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RentReliefRI: A Lifeline for Rhode Island Renters (and Landlords) 
 

The RentReliefRI program has been a lifeline for Rhode Islanders. Launched in March 2021, RentReliefRI 
has assisted over 28,000 renter households to date, keeping families in their home during the pandemic.  
Through the hard work and commitment of program staff, our partners, elected officials and community 
members, we have been able to approve on average $2.8 million in rental and utility assistance funding 
per week and ensure these critical federal dollars are used to maintain housing stability for Rhode Island 
renters. RentReliefRI funds have helped families get back on track and stay in their homes. 
 
The program has been such a success in fact that we recently announced that RentReliefRI will close to 
new applications on June 1, 2022. Our announcement highlights the fact that the rental assistance 
program has done what it set out to do: provide a lifeline to thousands of struggling renters across our 
state during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
We are proud of the results of our efforts: Rhode Island has hit all of Treasury’s expenditure thresholds 
for ERA 1 and ERA2. 
 
Necessity Is the Mother of Invention  
The saying is particularly apt as it relates to our experience running the RentReliefRI program. We had a 
bumpy road to start: our tech vendor for online applications did not work out and we had to quickly 
identify, contract with, and bring up to speed a new vendor so we could successfully administer the 
program. But once we had our online application platform issue ironed out, we were able to develop 
and roll out a number of innovative approaches to help us administer $352 million in rental and utility 
assistance.  While many HFAs have run successful rental assistance programs, we think ours is award-
worthy for its innovation and impact. 
 
Why RentReliefRI is Award-Worthy 
Innovative 

• Eviction diversion efforts: diverting people from eviction process and redirecting them to apply 
to ERA 

o Onsite assistance at all Rhode Island courthouses hearing eviction cases: one of the most 
effective aspects of our program  

o Weekly mailings to more than 5,000 renters facing eviction encouraging them to apply 
for RentReliefRI and reach out to our partners at RI Legal Services and the Center for 
Justice 

o Due to partnerships with the Rhode Island Center for Justice and Rhode Island Legal 
Services, we saw evictions reduced by 50% of pre-COVID levels 

• Partnership with National Grid and Department of Health and Human Services to provide more 
customers with assistance and automatically qualify them if they were receiving other forms of 
assistance such as SNAP – “Categorical Income Eligibility” 

• Partnership with Centreville Bank to assist RentReliefRI applicants who do not have access to a 
traditional bank account; The partnership provides banking access to applicants who receive 
direct rental payments but lack an account or an existing relationship with a financial institution. 
The partner bank establishes an account for direct payment recipients to deposit their 
RentReliefRI check and have the funds paid to their landlord(s) via cashier’s check 

• A hotel program for those experiencing homelessness 
• Penny testing / bank account verification with ACH: streamlined the process for landlord 

payments 
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• Data: Development of an online and interactive dashboard to provide public data about the 
program and increase transparency 

 
Responds to an important state need 

• We recognize that not all FHAs offered utility assistance, but we felt this was an important need 
for Rhode Island renters and although it meant extra effort on our part, we could help 
thousands of RIers get back on track with their utility payments and avoid negative reporting on 
their credit or fear of loss of utilities for their families 

• Prioritized those whose rental assistance had run out from other programs and renters facing 
evictions or were subject to attend an eviction hearing 

• Recognizing that many renters lacked internet access, which created barriers for those looking 
for employment, for children remote learning, etc., we offered a $50/month internet stipend to 
all RentReliefRI recipients 

• Needs of Rhode Island renter population: our program was tailored to meet the needs of our 
diverse population: 
Remove Barriers for applicants with expanded accessibility for services and support: 
Cultural/Language Barriers: We had a specific focus on providing culturally appropriate and 
linguistically competent services to remove any barriers for applicants.  
o Created partnerships and removed language and accessibility barriers by partnering with a 

wide array of diverse organizations that helped expand our outreach, could provide 
application assistance and accessibility in numerous languages including English, Spanish, 
Portuguese, Khmer, Lao, Vietnamese, Hmong, Cantonese, French, Swahili, Somali, 
Kinyarwanda, Kibembe, Arabic, Pashto, Dari, Russian, Ukranian, Fang, Yoruba, Hausa, Igbo, 
and Creole dialects.  

o Application portal allows for easy translation of emails and materials as needed and 
coordinated with local vendors to translate materials into a variety of languages upon 
request. 

