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Introduction 

The economic shutdown caused by the COVID-19 pandemic brought renewed focus on the social safety net in 
2020, highlighKng its flaws and weaknesses. The “safety net” is a patchwork of programs designed to help 
individuals and families in need, but criKcs say some of the neediest sKll fall through the cracks.  

The United States may have enough money to help everyone who needs it during the pandemic, but government 
assistance in general is a highly parKsan issue, with polls showing much more support among liberals than 
conservaKves. In the spring, Congress quickly passed several bills to address the crisis, but with some of those 
programs expiring mid-summer, lawmakers stalled on further legislaKon in August 2020. Congress appeared 
closer to reaching a deal on another sKmulus package in December 2020. 

Many elements of the safety net are established and funded by Congress, then carried out by the states. In New 
Mexico, the Human Services Department administers programs serving more than 1 million people, including 
Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), the Supplemental NutriKon Assistance Program 
(SNAP), Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and others. A web page called “I Need Assistance,” 
directs residents to available benefits. HSD also has a web page lisKng the waivers and flexibiliKes it has applied 
for and whether they have been approved or denied. 

Government relief programs during the pandemic helped millions of Americans, but also largely bypassed 
immigrant communiKes, advocates say. Nearly 75% of undocumented workers are “essenKal” compared to 65% 
of the naKve-born workforce. They are more vulnerable to the effects of the pandemic, but even though New 
Mexico’s 60,000 undocumented immigrants pay more than $67 million in state and local taxes, they are ineligible 
for sKmulus checks, unemployment and Medicaid.  

There has been significant debate over how to structure unemployment and other benefits in order to help 
individuals and the economy without discouraging people from working. Under normal condiKons, unemployed 
Americans get somewhere around 45% of their paycheck in weekly benefits. With the extra $600 per week 
Congress authorized for the early months of the pandemic, about two-thirds of workers could earn more on 
unemployment than they had while working, economists esKmated. Twenty percent could earn twice their 
salary. But other indicators suggested that a lack of job opportuniKes—not the extra money—kept them from 
going back to work.  

In New Mexico, there has been an effort to reduce the impact of the “cliff effect,” a steep drop-off in benefits 
that happens as people earn more money, and “churn,” when they cycle on and off of benefit programs. The cliff 
effect and churn are barriers to economic health for individuals, families and the state, according to a 2019 policy 
brief from New Mexico First, which includes several policy recommendaKons. 

Unemployment 

As the virus spread across the country, schools, government offices and businesses shut down and furloughed or 
laid off millions of workers. In March, Congress temporarily expanded unemployment assistance because of the 
pandemic. The Families First Coronavirus Response Act expanded emergency family and medical leave and gave 
states $1 billion for unemployment programs.  
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https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/from-our-experts/can-the-us-safety-net-handle-the-covid-19-pandemic-and-recession
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2019/12/17/views-of-the-economic-system-and-social-safety-net/
https://www.brookings.edu/podcast-episode/the-politics-of-congresss-covid-19-response/
https://www.npr.org/2020/08/08/900432108/congress-stalled-in-covid-19-relief-bill-discussions
https://www.hsd.state.nm.us/About_the_Department.aspx
https://www.newmexico.gov/i-need-assistance/
https://www.hsd.state.nm.us/LookingForAssistance/covid-19.aspx
https://www.nmvoices.org/archives/14197
https://www.nmvoices.org/archives/14197
https://cmsny.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/US-Essential-Workers-Printable.pdf
https://harvardpolitics.com/united-states/undocumented-workers-the-essential-exposed-and-expendable/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/23/business/economy/unemployment-benefits.html
https://www.nber.org/papers/w27216
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:KWxxtuwCeMEJ:https://nmfirst.worldsecuresystems.com/_literature_249538/Cliff_Effects_and_Churning_in_Public_Benefits_Policy_Brief+&cd=2&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us&client=safari
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:KWxxtuwCeMEJ:https://nmfirst.worldsecuresystems.com/_literature_249538/Cliff_Effects_and_Churning_in_Public_Benefits_Policy_Brief+&cd=2&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us&client=safari
https://www.dol.gov/coronavirus/unemployment-insurance
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-families-first-coronavirus-response-act-summary-of-key-provisions/


The CARES Act temporarily expanded eligibility and 
provided more money for a longer period of Kme. 
Pandemic Unemployment Assistance was offered to the 
self-employed, gig workers and others who wouldn’t 
normally qualify. Federal Pandemic Unemployment 
CompensaKon authorized an extra $600 per week in 
benefits. And Pandemic Emergency Unemployment 
CompensaKon added 13 weeks to the standard benefit 
period. 

