WAP Recovery Act Success Story: Mississippi
By Rebecca Stewart
This is the fifth 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, Washington. 

Despite its reputation, it gets cold in Mississippi.  So cold that one veteran and amputee told the agency who worked on his home that, had he not gotten weatherization services, he would have died from exposure.  This man is now warm, comfortable, and most importantly, safe home is a showcase for what the Weatherization Assistance Program in Mississippi is all about – saving energy and helping local business and also saving lives.  
Mississippi received $49,421,193 in American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) funds over three years for their Weatherization Program, in contrast to the $1,290,592 allocated for 2009.  This exponential increase in funds, which could easily have overwhelmed program operators, has been managed with great oversight and planning.  As of February 19th, 1,815 homes had been weatherized out of a projected 5,468 homes.  This is 33% of their ultimate target.  Even more impressive, Mississippi has inspected 40% of homes thus far, in the spirit of transparency and accountability that was part and parcel with ARRA.  

To begin planning for ARRA, Mississippi began meeting with stakeholders in February 2009 to develop strategies to meet the targets and goals of ARRA.  This included extensive meetings and planning sessions with sub-grantees.  The outcome of planning so early and with such attention to detail is that all strategies and a tentative training schedule were in place by the time funding became available.  This allowed the State and sub-grantees to move forward with minimal delay due to issues on the State or local level.  

One of the major strategies of Mississippi in administering ARRA funds effectively and with alacrity has been encouraging communication at all levels and providing training and technical assistance.  For instance, there are regional specialists within the state who are available at all times and can offer hands on technical assistance within a day or two if an issue arises.  These six employees work in the field and make themselves available for home inspections, meetings with contractors, and coordination with agencies.  
Additionally, the Mississippi Weatherization Program prepared for ARRA by staging a mass media campaign by sending publications and brochures to thousands, putting ads in every newspaper in the state, and working with other state agencies to create a referral network so there would be an adequate number of clients in the queue for service once the ARRA funds were available as well as to publicize the availability of new employment opportunities, with an expanding workforce.  

Sollie Norwood, the director of the Mississippi Department of Human Services says, when asked if they had any specific problems, “No, not really.   Nothing we can’t deal with.  The biggest change is that we need to be poised to move at a pace that is far above normal.”  All of the expansion planning has made the process fairly seamless and without great difficulties.  

Mississippi provides a great variety of training for its network, including certified renovator, whole house, mobile home, lead safe, certified payroll, OSHA, blower door, community college courses, blower door, and infrared camera.  The State also conducts almost all of the trainings, other than the lead, certified renovator, and partner trainings (with the Department of Labor and OSHA).   Thus far, 326 new people have been hired at the state and local levels. 

When asked for tips to share with the network, Mr. Norwood said, “Work long hours, work hard and at the end of the day, expect some smiles on faces of clients.  
