
MINUTES OF THE REGULAR MEETING OF THE COMMISSION 
PUBLIC UTILITY DISTRICT NO. 1 OF SKAGIT COUNTY, WASHINGTON 

 
December 29, 2015 

Prior to the regular meeting, the Commission convened an executive session at 4:15 PM 
to discuss a personnel issue per RCW 42.30.110 (1) (f) and adjourned at 4:30 PM.  No 
action was taken. 

The regular meeting of the Commission of Public Utility District No. 1 was held in the 
Aqua Room of the utility located at 1415 Freeway Drive, Mount Vernon, Washington, on 
December 29, 2015.  

The meeting was called to order at 4:33 PM.  Those Commissioners in attendance were: 
Al Littlefield, President; Jim Cook, Vice President; and Robbie Robertson, Secretary.  
Also in attendance were:  Vanessa Dales, Treasurer/Interim Manager; George Sidhu, 
Engineering Manager; Gary Chrysler, IT Manager; Mike Fox, Operations Manager; 
Kevin Tate, Community Relations Manager; Kathy White, Human Resource Manager; 
Peter Gilbert, Attorney; and Catherine Price, Recording Secretary; and Audience: District 
Employees: Mark Handzlik, Jamie LeBlanc, Joe Dralle, Ryan Anderson, Larry Saunders, 
Mike Demers, Pat Haveman, Bill Trueman, Kurt VanBurkleo, Michelle Hills, Ed Heidt, 
Sally Saxton, Scott Kilpatrick, Krista Lewis, and Cathy Langlow; Diane Robertson, 
Jessica Sidhu, Judy Littlefield, Shawn Backman, Michelle Walters, Terri Cook, Darrell 
and Mabel Pierson, Richard Price, Curt Tronsdal, Les Walker, Jim Walters, Bonnie 
David, Teresa Lloyd, and Mark Semrau. 

Commissioner Robertson led the Pledge of Allegiance.   

Commissioner Robertson moved to approve Voucher No. 2655, Voucher Nos. 5158-5214 and 
Payroll Check Nos. 12125-12204 ($365,817.06) 12/29/15.  The motion passed.  

Commissioner Robertson moved to approve the Minutes of 12/15/15 as amended.  The motion 
passed.  

Commissioner Littlefield recommended that Treasurer/Interim Manager Dales to return 
to her Treasurer position, stepping down as Interim Manager.  Treasurer/Interim Manager 
Dales read a prepared statement (copy attached).  Commissioner Littlefield moved that 
Treasurer/Interim Manager Dales step down as Interim Manager and for Engineering 
Manager Sidhu to become the Interim Manager until such time that the General Manager 
position is filled.  The motion passed with two votes in favor and one opposed by 
Commissioner Cook.  Commissioner Littlefield asked Engineering Manager Sidhu if he 
would accept the role as Interim Manager; Engineering Manager Sidhu replied that he 
would. 

Under Old Business, 2016 Budget – Continued Discussion, Commissioner Cook stated 
that he was not ready to approve the budget.  Commissioner Robertson stated that he was 
satisfied with the budget, along with documents provided by Angie Sanchez, Principal, 
FCS Group and the work done by the District’s Auditor to prepare the budget.  
Commissioner Cook questioned several 2016 budget items including, CIP projects of 
Cayenta and City Works; North Digby Road construction project planning and design; 
transmission line; fiber installation; debt funds; and the annual preliminary budgets of the 
aforementioned items through the year 2022.  Commissioner Cook reiterated that he 
would like the reassess the 2016 budget along with the outlying years’ budgets under a 
new General Manager.  Commission Robertson stated that he would like to focus on 
approving the current budget and agrees that the outlying years be reassessed with a new 
General Manager.  Operations Manager Fox gave an outline of the criticalness of the 
transmission line replacement project and Engineering Manager/Interim Manager Sidhu 
reviewed the history of the transmission line and the various Water System Plans that 
have scheduled for its construction.  Commissioner Littlefield requested that Angie 
Sanchez present a 15% rate increase at an upcoming study session.  Attorney Gilbert 
stated that the Commission should approve something now to continue with day-to-day 
operations and amend the budget later.  Commissioner Robertson moved to approve the 
2016 budget as presented with the understanding that the future outlying years would be 



looked at with a new General Manager.  The motion failed.  Commissioner Cook moved 
to pass a skeleton budget based on last year’s numbers.  The motion passed.  

