Jessamine Faces Need: Community Action helps thousands of families heat homes
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Jessamine County saw its first signs of snow this week and a string of low temperatures running closer to the freezing mark. And when the temperatures drop, the number of people needing utility assistance begins to rise.

The Blue Grass Community Action Partnership office waiting area was at standing-room-only Wednesday morning. And many of the people there were asking for assistance with utilities. While heating and utility assistance isn’t the only service Community Action provides, its a popular one right now with the availability of funds from the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP).

Community Action distributed a total of $35,928 in LIHEAP money to 272 Jessamine Countians from Nov. 7 to Nov. 29.

The LIHEAP funding comes in two waves. The “subsidy” period began Nov. 7 and runs through December. The “crisis” component runs from early January until the middle of March, or until all funds are distributed.

To be eligible for LIHEAP funding, clients must have an income below 200 percent of the federal poverty level and meet certain other income and household requirements. The “crisis” period also requires notification of disconnection of utility service.

Troy Roberts, executive director for Blue Grass Community Action Partnership, said this year’s crisis period cut-off would most likely be before March based on what he’s hearing about federal funding cuts coming down the pike. But they won’t know for certain for a while. It’s simply a waiting game.

“We don’t know how long the crisis funding could last,” Roberts said. “We’re still waiting on a total, and with these federal funding cuts, everyone’s just watching to see what they’re going to do.”

In the 2010-2011 fiscal year, Community Action helped 2,732 Jessamine County clients with $459,965 in LIHEAP¿funds, according to records from the group’s headquarters in Frankfort. But if the federal legislators reduce the funding for the program, it will be a lot more difficult to assist the needs of Jessamine Countians this year, Roberts said.

Community Action saw a major increase in clients during the earlier part of the economic downturn.

“The numbers just jumped way up when the economic downturn started,” Roberts said. “They became known as the ‘new poor’ ... the working middle class who had never needed any kind of assistance at all, and suddenly they’re losing their jobs and had nowhere to go. We experienced a large number of people coming in to receive assistance with all of the programs Community Action offers.

That number has tapered off a little as the economy slowly recovers, he said.

Jessamine County Community Action developer Tracy Fain said the people she sees in her office are coming in to receive any kind of help they can get to pay their bills. Oftentimes, they’ve been prioritizing between paying for food, prescriptions, rent and utilities. And everyone wants a job.

“Everyone is looking for a job, and they don’t want to be here,” Fain said. “Nearly everyone who comes in always needs more than we can give.”

Many times people wait to turn to the Community Action office until the bills have piled up so high they have no other options. But Roberts said one of the best ways the organization can help is if clients come in before they run out of options.

“It would be so much easier to help if people came in when they initially started to struggle,” Roberts said.

Community Action works closely with other service and civic organizations and churches in the area to provide assistance and redirect people to other agencies who can help when possibilities at Community Action have been exhausted. They participate in an interagency meeting monthly.

Roberts said it’s important to remember that the organization can assist with more than just paying utility bills. They also help with a weatherization program to make houses more energy efficient, assist in paying for prescriptions, provide funding for the senior-citizens center,¿adult day care, Head Start, the transportation service and senior companion program.

Community Action also operates from private donations, and they may soon be relying on them more if federal funds continue to be slashed, Roberts said:

“I don’t think we can ever have enough funding.”
