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Metropolitan King County Council
Local Services and Land Use Committee

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	8
	Name:
	Gene Paul

	Proposed No.:
	2024-0002
	Date:
	March 6, 2024



SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2024-0002 would acknowledge receipt of a report evaluating the options to evacuate residents living in between the town of Skykomish and the unincorporated community of Grotto in the event of an emergency or disaster.

SUMMARY

The proposed motion and attached report respond to the requirements of Ordinance 19546, Section 23, Proviso P1, which directed the Executive to transmit a Skykomish evacuation alternatives analysis report. In accordance with the proviso requirements, the report includes an evaluation of options to evacuate residents who live along the NE Old Cascade Highway between the town of Skykomish and the unincorporated community of Grotto in the event of an emergency or disaster. In 2011, a significant storm washed out a section of roadway on the Highway that led up to the Miller River Bridge #999W and changed the river's course such that the bridge no longer spans the current course of the river. Along with descriptions of the evacuation options, the report includes the costs and funding sources associated with each, as well as the preferred evacuation option and the reasoning for that selection. The report assumes the Miller River Bridge is not open to regular traffic.

The transmitted report ultimately evaluated 11 different evacuation options that range from operational responses like search and rescue to capital projects like constructing a new bridge over the Miller River. The Office of Emergency Management (KCOEM) recommends using the Skykomish River Bridge #999Z, which is currently the sole means of access to east-west travel for the approximately six year-round residents in the area, as the most feasible and practical evacuation option. Depending on circumstances, other options could be considered for use, such as crossing the railroad bridges or using emergency responder and search and rescue assets. The transmitted report appears to comply with the proviso requirements.

BACKGROUND 

The Old Cascade Highway is a low-traffic county road that winds seven miles between Stevens Pass and Grotto in the Skykomish Valley. Although formerly a through road, the Old Cascade Highway was permanently closed west of the town of Skykomish at the East Fork of the Miller River in 2011. At that time, a significant storm washed out a section of the roadway that led up to the Miller River Bridge and also changed the river’s course. The 100-year-old Miller River Bridge #999W no longer spans the current course of the river.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Safety and resiliency in Skykomish Valley (Old Cascade Highway washout at Miller River Bridge (Link)] 


With the closure of the section of the Old Cascade Highway, US Route 2 provides the sole means of east-west travel through the area. Residents of the area in between the town of Skykomish and the unincorporated community of Grotto access US Route 2 via a single bridge over the Skykomish River, Bridge #999Z. The proviso report estimates that there are approximately six year-round residents in this area who rely on the bridge and Route 2 but potentially up to 60 people during summer vacation rental and camping season. 

The Bolt Creek fire, which erupted in September 2022, highlighted the potential complications of relying exclusively upon single points of entry and exit. Although the residents along the NE Old Cascade Highway between Skykomish and Grotto were not subject to evacuation orders, the fire did cause Route 2 to be closed multiple times. These closures forced people in this area to shelter in place for extended periods of time.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Bolt Creek Fire Incident Information (Link)] 


2023-2024 King County Budget Proviso. During consideration of the 2023-2024 biennial budget, the Council incorporated Proviso P1 in Section 23, requiring the Executive to provide a Skykomish evacuation alternatives analysis report.[footnoteRef:3] The proviso states:   [3:  Ordinance 19546 (Link)] 


Of this appropriation, $200,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a Skykomish evacuation alternatives analysis report and a motion that should acknowledge receipt of the report, and a motion acknowledging receipt of the report is passed by the council. The motion should reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance number, ordinance section and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion.

The report shall use emergency management best practices and include, but not be limited to, the following:
A. An evaluation of options to evacuate residents who live along the NE Old
Cascade Highway between the town of Skykomish and the unincorporated community of
Grotto in the event of an emergency or disaster, assuming the Miller river bridge #999W
is not open to regular traffic; and
B. Identification of:
1. The costs associated with each option;
2. Funding sources, including state and federal funding sources, that could be
used to implement each option; and
3. The preferred option or combination of options and the reasoning for the
selection of the option or combination of options.

The executive should electronically file the report and motion required by this proviso no later than December 29, 2023, with the clerk of the council, who shall retain an electronic copy and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff and the lead staff for the local services and land use committee or its successor.

ANALYSIS

Proposed Motion 2024-0002 would acknowledge the receipt of the report from the Executive providing the Skykomish evacuation alternatives analysis. This section of the staff report provides a breakdown of the contents of the report as required by each requirement of the proviso.

