Toni Claxton

484 Ruth Estates Road

Fairbanks, Alaska   99712

907-459-4147

David Navecky

STB Finance Docket No. 34658

Surface Transportation Board

395 E Street S.W.

Washington, DC  20423-0001

Re:  Northern Rail Extension Draft EIS

Mr. Navecky,

I appreciate the opportunity to be able to comment on the NRE Draft EIS.  I have many concerns with this project, which are addressed below.  I am a life-long Alaska resident of 48 years, life-long user, hunter and fisherman in the proposed use area, a wife and mother of 28 and 24 years respectively, and a bookkeeper by trade for 28 years.  As a bookkeeper, I do understand cost/benefit issues, but otherwise have no qualifications to intelligently address engineering considerations or the associated costs.  However, I have spent a considerable amount of time reading thru the majority of the information provided in the 1,100+ page Draft EIS and attempting to intelligently digest the suggested proposals, alternatives, and mitigation measures.   Over the years I have had the opportunity to visit many other areas of this country, as well as traveling to Europe (Italy), and driving the ALCAN thru Canada.  My travels, rather than furthering my initial belief that “the grass is greener on the other side” have instead convinced me, absolutely, that I live in and enjoy one of the most beautiful and unique places anywhere.  However, the reason I am fortunate enough to have been born here is the result of economic progress.  My grandparents moved here in the 30’s to work on the DEW line because there was no work in the lower 48 in the Depression years.  So I do understand the importance of economic survival.  In the 30’s, it didn’t matter.  If it paid, you did it.  In the years since recovering from that devastation, we have realized that the cost of progress, by the cheapest means possible, can sometimes not be recovered.  Water is essential…I would strongly urge you to consider the benefits versus the cost or inconvenience of this proposed project.  If the available options are to build a railroad along this proposed route as cheaply as possible as the only means to provide food or fuel to a starving community, the risk of possibly damaging an essential and in some areas unique aquatic source for the whole interior of the state, and even as far as anadronomous salmon, that are a food source for people statewide and worldwide, would unquestionably be worth it.             

Taking that same risk to provide an alternative freight and passenger service to the current safe and reliable existing transportation corridor of the Richardson Highway seems to me to be driven purely by profit motivations.  I have been traveling the road between Fairbanks and Delta for the last 48 years, and do not know of one time it has been closed.  And how the ARRC expects this proposal to be profitable is still unclear to me.  The existing ARRC line between Anchorage and Fairbanks operates 1, yes 1, roundtrip service a day (ARRC Reservations website), even in the summer, the height of tourist season…between the two largest cities in the state, hauling thousands of tons of fuel, freight from hundreds of incoming cargo containers, and thousands of tourist passengers in the summer.  Yet the proposal suggests a maximum of five roundtrips per day between Fairbanks and Delta, a community of approximately 1,000 (2005 Census Bureau)?  It seems much more likely to me that the purpose of the project is either as a necessity to national defense by providing better access to the military training grounds of the Tanana Flats training area and the Donnelly training area, and a more secure route for missile transport to Ft. Greely, or in expectation of connection with an eventual Alaska-Canada rail line with possible connection to an Alaska-Canada gas line.  If it is required for national defense, then by all means it needs to be built.  If it will eventually serve as a connector to a transportation corridor thru Canada from the Lower 48, and possible materials transport for gas line construction and operation, the profit potential is probably huge and they are wise to pursue it.  But if either of those are the case, I would like to respectfully request that you consider a new alternative route for the portion of the line that runs from the Tanana River bridge crossing south to Delta Junction.  Moving the line approximately 12 miles to the southwest from the south side of the Tanana bridge would allow them to run on almost a straight line into Delta Junction, thereby moving that entire portion of the line 5-10 miles away from the Tanana River and the many freshwater streams that feed into its south bank.   My reasons are the following.

1. Noise and Vibration – The definition of “sensitive receptors” in Title 49 includes “retirement communities”.  The Richardson Clearwater runs parallel to and within ½ to 2 miles of the south end of Donnelly 1 and 2, and the north end of the South Common segments.  There are currently 7 retired couples who make their summer homes on the Clearwater for 5-6 months during the year, 7 days a week, 24 hours a day.  Most of them have owned their property for 20+ years, and some, like my parents, for over 50 years.  In addition, I know of at least 8 other couples who plan to one day do the same.  One of many reasons they chose these cabins as their retirement homes, or in anticipation of such, is because of the quiet and solitude of the area.  That would be shattered by 5 roundtrips per day from a locomotive running thru their “backyards”.  Especially if whistlestops are allowed.

