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INTRODUCTION
During Western Washington University’s summer session of 2021 and into the following fall
quarter, I was employed by Seattle City Light as the Fire Planning and Safety intern. The primary
functions of my internship where to shadow the utility’s Fire Brigade Chief, my supervisor, at the
Skagit Hydroelectric Project in the North Cascades Mountain range. While shadowing my
supervisor, I was assigned several projects and participated in many safety activities. This
internship with Seattle City Light provided a unique and challenging environment to apply and
expand my urban planning, disaster mitigation, and environmental management knowledge.
Working for a utility in a remote location powering a majority of the city of Seattle introduced
many new ideas and challenges I have not encountered in other areas of my major. Applying the
skills learned through the urban planning program and the disaster risk reduction minor shaped my
experience at Seattle City Light, prompting several projects throughout the summer.
At the start of my internship, I moved to Newhalem, a company town owned by Seattle City Light,
to work in person at the remote Skagit Hydroelectric Project. I was fortunate to be the only intern
at City Light to work entirely in person for the duration of the summer, which allowed for unique
learning and career development opportunities. A primary focus of my internship was on relevant
hazards and safety on the Skagit Hydroelectric Project, and for the duration of the summer the
most relevant threat was wildfire. The 3 dams on the Skagit Hydroelectric Project present their
own hazards, such as dam failure and seismic events, potentially causing flooding down the Skagit
River, heavily impacting development, and natural resources downriver. Working under the
supervision of the Fire Brigade Chief, I was exposed to many different aspects of preparing,
responding, and mitigating different types of hazards and emergencies. The experiences this
internship brought where incredibly unique, and I do not think I will have another opportunity to
experience the kind of work that I performed during my time as in intern at Seattle City Light.
During my time working for City Light, I performed a variety of planning projects and tasks
ranging from technical writing to interacting with on-site teams about planning and safety on the
hydroelectric project. The wide variety of tasks I was assigned during the summer, I accomplished
all leaning objectives I set before the start of this internship.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Before starting my internship with Seattle City Light, I outlined the learning objectives I intended
to meet by the end of my internship experience. This section will evaluate and reflect on my work
over the course of my internship to answer if I met these learning objectives.
What do I intend to learn from this experience?
From this internship opportunity, I intend to learn more about the processes and timeline of plans
and reports in a professional environment. I intend to apply the skills and knowledge from the
Urban Planning and Sustainable Development program and the Disaster Risk Reduction minor to
further my learning about emergency management in a utility service setting. I intend to learn
about the relationships between different positions at the Skagit Hydroelectric Project and the
urban planning aspects of company owned and operated towns like Newhalem and Diablo. I intend
to learn about the variety of professions in this unique workplace and what roles are needed for
the successful operations of the hydroelectric project.
The Fire Planning and Safety Internship at Seattle City Light offered many opportunities to
successfully meet each of the learning objectives I set for myself before starting my internship. I
experienced the advantages and difficulties of trying to develop plans and collaborate with many
different interest groups to effectively work as a planner in a professional environment. Working
at a remote site in the middle of the North Cascades creates several challenges when trying to
connect and work with other employees and supervisors, most of which work in the Seattle area.
I learned about the importance of these supervisors and employees visiting the remote sites to
develop a more personal relationship with those who work there, instead of simply impacting them
with policy developed with only those working in Seattle in mind. The work environment at the
Skagit Hydroelectric Project is vastly different than the work environment in the central node of
the utility in the city. Understanding this and the dynamic of the people who work at the remote
sites is incredibly important for the safety, efficiency, and morale of these sites. The distance and
work culture differences can make it difficult at times to adequately plan meetings, schedules, and
implementation between the city and the hydroelectric projects, and I was taught different
strategies and practices to better accommodate these issues to expedite planning and
implementation processes.
During my time at the Skagit Hydroelectric project, I implemented many of the skills learned
throughout the educational experiences and programs offered at Western Washington University.