Physical Barriers: recognizing applicants needed support from trusted resources who offered 
evening and weekend support and availability and at easily accessible locations: 
o Onsite application assistance events across the state, partnerships with community orgs 

serving underserved populations who could provide application assistance (virtually and in 
person) during evenings, weekends; for walk-ins and by appointment, and extended and 
weekend hours at our Call Center  

 

Achieves intended results 
• We’re proud to say that despite the challenges of running the largest assistance effort this 

agency has ever run, we reached our benchmarks and have been recognized for our 
achievements by partners, elected officials and others.  

o And we achieved our benchmark despite larger funding to population ratio than other 
FHAs 

• The highest level of assistance was provided to extremely low-income renter households: those 
who were hardest hit by the pandemic 

• Extensive training and support (via videos, manuals, virtual events and informational sessions) 
to a wide variety of groups and individuals, (including DCYF, social service providers, state 
agencies, etc.) successfully expanded our reach  

• Comprehensive outreach and marketing program: elected officials, partnership with 
municipalities across the state (w/special emphasis in Rhode Island’s urban core cities with high 
renter populations) meant Rhode Islanders across the state were aware of the assistance 
available 
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o Multi-channel outreach and engagement campaign: Paid (Radio, TV, digital, social, 
print), Earned, Grassroots Outreach 

o Dozens of virtual and in-person informational and application assistance events  
 In-person events offering COVID and flu vaccines as well as other services to 

support attendees 
o Door knocking campaign” over 133,000 households reached 
o Email blasts to elected officials and partners to keep them informed 
o Text messaging system to connect with applicants  

 
Provides benefits that outweigh costs 

• Partnerships: 
o Utilizing a network of partners, elected officials and information channels, we were able 

to blanket the state with information and support for applicants at little cost 
o Collaborations with local housing nonprofits, PHAs, landlord groups and social service 

entities strengthened our reach and allowed us to tap into communications channels 
from trusted resources 

o Thousands of renter households were able to stay safely housed during the pandemic 
and thousands of property owners were able to meet their financial obligations, helping 
our state and its residents. 

 
Other Highlights: 
Landlord Engagement and Outreach: 

• While renters were our primary audience, landlords were hurting too. Many small “mom and 
pop” landlords were no longer able to make their mortgage payments as their tenants were 
unable to pay their rent 

• We created landlord-specific pages and information on our website, created landlord-focused 
FAQs and outreach materials, presented at landlord events and worked to engage and inform 
them 

RentReliefRI outreach, support and application assistance for targeted populations (examples 
include): 

• youth aging out of foster care 
• bulk payment to utility provider for customers in arrears 
• onsite application assistance for Creole speaking families at local food pantry 
• outreach and assistance targeted to families of school aged children in one of largest districts in 

state 
• onsite assistance events at local YMCAs, in partnership with HEZ groups, onsite at affordable 

housing developments 
• mailings to 75,000 Providence Water customers and distribution to Dept of Human Services low-

income program participants 
• Bilingual PSA with Lt Governor encouraging residents to apply 

Streamlined processes for residents living in affordable/ PHA housing: 
• largely shifted responsibility for documentation to the property owner/manager 
• we removed the ID requirement and authorized the PHA’s/Management Agent to use the most 

recent income certifications for income eligibility determination 
• Property managers can also add tenants and/or submit documents on behalf of tenants via the 

online program portal 
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Creative (and effective) Partnerships 
 
Collaboration with local utility companies 
 
  

Partnership with statewide utility company  Providence Water  
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Partnership with Centreville Bank to assist 
RentReliefRI applicants who do not have 
access to a traditional bank account.  

  

Roger Williams University School of Law 

Partnership with the Center for Justice to do Weekly 
Eviction Mailings to thousands of Rhode Islanders 
facing eviction 
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Eviction Diversion Efforts with RI Legal 
Services and The Center for Justice 

https://centerforjustice.org/covid-and-evictions/ 

 

https://centerforjustice.org/covid-and-evictions/
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Paid and Volunteer Partners, Elected Officials, State and Municipal Partners and Social 
Service Providers 
   



 

 

RIHousing 
Special Achievement: COVID Response 
RentReliefRI: A Lifeline for Rhode Island Renters (and Landlords) 

www.RIHousing.com 

  

  

Events and outreach engagement in partnership with Governor’s 
Office and Community College of RI 
   

  

Door knocking, application 
assistance and informational 
sessions with state’s largest city  

City of Providence Mayor 
Elorza and RIHousing 
Announce RentReliefRI 
Partnership - City of 
Providence (providenceri.gov)   

https://www.providenceri.gov/mayor-elorza-and-rihousing-announce-rentreliefri-partnership/
https://www.providenceri.gov/mayor-elorza-and-rihousing-announce-rentreliefri-partnership/
https://www.providenceri.gov/mayor-elorza-and-rihousing-announce-rentreliefri-partnership/
https://www.providenceri.gov/mayor-elorza-and-rihousing-announce-rentreliefri-partnership/
https://www.providenceri.gov/mayor-elorza-and-rihousing-announce-rentreliefri-partnership/