Under Old Business, Community Relations Manager Tate gave an update on the status of 
Paymentus, Customer Service is taking payments from customers and everything is 
working fine so far. 

Under Audience Comments, Capital Projects Coordinator Saunders commended the 
Commission’s decision to put Engineering Manager Sidhu as Interim Manager, he stated 
that in his 21 years at the District he is at the top of the list, he is highly credible and he is 
the right man for the job.  A request was made that Treasurer Dales provide her statement 
to be included in the minutes.  Curt Tronsdal commented on the Commission’s Interim 
Manager decision.  Commissioner Littlefield reiterated that Treasurer Dale is a good 
Treasurer; the decision was made because of experience.  Darrell Pierson asked why the 
Commission does not give Treasurer Dales a chance; Commissioner Littlefield replied 
that she does not have management experience.  Shawn Backman asked the Commission 
why Treasurer Dales was qualified to do the job a year ago but not now; Commissioner 
Littlefield replied that the District needs a person with experience in the field, outside of 
the office. 

Under Commissioner Comments, Commissioner Cook stated that he had requested a 
formal investigation of previous Manager Powell’s pension fund in executive session.  
Attorney Gilbert reminded Commissioner Cook that the inquiry was investigated by the 
District’s Attorney and clarified the retirement benefits resolution in question.  
Commissioner Robertson wished everyone a Happy New Year and a better outlook for 
2017. 

Having no further business to come before the Board, Commissioner Robertson moved 
for adjournment.  The motion passed and the meeting of December 29, 2015 was 
adjourned at 6:14 PM. 
 
 
   
 Al Littlefield, President 
ATTEST  
 
 
    
Robbie Robertson, Secretary Jim Cook, Vice President 



Vanessa Dales Statement 12/29/15 Commission Meeting: 
 
Three weeks ago before I accepted the offer to work as Interim General Manager, I had one 
condition: that commissioner Littlefield support my decisions.  I provided him my vision for how 
I would work as the Interim Manager, with my insistence the district’s managers and employees 
follow the policies the Commission has put in place. He promised me that he would support my 
decisions, because he knows my extensive knowledge of the PUD and the policies that we have 
here. Less than a week later Commissioner Littlefield broke his promise. I know Commissioner 
Littlefield to be a man of his word, so I know he did not break this promise lightly. The question 
is why? Why did a few extra phone calls cause him to break his promise to me?  
 
The first reason I have heard is that me holding all three positions of Interim General Manager, 
CFO/Treasurer, and Auditor is a conflict of interest. I understand the concern with the person in 
charge of the checkbook, the budget, and cash receipts is a conflict of interest; however, this is 
not the case. I only am in charge of presenting the budget to the commission, and cash receipts. I 
have never been granted the ability to sign checks and that continues to this day. We have a 
deputy auditor whose job it is to sign checks and ensure budgetary compliance with the 
disbursement of funds. I say this to inform any managers or employees of the PUD who would 
want to or already have misinformed the commission. Consequently, I would like to remind the 
commission and public this was not an issue last year when I held the Interim General Manager 
position for several weeks and we were without an Auditor.  
 
The second reason I was presented with is my lack of knowledge of the bidding process. I would 
like to point out to the commission that it was finance that discovered the Engineering Manager, 
George Sidhu’s, violation of state law when he purchased pipe without following proper bidding 
procedures in 2015 for our transmission line break.  While it may not be apparent to the casual 
observer, it is Finance’s responsibility to understand all processes and procedures in addition to 
the governance policies and RCWs that Members of the District must follow as we serve the 
community. It was Finance that provided the recommendation that an Emergency Resolution be 
filed in order to avoid findings from State Agencies.   
 
I don’t have another reason why I should be removed from this position, but I can assume it is a 
result of the reputation the Finance Department has earned. The district has gone through two 
auditors in less than one year. We are on our second CFO in two years. All of these individuals 
are qualified, the District pays extremely well, and the benefits all employees receive are second 
to none in any private or public sector. The question the commission should ask themselves is 
why are these highly qualified individuals choosing to jump ship? 
 
