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Jake Blanch:  Welcome to today's discussion where we will be talking about the value of creativity and collaboration when implementing national dislocated worker grants.  

My name is Jake Blanch and I'm a federal project officer for the Employment and Training Administration here in the Philadelphia office.  I'm happy to have two people with me today from the state of New Mexico to talk about their experiences grappling with the challenges of implementing these types of grants in what can be incredibly stressful and unpredictable situations like we have all experienced over the last year and a half.

We often think of these grants as being useful in cases of natural disasters, floods, storms, fires, if damage has been done, now we get to work cleaning up.  Although the pandemic was and still is something quite different, we want to be sure to acknowledge that there's a real opportunity to apply what we have learned about these grants to future emergencies or perhaps even how we operate formula or other discretionary programs as well.

So let me welcome our colleagues from New Mexico, Yolanda, John, can I ask you to introduce yourselves and maybe give us a little background for those who may be unfamiliar?

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  Sure.  My name is Yolanda Montoya-Cordova and I'm the deputy secretary for the Department of Workforce Solutions in New Mexico and in my role, I provide oversight for three major divisions, including our state workforce development board and our WIOA implementation and operations, our labor relations divisions which includes enforcement of wage and hour and state human rights activities and the state Americorps program.

My background includes public policy and program administration.  I'm really excited to be here today.

John Casado:  Hello, Jake.  This is John Casado, project systems coordinator with the New Mexico Department of Workforce Solutions.  I am the state workforce development board administrator, project manager for WIOA projects and grant manager for various grants, including the dislocated workers grant.  I joined state government for a second time after being in the business private sector for 20 years.   

Jake Blanch:  Great to have you both with us.  I'd like you to paint us a picture of what spring, 2020 was like for you.  Before you applied for the Covid-19 Disaster Recovery DWG, did you have any experience with these grants?

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  No.  This was the first application for New Mexico with the DWG grant and John, I think it was your experience, if I'm not mistaken, with any kind of grant.  So it was definitely new to our state.

Jake Blanch:  Well, John, first, congratulations.  We're definitely going to want to hear more about that experience later, but we'll hold on it for now.  Can you tell us a little bit more about what the initial needs were in the state?  What was it that made you think that it was time for New Mexico to apply for these funds?

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  Well, initially, like all states across the country, we were experiencing a massive shutdown to secure the health and safety of our citizens.  Systems were shutting down except for healthcare and essential services needed for health and safety purposes and to reduce the incidence of the spread of Covid, we were trying to find ways to help citizens comply with the public health measures, such as testing, masking and social distancing.

We knew that these were going to be critical to reduce the incidence of spread.  We needed help to implement the public health measures that the governor was putting in place, including extensive contact testing and tracing were the initial strategies that were used to identify risk, mitigate infection and an overarching strategy of reducing hospitalizations.

I really want to emphasize hospitalization was a key goal for us.  New Mexico's health infrastructure is small compared to our neighboring states, plus we also share a border with Navajo Nation.  So we are home to 21 Pueblos and tribal communities who were also facing extreme high rates of infection and death.  So we needed to secure that, but we also needed to secure strategies to protect workplaces where essential employees were expected to remain working when the risk of infection was high.

So we initially went into this thinking six months and like I think everyone in the country believed, six months and this is all going to be over, but like everyone in the country, it started to -- I have to start over, I'm sorry, I lost it on that one.  OK.  So I'll start over.  

So initially we believed at least six months for the grant and like everyone in the country, many believed the pandemic would subside by fall and that after the initial wave we would return to normal and that all that would be possible.  We also believed that testing and tracing would be highly effective in reducing the incidence and that by the fall of 2020 all would be well and then the second wave hit in the fall and the need for our disaster employment continued.

So it was definitely we were looking at the crisis before us – (inaudible) – hospitalization and just thinking of strategies that we could to just support that public health crisis that was just right before us.

