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Federal Emergency Rental Assistance 

Program (ERAP) FAQs 

Federal Emergency Rental Assistance Program (ERAP) 

Overview 

1. What is the new Federal Rental Assistance Program? 
In December 2020, Congress passed the Emergency Coronavirus Relief Act, 

including $25 billion for emergency rental assistance. Massachusetts received 

$457M to provide broad rental and utility assistance through the end of 2021. This 

resource is “use it or lose it” and must be expended by December 2021.1 The 

federal program offers potentially higher benefits and opportunity for greater 

regional equity by providing equivalent duration of assistance (12 months), 

regardless of local rents. Federal funds must be distributed in accordance with 

federal policy requirements. Some of these requirements are different from the 

RAFT Guidelines, such as requiring a COVID-19-related impact, serving 

households with income up to 80% of the Area Median Income, and only providing 

assistance for rental housing. 

2. When do these new funds go into effect? 
DHCD will implement the new Federal Program benefit on March 22, 2021, prior 

to the CDC moratorium ending on March 31, 2021. This will allow time to issue 

new guidelines to Regional Administering Agencies (RAAs), amend processes 

and communications, and train staff.   

3. Does this funding replace RAFT? 
No, the federal program benefit does not replace RAFT. The federal program 

supplements existing programs (i.e., RAFT, ERMA, and local programs). Once all 

federal funds are exhausted or expired, RAFT will remain and once again assume 

its position as the state’s main tool for emergency rental assistance, subject to 

state requirements under the RAFT line item language. 

  

 

 

1 This FAQ sheet was written before the (potential) passage of the American Rescue Plan federal 
legislation. It may be updated based on the final language in that and other legislation. 
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4. How will federal funds be distributed? 
The federal funds are distributed on a use-it-or-lose it basis and must be spent by 
December 31, 2021 (65% of funds to be spent by September 2021). To ensure 
that we spend every dollar, DHCD’s guidance is to use federal funds first 
whenever possible. Federal funds will be distributed to RAAs per contract 
amendments. DHCD will use federal funds to “reimburse” some qualifying RAFT 
expenditures approved prior to March 22, 2021. Any pending, unapproved 
ERMA/RAFT applicants upon the date of implementation/policy effective date will 
immediately be considered for eligibility under the federal benefit. Any approved 
ERMA/RAFT applications will be considered already approved and will not be 
reconsidered for the federal benefit, although households may always reapply if 
they need additional funds later. 
 
 

5. How will the new funds be prioritized over other programs (i.e., RAFT 
and ERMA? 
Among the three similar DHCD programs (ERAP, RAFT, and ERMA), ERAP 

funds should be prioritized for new applications, as well as any applications that 

are pending at the time of the new Administrative Plan issuance. ERAP funds 

should be prioritized first over other programs to ensure that Massachusetts 

meets the deadline for using these funds. Most renters who have been directly or 

indirectly impacted by COVID-19 with rent arrears from after 3/13/2020 will be 

eligible for ERAP. Applicants may still be eligible for other programs if they are 

not eligible for ERAP. 

Eligibility 

6. How will prospective households apply? 
At this time, prospective households will apply using the existing application at the 
RAA for their geographic region. 

 
7. Who is eligible for the federal funds? 

Eligible renters can qualify for the federal funds if all three of the following criteria 
apply:  

1. The applicant has experienced a financial hardship due to COVID. 
2. The applicant demonstrates that they are at risk of experiencing 

homelessness or housing instability. 
3. The applicant has an income below 80% of the Area Median Income (AMI). 