 

 

RIHousing 
Special Achievement: COVID Response 
RentReliefRI: A Lifeline for Rhode Island Renters (and Landlords) 

www.RIHousing.com 

Detailed and Comprehensive RentReliefRI Dashboard to increase transparency 
and track outcomes 
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Extensive Media Coverage: 
Reed announces new initiative called Rent Relief RI - Bing video 
RI rental relief program has helped 50 families since its launch - Bing video 
Centreville Bank provides accessible banking for RentReliefRI Applicants | ABC6 
RI rent and utility relief available now, leaders say (providencejournal.com) 

New RI rental relief program now accepting applications 
Rent, utility assistance available for East Bay residents impacted by COVID-related hardships 

RI announces award of $51 million of $200 million in emergency rental aid 

Rent Relief Program Offers Lifeline 

RentReliefRI could provide up to $200m to Rhode Islanders facing eviction  

$200M rental assistance program RentReliefRI to launch in March - Providence Business News 
(pbn.com) 

RI announces award of $51 million of $200 million in emergency rental aid 

RENTRELIEFRI PROGRAM HITS $100 MILLION MARK IN RENTAL AND UTILITY ASSISTANCE TO RHODE 
ISLAND RENTERS 

Mayor Elorza & RIHousing announce partnership with RentReliefRI 

 Rhode Island renters helped by $50 million RentRefliefRI assistance 

 

 

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=RentReliefRI&&view=detail&mid=AFF47B2FACF31E66BC57AFF47B2FACF31E66BC57&&FORM=VDRVSR
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=RentReliefRI&docid=607987320111715851&mid=8F46FCF349874A0DBB658F46FCF349874A0DBB65&view=detail&FORM=VIRE
https://www.abc6.com/centreville-bank-provides-accessible-banking-for-rentreliefri-applicants/
https://www.providencejournal.com/story/news/courts/2021/06/08/ri-rent-and-utility-relief-available-now-leaders-say/7608068002/
https://www.wpri.com/money/new-ri-rental-relief-program-now-accepting-applications/
https://www.newportri.com/story/news/local/2021/06/23/rent-utility-help-available-those-facing-financial-hardship/5326241001/
https://www.providencejournal.com/story/news/politics/2021/10/05/ri-announces-award-51-million-200-million-emergency-rental-aid/6004836001/
https://www.newportthisweek.com/articles/rent-relief-program-offers-lifeline/
https://upriseri.com/rentreliefri/
https://pbn.com/200m-rental-assistance-program-rentreliefri-to-launch-in-march/
https://pbn.com/200m-rental-assistance-program-rentreliefri-to-launch-in-march/
https://www.providencejournal.com/story/news/politics/2021/10/05/ri-announces-award-51-million-200-million-emergency-rental-aid/6004836001/
https://www.thenewportbuzz.com/rentreliefri-program-hits-100-million-mark-in-rental-and-utility-assistance-to-rhode-island-renters/34375
https://www.thenewportbuzz.com/rentreliefri-program-hits-100-million-mark-in-rental-and-utility-assistance-to-rhode-island-renters/34375
https://www.abc6.com/mayor-elorza-rihousing-announce-partnership-with-rentreliefri/
https://www.anchorweb.org/post/rhode-island-renters-helped-by-50-million-rentrefliefri-assistance
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Onsite Application Assistance 
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Ongoing Application Assistance at City Offices, Food Pantry and Schools and at 
21 partner locations across the state 
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Streamlined Applications, Processes and Documentation  
 
 
  

Reduction of paperwork requirements/streamlining application process for larger landlords and 
affordable housing developments 

• Bulk upload for payments for affordable housing developments 

Fact-specific proxies to simplify process 
• Grantees can reasonably confirm an applicant’s stated income by cross-checking the factual 

information provided in the application against statistical data resources 
• Use of self-attestation form 
  

Automated applications 
• Automated applications with prioritization tiers 
• Prioritize applicants with eviction cases or those in vulnerable populations 
  

Adjusting program strategies to meet local needs 
• Some states employed community action representatives that help increase applications by 

providing insight into difficulties faced by local populations and have enabled staff to adapt to 
such issues 

• Social campaigns to remind people they may be eligible 
 

Using commitment letters to assist prospective renters 
• Provide proof they are prequalified or approved for rental assistance to allow them to apply 

funds to future rent/security deposits. Helpful for populations such as: 
o Eligible households who are currently unhoused 
o Eligible individuals transitioning from incarceration or foster care 
o Eligible individuals escaping domestic violence and seeking new housing 
o Eligible households with an expiring lease 
o Eligible households with “month-to-month” agreements 

https://www.rihousing.com/wp-content/uploads/Self-Attestation-Form_-Fillable_3.22-2.pdf
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Internet Stipend for RentReliefRI recipients 
 