Jake Blanch:  Well, sure.  And that's a lot of what we were hearing in other states too.  I mean, early on we even had some of our states who were requesting shorter periods of performance just because they just didn't think it was nearly going to last as long as we expected and then there were lots who just identified new and different needs as time went on.

So that was sort of your first application for funding; right?  And then there -- but then there was a point in which you realized it was not the right approach for the state of New Mexico.  So what told you that you needed to change course?  And not only that, but what was going through your head when you realized it wasn't the right fit?

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  You know, we believed absolutely that at the beginning, like I think most states that were applying for the funds, were going to use this traditional public health approach.  Everyone was facing this whole issue of contract tracers and testing.  

And so we had planned to work with our department of health to partner for deployment, but we learned early on that the department of health had plenty of funds from the CARES Act and that the governor wanted to pay attention to workers and businesses that remained open and who were at risk for infection.

So she wanted this targeted approach that included infection mitigation efforts but also included a reporting, tracking and monitoring and onsite testing to maintain operations especially for places like our grocery stores, convenience stores, gas stations and especially in rural areas and businesses such as food pantries and other organizations that were supporting elderly and disabled individuals.

These businesses were needing to remain open and stay open, but they were also experiencing some spread with their staff and we needed to find ways to quickly support that identification and mitigation efforts to maintain the health and safety of their staff but also the community.  

And so we had to pivot at that point, knowing that it wasn't going to be just this traditional approach working with the department of health, but we were asked to divert our funds to support this disaster relief work, but we were asked to work in partnership with a different department, the environment department, who was mandated to deploy these efforts statewide with these businesses.

So the environment department was in charge from hearing from businesses that were having spread and then assisting them so that we could keep them operational.  So doing testing and mitigation efforts so that that would work.  So our secondary approach pretty much remained the same, it was a more traditional outreach campaign targeted to dislocated workers in partnership with central workforce board.

So we had two approaches, the one was first with the environment department and then a secondary approach where we were working with our central workforce board who was going to primarily target dislocated workers and their primary approach was targeted toward long-term unemployed who did not qualify for UI benefits and who needed upskilling and opportunities to find and keep a job during the pandemic.

They targeted these individuals and it included people who were released early from incarceration as a result of a Covid safety approach.  

So our first approach of working with the department of health was the one that we had to pivot and we had to go to a different department and we had to think about how we would just do that differently and be in partnership with that particular agency and that partnership came out of the result of cabinet-level meetings that were going on and the governor quickly identifying that this is the agency that needs support, here's some DWG funds for this disaster relief piece, we want you to figure it out, you need to work with them to support that while we still continue to support the central workforce board on a more traditional dislocated worker partnership with the central board.

And so we were confident our overall proposal was still in alignment with the original grant, however, we knew we needed to make some adjustments to bring it into compliance with the new disaster relief efforts.  I mean, there was a lot of anxiety it would not be accepted at the federal level and we were scrambling with other options for funding to support the effort in the event that it wasn't supported.

That was an all hands-on-deck scenario, truly a crisis and the governor expected delivery of this project within days.  We didn't have a lot of time to wait for a long approval process and we needed action immediately and we were expected to deploy ASAP.  So fortunately, working really quickly with our federal program officer we were able to solve that, we made some adjustments and we submitted a modification.

Jake Blanch:  And with changing circumstances, uncertainty amid dire immediate needs, that makes all the sense in the world that you looked to what resources are available to support that overarching plan and then the more difficult part is fitting all of those puzzle pieces with all of their differing requirements and priorities into place in a way that meets the need and keeps you compliant, of course, but -- 

So what and perhaps who -- I think you alluded to this a little bit in your previous – (inaudible), but what and perhaps who did it take to get that project moving in the right direction?

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  You know, I would say the partnership was truly a federal and state one.  We were working to problem-solve.  The federal program officer was crucial to helping us quickly identify areas of concern and to rewrite sections to bring that into alignment with the federal requirements.  

