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Succession Planning

Building a workforce of 
future certified operators 

There were more than 70 people in the 
Sacajawea Room when I began my 
presentation on succession planning 
at the Evergreen Rural Water of 
Washington fall conference in August. 

I wanted some quantitative 
information, so I asked everyone to 
stand, then those eligible to retire in 
one year to have a seat…about 5 to 
7 did. Next, I asked those eligible 
to retire in two to five years to have 
a seat, about 20 to 25 did. Finally, I 
asked those who will be eligible to 
retire in 10 years to have a seat and 
only 12 were left standing. 

Those 12 operators will be the 
managers, supervisors and lead 
operators for the industry 10 years 
from now. More importantly, we got 
a graphic depiction of what the water 
industry might face in the next decade.

After a short presentation, everyone 
discussed three questions about ways 
utilities and the state can ensure a 
viable pool of qualified waterworks 
operators is available to replace those 
who could retire in 10 years.

Contact Willa Lawton at 

willa.lawton@doh.wa.gov 

or 360-236-3145.

Moved recently? Changed 

employers?

Report changes ASAP by 

email at 

dwopcert@doh.wa.gov 

or online at 

www.doh.wa.gov/opcert
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Want to be a contract 

operator?
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SUCCESSION PLANNING

Deni Gray, operator certification program manager, learning how systems 
are preparing for the future.
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By Chris McCord, Operator Certification and Training Section Manager

How can we build a viable pool of 
future operators?

• Market the water industry in high 
schools as a career path.

•	Attend military job fairs and 
career days at high schools and 
colleges.

•	Look at the level of experience 
required for entry-level positions.

•	Use satellite management 
agencies and contract operators.

•	Implement school programs, such 
as field trips, work-study, job 
shadowing and junior achievement 
internships.

•	Retired 
operators can 
mentor, serve 
as back-up 
operators, 
and provide 
training 
to other 
operators. 

How’s your water system preparing?
• Operators reach out to potential 

future operators (networking or 
mentoring).

•	Internal recruitment offers to 
promote staff from within.

•	Working with internship programs 
at local community colleges.

•	Cross-training existing staff.

“Succession planning is the 
process an organization uses 
to ensure that employees are 
recruited and developed to 
fill each key role within the 
company.”

Continued on page 2.

Women in the water business

What started out as a job working in the 
office, turned into a career as manager of 
a community water system with 11,000 
connections and a staff of close to 20. 
Zella West has worked at Nob Hill 
Water Association in Yakima for the 
past 25 years, with the last nine as the 
manager.

She started in 
the office and 
spent two years 
working in the 
field—taking 
on jobs such as 
laying mainline, 
installing 
meter services, 
repairing leaks, 
reading meters, 
and flagging. 
In other words, 
explained 

Zella, “I was covered in mud, dust, sweat, crawly things, and 
a few items that I 
would prefer not to 
remember.”

So what does it take 
for a woman to be 
successful as a certified 

operator? Zella 
says it’s not 
“gender” specific. 
You need to be 
the “outdoorsy 
type,” she 
explains, and you 
have to be ready 
to get dirty!

Zella says her job 
also gives her the 
opportunity to 
learn many new and different things. She became a WDM 
4 in 1998 and a CCS in 1999. Just recently, she finished 
her master’s degree in business administration.

Zella remembers her time 
in the field as challenging 
and rewarding,
“There were times I didn’t 
have the strength to move 
the fitting or the pipe. It 
took a while to figure out 
how to accomplish these 
tasks in the best way and 
without asking others to 
assist.
However, sometimes 
assistance IS needed.”
-Zella West

The expected greater-than-average 
employment growth, and the significant effect 
of retirement, will create a strong demand 
for new operators to ensure public health and 
environmental protection, according to the 
Washington Environmental Training Center. 
We expect demand for water and wastewater 
system operators to grow by 20 percent 
between 2008 and 2018. “Opportunities should 
be best for people with mechanical aptitude 
and problem-solving skills.” 

There’s been a recent push to get more young 
women interested in technology and science 
fields. One area that may be overlooked is 
the water industry. Managers should keep 
this element of succession planning in mind. 
Talking to school-aged females may be a good 
place to start.

Resources available
If you’re interested in attracting more female 
employees, see the resources on the right.

One and two-year certificates and associate 
degree programs in drinking water and 
wastewater technologies. 

Washington Environmental Training 
Center, 800-562-0858, www.wetrc.org

Washington State STEM Program (science, 
technology, engineering, and math), 206-
658-4320, washingtonstem.org

American Water Works Association, 
www.AWWA.org

Access journal articles:
•	Women and Water: Making Waves in the 

Industry
•	Workforce Diversity: Becoming a 

Woman Entrepreneur in the Water 
Services Industry

Did you get your renewal?

We will mail certification renewals to 
operators on November 8. If you don’t 
receive yours, contact Larry Granish right 
away at larry.granish@doh.wa.gov or 
360-236-3141.

Review the information on the form, make 
needed corrections, and return it along with 
your fee postmarked by December 31, 2014.

Confirm your professional growth requirements
Most certified operators must meet their professional growth 
requirements by December 31, 2015. A year may seem like a long 
time, but the longer you wait the less likely you are to get the class you 
want. Check your status online at http://www.wacertservices.org/

H2Ops will always be available at  
http://www.doh.wa.gov/H2Ops

The Department of Health Office of Drinking Water publishes H2Ops four times a year. If you have questions, contact Editor, Linda Waring, or Graphic 
Designer, Ally Chess, at 360-236-3100 or email H2Ops@doh.wa.gov

• Polymer reporting - Feb. 1 

Upcoming Monitoring Deadlines

One woman’s story “in the field”
Zella West, Manager, Nob Hill Water Association

Buy the book, Recruitment and retention 
of Women into the Water Sector: 
Perspectives, Future Challenges.

Learn about the 2015 Women in Leader-
ship Symposium, Feb. 10, 2015, in Seattle.

(Includes nitrate, arsenic, complete IOC, VOC, herbicide, pesticide, fumigants, and insecticide)

Zella West, Nob Hill Water 
Association

• 4th quarter chemical  
  monitoring - Dec. 31




