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Foreword  

The United States began to experience impact from the global COVID-19 outbreak in late January 
2020. States, counties, and localities were almost immediately affected, and faced unprecedented 
challenges in providing services to meet the urgent needs of their communities. Congress passed 
the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Supplemental Appropriations Act 
of 2020 in late March, providing over $2 trillion to help cover the needs of affected individuals, 
families, and businesses. The Coronavirus Relief Fund (CRF) ï part of the CARES Act ï provided 
direct assistance to state, local, and tribal governments, and designated $150 billion for counties 
with populations of more than 500,000.  
 
The National Association of Counties (NACo) asked the National Academy of Public 
Administration (the Academy) to evaluate how well the CRF funding supported counties in 
addressing the pandemic and to review the effectiveness of the CRF federal aid package and its 
implementation. Additionally, they asked the A cademy to identify and document innovative 
strategies employed by six specific counties using CRF funds and to highlight their approaches to 
address social equity.  
 
With the guidance of an Expert Advisory Group (EAG) of Academy Fellows, the Academyôs report 
presents findings and recommendations that can improve both current and future federal -to-local 
programs such as the CRF. It also highlights how these innovative counties responded to the 
challenges their residents faced as a result of COVID-19ðexamples that could be used by other 
counties in similar circumstances.  
 
I deeply appreciate our EAG members who contributed valuable insights and expertise 
throughout the project and the Academy Study Team that delivered focused research and analysis. 
The constructive engagement of NACo employees, as well as current and former federal officials 
and our broader community of Academy Fellows who have special expertise in intergovernmental 
relations and operations, was equally vital. They provided important knowledge  and context that 
informed this report.  
 
We also owe special thanks to the administrators and leaders of the six counties ï Cook County, 
Illinois; Franklin County, Ohio; Hennepin County, Minnesota; Lee County, Florida; New Castle 
County, Delaware; and Pierce County, Washington ï who took time out of their demanding 
schedules while addressing the ongoing effects of the pandemic to provide information to us about 
their challenges and initiatives.  
 
This report provides information to federal policy makers on  how they can better address the 
lasting effects of the pandemic and enhance relationships between the multiple levels of 
government in the United States. I trust that this report also will be useful to NACo as it continues 
to represent and support its constituents and that the county examples herein will be especially 
helpful to others facing similar challenges.  
 

Teresa W. Gerton 

President and Chief Executive Officer 

National Academy of Public Administration  
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Executive Summary  

In January 2020, the U.S. Secretary of Health and Human Services declared a public health 

emergency for the United States as the COVID-19 virus spread in the United States and around 

the world. In partial response to this crisis, Congress passed, and the President signed into law on 

March 27, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Supplemental 

Appropriations Act of 2020 which included over $2 trillion for emergency assistance to help cover 

health care needs for businesses, families, and individuals affected by COVID-19. This was the 

largest economic stimulus package in U.S. history. The CARES Act included the Coronavirus 

Relief Fund (CRF), which provided direct assistance to state, county, local, and tribal 

governments, the District of Columbia, and five U.S. territories to help cover costs of responding 

to the COVID-19 pandemic and for navigating the impact of the COVID-19 outbreak.  

The National Association of Counties (NACo) requested that the National Academy of Public 

Administration ( the Academy) conduct an independent assessment of the CRF and the 

effectiveness of the federal funding in meeting the needs of the counties and in providing the 

controls warranted for federal funds (objective 1). NACo also requested that the study examine 

innovative strategies undertaken by counties receiving CRF funds to address the pandemic, 

focusing on initiatives that further social equity (objective 2).  

The CRF and Its Implementation  

The $150 billion CRF aided state and local governments as they work on mitigating the impact of 

the COVID-19 outbreak. Counties with a population of over 500,000 received their aid directly ; 

most counties with a population under 500,000 received their allotment of money from the ir  state 

government. Funds were distributed by the U.S. Treasury within about 30 days (by the end of 

April 2020) to 120 counties, 32 cities, and 1 town (each of which had a population of over 

500,000).  

In April and May 2020, Treasury issued initial guidance that defined the eligibility requirements 

and the basis for funds distribution.  The CARES Act specified that payments from the CRF be 

used to cover expenditures that were necessary due to the COVID-19 public health emergency, 

were not accounted for in local budgets most recently approved as of March 27, 2020, and were 

incurred between March 1 and December 30, 2020. Funds also were not to be used to address 

shortfalls in government revenues. 

Much to their concern, counties receiving funds generally found the initial guidance not to be clear 

enough or sufficiently detailed to give them confidence in what was allowable, so additional 

iterations of guidance plus Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) and answers continued to be 

issued by Treasury well into the year. In fact, guidance issued as late as September 2020 had a 

significant impact on what counties could spend money on as allowable expenses.  

Associations related to different aspects of county operations, such as NACo and the Government 

Finance Officers Association (GFOA), worked with Treasury on behalf of their members to get 

clarity from Treasury and to help county officials know how to proceed. Expertise in state and 
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local issues may have been absent at Treasury given that several senior officials with state and 

local government experience had recently left the department and their positions had not been 

backfilled. Regarding the designated ñspend-by dateò of December 30, 2020, legislation enacted 

on December 29, 2020 extended the spend-by date for CRF funds by a year, to December 31, 2021. 

According to data from the Council of Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiencyôs (CIGIE) 

Pandemic Response Accountability Committee (PRAC), 70 percent of CRF funds were spent by 

counties by December 30, 2020, the original deadline.  

As the pandemic proceeded and worsened, uncertainty about the CRF program design and rules 

affected county expenditure plans, cost county officials time and effort trying to get answers to 

ensure compliance, and had implications for the countiesô strategies and activities for meeting the 

pandemic-related needs of their communities.  

Recommendations on the Design and  Implementation of the CRF  

County leaders interviewed were very positive about the amount of money received, and especially 

about the expeditious delivery of the funds by Treasury. Most noted that the traditional model of 

developing and getting proposals approved for programs and expenditures would have been too 

time consuming and difficult during the early days of the pandemic. They said they were 

scrambling to respond to evolving needs for personal protective equipment, to provide cleaning 

capabilities where needed, and to perform numerous other support tasks necessary to keep their 

communities functioning and to minimize the impact of COVID -19 on their citizens. However, 

overall, the lack of clear guidance and difficulties with some design features of CRF created 

sustained problems throughout 2020.  

For future programs, and/or for further iterations of CRF, these are recommendations to improve 

program effectiveness and impact:  

¶ A better coordinated national response is  needed for a program of this 

complexi ty and urgency  (Finding/Recommendation 2.1) . During the 

development of the legislation and the early months of the CRF program, there was too 

little coordination between federal, state, county, tribal, and local governmental entities 

in both drafting and o perationalizing the legislation.  This absence contributed to 

legislative and program design that was not well tailored to the needs of the counties, and 

to guidance that was short on details, potentially short -sighted in its implementation, and 

that prompt ed siloed responses from CRF fund recipients. Intergovernmental 

collaboration involving knowledgeable experts at all levels of government was needed in 

drafting the legislation and the guidance, and in responding to questions during program 

operationalizat ion. Such collaboration should be the rule in developing and 

operationalizing future legislation.  

¶ Federal departments or agencies responsible for implementing a program 

such as CRF ï in this instance, the Treasury Department -- need legislative 

funding to stand up a program office with personnel with the skills and 

expertise needed to design the program, develop effective guidance, and 

anticipate and respond to questions and issues that will arise, especially 
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during early days  (Finding/Recommendation 2.2) . While Treasury was 

accomplished at distributing the CRF funds, sources said that expertise in state and local 

operations was limited.  Treasury staff who implemented the CRF program did so as 

collateral duty, with  Treasury covering the costs of administering the CRF program from 

elsewhere in the Treasury budget. Not having the needed time and expertise meant that 

CRF guidance was developed that did not sufficiently accommodate issues related to day-

to-day county-level operations. Further, getting answers to questions and issues raised by 

counties took too long, resulting at the county-level in extra work, confusion about the 

correct path to take, and in the early days slowing down county operations. In the 

eventuality that personnel with requisite expertise are not available or on staff, alternative 

sources for some county-related expertise can be advisory boards or nonprofit associations 

that represent and can act as go-betweens for counties and the federal government.  

¶ Comprehen sive guidance for program operations needs to be available 

when a program is initiated or very soon thereafter  

(Finding/Recommendation 2.3) . Counties recognized the unique opportunity 

available to them to make immediate use of the CRF dollars they received, Treasury was 

concerned about over-defining the guidance provided. However, because the funds 

arrived with such limited guidance on how to use them and without reporting guidance -- 

and with the understanding that inappropriate use would have significant implications 

through audits or ñclaw backsò for counties that had ñerredò in spending the funds -- some 

county leaders severely limited the uses of the funds or introduced strict requirements on 

approved expenses to which they could be applied. For example, one county executive felt 

he had to be responsible for how the county passed funds along to meet usage and 

reporting requirements. Put succinctly, the lack of clear guidance cost counties time and 

money, reduced the flexibility to direct funds for maximum impact, and sometimes 

strained relationships between county personnel and service organizations in their 

communities.  

¶ State and local governments should be allowed to make expenditures with 

longer -term p ayoffs  with greater flexibility in allowable uses of the funds  

(Finding/Recommendation 2. 4) . The CARES Act specified that costs for projects 

using CRF money had to be ñincurredò by December 30, 2020, not just obligated. After 

they met initial needs early in 2020, this incentivized some counties to prioritize spending 

on smaller, short term investments, or to allocate CRF funds to the large, ñsafeò budget 

category of ñpayroll and benefits for public employees substantially dedicated to 

responding to the pandemicò so they could reallocate funds from that category to other 

purposes. One county administrator noted that the ir office  scrapped plans to improve 

broad-band capabilities in a low-income area because of concerns about construction 

delays keeping the project from being operational by CRFôs December 30 deadline.  

¶ Program design should allow coverage of operational expenses and revenue 

replacement, not only coverage of new COVID -related costs  

(Finding/Recommendation 2.5) . The design decision not to allow funds to be used 
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for revenue replacement was significant for some counties, with implications for future 

county programs. Recent news articles report on the impact of the pandemic on county 

governments, highlighting areas of increased costs and decreased ability to cover those 

costs due to shrinking revenues.1 Absent additional funding in 2021, some county 

administrators report they are concerned that the programs they set up in 2020 using CRF 

funds will simply have to be discontinued in 2021 (without additi onal pandemic-related 

funding) regardless of the continued need for these programs and the support they provide 

the communities.   

¶ Future legislation should require that large c ounties are  funded to provide 

selected services for city residents residing within their counties. 

