
Office of Drinking Water, Sumas Public Works 

EMERGENCY RESPONSE, DISASTER PREPAREDNESS:
EXCERPTS FROM A CASE STUDY – SUMAS, 2021

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is a good news story on an emergency response effort that went well. 
While disasters cause problems and this one was devastating, the response was good and we wanted to share some of our lessons. 
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Why Are We Learning About Disasters?
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2021 Flood Case Study
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• Conduct yearly maintenance: exercise valves, flush pipes, 
spray grass, and put reflectors on valves to see them at night. 

• Train new operators: have them walk the system and exercise 
valves/flush so they learn the system quickly. 

• Know your partners: communication between partners 

• Cross train: energy, water and wastewater allowed for an 
effective utilization of staff. Have strong contacts. Sumas had 
two mechanics on call. 

• What changes/improvements are you planning? 

Lessons Learned from Nov. 2021 Floods

Photo: City of Sumas Staff

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Jason Slide
Know your system
Be prepared locally
You have to be independent, ask for what you need, it may not be available. 

Jason – what changes did Sumas decide to make because of the flood? Fix generator? Crew quarters? Cots? Community meetings with surrounding systems? 
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• Assist with boil water advisories
• Assist with public messaging and media
• Link external agencies together
• Engage more resources
• Technical assistance

What DOH Does During an Emergency 

We also encourage emergency response planning 
BEFORE emergencies happen. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We will never come and take over your system. We will support you. 
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Informal
• Reach out to the Office of 

Drinking Water anytime. 

• We can provide technical 
assistance, help 
troubleshoot, or help you 
activate the formal process.

• Call ODW’s Emergency Pager 
number if there’s a pressure 
outage after hours: 
1-877-481-4901. 

•

The DOH Response Process

Formal
• Utility, City, and County exhaust 

their resources. Then State and 
Federal.

• A formal chain of command 
gets established – Incident 
Command.

• State EOC works with DOH and 
the utility.

It never hurts to engage the informal process first. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Become familiar with Incident Command and how it works. 
It’s rigid and may be hard to understand if it’s the first time you’re using it. 
Learn about it in advance. 

For the informal notification of an issue – if it’s during business hours, the Office of Drinking Water fields those calls and reaches out to ORHS when they need assistance. If it’s after business hours, the county reaches out to the DOH Duty Officer at 360-888-0838 or hanalert@doh.wa.gov. 
 
For all mutual aid, the formal process must be followed – the resource request from the county gets entered into WebEOC, and the State EOC assigns drinking water requests to Emergency Support Function 3 – Public Works and Engineering. DOH Office of Drinking Water gets involved with ESF 3 responses as needed.
 
ORHS and agency leadership determine if/when the DOH Incident Management Team gets activated to help manage the issue. If the DOH IMT activates, we work with ODW staff and other DOH staff to fill the IMT positions.
 
It doesn’t hurt to have the informal notification happen first, but before we can provide intrastate mutual aid, the formal process must be followed.
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• Ask for it.
• Start with the County.

• If you don’t ask, they may not realize that 
you’re having a problem. 

• Communicate informally often. 
• Call ODW’s Emergency Pager number if 

there’s a pressure outage after hours: 
1-877-481-4901. 

• Plan. Plan. PLAN!!

How Can Your Utility Get Help? 

Photo: Sumas staff

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
You can possibly join WA WARN 
(though be prepared for delays, overwhelmed resources, and unforeseen challenges like flooded roads)
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WA WARN

Photo: Sumas staff
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• Water/Wastewater Agency Response Network. 
• Organization of utilities that help other utilities 

respond to emergencies.
• Equipment
• Personnel 

• Utilities sign the WARN standard agreement which 
allows them to share resources.

• A single agreement provides access to all member 
utilities statewide (currently 193 members in WA).

• No cost to become a member.

https://wawarn.org/

WA WARN: Utilities Helping Utilities

Photo: WA WARN

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Utilities help others because they may need help later
Also, it’s good practice and experience for building resilience. 

https://wawarn.org/
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• Increased emergency preparedness and 
coordination.

• Access to specialized resources.

• Connection with people, borrowed equipment, or 
even a strike team to set up your paperwork for 
FEMA.

• FEMA may ask if you’ve exhausted WA WARN 
resources.

• Using WA WARN may help maximize insurance 
payouts.

WA WARN Benefits:
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What have you done to prepare for 
emergencies?

Photo: Sumas staff

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Do you have any airvac valves in your distribution system? Are they daylighted above grade?
Are there any openings below grade?
Do you have any vaults? What will happen if they flood? 
Are you at risk of losing pressure (e.g. if you lose power and don’t have a generator)? There’s much more potential for contamination.
Do you have extra parts on hand in case pumps, generators, etc. fail? 
Where is your source? Will you be able to access it in a flood? 
If your well does get submerged, are you familiar with emergency chlorination procedures? 

---

Mapped your system? 
Does everyone know where valves are located? Is your staff cross trained – can you borrow a maintenance/wastewater/firefighter? 
Test out/exercise your valves/interties? 
Backup plans for kids/families? 
Have you established relationships with neighboring utilities? 
Do you have enough sterile bottles for coliform samples to test for contamination in distribution? 
Do you have pre-written language for a BWA if pressure is lost in the system (also contact DOH if you lose pressure)? 
What else? 
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