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buildings would likely have fared much worse if the quake had been a
7.0 magnitude or higher.

Because older buildings are stiff, once their strength is overcome they
tend to "fail in a rather brittle way. Garbage gets thrown around, and
people get hurt."”

But he said "this quake was not big enough to get over that initial
threshold. Though it seemed to shake a lot, the consequences were really
small potatoes."

With the help of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, the city of
Seattle has spent $50 million since 1994 retrofitting public buildings, fire
stations and bridges. By coincidence, the quake struck on the day
President Bush proposed to kill a federal program designed to help
communities protect themselves against the effects of natural disasters.

Bush's proposed federal budget recommends saving $25 million by
ending the Project Impact disaster preparedness program administered by
Roeder's old agency. The program "has not proven effective," Bush's
budget book states.

Seattle itself was one of the nation's first "Project Impact” communities.
In February 1998, FEMA designated Seattle a "disaster-resistant
community" for its efforts to reduce the potential costs and consequences
from natural disasters.

Other participants in Washington state are King, Pierce, Walla Walla,
Kitsap and Clark counties.

FEMA spokeswoman Mary Margaret Walker said the project's main
thrust is less about federal dollars and more about "encouragement for
local level initiatives to be taken. It may be that that will continue"
without Project Impact.

On the city waterways, it appeared that a six-year, $25 million program
to retrofit 23 Seattle historic bridges paid off. Liz Rankin of Seattle
Transportation said the newly fortified Fremont, University, Ballard, and
Jose Rizal bridges and the Spokane Street Viaduct were undamaged.

"These are beautiful old bridges and they are all functioning perfectly,"
she said. "This is the precise circumstance we worked to be ready for,
and it paid off today in spades."”

Meanwhile, some bridges that have not been seismically upgraded --
including the Magnolia Bridge and the Alaska Way Viaduct-- were
closed yesterday. The viaduct, at least, was damaged by the quake.

Seattle Mayor Paul Schell said it would take time to assess damage to
city buildings, but said it seems clear that seismic remodeling was worth
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the cost. "We have no catastrophic damage," Schell said.

County and private building inspectors worked late into the night
scrutinizing county buildings and came away saying that structures that
had been retrofitted suffered more severe cosmetic damage, but appeared
to have fared nearly as well as those already reinforced for quakes.

They cautioned, however, against reading too much into the fact that
Courthouse damage wasn't as bad as had been predicted. Structural
engineers have repeatedly warned county politicians that in a major
quake the courthouse could collapse, taking many lives.

"We were lucky," said Karen Heidergott, a program manager in the
county's building inspection department. "The fact is we don't know yet
the full extent of the damage but I'm surprised it wasn't worse."

The courthouse is scheduled for retrofitting but the $63 million project is
only in the design stages.

"It's moving right along," said Councilman Rob McKenna. "It was
planned to be done over two to three years but we might want to look at
accelerating that plan after we see the damage reports."

The Harborview Medical Center buildings closed yesterday are some of
the hospital's oldest, the 1950s-era South Clinic and Tower, and the
1930s-era nurses residence, Harborview Hall. Hospital CEO Johnese
Spisso said that the clinic sustained serious damage to some elevators, as
well as cracked walls and ceilings.

Harborview Hall, which is office space for researchers, had structural
damage that is still being assessed. The worst damage, Spisso said, was a
foot-wide gap along a seismic joint between the hospital's South and
Center Towers.

King County voters last fall approved a $193.1 million bond sale for
major seismic improvements at the hospital, additional patient beds and
offices. The project will include demolition and reconstruction of South
Clinic and Harborview Hall. Spisso said the damage brings home the
importance of that work.

P-I reporter Heath Foster can be reached at 206-448-8337 or
heathfoster(@seattle-pi.com
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