A. An evaluation of options to evacuate residents who live along the NE Old Cascade Highway between the town of Skykomish and the unincorporated community of Grotto in the event of an emergency or disaster, assuming the Miller river bridge #999W is not open to regular traffic; and
B. Identification of:
1. The costs associated with each option;

As Figure 1 in the report (Pages 5-6 of Attachment A) indicates, the King County Office of Emergency Management (KCOEM) considered 11 options to evacuate the residents along the NE Old Cascade Highway between Skykomish and Grotto. The evaluation included the assumption that the current Miller River Bridge #999W was not open to regular traffic. A summarized portion of the report’s Figure 1 is provided here with the options and estimated costs.  

Table 1: Evacuation Options and Estimated Costs

	Option
	
	Estimated Cost

	1. Existing Skykomish River Bridge #999Z
	
	Cost of responding to the emergency

	2. Restore Access to Miller River Bridge #999W
	
	$62 million in 2022 dollars[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Miller River Bridge Draft Cost Estimate (Link)
] 


	3. New Bridge over Miller River at River Apex
	
	>$62 million (estimate provided by Roads)

	4. Pedestrian Bridge over Miller River
	
	$33 million (estimate provided by DNRP and DLS)

	5. Temporary Bridge over Miller River
	
	$40 million in 2022 dollars (estimate provided by Roads)

	6. BNSF Rail Bridge over Skykomish River (Pedestrian or truck evacuation)
	
	Cost of responding to the emergency

	7. BNSF Rail Bridge over Miller River
(Pedestrian or truck evacuation)
	
	Cost of responding to the emergency

	8. Amtrak Rail
	
	Cost of responding to the emergency

	9. KCSO Helicopter Evacuation
	
	Cost of responding to the emergency

	10. Search and Rescue
	
	Cost of responding to the emergency

	11. Purchase Homes in Area
	
	$18 million (estimate from the King County Assessor’s website)




In estimating the cost of capital project options, KCOEM relied upon their interactions with engineers from County departments or obtained them from feasibility studies conducted since 2011. KCOEM noted in the report that many emergency management subject matter experts and private companies were reluctant to provide cost estimates. Therefore, six of the options show the “cost of responding to the emergency” as their financial impact, which reflects the funding needed to deploy first responders with the appropriate assets to the area. 
 
2. Funding sources, including state and federal funding sources, that could be used to implement each option; 

The report identifies the County General Fund as the likely funding source for all available options and states that "KCOEM was unable to identify any state or federal funding sources to implement the options identified in the report… Any capital project would need to be funded from a yet-to-be-identified funding source." It should be noted that the report from KCOEM was predominantly written from an emergency management perspective. Consequently, KCOEM considered any funding for the capital project options as likely to come from a funding source that was outside the scope of emergency management. In addition to this scope consideration, KCOEM stated that funding for the non-capital costs associated with emergency response, including search and rescue teams, is already accounted for in existing budgets. The operational costs of employing emergency responders to evacuate residents could be eligible for reimbursement from federal or state sources, like the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s Public Assistance Program, under certain conditions.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Public Assistance Program and Policy Guide, Version 4 (link)] 


3. The preferred option or combination of options and the reasoning for the
selection of the option or combination of options.

KCOEM recommends using Skykomish River Bridge #999Z, the bridge currently in place and used by in-area residents and visitors, as the most feasible and practical evacuation option. The bridge is structurally sound and has a low likelihood of future impacts from seismic events or flooding. Depending on circumstances, other options could be considered for use, such as crossing the railroad bridges or using emergency responder and search and rescue assets. 

Because of costs ranging from $18 million to more than $62 million, and no clear funding source, any of the options that featured capital projects were not preferred by KCOEM. In addition to the relatively high costs, KCOEM estimated that all of the capital projects would likely take years for planning, preparation, and implementation. Finally, the report notes that many of these projects would have environmental considerations such as building new roads or trails in the area or the extra-deep foundations necessary to address the structural issues from locating a bridge over a river that continues to change course. 

Next Steps. The transmitted report appears to comply with the proviso requirements. As noted previously, the proviso restricted $200,000 in the KCOEM budget and Council passage of PM 2024-0002 would release those withheld funds. 

INVITED

· Brendan Mccluskey, Director, King County Office of Emergency Management

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2024-0002 (and its attachments)
2. Transmittal Letter
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