My minor and specialty in Disaster Risk Reduction was one of the main tools used throughout the
variety of projects and interactions I had during my internship. Additionally, I was able to
incorporate different software like GIS mapping and other spatial analysis to develop mitigation
strategies and tools for emergency response like firefighting. Many of the concepts I have learned
from the Urban Planning and Sustainable Development program, especially environmental policy,
were implemented into many of the projects including wildfire mitigation proposals.
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SUMMARY OF RESPONSIBILITIES AND PROJECTS
Working under the supervision and direction of the Fire Brigade chief introduced a variety of daily
tasks ranging from preparing documentation for meetings, independent work on fire mitigation
projects, or meeting with work crews inside the dams. The mobility and variety of the different
tasks I performed kept me constantly on my toes while meeting new people and learning a
significant amount about the feats and dangers of hydroelectricity, especially in a remote site like
Newhalem.
My supervisor was very adaptive to my specific interests in the urban planning and sustainable
development realm, focusing on the emergency management and disaster mitigation aspects of
planning. This focus on emergency planning and response included working alongside the
volunteer firefighters, when possible, to provide logistical support with the organization of incident
supplies and information, as well as providing basic assistance when required. Because of the
volunteer structure of the fire brigade, there are times where the siren in town will sound and there
will only be one volunteer available to respond. Luckily, I was able to assist during these
occurrences so that the volunteers would not be fully alone while responding to emergency calls
in the remote region of Whatcom County.
The stretch of Highway 20 running through both Newhalem and Diablo until just before Winthrop
is the furthest away one can be in a vehicle from a medical center. This section of Highway 20
through the mountains is also popular for motorcyclists to traverse, leading to several significant
motorcycle accidents each year, some even needing helicopter transport to the nearest advanced
level of medical care available. Learning about the level of response available and needed for these
types of incidents was interesting through the mainly academic lens that I have acquired
throughout my college experience at Western Washington University. Experiencing the
procedures that volunteer firefighters undergo at the Skagit Hydroelectric project to assist visitors
of the national park.
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Improving Safety and Emergency Information
Skagit Hydroelectric Project Safety Boards
According to the Washington Department
of Labor and Industries (LNI) and the
Occupational
Safety
and
Health
Administration (OSHA) certain safety
information must be posted in work
locations depending on certain parameters
of employment and location. Because of
the large scale of the hydroelectric project
including three dams and powerhouses, two
small towns and a large central location of
operations and storage, updating the
outdated signage and information
safety and LNI information across the
project was a difficult task primarily
because of the scavenger hunt for each of
Image 2: Recently updated safety information board located at the
the posted safety board’s location. After Newhalem Seattle City Light compound informing employees of different
finding each location I was able to learn a legislation, workers rights, and resources for safety in the workplace.
significant amount about the Washington state safety standards for industrial and utility working
conditions, something that I did not think I would be studying over the summer but opened my
eyes to a new realm of planning
possibility within the field. This task while time consuming was successful in keeping the
hydroelectric project up to the standards defined by the state to provide the correct and up to date
information to employees about job site and employment safety.
Fire Hydrant and Resource Mapping
The remote nature of the areas serviced by the Newhalem-Diablo Fire Brigade radio signal is not
always reliable, especially in locations like the dams and along the river in deep valleys.
Additionally, the outdated siren system in both towns can be unreliable to alert firefighter
volunteers. The series of air-raid style sirens are in place to warn of possible dam failures and to
alert firefighters in the case of an emergency, notifying the appropriate personnel to report to the
firehouse for more information. The siren also sounds every day at noon as a daily test and
notification for lunchtime. Many visitors to the towns and nearby national park attractions are often
startled by the harsh sound of the sirens, unsure about their meaning.