It also required federal and state partners to think of disaster employment differently.  The disaster required deployment of different types of response, not -- you know, responses that were not typical of past grants, as you had stated in the beginning.  So it's like we were all trying to define what disaster employment in this circumstance on the fly together, but it was truly a partnership with the federal and the state agencies working together.

The partnership with the environment department was critical.  Work that was needed was environmental public health safety.  They needed help finding individuals of specific skills and abilities, including background skills in problem-solving, occupational health and safety, computer analytics, because they had to have the ability to use software and applications to record and monitor and track progress.

And interestingly enough, we also needed DIS mapping to understand the impact of the spread and also had to have strong skills in written and oral communication and teamwork.  So the partnership with the governor's office was also critical.  She assisted with removing state barriers and challenges associated with state personnel to help us build and coordinate the response with the environment department to address the crisis.

So we were able to revise hiring practices and create a rapid higher opportunity to support the quick hire of staff.  And I should talk a little bit more about how we identified the individual facilities jobs.  It became a true partnership between the environment department and workforce solutions and what we did, our department quickly became known, one, for the fact that we had access to individuals who were dislocated.

We were able to look to our roles of dislocated workers across the state.  So those skills that we were looking for, we called for those folks that we knew were on unemployment that had some background in public health, safety or occupational health and we had a job description that we worked together.

And so together by looking at that and also looking at the list of folks that were on unemployment, we were quickly able to identify and recruit a series of people that we could then in turn refer over to the environment department and we were able to do hires.  

So we hired quickly.  I would say the hiring took us like a week from the identification of those dislocated workers to sending out recruitment letters, but a lot of it was one-on-one conversations with individuals that we identified and we recruited them to come in to these jobs over at the environment department and really having to do a really quick hiring process with the state personnel department so that we could get them into those positions.

And then the environment department was quickly training them, but fortunately, we had some folks that had some pretty decent backgrounds and a lot of the skills that they needed and they were able to step into these jobs and really hit the ground running so that we could keep the businesses open and we could continue that contact tracing and mitigation efforts with these worksites so that the spread wouldn't occur and we did a really good job of that.  

I wish I -- we're still working on this, but we do have numbers of like the number of businesses that we were able to provide response and mitigation with, but even more so the number of jobs we were able to keep open and keep working and not having to come on to unemployment because we were doing this mitigation effort.

And let me just go back a little bit to one of the things you were saying when you were talking about some of the job descriptions that you do at – (inaudible) – disaster relief employment, that sort of thing, just briefly, I am a federal project officer, right, so I hear things that are out – (inaudible).  My brain has sort of been trained to think so where does this fit within what the guidance is, with what the intention of the funding is?

And so imagining that some of the things you were thinking about were really pushing up against some of the limitations of the funding and not to mention that these changes would require that approval of the grant modification, which I think you mentioned as well.  How did you make this case for your federal counterparts that you were working with?

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  Oh man, that's a great question.  You know, I think the way that we made the case was really staying on methods around the public health crisis; right?  We were -- the whole goal of this project was to maintain health and safety.  

It wasn't just about finding people a job or putting people into work, we really had to connect it to the fact that this was in alignment with the public health crisis at hand, the fact that we had this public health order and our communities and our state was really trying to maintain this ability to still function with some really essential jobs that were required to just keep our citizens healthy and safe and we needed to be part of that project.

And it included more than just the individuals that you -- that people were thinking about, because when we thought of health and safety at that time, people were thinking of like keeping hospital personnel, the fire departments, the police departments, but there was this whole other level of staffing and employees and businesses that were required to continue to operate in order to keep a community operational and to really support that health and safety aspect of a community running in the midst of a crisis and still needing to have access to food, access to gasoline for their cars or access to some other key activities, especially to support an aging population in getting food out and all of those pieces that needed to occur.

So it took more than just the essential folks that people initially thought about.  So I thought our governor did a fabulous job on that.  Her background happens to be in public health.  So it was great that she was thinking of the systems down to these other community levels.  

And so having that support and being able to fully describe it with our federal program officer, I think, really is where the a-ha moments came in and they could see and they could understand, yes, that makes a lot of sense, we need to figure out how to keep that part going as well as part of this overall public health response.

