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RES-Americas 
Denounces 
Claims of 
Injured Worker
Contractor Stands 
By Claims of 
Unsafe Work Site at 
Skookumchuck 
Wind Project 
BY ERIC ROSANE
erosane@yelmonline.com 

RES-Americas, the primary 
contractor of a wind farm cur-
rently under construction on the 
Thurston-Lewis county border, is 
denouncing a number of claims 
of recklessness 
and preventable 
wo r k- r e l a t e d 
injuries levied 
against them by 
an injured con-
tractor. 

Blake Ben-
nett, a safety 
and health man-
ager with Mountain Crane Servic-
es, reached out to the Nisqually 
Valley News in early August with 
numerous claims about his expe-
rience working on the 38-turbine 
project. His story was published 
in the Sept. 3 edition of the news-
paper. 

Safety at the site has been in 
the spotlight since a 24-year-old 
Chehalis man died there earlier 
this year during a trench collapse. 
The death resulted in more than 
$500,000 in fines for the contrac-
tors involved. 

The wind project is set to go 
online later this year. 

Leaders with RES-Americas 
believe Bennett’s story contains 
“numerous false and unsupport-
able allegations that present an 
inaccurate (and sensationalized) 
narrative,” spokesperson Alicia 
Rivera wrote in an email, and that 
“RES Construction and the con-
tractors on location have worked 
hard to create a safe working en-
vironment for all personnel.”

In a phone interview, Bennett 
defended his claims and said the 
story was accurate.

“That job has had numerous 
problems. You cannot deny what 
happened to me. I don’t know how 
they can say anything about what 
happened about me … Any accu-
sations I make are based off what 
I’ve physically seen and been part 

Challenges Abound as Families Head 
Back to School Virtually This Week

BY ERIC ROSANE
erosane@yelmonline.com 

Rainier parent Joanna 
Strand had a plan 
ready for her kids af-
ter a shaky end to the 

2019-2020 school year. 
Strand, 40, originally wanted 

to teach her 9-year-old son Jason 
at home and let her 16-year-old 

son Jonathan go back to school 
to enjoy his junior year. 

But, due to COVID-19-re-
lated restrictions, her plan was 
turned on its head.

The change came after Thur-
ston County school superin-
tendents reported in July they 
would be going back to full-on-
line learning. She also learned 
the special education classes at 

Rainier Elementary would only 
have one other student attending. 

“It’s good for Jason,” Strand 
said of her son, who has autism 
and a birth defect that affects 
his spine strength. “It’s just Ja-
son needs that one-on-one. It’s a 
much better thing to do instead 
of staring at a screen all day.” 

Jonathan, who was looking 
forward to going back to school 

to enjoy a sense of normalcy, ul-
timately went back to school on-
line. Strand said it was definitely 
a disappointment.

“It’s school without being 
able to horse around in the hall-
way,” she said. “There’s been a 
lot of precautions taken.” 

As students around the 
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L-R: Riley Lynch, 11, and his brother Kody Lynch, 8, both Rainier Elementary School students, perform online school studies on 
Tuesday, Sept. 8, as their mom Kerra Lynch-Arland, 40, looks on from her own computer at their home in Rainier.
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BY ERIC ROSANE
erosane@yelmonline.com 

County and state health of-
ficials are bracing for a possible 
spike in the number of COVID-19 
cases reported in the weeks fol-
lowing Labor Day weekend. 

“We saw an increase in our 
cases following the Fourth of 
July weekend, many of which 
are attributed to gatherings that 
occurred over that weekend peri-
od,” Thurston County Health Of-
ficer Dr. Dimyana Abdelmalek 
said in a video prior to the holi-
day. “I’m continuing to monitor 
our case data and will continue 
to monitor it over the coming 
weeks.”

Cases Down, But County Health 
Officials Fear Labor Day Spike

Blake 
Bennett

n See COVID-19, Page a9 
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Nisqually Valley and beyond re-
turn to largely distance learning, 
parents and families are combat-
ing new challenges that have aris-
en as part of restrictions put in 
place six months ago at the begin-
ning of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

School districts, including 
Yelm and Rainier, have done a 
great deal to help their families, 
including implementing large-
scale laptop programs, extending 
meal programs and distribution, 
and finding additional resources 
for families during these stress-
inducing times. 