Due to the unreliability of the siren system currently in use for a variety of purposes at the Skagit
Hydroelectric Project, the Fire Brigade has begun to use a mobile/computer-based application
called Active 911. This application provides dispatching services and utilizes personal cell phones
like a pager in the case of an emergency, allowing the volunteers in the two towns to respond more
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effectively to calls for service. Active 911 also served as a database of local information that can
be inputted by the users of the application, including building addresses, roadway mile markers,
landmarks, and in this case fire hydrants. The towns of Newhalem and Diablo each have their own
system of hydrants and knowing the location of each is important to the fire brigade in the case of
a fire. This task involved driving to each hydrant around the Skagit Hydroelectric project to
accurately geolocate them and then enter it into a mapping system and eventually onto the
application.

Image 3: Satellite imagery of
Newhalem, WA, in Whatcom
County. This town is the primary
base of operations for the Skagit
Hydroelectric Project. This map
illustrates the locations of each fire
hydrant in the town and was created
to use in the mobile/computer
application Active 911 to assist the
local fire brigade with dispatching
of units and better preparedness at
each potential scene, knowing
where potential resources are by
exact coordinates.

Fire Mitigation Proposal
Diablo, one of Seattle City Light’s two small company towns at the Skagit Hydroelectric Project,
has been identified as especially susceptible to wildfire hazards. Wildfire has become increasingly
common in the Pacific Northwest and has heavily impacted the North Cascades range in the past
several years. Many Seattle City Light employees live on site at the Skagit Hydroelectric Project
in either Diablo or Newhalem, the second company owned town. These two towns are also
considered historic and must adhere to specific design and building standards. In recent years,
many of the structures in both company towns have been retrofitted to meet Firewise standards.
Firewise is a framework made for community resilience for places threatened by wildfire hazards.
Some retrofits include fire resistant building materials like metal roofing and creating defensible
space around building by thinning and clearing flammable materials. Defensible space is not an
option for most of the town of Diablo because of its abutment to North Cascades National Park,
limiting the amount of clearing of vegetation necessary to protect buildings located on the edge of
the town and forest, or the wildfire urban interface (WUI).
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Diablo is not only a historic town at risk of wildfire hazards but is currently populated with several
families and employees of Seattle City Light. Implementing mitigation strategies to the town
would drastically increase the prevention of potential spread of fire to the structures. Image 4
illustrates a conceptual plan to implement a deployable sprinkler system around the town of Diablo
to maintain a layer of moisture on flammable surfaces like homes and surrounding trees. This
concept is based of a very similar plan created by the Village of Holden located outside of Stehekin
at the northern-most end of Lake Chelan. Holden Village shares many characteristics to Diablo
because of the remoteness and seasonality of the site, with the nearest mutual aid being separated
by miles of travel and other potential barriers like access to boats. Holden Village successfully
utilized a sprinkler system to prevent their structures from being destroyed by a recent wildfire
that swept through the northern Lake Chelan region. Without the implementation of this mitigation
option, the religious retreat would have likely been devastated.
The increasing amount and severity of wildfire in the North Cascades region is only increasing the
necessity of greater amounts of mitigation to protect small towns like Diablo, before they are lost
to the flames. Image 4 contains several elements overlaid the satellite imagery including the radius
of each sprinkler system outlined in blue, the path of hose connections outlined in red, and the
three optimal water sump pump locations. The three water sump pumps (red squares) on the map
are located along waterways that can support the amount of water necessary to keep the entire
system of sprinklers running. This plan was designed to be rapidly and efficiently deployed by
anyone who has basic training and understanding of the system. Once the system is step up, the
remaining people in town can evacuate and let the sprinklers protect the boundary with minimal
assistance of people, limiting any potential injury. The sprinklers included in the plan are large
industrial grade sprinklers traditionally used for large scale agriculture, which cover a vast amount
of space with minimal resources utilized.

Image 4: Satellite imagery of the
town of Diablo located just
downriver from one of the three
large dams on the Skagit River. The
town of Diablo is highly susceptible
and vulnerable to wildfire hazards.
The annotation on this map shows
the potential layout of sprinkler
systems to better protect the small
town from the approach of wildfire
in the surrounding wooded areas of
the North Cascades National Park
and National Recreation Areas.
