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MEMORANDUM 
 
To: Kurt Triplett, City Manager 
 
From: Ray Steiger, P.E., Public Works Director 
 
Date: July 27, 2012 
 
Subject: JANUARY 2012 SNOW EVENT DEBRIEF 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION:   
 
It is recommended that the City Council review staff’s assessment of the City’s response to the 
January 2012 snow event, and in addition, approve the one time use of $57,500 fleet maintenance 
replacement reserves to equip the scheduled 2012 annexation related 10-yard dump truck with 
snow removal equipment and purchase three ceramic blades for existing Kirkland plows. 
 
 
BACKGROUND DISCUSSION:   
 
The entire Puget Sound experienced a significant snow and ice event between Saturday, January 
14th and Friday, January 20th, 2012.  Agencies responded differently based on their circumstances 
and available resources.  Kirkland maintenance and operations staff worked six straight days during 
the event utilizing two well-coordinated 12 hour shifts that employed approximately 40 public works 
employees and multiple parks staff.  Staff utilized all of the City’s snow removal equipment: five 
dump trucks (three with plows and sanders; two hauling sand), a grader, and three pick up plows 
almost continuously during the storm.  Police and Fire vehicles were chained and while there were 
some challenges (spin outs, vehicles stuck in snow), all emergency services were operational during 
the event.  In addition to keeping vital City facilities and emergency routes cleared, chemical de-
icing and tons of sand were applied to many of the City’s streets. Excellent communication and 
coordination with the City’s solid waste hauler, Waste Management, allowed customers to either 
maintain garbage service or return to normal service quickly after the event.  Proactive community 
outreach and targeted snow removal during the storm allowed the City to remain virtually flood-
free as the freezing temperatures and snow changed over to rain and inundated the public 
drainage systems; final clean-up of the event was just completed in July with removal of the 
remaining sand from the City storm system.  The City met its priority objectives during the event, 
but also has definite room for improvement.   
 
The event 
 
Snow and ice accumulation between January 14th and January 20th officially totaled 7.6 inches as 
recorded at the Northwest Weather Station at Sand Point.  Many areas in Kirkland received 
significantly more or less than the Sand Point accumulation – Bridle Trails neighborhood reported 
up to 11 inches in places.  Four record low temperatures during the week combined with repeated 
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accumulations and rapid warming at the end of the event lead to a situation not experienced since 
late 2008. 
 
Beginning Sunday, January 15, with the initial large snow fall, Public Works staff began working 12-
hour shifts; two full crews were employed.  Mechanics were on hand to put chains on all vehicles 
and equipment was readied.  During the event, Parks staff provided snow removal at the fire 
stations and other City buildings.  All told Public Works spent approximately $100,000 on labor, 
equipment, and materials during the event; ongoing removal of sand from the storm drainage 
system would continue until July; this response was significantly above historic norms due to the 
duration of the event (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Historic snow removal budget Kirkland Public Works 

 
The feedback 
 
There were a number of phone calls, emails, and letters to the editor regarding the City’s response 
and sometimes the perceived lack of response.  Due to the Monday holiday, impacts of the event 
early in the week were minimal, however as many got back to work and other surrounding 
agencies began to implement their approaches, Kirkland citizens noticed distinct differences 
between Kirkland streets and others outside of the City.  These observations often drew sharp 
criticism.  Comparisons of Redmond, Kenmore, and even the former King County approach to snow 
response were abundant and dramatic.  One of the challenges was the annexation brought 100 
more miles of roads to the City in July, 2011, and stretched available equipment, as no new snow 
removal equipment was added to the City inventory for annexation due to budget constraints.  (An 
additional 10-yard dump truck and plow is now scheduled for purchase in 2012 and a 5-yard dump 
truck is also planned but not yet scheduled.) In all more than 120 individual emails/phone calls 
related to the snow event were fielded by City Staff.  The content was diverse both in the nature of 
the email/call and the geographic locations (Attachment 1).  Even along routes that are 
designated as Priority 1 snow routes, many reported that no plows had been seen and many said 
that even if plows had been through, the snow and ice remained on the road.  Throughout the 
event information was gathered, and resources were allocated as effectively as possible.   
 
Priority 1 snow routes are established and posted on the City website.  These longstanding 
priorities were established working with Metro Transit, Evergreen Hospital, and the City’s 
emergency responders.  Many steep grades are historically closed due to potential safety issues, 
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and busy intersections are treated with sand.  The City adopted previous priority routes of King 
County when annexation of the JFK neighborhoods was completed.  Beginning in 2010 with the 
purchase of anti-icing equipment, Kirkland began pre-treating roads if ice was anticipated. This was 
done leading up to the January event.  Once Priority routes have been treated, depending on 
schedule, staffing availability, and anticipated future snowfall/freezing, other routes are addressed.  
In this particular event, due to the recurring nature of snow fall on different days, there was no 
opportunity to move to the non-priority routes; the Priority routes required continual attention.  
This inability to get to neighborhood streets was the source of many complaints but the City was 
able to keep all Priority 1 routes open.   
 
