West Texas Opportunities utilizes stimulus funds to expand weatherization program
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With the help of more than $2 million in stimulus funds, West Texas Opportunities has provided weatherization services to three times as many families so far this year as it did during all of 2008.

And with cooler weather moving in and the minimum income requirement for assistance having been increased in September, staff say they expect that number only to grow. The program’s annual operating budget without stimulus funds is about $1.3 million, said weatherization assistance program coordinator Cheryl Jones.

Weatherization is meant to offer a long-term solution to elderly, disabled and low-income individuals struggling with high utility bills. By adding things like extra insulation, weather stripping and new windows and doors when necessary, more heat can stay in a home with less money going out, said Patrick Street, with Midland’s West Texas Opportunities (WTO) office.

Jones said the announcement they’ve received stimulus funds has had some thinking they should be able to provide endless services. However, she said, the funds don’t go just to Midland or Lamesa, where WTO is based, but are divided among 14 counties, which means even with an increase in money they’re stretched to meet all of the needs.

This first stimulus grant awarded to the weatherization program also puts a spending limit of $6,500 on each home served.

About 163 homes or apartments have been provided weatherization additions through the program since April. In 2008, 53 were served, Jones said.

Street said the organization — which was created to administer the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 and has since worked to combat poverty through various other programs — has seen fewer individuals coming in for assistance because of unemployment in recent months than it was at the start of the year.

But, he said, with their requirements having changed in September they expect more will apply.

Previously, families who were at 125 percent of the federal poverty rate or less could qualify for assistance. For a family of four that meant they could make no more than $27,563. Those requirements were changed in September to 200 percent of the federal poverty rate or less meaning a family of four now can make no more than $44,100 to qualify.

“That’s really going to make a big difference I think,” Street said. “I think the federal government is just giving a lot more money to the states and they want to make sure the states are able to help.”

The bulk of requests for utility assistance, according to the Public Utility Commission, come during the summer, though its Web site says costs typically go up some during the winter, as well. Several companies allow customers to request an average bill so they pay the same rate every month and not higher rates only in months like July and December.

The low-income assistance program through the Public Utilities Commission is not available during the winter.

West Texas Opportunities offers assistance with electricity bills and weatherization services to qualifying individuals throughout the year, Street said.

“That’s our main thing is to help,” Jones said.