Does George, our Engineering Manager, who I am told will be taking my place, have ulterior 
motives?  I was able to do the job for three weeks in 2014 when there was a dispute between the 
General Manager and Auditor, but I can’t do the job this time around?  Based on what I know 
about Management is that they don’t want to follow policy and procedure and the previous 
General Manager Bob Powell let them get away with it.  They are supporting the Engineering 
Manager who also does not believe in following policy and procedure even as recently as 
yesterday when he inappropriately authorized for our IT Manager, Gary Chrysler, to take the 



next two weeks off even knowing that we are still without a fully functional software program 
that has up to this point has taken five years to try and make work. 
 
I have been with the district for six years, and I have seen two general managers come and go 
during this period. During this time I have also witnessed the district continue down a path that is 
apart from the mission of the district. I can directly trace this to several managers within the 
district that do not have the true mission of the PUD guiding their decisions. I want to continue 
as Interim General Manager and I want the backing of all three Commissioners to do what’s right 
including firing those individuals who continue to not do their job.   
 
I believe the best way to run this District is through collaboration where everyone wins because 
everyone has a chance for input rather than to take an authoritarian approach to managing.  
However, with that said there are some individuals who continue to manage within the District to 
their own personal gain and it continues to create chaos and further the deterioration of the 
District.  This includes those that provide the Commissioners with false or misleading 
information.  I am willing to start with a clean slate and give those individuals another 
opportunity to do what’s right, but THIS has to stop and ALL THREE OF YOU have to be 
willing to support me in that endeavor.  You all are aware of the problems that exist and those 
problems that continue to be overlooked because we don’t want to make tough decisions.  I 
dwelled on what needed to be said and figured it was not going to make me very well liked, but 
at least THIS IS honest and people WILL know how I believe the District will thrive. 
 
The General Manager you decide to hire does not need to have knowledge in Engineering, 
Finance, water, etc. Whoever the Commission hires needs to be a manager that can manage, 
which means asking the right questions in order to know when an employee is being completely 
honest.   
 
All three Commissioners need to then have confidence in the General Manager.  After all, the 
commission deserves the general manager they get. When the commission hires a general 
manager that does not have the mission of the district as his objective then they will get a 
manager who is not looking out for the rate payers of Skagit county. When the commission hires 
a manager that is only interested in keeping their job, the commission will get a manager who is 
not looking out for the rate payers of Skagit county. When the commission hires a manager who 
wants the best for the county, the district, and to continue the legacy of providing the best water 
in the country, then you will get the manager you desire. As a six year employee I have 
witnessed the bureaucracy and poor management that drives this district away from its goal. As 
the interim General Manager what is happening to me, is not right, because I do not have the full 
support of the commission. My goal has always been to provide the commission with the best 
information possible so they can make decisions to advance this district in its mission. 
Unfortunately, there are Commissioners that are allowing employees to go around me and 
subvert the best path of this district for their own selfish reasons. There are managers that 
witness subversion and continue to feed off of this inconsistency in order to advance their own 
personal gains. As a remedy I suggest all employees should be required to copy the General 
Manager on any communication they are having with a Commissioner or legal counsel.  This is 
not solely my idea as it follows Section 7.2.9 of our Governance Policy where it states that 
Commission members shall work with staff through the General Manager, and shall not attempt 



to or exercise individual authority over PUD staff. So we know I am not making this up, one 
example happened recently when a Commissioner wanted to prevent me as the Interim General 
Manager, to post the position of Auditor, even though Section 9.1.3 of the governance policy 
allows me to do so.  This Commissioner acted at the will of the HR Manager who had no 
authority over this decision.  
 