Additionally, I don’t believe from the information contained in the Draft EIS that the consequences of the continual vibration from railroad operations on the underlying groundwater system and spring-fed aquifer that feeds this river has been definitively determined.  Much of the line in this area is proposed to be built on ground decimated of vegetation by the 1998 Carla Lake Fire, and is subsequently experiencing sloughing of slopes in the area due to excessive rainwater runoff.  How stable is that going to be with tons of locomotive criss-crossing it up to 5 times a day?

2. Land Use – The currently proposed routes, all of them, effectively cut off hunters and outdoorsmen from access to one of the most heavily used areas, in one of the most prolific game management units, of the state.  Moving the line further to the southwest would allow them uninterrupted access to more of that land.  Wouldn’t that be easier than trying to police limited allowed crossings that people are going to attempt?

3. Safety – As part of the anticipated freight service, I would expect the railroad would be transporting fuel.  It is also mentioned that transportation of other hazardous materials would be anticipated.  While the ARRC over the last 10 6-8 years has a great record for spills (only one), and extensive and up-to-date spill response plans, accidents happen.  Why risk the potential of even one spill, with the potential to contaminate, damage and possibly destroy some aspects, of so many waterways that are so important to the anadromous fish population of the Interior, as well as the hundreds of lower Tanana and Yukon personal and commercial harvesters?  And the potential contamination of potable water sources for hundreds of users of these clearwater streams?  Moving the line farther away from all of these streams would help minimize, if not eliminate, that possible damage.

4. Biological Resources – The majority of the proposed route crosses hundreds of miles of critical fish habitat and wetlands.  The majority of the Clearwater streams that feed into the south bank of the Tanana are spring-fed, fed from upwellings, or artesian fed.  The dozens of crossings of these streams and wetlands will cause considerable increased sediment drainage, possible bank erosion, and runoff or upwelling blockage.  The proposed culverts will help mitigate those consequences, moving the whole line further away will almost completely eliminate the need for many of those crossings.  The ground further to the southwest is primarily silt, moraine, and permafrost.  None of which is critical habitat for fish, anadromous fish, wildlife, or people.

The Draft EIS has identified several anadromous streams from the Anadromous Fish Catalog (ADF&G Sport Fish Division).  However, I have learned from discussions with Jim Durst that because anadromous fish seek out upwelling and spring-fed waterways, it is very likely that the dozens of other clearwater streams along the south bank of the Tanana are also critical spawning and/or rearing habitat for several species of salmon that Fish & Game just hasn’t yet surveyed.  Why take the chance of damaging any of them, when moving the route 10 miles or so away moves eliminates the need to cross over any of them?  This most concerns me in regards to the 2 tributaries of the Richardson Clearwater that the proposed route would cross.  Ask anyone who has been there.  The Clearwater is a truly unique stream, even in a state full of unprecedented beauty.  A clear, spring-fed, navigable stream in the interior of Alaska.  Very rare.  A stream that has also been documented as important spawning and rearing habitat for both Cohoe and Chum salmon.  Why is it necessary to risk screwing that up?

5. The Road – The NRE proposal includes plans for an access road to run the full length of the line.  I can’t figure out why this would be necessary?  I have been told that it would be turned over to the military after the line is completed.  Why would they need it?  One of the anticipated uses for the rail line is said to be to give the military better access to their training grounds.  Don’t they already have that with the rail line?  What could they need to transport that they couldn’t put on a flatbed railcar?  

Another suggested purpose is for the ARRC to use the road for maintenance.  Why would they need that?  As I understand it, they use their own railroad to perform maintenance on their current track system.  Why would this be any different?  It seem to me a road would just invite further temptation for “unauthorized” use by the general public to reach the Tanana flats hunting grounds they will be cut off from by the rail line.  And maybe the money saved from not building the road would help offset any added cost to building a line further southwest?

In conclusion, I would again like to thank you for considering my input.  I have attached 2 maps for your consideration.  One shows a proposed route for the entire line, and one for just the Donnelly-South Common-Delta segments.

I would like to make one last request.  It would be helpful if the comment period could be extended.  A little over a month is an inordinately short amount of time to review the entire 1,100+ page Draft EIS, and do any additional research.  And I know there are many people along the proposed route who are not aware of the possible impacts of the project on their use of the area.

Sincerely,

Toni J. Claxton

Cc:  
Donald Perrin
Large Project Coordinator
Office of Project Management and Permitting
ADNR50 W. 7th Avenue, Suite 1160
Anchorage, AK  99501-1000
907-269-7476

Chris Millis

Regional Manager

ADNR Div of Mining, Land & Water

3700 Airport Way

Fairbanks, AK  99709
