Stimulus dollars for weatherization create thousands of jobs in New York

By Rick Moriarty/The Post-Standard
October 21, 2009
A big influx of federal stimulus money to weatherize the homes of low-income families is creating a jobs boost — at least short-term.

The feds are sending an extra $5 billion more to the states for the Weatherization Assistance Program, with New York getting more than any other: $395 million. That’s in addition to $99 million in regular funding.

New York expects to help more than 45,000 low-income households by blowing in insulation, sealing air leaks and installing energy-efficient lighting and appliances for free.

The state plans to give the money to local community groups and government agencies who are tripling their normal allocation, state officials said.
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Those groups are hiring workers and planning to subcontract work, which is leading to a large increase in activity for a training center in East Syracuse that teaches contractors how to do this kind of work.

More than 500,000 homes and rental units in New York have been weatherized since the program began in 1977. But there are an additional 1.5 million households in the state — including 36,665 in Onondaga County — that are eligible for the service.

In Onondaga County, People’s Equal Action and Community Effort Inc., or P.E.A.C.E., a nonprofit community group, is in line for $5.9 million over the next two years, or almost $3 million a year. That’s on top of its regular federal funding of $2.7 million this year.

That will allow P.E.A.C.E. to weatherize about 827 homes and rental units over the next two years.
Ray Yehle, director of energy and housing services for P.E.A.C.E., said the group already has a waiting list of 500 for the service, which is free to the homeowner.

To do all the work, the community group has hired 10 new field technicians, enough to add three more three-man crews to its staff of five crews.

Yehle said the group likely will have to hire some independent contractors, too, because of the workload.
“We’re starting to gear up,” he said. “We’re pretty excited about it, actually. It’s an opportunity for us to serve a greater portion of the low-income population.”

In New York, distribution of the new federal money was held up for a couple of months because of questions about the pay for weatherization workers. Congress requires they be paid prevailing wages — generally what union workers receive
.
The federal government set the wages at close to what community groups were already paying workers — $15.50 an hour in wages and benefits for field technicians. Yehle said the federal money should start flowing later this month.
Like P.E.A.C.E., the state organization that trains the technicians is gearing up.

The state Weatherization Directors Association has been operating a training center on Fisher Road in East Syracuse for four years. Last year, 374 people from throughout the state attended five-day training courses to learn how to weatherize homes.

The association believes 1,000 people will take the five-day course this year, said Andy Stone, executive director. That number could rise because of a new state program to provide loans of up to $13,000 to middle-class homeowners and $26,000 to small businesses to pay for energy-saving repairs.

Gov. David Paterson signed the program into law last week during a visit to a new, 5,000-square-foot training center the association opened in May on East Taft Road in Cicero to accommodate all the new students. He said it will create 14,000 jobs statewide as demand for contractors rises.

Nearly all of the people receiving training at the two centers were sent there by community groups like P.E.A.C.E. that participate in the government programs. But anyone who wants to get into the business can pay a $750 fee and attend the classes, Stone said.

Twenty-five people a week attend classes at the new training center, which features mock home ceilings, floors and exterior walls for students to practice the skills they are taught in a classroom.
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John Johnson Sr, of Action For A Better Community, a community group in Rochester,
practices installing insulation at 2 state Weatherization Directors Association site. At left
is Jimmy Crawley, the weatherization director for Sullivan County.




Matthew Redmond, director of training for the association, said he is seeing more people with construction backgrounds coming through the center — an indication of how the poor economy has slowed the construction industry.
“We’re even getting some college grads,” he said. “They need a job and they know this is going to be work for at least two and a half years.”

No one really knows if the new jobs will be around after that.
“We’re all a little concerned about post-stimulus,” Stone said. “But as long as fuel costs stay high, we are hoping there’s going to be a groundswell for the green economy. We’ve been wasteful for far too long in this country, and it needs to stop.”

The weatherization work saves homeowners an average of 20 to 30 percent on their energy costs because low-income families tend to live in older, poorly insulated housing, he said.

John Johnson Sr. tried a few careers, but none seemed to provide a future for him.

The Rochester resident lost his job as an industrial finisher when his employer in Sodus downsized. He started his own business making high-speed recordings and duplications of conferences, conventions, Bible study sessions and other events, but then that business slowed.

Next, he tried his hand at residential and commercial painting, working at first for other contractors and then starting his own painting business. But that did not seem to offer much of a future, either.

Then Johnson, 47, heard about the coming growth in weatherizing program. He got a job at Action For A Better Community, a community group in Rochester.

The group sent him to the Cicero training center last month.

"I see it as having a tremendous future, an opportunity for a person to climb up the ranks,” Johnson said. “There’s a lot of opportunity for individuals who are interested in this field.”

He’s hoping the government will keep money flowing to the program after the stimulus program ends.

“It would be a waste of time for the government to start it, just to turn around and tell people it was just a joke,” he said.
Neadom Walton, 45, of Rochester, also came to the training center hoping to start a new career after he was laid off from Kodak and tried a short stint selling DVDs and T-shirts.

“I love it,” he said. “I’m helping people who can’t afford to get their house insulated. I see this as a career — the type you can retire from.” 
