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This is the third 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 residents are benefitting from $30,341,929 of American Recovery and Reinvestment  of 2009 (ARRA) funds for the Weatherization Assistance Program in the state.  While the state plan was approved in July of last year and the Davis Bacon Wage determination received on August 31, 2009, the first agency to produce homes with ARRA money began doing so in August, while the rest followed with all six agencies producing with ARRA funds by November of 2009.  In December, Idaho hit its production targets and as of January 14, the state has already hit 76% of their production target, with several weeks of the month remaining.  What is their secret?  

Planning was a major component of the Idaho approach to the ARRA funding increase.  Management conducted a risk analysis session in February of 2009 to address issues before they became pressing.  For instance, agency Directors expressed concerns about cash flow and the necessity for cash advances from the state to allow large purchases of equipment.    While previously, the Department of Health and Welfare had interpreted the state’s rules and regulations as not allowing advances, this was identified as a barrier to meeting Ramp Up and production demands.  Genie Sue Weppner, Program Manager of the Weatherization Program in Idaho says, “Leadership in the Department stepped in at the appropriate time to encourage staff to take another look at the states regulation in light of the opportunities presented by the ARRA funds.  As a result, a process to provide ‘advance’ funding in the form of an ‘award’ was developed.”  This kind of problem solving is exactly what is needed to manage the increase in funding and scrutiny provided by the Recovery Act.  
Agency Directors also identified a need to improve communication between each other and the State as a potential barrier to ARRA Ramp Up and communication. .   Weekly phone calls have been instituted to facilitate information sharing between Directors, Weatherization Program Managers, CAPAI and State staff.  State and agency staffs were held accountable to be present at these phone calls.  In addition quarterly face to face meetings including the same individuals were scheduled.

Additionally, training of adequate field staff is of utmost importance when planning for funding and production increases.  Says Ms. Weppner, “One of the most critical barriers to meeting the production requirements was identified as the need for trained Auditor/Inspectors.  Without enough trained Auditor/Inspectors, it would not matter how many homes we could weatherize if we could not assure the quality, nor could we consider those homes completed if we did not have enough qualified inspectors.”  As a direct result, one of the first outcomes of expansion planning was to secure a qualified trainer and a training facility so that sufficient staff would be prepared and ready.  
69 individuals have been trained to date for the Weatherization Program. Idaho requires that all trainees pass Saturn online training.  In addition, the state has developed its own classroom and field training and contracted with a nationally recognized trainer that has developed a curriculum and classes.  This trainer, Thomas Brodbeck, came to Idaho from Portland, Oregon.  Ms. Weppner comments, “He has 20 plus years experience in the Weatherization program and 18 years of training experience and has provided training at Energy OutWest and National DOE conferences.” The Community Action Partnership Association of Idaho ( CAPAI) developed a temporary training center with classroom space, a mobile home, and mockup structures that provide visual and hands on learning opportunities.   Idaho is keeping the training center open at the moment as it moves forward with a technical assistance plan put together by a technical assistance committee made up of community action and CAPAI personnel.  
Technological concerns also posed a considerable road block towards full production.  Ms. Weppner comments, “The weatherization automated systems were identified as a barrier because they were fragmented, unreliable, and based on a platform that was not compatible with current hardware. “  The State and Community Action Partnership Association worked together to identify a provider to update and improve the system.  That system is expected to be available for use in February. 

Other concerns that delayed production and expenditures included delayed DOE Plan Approval, the hold on the ability to spend funds on production early in the ARRA stages, delayed Davis Bacon Wage determination, and the new Davis Bacon Wage determinations being issued without authorization from DOE to implement.  Despite these problems, Idaho has forged ahead and is running a successful and effective Weatherization Program.  
When asked for tips or techniques to share with the Weatherization network Ms. Weppner comments, “I think the most important thing Idaho did was determine that the ramp-up and production management related to the ARRA Weatherization funds needed to be conducted by hiring a project manager who would use the principals of project management to assist the agencies set and meet production goals.”  Ms. Weppner says that this individual was identified and brought on very early in the ARRA process and met with stakeholders in the state in February 2009.  There, the group discussed and agreed upon goals and objectives, identified barriers, and committed to the process.  The common vision of the group is, “We will have a healthier and more robust CAP network at the end of the two year Ramp-up.”  Setting goals and tracking them at the 30, 60, and 90 day marks has allowed agencies to see where they need to be at any given point.  Idaho shows that Weatherization truly does work!