(Finding/Recommendation 2.6) . County-city arrangements include that counties 

provide certain services ï pandemic related and otherwise ï such as public and 

community he alth services, water, electricity, trash/recycling collection, etc. to cit y 

populations. Removing a cityôs population from the countyôs funding formula reduces the 

countyôs capacity to support all county residents, including those in the major 

municipality . Thus, the entire population of a county should be credited as including all 

city residents for future funding formulas .  

¶ Future federal relief legislation should require formal evaluation of 

program impact during and at the end of the program  

(Finding/Re commendation 2.7) . The CARES Act established the PRAC as an 

independent oversight entity within CIGIE to collect and analyze data on fund 

expenditures for all CARES Act funds, including CRF funds. These analyses will be part of 

the reviews of expenditures to assure they fall within the intended use of these moneys. 

The Government Accountability Office  (GAO) also is required to produce reports focusing 

on the expenditure of funds and carrying out the other programs that are part of the 

CARES Act. However, no requirement has been set forth to evaluate the effectiveness of 

the programs and activities undertaken in operationalizing the CARES Act and the CRF. 

Such analysis ï although complex to perform ï would provide important information to 

be used by the Congressional and Executive branches for future program design.  

Innovative Approaches by Six Counties to Ad dress the Needs of 

their Inhabitants  

In response to COVID-19, county governments were required to go beyond their established 

services, to deliver and expand upon a variety of critical social and health-related services 

responses specific to COVID-19. Examples of these services initially included providing personal 

protective equipment, services to sanitize certain county locations and facilities, expanding food 

 
1 ñOne in 20 state and city jobs slashed: most states lost revenue in crisis.ò Alyssa Fowers and Rachel 
Siegel, ñWhy some state and local governments are desperate for more stimulus aid,ò The Washington 
Post, February 15, 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/02/15/biden -stimulus -state-
local-aid/?arc404=true . 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/02/15/biden-stimulus-state-local-aid/?arc404=true
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/02/15/biden-stimulus-state-local-aid/?arc404=true
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banks, supporting shelters for those who lost their regular living places due to job loss, and 

providing support for children without access to computers or the Internet.   

NACo asked the Academy to identify and document innovative strategies that counties applied in 

using CRF dollars, with special attention to programs focusing on inclusive economic recovery 

and on assisting vulnerable and underserved populations. The counties profiled (and the major 

cities included in them) are: Cook County, Illinois (Chicago); Franklin County, Ohio (Columbus); 

Hennepin County, Minnesota (Minneapolis); Lee County, Fl orida (Fort Myers); New Castle, 

Delaware (Wilmington); and Pierce County, Washington (Tacoma).  

A case study was developed for each of these counties. Each case study highlights selected 

programs and initiatives undertaken, with a focus on programs designed to advance social equity. 

Each county worked with nonprofit partners, developed new programs to meet new needs, and 

collaborated with other levels of government to meet needs and fill gaps caused by the pandemic 

all the while administering programs for th e homeless, providing food security, and supporting 

small businesses.  

Learning from the Impact of the Pandemic on County 

Governments  

Without question, the pandemic has had a significant impact ï financial and otherwise ï on 

county and local governments. With vaccine distribution underway, many are looking past the 

fight against the virus to what it will take to restore (or re-build) their communities and improve 

social equity.  

Recent studies and articles describe the impacts on these governments as including revenue 

declines, vacant positions in local governments, short and long-term staffing reductions, service 

cuts and program closures, and in some cases decreased compensation for county employees.  

Looking ahead, county leaders are concerned about the impact of deferred maintenance and other 

planned investments when funds were shifted to immediate, COVID-related support. And some 

are concerned about changes in bond ratings due to having drawn down reserves.  

Future pandemic response legislation should seek to support continued effective and innovative 

county COVID-19 roles and leadership. It should recognize and strengthen intergovernmental 

coordination and collaboration, building on lessons learned during the  first year of the COVID-19 

pandemic about the importance of the working relationships between federal, state, county, city,  

tribal, and other local governments. Future programs and legislation should also recognize and 

seek to strengthen countiesô resources and ability to prepare for and respond to day-to-day and 

future challenges and crises, particularly health emergencies.  
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Chapter 1: Purpose and Background   

The first COVID-19 cluster was reported on December 31, 2019, in Wuhan, China. The virus 

quickly started spreading around the world, and the first COVID -19 case was identified in the 

United States in January 2020. In late January, the U.S. Secretary of Health and Human Services 

declared a public health emergency for the United States. As the virus spread, health care systems 

in some U.S. communities rapidly came under severe strain. Additionally , the virus quickly had a 

significant im pact on the economy and on the daily life of milli ons of Americans. Between March 

21 and May 30, 2020, there was an increase of over 42 million unemployed Americans, and an 

overall downturn in the U.S. economy.2 

In response to this crisis, Congress passed, and the president signed into law on March 27, 2020 

the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Supplemental Appropriations Act 

of 2020 which included over $2 trillion for emergency assistance to help cover health care needs 

for businesses, families, and individuals affected by COVID-19. As part of the CARES Act, the 

Paycheck Protection Program provided funds for small business loans, COVID-19 testing, and 

grants to health care providers. Also, the CARES Act included the Coronavirus Relief Fund (CRF), 

which was designated to provide direct  assistance to state, local, and tribal governments , the 

District of Columbia, and five U.S. territories to help cover costs of responding to the COVID-19 

pandemic and for mitigating  the impact of th at outbreak.  

1.1  The Purpose of this Report  

The National Association of Counties (NACo) requested that the Academy conduct an 

independent assessment of the CARES Actôs Coronavirus Relief Fund. NACo asked for an 

evaluation of the effectiveness of the federal funding in meeting the needs of counties, as well as 

of the program guidance and oversight of the CRF. NACo also requested that the study identify 

innovative strategies undertaken by several counties to address the pandemic. 

Counties play a vital role in the daily life of citizens, especially in health 
and social services. Given COVID-19, these roles have become more 

demanding and critical.  

In its request, NACo noted that counties are performing a critical role in responding to the health 

and economic impacts of the coronavirus pandemic throughout the United  States. Under normal 

circumstances, counties play a complex and vital role in the daily life of many citizens, especially 

in providing health and social services. Given the impact of COVID-19, these county roles have 

become both more demanding and critica l; the pandemic has amplified the  significant challenges 

 
2 U.S. Government Accountability Office, COVID-19: Opportunities to Improve Fe deral Response and 
Recovery Efforts , GAO-20-625 (Washington, DC, 2020), 3, accessed May 3, 2021, 
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao -20-625. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-20-625
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to counties across the country. NACo describes the wide range of county-level impact in 

responding to COVID-19 as follows:  

ñAmericaôs 3,069 county governments support over 1,900 local public health departments, 

nearly 1,000 hospitals and critical access clinics, more than 800 long-term care facilities 

and 750 behavioral health centers. Additionally, county governments are responsible for 

emergency operations and 911 services, court and jail management, public safety and 

emergency response, protective services for children seniors and veterans, andécoroners 

and medical examiners, among many other essential public services.ò3   

This report  has two objectives:  

Objective 1:  The first objective is to provide recommendations on effective delivery and 

implementation of future federal aid packages for state and local governments to advance 

resilience, preparedness, and impact mitigation for the nation at the regional and local -

level, with an emphasis on assisting vulnerable and underserved populations with public 

health and economic security.  

Objective 2:  The second objective is to identify and document innovative strategies 

employed by counties using CRF funds, highlighting approaches to address social equity . 

NACo identified six counties for  programs focused on inclusive economic recovery and on 

assisting vulnerable and underserved populations with health and economic security 

issues. 

1.2  The CARES Act  

The CARES Act of 2020 was intended to ñprovide fast and direct economic assistance for 

American workers, families, and small businesses, and preserve jobs for American industries.ò4 

Signed into law on March 27, 2020 , it was one of four relief laws enacted as of June 2020 which -

- taken together ï appropriated $2.6 trillion across the government .5  

 
3 National Association of Counties, ñCounties Support Essential Aid for Local Governments in 
Coronavirus Relief Package,ò press release, September 29, 2020, 
https://www.naco.org/resources/press/counties -support -essential-aid-local-governments-coronavirus-
relief -package. 
4 ñCares Actò, U.S. Department of the Treasury, accessed March 3, 2021, 
https://home.treasury.gov/policy -issues/cares. 
5 ñHighlights - What GAO Found,ò U.S. Government Accountability Office, accessed March 3, 2021, 
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao -20-625. 

https://www.naco.org/resources/press/counties-support-essential-aid-local-governments-coronavirus-relief-package
https://www.naco.org/resources/press/counties-support-essential-aid-local-governments-coronavirus-relief-package
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/cares
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-20-625
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Figure 1. Appropriations for COVID -19 Response from COVID-19 Relief Laws Enacted as of May 21, 2020. 

(Source: GAO) 

The CARES Act was the largest economic stimulus package in U.S. history, even larger than the 

economic stimulus passed during the Great Recession of 2008. Among the incentives for 

enactment were concerns about restaurant closures, the survival of the U.S. airline industry, and 

broad worries about increasing unemployment as almost 3.3 millio n Americans filed for 

unemployment in the week ending March 21, 2020. Predictions about the potential for significant 

shrinkage of the U.S. economy increased concerns and the need for prompt, bipartisan action by 

the U.S. Congress.  

1.3  Key Provisions of t he Coronavirus Relief Fund   

The $150 billion Coronavirus Relief Fund was designed to be a primary source of direct assistance 

to state, local and tribal governments , the District of Columbia, and five U.S. territories to help 

cover costs of responding to the COVID-19 pandemic and for mitigating  the economic and public 

health impacts of the COVID-19 outbreak.  

Distribution of CRF Funds   

Amounts paid to the States, District of Columbia, U.S. territories, and eligible units of local 

government were based on population as provided in the CARES Act, adjusted. Each state 

received a minimum allocation of $1.25 billion, regardless of size or population. Eligible local 
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governments (i.e. with populations over 500,000) wishing to receive CRF funds submitted 

required certi fication to Treasury by April 17, 2020.  

The CARES Act required that Treasury distribute the funds no later than 30 days after its 

enactment, or by April 26, 202o. According to the Government Accountability Office (GAO), as of 

May 31, Treasury had disbursed 98 percent, or almost $147 billion, of the total $150 billion in the 

CRF. The remaining funds (primarily allocated to tribal governments) were disbursed by mid -

June.  

