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Chapter 3: Comments and Responses 
  
Transcripts from Public Meetings 
 
Miles City, Montana -November 16, 2004 
 
Ashland, Montana -November 17th, 2004 
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SEA’s Responses to Comments made at Public Meeting, Miles City Community 
College, November 16, 2004 (T1)  
 
T1.1 The commenter states that the project would remove a competitive advantage in 

the coal market that is currently held by Montana.  For a discussion of this issue, 
please refer to Master Response 11, Loss of Competitive Advantage Held by 
Montana Coal. 

 
T1.2 The commenter is curious about the purpose and need of the project.  For a 

discussion of this issue, please refer to Master Response 9, Determination of 
Public Convenience and Necessity. 

 
T1.3 Comment noted. 
 
T1.4 SEA acknowledges that the project would affect the setting and land uses in the 

Tongue River Valley.  However, SEA does not believe that the project would 
result in the conversion of the Tongue River Valley into an industrial zone.  The 
Tongue River Valley would continue to be largely rural in character despite the 
construction and operation of the project.   

 
T1.5 Landowners likely would not be approached by TRRC regarding right-of-way 

until this Final SEIS is approved and the engineering plans are finalized.  ROW 
would generally extend approximately 200-feet from either side of the railroad 
centerline.  TRRC would not pursue a mile-wide corridor as the comment 
suggests. 

 
T1.6 The comment states that there is no need for this project.  For a discussion of the 

project need, please refer to Master Response 9, Determination of Public 
Convenience and Necessity. 

 
T1.7 SEA acknowledges that the Tongue River Water Users Association only supplies 

water for agricultural uses.  Please see Master Response 19, Availability of Water 
During Construction. 

 
T1.8 The comment is concerned that the much of the information in the Draft SEIS 

may no longer be accurate because it dates from Tongue River I, which was 
approved in 1985 and Tongue River II, which was approved in 1996.  For a 
discussion of the validity of the information used in the Draft SEIS, and how it 
has been modified and updated to reflect current conditions, if warranted, please 
refer to Master Response 4, Information Used in Preparing the Draft SEIS. 

 
T1.9 The commenter is requesting an extension of the comment period from 45 days to 

90 days.  A 45-day review period is standard for an EIS review per NEPA 
regulations, and all letters received by the STB on this project were taken into 
account. 

 



 

 
TRRC-Construction and Operation of the Proposed Western Alignment 
Final Supplemental EIS  October 2006 
  

3-584

T1.10 The comment suggests that the project would eliminate Montana’s competitive 
advantage in the coal market.   For a discussion of this issue, please refer to 
Master Response 11, Loss of Competitive Advantage Held by Montana Coal. 
Please also see Master Response 9, Determination of Public Convenience and 
Necessity.  

 
T1.11 The Tongue River Valley would continue to be largely rural in nature during the 

operation phase of the project.  The permanent conversion of farm and ranch land 
is acknowledged and recognized as a significant and unavoidable impact of the 
project.  Regarding weeds, control over the spread of noxious weeds would be 
addressed through implementation of Mitigation Measure 21.  Regarding 
livestock, Mitigation Measure 3 provides for the installation of cattle passes by 
TRRC at the request of landowners.  Under that measure, TRRC must work with 
landowners to identify appropriate locations for cattle passes and private grade 
crossings for equipment.  The public good provided by the project is discussed in 
Section 2.2 of the Draft SEIS and Master Response 9, Determination of Public 
Convenience and Necessity. 

 
T1.12 The comment suggests that the project would eliminate Montana’s competitive 

advantage in the coal market.   For a discussion of this issue, please refer to 
Master Response 11, Loss of Competitive Advantage Held by Montana Coal and 
Master Response 9, Determination of Public Convenience and Necessity.  

 
T1.13 The comment suggests that the project would eliminate Montana’s competitive 

advantage in the coal market and that the project is not necessary.   For a 
discussion of these issues, please refer to Master Response 11, Loss of 
Competitive Advantage Held by Montana Coal and Master Response 9, 
Determination of Public Convenience and Necessity. 

 
T1.14 The commenter states that the Draft SEIS incorporates some information that is 

25 years old.  Please refer to Master Response 4, Information Used in Preparing 
the EIS.   

 
T1.15 The comment raises concerns related to potential cumulative impacts that could 

occur as a result of CBM development in combination with the proposed project, 
including changes in TMDLs.  The Draft SEIS in Chapter 6 provided and 
extensive evaluation of cumulative effects including cumulative effects of the 
proposed TRRC rail line in conjunction with CBM development.  SEA has also 
updated some of that analysis in this Final SEIS based on the most recent 
information available from BLM.  Please refer to Master Response 21, Adequacy 
of Cumulative Analysis 

 
T1.16 The comment in support of the project is noted.  
 
T1.17 The comment in support of the project is noted. 
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T1.18 Comment noted. 
 
T1.19 The comment in support of the project is noted. 
 
T1.20 The comment in support of the project is noted. 
 
T1.21 The comment in support of the project is noted. 
 