In New Mexico, the Department of Workforce SoluKons 
waived the one-week waiKng period before applying 
and waived the requirement that people geing 
unemployment look for another job. Demand for the 
unemployment payments was high, and the state’s new 
phone system crashed ajer geing half a million calls in 
its first hours. More than 265,000 people filed for unemployment between March and August 2020, when the 
unemployment rate was over 12%.  

As the pandemic progressed, some applicants went back to work, but others remained unemployed or working 
reduced hours; about 94,000 workers filed regular weekly claims in early August. Late in August the state was set 
to begin processing addiKonal $300 weekly payments as part of the Lost Wages Assistance program, established 
by President Trump through an execuKve order. 

Lej out were workers without Social Security numbers, who weren’t eligible for unemployment, including some 
DACA designees and Temporary Protected Status recipients and applicants. 

Food Stamps — SNAP 

New Mexico has the highest rate of food 
insecurity in the naKon; More than a quarter of 
the state’s children may not have reliable access 
to affordable, healthy food. That rate is higher in 
Indian Country, where it is nearly twice the 
naKonal average. Before the pandemic, New 
Mexico had the naKon’s highest rate of 
enrollment in SNAP, also called food stamps; at 
21.5% it was more than twice the naKonal 
average. 

Advocates argue that SNAP is an effecKve, 
efficient way to alleviate food insecurity and 
reduce poverty. Evidence from the 2008 
recession indicates that an increase in benefits 
has a swij posiKve impact on the local economy. 

In response to the pandemic, the CARES Act added nearly $16 billion in food assistance, and Families First gave 
states more flexibility. The New Mexico Human Services Department increased food stamp benefits to the 
maximum. (A limle less than $650 per month for a family of four.) 
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Source: NM Dept. of Workforce Solutions

Source: NM Human Services Dept.

https://www.hsd.state.nm.us/uploads/files/Public%2520Information/Data%2520Book%2520Section%25202B%2520Program%2520Enrollment%25201-20-20.pdf
https://www.dws.state.nm.us/en-us/Researchers/Data/Labor-Force-Unemployment
https://nmpoliticalreport.com/2020/04/02/new-mexicos-phone-system-for-unemployment-benefits-is-hanging-up-on-thousands-of-callers/
https://www.santafenewmexican.com/news/business/unemployment-claims-climb-in-new-mexico-while-dropping-across-nation/article_49566ce8-d7ec-11ea-a208-fba16a1a3d43.html
https://www.abqjournal.com/1490408/feds-ok-nm-for-new-unemployment-program.html
https://www.abqjournal.com/1490408/feds-ok-nm-for-new-unemployment-program.html
https://www.fema.gov/disasters/coronavirus/governments/supplemental-payments-lost-wages-guidelines
https://www.nmvoices.org/archives/14317
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/thinkbabies_facts_NM.pdf
https://ibis.health.state.nm.us/indicator/view/FoodInsec.Child.Cnty.html
https://www.cbpp.org/research/snap-is-effective-and-efficient
https://www.cbpp.org/research/snap-is-effective-and-efficient
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/93169/err-263.pdf?v=1509.3
https://www.newmexico.gov/2020/08/07/new-supplemental-snap-increases-also-being-issued-in-august/


The state also expanded benefits for students who would normally get free or reduced-price breakfast and lunch 
at school. StarKng in March, when schools closed, HSD introduced Pandemic EBT (P-EBT), which gave families 
$5.70 per kid, per day they would have been in school. The program rules lej it open to undocumented families 
and families who chose to pick up free meals at school distribuKon centers. Those who already had Electronic 
Benefits Transfer cards got the money added to their exisKng cards; those who didn’t got new EBT cards in the 
mail. 

SKll, advocates such as NM Voices for Children argue that the state should expand eligibility to those who earn 
slightly more, the amount of benefits should be increased and that parKcipants should be allowed to buy 
prepared (not just fresh) food with their EBT cards. 