 

Figure 2. Coronavirus Relief Fund Expenditures, as of May 31, 2020. (Source: GAO) 

Using the U.S. Census Bureauôs Population Estimates Program data for 2019, 171 counties, cities, 

and towns had a population of more than 500,000 and were therefore eligible to receive direct 

payment from Treasury. In total, 120 counties, 32 cities, and 1 town (Hempstead Town, New York) 

received direct payment from Treasury.6  

In Apr il and May 2020, Treasury issued guidance that defined the eligibility requirements for 

localities and tribal governments and the methods it used to calculate CRF payments.  

  

 
6 ñPayments to States and Eligible Units of Local Governmentò, U.S. Department of the Treasury, accessed 

Feb 18, 2021, https://home.treasury .gov/system/files/136/Payments -to-States-and-Units -of-Local-

Government.pdf . 

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Payments-to-States-and-Units-of-Local-Government.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Payments-to-States-and-Units-of-Local-Government.pdf
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Permissible Uses of CRF Fund s 

 The CARES Act requires that payments from the CRF only be used to cover expenses that: 

¶ Are necessary expenditures incurred due to the public health emergency with 

respect to COVID-19;  

¶ Were not accounted for in the local budget most recently approved as of March 27, 

2020 for the State or governmental organization; and  

¶ Were incurred between March 1 and (ending not later than) December 30, 2020.  

In April, Treasury published guidance on what were permissible uses of CRF payments. This 

guidance provided that :7 

¶ Eligible costs must be for direct and secondary effects of responding to the 

pandemic, such as addressing public health needs and providing economic support 

to individuals or businesses negatively affected by COVID -19-related business 

closures; 

¶ CRF payments could be used to meet payroll expenses for public safety, public 

health, health care, human services and for employees whose services were 

substantially dedicated to mitigating or responding to the pandemic ; and  

¶ States may transfer CRF payments to local governments if the local government 

uses the funds appropriately. 

Significantly, Treasury guidance noted that  the funds could not be used to fill shortfalls in 

government revenue (referred to later in this report as r evenue replacement). Examples included 

payroll or benefits for employees who were not primarily involved in or dedicated to COVID -

related tasks. From the early days of the program, organizations representing state and local 

governments reported concerns about the impact of their changing/shrinking local economies 

and closures of certain types of businesses that significantly affected their revenue streams.8 They 

emphasized the need for more flexibility in use of the federal funds amid concerns that they would 

be forced to drastically cut the services they could provide.      

Funds Not Used by the Deadline of December 30, 2020  

Under the original CARES Act, unused CRF funds would have reverted to the federal government 

on December 30, 2020 if the costs had not been incurred  before that date. Treasuryôs June 30, 

2020, iteration of CRF guidance ñclarified that for a cost to be considered to have been incurred, 

performance must occur during the covered period but payment of funds need not be made during 

 
7 GAO-20-625, p. 307. 
8 Ibid., p 512. 
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that time (though it is generally expected that this will take place within 90 days of a cost being 

incurred).ò9  

The CARES Act required that if recipients d id not use CRF payments in accordance with the 

CARES Act, or by December 30, 2020, then those funds must be returned to Treasury. Initially , 

there was confusion about whether CRF funds needed to be obligated or actually expended by that 

date. Along with uncertainties about allowable uses, this was an area of significant concern for 

some recipients.  

Changes in Allowable Uses and Timing of Use of CRF Funds During 2020  

Throughout 2020 in response to questions raised by CRF recipient organizations, Treasury issued 

guidance through Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) postings to elaborate upon, clarify, and 

explain what were and were not allowable expenditures. This took place in response to questions 

raised by CRF recipients, and typically resulted in the issuance of written supplemental guidance.  

On December 27, 2020, Congress made changes to provisions in the original CARES Act allowing 

states, local, and tribal governments to continue to incur costs until December 31, 2021.10 

While this  process was essential, CRF recipients interviewed in preparing this report reported the 

guidance to be frustrating, confusing, and time -consuming and to have sometimes far-reaching 

effects on how localities used the funds and their relationships with community organizations. 

This was the case well into the program, with Treasury issuing major guidance as late as 

September 2020. 

 Oversight , Monitoring , and Reporting Use of CRF Funds  

The CARES Act specifies that Treasuryôs Office of the Inspector General (OIG) has responsibility 

for oversight of the CRF funds ï receipt, disbursement, and use of funds.11 Accordingly,  Treasury 

specified that CRF payments would be subject to the Single Audit Act and related provisions. CRF 

funds were not considered grants.  

Treasury developed a reporting schedule and format for counties and organizations that received 

CRF fund with  CRF recipients submitting  their first interim report on July 17, 2020 for the period 

ending June 30. Reporting requirements fur ther called for reports to be submitted in early 

October for the period ending September 30, 2020 and early January 2021 for the period ending 

December 31, 2020. 

The CARES legislation also required the creation of the Pandemic Response Accountability 

Committee (PRAC) as an independent oversight entity within the Council of the Inspectors 

General on Integrity and Efficiency (CIGIE) to collect and analyze data on activities and fund 

 
9 ñInterim Report of Costs Incurred by State and Local Recipients through June 30,ò U.S. Department of 
Treasury, accessed Feb 18, 2021, https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Interim -Report-of-Costs-
Incurred -by-State-and-Local-Recipients-through -June-30.pdf . 
10 Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021, Pub. L. No. 116-260, Dec 27, 2020. 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th -congress/house-bill/133 , Title X, Section 1001. 
11 Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act , Public Law 116-136, U.S. Statutes at Large 
134(2020): 501-504, https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ136/PLAW -116publ136.pdf. 
 

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Interim-Report-of-Costs-Incurred-by-State-and-Local-Recipients-through-June-30.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Interim-Report-of-Costs-Incurred-by-State-and-Local-Recipients-through-June-30.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/133
https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ136/PLAW-116publ136.pdf
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expenditures by the counties. PRACôs website makes information available about how and where 

COVID-related money has been distributed, and enables researchers and others to track the 

distribution, spending plans, and uses of pandemic-related funds.12  

1.4  Study Methodology and Limitations  

This study was performed over four and a half months ï November 2020 through March 2021 ï 

a time of political change for the country and increasing stress for localities as the pandemic 

worsened, with significant impacts on count y personnel, budgets, and constituents.13 Further, the 

CARES Act and the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act of 2021 ï 

enacted just in the last days of 2020 ï extended by a year (to December 31, 2021) allowable 

spending of the CRF funds distributed in April 2020. Althou gh this extension had long been 

hoped for by county personnel, some counties had already committed their funds for the period 

ending December 30, 2020, as originally specified by the U.S. Department of Treasury, and did 

not change those allocations. As of December 30, 2020, a total of $124.1 billion dollars of the CRF 

program, out of the $149 billion distributed to prime recipients , had been awarded.14  

To perform this study, Academy staff assembled and worked with an Expert Advisory Group 

(EAG) comprised of Academy Fellows; conducted interviews with practitioners and other experts 

in intergovernmental relations and hands -on state, city, and county government experience; 

interviewed individuals involved in and responsible for aspects of implementation of the CRF and 

the CARES Act and similar past federal programs; interviewed current county leaders in six 

counties selected by NACo; and performed extensive document reviews of published material.15  

The six counties studied are: Cook County, Illinois; Franklin County, Ohio; Hennepin County, 

Minnesota; Lee County, Florida; New Castle County, Delaware; and Pierce County, Washington.  

Members of the Expert Advisory Group reviewed and provided comments on the report draft, a s 

did NACo leadership, before it was finalized.  

 
12PRAC tracks spending from 5 pieces of legislation that fund the coronavirus response: the Coronavirus 
Preparedness and Response Supplemental Appropriations Act, the CARES Act, the Paycheck Protection 
Program and Health Care Enhancement Act, the Families First Coronavirus Response Act, and the 
Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act. Its stated mission includes 
promoting transparency on the governmentôs coronavirus related spending; preventing and detecting 
fraud, waste, abuse, and mismanagement of that spending; and mitigating major risks that cut across 
programs and agencies. See, ñAbout the PRACò, Pandemic Response Accountability Committee website, 
accessed Feb 18, 2021. https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/our -mission/about -the-prac 
13 See Appendix A, Study Methodology.  
14 ñCoronavirus Relief Fund (CRF)ò, PRAC, accessed Mar 3, 2021, 
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/track -the-money/funding -charts-graphs/coronavirus -relief -fund. 
15 See Appendix B, EAG and Study Team Membersô Biographies. See Appendix C, Individuals Interviewed 
for this Study.  

https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/our-mission/about-the-prac
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/track-the-money/funding-charts-graphs/coronavirus-relief-fund
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Chapter 2: Analysis of the Design , Implementation , and 

Operation  of the Coronavirus Relief Fund  

The first  objective of this study is to analyze the design, implementation, and operation of the 

CRF. Interviews with experts familiar with current and past intergovernmental program  design, 

operations, and funding , represent a major source of information for this work . County leaders 

and administrators provided additional valuable information on the current  real-world, day-to-

day challenges they have faced ï and are facing ï since early March 2020 as they try to mitigate 

the impact of the coronavirus on their communities using CRF funding ma de available through 

the CARES Act. 

Based on these interviews, this chapter presents findings on program design, implementation and 

management practices that did and did not work well . This report presents targeted 

recommendations to improve and maximize the effectiveness of future federal-local funding 

programs. Several findings  address aspects of program design that can lead to overall 

improvements in relations between the federal government and county governments.  

The chapter is organized around seven topic areas. Each topic is discussed below and includes 

research findings and recommendations for action . The topics are:  

1. Intergovernmental collaboration in developing the county and other local level 

programs;  

2. Providing the federal-level department lead with funding and resources; 

3. Providing direction and problem -solving: timing, clarity, and communication of 

administrative program guidance; 

4. Program design to allow state, county and local governments to make expenditures 

with longer-term payoff as well as to meet short term needs; 

5. Allowing coverage of operational expenses and revenue replacement, not only new 

costs incurred by counties in providing services and support related to COVID; 

6. Funding to large counties to cover costs of county services to jurisdictions within the 

county; and 

7. Assessing the impact and effectiveness of the CRF program funding . 

2.1  In tergovernmental Collaboration in Develop ing the County - 

and Other Local  Level Programs   

In  March and April of 2020, the spread of COVID-19 unevenly impacted several large population 

states including Washington, California, and New York . It quickly became apparent that all states 

and localities would be affected by the virus. As businesses and schools shut down across the 

country, state and local governments began to see an immediate need for federal financial 
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assistance to offset the economic losses, provide safety equipment, and provide public health 

assistance to their  constituents.  

Treasury distributed most of the $150 billion CRF money within  
 about 30 days after CARES Act passage. 

