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Chair Delozier, Democratic Chair Galloway, and members of the Committee, my colleague Osarugue
Grace Osa-Edoh and I appreciate the opportunity to testify today on the way in which the coronavirus
pandemic and the resulting economic crisis have impacted Pennsylvania homeowners and renters, and
the role that the legislature can play in helping families avoid losing their homes as a result of the crisis .
We are attorneys with Community Legal Services, which provides free, civil legal services to low-income
residents of Philadelphia, as well as technical assistance and training to legal aid programs throughout
the Commonwealth. My practice is in the homeownership and consumer rights unit of CLS, where I
represent clients in foreclosure and other mortgage-related cases.
In the last six months, our clients, along with many other Pennsylvanians, have experienced loss of
income that threatens their housing. Even as the economy restarts, the unemployment rate throughout
the Commonwealth remains above 10%. 1 In Philadelphia, it is almost 20%. 2 COVID-related stimulus
payments and pandemic unemployment assistance have run out and many people are unable to make
their mortgage or rent payments. Meanwhile, Governor Wolf's foreclosure and eviction moratorium
expired at the end of August. According to data from the Mortgage Bankers Association, the national
delinquency rate for residential mortgages surged to 8.22 percent of all outstanding mortgage loans in
the second quarter of 2020. 3 As of August 30, over 7% of residential mortgages nationwide - over 3.6
million mortgages - were in forbearance. 4
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Both the Federal Government and the Commonwealth have enacted protections for borrowers struggling
to make their mortgage payments, but they are not reaching everyone who needs them. The federal
CARES Act allows borrowers with federally-backed mortgages to obtain forbearances on their mortgage
payments for up to 360 days if they have experienced a COVID-related financial hardship.5 The CARES Act
and subsequent guidance from FHA, VA, USDA, Fannie Mae, and Freddie Mac have extended a
moratorium on foreclosures on government backed mortgages through the end of the year. Those
entities have also created programs for borrowers with government backed loans to resolve the arrears
that have accumulated by the end of the forbearance. However, there has been no similar moratorium,
forbearance protection, or long term solution put in place for the 30% of residential mortgages that are
not federally-backed.

Recent reports from regulators and consumer groups have revealed that half of borrowers with
government backed mortgages are unaware of the help that is available to them during the pandemic. 6
The Wall Street Journal reported last week that over a million mortgage borrowers nationwide are over
30 days behind in their mortgages and not in a forbearance program. 7 Federal regulators are not
adequately monitoring servicer compliance with the rules for government backed mortgages.

At

Community Legal Services we continue to get requests for help from borrowers with government backed
loans who have never been reviewed for, or are being denied, forbearances that they are entitled to
under the CARES Act. I recently had to involve HU D's National Servicing Center to obtain a forbearance
for my client with an FHA mortgage after his servicer wrongly insisted that he was categorically ineligible
for it. The Legislature can help Pennsylvanians with government-backed mortgages by spreading
awareness of the programs they may be entitled to, and by funding housing counseling and legal services
to help them access it.

Meanwhile, those with non-government backed loans have no guarantee of a forbearance for a COVIDrelated hardship at all. One of my clients, a self-employed house cleaner who lost almost her entire
income in the pandemic, was recently told that she must submit a complete financial application every
month to extend her forbearance and that it was up to the investor whether to approve it. Every notice
she receives warns that if her forbearance ends, she may have to pay back the entire arrears immediately,
or face foreclosure.

The 30% of borrowers with non-government backed mortgages also need protection from losing
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their homes due to pandemic-related hardships. We encourage the legislature to enact legislation,
similar to the CARES Act, for all residential mortgages in Pennsylvania. Versions of such legislation
have been enacted in New York and Massachusetts, requiring servicers of non-government backed
mortgages to provide for a forbearance period and long term resolutions for missed mortgage
payments that are an unavoidable consequence of the pandemic. 8

In May, the General Assembly created the Pandemic Mortgage Assistance Program (PMAP), through
$25 million of federal coronavirus relief funds, for homeowners who have fallen behind on their
mortgages due to a loss of income related to COVID-19. We are pleased to see that in recently issued
guidance, PHFA has clarified that it will allow homeowners in forbearance access to PMAP funds, giving
them an additional tool to resolve their mortgage delinquencies. Currently, the PMAP program is
required to stop accepting new applications on September 30, and too few applications have been
processed and approved. We encourage the passage of legislation, SB 1290 and HB 2868, that would
extend the application deadline by a month as well as make other improvements to the program .

Now my colleague Ms. Osa-Edoh will testify in more detail about impacts on renters .