“I’m taking the mantra of, ‘it 
is what it is,’” Strand said. 

While her experience with 
the online learning material for 
Jonathan has been mixed with 
the changing of platforms, Strand 
said the special education teach-

ing at Rainier is top-notch and ex-
actly what Jason, a fourth-grader, 
needs to flourish. 

Jason’s currently working on 
his speech and occupational ther-
apy at the school district. When 
schools first shut down in March, 
Strand said there was a big fear 
that he would regress after miss-
ing classes. 

But that regression ultimate-
ly came later in April after he 
missed 16 days of school due to a 
spinal surgery. 

“We made it through,” Strand 
said of the school year. “It was 
hard, but we made it through.” 

Strand added that her husband 
is a truck driver who is often gone 
for upwards of six weeks at a 
time. That’s impacted the situa-
tion, she said, and there’s a lot of 
catching up when he gets home. 

Kerra Lynch-Arland, 40, 
whose kids are also in the Rainier 
School District, has also encoun-

tered difficulties with teaching 
from home. 

As someone who does con-
tracting work full-time from 
home, Lynch-Arland is most of 
the time able to help her kids — 
Riley, a fifth-grader, and Kody, 
a third-grader — with whatever 
work they have. 

But, despite attending class 
through video conferencing, they 
still often need the supervision 
offered by teachers in a class-
room. 

“It’s hard for them because they 
don’t want to ask teachers ques-
tions even though they’re available 
through Skype … They more or 
less want to depend on me,” Lynch-

Arland said. “When it comes to 
balancing the education they need, 
it’s been a struggle.” 

That can be difficult, especial-
ly when she’s working on a dead-
line for her fulltime job at home. 
In order to help with that, she’s 
urging her kids to reach out to 
their teachers more, and she was 
also able to hire a high school stu-
dent to come over to help them. 

Though they’ve been relative-
ly financially stable throughout 
the pandemic, affordable internet 
has been a problem. 

Lynch-Arland said their 
monthly internet bill has more 
than tripled in recent months af-
ter their internet provider came 

out to their road between Rainier 
and Yelm to lay a new line to their 
home for more bandwidth. 

As it currently stands, their in-
ternet connection can’t withstand 
three devices video conferencing. 

“That’s been the biggest thing 
here, to be honest,” she said.

Another worrying item is the 
uncertainty of whether or not ei-
ther the district or her work will 
go back to being in-person. 

“I’m blessed to have a job that 
allows me to work from home and 
flex my hours so I can teach my 
kids, however if we were to move 
back into the office, I’m not sure 
how I would answer that,” she 
said. 

SCHOOLS:  
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of,” he said. “I’m just stating fact.”
The first discrepancy the com-

pany brought up was Bennett’s 
work history. 

Bennett told the Nisqually Val-
ley News he had worked on wind 
farm projects since he was 18. His 
first job, he said, was working for 
JMS Electric on wind farms near 
Walla Walla. He worked for the 
company for seven years out of 
high school, he said.

“The article suggests that Mr. 
Bennett has spent his entire ca-
reer on wind farms,” Rivera wrote.  
“However, RES Construction 
understands that Mr. Bennett re-
cently joined Mountain Crane in 
late 2019 after spending the last 15 
years in the roofing, fencing and 
road construction industries.”

While Bennett said it’s true 
that he’s been involved in com-
mercial roofing and similar con-
tracted projects for a great deal of 
his career, the insinuation that he 
hasn’t worked on projects recently 
is false. 

He’s worked on multiple wind 
farm construction projects in re-
cent years, including ones in Spo-

kane and Grover, Colorado, he 
said. These projects were often on 
a contractual basis and would last 
anywhere from a couple weeks to 
a few months. 

Though Bennett told the NVN 
he came on the job in November, 
RES claims the worker’s first day 
on the job was Dec. 16. He was 
then “intermittently” on the job in 
January, the company claims. 

Bennett says that’s wrong, and 
that his start date was November 
as he originally had stated. 

