
 

 

PENNSYLVANIA HOME REPAIR PROGRAM 

The Need for a Statewide Home Repair Program to Respond to the Negative Impacts 
Arising from the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic with its economic impact caused historic levels of unemployment in 
Pennsylvania and significant losses of household income.  It also caused unprecedented increases 
in the cost of lumber and other construction materials.  These factors have made it even more 
difficult for low-income homeowners to afford basic system repairs than before the pandemic.  
At the same time, people are forced to spend more time at home in structures that, in some cases, 
are making them sick or presenting risks of injury. 

In its 2020 Pennsylvania Comprehensive Housing Study, the PA Housing Finance Agency 
(PHFA) found that Pennsylvania has among the oldest housing stock in the country, and that age 
correlates strongly with the need for repair.1  This is true both in urban centers and rural areas.  
Our aging housing stock poses special risks to seniors and people with disabilities, who are more 
at risk for injury and may have accessibility needs, and who are vulnerable to sudden increases in 
the cost of their housing, such as unexpected repair needs.   

As the Comprehensive Housing Study notes, it is difficult to quantify the need for home repairs.2 
However, we can estimate the acute need for home repairs by looking at Weatherization and 
home repair programs.  One indicator is the number of houses “deferred” for weatherization 
because the Department of Energy’s Weatherization Assistance Program does not allow its 
money to be spent on houses that have other health or safety problems. ACTION Housing in 
Western PA reports having to turn away 10%-15% of Weatherization applicants due to poor 
housing conditions that pose a risk to the health and safety of the occupants.3   

Thousands of Pennsylvania homeowners are on waiting lists for local home repair programs or 
are turned away every year for lack of funds.  Philadelphia’s Basic Systems Repair Program 
currently has a waiting list of 1,304 people, and its Adaptive Modifications Program has a 
waiting list of 1,128.4  Rebuilding Together Pittsburgh has a waiting list of 551 homes (about a 
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three-year wait) and turns away roughly 270 applicants per year.5  Rebuilding Together 
Philadelphia has a three-year waiting list and turns away roughly 750 applicants per year for lack 
of resources to address needed repairs.6  Montgomery County’s home repair program (outside of 
Norristown), run by Genesis Housing,  has a waiting list that averages three years. The program 
can only do 6-8 homes a year because of limited funding.7  PHFA reports that, for this round of 
the Pennsylvania Housing Affordability Rehabilitation and Enhancement (PHARE) Fund, it has 
received 119 applications for home repair programs, requesting $40.6 million to repair an 
estimated 1600 homes.8  

While the need for home repairs predates the pandemic, COVID has made addressing that need 
urgent.  Stay-at-home orders increased people’s exposure to mold, asthma triggers, fall and burn 
risks, and other hazards attributable to disrepair.  A state funded home repair program can rectify 
these problems as well as help Pennsylvanians prepare for similar orders in the future. 

Moreover, the decreased financial security of many homeowners and increased cost of building 
materials caused by the pandemic have made matters worse.  Home repair programs report that 
the cost of a sheet of plywood has increased 250% in the last year, from roughly $8 per sheet to 
$28 per sheet.9  Since roofing is one of the areas of greatest home repair need, this has forced 
homeowners to make difficult decisions as to which repairs to prioritize.   

As the need for home repair assistance has increased, the importance of safe and accessible 
housing has never been greater.  Given the uncertainty surrounding the effectiveness of existing 
vaccines against mutated strains of the virus, and the possibility that vaccinated people may still 
transmit the virus to others, it is still important to ensure that every Pennsylvanian has a safe and 
accessible place to quarantine. 

Pennsylvania Home Repair Program 

To address the impact that the pandemic has had on the ability of Pennsylvania homeowners to 
maintain their homes in decent, safe and sanitary condition and to prepare for future stay-at-
home orders, Pennsylvania should establish a Pennsylvania Home Repair Program (PHRP), 
funded by federal Fiscal Recovery Fund money.  With an investment of $100 million, PHRP 
could preserve an estimated 5,000 owner-occupied homes. 

PHRP would provide grants of up to $20,000 each to low-income homeowners to repair basic 
systems, resolve health and safety issues, and make accessibility modifications.  The funds 
would be administered by DCED through grants to local providers, similar to the Weatherization 
Assistance Program.  Homeowners with household income at or below 80% of the applicable 
area median income would be eligible.  Priorities would be established by local providers 
according to local needs. 
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