Medicaid and CHIP 

Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program provide health coverage for low income people, pregnant 
women and children, and some seniors and disabled people. About 40% of New Mexicans, more than 750,000, 
are enrolled in Medicaid, which is funded by federal, state and local taxes, and administered by the state.  

When Affordable Care Act gave states the opKon to expand Medicaid to people making slightly more, Gov. 
Susana MarKnez in 2013 approved the expansion. As a result, enrollment increased by 63%, and, within three 
years, the uninsured rate dropped by half.  

Families First increased the amount of Medicare costs that the federal government would pay by 6.2%. That 
directed $330 million more to New Mexico, but is a notably smaller increase than the average 10 percent bump 
states got from the 2009 Recovery Act. The law required states to pay for COVID-19 tesKng for Medicaid 
recipients, but also allowed states to use Medicaid money to pay for COVID tesKng for the uninsured. 

One loophole: The uninsured were unable to sign up for health care outside of the open enrollment periods and, 
though COVID tesKng was free, treatment was not.  

Though the relief packages acknowledged Indian Country, criKcs said they didn’t do enough to address the 
disproporKonate rates of infecKon and resulKng economic crises in NaKve communiKes. The CARES Act funneled 
$170 million toward 1,800 health care providers in New Mexico and directed more money to the Indian Health 
Service. 

Families First authorized $64 million for the 
Indian Health Service and $3 million to urban 
Indian organizaKons across Indian Country, but 
New Mexico’s share was a small fracKon. 

Welfare — TANF 

RelaKvely few New Mexicans (about 27,000) are 
served by Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families, compared to the much bigger 
Medicaid (840,000) and SNAP (450,000). 

Several states adjusted the rules for welfare 
payments (formally known as Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families or TANF), 
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https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=nm+pandemic+ebt&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
https://www.hsd.state.nm.us/LookingForAssistance/electronic-benefits-transfer-ebt-.aspx
https://www.hsd.state.nm.us/LookingForAssistance/electronic-benefits-transfer-ebt-.aspx
https://www.nmvoices.org/archives/14257
https://www.medicaid.gov/state-overviews/stateprofile.html?state=new-mexico
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/families-firsts-medicaid-funding-boost-a-useful-first-step-but-far-from-enough
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/programs/tanf


according to a survey by the Urban InsKtute. Some elected not to reduce benefits because families received 
extra unemployment or coronavirus sKmulus checks. Others acted to broaden eligibility, tap or expand short-
term benefit funds, and increase training opportuniKes. 

Housing Assistance 

The CARES Act provided help for renters and homeowners, but didn’t do enough to protect New Mexicans facing 
housing insecurity, New Mexico Voices for Children argues. For example, the CARES Act temporarily suspended 
evicKons for nonpayment of rent and suspended foreclosures on federally-backed mortgages. But 
undocumented immigrants, half of whom own their own homes, aren’t eligible for the federally backed loans 
that were guaranteed accommodaKons due to the pandemic.  

The New Mexico Supreme Court also issued two orders limiKng evicKons. The New Mexico Mortgage Finance 
Authority began offering rental assistance from the New Mexico Housing Trust Fund, some of which is 
designated to short-term help for tenants affected by COVID-19. 

SKll, there remain significant housing challenges. The New Mexico Mortgage Finance Authority oversees U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development programs that help low-income people find affordable housing. 
The MFA oversees three regional housing authoriKes, which serve rural areas, and municipal housing authoriKes, 
which manage houses and apartments in urban areas. Housing programs fall into three categories: subsidized 
rental properKes, “public housing” through the Low Rent Program, and “SecKon 8,” or the Housing Choice 
Voucher Program.  

A New Mexican would have to work 73 hours a week at minimum wage in order to afford fair market rent for a 
two-bedroom apartment here, according to a 2020 report from the NaKonal Low Income Housing CoaliKon. The 
average renter earns about $14 per hour, but would need to make more like $16.37 in order not to spend more 
than the recommended 30% of their income on housing. But more than a quarter of New Mexico kids live in a 
household that pays more than 30% for housing, and more than 10,000 kids are homeless at some point during 
the school year. The most expensive places to live include Los Alamos County, Santa Fe and the housing-
crunched oil patch of Lea, Eddy and Curry counKes. 

