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RARET 2021 Winter Weather After-Action Report 

Introduction 

 
The winter storm afflicting the central Puget Sound region in late December 2021 and early January 

2022 presented a myriad of problems for transportation providers, transit agencies, emergency management, 
human service providers, and the population at large. In this report, the Regional Alliance for Resilient and 
Equitable Transportation (RARET) aims to provide a summary of the challenges faced in the response, with a 
focus on transportation, and some key lessons readers can apply to future incidents. It should be noted from a 
human impact perspective, older adults and people with access and functional needs who lack support systems 
often bear the brunt of the negative outcomes from these challenges. Many of the topics discussed in this 
report were covered by partners at the January, tri-county RARET Workgroup Meeting. The full notes from that 
meeting can be found here. If you want to participate in future RARET efforts or have other insights, feedback, 
or ideas to add to this report please reach out to Dean Sydnor at DSydnor@hopelink.org.  
 

Summary of Challenges 
 
• Staffing shortage: Spanning multiple industries, the shortage of trained workers impacted the driver 
workforce with particular severity. Services that were able to maintain operations often were faced with 
insufficient staff to fulfill potential requests. While the driver shortage is the most noticeable impact, lack of 
staff in support positions, such as call centers, dispatch, maintenance, etc. also presented compounding 
challenges. 
 
• Impassable road conditions: Reports of impassable road conditions, particularly on side-roads, were a 
common source of frustration for transportation providers and the clients they serve. One critical factor in this, 
tying back to the aforementioned staffing shortage, is a lack of snow-plow drivers resulting in longer wait-times 
for side-roads to be cleared. Compounding this issue is a lack of understanding with some local organizations 
and providers about the best method to elevate their urgent road clearing concerns. 
 
• Challenging sidewalk/yard/driveway/parking lot conditions: As with side streets, transportation providers 
who offer door-to-door service encountered property conditions that were impassable. This presents a 
challenge to individuals with access and functional needs that find it difficult or impossible to navigate these 
hazards without physical assistance. Transportation providers are typically unable to physically assist clients in 
any substantial way due to liability constraints. The result is an insurmountable obstacle for some individuals 
with mobility constraints. Parking lots of certain residential pick-up locations as well as the lots of some drop-off 
locations presented significant barriers to end-users and providers alike. Sidewalk clearing is also a recurring 
issue for those with certain access and functional needs. Those who are unable to clear their own sidewalks, or 
need to traverse sidewalks that have not been cleared, face a barrier that is insurmountable in some cases.  
 
• Prioritization of life-sustaining trips: While life-sustaining trips always feature as a top priority for 
transportation providers, the temporary shuttering of many supplemental transportation services saw the 
remaining services unable to muster much excess capacity to accommodate trips beyond life-sustaining ones, as 
just meeting those was demanding the majority of available resources. Even then, there were scarce resources 
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to cover those life sustaining trips. Resource demands outstripped capacity as a whole, and what capacity 
existed needed to be carefully applied to life-sustaining trips to detriment of other needs which, while still 
urgent, would not warrant prioritization over something like a dialysis trip. 
 
• COVID surge: The Omicron variant of COVID-19 presented a concurrent crisis to the community in central 
Puget Sound. The resulting strain would exacerbate staffing shortages as the need to isolate and quarantine 
would dimmish a workforce already stretched thin. Another impact of COVID, would be a local population that 
counts on meal-delivery more than they did in pre-COVID winters for their own personal safety. The COVID 
surge thus also drove an increased usage of meal delivery services, which would be impacted by snow-related 
disruptions.  
 
• Communication of transportation changes: Furthermore, those without a reliable internet connection, or 
challenges effectively utilizing social media, were largely in the dark about many of the details of the winter 
response. This would include the abrupt and drastic changes to the transportation landscape. This is largely 
something which impacts the significant number of people experiencing homelessness in the area, for whom a 
reliable internet connection is not a given, and those for whom technological resources present a usability 
barrier. End users may also be eligible for certain programs that they do not typically need to utilize but could 
greatly benefit them in extreme-cold. End-users in some cases still are unsure of what programs they are eligible 
for, where to find that information, and who to contact for assistance. 
 