 
For additional details related to eligibility, please refer to the ERAP Administrative 
Plan. 
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8. What is considered proof of COVID-19 impact? 
DHCD will continue to use the list in the existing application question about COVID 
impact and the RAFT housing crisis list as the list of eligible circumstances under 
which a household may access emergency housing assistance. Having a COVID-
19 impact might include one or more household members: 

▪ Having qualified for unemployment benefits 
▪ Having experienced a reduction in household income 
▪ Having incurred significant costs due, directly or indirectly, to the COVID-

19 outbreak  
▪ Having experienced other financial hardship due, directly or indirectly, to 

the COVID-19 outbreak 
 

9. What are the eligible housing crisis options for ERAP? 
DHCD will continue to use the existing RAFT Housing Crisis list as the list of 
eligible circumstances under which a household may access emergency housing 
assistance. These include: 

▪ Pre-court rental assistance 
▪ Eviction  
▪ Doubled up and must leave/Overcrowding  
▪ Health and safety  
▪ Domestic violence  
▪ Fire/Flood/Natural disaster  
▪ Utility shutoff/Utility arrears 
▪ Other crisis that will result in imminent housing loss or instability 

 
10. Who is not eligible for federal funds? 

ERAP is only for renter households. Homeowners are not eligible for ERAP. 
However, homeowners continue to be eligible for ERMA if they are between 50-
80% AMI and for RAFT if they are below 50% AMI. 
 

11. Do tenants who have already received RAFT or ERMA qualify for 
ERAP? 
Households who have already received RAFT or ERMA may receive ERAP in 
addition, as long as the two programs do not cover the same expenses for the 
same month. 

 

12. Can tenants use both ERAP and RAFT funds at the same time? 
Households currently receiving ongoing benefits from RAFT or ERMA may receive 
ERAP after their existing benefit ends but may not be enrolled in multiple programs 
at the same time.  
 

13. Can applicants receive prospective rent (“stipends”)? 
Yes, applicants can receive prospective rent “stipends” covering their full contract 

rent in three-month increments. 
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14. How often must applicants re-apply/recertify for ERAP? 
Applicants must re-apply / recertify every three months to continue receiving 

monthly benefits. DHCD has not yet released information about the recertification 

process. 

15. Who is prioritized for federal funds? 
At least half of all funds administered through ERAP will be given to applicants 
who are at or below 50% AMI and applicants who have been unemployed for 90 
days at the time of their application submission. DHCD will monitor spending on 
behalf of these populations. At this time, RAAs do not need to do anything 
differently for applicants from the priority populations. 
 

16. Do applicants have to demonstrate immigration status to receive      
ERAP? 
No, applicants do not have to demonstrate immigration status to receive ERAP. 
 

17. Why are eligibility requirements different for federal funds than 
RAFT? 
The federal government developed eligibility requirements for the new federal 

funds. DHCD has made every effort to align the federal program with existing state 

rental assistance programs; however, the programs are different. DHCD and RAAs 

are required to distribute federal funds in accordance with federal policy 

requirements. 

Benefit Cap 

18. What is the benefit cap? 
The benefit cap for ERAP is a maximum of twelve months’ worth of assistance, 

with an additional three months of assistance available for those with continued 

risk of housing instability. No household may receive more than the equivalent of 

its monthly contract rent amount for any given month. 

19. What is the dollar cap? 
There is no dollar cap on ERAP funds. 

Eligible Use of Funds 

20. What can federal funds be used for? 
Federal dollars can be used for rental arrears and rental utilities accrued on March 
13th, 2020 or later, as well as future rent stipends in three month increments 
through December 31, 2021. 
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21. Can ERAP be used for stipend payments? 
Prospective rent payments, also known as stipends, may be paid for rent due after 
the time of the application but no later than December 31, 2021.  If an applicant 
has rental arrears, at least a portion of the arrears must be paid in order for the 
applicant to receive an ERAP stipend. Stipends can only be given for 3 months at 
a time and then an applicant will need to reapply.  

 

22. How are stipend payments calculated? 
Stipends will pay for 100% of the household’s full monthly rent amount, for a 
maximum of three months, with no guarantee of additional stipend payments.  The 
amount of the stipend is not tied to the household’s income (so long as the 
household has been determined ERAP-eligible).  If a household states that they 
do not need three full months, they may request one or two months instead. 
Additional stipend payments beyond three months may be made, pending funding 
availability and household need. In order to access additional stipends, the 
household must reapply for assistance, again present proof of a continued housing 
crisis, and re-verify monthly household income (unless income was previously 
verified using a 2020 IRS Form 1040). 

 

23. Can ERAP be used for moving related expenses? 
Yes. ERAP may cover moving-related expenses, such as: first and last month’s 
rent, security deposits, moving trucks, and furniture. Furniture payments should 
not exceed $1,000 per household. 
 

