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COVID-19 Utility Grant Program
SUMMARY
On September 1, 2020, the Council approved a Motion (Martinez - Price; Council File 20-0940)
allocating $50 million in COVID-19 Federal Relief Funds for a Right-to-Recover and Paycheck
Assistance program. The Motion states that an analysis by the LA Times reported that "...the virus
is increasingly ravaging predominantly black and Latino neighborhoods with higher poverty
levels, while wealthier, majority-white enclaves that initially reported some of the highest infection
rates see much slower growth." While high paying sectors provide telecommuting, paid sick leave,
and health insurance, low-wage workers have limited or no access to these benefits. The Motion
instructs the Chief Legislative Analyst (CLA), the City Administrative Officer (CAO), in
consultation with the Economic and Workforce Development Department (EWDD) and other City
departments, to report on the creation of a Right-to-Recover and Paycheck Assistance program.
To respond to this Motion, our Office surveyed a number of Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and
Economic Security (CARES) Act initiatives throughout the country and have found that the
concept of Right-to-Recover can be viewed as a broad-based effort to ensure financial recovery
for all, while particularly focusing assistance to our most economically vulnerable communities.
The Council’s recently approved Coronavirus Relief Fund (CRF) initiatives are consistent with
assisting economically disadvantaged Angelenos with the right to housing, education, family
support, and financial security through the following programs:
•
•
•
•
•

Emergency Rental Assistance;
Homelessness Recovery;
Alternative Learning Sites for Youth;
Child Care Vouchers for Essential Workers; and,
Small Business, Micro-Entrepreneur, and Non-Profit Grants, among other programs.

To ensure that these COVID-19 response programs are eligible CRF expenditures, staff regularly
reviews the guidance documents issued by the U.S. Department of Treasury, investigates
comparable initiatives in other municipalities, and consults with the CAO and City Attorney’s
Office.
Our Office researched the possibility of implementing a Paycheck Assistance program, but found
that there would be administrative and eligibility challenges in establishing such a program.
Therefore, it appears that the most efficient and timely method to execute a related COVID-19
response program is to partner with a City department that has the staffing and technical resources
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for implementation. Inasmuch as federal guidelines require that CRF expenditures must be
incurred by December 30, 2020, we recommend that the $50 million currently set-aside for the
Right-to-Recover initiative be utilized to implement a Utility Grant program in partnership with
the Department of Water and Power (DWP) for eligible households facing economic hardship due
to COVID-19. This report provides background information on various government and privatelyled paycheck assistance efforts, as well as a detailed outline and recommendations for the proposed
Utility Grant program to be administered by the DWP.

RECOMMENDATIONS
That the City Council, subject to the approval of the Mayor:
1.

Authorize $50,000,000 of Coronavirus Relief Funds currently set-aside for the Right-toRecover initiative to fund the COVID-19 Utility Grant program, which will be
administered in partnership with the Department of Water and Power as substantially
detailed in this report.

2. Transfer up to $50,000,000 within CAO Department No. 10, COVID-19 Federal Relief
Fund No. 63M, to the following account:
Fund No. 704, Department of Water and Power FUND ID No. 98
3. Request the Board of Water and Power Commissioners to accept and approve the use of
CARES Act funds to implement the COVID-19 Utility Grant program and to support the
necessary staff and technical resources to execute the program.
4. Direct the Department of Water and Power to report to Council after the completion of the
program on its efforts, including the total amount of funds expended and customers
assisted.
5. Authorize the City Administrative Officer to monitor the program and make technical
corrections as necessary consistent with Council actions on this matter.

FISCAL IMPACT
There is no impact on the General Fund. The recommendations contained in this report will utilize
$50 million from the Coronavirus Relief Fund (CRF) that was previously allocated for the Rightto-Recover initiative. The transfer of funds up to $50 million will allow the CAO to remit sufficient
funds to match DWP expenditures, as well as to potentially reallocate any unexpended CRF by the
December 30, 2020 expenditure deadline, if necessary.
The City received a CRF allocation of $694,405,323, of which $573,761,624 has been allocated
to date. The remaining balance will be $120,643,699 if the recommendations in this report are
approved.
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BACKGROUND
On March 27, 2020, the President signed the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
(CARES) Act. The CARES Act provides financial assistance and resources to business, workers,
state and local governments. Through the Coronavirus Relief Fund (CRF), the CARES Act
provides for payments to state, local, and tribal governments managing the impact of the COVID19 outbreak.
The CARES Act provides that payments from the CRF may only be used to cover costs that:
1. Are necessary expenditures incurred due to the public health emergency with respect to
COVID-19;
2. Were not accounted for in a jurisdiction’s approved budget as it existed on March 27,
2020, which is the date of enactment of the CARES Act; and,
3. Were incurred during the period that begins on March 1, 2020 and ends on December 30,
2020.

