WAP Recovery Act Success Story: Washington
By Rebecca Stewart

This is the fourth in a series of articles which will take a closer look at some state and local programs which have excelled in rolling out American Recovery and Reinvestment (ARRA) funds and rapidly ramped up their programs to meet the Obama Administration’s goals.  States already highlighted: Ohio, Colorado, Idaho. 

The State of Washington’s American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (Recovery Act) production is consistently above its target and successfully exceeding goals and expectations. Washington has overcome significant issues to become a leader in national implementation.  The State had a goal of weatherizing 730 units by December 31, 2009 and surpassed that goal, with 921 units completed through the end of 2009. By March 10, 2010, Washington had already achieved their goal for the end of the first quarter 2010 – of a 2,400 unit goal, 2,417 were completed.   

As of February 26th, 2010, Washington State weatherized more than 30 percent of the 7,170 Recovery Act units required in its Department of Energy (DOE) Plan. This made the state eligible for the second half of the allocated $59.5 million in Recovery Act funding. Steps have been taken to provide the necessary information to DOE so that funding can be released as soon as possible. 

Washington may be a model for production, but it is also a model for overcoming challenges. Washington’s Recovery Act weatherization production was slower to ramp up than expected, principally due to new federal and state prevailing wage requirements. The new wages required many agencies to make system changes before feeling confident with implementing new contracts and wages. Nonetheless, the program was held accountable by Governor Gregoire to the plan submitted to the Department of Energy. 

Challenges

While Washington is currently meeting and exceeding Recovery Act targets, it was difficult to get the program fully “ramped up.” Federally required Davis Bacon rates and job classifications were at odds with state Prevailing Wage rates and job classifications. According to Washington law, the higher wage rate must be paid in all circumstances. Determining the best way to ensure that all local agencies and contractors pay the wage rate was challenging. The Department of Commerce, which administers the program in the state, worked with the Department of Labor and Industries, which is responsible for state prevailing wages in the state, to mitigate problems through extensive training, technical assistance, and procedural adjustments.

In order to achieve high production levels quickly, the Department of Commerce began a direct service program, contracting with vendors directly to increase the number of units weatherized within the state. Washington directed their initial efforts toward low income housing within the state's Housing Trust Fund portfolio, as well as other projects dedicated to low income housing. As of March 5, 2010, nearly 700 units have been weatherized through this temporary initiative.  To further expedite production, Commerce has entered into interagency agreements with Washington’s Department of Ecology and General Administration. Five General Administration inspectors who formerly had been at risk of unemployment now assist Commerce in its unit inspections. Through an agreement with the Department of Ecology, AmeriCorps workers perform conservation education and install energy efficient lighting, smoke and CO detectors, and other low cost measures. 

Due to the successful fulfillment of targets two quarters in a row, Commerce has begun the transition out of direct service administration. Discussions will begin with the CAP network in the next week on how the weatherization network could serve in a "rapid response" fashion to supplement production if needed in the future, rather than the state.

Training

The Opportunity Council’s Building Performance Center (BPC) has been the principal trainer for the state's weatherization program since 1999 when the Department of Commerce created the Peer Circuit Rider (PCR) Program.   The goal of the PCR is to provide training and technical assistance at the local level and respond to specific agency needs as they arise. This concept has been expanded by the department of Commerce with the use of DOE ARRA technical assistance funds. 

The Recovery Act has brought unprecedented investment or resources to the weatherization program and, consequently, increased the need for training of new staff and technical assistance to agencies as they expand and ramp up services.  

The BPC in partnership with the Department of Commerce has responded to this increased need in a variety of ways:
· Leased a building and is developing a training center in Bellingham.
· Entered into agreements with two other crew based weatherization agencies; Spokane Neighborhood Action Partnership (SNAP) in Spokane and Community Action Council of Lewis, Mason, and Thurston Counties (CACLMT) to develop additional trainers and training sites around the state.
· Coordinated with the South Seattle Community College to develop a multifamily auditor training and a curriculum for the state.
· Contracted with Association of Energy Affordability (AEA) in December 2009 to provide multifamily auditor training to 40 weatherization, utility and state staff.
· The BPC applied for and received trainer designation from EPA to deliver the Renovation Repair and Painting (RRP) training and certification. This certification will be required for all contractors that work on houses constructed prior to 1978 by April of 2010.
· The BPC has trained more than 200 weatherization contractors in the new EPA lead rule since December of 2009 and has scheduled training for an additional 150 before the rule takes effect.
· The BPC has provided two, four-day trainings in weatherization inspection and monitoring to Commerce staff as part of their effort to expand capacity to monitor the program. 
·  The BPC has provided training to an additional 40 agency staff and contractors in combustion safety, shell measures and mobile home weatherization since October 2009.
· The BPC continues to offer BPI Building Analyst refresher and certification exams once a month for 4-8 candidates/month

Once the big push to get weatherization contractors in the state certified in the new EPA lead rule is over, the BPC will turn its full attention creating a nine month calendar of training in the core courses (blower door diagnostics, air sealing and shell measures, mobile home weatherization, moisture and ventilation, combustion safety) for technicians and auditors.  
  




Tips and Techniques

The State of Washington has several practices that help it continue achieving weatherization targets and milestones:

· Explore opportunities to weatherize low income housing with investments by HUD, Rural Development, and other public funders. 
· Work with your state's weatherization network as early and as often as possible.
·  In tight budget times, there may be resources with other state agencies to tap into that can help meet inspection goals or supplement service delivery.
·  Advertise the ARRA work!  How else will the community learn of ARRA investments?
· Communicate frequently with your weatherization delivery network. Commerce issues a regular e-newsletter, conducts periodic webinars, and bi-weekly conference calls. 
· Conduct regular one-on-one conference calls with each agency to learn of production plans, results, and needs. 
· Help the network identify publically funded low income housing stock that might need energy efficiency improvements. It's a win-win. Small multi-family buildings offer economy of scale, boosts production, and reduce energy costs for more families faster.  Although this is a time-consuming activity, the results are worth the effort. 

Washington State is a valuable example of how different stakeholders can come up with innovative solutions to seemingly intractable administrative problems.  They truly show how weatherization works with Recovery Act funding. 

