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JAKE BLANCH: Hello.  My name is Jake Blanch, and I am a Federal Project Officer, or FPO, with the U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration.  With me today are two other FPOs, Amanda Poirier and Michael Toops, who have joined me to discuss the “when, why, and how” a state, outlying area, or Indian tribal government can prepare an application for a Disaster Recovery National Dislocated Worker Grant, commonly referred to as a Disaster Recovery DWG.  Future discussions will cover information about the other type of National Dislocated Worker Grants focused on Employment Recovery. 

The reason we are focusing in on Disaster Recovery DWGs is that in recent months, the nation has experienced an unprecedented number of emergencies and natural disasters from forest fires to hurricanes to a global pandemic.  All of which have had a profound impact on the livelihood of many fellow citizens.  As communities grapple with the impacts of these disasters, displaced workers, employers, and the workforce systems they rely on have, and will continue to face many significant challenges.   

These DWGs are designed to help address these unique challenges through a variety of activities from cleanup and recovery efforts to humanitarian assistance and employment and training services.  In effect, this grant can help to replace lost wages and provide new valuable work skills, while helping recovery efforts.

The ETA website and Training Employment Guidance Letter 12-19 have plenty of detailed information about DWGs. We recommend that you take a closer look at these resources and become familiar with its program guidance well-before submitting an application and today we are going to talk about a few critical areas.

To start us off here, Amanda, can you tell us about the timing of applications. When, exactly, can they be submitted for this type of grant?

AMANDA POIRIER:  In general, a Federal entity must issue a Disaster Declaration, effectively making federal aid available for response.  The Federal Emergency Management Agency or FEMA, most commonly issues these declarations.  Only at that point, can an applicant submit a grant application.

For example, on March 13, 2020, the President declared a nationwide emergency for COVID-19.  Due to this declaration, the Secretary of Labor made available National Dislocated Worker Grant funds for disaster relief efforts in response to the pandemic.  

MR BLANCH: So, a declaration identifies the event, which then triggers the availability of Federal funds for response efforts.  That makes sense!  Based on that, it would seem that applicants need to have a relationship with FEMA well-before a disaster to ensure this type close coordination.  

MS. POIRIER: Correct. Having close ties with state and federal emergency management agencies is very helpful. Early and often planning in anticipation of such events with FEMA and all other key stakeholders is essential to ensure a quick and effective response.

MR BLANCH: Michael, who should applicants target?

MICHAEL TOOPS: Jake, ultimately, applicants will need to set policies and procedures for determining participant eligibility.  However, regulations identify four types of individuals than can be enrolled.  They are: workers temporarily or permanently laid off because of the disaster, for example, workers who lost their job or were laid off because of the pandemic are excellent candidates for a COVID-19 disaster recovery DWG; dislocated worker as defined in the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act – this covers the gambit of workers who have been laid off or lost their jobs through no fault of their own; long-term unemployed individuals as defined by the State, outlying area, or Indian Tribal Government, which at the minimum usually encompasses workers who have been unemployed for 27 weeks or longer; and, self-employed individuals who became unemployed or significantly underemployed as a result of the disaster or emergency  

The key here is that each individuals has to have had an attachment to work at some point, and each are seeking reemployment.  An immediate focus should be on those individuals who have lost employment due to the declared disaster or emergency.

MR BLANCH: That is helpful!  So, although the immediate focus is on serving those unemployed due to a disaster or emergency, the ability to enroll other dislocated workers seems to add some flexibility, especially if the disaster recovery work needing completed is greater than the numbers of workers impacted. 

Amanda, what are the allowable activities under this grant?
 
MS. POIRIER:  As you mentioned in the introduction, Disaster Recovery DWGs can provide disaster-relief and humanitarian assistance employment, as well as employment and training services.  First, as with most things there are exceptions to some rules, so I encourage applicants to review the National Dislocated Worker Grant program guidance to understand what is allowable, what is not allowable and start thinking of what program design suits their community best. It’s important to note that disaster recovery DWGs must include a disaster relief employment component, but not all participants must do temporary employment.  Some may receive employment and training services only, while still others may receive a combination of both work and training – it’s based on the community needs assessment from the applicant.  

Supportive services are also allowable to enable individuals to participate in disaster relief employment and employment and training services.  Applicants should always consider what types of support participants may need and ensure that they’re including those costs in the grant application.  

Every decision will have budget implications, so applicants need to plan accordingly.  

MR. TOOPS: Speaking of budgets, applicants need to take into account that participants in disaster-relief positions cannot work more than 12 months or 2,080 hours, whichever is longer without approval of an ETA Grant Officer.  When preparing this part of the budget, applicants should consider that not all participants may work the entire time, and budget accordingly.  Applicants should also consider the types and complexities of relief work projects.   