DISCUSSION
Unemployment Insurance / Paycheck Assistance Efforts
In recognition of the financial challenges posed by the pandemic, Congress passed the CARES
Act, which authorized an extra $600 payment to individuals receiving unemployment insurance
from March 29 to July 25, 2020. Thereafter, Congressional leaders have been unable to come to
an agreement on an extension or replacement of the benefit. On August 8, 2020, the President
issued a memorandum authorizing the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to spend
up to $44 billion from FEMA’s Disaster Relief Fund to supplement lost wages through a newly
created Lost Wages Assistance (LWA) program. The LWA program provides grants to
participating states to fund a $300 per week supplementary payment to individuals receiving
unemployment insurance benefits, so long as they met certain eligibility requirements.
To respond to the Council action, our Office reviewed the possibility of enhancing unemployment
benefits by partnering with the State to develop a Paycheck Assistance program. However, the
State’s Employment Development Department has been challenged with implementing the new
unemployment insurance programs and the associated technology changes to properly respond to
the influx of applicants. In addition, the State requires a Social Security number to be eligible for
unemployment insurance, which prevents undocumented City residents from receiving this
assistance. This led staff to detennine that a Paycheck Assistance program would not achieve the
desired goals contained in the Motion. Staff also investigated certain direct financial assistance
programs developed to assist undocumented individuals, such as those established in San
Francisco, Chicago, and other cities. These initiatives generally employed charitable donations or
other non-federal resources to fund the programs.
Consequently, we recommend a Utility Grant program, which is recognized by the U.S. Treasury
guidance documents and is a necessary expenditure for individuals facing COVID-19 financial
hardship to continue to receive essential services.
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Utility Grant Program
•

Eligibility Review

On September 15, 2020, Council approved a Motion (Martinez-Price; Council File 20-1043) to
instruct DWP to report to Council with a proposal for a debt relief and forgiveness program for
low-income ratepayers who have fallen behind on their bills as a result of COVID-19. The Motion
notes that low income workers are especially vulnerable to the financial impacts of the pandemic,
with job loss negatively impacting their ability to pay for essential services. Our Office
subsequently consulted with DWP, CAO, and the Office of the City Attorney to investigate a
potential program for eligibility. CRF guidelines state that fund payments may not be used for
government revenue replacement, including the replacement of unpaid utility fees. As a
municipally-owned entity, DWP provides an annual power revenue transfer to the City’s Reserve
Fund to support public services. DWP is also currently supporting its customers by not shutting
off power and water service due to non-payment, nor is the department charging late fees for past
due payments during the local emergency. Accordingly, a “sample” program developed by staff
that would have provided a financial credit to an eligible applicant’s DWP utility bill was deemed
ineligible.
However, CRF guidelines also state that, if determined to be a necessary expenditure, a
government could provide grants to individuals facing economic hardship to allow them to pay
their utility fees and thereby continue to receive essential services. Therefore, if the Council wishes
to further assist Angelenos during this time of financial hardship, we recommend a Utility Grant
program that provides a $500 check to eligible applicants specifically for gas service; cellular
phone; wi-fi; and internet and cable television service. These specific eligible utilities should be
noted (or referenced) on the grant award at the time of issuance to confirm the program’s intent
and comply with federal guidelines.
•