From the outset of the CARES Act and subsequent CRF, economic and pandemic relief required 

effective intergovernmental cooperation between federal, state, and local governments. However, 

the statutory language within the CARES Act provided minimal direction to all three levels of 

government. As discussed earlier, the federal government, through the Department of the 

Treasury, distributed the $150 billion CRF with oversight authority  statutorily assigned to the 

Treasury Office of Inspector General. With no additional role specified for the federal government 

to play in the implementation and operation of the CRF, states, counties, and localities were left  

to use the CRF to mitigate a national crisis without a coordinating role at the federal level. This 

circumstance was further complicated by the threat of subsequent federal disapproval of 

expenditures.   

Development  of Legislation  

County leaders appreciated Congress and the Executive Branch recognizing the COVID-19 

pandemic as a problem requiring prompt  Congressional action. However, drafting legislation in  

a compressed timeframe left little time for involving state , county, and local government officials 

in the design of the CARES Act. Therefore, state and local government leaders had limited 

opportunity  to share their expertise on program design and implementation, and to share their 

lessons learned from  earlier intergovernmental programs such as the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009 .16  

Advocacy groups representing state and local governments did contribute to the design of the CRF 

program, and focused discussions with Congress on: 

¶ the importance of local governments in the frontline of COVID -19 response; 

¶ the role county and city governments would have in mitigating COVID -19 spread across 

the United States; and 

¶ the role of local government adminis trators in  convening and mobiliz ing residents, non-

profit organizations, advocacy groups, faith-based organizations, and governmental 

organizations essential to effective COVID-19 response and recovery. 

The CRF provided direct payments to all 50 states, Washington, D.C., tribal governments, and 

U.S. territories, as well as to counties and cities with populations over 500,000.  With littl e 

guidance provided by Treasury, at the outset, localities were left to determine how CRF dollars 

would be spent. The CRF implementation did not have significant  direction or best practice 

management from the federal executive branch. Rather, Treasury left  implementation  to state and 

 
16 See Appendix D, The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. 
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local governments to mitigate the COVID -19 threat without coordinating the response effort or 

communicating best practices guidance. Among other things, this left  states, counties and other 

localities concerned about the potential for future federal audits to reclaim unspent funds or those 

that did not comply with guidance . This federal default position  of governing resulted in 50 state 

and 3,069 county government silos responding to COVID-19. 

Role of State and Local Governments  

In the absence of a federal coordination with  state and local governments, counties played, and 

are continuing to play, a significant role in responding to the coronavirus pandemic. County 

governments are responsible for the delivery of a variety of critical social services. These services 

include administering  programs for homelessness, food security, small business support, 

education, and public health.  In response to COVID-19, the traditional functions of county 

governments expanded to meet the needs created by the pandemic, forcing counties to increase 

the provision of existing services and/or take o n new ones in response to increased demand from 

communities. While responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, counties:  

¶ coordinated with cities and municipalities within each county jurisdiction ; 

¶ worked with local non -profit , faith -based, and resident organizations to identify 

community needs; 

¶ maintai ned municipal services, such as mortuaries, public health  programs, garbage 

collection, emergency services, education, etc. for county, city, and municipal residents;  

¶ responded to emergency management needs, including providing personal protective 

equipment (PPE); and, 

¶ prioritized  responsiveness addressing social equity, including an equitable response 

across varied dimensions to COVID-19.  

Many counties are still recovering from the Great Recession of 2008; this compounded the 

challenge of adequately funding and supporting constituents during the pandemic . A 2020 NACo 

research report on the health of county economies found that ñdespite a 41 percent increase in 

national economic output (from 2001 to 2018), 80 6 county economies have yet to return to pre-

recession gross domestic product (GDP) levels.ò17 County leaders now confront  the long-term 

economic implications  of COVID-19, including lost revenues, unfunded citizen services, and 

furloughs and layoffs of county government employees that for some will also exacerbate existing 

economic hardships.  

Role of the Federal Executive Branch  

The first eight months of the CRF implementation was characterized by uncertainty, confusion, a 

lack of national leadership and inconsistent communication . Several federal agencies were absent 

from leadership roles they exercised in more recent public health infectious disease outbreaks, 

 
17 ñCounty Economies 2020ò, National Association of Counties, accessed Feb 18, 2021, 
https://www.naco.org/resources/featured/county -economies-2020.  

https://www.naco.org/resources/featured/county-economies-2020
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such as the leadership role the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) took during th e 

Ebola virus outbreak from 2012 -2015. This left state and local governments to respond to the 

pandemic using their own public health departments that have been underfunded since the early 

2000s.18 While flexibility to use CRF funds at the state and local government level is valued, 

sought after, and appreciated, a national pandemic called for central leadership by federal 

agencies such as CDC; coordination across federal agencies and the intergovernmental system; 

emergency response planning engaging state, county, tribal, and local governments; and federal 

partnership with those levels of government providing direct services .19 The lack of a coordinated 

response between federal, state, and local governments resulted in varied COVID-19 outcomes in  

different parts of the country.  

Leadership at the federal level should have focused on arriving at a mutual understanding of good 

practices and standards, so that CRF dollars could be spent more efficiently to achieve better 

outcomes. The federal role balances leadership with coordination. Federal leadership can set 

national  standards to avoid inequities in response, and federal coordination enables state and 

local governments to break down barriers that would otherwise slow their response. Research and 

experts interviewed identified  four roles that the federal government should perform  to help 

coordinate an intergovernmental emergency response program, such as the CRF: 

1. Offer national guidance in response to the pandemic, and specify points where authority 

is delegated to state and local governments.  

2. Coordinate horizontally between federal agencies and convene relevant stakeholders to 

quickly resolve challenges that may impede federal, state, and local government response.  

3. Coordinate vertically with state and local levels of government. Guidance for 

implementing emergency response programs, such as the CRF, should be developed in 

consultation with state and local governments.  

4. Remain flexible enough to adapt to unforeseen conditions  and develop real-time feedback 

mechanisms to help guide adaptations.  

A significant finding of the interviews and research calls for significant and immediate 

reinvestment in the design, implementation,  and capacity of the intergovernmental system.  

Findi ng 2.1: The first eight months of the CRF program lacked coordination of  federal, state, 

and local governmental activities , creating siloed responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, and 

resulting in different outcomes for different parts of the country.  

 
18 Committee on Public Health Strategies to Improve Health, For the Publicôs Health: Investing in a 
Healthier Future, (Washington, D.C.: National Academies Press, 2010), 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK201021/ . 
19 See Knauer, Nancy. ñCOVID-19 Pandemic and Federalism: Who Decides?ò, Jul 27, 2020, 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3599239  , and Sylvia Burwell and Frances 
Townsend, ñImproving Pandemic Preparedness: Lessons from COVID -19,ò Council on Foreign 
Relations, Oct 2020,  https://www.cfr.org/report/pandemic -preparedness-lessons-COVID-
19/pdf/TFR_Pandemic_Preparedness. pdf. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK201021/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3599239
https://www.cfr.org/report/pandemic-preparedness-lessons-COVID-19/pdf/TFR_Pandemic_Preparedness.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/report/pandemic-preparedness-lessons-COVID-19/pdf/TFR_Pandemic_Preparedness.pdf
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Recommendation 2.1: A better coordinated national response is needed to lead state, local, 

county, city, and tribal governments so that future emergency funds are spent more efficiently 

and achieve better outcomes. Federal agencies should coordinate intergovernmental partnerships 

that identify,  mitigate , and manage risks; prioritize challenges and responses; and develop 

procedures and metrics to advance health outcomes.  

2.2  Providing the Federal -Level Department Lead with Funding 

and Resources  

Unlike ARRA, which used multiple agencies and departments to provide funds and guidance to 

states and localities, the CRF was distributed and administered by one department - Treasury. 

Even though Treasury is generally not the administrator of emergency response programs like the 

CRF, county administrators widely praised Treasuryôs speed in delivering the emergency funds.  

County administrators widely praised Treasuryôs speed in delivering the 
emergency funds. 

However, the CARES Act itself provided no funding for a program office in Treasury designed to 

operationalize the CRF program, and the Department of Treasury did not have the state and local 

government expertise needed due to staff attrition. Consequently, two major issues emerged: 

¶ The slow and inadequate guidance from Treasury limited the effectiveness of expenditures 

in the first 6 months of the CRF rollout  (discussed in the next topic area); and  

¶ Counties were concerned that their initial interpretations  of the limited guidance might 

result in  mistakes, with  early expenditures resulting in future  penalties from after-

program audit s.  

Treasury made a good faith effort to solicit the expertise of some key stakeholders during the 

design of the program, but it was not enough to resolve unclear initial guidance. Treasury itself 

was concerned about over-defining CRF guidance out of concern that it would overly complicate 

the CRF program and, thereby, limit  the ability of states and localities to respond to the pandemic. 

Consequently, the guidance caused some counties to manager their CRF spending practices to 

minimize  the risk of penalties resulting from Treasury Office of Inspector General (OIG) audits at 

the end of the program period rather than to maximize imp act.  

Finding  2.2 :  While the Treasury Department expeditiously and efficiently distributed CRF funds 

to the counties, the lack of a program office and the absence of state and local government 

expertise due to staff attrition resulted in slow and inadequate guidance for the first six months 

of the CRF program.  

Recommendation  2.2 : Future programs should provide the designated central coordinating 

agency with funding for a program office that will have sufficient staff and expertise (in this case, 

state and local government expertise) and the ability to draw upon the knowledge and experience 

of other organizations.  
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2.3  Providing Direction and Problem Solving: Timing, Clarity, 

and Communication of Administrative Program Guidance  

CRF funds were distributed quickly by a formula  that accounted for population size and 

overlapping jurisdictions . County officials interviewed by the study team praised the speed at 

which Treasury deposited funds into county accounts, citing it as one of the most important 

features of the CRF. Within a week of the passage of the CARES Act and faster than the required 

30-day deadline, Treasury released significant  funds to counties, with some counties receiving 

funds that totaled  at least half of their  annual budget.20  

Guidance Rollout  

Although  the quick receipt of funds was appreciated by 

counties, the funds arrived with limited  guidance to state 

and local governments on how to use the money, and 

without reporting requirements. The information initially 

provided instructed  counties to spend the funding  within 

the parameters of the CARES Act to cover expenses that:  

¶ were necessary expenditures incurred due to the 

public health emergency with respect to COVID-

19; 

¶ were not accounted for in the budget most 

recently approved as of March 27, 2020 for the 

State or governmental organization; and  

¶  were incurred between March 1 and (ending not 

later than) December 30, 2020.  

