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Metropolitan King County Council
Committee of the Whole

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	5
	Name:
	Jenny Giambattista

	Proposed No.:
	2022-0197 
	Date:
	July 6, 2022 



SUBJECT

A motion requesting that the Executive develop an operational plan for sheltering the most vulnerable King County residents in the event of extreme cold, heat, or wildfire smoke.

SUMMARY

Proposed Motion 2022-0197 requests the Executive develop an operational plan for sheltering the most vulnerable King County residents in the event of extreme cold, heat, or wildfire smoke. The “most-vulnerable residents” are defined as including, but not limited to, “unhoused people, low-income people who live in housing without adequate protection from extreme weather, and senior citizens or those with disabilities without adequate protection from extreme weather.” The proposed motion requests the Executive identify the staffing and fiscal needs associated with the plan and includes a due date for the plan of February 28, 2023. 

The motion also calls for the Executive to strive to begin offering expanded extreme weather sheltering opportunities identified in the operational plan by no later than June 2023.  

BACKGROUND 

As noted in the County’s 2020 Strategic Climate Action Plan (SCAP), future years are expected to bring more extreme weather events to the King County region and across the globe. The SCAP includes a major section on preparing for the impacts of climate change. This section of the SCAP includes actions built around five strategies:

· Account for climate impacts in policies, plans, practices, and procedures, and implement climate-resilient decisions.
· Invest in and use best available science and other technical information to inform climate preparedness work at King County.
· Strengthen collaborations and partnerships to address climate impacts and increase regional resilience.
· Invest in public outreach, engagement, and technical assistance related to climate preparedness. 

As developed, the actions and strategies in the climate preparedness section of the SCAP are not intended to serve as operational plans to address short term emergency needs like sheltering and cooling centers. Instead, the SCAP includes strategies and actions that are intended to reduce the need for short-term emergency responses. 

Emergency Sheltering Response in Extreme Weather Events. According to the Municipal Research and Services Center of Washington, many local governments have developed some form of sheltering service, such as overnight severe weather shelters and daytime warming or cooling centers[footnoteRef:1]. Shelters can be located in and operated by nonprofit and/or faith-based organizations, or in public facilities.  [1:  https://mrsc.org/Home/Stay-Informed/MRSC-Insight/January-2022/Severe-Weather-Shelters-a-primer.aspx] 


Office of Emergency Management. In King County, the Office of Emergency Management (OEM) has broad responsibility to coordinate emergency preparedness and operations of County agencies, for unincorporated areas, and regionally for the cities and other entities within the geographic boundaries of King County. OEM is responsible for activating, establishing, and directing activities in the King County Emergency Operations Center in the event of extreme emergency weather events. 

Although OEM’s plans do not include specific operational plans for operating shelters, OEM reports it works with King County agencies and partners from other jurisdictions, to identify and share information on available sheltering options. OEM posts information on sheltering options, including links to other jurisdictions, on the King County Emergency blog[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  https://kcemergency.com] 


The King County Regional Homeless Authority has responsibility for unhoused people throughout the county. During an April 19, 2022 briefing to the Transportation, Environment, and the Economy (TrEE) Committee on preparing for extreme heat events, OEM Director McCluskey also reported the Department of Local Services has started working in the unincorporated area to find community-based facilities that are suitable and willing to open in extreme weather events and to identify the operational needs for opening those facilities as extreme weather shelters. Director McCluskey also reported the Seattle Office of Emergency Management has received federal funding to develop a regional mass care shelter plan. Council staff have asked for an update on these planning activities.

June 2021 Heat Dome[footnoteRef:3]. In May 2022, OEM hosted a seminar on King County Summer Hazards which brought together experts from federal, state, and local jurisdictions to discuss summer hazards. Much of the information in this section is from the materials from that seminar.  [3:  According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration a heat dome occurs when the atmosphere traps hot ocean air like a lid or cap.] 


According to the National Weather Service (NWS), extreme heat is the leading cause of weather-related fatalities in the United States.  Those most at risk are older adults, the very young, pregnant women, people who work outdoors, people who are unhoused, and people who have chronic medical conditions. The June 2021 heat dome event included Seattle weather station recordings of 102 degrees on June 26, 104 degrees on June 27, and 108 degrees on June 28, 2021. Meanwhile, significantly higher temperatures were recorded father away from Puget Sound, including 118 degrees in Maple Valley. 

Fatalities and EMS Incidents. According to data provided by Public Health—Seattle & King County (PHSKC), the June 2021 heat dome event was the deadliest climate-related event in the region’s history, with 33 deaths[footnoteRef:4] (average age 75.6) attributed to hyperthermia. Based on data provided from PHSKC, 91 percent of the fatalities occurred in the person’s residence.  [4:  PHSKC notes “heat-related deaths occurred throughout the county, and that any apparent spatial pattern or distribution was not able to be identified due to the extremely small number of deaths that occurred.”] 