T1.22 The commenter states that the project would remove a competitive advantage in 

the coal market that is currently held by Montana.  For a discussion of this issue, 
please refer to Master Response 11, Loss of Competitive Advantage Held by 
Montana Coal.  

 
T1.23 Localized fiscal impacts of the proposed Western Alignment on towns along the 

existing BNSF line through Huntley would be minimized, because that line would 
continue to carry a considerable amount of non-coal freight traffic and some coal 
trains, particularly those servicing the Sarpy Creek, Big Sky, and Western Energy 
mines.  SEA believes that the estimate of net job change in the Draft SEIS 
underestimates the amount of new jobs the entire rail line from Miles City to 
Decker would create regionally, because it does not take into account that train 
crew jobs would increase as TRRC begins to move tonnage from new mines in 
the Ashland area that are unlikely to be opened in the absence of the rail line via 
either the proposed Western Alignment or the approved Four Mile Creek 
Alternative.  SEA’s estimates also do not take into account the fact that significant 
new job opportunities would become available at any new surface mines in the 
Ashland area.  (See Chapter 6 of the Draft SEIS, “Cumulative Effects,” for a 
discussion of potential regional job increases.)  Therefore, the estimate of net job 
change is conservative.  The economic stimulus of the project for Southeastern 
Montana is further discussed in Section 2.2 of the Draft SEIS. 

 
T1.24 The purpose of TRRC’s entire rail line from Miles City to Decker is to provide 

for the transport of coal from existing and future mines to markets in the 
midwestern and northeastern states.  While this includes coal from mines in the 
Gillette, Wyoming area, it also includes coal from several existing and possible 
future mines in Montana.  According to TRRC, the Clean Air Act of 1990 has 
created a strong market for low sulfur coal (i.e., compliance coal).  The Powder 
River Basin of Wyoming and Montana contains the great majority of the U.S. 
reserves of such compliance coal.   

 
Due to these circumstances, completion of this project may potentially trigger 
development of the Ashland Area mines shown on Figure 2-1 in the Draft SEIS.  
As shown in Table 2-2 of the Draft SEIS, it is projected that 24.9 million tons of 
coal from Ashland area mines would be transported on the proposed rail line in 
the years between 2009 and 2019.  As discussed in Section 2.2 of the Draft SEIS, 
this is expected to have several tax and employment benefits for the state of 
Montana.  Therefore, while the project would result in significant and 
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unavoidable environmental impacts in Montana, it would provide the state with 
several benefits as well. 
 

T1.25 The comment in support of the project is noted. 
 
T1.26 The comment in support of the project is noted. 
 
T1.27 The comment in opposition to the project is noted. 
 
T1.28 If constructed, the rail line would be a common carrier facility and the TRRC 

would have the obligation to haul any railroad freight. The railroad would be free 
to inform landowners of the commodities it is hauling, but would not be obligated 
to do so.   

 
T1.29 The comment in support of the project is noted. 
 
T1.30 Comment noted. 
 
T1.31 Comment noted. 
 
T1.32 Table 4-17 in the Draft SEIS delineates the amount of prime and other farmland 

that would be lost due to the construction and operation of the proposed Western 
Alignment, as well as the approved Four Mile Alternative.  See Master Response 
18, Land Use Effects of the Project, for more information on the negotiations that 
would take place between landowners and TRRC.  

 
T1.33 Table 2-2 on page 2-4 of the Draft SEIS separates out the Ashland area coal 

tonnage from the Decker and other Wyoming coal tonnage.  The applicant's 
information is based on the hauling of coal from Decker and Wyoming. The text 
on page 2-4 of the Draft SEIS states that no applications currently exist for the 
Ashland area coal.  The text notes that the construction of the rail line could 
increase the likelihood of those mines being developed, but the success of the rail 
line does not depend upon their development. 

 
T1.34 An evaluation of construction cost estimates is beyond the scope of the Draft 

SEIS.  Geotechnical information for the proposed Western Alignment is provided 
in a report prepared by ESA Consultants, Inc. in 1997. 

 
T1.35 The comment raises several concerns related to the potential for increased 

sedimentation in the Tongue River.  The approval and implementation of 
recommended Mitigation Measure 36, which requires the incorporation of best 
management practices, erosion control methods, and revegetation, would maintain 
erosion rates at existing levels.  For more discussion of this issue, please refer to 
Master Response 12, Effects of the Project on Erosion and Sedimentation Rates. 
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T1.36 The comment is concerned that erosion and sedimentation associated with this 
project and CBM development would affect water used for irrigation as well as 
the fishery.  For a discussion of these issues, please refer to Master Response 12, 
Effects of the Project on Erosion and Sedimentation Rates.  For a discussion of 
the potential water quality effects associated with CBM development, please refer 
to Master Response 21, Adequacy of Cumulative Analysis. 

 
T1.37 SEA acknowledges that the Tongue River Water Users Association only supplies 

water for agricultural uses. Please see Master Response 19, Availability of Water 
During Construction. 

 
T1.38 Master Response 20, Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL), presents a complete 

discussion of the new TMDL standards being developed by the State of Montana.   
 
T1.39 Comment noted. See Master Response 9, Determination of Public Convenience 

and Necessity. 
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