However, the lack of clarity in what  the CRF funds could 

be used for led to cautious and sometimes risk-averse 

spending practices at the state and local-level. Given 

prior experiences, interviewees were skeptical that the 

Treasury would not release additional administrative 

guidance. Treasury released its first set of CRF guidance and responses to frequently asked 

questions (FAQs) on April 22 , 2020, which was Revised three times between April 22 and 

September 2, 2020. The CRF guidance was officially incorporated into the federal register on 

January 15, 2021.21 

 
20 For CRF payments by state and locality see https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/ Interim -
Report-of-Costs-Incurred -by-State-and-Local-Recipients-through -June-30.pdf. 
21 Mehreen Haroon, CARES ACT Coronavirus Relief Fund:  The Prime Recipient Perspective, Government 

Finance Officers Association, October 2020, https://www.gfoa.org/materials/crf -recipient -perspective, p.5 

Number of Iterations  

CRF Frequently 
Asked Questions  

CRF Guidance  

April 22  April 22  

May 4  June 30  

May 28  July 31  

June 24  September 2  

July 8   

August 10   

September 2   

Table 1 Number of Iterations of CRF Guidance. 

(Source: The National Academy of Public 

Administration ) 

https://www.gfoa.org/materials/crf-recipient-perspective
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Treasury's responses to questions raised by counties about allowable uses, etc., of 
CRF funds were slow to be issued, and were sometimes inconsistent or 

contradictory, causing confusion. This directly impacted and slowed county 
administrators' ability to respond to their communities' needs. 

Additionally, Treasuryôs responses to FAQs went through six iterations between April 22 and 

September 2, 2020. Answering FAQs was important because it helped define the allowable and 

unallowable uses of CRF dollars. However, interviewees stated that the guidance and FAQs 

released by Treasury caused confusion because of inconsistent and contradictory guidance in  the 

various FAQs released. This directly impacted and slowed the ability of county governments to 

respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. Interviewees noted the following challenges from changing 

guidance. 

¶ Counties had to reprogram money because dollars they committed were later deemed 

inappropriate. In some instances, county personnel reported that they could not in fact 

reprogram funds when new guidance was received, because those funds had already been 

spent.  

¶ Large amounts of staff time were necessary to keep up with changing rules and 

requirements. County budget and financial personnel said that, especially in the early days 

of the pandemic, they kept extremely detailed records of every expenditure and 

commitment to be able to justify every expenditure, no matter its size , because there was 

no guidance about CRF reporting requirements. They also went through complicated 

procedures to verify that organizations to which they provided funding or contracted with 

for services could meet very specific requirements in case the expenditures were 

questioned later. 

¶ The uncertainty and changing guidance sometimes had a direct impact  on the relationship 

counties had with their non-profit , faith -based, and citizen organizations who were 

implement ing COVID-19 response programs. Some counties reported having to reach 

back out to community  groups with which agreements had been made to modify or cancel 

some agreements.  

¶ Representatives of some non-profit organizations said they felt it was too risky to work 

with the county using CRF funds out of fear they could be at risk of losing their non -profi t 

status if they ended up in violation of changing Treasury guidance. 

During the first six months of implementation, counties spent substantial time and effort seeking 

clarification and answers to questions about allowable expenses. In August 2020, GFOA sent a 

survey to prime recipients of CRF funds, including all 120 counti es. GFOA found that prime 
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recipients ñstated they avoided proceeding with their interpretation to prevent any potential 

disagreement with future updated guidance from Treasury .ò22 

Finding  2.3 :  While the CRF achieved the priority goal of quickly making fund s available at local 

levels, the Department of Treasury did not develop or provide sufficient initial administrative 

guidance that would have made CRF funds readily spendable by localities. The slow release of 

implementation  guidance over time and the lack of specifics early on limited the effectiveness of 

program implementation for at least the first six months of the CARES Act and led to risk-averse 

spending practices at the local government level. It also required considerable time and effort 

from  county personnel who sought clarification from Treasury  and requir ed counties to change 

program plans and operations as additional Treasury guidance was released, occasionally 

undoing what had been specified previously.  

Recommend ation  2.3 :  Comprehensive administrative guidance should be released when a 

program is announced, with a process for the lead federal agency to quickly address additional 

questions that arise early in program implementation. Further, to the extent possible,  the process 

of developing administrative guidance that directly impacts county governments should be done 

in consultation with  state and local government officials who will be responsible for carrying out 

the legislation, or with representatives of professional associations that work with or represent 

state and local governments. Doing so will help identify and mitigate potential problem areas 

before the program is enacted, maximizing benefits/results, and minimizing false starts and 

wasted time.  

2.4  Program Design to Allow State , County  and Local 

Governments to Make Expenditures  with Longer -Term 

Payoff a nd to Meet Short Term Needs  

The decision by Congress to specify a December 30, 2020, expenditure deadline significantly 

limited the ability of state and local governments to plan for the long -term impact  of COVID-19. 

On average, county governments with a population of over 500,000 received $167,626,457.12 and 

were expected to not only  obligate, but to spend, all of it within 9 months. Even in a non -

emergency scenario, county governments have limited  capacity to stand up and execute 

multimillion -dollar program s, and the December 30, 2020, provision required county 

governments to do just that during  this stressful period.   

 

In addition, state and local governments were required to have incurred all CRF-related cost by 

December 30, 2020. Counties would not be allowed to carry over CRF funds to pay for costs 

incurred a fter  that date. This incentivized county governments to prioritize immediate 

spending as opposed to thinking strategically about county needs beyond December 30, 2020. 

This deadline resulted in counties prioritiz ing spending on smaller, short-term investments, such 

as PPE, increased capacity at food banks, and on shelters for the homeless.  

 

 
22 Haroon, Coronavirus Relief Fund the Prime Recipient Perspective, p 9. 
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Counties also developed programs for  mortgage and rental assistance, small business support and 

childcare support to provide immediate impact for res idents. While these programs addressed 

community needs, the requirement to spend all CRF funds by December 30, 2020 resulted in on-

going resident-serving programs facing financial challenges in 2021 without additional sources of 

funding .  

Effects of CARES Act 2 on CRF Spending  

On December 27, 2020, the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021 (CARES Act 2) was signed 

into law. While it  provided no additional money to county governments, it did extend the deadline 

to spend CRF funds by one year ï to December 31, 2021. In some cases, state governments infused 

additional unused CRF cash into county government programs for 2021. However, the value of a 

program extension diminishes when it is issued close to the end date of the program. For that 

reason, the extension of the CRF program three days before the initial spend deadline helped 

counties administratively close out their books and spend what money was left, but it was too late 

to change their overarching spending plans. This limited  their ability to use CRF funds to continue 

support ing their local communit ies.  

County officials reported that they would have spent their money 
differently had they had advance notice that the CRF fund expenditure 

deadline would be extended to December 31, 2021. 

County officials reported that  they would have spent their  money differently had they had advance 

notice that the CRF fund expenditure deadline would be extended to December 31, 2021. Many 

counties would still have spent a share of their CRF allocation early in the pandemic responding 

to immediate needs of the community. However, extending the deadline would have given county 

administrators more time to plan strategically for  the longer-term economic and public health 

impact of COVID-19 on their communities , including expenditures for infrastructure (such as 

broadband investment), as well as continued funding for citizen -support services, such as 

mortgage and rental assistance. 

Following the Great Recession, recovery was especially slow because reduced state and local 

government revenue resulted in fewer purchases by state and local governments that directly 

impact economic recovery.23 Research suggests that state and local government expenditures can 

contribute to and be an effective means of recession relief. The Congressional Research Service 

(CRS) released a report on fiscal policy and recovery from the COVID-19 recession.24 The report 

summarizes numerous research articles that evaluated past recession relief efforts. It finds that 

fiscal assistance to state and local governments (as well as enhanced unemployment benefits) is 

unique in that it  serves as relief that sustains businesses and individuals, as well as a traditional 

 
23 Congressional Budget Office, What Accounts for the Slow Growth of the Economy After the Recession?, 
November 2012, https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2018 -10/43707-SlowRecovery-one-column.pdf .  
24 Jane G. Gravelle and Donald J. Marples, Fiscal Policy and Recovery from the COVID-19 Recession, 
CRS Report No. R46460 (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, 2021), 
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R46460 . 

https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2018-10/43707-SlowRecovery-one-column.pdf
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R46460
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stimulu s aimed at stimulating economic activity and full employment. Research suggests ñlarger 

multipliers are associated with transfers to state and local governments, which are likely to spend 

funds in a recession because they have lost part of their revenue base.ò25 For ARRA relief 

provisions passed in 2009 (as a result of the Great Recession), the Congressional Budget Office 

ñestimated that, by the first quarter of 2012, the multipliers for provisions enacted in 2009 were 

1.5 for federal purchases, 1.3 for spending on state and local infrastructure, 1.25 for transfers to 

individuals, 1.15 for unemployment benefits, and 1.1 for other state and local transfers.ò26  

Finding  2.4 : The legislation with  a December 30, 2020, deadline for use of CRF funds did not 

give counties adequate time to develop a strategy for spending their CRF dollars over the course 

of the year. The result was a program design that incentivized immediate/short -term spending 

based primarily on current needs only, as opposed to needs that might arise or continue beyond 

the December 30, 2020 date. This was particularly problematic given the longer than expected 

duration of the pandemic and given the ultimate ( 11th hour) extension of the spend-by date to 

December 31, 2021. 

Recommendation  2.4 :  Future program designs should have a funding-spending structure that 

allows time both for responding to immediate needs and for planning for longer -term projects 

and expenditures. If a short spending deadline is a requirement, then money should only have to 

be obligated, rather than costs incurred. Additionally, the allowable uses for the money need to 

be flexible, and the criteria for using the funds need to be clear. Otherwise, vague terms in 

legislation and program guidance may slow state and local government spending and response.  