As noted in a May 2022 presentation (Attachment 2) by the Emergency Medical Services (EMS) to the King County Summer Hazards Seminar, EMS responses increased proportionately with extreme heat temperatures. The date with the highest recorded temperature, June 28th, also set a record for the highest number of EMS-related calls in the history of EMS. As shown in Figure 1 below from the EMS presentation, while incidents of heat-related illnesses were in every part of the county, they were not equally distributed. On this map, the darker the color, the higher the volume of incidents. 

Figure 1[footnoteRef:5] [5: Emert, Jamie. (2022, May 15, 2022) Impacts of Extreme Weather on EMS. [PowerPoint presentation] King County Summer Hazards Seminar. (May 2022)] 

EMS Data: Geographic Distribution of Heat-Related Illness 

[image: ]


Extreme Heat Events Will Be Challenging for Pacific Northwest. According to the presentation (Attachment 6) by Reid Wolcott of the National Weather Service (NWS) to the Summer Hazards Seminar, the Seattle region has not dealt with this type of heat event before. NWS reports the high indoor temperatures and the overnight low temperatures are of particular concern in extreme heat events. According to the NWS, during the June 2021 heat dome event, the temperatures peaked between 10 p.m. and 11 p.m. 

NWS reports the Seattle metropolitan region is not well-positioned to deal with extreme heat for several reasons: 
· The Seattle metropolitan region has the lowest percentage of households in the United States with central air. According to 2019 data from the U.S. Census Bureau, only 44.3 percent of households in the Seattle metropolitan area were cooled by central air or a room unit. 34.7 percent of those households with incomes less than $30,000 have air conditioning. 
· People in this region are generally not acclimated to high temperatures, particularly when the event occurs early in the summer.
· Pacific northwest homes are built to take in and retain the heat, with many having south facing windows and insulation. 

These factors combined with a weather pattern where the heat builds each day  resulted in unhealthy sustained indoor air temperatures. The NWS presentation notes these factors need to be taken into consideration when considering sheltering hours. 

Sheltering during 2021 Heat Dome. OEM provided some information (Attachment 4) to Council staff on the number of cooling centers operated during the heat dome, but it is not clear how many were available overnight. Executive staff report they were able to open a 24-hour cooling shelter with supportive services in White Center. However, the facility is now being used for housing and thus could not serve as a shelter in the future. OEM did not collect data from other jurisdictions on utilization so Executive staff cannot report on the utilization of shelters during the heat dome. 

Heat Mapping Study. In June 2021, King County and the City of Seattle announced the results[footnoteRef:6] of a heat-mapping study quantifying how the heat impact varies across the region. Volunteers helped record more than 110,000 temperature measurements at three different times of the day during a one-day heat event in July 2020. The team used a predictive model to map the entire county because not every part of the County can be mapped. The data analysis showed that heat is evenly distributed in the afternoon, but as shown in Figure 2 below, evening heat temperatures are not evenly distributed. According to the study, areas with more natural landscapes retain less heat in the evenings.  [6:  https://your.kingcounty.gov/dnrp/climate/documents/2021-summary-report-heat-watch-seattle-king-county.pdf] 


Figure 2[footnoteRef:7] [7:  CAPA Strategies. Seattle and King County Heat Watch Report. https://your.kingcounty.gov/dnrp/climate/documents/2021-summary-report-heat-watch-seattle-king-county.pdf] 

Evening Area-Wide Heat Predictions
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Extreme Heat Mitigation Strategy Under Development. In January 2021, the Executive’s Climate Action Team submitted a proposal to the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to develop a strategy to address extreme heat risks in King County. The work will leverage and build on ongoing efforts related to mapping surface temperatures in King County, increasing tree canopy, providing access to green space and open space, and green building. The proposal requested $120,737 over 12 months. As of June 2022, Executive staff are still waiting for the project to be approved. Executive staff report that while they are still hoping to get FEMA funding, they are prepared to move forward without the funding. Executive staff anticipate having the strategy done by June 2023. 

As described in the June 29, 2022 response below from Executive staff, the planned Extreme Heat Mitigation Strategy will not specifically address sheltering needs but the sheltering planning proposed in Proposed Motion 2022-0197 could be a good complement to the Extreme Heat Mitigation Strategy. 

“While the strategy will identify new or enhanced short-term actions that we could be taking to support response, the bigger focus is examining the longer-term built environment changes we should be taking to mitigate heat risks. The work in the proposed bill is more representative of what implementation of a strategy action around emergency sheltering would look like; we will not have the capacity to get into this level of detailed analysis for each action as part of strategy development given the time and resources that would be required. This does not mean the work would happen in isolation, however. The strategy and the proposed extreme weather sheltering work are good complements so we would make sure the work is coordinated.”


