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Michael Toops: Hello, and welcome to the National Dislocated Worker Podcast.  My name is Michael Toops, I am a Federal Project Officer, with the U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment and Training Administration.

Erin Ya-sen-chak: Hello listeners!  I am Erin Ya-sen-chak.  As a new addition to ETA, I am a  Federal Project Officer tasked with COVID-19 related response.  Get ready for an informative discussion today!

Michael Toops: Today’s theme is, “Preparing for the Worst and Hoping for the Best.”  In a previous podcast on Disaster Relief grants, our intrepid Federal Project Officers highlighted the importance of planning and preparing early and often.  To dig further into this concept, we have invited friends from the Texas Workforce Commission to explore how they prepare for a disaster response.   

Erin Ya-sen-chak: You know, Michael, as they say, hindsight is always 20-20, and given how the pandemic has thrown all of us into new and challenging situations, I can bet many of us wish we had known what we now know so we were better prepared.  But as you said in that earlier podcast, there is no time like the present to start.  

Michael Toops: That’s right, Erin, so let’s jump right in. 

Without further ado, it’s my pleasure to introduce the Texas Workforce Commission’s very own, Courtney Arbour, she’s the Director of Workforce Development and Jen Troke, the Director of Workforce Grants and Initiatives.  

Welcome!

So, I think it’s fair to say that Texas is certainly no stranger to natural disasters.  

Courtney, can you start by helping our listeners get a sense of the scope and types of disasters experienced in Texas, and how your workforce system responded?

Courtney Arbour: Texas has experienced its fair share of natural disasters, but we expect that because we’re a very large and diverse state with varied geography – we have over 3,300 miles of beautiful Gulf Coast (Yes, this is a shameless plug for our beautiful beaches!  Ya’ll come visit us when this pandemic ends!), beautiful plains, rolling hills, and piney woods.  
We do get a fair amount of disasters here each year including hurricanes, tornadoes, flooding, wildfires, and drought. Because we so often experience natural disasters, we have been fortunate to access Disaster Dislocated Worker Grant funding, and we’ve had 21 DISASTER GRANT from DOL for the last 10 years totaling over $140 mi. 8 of those 21 grants were specific to disasters! Our Hurricane Harvey disaster grant was our largest grant to date, but our COVID-19 grant is now the biggest at over $39 million.  And, that grant is in close partnership with 16 local Workforce Development Boards, who are the real heroes that make our grants work as well as they do! 
The Texas Worforce Commission, or TWC as we call ourselves, has very strong partnerships with all 28 Boards who in turn have strong partnerships with local employers like cities, counties, and other businesses that are in need of workers that can do humanitarian and clean up jobs.  Jen, why don’t you share a bit about how we work with the boards in our state response to these disasters?  
Jen Troke: Absolutely!  Our first outreach is always to the impacted Boards to assess the need for a DISASTER GRANT.  In Texas, our Boards are on the ground in their local workforce areas, so they’re doing the needs assessment and reporting back to us.  We work together to develop an initial, emergency application.  Once the emergency application is submitted to DOL, we continue our work together on a full application. While we are waiting on the Notice of Award (NOA) from DOL (it’s usually not long at all! Thank you, DOL!), we are concurrently developing grant templates to be used when formal notification of the grant award is received by TWC, so that we can release grants to Boards to begin work almost immediately.
In addition, we have an internal process for getting approval from our Commission, and I’m guessing other states listening today have something similar – we’re getting that approval too prior to executing grants, so all the pieces are lined up.  
Truly, we are in constant communication at every level of our organization -- with not only our Boards, but our Executive Director is in communication with our Regional Administrator, and our staff are in contact with our DOL Federal Project Officer.
Erin Ya-sen-chak: I’ll direct this question to Courtney.   On September 30, 2020, Texas was part of a webinaron Covid-19 National Dislocated Worker Grants: Participant Recruitment Strategies and Grant Implementation that provided workforce solutions to managing COVID19 service delivery, what, were the particular challenges you had to address?  A link to that webinar will be link to this podcast. 
 
Courtney Arbour: Probably the most challenging piece is managing the timing of service provision.  In a disaster, you want to get help out immediately, but it takes a bit of time to get all the ducks in a row.  DOL has been exceptionally fast in making grant opportunities and funds available, and that makes it so much easier.  With that, and with other strategies in place we have been fortunate to respond very quickly to most disasters, but there is a process.  States can only apply for a grant once a disaster is formerly declared by the Federal Emergency Management Agency, or FEMA.  This usually occurs within a few days, before or after the event, and once the disaster is declared, TWC starts working on an application immediately. 

It sometimes takes municipalities a bit of time to complete their community needs assessments, given how much they were impacted by the disaster.   Often roads are impassable with debris or damage slowing the assessment process.  Homes and residential sites may be affect, and that takes time to understand the extent of the damage.  In many cases, our local workforce staff are also personally impacted by the disaster, so they have to take care of their basic needs and that of their teams first, too.

Jen Troke: The local Boards are positioned to be able to provide the hands-on assistance needed by many areas, but they must wait until TWC receives the grant award to provide that assistance.
For COVID-19, we were in a unique position where we  needed to provide a different type of help. Our Boards were working to figure out how to provide virtual services to their customers during a pandemic, and now we’ve added the challenge of enrolling participants into a new program. They’ve done a great job of getting participants into the program to date, with 411 employed with well over 2,000 Texans expected to be served by the time the grant ends.