 

  



 

 

RIHousing 
Special Achievement: COVID Response 
RentReliefRI: A Lifeline for Rhode Island Renters (and Landlords) 

www.RIHousing.com 

Extensive, Multi-Channel Outreach and Advertising Plan 
PROGRAM LAUNCH 
 

Program Name, Logo and Website 
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OUTREACH PLANS 
Initial Plans and engagement in spring/summer 2021: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Initial Outreach and Engagement Plan with Stats on Early Results for Summer/Fall 2021: 
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• YouTube 
• Google Search 
• Programmatic display 
• Pandora audio and video 
• Hulu and Roku 
• English, Spanish and 

Portuguese radio stations 
• English and Spanish cable 
• English and Spanish 

broadcast 
 

Out-of-Home 
 
• Digital billboards 
• Traditional billboards 
• Digital gas Station TVs 
• Digital convenience stores 
• Digital C-store TVs 
• Bus wrap 
• Bus shelters 
 

Print + Online 
 
Media outlets across the 
state, including, English 
and Spanish print and 
digital outlets and those 
reaching minority 
populations 
 

PAID MEDIA 

Print and digital 
advertising across the 
state (bilingual) 
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TV Advertisements 

 
  

Thankful: messages of thanks from customers TV 
spot  

Lifeline: it’s more than a virus TV spot 

Never Easy: get help to apply TV spot 
 
 

Thankful :30 
Version 1 
Version 2 
 
A Lifeline to Help :30 
English 
Spanish 
 
You’ve Heard about RentRelief :30 
English 
Spanish 
 
Spread the Word Rhode Island :15 
English 
 
Never Easy :15 
English 
 
Word Games :30 
English 
Spanish  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5lazm2_ThwU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R-1HpPvOcLg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBLYxslfp_o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5lazm2_ThwU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=738WfiK-mAA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R-1HpPvOcLg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uYAuQHHfIhY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kSeWmRHBQtw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a3a0rSkZKHI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iB_dQUk0u2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBLYxslfp_o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hl4jrmQNcEg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B2Doc8XkXrM
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Out-of-Home Advertisements 

Billboards 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Gas Station TV 

 

Convenience stores/gas stations 
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RIPTA Public Buses  
Exterior wrap and interior digital displays ads 
 

 
 

 
 

     
Bus shelters across state 
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Grassroots Outreach 

Bilingual Community Engagement 
Toolkit 
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Tenant, Partner and Landlord Tutorials 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

TENANT 
How to recertify 

LANDLORD 
How to register as landlord 

TENANT REPRESENTATIVE 
How to apply on behalf of 

tenant, video 
 

STEP-BY-STEP 
GUIDANCE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YkMygYX6Yc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YkMygYX6Yc
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Door knocking campaigns 

  

Trackable QR Codes
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Targeted Outreach 
 

 
Eblasts, hard copy mailings, outbound calls, virtual event, video, 
webpages for National Grid customers 
 

 

Bill stuffer sent out to all water board customers 
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Eblasts: 
 

 

 

 

  

80 
designed 

emails 
31,944 

Opens 

40% 
Average  

Open Rate 

27% 
Average  

Click Through 
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Events 
 
 
  

Virtual Events 

Virtual event with Mayor of East Providence Informational Event with General Assembly members 

• AARP Tele Town Hall  
• RI LISC Creole Informational 

Event  
• Providence Mayor 
• RI Elder Info 

https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=4774412199276085
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In-person Events:  
Informational and Onsite Application Assistance at community events, partner offices, fairs, etc. 
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Onsite Application Assistance events  

 

  

Online Appointment Scheduling System 
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Social Media 
Ongoing paid and organic posts to RIHousing and RentReliefRI 
Facebook pages, Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn 
  

Thankful campaign 
 

Milestone Posts 
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A series of Answers to Frequently Asked Questions in both English and Spanish 

Program “Wind Down” 
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 Earned Media 

 
Selection of early media coverage from  
program launch: 
  

Repurposing of Earned Media via website and social 
media channels 
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Partner Outreach  
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
National Grid partnership 
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Marketing Materials

Program Flyer, detailed 
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Program Flyer, simple 
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Landlord Frequently Asked Questions 
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On-site assistance promotional flyer, in partnership with the Governor and Community 
College of Rhode Island 
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Assistance Partners list in English and Spanish, with list of languages supported by the 
partners 

 



 

 

RIHousing 
Special Achievement: COVID Response 
RentReliefRI: A Lifeline for Rhode Island Renters (and Landlords) 

www.RIHousing.com 

 

Tenant Representative flyer 
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