ANALYSIS

Proposed Motion 2022-0197 requests the Executive develop an operational plan by February 28, 2023 for sheltering the most-vulnerable residents during extreme cold, heat, and wildfire smoke events. The “most-vulnerable residents” are defined as including, but not limited to, “unhoused people, low-income people who live in housing without adequate protection from extreme weather, and senior citizens or those with disabilities without adequate protection from extreme weather.” 

The motion requests the Executive to coordinate across King County agencies and work groups, including the Department of Public Health, the Office of Emergency Management, the Facilities Management Division, and the King County Regional Homelessness Authority to develop the operational plan. The motion does not limit the operational plan to unincorporated King County. However, two elements of the plan development are limited to unincorporated King County: 1) community outreach to gather information on communities’ shelter preferences and their needs in extreme weather events and, 2) planning to offer hotel vouchers in extreme weather events. 

The motion calls for the Executive to strive to begin offering expanded extreme weather sheltering opportunities identified in the operational plan by no later than June 2023.  The cost information to provide such additional sheltering is requested as part of the transmitted plan. 

Actions Requested to Develop the Plan. The motion requests the Executive take the following actions to develop the operational plan including:

1. Conduct community outreach in low-income communities and unhoused communities in unincorporated King County to gather information on the communities' preferences for the location and features that would result in the highest utilization of shelters during extreme cold, heat and wildfire smoke events.  Outreach efforts should also seek to identify other community needs in responding to extreme weather events.

2. Based on information gathered from low-income communities, provide a listing and map of King County-owned or operated facilities in King County that are recommended to serve as shelters or storage space in the event of extreme cold, heat and wildfire smoke events.

3. Coordinate with city, state and federal agencies to identify any public or private facilities in King County that could serve as shelters in the event of extreme cold, heat and wildfire smoke events.

4. Identify the number of county staff needed to operate the recommended facilities, the departments, agencies or community partners that will provide the staff, options for staffing using existing staff who voluntarily agree to temporary reassignments and the estimated cost to provide staffing for a range of scenarios.

5. Identify the cost of any needed improvement for each of the county facilities that have been recommended to serve as shelters in the event of extreme cold, heat, and wildfire smoke events. 

6. In coordination with the state Department of Social and Health services, identify any long-term care assistance facilities or family care homes in King County that do not have air conditioning.

7. Develop a plan to offer hotel vouchers during extreme heat events to offer temperature-controlled accommodations to those living in unincorporated King County who are the most vulnerable to the effects of heat, including the elderly, families with infants and those with underlying medical conditions, and opportunities to stay cool.

8. Maintain a website with updated real-time information during extreme weather events, which includes a listing of all available shelters, where to go to get help and public health tips for staying safe during extreme weather events, and how to volunteer or donate resources to organizations providing support during extreme weather events.


Challenges with Extreme Weather Shelters. The MRSC and Executive staff both report staffing can be a challenge, especially for overnight shifts. DLS, in working with community partners to identify potential emergency shelter locations in unincorporated King County, noted community partners have also expressed concerns over operating costs and security in addition to staffing. Another challenge noted by the Municipal Research and Services Center (MSRC) is that some shelters reach capacity while others get few occupants[footnoteRef:8]. Additionally, as noted by the NWS, not all community facilities in the Seattle Metropolitan Region have air conditioning for sheltering during extreme heat events.  Lastly, the COVID-19 pandemic continues to impact the maximum capacity of shelter facilities, complicated the staffing, and volunteer process, and increases operating costs.  [8:  https://mrsc.org/Home/Stay-Informed/MRSC-Insight/January-2022/Severe-Weather-Shelters-a-primer.aspx] 


Data on Shelter Utilization. Currently, OEM does not collect data on extreme weather shelter utilization. The Council may wish to request OEM collect such data after future events in order to better assess how extreme weather shelters are used in weather emergencies. 

Council staff analysis is on-going. Council staff have requested additional information to better understand the extent to which the proposed activities could be achieved using existing resources. For example, Council staff have asked for information from Executive staff on whether it would be feasible to engage the Climate and Equity Community Taskforce (CECTF), representing frontline communities, on their communities’ preferences and needs in responding to extreme weather events. The CECTF co-developed recommendations for sustainable and resilient communities as part of the SCAP and is funded to continue implementation activities. 

[bookmark: _Hlk107587944]Suggested Changes from Executive Staff.  On July 1, 2022, Executive staff provided the following proposed changes (Attachment 5) to Proposed Motion 2022-0197. As of the writing of this staff report, Council staff have not reviewed the proposed changes.


INVITED

· Mina Hashemi, Director of Council Relations, Office of the King County Executive
· [bookmark: _Hlk107904901]Brendan McCluskey, Director, Office of Emergency Management
· Caroline Whalen, Director, Department of Executive Services


ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2022-0197 
2. Impacts of Extreme Weather on EMS Services in King County
3. National Weather Service Pre-Summer Briefing 
4. Information on Number of Shelters during June 2021 Extreme Heat
5. Changes suggested by Executive to 2022-0197
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