Proposed Program Outline

The proposed Utility Grant program is estimated to help approximately 100,000 individuals. To
confirm City residency, an applicant must be an active DWP customer named on the account. The
household income eligibility would align with DWP’s Low Income Discount Program, which is
approximately 50 percent of the Area Median Income. According to the Housing and Community
Investment Department, there are approximately 430,000 households that would be eligible for the
program. DWP reports that there are approximately 200,000 individuals currently enrolled in their
low income customer assistance programs. The proposed household income requirement will also
allow DWP to identify an additional pool of eligible participants for their low income customer
assistance programs. The proposed income criteria is intended to encourage an ample number of
applicants, while ensuring that the grant is available to the most economically impacted
households. Below is a chart detailing DWP’s household income requirements for its Low Income
Discount Program:
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Household Income Requirements
Members in Household

Maximum Annual Gross Income*

1

$34,480

2

$34,480

3

$43,440

4

$52,400

5

$61,360

6

$70,320

7

$79,280

8

$88,240

Each additional member:

Add $8,960 to income
* Effective My 1, 2020

Due to time constraints, it is recommended that DWP only accept applications on-line through the
department website. Individuals will be required to self-certify that they have been financially
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and that they meet the household income requirement.
Applicants will also be required to electronically submit at least one of the documents below to
demonstrate a COVID-19 financial impact as of March 1, 2020:
Workplace closure or reduced hours due to COVID-19, including lay off,
termination, loss of working hours;
> Income reduction resulting from business closure or other economic impacts of
COVID-19;
> Sickness with COVID-19 or caring for a household or family member who is sick
with COVID-19;
> Medical costs for the applicant or a household member who is ill with COVID-19;
> Extraordinary out of pocket child care expenses due to school closures, medical
expenses, or health care expenditures stemming from COVID-19 infection of a
household member;
> Reasonable expenditures stemming from government ordered emergency
measures; and/or,
> Any additional factors relevant to a household members reduction in income as a
result of the COVID-19 emergency, such as unemployment benefits.
>

Applicants will be selected through a lottery system, with existing DWP Low Income Program
participants receiving priority status. If the proposed Utility Grant program is approved, DWP has
confirmed that they will assign the necessary staff to develop an on-line registration web page,
review applications for eligibility, and implement protocols to conduct a lottery selection system
to award grants to eligible applicants.
•

Program Schedule

The proposed Utility Grant program is challenged by the short time period in which to implement.
DWP must contend with the requirement that CRF must be expended by December 30, 2020. An
outline of the program schedule includes the following key dates:
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Program Launch:

November 2, 2020

Application Submission:

November 2, 2020 - November 15, 2020

Application Reviews and Lottery:

November 16, 2020 - December 11, 2020

Grant Distributions:

November 23, 2020 - December 18, 2020

Program Ends

December 18, 2020

As part of its oversight function, the CAO will monitor program expenditures to ensure funds are
expended in a timely manner.
Financial Impact of Coronavirus
On September 9, 2020, National Public Radio, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and the
Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health published a poll regarding the impact of coronavirus
on households in major U.S. cities.
Interviews were conducted online and via telephone from July 1, 2020 through August 3, 2020,
among a nationally representative, probability-based sample of 3,454 adults aged 18 or older in
the United States. Data collection was conducted in English and Spanish. The margin of sampling
error was ±3.3 percentage points at the 95 percent confidence level for national data. For cities,
the margins of error are ±5.4 percentage points for New York City, ±7.1 percentage points for Los
Angeles, ±5.4 percentage points for Chicago, and ±6.3 percentage points for Houston.
A summary of findings in Los Angeles include:
•

A majority of households (56 percent) report facing serious financial problems during the
coronavirus outbreak. The most-reported serious problems among Los Angeles households
include: more than one in three report using up all or most of their savings (35 percent) and
serious problems paying their credit card bills, loans, or other debt (35 percent); and nearly
three in ten report serious problems paying their mortgage or rent (28 percent) and serious
problems paying for their utilities (28 percent).

•

Majorities of Latino (71 percent) and Black (52 percent) households in Los Angeles report
having serious financial problems, as well as a majority of households with annual incomes
below $100,000 (64 percent).

•

About six in ten Los Angeles households (61 percent) report having lost their jobs, been
furloughed, or had wages or hours reduced since the start of the coronavirus outbreak.
Among Los Angeles households reporting job or wage losses during the coronavirus
outbreak, a large majority (73 percent) report having serious financial problems.

Christopher P. Espino7
Analyst
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