October 30, 2020
The Honorable Steven T. Mnuchin
Secretary
U.S. Department of the Treasury
1500 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20220
The Honorable Jerome H. Powell
Chair
Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve
20th Street and Constitution Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20551
Dear Secretary Mnuchin and Chair Powell:
We write regarding the Treasury Department and Federal Reserve’s failure to ensure that the programs
they created under the CARES Act equitably serve people of color and women. You have both
acknowledged that the COVID-19 pandemic has had an outsized impact on Black and Brown
communities and women, and the Federal Reserve recently proclaimed that its full employment
mandate—which applies to the CARES Act programs—is a “broad-based and inclusive goal.”1 And yet,
your design of these programs appears to be widening racial and gender gaps rather than closing them.
In this letter, we offer several suggestions for immediately addressing these concerns and aligning your
actions with your rhetoric.
Municipal Liquidity Facility (MLF)
State and local governments have been hit hard by COVID-19, creating an estimated budget shortfall of
as much as $650 billion over the next two fiscal years.2 These governments have already responded by
laying off more than one million workers. These targeted layoffs disproportionately affect Black and
female workers.3 A worker laid off in the public sector is 20% more likely to be Black than a worker
who loses his or her job in the private sector, and 32% more likely to be a woman.4 The solvency of our
nation’s states and cities is a matter of racial justice.
Congress gave the Treasury Department and the Federal Reserve tools to address this crisis. The
CARES Act authorizes the Treasury Secretary to make loans and other investments to provide
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“liquidity” to state and local governments “related to losses incurred as a result of coronavirus.” 5 That
broad language empowers your agencies to make generous loans that match the scale and scope of the
liquidity crunch state and local governments are facing.
Instead, you have designed a narrow, punitive lending program that has delivered aid to almost none of
the state and local governments struggling with losses related to the COVID-19 pandemic. In the six
months since Congress passed the CARES Act, that program (the Municipal Liquidity Facility, or MLF)
has purchased only two notes from state and local entities for a total of $1.65 billion, or just 0.33% of its
announced $500 billion capacity.6
Even as the Federal Reserve repeatedly testified before the House Financial Services and Senate
Banking Committees and the House Select Subcommittee on the Coronavirus Crisis that relief for cities
and states is essential to any economic recovery, it fails to provide that very support.
At a recent hearing of the Congressional Oversight Commission on the MLF, nearly every witness
recommended adjusting these terms and conditions to make the MLF a more generous and viable option
for state and local governments—including witnesses selected by both Democratic and Republican
members of the Commission.7 Those recommended changes included:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Extend the MLF’s duration into 2021.
Lower the MLF’s interest rate.
Lengthen the repayment term.
Expand the permitted uses for loan proceeds.
Allow more cities and counties and other entities to access the program, as well as territories and
tribes.
Create a facility for secondary-market municipal bond purchases.

A broad, bipartisan group representing tens of thousands of state and local officials also supported these
changes. 8
At the hearing, the witness representing the Federal Reserve assured the Commission that it would
reexamine the MLF’s rules through the lens of whether they serve the Federal Reserve’s recently
announced “guiding principles” of inclusion.9 But instead of moving in that direction, the Federal
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Reserve has signaled that it intends to shutter the MLF altogether at the end of the year, and stated that
potentially interested borrowers must express their interest by the end of November in order to qualify.10
The Treasury has similarly stated that it is currently planning to shutter the facility.11
In contrast to the MLF’s failure, your corporate credit facilities and other interventions have boosted the
stock market, but not all families share equally in that financial success. Black Americans make up more
than 13% of the U.S. population but own only 1.5% of stocks.12 That means that when you are generous
with corporations but stingy with programs like the MLF, you are deepening the racial income and
persisting wealth gaps in our country.
Earlier this year, many Members of Congress recognized the risk of such a disparate approach in
administering these programs and urged leadership to include an explicit mandate in the CARES Act
ensuring equitable terms for the MLF.13 Instead, the Fed was left with broad and independent authority
over these lending programs, which can be used to provide a true lifeline to our cities, states and the
communities they serve.
We urge you to exercise this authority and take swift action to postpone the MLF’s expiration and to
make it more generous, as state and local government officials and other experts have requested.
Expanding the MLF will save jobs, protect critical municipal programs, stabilize the economy—and
help address the disparate racial and gender impact of the COVID-19 crisis so far.
Main Street Lending Program (MSLP)
We are also concerned about the disparate racial and gender impact of the MSLP.
To date, the MSLP has supported just $2.2 billion in loans from a total of 252 companies, or 0.37% of
the $600 billion capacity touted when the program was first announced.14 While that meager
performance has hurt a broad array of small and midsize companies that need support, we are concerned
that it has had a particularly harsh impact on women- and minority-owned businesses. As Chair Powell
has acknowledged, the MSLP currently targets businesses that “are larger businesses than a lot of
minority businesses.”15 And because the MSLP relies on banks as intermediaries, Black and Brown
business owners will likely deal with the same discrimination they face when normally attempting to
access capital and credit. Indeed, a matched-pair audit of the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) in the
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CARES Act found statistically significant disparities in whether banks offered or encouraged
prospective borrowers to obtain government-backed loans based on the prospective borrowers’ race and
gender.16
To be clear—these disparities were not unpredictable, and they certainly were not inevitable. From the
onset, experts had estimated that up to 95% of Black-owned businesses were at risk of being locked out
of the PPP program.17 In an April 15th letter to Secretary Mnuchin and Administrator Carranza, over 80
Members of the House and Senate raised several concerns with the PPP program and guidance including
disparate access, the need for racial data collection, and the notable lack of reference to fair lending law
enforcement.18
We knew what needed to be done then and we know what must be done now. Failing to heed lessons
learned from the PPP is nothing short of malpractice.
To address these concerns, we request four changes relating to the MSLP:
•

