More families will qualify for weatherization funds
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Lois Marshall's exceedingly modest 1940s-era ranch home needed a new roof, furnace, chimney liner and insulation to keep her warm and dry in the winter.

Yesterday, the little yellow house off Parham Road in Henrico County was nearing the end of a $14,000 energy-efficiency makeover.

It's just one example of how Virginia plans to spend more than $94 million in federal stimulus cash from the Department of Energy that has been allocated for the weatherization of homes in the state.

Ninety-four million bucks can buy a lot of weatherization.

So much, in fact, that Gov. Timothy M. Kaine said yesterday that the ceiling for households to qualify for assistance has been raised dramatically -- from a little less than $32,000 in annual income for a family of four, to roughly $59,000.

"A lot more families are going to be able to participate," said Kaine, who advocated for fair housing in Richmond as a lawyer before becoming involved in politics.

Before the stimulus cash, Virginia had roughly $20 million available to help needy homeowners stay warm and save on their energy bills.

Now, state housing officials believe the additional funds will enable them to offer assistance to 8,000 to 9,000 homes across Virginia.

Yesterday, Kaine toured Marshall's home with her daughter, Jackie Woodson, and helped blow cellulose insulation into the walls.

He also phoned the 61-year-old disabled widow, who fell ill a few days ago and was in the hospital during yesterday's event.

Virginia has until March 2012 to spend the stimulus money, which the state Department of Housing and Community Development is allocating to 22 nonprofit firms in regions across the state.

In central Virginia, the nonprofit housing firm ElderHomes is the clearinghouse for weatherization services covering Richmond and the counties of Charles City, Chesterfield, Goochland, Hanover, Henrico, New Kent and Powhatan.

A portion of the money is dedicated to job training in weatherization. Officials believe there will be an increased demand for workers to staff the additional projects funded by the stimulus cash.

Kaine also said Virginia will again have a sales-tax holiday on the purchase of energy-efficient appliances during the Columbus Day weekend in October. 

