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Attn: Mr. Ken Blodgett

The Tongue River Railroad (TRR) has been a proposal for more than thirty years. No dirt has ever been turned for the project, but it still lives on, now in the hope of generating millions in revenue for the railroad and Arch Coal. With the promise of economic development comes threats to many different people, places and environmental support systems from the coalfields of Montana, through the many cities and towns on the rail routes across Montana and on to the west coast, and then across the ocean to Asia and back. The impacts of this railroad will hit all of us, slowly and increasingly, for a long time. I hope the Surface Transportation Board (STB) will recognize this and evaluate the proposal in that light. The TRR is tied to increased coal export, which means expansion of the ports, and increased coal train traffic on all the lines leading from the Powder River Basin to the west coast. Those impacts must be examined.

I moved to Boise, Idaho about a month ago, but before that was active in Livingston, Montana, a rail town, letting folks know about the west coast coal port expansion proposals that will impact Livingston. The TRR, designed to service a proposed huge new coal mine at Otter Creek and potentially to serve other coal mines as well, will contribute many of the trains that impact Livingston, and it is all part of a push to sell U.S. coal overseas. It makes no sense to me for the US to sell coal cheaply to coal companies that then turn around and sell it to China, where coal power will be used to make products that will be shipped back to the US and sold more cheaply than products made in this country. Meanwhile, the coal will be burned, CO2 and other pollutants will be produced and we all lose. Global climate change is real and the TRR will contribute to it. It would be a step in the wrong direction. The STB must examine the impacts of the TRR in regards to increasing the generation of green house gasses.

I have heard it suggested that China wants to use relatively cheap coal imported from the US as a bridge fuel until it can develop its own renewable, cleaner sources of energy. If that is the case, it is conceivable we will build infrastructure that will no longer be needed once China completes a transition the US should be working towards as well – the transition away from very dirty coal fired generation to cleaner renewable sources of energy. In any case, the development of the TRR is inextricably tied to coal export and must be examined in that light. I also believe the STB should consider that by building the TRR, the US will be committing to more coal mining and more local and global pollution. Once the infrastructure is built, there will be an obvious push to use it.

Impacts to cities and towns all along the rail route to the west coast will occur from the TRR. Some of the increased train traffic will come through Livingston and Livingston is similar to many if not most towns along the routes to the west coast. The tracks basically bisect the town. There are residential neighborhoods and businesses on either side of the tracks. In Livingston there is only one off-grade crossing. When a train comes through it backs up traffic and causes major delays. What will be the cost to taxpayers of building more off-grade crossings? What are the implications to public health for emergency vehicle delays, both fire and ambulance? What are the affects of increased noise on public health? What will be the cost to the taxpayer of constructing quiet zones for public well being? What will be the public and private costs of increased wild fires and derailments that are an inevitable part of rail traffic? Not only will these accidents occur, but response time will also be slowed because of the difficulty of reaching a track crossing.

Is the TRR really going to be able to condemn land for its right of way? The TRR wants to make money. Is that a public purpose? Or put another way, is it a public purpose to dig up Montana coal and ship it overseas to China where it will be used to build products that will then be shipped back to the US to out-compete our manufacturing? I hope the STB will examine that issue closely. Is the profit of the TRR Company and Arch Coal sufficient public purpose to grant the company the right of eminent domain? How will the landowner be given just compensation for the condemnation? 

Please examine the costs to ranchers whose operations are crossed by the proposed railroad. The TRR will forever change the Tongue River Valley, a quiet and productive agricultural valley that is rich in cultural history as well. Tourism, wildlife and quality of life will be all be diminished. Ranching on places that are divided by the railroad will be more expensive and more fraught with risk. Fields and operations will be cut in two. The business of ranching the impacted lands will be more difficult and expensive essentially forever. Who is liable for the safety of new crossings on a ranch?

I am a member of the public and I feel strongly that it is not in my interest to see this railroad built. Whether the law currently supports my point of view I believe depends on the thoroughness of the environmental review and examination of the proposal. The STB has a huge job ahead of it. 

Thank you for this opportunity to comment.
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