Reduce the minimum loan amount: You have suggested that administrability concerns preclude
you from doing so,19 but as the Oversight Commission and others have recommended, the
Federal Reserve could share the administrative burden of an expanded MSLP among more Fed
regional banks.20 As the Oversight Commission further recommended, the Treasury and the
Federal Reserve should also consider creative fee structures that better incent banks to identify
and provide support to smaller companies.21

•

Establish and enforce strict anti-discrimination rules: When the Federal Reserve was asked how
it planned to prevent the kind of discrimination that had been found in the similar PPP, it did not
identify a concrete plan. Instead, it pointed to a few “outreach” sessions and webinars designed
“to raise awareness” of the MSLP, which has nothing to do with preventing lender
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discrimination.22 The Fed also cited its “expect[ation]” that MSLP loans would be subject to
existing anti-discrimination regulations.23 As we saw with the inequitable distribution of PPP
loans, that expectation is no substitute for robust non-discrimination requirements in the MSLP
program, such as lender certifications and loan-officer training requirements, as well as an audit
and enforcement plan.
•

Include Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs) and Minority Depository
Institutions (MDIs) as eligible lenders and expand the program to fit CDFI and MDIs’ needs: In
response to the question about whether the Federal Reserve would consider including CDFIs in
the MSLP program, the Federal Reserve stated that nonbank CDFIs are not considered eligible
lenders, acknowledged that program criteria like loan size and underwriting criteria “may limit
participation by eligible CDFIs,” and stated that unspecified other “approaches to supporting
CDFIs and the communities [may be more efficient] than adjustments to Main Street.” 24 While
there are strong bipartisan proposals in Congress to require the Federal Reserve and Treasury to
create programs tailored to expanding CDFIs’ and MDIs’ footprint,25 there is nothing stopping
the Federal Reserve from modifying the criteria that exclude CDFIs and MDIs now. The Federal
Reserve should take these steps immediately, especially because CDFIs and MDIs have a proven
track record of supporting women and people of color.26

•

Collect demographic data and conduct other analyses of program impact: It is unclear whether a
single one of the 252 companies to receive MSLP loans is minority- or women-owned, because
the Fed has repeatedly refused to collect any demographic information on MSLP borrowers27—
despite a representative of the banking industry stating that their “member banks would of course
be willing to work with the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston to determine how best to capture
such data.”28 The Federal Reserve has similarly refused to commit to studying whether MSLP or
any of its own emergency lending programs are reaching minority communities, even though the
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Federal Reserve published a study finding that another agency’s program, the PPP, had “left
significant coverage gaps” with respect to Black-owned businesses.29 The Federal Reserve
should work with banks and any other necessary entities to collect demographic data (consistent
with privacy concerns) and conduct robust analyses of the racial and gender impact of its MSLP
design.
In short, there are monetary policy tools at your immediate disposal to quickly and directly address the
outsized impact of the pandemic on communities of color and women, as well as the large gap between
White and Black and Brown unemployment. We hope you will take these steps with the speed and
urgency this moment demands.

Sincerely,

Ayanna Pressley
Member of Congress

/s/ Bharat Ramamurti
Commissioner
Congressional Oversight Commission
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