Good afternoon Chair Delozier, Democratic Chair Galloway, and members of the Committee. Thank you
for allowing me to speak about the impact COVID-19 has had on Pennsylvanian and Philadelphian
renters. I echo the sentiments expressed by my colleague Rachel Labush -the COVID-19 pandemic has
been unprecedented in terms of the immediate and lasting impact it has had, and will continue to have
on Pennsylvanian families . If this pandemic has taught us one important lesson thus far, it is this.
Housing is an important form of healthcare.

Since the COVID-19 pandemic spread across the United States, several states, including Pennsylvania,
issued emergency stay-home orders closing schools and businesses and resulting in many residents
losing income, and experiencing increased expenses such as increased grocery costs, transportation
costs, and costs associated with children learning from home. These were and are necessary measures,
as social distancing remains one of the key tools we have in fighting the spread of COVID-19. This,
however, has left many Pennsylvanians scrambling to keep up with rental payments.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau's Household Pulse Survey, in Pennsylvania, 6.7% of the state's adult
population, approximately three-hundred and fifty five thousand people, are not current on rent or
mortgage payments, or have slight or no confidence that their household can pay next month's rent or
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mortgage on time. 9 This exposes hundreds of thousands of Pennsylvanian households to the threat of
eviction. Even prior to the pandemic, Philadelphia, where Community Legal Services is located, had the
fourth highest eviction rate among large U.S. cities, with one out of every fourteen renters facing
eviction each year. 10 We have already seen, first-hand, the lasting impact eviction has on a renter's
physical and psychological health. We know that having an eviction on one's rental record makes it
more difficult for a renting individual to secure housing in the future.11 We know that therefore, having
an eviction on their rental record makes it more likely that a renter will accept substandard living
conditions containing indoor health hazards, such as dust (lead, particulate matter, mold, pet and pest
allergens, insects), gas (cigarette smoke, radon, carbon monoxide), water damage (moisture and
polluted sources), and structural deficiencies.12 These hazards contribute to health conditions like
asthma, lead poisoning, eczema, childhood injuries, elevated blood pressure, physical and emotional
dysregulation, and heart disease.13 And now, to compound on the negative effect eviction has on health,
being forced to leave one's home during a global pandemic will likely force renters out into the streets,
into crowded shelters, or into the homes of friends and relatives, impeding the practice of social
distancing and contributing to the spread of the virus. As COVID-19 has lead to a higher rate of housing
insecurity, this heightened rate of housing insecurity will likely expose more Pennsylvanians to COVID19.

While Federal, State, and local authorities have moved to stop the wave of evictions in the wake of the
pandemic, there currently is no state-wide legislation in place protecting all Pennsylvanians from
eviction. On May 7, 2020, Governor Wolf signed an executive order staying foreclosure and eviction
notice requirements for 60 days, thereby tolling the ability to commence the timelines necessary for the
initiation of foreclosure and eviction proceedings until July 10, 2020. On July 9, the Governor extended
his moratorium through August 31, 2020. On August 24, in a letter to the Pennsylvania House of
Representatives, Governor Wolf stated that he did not have authority to extend the moratorium further.
In Philadelphia, the landlord-tenant Court started hearing eviction cases on Thursday, September 3.

On September 4, 2020, the Centers for Disease Control issued a Notice and Order under Section 361 of
the Public Health Service Act (42 U.S.C. § 264) and 42 CFR § 70.2, prohibiting owners of residential
properties from evicting tenants who submit a signed declaration stating that they have experienced a
loss in income and are unable to pay rent, among other thing, until after January 2021. 14 While the CDC
Order protects some Pennsylvanians, it does not apply to all Pennsylvanians. For example, landlords
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may still evict tenants for reasons other than nonpayment of rent, including termination of the lease
term and breach of a lease condition. Additionally, courts in different jurisdictions are interpreting the
CDC Order differently. This makes it even more challenging to have a consistent approach to the Order's
implementation, and also serves to undermine the purpose of the Order.

Today, I urge the legislature to enact legislation that would prohibit landlords and property owners from
taking steps to recover possession of residential property until January 2021, in addition to the
measures my colleague Ms. Labush has described . I urge the legislature to pass an eviction moratorium
that would cover all stages of the eviction process - the Notice to Quit, the filing of an eviction action,
attending an eviction hearing, and the issuance and execution of writs of possession. Together with the
protections outlined by Ms. Labush, these protections would give Pennsylvanian renters and property
owners more stable access to one of the key tools we have in fighting the spread of COVID-19 - stable
housing.

Thank you for your time.
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