February 2, 2009

David Novecky

Surface Transportation Board

395 E Street SW

Washington, DC 20423-0001

Re: STB Finance Docket No. 34658

Dear Mr. Novecky:

I am writing to provide input on the Northern Rail Extension (NRE) considered in Docket 34658, in particular the segments of the project near the Richardson Clearwater, namely Donnelly1, Donnelly 2 and the South Common Segment.

As a native Alaskan, I have spent my entire life enjoying the outdoors along the Richardson Clearwater.  My earliest memories are of boating, fishing, hiking and hunting with my grandfather and father on the water and in the woods of the Clearwater.  Today, I am blessed to be property owner on the Clearwater and have begun passing along the same traditions to my daughter and one day, I hope, my future grandchildren.  

Similarly, as a former staff member in the United States Senate who worked diligently to move the rail extension from Eielson to Fort Greely, I am also intimately aware of the purpose of the NRE.  The NRE’s purpose was to support the mission of Fort Greely as the northernmost point in our country’s missile defense.  The strategic location of Fort Greely to Eielson as an operating base as well as its global position for missile defense is unmatched and needs to be supported.  However, the proposed positioning of the NRE, specifically Donnelly 1, Donnelly 2 and the South Common Segment can and should be refined in order to mitigate their impact on the environment they will pass through.
The NRE can and should be moved further south to reduce impacts on the Richardson Clearwater watershed related to noise, vibration, water siltation, and potential damage to the aquifer during construction and operations in this area.  This alignment could start where Donnelly1 comes out of the Donnelly Training Area (within Map Area 4 of the draft EIS) and would parallel that boundary to the southeast.  This would put the South Common Segment four to six miles south of its proposed location eliminating its impact on the Richardson Clearwater and on near-by Rainbow Lake.  

Another concern of the draft placement of the South Common Segment is its becoming a barrier to land to the south of the rail due to the Alaska Rail Road Corporation’s no trespassing policy for its property.  In its draft placement the South Common Segment eliminates the ability to safely south of the rail line with recreational vehicles into concentrated trail areas.  By bordering the Donnelly Training Area, an area that is restricted to aircraft over flights and restricted as far a ground access, the South Common Segment would ensure the safety of those seeking to enjoy the recreational areas from the Richardson Clearwater south to Rainbow Lake.   
The environmental concerns of the draft placement of the South Common Segment are considerable.  The current plan estimates upwards of nine trains a day for passengers and freight.  The noise pollution caused by the construction of the rails and their subsequent use would be detrimental to the serenity of the Richardson Clearwater.  Moving the rail line south to the border of the Donnelly Training Area ensures that this quality is maintained.  Please inform me of the potential noise impacts along the South Common Route and the changes to the Richardson Clearwater your modeling shows.  
Further environmental impacts will potentially come through damage to salmon eggs due to vibration during the construction process with additional damage to the aquifer.  This causes significant concern as the Richardson Clearwater, Five Mile Creek and other streams along the proposed NRE are salmon spawning grounds – an point that the project description does not adequately acknowledge.  Alaska has a proud history of effectively managing its fish and wildlife resources while promoting development.  The rail line’s proposed position would significantly impact the watershed and the valuable surrounding wetlands, clearly flying in the face of that tradition as this area is an important habitat for many fisheries.   Please provide an explanation to how these vibrations will impact these fisheries and your mitigation efforts in order to promote resource management.
In closing, I feel that the relocation of the South Common segment to the border of the Donnelly Training would allow for greater ease by the military to the rail lines, facilitate maintenance of the NRE and would decrease the amount of recreational traffic across the lines, ensuring the safety of all.  

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft EIS but feel as though I have only been provided a limited amount of time to comment on the plan.  I request that the public comment period be extended by 60 days as receiving as much public input into the process should be one of your goals.  45 days for commenting on a project of this magnitude is just not enough time, especially since there were three major holidays in the time period provided. 

Though I have email, I would prefer that you send additional documents and responses to the address above through the US Mail.   

Sincerely,

Courtney Boone
CC:  

Donald Perrin, Large Project Coordinator

Office of Project Management and Permitting

Alaska Department of Natural Resources

550 W 7th Avenue, Suite 1160

Anchorage, AK 99501-1000

Chris Milles, Fairbanks Regional Director

State of Alaska

Department of Natural Resources

Division of Land, Water and Mining

3700 University Avenue

Fairbanks, AK  99709    
