Miscellaneous

DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY
HOMEOWNER ASSISTANCE FUND

Instructions for Public Comment

As DEO prepares to submit the required documentation to the U.S. Treasury, we seek public comment on DEO’s proposed uses of program funds, including from Florida community organizations and residents.

To provide feedback and comments please submit them in writing to HomeownerAssistanceFund@DEO.MyFlorida.com. Please continue to visit www.FloridaJobs.org/HAF as more details on the Homeowner Assistance Fund become available. 

Overview for Public Comment

The Homeowner Assistance Fund was established under Section 3206 of the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 and provides $676,102,379 in financial assistance to the state of Florida through the United States Department of the Treasury (U.S. Treasury). The Florida Department of Economic Opportunity (DEO) has been designated to manage and operate the Homeowner Assistance Fund on behalf of the state of Florida. The purpose of the Homeowner Assistance Fund is to mitigate financial hardships associated with the COVID-19 pandemic by preventing homeowners’ mortgage delinquencies, defaults, foreclosures, loss of utilities, home energy services, and displacement. As DEO prepares to submit the required documentation to the U.S. Treasury, we seek public comment on DEO’s proposed uses of program funds, including from Florida community organizations and residents.
Treasury Guidance
In accordance with Homeowner Assistance Fund guidance provided by the U.S. Treasury, which was issued on April 14, 2021, DEO is in the process of developing a Needs Assessment and Homeowner Assistance Fund Plan, as amended or supplemented from time to time. Under guidance from the U.S Treasury, eligible participants must: own a one to four-unit residence that is their primary residence, have experienced a financial hardship after January 21, 2020, and have incomes that are less than or equal to 150 percent of the area median income. At least 60 percent of the program funds must be used to assist recipients whose incomes are less than or equal to 100 percent of the area medium income. For any program funds not used for recipients whose incomes are less than or equal to 100 percent of the area medium income, the U.S. Treasury requires the prioritization of funds to socially disadvantaged individuals, as defined in the guidance provided by the U.S. Treasury 
Eligible applicants must provide evidence or certify their incomes. Homeowners who apply are also required to attest that they experienced financial hardship after January 21, 2020, which describes the nature of the financial hardship (e.g., job loss, reduction in income, or increased costs due to healthcare or the need to care for a family member).

Proposed Uses of HAF Funds for Public Comment
DEO is considering establishing and implementing several programs described below. To the extent permitted by the U.S. Treasury, DEO will reallocate funds between the programs in the Homeowner Assistance Fund Plan to meet fluctuations in demand in order to help Floridians who are most in need. In accordance with the Treasury’s requirements, DEO will impose each program and aggregate financial support limitations per household in amounts to be determined. The Homeowner Assistance Fund Plan that DEO will submit to the Treasury may include some, but not all, of the programs described below. In addition, the program parameters in the Homeowner Assistance Fund Plan may differ from the following descriptions.
Mortgage Assistance Program

The Mortgage Assistance Program will provide mortgage support with payments for qualifying households to assist with mortgage arrears, and may also allow for limited future monthly mortgage, down payment assistance loan, and mortgage insurance payments.  The program will assist eligible Florida homeowners who have experienced an eligible financial hardship related to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The Mortgage Assistance Program will launch in two phases. First, DEO will introduce a limited pilot program focused on loans in Florida Housing Finance Corporation’s portfolio and select loan servicers who agree to coordinate and work closely with DEO. As DEO begins the pilot program and awaits final approval of the Homeowner Assistance Fund Plan from the U.S. Treasury, DEO intends to conduct outreach with lenders, mortgage servicers, and other organizations. This will allow DEO to gain a better perspective for how program design impacts Florida homeowners, mortgage servicers, and program administrators. The launch of the pilot program will allow DEO to work with institutions to refine the Mortgage Assistance Program before expanding to a broader demographic during the second phase.

Once DEO receives authorization from the Treasury, the Homeowner Assistance Fund Plan will be implemented. The Plan may be amended to capture changes resulting from any pilot-identified deficiencies or Treasury recommendations. The Mortgage Assistance Program will be available to all eligible Florida homeowners, regardless of lender or loan servicer.

Property Tax Assistance Program

The Property Tax Assistance Program will provide support to eligible homeowners by paying all or a portion of homeowners’ property tax arrears and future property taxes for a limited period to be determined. The Property Tax Assistance Program will assist eligible Florida homeowners who have experienced a financial hardship related to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Homeowner Insurance Assistance Program

The Homeowner Insurance Assistance Program will make payments for qualifying households to assist with future homeowner and flood insurance premiums for a limited period of time to be determined. The program will assist eligible Florida homeowners who have experienced an eligible financial hardship related to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Homeowner Insurance Assistance Program may pay all or a portion of eligible recipients’ homeowner and flood insurance premiums, but may exclude premiums covering liability, personal property, and detached structures. 

Utility Assistance Program

The Utility Assistance Program will support eligible homeowners by assisting with future utility payments, including electric, gas and water, and internet service for a limited period of time to be determined. The program may pay all or a portion of eligible recipients’ utility and internet service bills. The Utility Assistance Program will provide assistance to eligible Florida homeowners who have experienced an eligible financial hardship related to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Housing Counseling and Case Management
To enhance program coordination, outreach to eligible homeowners, and efficient use of funds, DEO also proposes allocating program funds for housing counseling and case management services. The proposed counseling program will support homeowners with incomes that are less than or equal to 150 percent of the AMI who are experiencing financial hardships related to COVID-19.

DEO anticipates that certified housing counselors will compile application materials and assist eligible homeowners in preparing applications for program funds and submitting the applications to DEO on behalf of the homeowners. The proposed Counseling Program will provide this support in an accessible and effective manner.

Conclusion

Program funds will provide direct assistance for eligible low- and moderate-income Florida homeowners. Through the Homeowner Assistance Fund program, DEO will provide a widespread, swift, and effective intervention that can be targeted and scaled as necessary. We encourage your comments regarding these proposed uses of funds.
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