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Metropolitan King County Council
Transportation, Economy and Environment Committee

REVISED STAFF REPORT
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COMMITTEE ACTION

	
Proposed Substitute Motion 2022-0229.2, requesting the executive to develop an implementation plan to establish a personal locator beacon lending program, passed out of committee on June 21, 2022, with a “Do Pass” recommendation. The Motion was amended in committee with Amendment 1, as described in the Amendment section at the end of this staff report. 




SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2022-0229 would request the executive to develop an implementation plan to establish a personal locator beacon lending program.

SUMMARY

A personal locator beacon (PLB) is a small portable device that transmits a personalized distress signal to the official search and rescue organization of the jurisdiction where the distress signal is originated. For King County, the alert is sent to the state of Washington Search and Rescue coordinator which is then sent to the King County Sheriff's Office.

The National Park Service, Washington Trails Association, and Washington State Parks and Recreation Commission recommend individuals carry a PLB when going into the backcountry or wilderness area or participating in recreational water activities. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which manages PLB transmissions, state that 330 lives were saved in 2021 due to PLB signals.

The proposed motion would request the executive to develop an implementation plan by January 1, 2023 to establish a no cost or low-cost PLB lending program to enable launch of the program in 2023. The proposed motion would also request the executive to include an appropriation in the 2023-2024 Proposed Biennial Budget to support this program.

King County Parks staff states that a PLB lending program could contribute to the safety and well-being of hikers and backpackers in the county. They also state that a more feasible deadline for the implementation plan would be May 31, 2023 which would be followed by a launch of a pilot program thereafter in 2023.

Council staff has prepared Amendment 1 which would amend the requested due date of the implementation plan from January 1, 2023 to May 31, 2023.

BACKGROUND 

Personal Locator Beacon (PLB).  A PLB is a small portable device that transmits a personalized distress signal in the 406 MHz spectrum range to a NOAA operated fleet of geostationary satellites (COSPAS-SARSAT).[footnoteRef:1] For the mainland United States, the satellites route the signal to the Air Force Rescue Coordination Center, which in turn alerts the relevant search and rescue jurisdiction. For King County, the alert is sent to the state of Washington Search and Rescue coordinator which is then sent to the King County Sheriff's Office. All PLBs are required by federal law to be registered with NOAA with a name, address, phone number and any pertinent information such as medical problems, and this information is sent to search and rescue personnel along with the GPS location.[footnoteRef:2] NOAA credits COSPAS-SARSAT, which transmit emergency beacons including PLB signals, from saving three hundred thirty lives in 2021.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  URL: https://www.sarsat.noaa.gov/emergency-406-beacons/. ]  [2:  URL: https://www.sarsat.noaa.gov/register-your-beacon/. ]  [3:  URL: https://www.noaa.gov/news-release/noaa-satellites-helped-save-330-lives-in-2021.] 

	
The National Park Service recommends taking a PLB when going into the backcountry or wilderness area where mobile phone coverage is limited.[footnoteRef:4] Moreover, the Washington Trails Association states that PLBs have saved many lives and should be strongly considered by all backcountry travelers.[footnoteRef:5], Lastly, the Washington state Parks and Recreation Commission also recommends carrying a PLB while paddleboarding and boating.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  URL: https://www.nps.gov/articles/gtgemergencyplan.htm.]  [5:  URL: https://web.wta.org/go-outside/trail-smarts/modern-navigation-essentials. ]  [6:  URL: https://www.parks.wa.gov/CivicAlerts.aspx?AID=495. ] 


As of June 2022, the retail price for a PLB ranged from $100 to $600.

Search and Rescue in King County.  The King County Sheriff’s Office is responsible for search and rescue activities in the county under the mandates of R.C.W. Chapter 38.52. Each year, volunteer groups along with Sheriff’s Office Search & Rescue personnel respond to numerous incidents involving lost or injured hikers, hunters and children, down missing aircrafts. The Sherriff’s Office and Search & Rescue volunteers also assist in times of natural disasters like flooding, windstorms and earthquakes.

The King County Search and Rescue Association (also known as the King County Search and Rescue)[footnoteRef:7] is the primary volunteer organization for the county’s search and rescue efforts. The organization includes 9 specialized units with 600 trained members that are all registered as Washington State emergency workers. In partnership with the Sheriff’s Office, the volunteers donate more than 49,000 hours to over 200 mission response and training each year and delivers an estimated $8 million in public safety value to Washington State each year. The organization became operational as a non-profit organization on February 1, 1965. [7:  URL: https://kingcountysar.org/. ] 


PLB Lending Programs.  Council staff initial research determined that there was only one PLB lending program that exists in the United States. The Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson in Alaska established a no cost PLB lending program to provide service members and civil-service employees the ability to check out a PLB to enhance safety while exploring the outdoors.[footnoteRef:8] King County Parks is also unaware of any PLB lending programs in the country. [8:  URL: https://www.jber.jb.mil/News/News-Articles/NewsDisplay/Article/1380055/enhancing-safety-in-the-outdoors-for-members-at-jber/. ] 


Outside the United States, the New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service in Australia also operates a no cost PLB lending program at its visitor centers and police stations.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  URL: https://www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au/safety/bushwalking-safety/personal-locator-beacon. ] 


ANALYSIS

Proposed Motion.   The proposed motion would request the executive to develop an implementation plan to establish a no cost or low-cost PLB lending program to enable launch of the program in 2023. The program shall lend PLBs to King County residents or visitors to King County Parks, or both. The implementation plan should include, but not be limited to, the following:
1. An estimate of the costs to implement the program, including funding source options,
2. Consideration of whether establishing partnerships with private entities such as Recreational Equipment, Inc., and nonprofit entities such as the Washington Trails Association and King County Search and Rescue to support the program is advisable,
3. Strategies to ensure the program is publicized widely throughout the county to bring awareness of the program and throughout the state to encourage other local jurisdictions to follow suit,
4. A plan to educate program participants to ensure they continue to plan and prepare and exercise safety practices and rely on PLBs as last resort,
5. Considerations to expand the scope of the program to include paddleboarders, boaters, snow skiers and others who participate in recreational water and snow activities, and
6. A project plan to enable launch of the program in 2023.

The proposed motion requests the executive to transmit the implementation plan no later than January 1, 2023. 

The proposed motion also requests the executive to include an appropriation in the 2023-2024 Proposed Biennial Budget to enable launch of the program in 2023.


King County Parks Input.  King County Parks reviewed the proposed motion and provided the following input:

· King County Parks states that a PLB lending program could contribute to the safety and well-being of hikers and backpackers in the county.
· King County Parks have not received inquiries about PLBs from residents or visitors and has never considered or implemented this type of program.

· King County Parks is in the process of developing the 2023-2024 biennial budget proposals that are due to the Executive for consideration by July 1, 2022. They state that they would not know whether they can include a budget proposal for a PLB lending program until after the executive’s review of the agency proposed budget.

· King County Parks states that it would be difficult to develop an implementation plan by January 1, 2023 as required by the motion due to staffing constraints and additional time needed to engage partners who could support and be involved in the implementation of the program. King County Parks state they may need to hire an external consultant to guide and develop the implementation plan. They state that a more feasible deadline would be May 31, 2023 which would be followed by a launch of a pilot program thereafter in 2023.

AMENDMENT

Amendment 1 would amend the requested due date of the implementation plan from January 1, 2023 to May 31, 2023.
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