage and unintuitive formatting and
includes no official translation in most
languages. Without adequate support, the
application contents and meaning are
entirely inaccessible to those without a high
level of English literacy. 

Additionally, the website supporting the ERAP
application system itself is plagued by
technical glitches, and frozen applications or
website crashes are common. “We may
have to restart the application from scratch,
which is the most common scenario when
an issue arises. Even though they say that
you can resume your application where you
left off, most times that function doesn’t
work…. Most times you’ll find that the
Coordinators are doing an application for a
single client three to four times in order to
get it submitted.” – Xzavier Medina, AAFSC
Community Outreach & Enrollment
Coordinator. Though on-call support is
available for those experiencing ERAP
website issues, staff report that the support
team is unable to resolve common technical
glitches, and the only path forward is to
restart an application, adding time and
frustration to the experience. 

Once an application is successfully
completed, a new set of challenges arise.
New York State’s ERAP advertises a
processing timeline of 4-6 weeks. Months

after their applications were submitted,
many are still waiting. Though New York State
promised to expedite payments, many of the
families in our network have yet to receive a
definitive outcome on their application and
are still waiting to receive vital funds. In
many cases, renters have received official
communication that their application is
awaiting confirmation from their landlord or
property manager, and yet, landlords report
that they are not being contacted to provide
confirmation. The result is thousands of
individuals with stalled applications, unable
to receive status updates about the arrival of
funds. Though New York passed a law to
protect ERAP applicants and prohibit
evictions while applications are still pending,
many vulnerable community members still
feel unsafe due to their immigration status or
lack of a formal lease agreement, and they
remain fearful of repercussions as rental
arrears continue to accumulate. 

Excluded Workers Fund
The Excluded Workers Fund targets the most
vulnerable populations who were left out of
federal stimulus payments due to linguistic,
technological, and bureaucratic hurdles with
which immigrant communities are all too
familiar. In response, the Excluded Workers
Fund became a model in its application
design - requiring minimal supporting
documents, enabled with mobile-
compatibility, available in 13 different
languages, and taking as little as 10 minutes
to complete. Eligibility for this fund was also
responsive to documentation challenges
faced by low-income community members
and undocumented individuals. For instance,
applicants were welcomed to provide
identification in the form of IDNYC – a city
government-issued identification card more
widely available than a driver’s license or
passport. Despite its accessible design, the
Excluded Workers Fund was not without

https://gothamist.com/news/cuomo-promises-emergency-rent-payments-will-be-made-august-31st


AAFSC Research Institute

Page 13

hurdles for some vulnerable workers. Some
immigrant community members who were 
 self-employed were unable to provide the
documentation needed to proceed with an
application, once again excluding them from
receiving any type of governmental
assistance.  

Providing up to $15,600 per applicant, funds
were rapidly exhausted, and the application
was closed only two months after its launch.
Consequently, many community members
still struggling with the ramifications of
COVID-19’s economic impact continue to
face minimal opportunities for relief. Many of
our staff encounter individuals who learned
of the Excluded Workers Fund too late. One
staff member recounts Olga’s story:

“Olga is a survivor of domestic violence and a
single mother of three children. Olga is a hard-

working, strong, independent woman who is
accustomed to working 10 hours a day six days
a week. During the pandemic, the shop where
Olga was employed was forced to close. Olga
is undocumented and therefore ineligible to
receive unemployment insurance and many

other benefits. Olga was left with no income for
three months and used up all the savings she
accumulated for her children’s college fund.

Since then, Olga has been struggling to
bounce back from the economic loss she

suffered. Her family has been through
significant trauma and recently, her oldest son
was hospitalized. Due to Olga’s economic loss,
she works long hours to make ends meet while
struggling to care for her family’s well-being.

When Olga found out about the Excluded
Workers Fund, it was already too late, and

applications were no longer being accepted.
With the money she could have received from
the Excluded Worker’s Fund, Olga would have
been able to secure a more stable financial

position for her and her family, allowing her to
dedicate additional time and resources to her

family and their well-being.”