2.5  Allowing Coverage of Operational Expenses and Revenue 

Replacement , Not Only New Costs Incurred by Counties in 

Providing Services and Support Relate d to COVID  

Local governments rely on sales tax, property tax, hotel, and lodging tax, and many other taxes 

and fees as primary revenue sources for their annual budgets. ñCounty governments raise 71 

percent, or $469 billion, of revenue locally through taxes, administrative charges and fees and 

utility revenue, with voter approval .ò27 ñMore than two-thirds of counties (69 percent or 2,125 

counties) are severely restricted in [their] authority to raise any additional revenue, since these 

counties operate under Dillonôs Rule or Hutchinsonôs Rule authority ï which permit these 

counties to raise revenue only from sources explicitly outlined in state law.ò28 

 
25 Ibid., ñHow effective a fiscal stimulus is depends on the share of the spending or tax cut that is initially 
spent, which can be summarized in a multiplieré. a multiplier estimates how much additional output is 
produced for an additional dollar of spending or tax cuts. For example, a multiplier of 1.5 indicates that $1 
dollar of fiscal stimulus leads to $1.50 in output.ò P. 13. 
26 Ibid., p 17. 
27 Executive Summary Analysis of the Fiscal Impact of COVID -19 on Counties, National Association of 
Counties, May 2020, https://www.naco.org/sites/default/files/documents/NACo_COVID -
19_Fiscal_Impact_Analysis -Executive_Summary.pdf , p. 5. 
28 Ibid.  

https://www.naco.org/sites/default/files/documents/NACo_COVID-19_Fiscal_Impact_Analysis-Executive_Summary.pdf
https://www.naco.org/sites/default/files/documents/NACo_COVID-19_Fiscal_Impact_Analysis-Executive_Summary.pdf
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In  September 2020, Treasury clarified that CRF funds could be used to cover payroll and benefits 

for public employees substantially dedicated to responding to the pandemic, freeing up general 

revenue to help fund services and maintain public safety jobs amid the pandemic. Despite this 

workaround, the  continued decision to prohibit the use of CRF dollars for  revenue replacement 

will have a lasting impact on local governments. 

As discussed later in chapter 4 and highlighted in the case study counties, local governments 

provide direct relief to residents in the form of  small business support, rental and mortgage 

assistance, and public health  services, and by providing food security and support to those 

experiencing homelessness. This type of support is critical during a pandemic that has seen 90 

million households nationwide report difficulty paying for usual expenses, half of households 

losing employment income during the pandemic, and the economy losing 9.3 million jobs in 2020 

which is more than the 3.7% drop from 2008 to 2009 during the Great Recession.29 Without the 

ability to recover lost revenue, local governments will be forced to reduce services and local 

government employment that make these programs possible.  

Analysis from the Government Accountability Office (GAO) finds some promising signs of 

recovery. Improving spreads on municipal bonds since July 2020 suggest ñthat perceived risk 

among municipal borrowers and access to credit for state and local governments have also 

improved slightly.ò However, state and local government employment, ña timely measure of fiscal 

stress facing state and local governments as well as an indicator of the capacity of state and local 

governments to provide services to the public,ò has dropped significant ly as a result of the 

pandemic and has not yet recovered to pre-pandemic levels (see Figure 3).  

 
29 ñState of the Union in Numbersò, USAFacts, accessed Feb 18, 2021, https://usafacts.org/state -of-the-
union/ . 

https://usafacts.org/state-of-the-union/
https://usafacts.org/state-of-the-union/
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Figure 3. State and Local Government Employment, January 2019 through December 2020. (Source: 

GAO, Department of Labor ) 

GFOA surveyed local government finance officers in October 2020  and found that the biggest 

need for local governments going forward is revenue replacement.30 Four early congressional 

proposals for state and local COVID-19 fiscal aid included provisions for revenue replacement, 

but neither CARES Act 1 nor CARES Act 2 allowed CRF funds to be used for revenue 

replacement.31 

According to a May 2020 NACo analysis of the fiscal impact of COVID-19 on counties using U.S. 

Census Bureau data and analysis of a NACo-fielded survey to county leaders, counties were 

potentially  facing ñ$114 billion in lost revenue and $30 billion in response costs.ò That estimate 

ñ[did] not account for revenue loss or delay from property tax disruptions, nor [did] it consider 

funding and revenue share cuts from state sources, like state-collected sales, income or gasoline 

taxes.ò32 

In th e GFOA October 2020 survey of its members, the revenue sources of greatest concern to local 

governments are included in the chart that follows .  

 
30 Haroon, Coronavirus Relief Fund The Prime Recipient Perspective, p 19. 
31 ñComparison Chart: Proposals for State and Local Fiscal Aidò, National Association of Counties, 
accessed Feb 18, 2021, 
https://www.naco.org/sites/default/files/documents/Comparison%20Chart%20Proposals%20for%20Sta
te%20and%20Local%20Fiscal%20Aid.pdf. 
32 Ibid.  

https://www.naco.org/sites/default/files/documents/Comparison%20Chart%20Proposals%20for%20State%20and%20Local%20Fiscal%20Aid.pdf
https://www.naco.org/sites/default/files/documents/Comparison%20Chart%20Proposals%20for%20State%20and%20Local%20Fiscal%20Aid.pdf
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Figure 4. Which sources of revenue are of greatest concern to your state/ jurisdiction  over the next 12 

months? (Source: Government Finance Officers Association Survey)33 

With declining revenues in some states or regions, certain county governments are facing tough 

decisions on community services and local government employment.  

Finding  2.5 : While the intention of the CARES Act may not have been to restore counties to the 

economic level they were at prior to the pandemic, the decision not to allow funds to be used for 

revenue replacement means counties are facing tough decisions about cuts to county programs 

and staffing to offset lost revenue in the form of lower sales revenue, decreased property values, 

and/or  lower levels of tourism. These tough conversations are happening now and will continue 

to take place in the months and years ahead.  

Recommendation  2.5 : Future federal COVID-19 relief programs should consider providing 

funds to counties and cities for revenue replacement. Doing so will help ensure that counties can 

maintain the level of local government services provided prior to the p andemic and will reduce 

the likelihood that local government jobs need to be cut to offset lost revenue in the years after 

the pandemic. 

2.6  Funding to Large Counties to Cover Costs of County 

Services to Jurisdictions  within the County  

The CRF made significant funds available to state and local governments, including counties with 

populations greater than 500,000,  all at one time using a formula f rom the Department of 

Treasury to distribute funds. Treasury carved out the population of cities above 500,000 from the 

individual county population s in determining the funding level for this specific subset of large 

urban counties. However, the formula itself did not account for different mandates and duties 

 
33 Haroon, Coronavirus Relief Fund :  The Prime Recipient Perspective, p 10. 



 

22 

 

imposed on these two levels of government: counties provide direct services to cities as well as to 

unincorporated areas within the county. The distribution methodology/formula for units of local 

government added a provision for overlapping jurisdictions.  

Some local governments (for example, a city) may be entirely within the boundaries of a 
larger local government (for example, a county or parish). The larger local government 
may include, for purposes of determining whether it meets the 500,000 threshold for 
eligibility , the population of the smaller, constituent local government. 34 

If the local government has a population over 500,000, then that local government can provide 

certification to Treasury requesting to receive a portion of the CRF. The illustrat ive County C 

below provides an example.35 

 

County C has a total population of 900,000  

¶ 750,000 in City D (the incorporated part of the county)  

¶ 150,000 in the unincorporated part of the county  

Both County C and City D are eligible to provide a certification because their total 

respective populations exceed 500,000.  

If County C provides a certification , but City D does not, County Côs payment amount will 

be based on a population of 900,000.  

If both County C and City D provide certifications:  

¶ County Côs payment amount will be calculated based on a population of 150,000 

(total population less the population of City C).  

¶ City Dôs payment amount will be calculated based on its population of 750,000. 

 

In the example above, removing the cityôs population of 750,000 from  the countyôs funding 

formula puts counties at a disadvantage when it comes to COVID-19 response. The formula fails 

to recognize the division of roles and responsibilities  between counties and their included cities. 

Some counties are responsible for providing services to all residents within the county ï that 

includes cities, towns, small municipalities, and unincorporated areas.  

The types of services provided by a county can be markedly different than those provided by a 

city. In addition to health and human services, counties often provide basic utilities, such as water, 

electricity sewage and trash/recycling collection, transportation, and natural gas to cities and 

municipalities within their jurisdiction.  Removing a cityôs population from the countyôs funding 

 
34 ñEligibility of Local Governments,ò Department of the Treasury, accessed Feb 18, 2021, 
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Census -Data-and-Methodology-Final.pdf , p. 1. 
35 Ibid.  

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Census-Data-and-Methodology-Final.pdf
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formula reduces the countyôs capacity to support all county residents, including those in the major 

municipality . 

This funding formula also created inequities between counties receiving direct CRF funding as 

demonstrated by a comparison of the CRF funding amounts to annual county budgets. For 

example, New Castle County, Delaware (with no individual city over 500,000 residents) received 

a $322 million CRF allotment which was more than 100 percent of its FY 2020 Approved 

Operating Budget of $301 million. 36 In comparison,  Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, which 

includes Charlotte, the only city in North Carolina to receive direct funding, received a CRF 

allotment of $39 million, equating to 2 percent of its FY 2020 Approved Operating Budget. 37 

Charlotte received $154 million, equating to 5 percent of its FY 2020 Approved Operating 

Budget.38 The funding methodology for overlapping jurisdictions create d unanticipated  shortfall s 

in certain counties and cities.  

Finding  2.6 :  Large counties with a population size of 500,000 or more typically provide 

significant services for the city-based populations in their counties. The CRF funding formula   

carved out the population of cities above 500,000 from the individual county populat ions in 

determining the funding level for this specific subset of large urban counties. Thus the funding 

may not provide a county with the adequate resources to cover services for its city residents.  

Recommendation  2.6 : Legislation providing emergency rel ief to counties and cities should 

ensure that large counties are funded to provide selected services for city residents. Future 

legislation should ensure that the entire population of a county is credited as including all city 

residents, as they are also residents of a county and may receive county services.39  

2.7  Assessing the Impact and Effectiveness of the CRF Program 

Funding  

Measuring the success of a federal program, especially one as expensive as the CRF, is vitally 

important to understanding the programmatic effects on economic and health outcomes of 

Americans. Beyond the ability of Treasury OIG to audit county CRF expenditures (as reported to 

PRAC by the counties), there were no metrics nor requirement for an overall post -program 

 
36 ñNew Castle County Operating Budget Fiscal Year 2020 Approvedò, New Castle County Delaware, 
accessed Feb 18, 2021, https://nccde.org/DocumentCenter/View/30141/FY2 020-Approved-Operating-
Budget. 
37 ñAdopted Budget Mecklenburg County, North Carolina Fiscal Year 2020ò, Mecklenburg County, North 
Carolina, accessed Feb 18, 2021, 
https://www.mecknc.gov/CountyManagersOffice/OMB/PriorBudgets/Documents/FY2020.pdf . 
38  38 ñAdopted Budget FY 2020 Budgetò, City of Charlotte, North Carolina, accessed Feb 18, 2021, 
https://charlottenc.gov/budget/FY2020%20Documents/FY%202020%20Adopted%20Budget%20Book
%207-31%20Complete.pdf. 
39 Exceptions are those living in the cities of Baltimore, St. Louis, and independent cities in Virginia.  

https://nccde.org/DocumentCenter/View/30141/FY2020-Approved-Operating-Budget
https://nccde.org/DocumentCenter/View/30141/FY2020-Approved-Operating-Budget
https://www.mecknc.gov/CountyManagersOffice/OMB/PriorBudgets/Documents/FY2020.pdf
https://charlottenc.gov/budget/FY2020%20Documents/FY%202020%20Adopted%20Budget%20Book%207-31%20Complete.pdf
https://charlottenc.gov/budget/FY2020%20Documents/FY%202020%20Adopted%20Budget%20Book%207-31%20Complete.pdf
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evaluation of the CRF. GAO was given certain monitoring and oversight roles by the CARES Act.40 

Counties are also unclear on what to expect in a future audit of their spending, what the auditing 

process will  look like, and to what extent counties will be in jeopardy  of paying back ñmisusedò 

funds.  

