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Metropolitan King County Council
Local Services, Regional Roads and Bridges Committee

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	9
	Name:
	Nick Bowman

	Proposed No.:
	2019-0349
	Date:
	October 14, 2019



SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2019-0349 would acknowledge receipt of the Department of Local Services Snow and Ice Response Plan, as required by a proviso included in the 2019-2020 biennial budget.

SUMMARY

The proposed motion and attached report responds to the requirements of Ordinance 18835, the 2019-20 biennial budget. Section 57, Proviso 1 of Ordinance 18835, required a plan to increase total snowplow route miles for future snowstorm events in the unincorporated areas of King County.

In accordance with the proviso requirements, the plan provides a description of all current snowplow routes, a description of all new proposed snowplow routes, and assessment of the resources required to achieve the additional miles of proposed snowplow routes throughout unincorporated King County. The report also includes additional information regarding the County’s snow and ice program and levels of service. The proviso requires that Council pass a motion acknowledging receipt of the report in order to release $50,000 in appropriated Roads funding. The proviso report meets the requirements of the proviso and was transmitted by the required deadline of September 30, 2019. The proposed motion, if passed by Council, would fulfill the proviso requirement.

BACKGROUND 

Roads maintains approximately 1,500 miles of roadways and 182 bridges within unincorporated King County. As part of its mission, Roads conducts sanding and snow removal operations on 583 miles of designated snow and ice routes so as to mitigate hazardous driving conditions during winter storm events. In response to winter storms, Roads leadership mobilizes a strategic response commensurate with the scale of the storm and its anticipated impact to the County’s road network.

Roads is currently resourced to clear a limited subset of designated snow and ice routes affected by smaller, localized storms, within three days. As winter storms grow in size, intensity and duration, Roads resources are supplemented by other King County agencies. During countywide winter storms, Roads, with the support of partner agencies, seeks to clear all designated snow and ice routes, within five days. With severe back-to-back storm events, the County is often not able to clear snow and ice routes as quickly as is done for smaller-scale storms.  

The adopted 2019-2020 biennial budget included a proviso which read: 
	
Of this appropriation, $50,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the Executive transmits a plan to increase the total number of miles of snowplow routes for future snowstorm events in the unincorporated area of King County and a motion that should acknowledge receipt of the plan and reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance, ordinance section and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion, and a motion acknowledging receipt of the plan is passed by council. 

The plan shall include, but not be limited to:
           	
A.  A description of all current snowplow routes;
B.  A description of all proposed new snowplow routes, in descending order of priority, to receive snowplow service in future snowstorm events under the plan, including the general description of their location in unincorporated King County and the number of miles per route; and
C.  An analysis of resources, including, but not limited to, additional county personnel and county equipment or contracting for services necessary to achieve the increase in the total number of miles of snowplow routes for future snowstorm events in the unincorporated area of King County proposed by the plan.

The executive should file the plan and a motion required by this proviso by September 30, 2019, in the form of a paper original and an electronic copy with the clerk of the council, who shall retain the original and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff and the lead staff for the planning, rural service and environment committee, or its successor.

ANALYSIS

The proviso required the Executive to transmit a report on the County’s snow and ice response that includes the following elements:

1. A description of all current snowplow routes;
2. A description of newly proposed snowplow routes; and
3. A description of the resources required by the additional snowplow routes. 

Current King County Snow and Ice Routes

The report identifies 583 centerline miles of unincorporated County roads that comprise King County’s current snowplow routes. According to the report, these include primary arterials, transit routes, minor arterials feeding densely-populated areas and lifeline routes, which are a subset of unincorporated County roads serving first responders, hospitals and public safety facilities. 

Current routes are grouped into one of four categories to assist with the strategic deployment of the County’s snow and ice resources. Table 1 below provides a summary of existing designated snow and ice route categories and the number of centerline miles in each category. 

