Cash flows in for home weatherization



RECAP workers insulate pipes in a basement home in Pine Bush on a recent Friday morning. From left are Ismael Colon, Casper Knizeski and Nelson Charty. The agency plans to double the number of homes it weatherizes in Orange County to 318 units with an addition of $1.4 million.Times Herald-Record/DOMINICK FIORILLE
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Middletown — The office of the Regional Economic Community Action Program is a spartan space within an old brick building located near a defunct railroad station downtown.

It's hard to imagine that this is one of the places where American job growth and energy efficiency might blossom. But millions of federal dollars for weatherizing homes are pouring in here to make it happen.

"What computers were to America in the 1970s, (energy efficiency) is going to be to a whole new industry of jobs and technologies," said Mike Dunleavy, assistant director of RECAP's weatherization program.

Provided with an unprecedented injection of $5 billion in federal stimulus money, weatherization programs around the country are ramping up to make millions of low-income homes healthier, less drafty and cheaper to power.

"In 10-15 years, every house is going to have solar roofs, and windmills will be everywhere," Dunleavy said.

New York's Weatherization Assistance Program involves doing energy audits, sealing and insulating homes, and installing energy-saving equipment such as Energy Star appliances for free to income-eligible residents.

The state, with its long, cold winters and large stock of drafty homes, received $395 million in weatherization stimulus money, more than any other state, making it the model to be scrutinized.

The weatherization program, combined with the state's Green Jobs/Green New York program, for non-low-income homeowners, is expected to weatherize at least 1 million homes over the next five years.

Orange, Ulster and Sullivan counties will all receive $1 million-$3 million extra for weatherization, effectively doubling or tripling the scale of their programs. RECAP plans to double the number of homes it weatherizes in Orange County to 318 units with an addition of $1.4 million, which comes on top of $1 million it regularly receives for the program.

RECAP will be assisted for the first time by the Orange County Rural Development Advisory Corp., or RDAC, which also gets $1.4 million to weatherize 126 units. The Ulster County Community Action Committee in Kingston and the Community Action Commission to Help the Economy in Liberty are implementing the weatherization programs in those counties.

Homeowners applying for weatherization make up to 60 percent of the state's median annual income, which for a family of three comes out to $39,348. Landlords of public or senior housing contribute as much as 25 percent of the cost to be eligible for the program.

Alice Dickinson is director of the Orange County Rural Development Advisory Corp., the other agency implementing the program in Orange County. She said she has utmost faith in the program's potential to generate a shift to a green economy.

"A year ago, I was working to pass Energy Star legislation in the Town of Montgomery, and the builders were opposed to it," she said. "Now builders are looking at (the weatherization program) and they would not even consider building something without some green in it."
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