Jake Blanch:  And so to use your words from a little bit earlier, you really were hitting the ground running.  You know, you were lining everything up that needed to happen, specifically with those partnerships.  Can you talk a little bit about those relationships, how you found your relationship with the partners in order to address the pandemic in this way?  

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  You know, I would say the partnership at the state level has brought a lot of additional attention and awareness to the role and function of our department and those relationships really came about as a result of the cabinet-level work that was going on at the governor level; right?  

She was meeting weekly and I would say probably even sometimes two to three times a week with her cabinet leaders from the various state agencies and organizations.  So because that conversation was going on, it was -- it became real clear to people what our role and function was and as a result, the effort with the environment department and our agencies, other agencies turned to us as well to support them with those pieces.  

So it really was that partnership at the state level with the governor's leadership of making every agency a partner to respond to this public health crisis.  This was not just about healthcare, it was about all of the state agencies and the role that we played to maintaining order in our state and to responding to this crisis.

So that's how we found each other.  I mean, I think it was literally that -- you know, those conversations that were going on in planning and mitigating efforts and just dealing with the crisis with the governor and her literally expecting -- I mean, there was this expectation that I want you two to work together, you need to figure it out, and us all just getting together and putting our heads together, because I remember that first conversation with the environment department, they had no idea who we were and we had no idea who they were either, but as a result of that, I would say that our partnership is going to be enhanced going forward, because we know that the environment department plays a huge role with businesses going forward.

And so we need to have a strong partnership with them and I think this is -- you know, going through this crisis has really helped us to find that space to not only respond to that crisis but to think about how we're going to continue to work together.  

And I probably should have -- I can add this too, the disaster relief efforts certainly enhanced our business outreach capacity and connected us to layoff aversion strategies with businesses who were experiencing difficulty maintaining employees due to infection spread as well as assisting with recruitment and retention as needed.  

We got connected to other agencies who were struggling with this as well and we are now the agency of choice to assist when recruitment and retention help is needed and they're looking to us, they see what our role is and what we can do to support the number of dislocated workers and the fact that we have access to all of the individuals who are on unemployment and we can send directed messages and we can really assist with direct recruitment.

Jake Blanch:  All right.  So what I'm trying to think about here is when we're thinking about the information that we get here at the regional office or at the national offices, it's a lot of trying to collect the benefits of these kinds of projects, how impactful they can be and ends up being mostly in reporting it, the data.  

But beyond that data, though, I'm wondering what would you say were the most valuable benefits of this grant project as you've seen them so far?

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  Well, certainly, the benefit of this grant for us is that there was a true partnership and it was a major contribution to the overall health and safety of our citizens.  The funds helped us in the reduction of infection spread in the community and in the workplace and I think without those we wouldn't have gotten to this level of where we are in our state.

The partnership with the state agencies has also been a definitive positive -- you know, a definite positive.  Our agency role and function is much more understood.  And I just will say although it has been a challenge, because I think it is a difficult grant sometimes to implement, but what I really do appreciate is that there was truly a willingness to be a partner with us, to understand what we were trying to resolve here.

There really was a call to action and knowing that this was about health and safety and what a great grant to help us, especially a small state like New Mexico, to respond to that need.

Jake Blanch:  And so what has the experience been like working with this sort of new to New Mexico grant program?  And John, as a new workforce administrator, have there been benefits to this fresh perspective or bringing this fresh perspective -- let me try this again.  So what has been the experience working with this sort of new to New Mexico grant program?

And John, as a new workforce administrator, especially, have there been benefits to bringing this new sort of fresh perspective to the grant, any challenges that you're thinking of?

John Casado:  Yes, Jake.  I was six months' new to workforce administration in WIOA when the pandemic arrived in New Mexico.  I became involved with the grant during the application process and was on the OJT fast track.  Leadership entrusted me to providing technical assistance to our partners.