MS. POIRIER: Good point, Michael.  The other thing that comes to mind is participant wages.  Grantees need grant officer approval for proposed budgets that exceed $20,000 per participant.   

MR. TOOPS: Right – Amanda, and applicants need to ensure disaster recovery DWG participants are paid the higher of the Federal, state, or local minimum wage, or the comparable rates of pay for other individuals employed in similar occupations by the same employer.

MR BLANCH: For disaster relief employment, what kinds of worksites are eligible?

MS. POIRIER: Disaster-relief worksites must be located within the geographic disaster area covered by the declaration.  An applicant, when feasible in coordination with emergency management agencies, must give the highest priority to clean-up of the most severely damaged public facilities and to the cleanup and the provision of humanitarian assistance to economically disadvantaged areas within the disaster area.  Projects may perform work on private property only under certain circumstances outlined in the operational guidance.  

MR. TOOPS: Applicants should also pay close attention to safety precautions, given the nature of cleanup and humanitarian assistance work.  

MR BLANCH: What else should an applicant consider?

MS. POIRIER: Prospective applicants should take time to evaluate and ask questions of internal and external stakeholders to assess the immediate disaster relief needs in the community.  This really is the heart of any application and should drive all of the program design decisions and budgeting.  

In terms of identifying need, applicants should evaluate what’s going on in the disaster impacted community. Ask: Where are the gaps in response? How can the Disaster Recovery DWG support that response? Is it the right fit for the disaster or is an Employment Recovery National Dislocated Worker Grant a better option?

Some other typical things that I see are applicants evaluating: how many employers and workers were impacted; what is the current funding and resources available; and, what other partner agencies are doing to respond. 

MR. TOOPS: Speaking of resources, once an applicant has determined the most pressing needs, they should, again, engage all stakeholders to identify the resources available for immediate deployment.  

Ideally, applicants have all along been working with stakeholders in preparation for possible disasters or emergencies to map out what resources are immediately available and how to deploy them quickly where needed.  However, that may not always be the case, and once a disaster has occurred, an applicant may not have the luxury to do adequate planning.  If the latter is true, then there is no better time than the present to begin engaging stakeholders early and often to identify all resources that can be leveraged for the current response. 


Applicants may want to consider the following: Does our agency have sufficient infrastructure to manage an immediate response? Does our agency have program and services that can be leveraged for a response? Are there other community assets and partners available/interested in delivering services and employing temporary workers? Do we have the right partnerships to support disaster recovery efforts?  

MS. POIRIER: An applicant needs to ask are there sufficient funds available through current programs and funding sources to respond to quickly and pay for services needed?  If so, great, then this grant may not be necessary.  If the answer is no, an application may be in order.

Don’t forget to look at the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act Title I governor’s state set aside, Rapid Response, and Dislocated Worker funds as possible resources.  If not to cover the full cost, many times other programs can supplement services to participants.  

MR. TOOPS: One last consideration is how to conduct outreach to eligible participants in the middle of a disaster or emergency?  Applicants need to defining an outreach strategy.  Ask, are you leveraging your current partner programs like UI and RESEA to help find individuals who could benefit from the grant?

MR BLANCH: When I hear all of these requirements and considerations, It does seem an applicant needs to do a level of planning and preparation well before a disaster or emergency occurs.  

What advice do you have for prospective applicants who may not have had the luxury to plan in such detail to date?

MR. TOOPS: As I stated earlier, there is no time like the present to start.  Generally, Disaster Recovery grants cannot fund activities to mitigate future disasters, and that includes planning for future events.  Applicants should consider using Rapid Response funding to facilitate planning activities with stakeholders for this purpose, using scenario planning, and other approaches to consider all contingencies and possible responses.

MS. POIRIER: It’s a valid point.  One of the hardest things about these grants is that they require agility, and by the time a disaster occurs having adequate time to plan is not always feasible.  Disaster planning is often the last thing that people want to do, or perhaps even more true – have time to do. Because of the nature of workforce development – people always need jobs, it’s hard to focus on anything other than the present. 

With that said, if there is no immediate funding or resource needs when a disaster occurs, I encourage an applicant to develop a plan, apply, and work with us as your FPOs to help. 

MR BLANCH: As I am sure has been made clear so far, there is plenty more to this that we haven’t covered today.

After carefully considering whether or not a DWG is the right resource for the emergency that your community is experiencing, we are going to dig into the application and award process in future conversations.  
Thank you for joining us, and please reach out to us and let us know how you’re doing, what other questions you have, or if you have ideas for what else we should be sure to cover in the future.  We hope this podcast raises some new ideas and shares current practices to support potential applicants and current grantees.  

(END)
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