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Stimulus-Powered Weatherization Program Improving Thousands of More Homes
  The Weatherization Assistance Program has improved more than 100  homes of those of low and moderate income throughout the state with funds received under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), and is “nearing full production” that will help more than 5,000 households in the next three years, according to acting state weatherization manager Larry Palmer.
  “The ARRA, or stimulus funds, are a much needed gift that we’ve been hoping for for years, because weatherization is a program of proven efficiency and effectiveness that brings measurable improvements to homes, and now we can help many more, Palmer, the state weatherization trainer in the state Office of Community Services (OCS), said in a news release.

  The program was established nationally in 1976 to help people of low income have more energy-efficient, safe and healthy homes. It is funded by the federal Department of Energy (DOE), administered in Arkansas by state OCS, and operated primarily by the private, nonprofit community action agencies as part of their work to help people of low income gain the basic necessities and advance toward economic self-sufficiency.

  It uses computerized energy audits and advanced diagnostic technology to make a range of improvements, free of charge for those eligible, that enable households to conserve home energy and save income that can be used for other basic necessities, including food and medicine. Clients have testified that the work helps reduce consumption considerably, saving them much income. 
  DOE said in its fact sheet that weatherization, which has improved more than 6.2 million homes nationally, “saves an average of 30.5 million British Thermal Units of energy per household, which equates to a 23 percent reduction in primary heating fuel use,” and “an average of 32 percent in gas space heating.” 

   It said families “will save an average of $350 in reduced first-year energy costs, at current prices.”

  The agency also stressed the economic and environmental effect the program has, noting that every $1 invested returns $2.73 in energy and nonenergy benefits, that it creates 52 direct jobs and 23 indirect jobs for every $1 million, and that it “mitigates approximately 1.61 metric tons of carbon dioxide a year in homes heated primarily with natural gas and even more in homes heated with fuel oil.”
  Former Gov. Mike Huckabee praised weatherization for its “proven effectiveness” and Gov. Mike Beebe hailed it for ensuring “the safety and well-being of hundreds of thousands of people, including many elderly, disabled, children and working families” and urged “all citizens to work together to support and strengthen the program, which has done so much for so many in our state, for the betterment of all.”

  The regular Arkansas weatherization program has injected $100 million into communities throughout the state to improve about 70,000 homes. It has an annual budget of about $3.5 million, which enables it to improve more than 1,000 homes a year.

  It is to receive $48 million in stimulus funds during the next three years, which will enable it to improve an additional 5,578 homes.

  The program also works with the seven investor-owned electric and gas utilities to provide weatherization to the utilities’ customers whose homes are “severely energy inefficient,” a partnership in which the utilities pay for part of the work, which is done by the agencies’ weatherization staffs. More than 660 homes have been weatherized, representing $915,334 leveraged to help the agencies improve more homes. 

  The program is now able to invest more in weatherization improvements – up to $6,500 – and to serve those of more moderate income – up to 200 percent of the federally defined poverty income, which means individuals whose annual income is up to $21,660 and a family of four whose income is up to $44,100 would be eligible for the service.

  Now, Palmer said, agencies are able to do more insulation, hire electricians to do certain work, replace space heaters and vent them, and repair or replace energy-wasting kitchen stoves, “work that enables us to save a house rather than walk away from it because it is so substandard.”

  Among those of higher income whose homes have been weatherized in the last few months are Thomas and Robyn Lee of Near Tyronza (Poinsett County), Wal-Mart employees who have two sons. “It’s a necessity!” Thomas, a Navy veteran, told the Arkansas Community Action Agencies Association after the family’s old, brick house received a number of improvements, including insulation of the attic and the water heater, caulking and weatherstripping, replacement of windows and doors, and installation of fluorescent bulbs, foam gaskets for the electrical outlets, a turbine vent, and a low-flow shower head. “It’s a totally different home now,” he said, adding that the family had used much less energy during the summer and was “looking forward to winter because it’s not going to be as costly.”

  More than 90 employees, who’ve received training at the agencies, will participate in more training at the weatherization warehouse of the Office of Human Concern in Rogers Thursday and Friday (Oct. 1-2). “It will be basic and hands-on, will sharpen the skills they’ve acquired, and will help move us to full production, which means all of us together improving nearly 2,000 homes a year over the three years with stimulus funds,” Palmer said. 

  The training also will give participants “a deeper understanding of the program, and its intent, Palmer said. “Weatherization, of course, is highly technical, and requires many skills and much cooperation and coordination, but what it’s really about is caring about people, and helping them have better homes and better lives.”

  More information about weatherization may be obtained by calling Palmer at the state weatherization office at (501) 682-8725.
(This news release was prepared in cooperation with William Green, communications director of the Arkansas Community Action Agencies Association and a former reporter and feature writer for United Press International in St. Louis and Chicago, The Commercial Appeal in Memphis, the now-defunct Arkansas Gazette in Little Rock (for 13 years) and USA Today in Rosslyn, Va.)