There is an organizational tendency to use Treasury OIG and auditors to evaluate the CRF 

program but determining  whether expenditures fell within allowable expenses, but that type of 

evaluation is vastly different from studying the outcomes of those expenditures. As of this date, 

no metrics have been established by which to measure or calibrate the success and effectiveness 

of the expenditures. Based on the audit, the measure of success is whether the money was spent 

by the deadline and within Treasuryôs guidance. 

Further, t he reporting process for using CRF funds is cumbersome and time-consuming. At least 

initially, o nly two people could be on the system at the same time, prompting  an outsized impact 

on county-level staff who were required to report expenditures of CRF dollars. Even the criteria 

for ñgood useò were not specified. Crises and needs are many and varied yet auditors will focus on 

what the funds were spent on, not why nor what were the results and effects.  

Finding  2.7 :  The decision to have GAO review COVID-19 challenges and opportunities in real 

time is beneficial because it helps assess overall CRF program effectiveness and identifies lessons 

that can be applied to future relief progra ms. However, additional, program evaluation to identify 

both impact and lessons learned is needed to guide the development of future programs. 

Recommendation  2.7 :  Future federal relief legislation should include a provision that the 

impact and success of the program be formally evaluated during and at the end of the program.  

One alternative for accomplishing this is to include it as a responsibility of GAO, but other options 

are available. For example, the impact of program design on the health of Americans could be 

evaluated by CDC or the Department of Health and Human Services. Additionally, the impact on 

community economies of different programs could be evaluated by other organizations (e.g., the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development or anot her organization could evaluate the 

effectiveness and impact of programs to temporarily constrain evictions of those unable to pay 

rent or mortgages). Such evaluations will help the country be better prepared for future economic 

and health challenges and should be built into key program legislation. However, it is not too late 

to assure that such evaluations are performed on the relief programs authorized in the current 

crisis. This will lead to documentation of progress made, remaining challenges, and lessons 

learned in developing major federal relief packages, thereby documenting best practices and 

establishing a baseline for future relief programs. 

 
40 According to GAO Report 20-625, the CARES Act includes a provision for GAO to conduct monitoring 
and oversight of the use of funds made available to prepare for, respond to, and recover from the COVID-
19 pandemic. GAO is to report on, among other things, the pandemicôs effects on the public health, 
economy, and public and private institutions of the US. It also is to report on loans, loan guarantees, and 
other investments and to conduct a comprehensive audit and review of charges made to federal contracts 
pursuant to the CARES Act. GAO submitted its first report in June 2020, with subsequent reports due 
(and thus far released in accordance with the CARES Act) every 60 days, until March 2021. 
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Chapter 3: Innovati ons While Implementing the CARES 

Act/Coronavirus Relief Fund in six  Counties  

The second purpose of this study is to identify and document innovative county-level strategies 

using CRF dollars. NACo selected six counties for this purpose. The counties selected are among 

those paying special attention to programs focusing on inclusive economic recovery and on 

assisting vulnerable and underserved populations with health and economic security issues. They 

are:41 

¶ Cook County, Illinois  

¶ Franklin County, Ohio  

¶ Hennepin County, Minnesota  

¶ Lee County, Florida 

¶ New Castle, Delaware 

¶ Pierce County, Washington 

3.1  Common COVID -19 Impacts and Responses  

The following section describes commonalities across the six counties in their response to COVID-

19, challenges faced, and innovative strategies developed. Each county is described in more detail 

in the case studies found at the end of this chapter.  

County governments are responsible for the delivery of a variety of critical social services. These 

services include administering  programs for homelessness, food security, small business support, 

education, and public health.  In response to COVID-19, the traditional functions of county 

governments expanded to meet the needs created by the pandemic, forcing counties to increase 

the provision of existing services and/ or take on new ones in response to increased demand from 

communities. Despite the geographic dispersion of the counties studied, each experienced similar 

community needs and program design requirements. 

At a minimum, a ll six counties extended their normal social service roles because of COVID-19. 

In addition to their usual services, these counties supported the distribution  of PPE, provid ed IT 

equipment or internet connectivity  for virtual education, and expanded services like food banks 

and homeless shelters to meet new heightened demand, among others.  

To facilitate in -person interactions in a safe manner, counties provided PPE to any businesses, 

including restaurants and childcare centers. Pierce County, Washington, implemented a 

Restaurant Rally program that provided grant funding to restaurants so they could offer reduced 

menu prices, and distributed over 300,000 pieces of PPE to local restaurants.42 The Lee County 

Childcare Assistance Program, which provide d childcare scholarships to individuals returning to 

 
41 Each county is represented by a star on the cover of this report.  
42 2020 CARES Act Economic Stabilization & Recovery Programs , Pierce County Economic Development 
Department, accessed Feb 19, 2021, 
https://issuu.com/p ierceco/docs/edd_covid_19_recap_final?fr=sMTgxZDI3OTYwNDk , p. 20-21. 

https://issuu.com/pierceco/docs/edd_covid_19_recap_final?fr=sMTgxZDI3OTYwNDk
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work, included an allocation to clean and sanitize 117 childcare facilities in the county for safe 

operations.  

Counties also used CRF dollars to support  new digital infrastructure demands created by 

mandatory remote learning. Franklin County coordinated with the city of Columbus to provide 

10,000 computers and 10,000 Wi -Fi hotspots for the transition to remote learning. 43 Counties 

also saw an increased demand for services related to food security and homelessness. Lee County, 

Franklin County, New Castle County, and Pierce County all allocated additional resources to 

support food banks and expanded homeless shelter programs. Using $19.5 million from their CRF 

funding, New Castle County purchased a 192-room former Sheraton hotel, expanding access to 

safe housing for residents experiencing homelessness during the pandemic.  

3.2  Common Challenges  

Each of the counties studied shared a common set of challenges in implement ing the CRF, 

including:  

¶ interpreting guidanc e from Treasury;  

¶ maximizing impact despite program uncertainty given the December 30 , 2020 deadline; 

¶ difficulty defining ñCOVID-19 related;ò and 

¶ processing claims for people receiving multiple layers of support of local, state, and 

federal government.  

Given this uncertainty, counties turned to other counties , cities, and other organizations, 

including NACo and GFOA, for guidance and information . These organizations and others 

provided ï or in some cases, helped obtain ï answers, and information that would clarify roles, 

responsibilities, and activities that fell within the guidelines of the CARES Act and CRF funding.  

3.3  Shared Innovations Across Count ies  

The responses of county administrators to the demands placed on them demonstrated that 

although the six counties selected faced similar challenges, they each developed innovative and 

exemplary responses to COVID-19. The six counties: 

¶ Furthered social equity through explicit  consideration of community needs and action 

to ameliorate disparities ; 

¶ Stretched existing capacity to establish internal programs to meet needs;  

¶ Partnered effectively with outside nonprofit service providers when necessary to 

deliver impact greater than existing capacity allowed;  

¶ Developed distinct new programs to leverage CRF funding ;  

¶ Used data in creative ways to inform decision making in real time and create reliable 

programs;  

¶ Nimbly responded to CRF guidance and funding, using contingency plans to maximize 

impact and flexibility given program uncertainties ; and 

¶ Distributed CRF funds to localities within their jurisdictions in response to needs. 

 
43 Interview with Franklin County, OH.  
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Counties developed innovative responses to mitigate the impact of 
COVID-19, focusing on addressing the impact on social equity.  

Social Equity  

The counties addressed social equity in a variety of different ways that, when taken together, 

illustrate d a well-balanced, robust approach to advancing social equity through COVID-19 

responses. Social equity programs seek to address historical disinvestment and marginalization 

of certain communities. Due to long-standing disparities of wealth  and healthcare access, 

communities of Black, Indigenous and People of Color (BIPOC) have experienced increased rates 

of infection of COVID -19. In January 2021, researchers at Oxford, Cambridge, University College 

London, Harvard, and Georgia State University examined the Social Vulnerability Index for U.S. 

counties, including approximately  327 million people. Research found that ñthe most socially 

disadvantaged counties had, on average, twice the rate of COVID-19 cases and deaths relative to 

the least disadvantaged counties.ò The study called for ñpolicy interventions to tackle the 

pandemic that more explicitly focus on health equity and social justice. A greater attention to, and 

proportionate resource mobilization for, disadvantaged counties is needed (includin g improved 

opportunities for COVID -19 testing and policies to support appropriate physical distancing), to 

ensure this pandemic does not widen existing social inequalities.ò44 

Efforts to address social equity at the local level have been occurring for years, but the pandemic 

created additional urgency to help combat the health and social inequities facing many 

Americans. In 2018, county leadership in Franklin County , Ohio, developed an anti-poverty 

initiative through their board of commissioners to address social equity. With the advent of the 

pandemic, the Franklin County Health Department declared racism a public health crisis citing a 

rate of infant mortality in the Black community  nearly triple that of non -blacks.45 The goals and 

action steps of the plan were tied directly to COVID-19 relief dollars. Franklin Countyôs leadership 

in creating equity initiatives set the direction for the COVID -19 recovery.  

Cook County recognized that the last economic recession had increased the disparity gap and 

acted to reduce the gap through independent, data- driven funding disbursement. To do so, Cook 

County designed an equitable distribution model using weighted variables to account for 

historical disparities. The allocations were determined for each municipality using a formula 

based on its population, median income, COVID-19 deaths, percentage of population in 

disinvested areas, and tax base per capita.  