So once I'd gotten that information I was reaching out to all the resources that I could possibly think of to be able to guide me to providing accurate information to the requests of our partners in FPO.  

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  And I will add is I'm not a new administrator to this, but I will add the benefits of this fresh perspective and this expanded vision about potential and opportunities to support dislocated workers beyond the pandemic.  The disaster relief workers identified for this project expanded their vision for themselves as well.

Most of them didn't meet all of the initial qualifications for the job descriptions that we had, but they quickly jumped in and participated in intense training and quickly realized the critical nature of their efforts and some of these workers moved on to jobs in health and safety and others are motivated to seek additional training to remain in the field.

So I think even though it was a crisis and it was new money, it's really opened up our eyes to another way of engaging with dislocated workers and also engaging agencies to support dislocated workers.  So that perspective I definitely have done this and I just will say John is selling himself short, because although he came in new to this process, he quickly learned the ropes as well and has become really valuable to just the -- 

You know, I want to say he's become really valuable to supporting that partnership between us and the central workforce board in implementing the dislocated worker side and also with the environment department so that we can get it down and then also just bridging with the federal program officers so that we can make sure that we're on top of it and just meeting all of the requirements that the grant does have for us, because it's intense in terms of the reporting for sure.

Jake Blanch:  Sure.  And it sounds like what you were able to develop here, despite its challenges, really ultimately made a difference too.  And so I'm wondering what recommendations would you make to those states or local areas who may be considering applying for a DWG or even some of those who maybe have begun implementation or are facing some challenges?

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  Well, I will say apply if you have something targeted and specific, but do not use the funds to supplement existing dislocated worker funds.  It doesn't quite fit and could become burdensome to deploy.  Our local workforce board also targeted their approach and sought specifically long-term unemployment.  

So we looked at the DWG funds as a way to supplement, not supplant, the current fund that we have.  This provided an opportunity for more intensity, more in-depth case management support that would not have been possible with the traditional dislocated worker funds under WIOA.  The crisis also heightened the need for the population who found themselves unqualified from many programs and services.

We've also used the funds to work in partnership with local training providers to enhance short-term training programs as a way to appeal to individuals on UI benefits to quickly consider quick skill of opportunities before their benefits run out and the local board used the UI report that we have to target individuals who were missing credentials or who were connected to an industry that has filled up with a result in a higher salary opportunity.

So again, it's just like apply for them, but have something targeted, have something specific in mind to do.  It's not just go in and think you're going to supplant what you currently have.  Be prepared for the challenges associated with modifications and reporting.  The process is a bit daunting and consuming.  

John has done an excellent job with that.  You know, we have to pivot and we can pivot, which is the beauty of the grant.  We're grateful that it allows us to do the modifications, but you just need to make sure that you have someone specifically assigned to monitor and report and to keep up with that.

We were able to deploy John.  So he's got other tasks, but this is a special project for him and we were able to get him specifically assigned to this so that we can just get to the finish line on it, because it is an administrative task.  There's a lot that needs to go on with it, but we certainly have benefited more from the money than the saying that the administration is tough, we really have had great benefit from it.

Jake Blanch:  That's really great advice.  I want to thank you both for joining me today to share these experiences.  And just for what you've done in this -- in these circumstances, the partnerships between ETA and grant recipients are invaluable and we always want to be able to take the opportunity to celebrate those places where the relationship so clearly leads to the much needed support for employers and workers in such dire times in need.  So thank you, again.

Yolanda Montoya-Cordova:  Thank you for having us.

John Casado:  Thank you, Jake.  

Jake Blanch:  And to our listeners: I want to thank you for joining us for this conversation as well.  This is the third installment of a four podcast series where we have explored the foundations of the National Dislocated Worker Grants program, Implementation strategies in a session we call “preparing for the Worst: Hoping for the Best,” and next we will be looking at Strong Business Partnerships for Employment Recovery

You can find these and more resources on workforcegps.org and, of course, you can always reach out to your ETA Regional Office with questions or ideas at any time. Thanks again.

(END)
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