ARE IMMIGRANT
FAMILIES RECEIVING
GOVERNMENT AID?
Analysis

Analysis of AAFSC’s outreach records found
that only 15% of the 286 individuals reached
through external community events over a
period of 2 months had successfully
received economic relief through the Child
Tax Credit, ERAP, or Excluded Workers Fund.
Of the 41 ERAP applications completed
directly by our staff for community members,
only 5 (12%) households have received aid. 

Of the ERAP applications completed
directly by our staff for community
members, only 12% have received aid. 

After overcoming information hurdles, long-
standing cultural stigmas, documentation
requirements, and linguistic and
technological barriers to successfully apply
for essential aid programs, many community
members are still waiting for funds, despite
ongoing evidence of urgent financial strain
among immigrant populations in NYC. 

“The way that ERAP is functioning reminds
me a lot of how Unemployment Benefits
were functioning at the beginning of the
pandemic, where people were just waiting
for months to receive benefits and they
couldn’t really get a hold of anyone.” –
Xzavier Medina, AAFSC Community Outreach
& Enrollment Coordinator

“No one I know has received funding, unless
it’s through AAFSC’s Emergency Relief Fund.”
– Bana Alani, AAFSC Health Program
Navigator 
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In a comparison group, Case Planners
serving 182 families in our Preventive Services
program – which provides wrap-around
case management support to families –
were surveyed to determine whether families
had received funding through these aid
programs. Compared to 15% reached
through external outreach, 31% of families in
our Preventive Services program received
aid, indicating that intensive and wrap-
around support combined with responsive
benefits navigation can make a difference in
ensuring a family is able to receive funds. 

Reporting on this subject confirms what
AAFSC is hearing on the ground. “Right now,
[the expanded Child Tax Credit] works really
well and is super straight forward for
moderate-income and upper-income
families, and doesn’t work very well for lower-
income families,” Study of Social Policy’s Elisa
Minoff said in an interview with Vox.
According to a report from the People’s
Policy Project, approximately 7 million
children belong to households whose annual
earnings place them below the level needed
to file taxes, requiring them to initiate
advance Child Tax Credit payment using the
IRS Sign-Up Tool. In July, reporting from the
Washington Post revealed that only “420,000
people with more than 720,000 children”
were accessing the IRS’s Sign-Up Tool for
non-filers – just 10% of the approximately 7
million children in this category. Though
comprehensive information monitoring this
metric has been scarce since the advance
payments first launched, a recent report
from the U.S. Government Accountability
Office (GAO) criticized the federal
government’s approach to reaching those
who do not qualify for automatic payments.
“IRS and Treasury have not developed a
comprehensive estimate of individuals who
are potentially eligible for advance [Child
Tax Credit] payments and the agencies
have not set a participation goal.” GAO goes
on to recommend “that Treasury, in
coordination with IRS, estimate the number
of individuals, including non-filers, who are
eligible for advance [Child Tax Credit]
payments, measure the 2021 participation
rate based on that estimate, and use that
estimate to develop targeted outreach and 

communication efforts for the 2022 filing
season.”

Nationally, criticism around the rollout of
ERAP has accelerated as most states
struggle to usher the collective $46.5 billion
out the door and into the hands of landlords.
In a September State Senate hearing that
confounded and frustrated housing
advocates, officials revealed that only 14,000
households had received $156 million (only
6%) of the available rental assistance
money. The state has made progress when
a change in approach from the new
Governor’s office ramped up distribution
efforts. In late October, Governor Hochul’s
office reported that $913 million in ERAP
funds have been distributed. The state also
plans to apply for additional funding from
the U.S. Department of Treasury. In a report
from New York’s Office of Temporary and
Disability Assistance (OTDA) summarizing
application data through October 26, 2021,
251,614 applications have been filed, but only
73,004 payments have been issued to
landlords (29% of all filed applications).
Unfortunately, little public data exists
disaggregating immigrant and AMEMSA
community participation in ERAP. 