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COMPARISON AND APPLICATION OF COURSEWORK TO INTERNSHIP
The Disaster Risk Reduction minor and specialization included in the Urban Planning and
Sustainable Development major was a key proponent in the application of my studies at Western
Washington University to my internship experience at Seattle City Light. Learning about the
environmental, physical, social, and economic factors that must be considered when working with
natural hazards and disasters was integral to fully understand the work that I was assigned at the
Skagit Hydroelectric Project. Analyzing and dissecting case studies about different types and
causes of disaster in a multitude of urban and natural spaces provided a great foundation of
knowledge to then be applied to the location I was assigned for this summer internship. Without
my prior base of knowledge from my coursework at Western, I would not have fully understood
the complexity behind the safety and operations of a large remote site like the Skagit Hydroelectric
Project.
Urban Planning and Sustainable Development provides a great curriculum which can be applied
to a wide array of specializations and niches around the workforce. Before working for Seattle
City Light, I did not know about the potential opportunities for planners in the realm of utility
companies and government departments. Often, little thought goes into where my power and water
come until it is interrupted, this interrupting the basic needs that western societies are often have
easy and comfortable access to. This is when the need for successful planning, especially on the
level of emergency management and disaster preparedness is needed. My coursework at Western
Washington University highlighted that this kind of work cannot be solely responding to potential
disasters like a fire department but must prepare and predict to adequately mitigate threats whether
it be something as small as your car breaking down to something like a total failure of a dam.
The Disaster Risk Reduction program and Resilience Institute provided resources to advance my
own certification in the realm of emergency management with Incident Command (ICS) training
through the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). These basic level trainings laid
another foundation to continue my training and knowledge while working for Seattle City Light,
where my supervisor provided more time and resources to advance my certifications in ICS and
better prepare myself for future career opportunities. The knowledge and language learned from
the ICS trainings also assisted my understanding of different language used by professionals in the
field at Seattle City Light and with partnered agencies like the Whatcom County Sheriff’s Office.
The town of Newhalem supports the lodging of one WCSO deputy in town because of the
remoteness of this part of Whatcom County, and the deputy living on site was in possession of one
of the trailers used for incident command by the Sheriff’s Office, which was a great learning
opportunity to tour.
Overall, my coursework at Western Washington University effectively provided the knowledge
and information to quickly and successfully learn and develop skills in the professional setting at
Seattle City Light. The internship opportunity allowed for the application of a wide variety of my
academic and professional skills in a unique and unfamiliar setting, ultimately enhancing my future
career opportunities within the field of urban planning, emergency management and disaster
preparedness.
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SUMMARY
The opportunity to live in Newhalem for this summer internship allowed for the application of my
urban planning and disaster risk reduction knowledge in the professional environment that I had
never before considered. Working for Seattle City Light under the supervision of the Fire Brigade
Chief was a valuable experience to better understand the diverse types of planning and mitigation
that is necessary for a large remote site.
Not only was this internship an opportunity to practice the skills developed through my courses at
Western Washington University, but also required the practice of different social skills to
communicate and collaborate with groups of employees from different backgrounds and different
values than mine. Living in a remote and rural environment brings its own struggles including trips
to the overpriced and understocked grocery store and not having access to many of the amenities
found in larger urban spaces. I enjoyed the location and access to the outdoors, both while working
and on my weekends. The nature of the professional experience and the remote site allowed for
various tasks in the interface between the national park, the national forest, and city owned land.
This was very interesting from both a policy perspective and a zoning and planning perspective. I
do not think I could have gotten near the amount of experience from this internship had it been
fully online for the duration of my employment with Seattle City Light.
After my time living on site and meeting a wide array of new friends, I left Newhalem with a
greater understanding and value of the resources utilized on the Skagit River and more concerns
about the environmental impacts of this project. This internship was a unique insight to the world
of planning and sustainable development applied to utilities, as well as a glimpse into the massive
effort necessary to properly prepare just small towns for the natural hazards they are vulnerable to.
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