Michael Toops: So, given all of this, how have these disasters affected your thinking around planning and preparation?

Courtney Arbour: Since most of the disasters for the State of Texas are weather related, TWC always monitors tropical forecasts throughout hurricane season and general weather conditions statewide.  When a weather system is identified that may result in conditions that threaten the state, TWC moves quickly to work with the Boards that may be affected and begin working on the application that may need to be submitted to DOL at the same time that grant work begins. 
We also include information about disasters in our WIOA state plan and in TWC’s annual plan so we’re keeping stakeholders updated on our work but also keeping everyone’s mind on the fact that a disaster can strike at any time. Educating key stakeholders about disaster grants and how they work is important, and so is keeping it on everyone’s radar in as many places as possible.

Michael Toops: That’s impressive, Courtney an you walk us through your current planning and preparation processes?

Courtney Arbour: Yes, for us, the preparation and planning is all about being familiar with our resources and making sure our staff and team are familiar with these grants. It starts with the TEGL which is really where we go to get answers. If we need help interpreting gray areas, then we get DOL involved to help us answer policy questions.
We also have an internal Sub Recipient Monitoring team that provide monitoring for our grants. Regular and frequent communication with the FPO also ensures that all parties are fully engaged in the recovery efforts.
In Texas, we have been fortunate to have technical assistance visits with our FPO who is reviewing every policy, every expenditure and bringing in subject matter expertise from DOL and that time on the front end will hopefully help us on the back end. 

Erin Ya-sen-chak: Thank you for that information.  I’d like to shift our focus now to lessons learned.  Jen, what advice can you give to our listeners, especially those who are reconsidering how they think about disaster preparedness?

Jen Troke: One of my favorite quotes about preparedness is, “By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.” And I think that Texas really is motivated by that because we know the next disaster is coming, and it’s really just a matter of when. 
So, here are a few tips from us to you: Boards should develop policies and procedures specific to disasters ready to go!
Develop the policy guide now – even if it’s as simple as modifying the existing template, all that counts!
Have your partner agencies ready to go both locally and at the state level and have your plan ready to go. Having those networks ready for the next disaster to strike is critical.
Don’t be afraid to ask DOL! DOL gave us critical waivers that supported implementation of our Harvey grant.  For instance, they gave us more time and that was critical in successful implementation.  They had never done that before either so we were all learning together, which is pretty cool! 

Erin Ya-sen-chak: For COVID specifically, what lessons have you learned?  Courtney, we will start with you.

Courtney Arbour: TWC is an organization committed to process improvement, so we’re always capturing what worked and what didn’t. 
COVID brought its own set of unique challenges and it was different than our typical disaster. Some Boards felt a need to get assistance immediately but some had less impact in their communities, early on.  As COVID has ebbed and flowed, we are seeing that needs have shifted in different parts of the state, and some areas don’t have this specific grant as a support.  In another pandemic, may it never come! We would likely seek funding in all areas of the state, early on.  
In this grant, because of the high unemployment rates, Boards were having trouble getting workers back into employment, including the positions funded with the grant, so we needed to increase outreach more workers than normal for those positions in order to get the number we needed.   That has since turned around thanks to valuable outreach Boards did to reach workers in their communities.
You already heard about our streamlined process,  and we were in the first group of states to get an award, and we hit the ground running!  I cannot overemphasize the value of prework in these disaster grants, but cause truly our delays at the state level become delays at the local level.

Erin Ya-sen-chak: What’s new on the horizon for your disaster preparedness activities?  Jen, are there other resources and avenues you want to explore?

Jen Troke: We want to leverage rapid response funds actually, to bring stakeholders together to continue our preparation work. Certainly, disaster planning is a great layoff aversion strategy to hopefully mitigate job loss.   Fortunately,, EDA who has an Austin office, organized a series of workforce summits during Hurricane Harvey to connect local Boards, economic development agencies, local elected officials, local emergency management councils together to share resources and support local planning efforts. We now have a strong working partnership in areas along the coast that participated – again, they’re ready for the next disaster. That being said, using Rapid Response we can convene similar planning statewide before our next disaster!
As I noted earlier we have policy guides available and you should be able to find those links posted with this podcast.
TWC’s policy department works with my team to create policy and guidance for Boards to assist them with ensuring compliance with laws and regulations. And as part of Harvey, we also participated on several agency workgroups including the Housing Department and FEMA. FEMA developed a great resource that is essentially a roadmap for disaster housing and preparation that includes information about TWC including essential program information about UI, Rapid Response, and our Disaster grants. That information is always ready and available for when we need it, which is key to disaster preparedness.

Michael Toops: Jennifer and Courtney, thank you again for sharing your experiences.  I’m sure our listeners appreciate your perspectives and will be clambering to hear more from you.  My hope is that all of us have a greater appreciation for what it takes to launch a massive response effort.  

So, plan early and often for the worst, but hope for the best!

Erin Ya-sen-chak: Agreed, there is no time like the present. 

Before we go, I want to let our listeners know that information regarding this podcast can be found from our page on https://www.workforcegps.org/, and don’t forget about Texas’ policy and webinar link..  Please share! 

I want to personally thank all of our workforce professionals.   We commend you for your efforts to plan, respond, and act on emergencies now and into the future for your communities and your state.  Be healthy and safe!

(END)
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