Reporting on the Excluded Workers Fund also
echoes sentiments from AAFSC’s resource
navigation and outreach staff, illustrating the
vast discrepancy between available funds
for excluded workers and the presence of
demand. The Department of Labor released
a dashboard showing that, statewide, over
$1.9 billion (94%) of funds have been
distributed, yet only 37% of the 350,823
submitted claims have been approved.
Shockingly, only 113 claims have been
submitted in Arabic, Urdu, or Bengali, of
which 54 have been approved (according
to data reflected on December 9th, 2021). 

State-wide, only 113 Excluded
Workers Fund claims have been
submitted in Arabic, Urdu, or
Bengali, of which 54 have been
approved.

https://www.vox.com/22588701/child-tax-credit-accessibility-irs-portal
https://www.peoplespolicyproject.org/2021/07/15/what-could-have-been-for-the-child-benefit/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/us-policy/2021/07/15/biden-child-tax-credit/
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105051
https://www.nytimes.com/article/eviction-rent-relief-new-york.html
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/statement-governor-hochul-additional-funding-opportunity-federal-rental-relief
https://otda.ny.gov/programs/emergency-rental-assistance/program-reports.asp
https://dol.ny.gov/ewfdata


Tech literacy issues make applying to
benefits challenging for those who do
not own or are not comfortable using
technology. 
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Government economic recovery programs
are not effectively reaching immigrant
communities due to three primary barriers:

DISCUSSION

Lack of adequate language
accessibility in the application
process for those who have limited
English proficiency. 

Bureaucratic delays that prevent
expeditious distribution of essential
funds to those who are able to
complete an application. 

Families are learning about and accessing
these aid programs effectively when the
following strategies are employed:

Partnership with local community
outreach staff who are knowledgeable
about the community’s cultures and
speak to individuals in their preferred
language. 

Public materials that are translated
into a variety of languages and
visible in high-traffic areas, including
public transportation settings. These
materials can be optimally effective
when paired with information to
contact a local, trusted resource for
information and support. 

Social service settings are utilized to
inform community members about
opportunities upon intake and
connect them with the necessary
resource navigation support. 

Culturally-competent wrap-around
support services, when utilized in
conjunction with benefit navigation
services, are effective in not only
promoting awareness of government
aid opportunities, but also in ensuring
individuals are applying for and
accessing government aid. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Address the lack of widely adopted
knowledge about government aid
programs and their application
processes through investment in
effective, culturally competent,
linguistically appropriate, and
community-based outreach
strategies, particularly in communities
where mistrust and apprehension of
the government are pervasive.

Renew the Child Tax Credit beyond
2021 to provide additional time and
opportunity for low-income families
who must sign up for benefits to
receive support. 

Provide comprehensive and culturally
and linguistically competent support to
families filing 2021 taxes to ensure
those who meet the eligibility
requirements for Child Tax Credit
payments are able to receive the full
amount of financial relief available. 

Replenish funding for and expedite
payment of ERAP funds in alignment
with the advertised processing time,
particularly for vulnerable renters who
continue to fear informal eviction. 

Address technological glitches
preventing expeditious applications for
ERAP funds.

Replenish the Excluded Workers Fund
for the many excluded workers who
were unable to apply within the short
time frame available. 

Fund community-based financial relief
programs, such as AAFSC's Emergency
Relief Fund, that support vulnerable
low-income populations in accessing
financial relief, filling in gaps left by
mainstream economic recovery
programs. 
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As a trusted community-based organization,
AAFSC is seeing first-hand the crippling
financial impact of COVID-19 that continues
to plague immigrant and refugee
communities. With the emergence of
government aid programs promising relief,
awareness of and access to these programs
have not been sufficiently fostered among
populations that face a bevy of literacy,
technological, and bureaucratic barriers to
receiving support. AAFSC is committed to
supporting community members in
overcoming these barriers and advocating
on behalf of marginalized communities to
increase accessibility for all, and particularly
for the low-income immigrant and refugee
communities in need. 

CONCLUSION

AAFSC's Research Institute is a hub for research &
evaluation that measures community needs and
analyzes the impact of culturally and linguistically-
responsive programs and initiatives. For more reports
and insights, visit our Impact page at
aafscny.org/our-impact.

http://www.aafscny.org/our-impact