Requests for Assistance 
 

The combination of these factors resulted in a challenging transportation landscape suddenly facing 
end-users and providers in the Central Puget Sound Region. RARET received a variety of requests from regional 
partners that highlighted how these issues would manifest themselves practically. The main takeaways here are 
that time-sensitive trips become exceptionally challenging and that default transportation partners often need 
to be swapped with alternatives when winter weather impacts operations. A snapshot of some of the requests 
for transportation coordination from RARET can be found below. 
 
• A request for assistance in moving 50 cots to a homeless shelter in north Seattle: A member of the Lake City 
Partners Ending Homelessness found that delivery partners they would normally rely on were booked out days 
in advance and were unable to assist with the emerging need for cots that would allow them to stand up a cold-
weather shelter in the Lake City neighborhood. RARET leverage their alliance of partners, specifically the Seattle 
Office of Emergency Management, to facilitate this need successfully.  
 
• Requests for transportation resources that could support with meal delivery: Contacts in the King County 
Office of Emergency Management reached out to RARET as part of a wider effort to fill the gap of commercial 
delivery services shutting down in winter weather in their effort to get meals to individuals isolated in their 
homes. RARET provided contact information for providers that possibly had capacity to assist with this, however 
the exact resolution was unclear after this information was provided.   
 
• A request for transportation support for a life-sustaining appointment: As a result of RARET’s role in the King 
County Winter Weather Critical Medical Appointment Transportation Procedures, RARET received a request for 
transportation coordination support for a life-sustaining trip unable to be filled by at-capacity Metro Access in 
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short notice. RARET secured a connection with Hopelink’s Non-Emergency Medical Transportation (NEMT) to 
successfully facilitate this trip on short notice.  
 

Takeaways 
 

While there are some challenges, which combined in the context of the 2021 winter storm, present 

insurmountable challenges in certain scenarios, there are a few key points that can soften their impact on the 

region from the perspective of transportation. Strategies utilized to mitigate the impacts of this storm included 

the strengthening of communication channels between the community and transportation providers. This 

helped facilitate high-priority trips being highlighted for providers, increased lead-times providers had allowing 

them to implement their limited resources more efficiently and permitting providers to articulate blockages that 

need to be addressed for trips to be successful. An example of this in practice was the Seattle Department of 

Transportation (SDOT) and Hopelink NEMT management meeting to facilitate plowing of roads and parking lots 

where Hopelink NEMT partners had found impassable. Additional coordination efforts with healthcare partners 

and public health to ensure dialysis trips proceeded unimpeded to the best of providers’ abilities as well as 

coordination efforts with the new King County Regional Homelessness Authority (KCRHA) were examples of 

positive coordination best practices. 

Pre-existing relationships will be immensely useful in this case as an open communication channel is 

necessary to highlight priority situations. Community partners can expedite this relationship building process by 

engaging with local mobility management. Mobility managers are in day-to-day contact with transportation 

providers and are a great entry point for partners looking for introductions if they do not know where to start. 

Additionally, in preparation for future snow-events, partners should assess if certain geographical zones present 

recurring issues and work with transportation providers and cities to devise best practices to address the 

particular needs of these areas. Finally, as is core to RARET’s philosophy, community partners, mobility 

managers, and transportation providers should all have a working relationship with their local offices of 

emergency management. Emergency management offices, as exemplified above with the cot delivery to North 

Seattle, are a good avenue for best-practices in preparedness but can also assist with connections when 

attempting to marshal resources in response to emergency events.  

 For partners in the central Puget Sound region, specifically Snohomish, King, and Pierce counties, who 

wish to join discussions related to improving transportation in emergency scenarios, RARET welcomes new 

partners to participate. Going forward, RARET aims to strengthen our alliance with local and regional partners as 

well as launch our project of building a more formalized network of transportation providers via the Emergency 

Transportation Provider Network (ETPN) project. This project aims to facilitate a network of transportation 

providers who are able to flexibly provide services during an emergency and have at their disposal a clear chain 

of communication with local partners. As an outcome of the ETPN, there will be an increase in the availability of 

transportation for special needs populations during adverse weather events and emergencies as well as 

increased predictability in which providers are operating during heightened conditions.  Ultimately the end goal 

is better outcomes for people with access and functional needs in the event of regional emergencies.  

 
For questions, feedback, or to get involved contact Dean Sydnor at DSydnor@hopelink.org or visit our website. 
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