Another discrepancy RES 
brought up had to do with Ben-
nett’s claim that his warnings to 
leadership went ignored before the 
worksite death of Jonathan String-
er, and that there were multiple in-
accuracies with Bennett’s claim on 
the day of his accident. 

“Mr. Bennett never raised any 
type of safety complaint to RES 
Construction or Southern Power 
before or after the January 2020 
incident,” the company said, add-
ing that “RES Construction was 
shocked to read the article’s depic-
tion of the April 24, 2020 event.”

Bennett and a crew of contrac-
tors were trucking up wind turbine 
sections on April 24 of this year 
when the truck carrying one tipped 

over. As the truck tilted into the 
trees, Bennett and the other workers 
got the impression that it was going 
to slide down the hill, so some of 
them jumped off, he said. 

Bennett ultimately sustained 
injuries to his back and neck, he 
said, adding he likely won’t be 
able to work for another year. 

“Mr. Bennett was responsible 
for Mountain Crane’s transporta-
tion of the blades up the moun-
tain,” the company says. “The 
article highlights Mr. Bennett’s 
alleged concerns about safety with 
regard to this activity, but it was 
Mr. Bennett himself who drafted 
the blade transportation plan and 
was largely responsible for its en-
forcement.”

But Bennett denies having 
drafted the trucking plan for that 
day, adding that the nature of his 
job as safety and health manager 
with Mountain Crane Services 
was to examine site safety based 
on established guidelines.

He said that even though he 
was entrusted to draft plans on 
the occasion, he came into the job 
with little prior experience (the 
work he’d previously done on wind 
farms was related to cabling and 
concrete). 

“It wasn’t my everyday posi-
tion,” he said. “RES wanted pieces 
up the mountain faster, so we were 
doing what we could to get three 
trucks up the road at a time.” 

The company is also alleging 
that the incident took place at 6:45 
p.m. instead of the estimated 3 or 
4 p.m. Bennett had told the paper. 

“(Our) investigations identi-
fied a number of findings related 
to Bennett’s crew including re-
quiring improved communication 
between truck drivers and steer-
age, reduced transportation speed, 
proper positioning of the blade on 
the back of the truck, and elimi-
nating the practice of personnel to 
riding on the back of a trailer unre-
strained,” the company said. 

The company also insists that 
no site-wide email sent out on 
June 24 instructed personnel not 
to speak with Bennett. 

The Nisqually Valley News re-
quested documents from Bennett 
to back up his claims regarding his 
first work date, the safety concerns 
he had filed with RES and the ma-
jority stakeholder Southern Power, 
as well as the specific names of the 
previous wind projects he’d most 
recently worked on. 

While Bennett agreed to send 

them over, those documents were 
not received by Tuesday morning 
press deadline. 

The Laborers’ International 
Union of North America’s North-
west Region (LIUNA) on Thurs-
day, Sept. 3, released a press re-
lease calling for the hiring of local 
contractors who value high safety 
standards and the safety of their 
workers after the Nisqually Val-
ley News published its article on 
Bennett. 

LIUNA, which has more than 
half a million members, had pre-
viously come out in opposition 
to the wind farm’s construction. 
During a June 11 Lewis Board of 
County Commissioners hearing 
on the wind farm, close to 100 
union members packed the meet-
ing room to push for local hiring. 

“The Skookumchuck Wind 
Farm project, being built by RES 
Americas-Inc., has already led to 
one death and multiple injuries, 
raising concerns about workplace 
safety,” the organization said in its 
recent press release. “In the article 
from the Daily Chronicle (first 
published in the NVN), allegations 
continue to surface from workers 
who are bearing the brunt of these 
unsafe working conditions.” 

BENNETT:  
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The call by state and local 
health officials was to have the 
public abstain from large gather-
ings throughout the weekend in 
an effort to curtail the health crisis 
caused by COVID-19. There had 
been 77,545 cases and 1,953 deaths 
in Washington state as of Tuesday 
morning press deadline. 

In Phase 3 counties, physically 
distanced gatherings of up to 10 
people are currently allowed, and 
up to five people living outside 
your household are allowed to 
gather in Phase 2. 

In a press release the Friday 
before the long three-day weekend, 
the state Department of Health 
urged people to implement social 
distancing and wear face masks, 
skip hugs and handshakes, and 
keep away from any communal 
food sources. 