Post Storm 
 
After the storm the City Manager asked the Public Works Department to coordinate a 
comprehensive “storm debrief” to review how all departments performed during the event and to 
identify “lessons learned” and any potential changes to policy, procedure or equipment.  Kirkland 
staff also reviewed the various approaches taken by other agencies to individual snow events.  Both 
the City of Seattle and the City of Redmond made significant financial investments in their snow 
response in the wake of the 2008 storm event.  Faced with declining budgets, after the 2008 event 
Kirkland made incremental changes involving minimal new capital investments. The City purchased 
two truck mounted de-icing components and materials to prepare a brine de-icing agent 
(approximately $.70 per gallon to distribute), and purchased three plows that can be mounted to 
small pick-ups. The total investment was approximately $43,000.  Redmond invested approximately 
$100,000 as a result of the 2008 event. 
 
A key element of other agencies has also been the utilization of chemically enhanced de-ice agent. 
The ongoing cost for the agent is approximately $2.70 per gallon and requires storage and mixing 
facilities that are not currently available at the City of Kirkland maintenance center.  Storage 
facilities are approximately $25,000 per unit, and at least two units would be required.  In the 
event they were purchased, storage space is limited at the maintenance center, and there would be 
an impact to other activities/parking so alternative storage locations would be necessary.  The 
chemical agent, “Calcium Chloride with Boost” (CCB), was well used by agencies (including 
Redmond) and allowed their subsequent plow operations to get down to the pavement much 
quicker than Kirkland’s approach.  The City of Redmond also invested in ceramic fitted plow blades, 
and Kirkland lacks those components. Kirkland’s current rubber blade “tips” wear out frequently, 
which is why one key recommendation is to replace the tips with ceramic fitted blades at an added 
cost of approximately $1,000 to $1,500 per unit. 
 
Kirkland Staff has looked at the options of additional investments and the history of storm events.  
The trade-off is always cost versus the likelihood of an event.  Although Redmond’s approach to 
snow response appropriately received favorable results from their citizens, Kirkland’s current anti-
icing approach is less expensive, has served Kirkland well during most events, and was sufficient to 
keep Priority 1 routes clear during this event.  The addition of equipment to address the additional 
road inventory will provide better coverage of the new City.  With incremental additions to the 
equipment and by continuing to use the less costly brine solution, most snow events that Kirkland 
has experienced can be addressed with less long term overall cost. 
 
Staff recommendations 
 
Considering historical information, pre-established budgets and procedures, and available 
resources, a number of recommendations have been suggested with the storm response to 
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enhance operations and service to the community.  Specific recommendations to improve service to 
the community are as follows: 
 

• Equip the scheduled 2012 10-yard dump truck with plowing equipment and advanced sand 
delivery system (i.e. pre-wetting capability; approximately $53,000); consider upgrades to 
others when replaced; 

• Replace 2-3 plow blade “tips” per year with ceramic product using existing street fund 
funding (approximately $2-3K annually after initial purchase); 

• Eliminate tandem plowing which has been the past practice. By splitting the plows one lane 
can be opened in both directions on Priority 1 and Priority 2 streets much faster.  Center 
turn lanes will not be addressed until this is accomplished; 

• The three 5-yard dump truck/plows should be dispersed to the north, central, and south 
neighborhoods.  Smaller pick-up plows will focus on Downtown with the less nimble grader; 

• Establish key/consistent message that will be delivered by all staff to the public during the 
event; 

• Proactively use new Kirkland “Twitter” feed for macro updates of plow/deicing/sanding 
operations; 

• Continue to evaluate acquiring equipment and materials required to employ chemically 
enhanced deicing (CCB) beyond what is currently owned (approximately $60,000), but not 
purchase them at this time given the other investments that will be made;  

• Explore contracting other public/private plowing resources to supplement the City forces 
during predicted events. 

 
The above recommendations are those that will be most noticed by the Community and are in 
addition to the changes that are proposed to the City’s internal operations to improve efficiencies 
and resource availability.  Staff recommendations for internal operation changes are as follows: 
    

• Reinstitute 8-hour (rather than 12 hour) shifts for operations and maintenance; current two 
person operating crews will be modified accordingly; 

• One manager will be on duty each shift and provide ½ hour overlap for transition 
communication; 

• Each operational period will be defined at the beginning of the shift including equipment 
objectives, staff assignments, and priorities,  it will be distributed to phone duty staff, 
Director, and community outreach coordinator; 

• One mechanic will be on duty for all shifts. 
 
 
Council Input Needed 
 
After the Council receives the snow storm debrief, staff is seeking direction from the Council on 
whether the Council concurs with the staff equipment recommendations (dump truck plow, plow 
tips, etc) or desires to see further investments in de-icing equipment and other snow response 
equipment.  
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Attachment 1 

 

 

Location/type of customer service requests Jan 17-20, 2012 



ATTACHMENT 2

FISCAL NOTE CITY OF KIRKLAND

Date

Source of Request

Description of Request

Ray Steiger, Public Works Director

Reserve

Request for funding of $57,500 from the Equipment Rental replacement reserve to purchase snow removal equipment.

Legality/City Policy Basis

Recommended Funding Source(s)

Fiscal Impact
One-time use of $57,500 from the Equipment Rental Replacement Reserve.  This reserve is able to fully fund this request.

No 2011-12 Prior Authorized Uses

2012
Request Target2011-12 Uses

Other Source

Revenue/ Exp 
Savings

Prepared By Neil Kruse, Senior Financial Analyst August 2, 2012

Other Information

N/A0 57,500 7,989,5638,047,063

2012 Est Prior Auth.Prior Auth. Revised 2012Amount This
2011-12 Additions End Balance

Description

0Equipment Rental Repl. Rsv.

End Balance
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