Another example, the previous General Manager’s last day was the night of December 8th. On 
the morning of December 9th at 7:30 AM the HR Manager called an All Staff meeting because 
she said “I was asked in my capacity as HR to setup a meeting with all staff this morning”.  The 
President of the Commission, our District Attorney, and myself as the Interim General Manager 
did not give her this authority.  When you refer to our Governance Policy there is nothing that 
gives her this power.  She is part of the term “employees” and her position is not specifically 
mentioned.  The HR Manager works for the General Manager.  We also have a Chain of 
Command in place that automatically makes me the Interim General Manager so an 
appropriately qualified HR Manager should have asked me my preference, prior to calling a 
meeting, on how I would have liked to communicate the prior General Manager’s Departure to 
staff.  Again, employees are running the District without the acknowledgement of policies, rules, 
or authority. The only three employees that are allowed to have direct communication with the 
Commission are the General Manager, Auditor, and Treasurer as allowed by our Governance 
Policy in Section 9.4.2.  However, there are instances where Commissioners are allowing a few 
employees to manipulate them.  I do not discourage our employees from talking to the 
commission, to the contrary, I encourage all employees and constituents to contact their 
commissioner. However, It is my understanding that commissioners are allowing employees 
with ulterior motives to sway their decisions without discussing those employee concerns with 
the General Manager first. The General Manager is the one protection the employees have 
against the Commission.  Another example is the information being spread around the District 
and directly communicated to at least Commissioner Littlefield and Commissioner Robertson 
that it is a conflict of interest for me to do all three jobs.  I had to remind Commissioner 
Littlefield and would like to remind Commissioner Robertson that we have a Deputy Auditor, 
Cathy Langlow who compensates for the potential conflict of interest by signing checks which is 
the only thing required of the Auditor under RCW.  Furthermore, that was false information 
being provided to the Commission and to employees at the District by managers who do not 
understand the principles of internal control or the roles in Finance that prevent a conflict of 
interest.  Commissioner Littlefield is making his decision to remove me as Interim General 
Manager after hearing bad information and with the hopes that Commissioner Cook and 
Commissioner Robertson will stop disputing.     
 
The conflict between Commissioner Cook and Commissioner Robertson started before me so I 
can assume this will not end.  They have disagreements on how to govern which is 
understandable.  Sometimes it’s a good thing; the public should have concerns if things were 
never questioned.  I think though there needs to be some respect for each other and that has to 
start with the Commission.    If a Commissioner is too tired, stressed, and does not want to be 
methodic in his decision making (which a Commissioner has said to me this past week) then I 
invite that Commissioner to resign.  The county should not have to abide that type of leadership. 
We need our Commissioners to come to the District with ideas, goals, and to uphold the Districts 
values, ethics and mission when they carry those goals and ideas out.     



The commission should expect and require PUD employees or contractors to do their jobs.  At 
the Commission meeting on December 15th the Commission asked Peter Gilbert, our District 
attorney to contact the County to ask about the County acting as our Auditor in the interim, but 
then I got a call from the County who wants to discuss it with me.  This was not my task.  This 
was our attorney’s task.  When we pay him to do his job we should expect that job to be done 
and not passed on to whoever he thinks is most able.  When I asked our IT Manager to have the 
previous General Manager’s emails forwarded to me he should have done it.  To this day I still 
do not have access.  All emails are going to the IT Manager and to the Executive Secretary/ 
Clerk of the Board.  The IT Manager and Executive Secretary are going to let me know if 
anything is important. My question is who appointed them to oversee the district in the general 
manager’s stead?  Additionally, the other week I had to ask Catherine Price, our Assistant 
Executive Secretary (because our Executive Secretary is out on vacation), if anyone was 
checking Bob’s (who is again our previous General Manager) voicemails because his phone was 
flashing as if he had messages.  Catherine said she would have to call our IT Manager about it.  
How can anybody expect to manage if they have to rely solely on information determined by one 
individual? I am told that I will be informed if something important comes up, but they aren’t 
even checking the phone messages of the previous General Manager.  How can I do the job the 
Commission has asked me to do if our IT Manager will not grant me access to all incoming 
information?  He will only grant this to the Executive Secretary who is not appointed by the 
commission.   
 
