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Chief Operating Officer –

Drinking Water

Seattle Public Utilities

• Utility work for 31 years, 21 at SPU

• Professional Engineer

• Water Treatment Plant Operator 4 

• Water Distribution Manager 4

Alex Chen
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Agenda

• Effective Utility 
Management Framework

• Application to Seattle 
Public Utilities

• Insights Gained

• Next Steps
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Seattle Public Utilities

• Water, sewer, drainage, 
solid waste

• 1.6 million water customers

• Regional – wholesale and retail

• Two protected watersheds

• Two surface water treatment 
plants, backup groundwater 
wells
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What’s Effective Utility Management 
(EUM)?
• EPA-led guidance for self-assessment

• Helps utilities chart a course for ensuring 
their operations are effective

• A self-assessment tool that can be used 
across utilities nationally

• Benefits:
• Save money while being sustainable
• Ensure reliability in water supply
• Be efficient with water and energy
• Become more resilient 
• Build greater understanding and support 

from decision makers

https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-water-infrastructure/effective-water-utility-management-practices
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Effective Utility Management

• Started in 2005 – EPA, AMWA, APWA, AWWA, NACWA, 
NAWC, WEF

2008 EUM Primer 2024 EUM Primer Update
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The Three Business Levels

1. Providing Adequate, 
Fundamental Services

2. Optimizing Operations 
and Services

3. Transforming Operations 
and Services for the 
Future
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SPU Long-term Sustainable Planning

Long-term Plan(s)
(10-50+ years)

Rolling 6-Year 
Budget

Programs/ 
Projects

Overarching Plans & Other Drivers

• SPU Strategic Business Plan
• 2019 Water System Plan
• Asset Management Plans 
• S. Fork Tolt Watershed Management Plan
• Cedar River Habitat Conservation Plan

• Legal Agreements
• Regulatory or Contractual
• Special topics (i.e., seismic)
• Opportunities (i.e., transportation)

• We use Asset Management to plan capital and operations 
and maintenance programs and budgets
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SPU and EUM

Annual

Annual

Annual
At intervals

At intervals

Annual

At intervals

At intervals

At intervals

At intervals

Annual

AnnualAnnual

• Many items are 
already a core 
part of our 
everyday 
business

• Some we 
address at 
intervals
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SPU – Some of the “Interval” Work
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SPU – Customer Experience and Satisfaction

• Several different surveys over 
the years
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SPU – Workforce Development

• Supervisor and Leadership Training
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SPU – Workforce Development

Culture is a sense of belonging. And a great work culture 
is where everyone feels welcomed, valued, and safe. 



Date (xx/xx/xxxx) Department Name Page NumberSeattle Public Utilities

SPU – Workforce Development
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SPU – Operational Optimization

• Electrical usage optimization
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SPU – Community Sustainability
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SPU – Enterprise Resiliency
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SPU – Enterprise Resiliency
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SPU – Water Resource Sustainability

• Water supply, climate change, 
sea level rise efforts

• Carbon neutrality
goals
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EUM Self-Assessment Process

• Fairly straightforward

• Thoughtful internal discussion

• Led to insights and areas for 
improvement
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Self-Assessment Process

• SU (Community Sustainability)

• CS (Customer Experience and 
Satisfaction)

• ER (Enterprise Resiliency)

• FV (Financial Viability)
• IS (Infrastructure Strategy and 

Performance)

• OO (Operational Optimization)
• RR (Regulatory and Reliability 

Performance)

• SS (Stakeholder Understanding and 
Support) 

• WS (Water Resource Sustainability)

• WD (Workforce Development)

EUM Self-Assessment Chart
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Self-Assessment Process

RR

IS

FV
WS

WD ER CS

SS

SU
OO

COO

Watershed
Operations and 
Maintenance

Planning
Transmission and 
Distribution 

Maintenance
Water Quality

RR

CS FV

ER
WD

IS

SU WS

OO

SS

RR
WS FV

ER

SS

WD

SU IS
OO

CS
RR

FV CS

WS

IS
WD OO

ER SU

SSOO WD

RR

FV

ER

WS

IS
SS

SU

CS

• SU (Community Sustainability)

• CS (Customer Experience and 
Satisfaction)

• ER (Enterprise Resiliency)

• FV (Financial Viability)
• IS (Infrastructure Strategy and 

Performance)

• OO (Operational Optimization)
• RR (Regulatory and Reliability 

Performance)

• SS (Stakeholder Understanding and 
Support) 

• WS (Water Resource Sustainability)

• WD (Workforce Development)

WS
FV

WD IS

RR

OO

SS

CS

SU

ER

Self-Assessment Results
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Self-Assessment Process
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• SU (Community Sustainability)

• CS (Customer Experience and 
Satisfaction)
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Strengths
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Self-Assessment Process
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• SU (Community Sustainability)

• CS (Customer Experience and 
Satisfaction)

• ER (Enterprise Resiliency)

• FV (Financial Viability)
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• OO (Operational Optimization)
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Opportunities
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Next Steps

• Build on strengths

• Shore up areas of 
opportunity

• 2024 Companion to 
EUM Primer, Moving 
Toward Sustainability
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• Watershed-based infrastructure 
planning

• Green infrastructure

• Greenhouse gas emissions

• Community economic 
development

Areas of Opportunity – Community 
Sustainability



Date (xx/xx/xxxx) Department Name Page NumberSeattle Public Utilities

• Recordable incidents of injury/illness

• Insurance claims

• Risk assessment and response 
preparedness

• Ongoing operational resiliency

• Operational resiliency during 
emergencies

• Cyber security

Areas of Opportunity – Enterprise Resiliency
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• Asset inventory

• Asset renewal/replacement

• Water distribution system integrity

• Infrastructure planning and 
maintenance

Areas of Opportunity – Infrastructure 
Strategy
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• Resource optimization

• Water management efficiency

Areas of Opportunity – Operational 
Optimization
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• Employee retention and satisfaction

• Management of core competencies

• Workforce engagement

Areas of Opportunity – Workforce 
Development
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Questions?

Alex Chen, P.E. 206-684-7414
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