24. Can tenants be paid directly? 
 No, funds will continue to be paid to property owners and vendors. 
  

25. How many months of assistance can a household receive at a time? 
Households receiving prospective rent payments may receive three (3) months of 

assistance at a time. If the household requires additional assistance at the end of 

those three months, they may either submit a new ERAP application or recertify 

their need for additional funds using a new streamlined recertification 

process, currently under development.  

Income Verification 

26. How is income eligibility verified? 
If an adult in the household has zero income, it may be self-attested in the 

application, as there is no way to substantiate a lack of income.  

Reported income may be verified using one or a combination of four verification 

methods: 
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1. Department of Transitional Assistance (DTA) or MassHealth 
Verification  
All verified DTA eligible households are presumed ERAP income eligible. 

Most verified MassHealth participating households are presumed ERAP 

income-eligible, except in households with 3 or more members that 

are enrolled in the following plans:  Family Assistance, One Care, or 

CommonHealth. 

2. Categorical Income Verification 
If an applicant’s household income has been verified to be at or below 80% 

percent of the AMI in connection with certain other state or federal 

government assistance programs, RAAs are permitted to rely on a 

determination letter from the government agency, or government-

contracted agency that administers the benefit, so long as the 

determination letter for such program is dated on or after January 1, 2020.  

See the Federal ERAP Administrative Plan for details on acceptable 

benefit determination letters. Examples of acceptable documents include: 

▪ Benefit determination letter from any DTA administered benefit 

program that serves households 80% AMI or lower, including 

SNAP, TAFDC, EAEDC, SSI, SSP 

▪ Eligibility letter for MassHealth 

▪ Income-based rent determination letter from a Local Housing 

Authority or Regional Administering Agency for state or federal 

public housing or subsidized housing vouchers (HCV/Section 8, 

MRVP/AHVP, DMH, DDS vouchers) 

▪ Benefit determination letter from DHCD-contracted Local 

Administering Agency for LIHEAP program or Fuel Assistance 

▪ Benefit determination letter for childcare financial assistance 

from the Department of Early Education and Care (EEC) or one 

of their contracted Child Care and Referral Agencies  

▪ Benefit determination letter for Chapter 115 Assistance from the 

Department of Veterans Services 

 

3. Applicant-Provided Income Verification  
RAAs may accept income verification provided by the applicant, or by 

someone assisting with their application on behalf of an applicant, such as 

a landlord, advocate, or service provider. This is also known as “third-party 

income verification.”  See the Federal ERAP Administrative Plan for details 

on acceptable income verification documents. 
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4. Database-Verified Income 
Income can also be verified in three databases: UIOnline for 

unemployment benefits, FAST_UI for Pandemic Unemployment 

Assistance, and WageMatch for reported wages. 

Required Documentation 

27. What are the documentation requirements? 
The following documentation is required for all approved applicants: 
 

1. Identification for head of household  
2. Verification of current housing  
3. Verification of eligible housing crisis  
4. Verification of income, or verification of presumed income in the case of 

households receiving DTA or MassHealth benefits 
5. W-9 for property owner or authorized agent  
6. Authorization of agent, if applicable  
7. Proof of ownership for unit  

Internal Processing 

28. What is the QA process for ERAP applications? 
As with the RAFT Program, each file should be reviewed by at least two individuals 

– including the staff person who worked on the file – throughout the course of the 

RAA’s work with the application. However, to ensure prompt processing of 

applications and payments, the second reviewer does not necessarily need to be 

a supervisor for benefit awards that total $10,000 per household or less. RAAs 

should develop a review process that ensures compliance with this Administrative 

Plan and any other guidance administered by DHCD or the Treasury.  Additional 

guidance regarding the application review process will be forthcoming from DHCD. 

29. Are there different QA activities/reviews for benefits with larger 
amounts? 
Any application may undergo a DHCD quality assurance review, confirming that 
all necessary documents are in the file, and to verify that payment was issued in 
accordance with policy guidelines. 