The CARES Act also included $8.2 million more for the Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP), 
which helps people earning less than 150 of the federal poverty level pay their energy bills. Payments start at 
about $80 per month and go up to $560, based on a matrix that includes how much energy costs are as a 
percentage of income, and how many children and elderly or disabled people live in the house. 

In addiKon, several uKlity providers pledged not to disconnect customers who couldn’t pay their bills during the 
pandemic. The state’s largest electric provider, PNM, operates the Good Neighbor Fund, which includes 
donaKons from ratepayers, and helps pay bills for customers who show they’re having a financial emergency. 
They give out about $500,000 per year. Normally, the fund can add as much as $150 to LIHEAP to help a family 
pay their electric bill. During the pandemic, PNM said it was giving as much as $550 in assistance.  

 5

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/102684/changes-in-state-tanf-policies-in-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic_0.pdf
https://www.irs.gov/coronavirus-tax-relief-and-economic-impact-payments
https://www.nmvoices.org/archives/14369
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/USHUDPIH/2020/04/28/file_attachments/1438116/PIH%2520Tenant%2520Flyer%2520on%2520the%2520Eviction%2520Moratorium%2520Flyer_Published.pdf
https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/USHUDPIH/2020/04/28/file_attachments/1438116/PIH%2520Tenant%2520Flyer%2520on%2520the%2520Eviction%2520Moratorium%2520Flyer_Published.pdf
http://housingnm.org/renters/renters
http://housingnm.org/assets/content/NMHTFRA_Fact_Sheet.pdf
http://www.housingnm.org/community_development/regional-housing-authorities
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PIH/documents/PHA_Contact_Report_NM.pdf
http://housingnm.org/renters/subsidized-rental-properties
http://housingnm.org/renters/subsidized-rental-properties
https://www.propublica.org/article/what-you-need-to-know-about-how-section-8-really-works
https://reports.nlihc.org/sites/default/files/oor/files/reports/state/NM-2020-OOR.pdf
https://www.nmvoices.org/archives/14369#_ftn2
https://liheapch.acf.hhs.gov/docs/NM_BenefitsMatrix_2019.pdf
https://www.newmexico.gov/utilities/
https://www.pnm.com/good-neighbor-fund
https://www.pnm.com/gnf
https://www.pnm.com/good-neighbor-fund


Further Reading 

H.R. 6074: Coronavirus Preparedness and Response Supplemental AppropriaKons Act, 2020 (March 4, 2020. 
Provided $8.3 billion in emergency funding for public health, small business loans and flexibility in Medicare.) 

H.R. 6201: Families First Coronavirus Response Act  (Enacted March 18, 2020. Targeted at individuals and 
families, with expanded unemployment, Medicaid and food aid, plus free coronavirus tesKng and paid leave.) 

H.R. 748: Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (March 27, 2020. Authorized sKmulus checks of 
$1,200 for Americans making $75,000 a year or less, increased unemployment benefits by $600 per week 
through July.) 

H.R. 266: Paycheck ProtecKon Program and Health Care Enhancement Act (April 24, 2020. Nearly $500 billion to 
help small businesses pay their workers.) 

Cliff Effects and Churn, a 2019policy brief from New Mexico First, which includes a useful overview of benefit 
programs in New Mexico. 

EssenKal but Excluded, a report on immigrant families and COVID relief, from NM Voices for Children 

Undocumented Workers: The EssenKal, Exposed, and Expendable, in Harvard PoliKcal Review 

The social safety net: The gaps that COVID-19 spotlights —The Brookings InsKtuKon 

Can the U.S. Safety Net Handle the Covid-19 Pandemic and Recession? — Johns Hopkins University

 6

https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/116/hr6074
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/116/hr6201
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/116/hr748
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/116/hr266
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:KWxxtuwCeMEJ:https://nmfirst.worldsecuresystems.com/_literature_249538/Cliff_Effects_and_Churning_in_Public_Benefits_Policy_Brief+&cd=2&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us&client=safari
https://www.nmvoices.org/covid-19-info-resources
https://harvardpolitics.com/united-states/undocumented-workers-the-essential-exposed-and-expendable/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/06/23/the-social-safety-net-the-gaps-that-covid-19-spotlights/
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/from-our-experts/can-the-us-safety-net-handle-the-covid-19-pandemic-and-recession
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