And to dispel one last rumor, Shawn Backman and I are not best friends and we were merely 
acquaintances before she came to work at the District.    We both were Finance Officers and we 
got along really well.  But I also got along really well with our previous Auditor, Christine 
Blake, and our previous Treasurer, Mark Fredlund, both officers as well. They all had the best 
interest of the district in mind and I keep in contact with them to maintain perspective on the 
position this commission has deemed appropriate for me to maintain.  I appreciated Shawn, 
despite her short tenure; she was really good at her job.  To emphasize, our previous General 
Manager, Bob Powell, told me recently that she was TOO good at her job.  Obviously this was a 
symptom of the issues currently strangling our district. Some employees said Shawn did not care 
about their feelings which is why they didn’t like her.  I reflect on Shawn’s entire time here at the 
District and what other people said about previous Auditors such as Christine Blake or Julia 
Anderson, and I’m not surprised.  Auditors at the District have not been liked much, but it’s 
because they always bear the burden of telling you what you aren’t doing right.  I understand that 
this is the burden of a good auditor, however, the general manager and the commission needs to 
support this position or the position loses its veracity. I watched Shawn try the nice approach, use 
email, use sticky notes, talk face to face, and in all instances she got push back and was name 
called.    
 
When Shawn first started working here our previous General Manager, Bob Powell, gave her the 
task of straightening out the keys and so she took over this task from our IT Manager.  Part of the 
accounting internal control framework under COSO which is the (Committee of Sponsoring 
Organizations) is to give employees enough access to do their job, and nothing more.  
Employees had keys to things they didn’t need keys to and also had access to areas they didn’t 
need access to which unfortunately is a risk that is easily managed by restricting access and by 
removing keys from people who did not NEED access to sensitive areas.  Shawn removed people 



from the warehouse access list where we store our entire inventory worth $1.4 million dollars.  
There were more than 18 people with access to the warehouse when I started, now there are only 
5.  Optimally access should be allowed only to the people who are responsible for the inventory, 
which are our two storekeepers.  The idea is that if something is stolen and you have to find out 
who committed the crime you would only have to look to one of those two individuals.  This 
gives you control over your inventory and the State Auditors then know they can rely on the 
inventory balance being reported on the District’s financial statements.  When the district allows 
access to 18 people this is an indicator to the Washington State Auditors Office that the district 
probably doesn’t have great internal controls because too many people have access to millions of 
dollars in inventory.  General Manager Powell communicated this change to the Managers in an 
all Manager meeting, that Shawn was going to restrict access and that he supported her.  It took a 
while for the keys to come in because Shawn made sure we purchased keys that could not be 
duplicated.  The entire main location, this building we’re sitting in, was rekeyed.  Once the 
building was rekeyed and Shawn handed employees new keys several people still complained to 
General Manager Powell about it.  They said they didn’t know about it even though the process 
of switching out the keys occurred over several months and there were various communications 
about it happening. 
My goal isn’t to place blame, it is simply to point out that there is conflict and there has been 
conflict for at least since the management of both Dave Johnson and Bob Powell.  The conflict 
starts with the Commission not collaborating on decisions including the hiring of the General 
Manager.  The employees recognize that there is conflict amongst the Commission, knows each 
Commissioners stance on issues, and then goes around the General Manager to fulfill their own 
personal goals.  It has to stop, but first each Commissioner has to recognize its happening.  I 
think General Manager Powell had several great qualities and probably could do the job well if 
he had the mission of the district as his goal.  The tone at the top has created so much 
dysfunction here and a mentality that everyone is out for them self, where we should have the 
goal of fulfilling the mission of the PUD instead.  Right now employees don’t care if their co-
worker fails because it could mean better opportunity for them.  Its horrible way to manage this 
District and I don’t wish this work environment on any employee.  It’s ineffective! 
 
Please take the time to consider what I have said today.  I have been the Interim General 
Manager for at least three weeks this time around and Commissioner Littlefield thinks the easiest 
solution would be for me to no longer do this and to go back to my one job which is CFO/ 
Treasurer.  I asked Commissioner Littlefield to point out where I was not doing my job and he 
said that wasn’t the problem.  I feel compelled to ask the Commission, when was doing the right 
thing a fire able offense?  I have already proved to Commissioner Littlefield that it is not a 
conflict because we have a Deputy Auditor which people outside of Finance forgot we have.  
She signs our checks after verifying the validity of the claim and does not have access to the 
money.  This is the only stipulation under RCW.  All the other finance jobs are fair game at the 
discretion of the Finance Manager.  I can do the job if the Commission does theirs.   
 