 
30. What is the recertification process? 

Pending funding availability, households in continued crisis may be able to access 
additional prospective rent by recertifying their need for additional funds using a 
new streamlined recertification process, currently under development. 
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31. What happens to applications already in process once the federal 
policy is effective? 
Any pending, unapproved ERMA/RAFT applications upon the date of 
implementation will immediately be considered for eligibility under the federal 
benefit. However, applications approved but not entered into HAPPY should be 
treated like applications that have been approved and entered into HAPPY; they 
will not be re-evaluated for Federal funding and the applicant will need to re-apply 
to be considered for Federal funding. (For example, if an applicant has been 
approved for payment of $10,000 based on the ERMA/RAFT benefit caps, the 
applicant would need to submit a new application for additional assistance under 
the Federal ERAP program.)  DHCD recommends reviewing applications pending 
denials upon the date of implementation to check for their eligibility under the 
federal benefit. 
 

32. When should applicants be notified for status changes? 
Applicants must be notified by email, phone, or mail at the following status 

changes. These notification requirements apply to all applications received using 

the joint RAFT, ERMA, and ERAP application, regardless of which program the 

applicant is ultimately served with. 

▪ Receipt of application 

▪ Upon review, if there is missing documentation, a request for missing 

documents that clearly states deadline to submit before application will be 

closed out (not less than 10 business days) 

▪ Upon application close-out or denial, stating reason. Denials must use the 

Emergency Housing Assistance Notice of Ineligibility, currently under 

development 

▪ Upon approval, copying the tenant on landlord terms of agreement to 

participate 

▪ Evidence of the notifications to the applicants, utilities, and landlords must 

be maintained in the files for audit purposes 

33. How should duplicate checks be verified?  
Duplication checks should continue to be performed in HAPPY: 

1. RAAs should search for the head of household in HAPPY to see if they have 
received RAFT or ERAP previously. (This search should be done by 
checking for the HOH as a “Member” instead of a “Tenant” to ensure that 
the search includes households where the HOH may have been a 
household member on another HOH’s household.) 

2. RAAs should then search to see whether there may be overlapping benefits.  
3. If there may be overlap/duplication of benefits, RAAs should investigate 

whether prior RAFT benefits covered the same time period.  
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Reporting 

34. How will ERAP participation and payments be tracked? 
ERAP participation and payments will be tracked in Housing Pro (“HAPPY”), a 

product of MRI Software, under a new Program. 

35. Are there additional data fields in HAPPY that need to be completed? 
Because funds are limited to 12 months of arrears, and arrears are paid in lump 

sums without specification of the months that they cover, RAAs will be required to 

complete the following data fields for all households served through ERAP: 

▪ Earliest date of arrears covered (date field) 

▪ Total number of months spanned by arrears payment (number field) 

▪ Rent amount (number field) 

For example, if a household receives an arrears payment that covers partial rent 

for December 2020, January 2021, and February 2021, the RAA would fill in 

“12/1/2020” for “Earliest date of arrears covered” and “3” for “Total number of 

months spanned by arrears payment.” 

36. How will RAAs provide monthly backup expenditure reports to 
DHCD? 
RAAs will use the DHCD custom Fiscal Report in HAPPY to provide monthly 

backup on expenditures to DHCD. 
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Emergency Rental and Mortgage Assistance (ERMA) 

37. How will ERAP impact the Emergency Rental and Mortgage 
Assistance (ERMA) program? 
The ERMA program will still exist. However, renters with household incomes 

between 50% and 80% AMI should be served by ERAP first, whenever possible, 

because the ERAP funds must be spent by December 31, 2021. Given that renters 

who previously would have qualified for ERMA will likely now be eligible for ERAP, 

it is anticipated that ERMA will primarily be serving homeowners until the federal 

ERAP funds run out. 

38. Which ERMA funding source should be spent first: CDBG or MTW? 
Starting in March 2021, RAAs should try to spend down all of their ERMA CDBG 
funding before spending down any remaining ERMA MTW funding. As noted 
above, eligible renters at 50-80% AMI will likely be served by ERAP. However, any 
eligible homeowners being served by the ERMA program should be assisted with 
CDBG funds until those have been spent down. Then each RAA should spend 
down their MTW funds. 
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