“If you are to take part in a 
small social gathering this week-
end, just make sure it’s outdoors, 
with well-placed bottles of hand 
sanitizer, chairs (and therefore 
people) spread at least six feet 
apart, and masks aplenty,” the re-
lease read. 

The Department of Health also 
recommended alternative activi-

ties that could be done outside and 
from a safe distance such as walk-
ing, running, hiking, biking and 
camping. 

As of Tuesday morning press 
deadline, Thurston County Public 
Health and Social Services report-
ed 1,055 diagnoses and 15 deaths 
caused by COVID-19. A total 856 
of those cases have reported recov-
eries. 

The county is currently inves-
tigating six ongoing outbreaks at 
congregate care facilities. 

During the week of Aug. 31 
to Sept. 6, the county reported 50 
cases, which is about half of the 
weekly counts that were being re-

ported about a month ago. 
The county has reported an av-

erage of about 8.5 new cases daily 
over the last two weeks.

Here are some additional num-
bers related to the coronavirus 
situation, both regionally and na-
tionally, that were reported as of 
Tuesday morning:

• Tacoma-Pierce County 
Health Department reported 30 
new cases on Monday, bringing the 
total since the start of the pandem-
ic to 6,966. No new deaths were re-
ported; the total number of deaths 
caused by COVID-19 in Pierce 
County stands at 155. The average 
number of cases per day over the 

last two weeks stands at about 39.8.
• The total number of cases 

in Washington stands at 77,545, 
according to numbers updated 
Sunday night on the Department 
of Health’s website. The state has 
recorded a total 6,913 hospitaliza-
tions and 1,953 deaths. The total 
tests statewide stands at 1,573,044. 
The percentage of deaths over con-
firmed cases stands at 2.5 percent.

• Nationwide, a total 6,261,216 
total cases have been reported, ac-
cording to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. There 
have been approximately 188,513 
coronavirus-related deaths re-
corded.

COVID-19:  
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L-R: Kody Lynch, 8, Mom Kerra Lynch-Arland, 40, and Kody’s brother 
Riley Lynch, 11, pose before online school on Tuesday, Sept. 8, at 
their home in Rainier.
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L-R: While their mom Kerra Lynch-Arland, 40, works on her own computer at their home in Rainier, Kody 
Lynch, 8, and his brother Riley Lynch, 11, both Rainier Elementary School students, perform online 
school studies on Tuesday, Sept. 8.

Hunting Season 
Is Underway and 
Salmon Move 
Upriver 
By The Chronicle

With fall around the corner, 
the Washington State Department 
of Fish and Wildlife is gearing up 
for hunting season and salmon 

migration. 
September highlights of the 

season include:
Early general archery hunts 

open for deer and elk in many 
parts of the state; youth-only 
pheasant hunting for those under 
age 16 is Sept. 19 and 20 state-
wide; special pheasant hunt for 
those over 65 years of age or with 
disabilities is Sept. 21–25. 

Along with this, September is 
the last chance to fish several of 
Easten Washington’s rainbow and 
cutthroat trout lakes. As for Puget 

Sound halibut, Marine Areas 
5–10 are open Thursday–Satur-
day through Sept. 30 or until the 
remaining quota is gone. 

Construction of 
Roundabout on 
U.S. 12 Finished
By The Chronicle

Construction of the new sin-
gle-lane roundabout at the inter-
section of US 12 and Anderson 
Road near Oakville is wrapping 
up after two months, according 
to a Friday press release by the 
Washington State Department of 
Transportation.

The new intersection, which 
lies on the boundary between 
Grays and Thurston counties, is 
meant to be safer and prevent col-
lisions. It will also be big enough 
for ambulances, farming equip-
ment, and large trucks. 

Drivers will need to slow down 
before entering the roundabout. 
However, according to WSDOT, 
the new feature will ultimately 
improve traffic flow, save money, 
and provide access to pedestrians.

The project cost the state un-
der $3,000.

The roundabout cuts off ac-
cess to Anderson Road north of 
US 12. According to WSDOT, 
drivers will instead need to use 
Sickman-Ford Road or Moon 
Road Southwest.
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