Tribune/Sentinel

Friday, September 11, 2020

13

NYS Department of Labor: $300 lost wages assistance
payments will begin next week

The New York State Depart-
ment of Labor on Thursday an-
nounced payments for the Lost
Wages Assistance (LWA) pro-
gram, which provides an addi-
tional $300 in weekly benefits to
unemployed New Yorkers, will
begin next week. Up to 2.4 million
New Yorkers are eligible for the
program, including 435,000 who
must submit an additional certifi-
cation to qualify.

During the pandemic, New
York state has paid $43.7 billion in
unemployment benefits to 3.5 mil-
lion New Yorkers, representing
more than 20 typical years’ worth
of benefits paid in just six months.

“Throughout this crisis, states’
unemployment systems have
been pushed to the limit and con-
stantly changing federal guidance
- including this haphazard presi-
dential executive order — have

only delayed our efforts to get
benefits to New Yorkers in need.
But we have worked day and
night to stand up this program,
and millions of New Yorkers will
see payments next week,” Com-
missioner Roberta Reardon said.
“We are emailing all New York-
ers who are receiving benefits to
inform them of their status and,
if needed, provide information
about certifying for the Lost Wag-
es Assistance program. All New
Yorkers should keep an eye out
for these messages and, if an ad-
ditional certification is required,
respond immediately.”

The Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency has released
funding for the first three weeks
of LWA benefits to New York, cov-
ering the benefit weeks ending
Aug. 2, 9 and 16. The DOL esti-
mates that up to 2.4 million New

Yorkers may be eligible for the
benefits from those weeks, includ-
ing recipients of both traditional
unemployment insurance (UI)
and pandemic unemployment as-
sistance (PUA). Approximately 2
million New Yorkers are prequali-
fied and will receive payments
starting next week. The remain-
der — roughly 435,000 New York-
ers — must submit an additional
certification to qualify.

Of the estimated 2.4 million
New Yorkers who may be eligible:

e Approximately 2 million are
already qualified for the LWA
program because they indicated
on their initial benefit application
that their unemployment was con-
nected to the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. These claimants:

v Do not need to take any fur-
ther action;

y Will receive LWA payments

starting next week; and

\ Will receive an email and text
message from DOL informing
them they have pre-qualified for
LWA.

e Roughly 435,000 need to sub-
mit an additional certification
confirming their unemployment
is related to COVID-19 to qualify
for LWA benefits, as required by
the federal government. These
claimants:

y Can certify starting Friday,
Sept. 11, either online or via
phone:

\ Online: Claimants will receive
a secure DocuSign email from the
DOL on Sept. 11 with a link to cer-
tify for LWA benefits.

\ Phone: Claimants can call 833
491-0632 to certify via an automat-
ed phone system.

Will receive payments start-
ing next week if their certifica-

tion is submitted by 5 p.m. Sept.
15 - after that, payments will be
released on a rolling basis.

Eligible New Yorkers will re-
ceive LWA payments of $300 per
week for the weeks ending Aug.
2, 9 and 16. Under federal rules,
New York may be eligible for ad-
ditional weeks of LWA funding.

According to FEMA, funding
for the LWA program will contin-
ue until any of the following occur:

\ The federal Disaster Relief
Fund balance falls below $25 bil-
lion;

\ The $44 billion set aside for
the LWA program is depleted;

Y Congress enacts a replace-
ment unemployment relief pro-
gram; or

\ If none of the above scenarios
occur before Dec. 27, 2020, fund-
ing will terminate on that date.

BY MICHAEL DEPIETRO
Interim Tribune Editor

On Thursday, the NT Neigh-
bourhood Watch tentatively re-
sumed its monthly meetings with
its first in-person gathering since
the COVID-19 outbreak began.
The group met under a pavilion
at Pinewoods Park after the Com-
mon Council voted Tuesday to
waive the pavilion fee.

According to the group’s chair-
man, Joseph Marranca Jr., the
group had planned earlier this year
to start meeting at the city’s pub-
lic library but, unfortunately, the
library community room remains
closed.

For now, he’s not certain where
the group will meet going forward.
Although outside would be ideal,
he says, with the weather chang-
ing, the group may go back to its
original location at a local church.

“It’'s been six months since we've
been active. We've been trying to
make up for things with the Imagi-
nation Station and social media. ...
But it’s disappointing because this
was going to be a really big year
for us,” Marranca Jr. says.

Still, even without a regular meet-
ing location in place, Marranca Jr.,
and his son, Joe Marranca III, en-
courage fellow residents to learn
more about the group. Marranca
Jr. admits that, before he first got
involved with the group in 2017, he
didn’t know much about it.