Table 1. Current King County designated and prioritized snow and ice routes
	Snow and Ice Category #
	Description
	# Centerline Miles

	1
	Main roadways (primary arterials, transit routes, lifeline routes) providing regional connections between communities.
	232

	2
	Main roadways (primary arterials, main thoroughfares, and arterials leading to state highways) and minor arterials feeding densely-populated areas.
	76

	3
	Minor collectors, which lead to and connect with Category 1 and Category 2 routes.  These routes provide continuity between towns, cities, and large subdivisions.
	151

	4
	Secondary commuter routes, which connect Category 1, 2, and 3 routes along with other jurisdictions.
	124

	TOTAL (1-4)
	Existing snow and ice routes
	583



A map (Figure 1) illustrating the geographic area of the various roadways in each category across the county is provided on page 19 of the proviso report. 

Proposed Snow and Ice Routes

The report identifies a potential new category of snow and ice routes dubbed Category 5 routes, totaling an additional 70 centerline miles. According to the report, Category 5 snow and ice routes were identified through an evaluation of urban and rural neighborhood collector roads, many of which have been the subject of common public requests to the County for snow and ice treatment during past winter storm events and further evaluated with respect to the 500 foot elevation line, a common threshold for rain/snow transitions. Approximately 50 centerline miles of neighborhood collector routes, located at or above 500 feet elevation, are identified for inclusion within Category 5 snow and ice routes[footnoteRef:1] and would be added to the total miles of roads to be cleared by the Roads Division.  [1:  The geographic location of Category 5 snow and ice routes at or above 500 feet of elevation are provided in figure 1 on page 19 of the report. ] 


The remaining 20 centerline miles proposed in the new Category 5 reflect possible lowland routes located below 500 feet in elevation that may be impacted by snow and ice. According to the report, these miles are not mapped as specific routes, given the unpredictable nature of winter weather events, but rather cover six low-land areas across unincorporated King County. 

As stated earlier in this staff report, the proviso requires the Executive to provide a prioritization, in descending order, of all newly proposed snow and ice routes. The report does not include a prioritization of the individual proposed routes in Category 5, as the report states that prioritization occurs by category, not by individual route, and that levels of service for prioritized routes varies according to the type and extent of the weather event. 

Section 4 of the report details the level of service, defined as the elapsed time from the beginning of a winter storm event to clearing snow and ice routes to bare ground. For example, during a localized storm, defined as a storm only impacting a subset of the County’s total designated snow and ice route mileage, Category 1 routes, those of highest priority, can expect to be cleared within one day. Category 2 routes can expect to be cleared within one to two days, Category 3 routes within two to three days and Category 4 routes within three days. Whereas, during a countywide storm event, all snow and ice route categories can expect to be cleared within five days. 

The report proposes a potential level of service improvement to the County’s snow and ice response that would target all existing routes, plus the proposed Category 5 routes, to be cleared within four days following a countywide winter storm event. According to the report, focusing on countywide storm events would make level of service improvements where they are most needed and where the best cost benefit can be realized. Table 2 below, which is taken from the report,[footnoteRef:2] shows a comparison of the current and proposed level of service improvement following a countywide storm event.  [2:  In the proviso report, the table is labeled “Table 5” and can be found on page 10 of the report. ] 


Table 2.  Current vs Proposed Levels of Service Following a Countywide Storm
	Storm Event Type
	Current LoS
(# days for Category 1 – 4, 583 miles of snow routes)
	Proposed LoS
(# days for Category 1 – 5, 653 miles of snow routes)

	Countywide storm
	Up to 5 days
	Up to 4 days

	Category 1 Routes
	Day 1
	Day 1

	Category 2 Routes
	Day 2
	Day 2

	Category 3 Routes
	Day 3
	Day 2 and Day 3

	Category 4 Routes
	Day 4 and Day 5
	Day 3 and Day 4

	Category 5 Routes
	N/A
	Day 4



The specific mileage for each proposed route as required by the proviso, is not included in the body of the report, but is included in Attachment 3 to this staff report. 

Resources Required to Achieve Proposed Snow and Ice Response Improvements

The report describes three different options, all at varying levels of cost, to achieve the additional Category 5 snow and ice route mileage and level of service improvements. Below is a summary of the three options which are described in greater detail in the report. 