 
44 Nazrul Islam , Ben Lacey, Sharmin Shabnam, et all., ñSocial inequality and the syndemic of chronic 
disease and COVID-19: county-level analysis in the USA,ò Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health , 
Jan 5, 2021, https://jech.b mj.com/content/early/2021/01/05/jech -2020-215626/. 
45 Franklin County Commissioners Declaration of Racism as a Public Health Crisis, Franklin County 
Commissioners Res. No. 0341-20, (2020), 
https://crms.franklincountyohio.gov/RMSWeb/pdfs/68146.FINAL_Resoluti on_FCPH_DeclaredRacism
PublicHealthCrisis.pdf .  

https://jech.bmj.com/content/early/2021/01/05/jech-2020-215626/
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To increase application rates for county programs funded through the CRF,  Hennepin County 

used trusted networks in communities of color to provide outreach and support. As a result, 

minority -owned businesses accounted for 44 percent of the recipients of the countyôs COVID -19 

small business support programs. Pierce County also expanded support services for their  

application process, reaching out to small businesses that would qualify, but had not applied, and 

providing help for incomplete applications. The county placed special emphasis on providing 

these services to minority-owned businesses. Finally, Lee County identified barriers to BIPOC and 

non-English speaking communities and responded by hiring multilingual call center operators to 

build internal capacity directed toward serving social equity. 

Nonprofit partners and internal capacity  

Counties partnered with nonprofit organizations to increase service delivery for residents while 

also stretching existing internal  capacity to meet needs. With the surge in program appl ications, 

nonprofit partner ships were vital for processing and providing support services. Franklin County 

partnered with the Center of Science and Industry46 (COSI), to address the learning gap created 

by the transition of students to remote learning, amplifying the need for broadband  access and 

digital resources. COSI helped create a free digital web and mobile resource ï COSI Connects ï 

to provide digital tools to kids via a new type of science, technology, engineering, arts, and math 

(STEAM) learning kit called the COSI Learning Lunchbox. The Learning Lunchbox was also 

paired with boxes of food for the families , providing additional support for students who often 

receive school-provided lunches.  

New and expanded programs  

Counties both expanded existing pre-pandemic programs and developed distinct new programs 

to make full use of their CRF funding. Hennepin County successfully expanded a previous 

community block grant for housing assistance and through coordination with the existing support 

contractor, significantly increased  the scale of the operation.  

For some counties, the CRF allowed them to ñthink bigò when providing support for their most 

vulnerable populations.  In October 2020, New Castle County purchased a 192-room hotel using 

$19.5 million  in CRF funds. This investment allowed the county to provide temporary housing for 

many of the countyôs residents experiencing homelessness with  the goal of reducing exposure to 

COVID-19 while providing wraparound support, including substance abuse counseling and 

mental health services.47  

Using $5 million of its CRF funds, New Castle County partnered with Delaware State Universityôs 

Kirkwood High Campus to create a COVID-19 testing laboratory to reduce both the cost of 

 
46 The Center of Science and Industry is a non-profit science museum and research center. It opened to 
the public in 1964. As a center of science and industry, it maintains important partnerships with local 
organizations, including Ohio State University, the Columbus Historical Society, and others. In 2020, 
COSI was named the #1 science museum in the United States by USA Today. 
47 ñHope Center,ò New Castle County Delaware, accessed Feb 19, 2021, 
https://www .nccde.org/2156/Hope -Center. 

https://www.nccde.org/2156/Hope-Center
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individual tests and the overall wait time for results. The first tests were conducted on December 

24th, 2020 , and the county expects to reach a robust capacity mid-to late-February. 

 Creative use of data  

Cook County and Hennepin County used data in creative ways to inform decision making and 

create programs that best served the needs of their diverse populations. As previously discussed, 

the equitable distribution model developed by Cook County was innovative in its social equity 

lens, as well as in its use of data. The model, with a slight formula adapt ation, can be replicated in 

other counties to create equitable funding distributions. It also attached data to an objective 

process to meet critical needs in an area often confounded with subjective interpretations and 

limitations.   

Hennepin County was also innovative in their use of data to inform  the public  of CRF spending. 

They used GPS mapping of COVID-19 cases and program usage rates to identify areas in the 

county with the greatest for need. The rental and mortgage assistance program was adjusted after 

data analytics revealed a portion of tenants did not participate, even though their landlords were 

willing . They also created a separate administrative portal to allow landlords to ap ply for 

assistance directly, increasing the number of tenets served at a more cost-effective rate. Through 

mapping technology Hennepin County also visualized small businesses across the county and 

could direct efforts towards those in need.  

Nimble respons e to federal guidance and funding  

Counties responded nimbly to CRF funding and subsequent guidance, using contingency plans to 

maximize impact and flexibility given program uncertainties.  Pierce County designed programs 

to meet initial federal funding and guidance, and then quickly pivoted to scaling up innovative 

county programs that had proven to be successful in the past. For instance, in response to 

changing federal guidance and funding, the business loan program was modified seven times.48 

Increased demand and changing funding amounts allowed Pierce County to ramp up the size of 

loans, and then eventually shift towards grants as CRF funding was allocated. Criteria for the size 

of eligible businesses also changed in response to the needs of businesses. All counties regularly 

used peer institutions like NACo and GFOA to stay informed on how other counties were planning 

for changes in funding or guidance and the six counties examined created contingency plans in 

the case of changes in guidance or new funding opportunities.  

Inter governmental response and collaboration  

Counties also used their CRF allocations to work closely with other levels of government to meet 

needs and fill gaps caused by the pandemic. New Castle and Cook County both gave funding 

from their CRF allocations to localities within their jurisdictions and in  December 2020, New 

Castle County provided $136 million to the State of Delaware, bringing the countyôs total 

contribution to the state to $170 million.  As the only county in the country to share its direct 

CRF funding with its state, New Castle saw an opportunity to bolster the capacity and capability 

of state programs through a cost sharing formula designed to account for program benefits for 

 
48 2020 CARES Act Programs Report, Pierce County Washington, p 8-9. 
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New Castle residents.49 Cook County through its equitable distribution model allocated CRF 

funding to smaller municipalities within its jurisdiction . Given existing intergovernmental 

relationships between states and localities, some counties provided direct support for other 

units of government including villages and townships .

3.4  Case Studies  

The following section includes case studies that highlight innovations in six counties.   

 
49 ñNew Castle County to provide an additional $136 million in CARES Act funding to State of Delawareò, 
New Castle County Delaware, Dec 17, 2020, https://nccde.org/CivicAlerts.aspx?AID=1930 . 

https://nccde.org/CivicAlerts.aspx?AID=1930
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Cook  County, Illinois  

Correcting for historical disinvestment in 

social equity through independent, data 

driven funding distribution  

Cook County, Illinois, the second-most-populous county in 

the United States, distributed $51 million of its Coronavirus 

Relief Fund (CRF) money to 134 local municipalities within 

Cook County using an equity lens. The program, called the 

Suburban Municipality Funding program, addresses historic 

disinvestments by using a formula to allocate CRF dollars to 

suburban municipalities based on community need and the 

diverse impact COVID-19 has on different populations.   

Suburban Cook County municipalities were forced to make 

unbudgeted expenditures due to COVID-19; reduce spending 

in program and service areas to cover COVID-19-realted 

costs; and make reductions in salaries, hiring, and capital 

projects. Cook County leaders surveyed the suburban 

municipalities regarding the financial impact COVID -19 has 

had on the community. The survey, the results of which can 

be seen at the end of this case study, identified operational 

needs for suburban municipalities that  included direct 

COVID-19 expense reimbursements, personal protective 

equipment (PPE)/cleaning supplies, labor  costs (including 

overtime, emergency paid leave), redesign of workspaces, and telework equipment).  

Recognizing that the impact of COVID-19 on suburban municipalities was closely 

correlated with socio-economic factors, Cook County sought an equitable distribution 

model to allocate funds to municipalities hardest hit by COVID -19. To do so, Cook County 

reached out to the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP), the regions local 

comprehensive planning organization . CMAP brought to Cook Countyôs attention a model 

it used to leverage socio-economic data to score municipalities in the region. Cook County 

considered its model, which used population, economic, and social data to evaluate local 

municipalities  and adjusted it to include public health factors . The model begins with a 

municipal allocation of 1/3 based on the population of the municipality (fixed at a $5.83 

per person baseline). The other 2/3 are based on weighted socio economic and public 

health considerations using publicly available data.  

Under Cook Countyôs governance structure, a subcommittee of county employees 

(including the Chief Equity Officer, the Chief Financial Officer, Chief Legal Counsel, and 

the County Auditor) developed and reviewed the weights. Together, they agreed the 

Quick Facts  

 

Major City: Chicago 
 
Total Coronavirus Relief 
Funding:  
$428.5 million  
 
Population : 5,150,233 
White ï 42.0% 
African American ï 23.8% 
Asian ï 7.9% 
Hispanic or Latino ï 25.6% 
 
Poverty Rate:  13% 
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funding allocation should utilize the CMAP Model and leverage publicly available third -

party data for three reasons: (1) it creates buy-in through transparency , (2) it can be 

updated and used in future funding allocation s, and (3) it allows the model to be used by 

other counties who are interested. The municipal data categories and weights are 

described in the following visual.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5b. Equity Distribution 

Formula.   Source: Cook County, 

Illinois  

Figure 5a. Equity 
Distribution 

Formula. (Source: 
Cook County Illinois ) 
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The formula itself (1/3 

population + 2/3 municipal 

data w/ equity lens) is run 

through an open-source 

statistical analysis software 

known as ñR.ò1 The result is a 

listing of municipalities from  

highest need to lowest need, 

meaning all suburban Cook 

County municipalities receive 

an allocation that reflects the 

population, economic, social, 

and public health factors of 

their community.  

This is important because 

pandemic viruses have 

historically affected poorer 

populations with higher levels 

of chronic disease. An Oxford-

Cambridge research study 

compared the Centers for 

Disease Control  and 

Preventionôs (CDC) Social 

Vulnerability Index (SVI) to 

COVID-19-related cases and 

deaths.2 The SVI uses census 

data to determine social 

vulnerability, which is 

measured by several factors 

ñincluding poverty, lack of 

access to transportation, and 

crowded housing.ò3 The study 

found that socially 

disadvantaged counties 

(measured by CDCôs SVI) ñhad, on average, twice the rate of COVID-19 cases and deaths 

relative to the least disadvantaged counties.ò 

The Oxford-Cambridge study ñhighlights the importance of policy interventions to tackle 

the pandemic that more explicit ly focus on health equity and social justice,ò and that is 

exactly what Cook Countyôs Suburban Municipality Funding program achieves. The 

figures below demonstrate that the funding was sent to the areas of highest need, not the 

areas of highest population. The darker purple colors on the total population graphic 

Figure 5c. Equity Distribution Formula. (Source: Cook County Illinois) 

 


























































