“I didn’t even know that we had
awatch, to be honest,” he says. “So
that’s been one of the things I've
been trying to do is really raise
our profile in the community; let
people know it exists and just do
something positive for the city.”

The NT Neighbourhood Watch
first formed in 2009. Initially called
“Citizens on Patrol,” the group pri-
marily operated out of the city’s
2nd Ward. Shortly before Mar-
ranca got involved, the group went
citywide and changed its name to
help build connections with nation-
al Neighbourhood Watch affiliates.

Contrary to some opinions, the
Neighbourhood Watch isn’t a col-
lection of nosy neighbors or vigi-
lantes. Marranca says one of the
group’s main goals is simply to
promote safety and crime preven-
tion.

In conjunction with the NTPD,
the group has worked to promote

NT Neighbourhood Watch resumes

the “49PMRoutine,” which is a so-
cial media campaign that simply
reminds neighbors to make sure
their homes and cars are locked at
night to prevent thefts and break-
ins.

The group also promotes the
phrase, “See Something, Say
Something” as a reminder for
residents to keep vigilant. In 2018,
a community member provided
funding to help the group make
more than 5,000 keychains featur-
ing the slogan as well as contact
numbers for local police and crisis
management hotlines and pass
them out to every student in the
NT school district.

While it might at first seem like
just a slogan, it wasn’t too long ago
that the words became a literal ral-
lying cry.

In early July, when a group of
juveniles attacked a young girl on
the high school athletic field, two
members of the school’s wrestling
program, Anthony Swan and Si-
mon Griskonis, stepped in to help.
When asked about their decision
to act in televised interviews, the
pair repeated the “See Something,
Say Something” slogan. During
several ensuing anti-bullying ral-
lies, demonstrators chanted the
phrase.

“You know, I don’t know if there
was a direct connection or not, but
I was so happy to actually hear
that. It's exactly what we were hop-
ing for ... and not only did those
kids see something, and say some-
thing, they stepped up and did
something,” Marranca says.

The group also does an incredi-
ble amount of charity and volunteer
work in the community. There’s
nary a food drive, trunk-or-treat, or
slow roll that the watch hasn't as-
sisted with. But the Marrancas say
that perhaps the group’s most vital
community service is acting as a
liaison between residents and local
authority figures. From the police
to elected officials, the Neighbor-
hood Watch can provide a vital
connection point for residents to
engage in meaningful discourse
with people who can affect change.

“Our meetings are really to help
facilitate conversations and give
people a more comfortable set-
ting to discuss issues,” Marranca
Jr. says. “That’s one of the reasons
I'm so disappointed we haven’t

been able to meet; we usually have
apolice officer at our meetings, but
we've had members of the Com-
mon Council. ... You're able to talk
with them on a more personal level
and get maybe more information
that you can’t find anywhere.”

Marranca Jr. explains how a
resident contacted the group re-
garding a corner step alongside
a neighborhood intersection. He
says the group helped work with
the NT Department of Public
Works and, shortly thereatfter, the
step was installed.

Marranca III, who was elected
sergeant-at-arms in February, says
the level of communication the
watch provides was a big part of
what made him want to be a mem-
ber.

“Sometimes the police are seen
as an authoritarian figure and
might not be seen as very ap-
proachable. So, I think our group
does a good job of helping to fos-
ter relations with law enforcement
and the Common Council, while
keeping it very candid and more
personable. Unlike a council meet-
ing or something, you have more
of an opportunity to have a real,
open discussion. I think that’s a re-
ally good thing for our city,” Mar-
ranca III says.

He also notes an example
when not-for-profit health and hu-
man services agency People Inc.
opened a facility in the area.

“There was some misinforma-
tion about it and a lot of citizens
had concerns and questions,” Mar-
ranca III says. “We were very for-
tunate to have some of the repre-

sentatives from People Inc. come
speak with everyone, and you
could tell by the end of the meet-
ing people were really happy. They
had all their questions answered.

“That’s just a great example of
how we're able to facilitate those
conversations and it shows that
communication is key.”

For Marranca Jr., that communi-
cation and sense of community is
not just what makes the watch so
important, but what makes North
Tonawanda a special place to live.

“I've always had a great relation-
ship with the city, but now I've got-
ten to really meet residents and

talk to them, it’s been rewarding,”
Marranca Jr. says. “To have people
say that they appreciate what we’re
doing and, even though we're try-
ing to keep crime and safety fore-
front, we try to do it in a way that’s
positive. People appreciate that. ...

“You know I'm involved with a
lot of other clubs, but I'll be honest
this is my favorite because I can re-
ally highlight the positive aspects
of North Tonawanda.”

For more information about the
Neighbourhood Watch, email nt-
watch@gmail.com or visit www.
facebook.com/groups/north-
tonawandaneighborhoodwatch.
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