Option 1: On Call Contractor   

The report identifies the use of one or more private contractors to supplement King County staff and equipment resources on an as-needed basis as having the potential to meet the proposed countywide storm level of service and clear the additional 70 miles of Category 5 routes. According to the report, Roads estimates that the County’s existing snow and ice labor and equipment resources would need to be supplemented under the contract(s) with a total of ten truck drivers, four equipment operators and two supervisors. Option 1’s estimated annual cost would be $350,000. 

Option 2: Expand Roads Work Force and Equipment 

As described in the report, Option 2 involves expanding the capacity of Roads’ snow and ice work force by hiring eighteen full-time additional County employees in the Roads Division, to supplement the existing roster of drivers, utility workers, and equipment operators. In addition to hiring employees for additional snow and ice response crews, this option would require the purchase of additional snow and ice equipment to supplement Roads’ current fleet. According to the report, the staff would work year-round and support snow and ice response during the winter months and perform other maintenance and operations activities during the rest of the year. Option 2’s estimated cost would be $7.4 million in the initial year, $3.2 million of which would be one-time capital expenses, and $4.2 million annually thereafter.  

Option 3: Leverage Additional Resources from other King County Agencies

The report suggests that a collaborative approach with the Department of Natural Resources and Parks which leverages existing non-Roads division resources could enhance service during a countywide snow and ice event, though such an approach would not achieve the total additional miles of snow routes as proposed. This option would likely result in an additional 17 miles added to the County’s current snow route mileage total, rather than the proposed 70 miles achievable under Options 1 and 2, but would improve levels of service to where 600 miles of snow routes could expect to be cleared within four days. The report cites a lack of appropriately sized snowplow trucks as the primary barrier to achieving the proposed 653 miles of routes cleared within four days under Option 3.

The report describes several challenges inherent in the collaborative approach, including obtaining enough licensed drivers and utility workers among DNRP staff, the delays in DNRP work programs which may result from snow and ice response related activities and the need to retrofit the six identified Parks Division trucks with snowplow equipment. Should these challenges, which are discussed further in the report, be overcome, Option 3’s estimated cost would be $600,000 in one time capital costs and $114,000 per countywide storm event thereafter. 

Table 3 below, which is taken from the report,[footnoteRef:3] show the costs and needed resources associated with the options described in the report. [3:  In the proviso report, the table is labeled “Table 9” and can be found on page 16 of the report. ] 




Table 3. Comparison of Option 1, 2 & 3 Additional Costs and Resources Needed
	Planning Level Cost Estimate for Additional Costs/Resources

	Cost Category
	Option 1: On Call Contractor
	Option 2: Expanded County Workforce & purchase equipment** 
	Option 3: Leverage additional resources from other County agencies

	Labor
	$250,000*
(vendor hourly rate inclusive of labor + equipment)
	$2,705,918
(18 new full-time employees)
	$78,000*


	Equipment (new)
	
Included above

	$3,206,000
(one-time capital investment)
	$600,000
(one-time capital investment)

	Equipment (annual rental fees)
	n/a
	$1,493,000

	$36,000*


	Annual retainer
	$50,000
	n/a
	n/a

	PROJECTED Year 1 TOTAL COSTS
(Annual) 
	$300,000*
	$7,403,918
	$714,000*

	PROJECTED TOTAL ANNUAL COSTS
(Ongoing)
	$300,000*
	$4,198,918
	$114,000*


* Estimated cost reflects one countywide snow event. Historical trends suggest that countywide snow events occur approximately every 1-2 years.
**This option presents annual costs associated with hiring 18 new full time, year-round employees needed to achieve the identified level of service improvements for snow and ice response. The total annual cost presented for this option does not account for the full cost of the other programs these staff would work on.  

INVITEES

· Rick Brater, Director, King County Road Services Division.

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2019-0161 (and its attachments)
2. Transmittal Letter
3. Category 5 Snow and Ice Route Descriptions
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