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October 27 2014
The Honorable Larry Phillips
Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E 

Dear Councilmember Phillips:

I am pleased to transmit a proposed ordinance approving and adopting an update to the King County Regional Hazard Mitigation Plan (RHMP). Adoption of this plan update by the King County Council and approval by both the Washington Emergency Management Division (EMD), and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) is required to ensure access to future federal mitigation project funding related to hazards the region may experience over the next five year period.

The King County Council adopted the County’s initial RHMP in October 2004 by Ordinance 15038, and an update in December of 2009 by Ordinance 15038. As the current plan is due to expire on December 9, 2014, expedited Council action is requested. 

The 2014 Regional Hazard Mitigation Plan is a major step forward in our efforts to build a more resilient King County. A mitigation plan is a community-driven document used to identify projects and programs to reduce vulnerability to hazards. While major cities (i.e. Seattle and Bellevue), have opted to complete their own standalone mitigation plans, 53 jurisdictions (including 26 cities and 27 special purpose districts) have joined King County in the development of this plan.  This is a four-fold increase over the existing plan. Those joining the King County plan include cities, school districts, fire districts, hospitals and utilities. The governing body of each of these jurisdictions is expected to approve an “annex” to this plan in the coming weeks. Importantly, the plan allows additional jurisdictions to annex to the plan, even after its final approval by FEMA. 

Mitigation planning is a process through which communities assess risks and identify prioritized actions to reduce vulnerability to hazards. The plan and its process show the link 
between hazard identification, vulnerability and risk assessment and provide a vehicle to expand on and improve existing mitigation tools. Communities must have an approved plan to receive federal mitigation grants. These grants augment local mitigation activities, reduce vulnerability, and allow communities to recover more quickly from disasters.

Mitigation planning represents the very essence of our Office of Emergency Management’s mission to support partnering jurisdictions across the County. The plan seeks to fulfill several objectives of the King County Strategic Plan, especially those outlined in the categories of Justice & Safety, as well as Economic Growth & Built Environment. It creates safer communities, reduces life and property damage, allows individuals to minimize post-disaster disruptions and recover more rapidly, and lessens the financial impact on individuals, communities, and society as a whole. Importantly, the new plan identifies a high-priority, mitigation action that addresses public outreach to vulnerable populations, including English as a Second Language/Limited-English Proficiency (ESL/LEP) populations (documented within the King County Annex). Public outreach informs residents of natural hazards that may affect their community, and prescribes actions they can take to reduce their risk to these hazards.
Over 690 mitigation actions have been identified and will be tracked through a new plan maintenance strategy (Chapter 21.5). The strategy has been developed to ensure progress reporting and tracking will occur at regular intervals over the next five years. Some of these actions will require grant funding for implementation. The previous plan was significantly impacted by the crisis surrounding the Howard Hanson Dam and Green River flood threat. As a result, only nine planning partners were signatories and 58% of the mitigation actions identified in the 2009 plan were completed.  
State review of the 2014 plan is complete and it was forwarded by Washington State to FEMA for federal review. Upon adoption by the King County Council and Executive signature, FEMA is expected to provide prompt review and consideration for final approval. 

The proposed ordinance will allow the King County’s Office of Emergency Management to incorporate any final FEMA changes required to gain federal approval of the updated mitigation plan. It is common practice for a jurisdiction’s legislative actions to occur in advance of final FEMA approval. FEMA expects federal review adjustments to the plan subsequent to legislative approval.

If you have any questions, please contact Caroline Whalen, Director, Department of Executive Services, at 206-263-9755. 

Sincerely,

Dow Constantine
King County Executive
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