Donohoe, 6/29/12

Comments for EJTF on Coal Transports from Powder River Basin Through Oregon

Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to address the committee. I am a concerned Oregonian who loves the state’s natural beauty, and a physician and educator who has published and lectures locally and nationally on public health and social justice issues, including environmental health issues. I am also a member of the Social Justice Committee of National Physicians for Social Responsibility and of the Board of Advisors of Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility.
We at PSR are deeply concerned about the health and safety impacts of coal export proposals in general and specifically on low income communities, communities of color, and vulnerable populations in our state. We understand that multinational coal companies propose to send coal mined in the Powder River Basin by rail and barge through the Pacific Northwest to be loaded onto large ships and exported to Korea, Japan, China and other countries. If current proposals are approved, that could result in more than 150 million tons of coal shipped each year. An average of 26 loaded coal trains, each one-mile long (or longer) with over 100 cars propelled by four diesel engines, could pass through Oregon and/or Washington every day.  Given that Indian and Chinese coal imports are expected to rise at least fivefold by 2030, estimates are that 1.4 billion tons could be transported along proposed routes in less than 20 years, resulting in especially dramatic consequences for human and environmental health.

Coal transports will result in the release of significant amounts of airborne pollutants, as well as related disease from diesel engines and coal dust. The increased train traffic will also cause significant delays at many rail crossings, increased risk of vehicle and pedestrian injuries along the tracks, and increased noise pollution.
Diesel particulate matter is associated with:

· impaired pulmonary development in adolescents;

· increased cardiopulmonary mortality and all-cause mortality;

· measurable pulmonary inflammation;

· increased severity and frequency of asthma attacks, ER visits, and hospital admissions in children;

· increased rates of myocardial infarction (heart attack) in adults;

· increased risk of ischemic stroke; and

· increased risk of cancer.

Coal dust causes: 

· chronic bronchitis;

· emphysema;

· pulmonary fibrosis

· pneumoconiosis; and

· environmental contamination through the leaching of toxic heavy metals.

Noise exposure causes: 

· cardiovascular disease, including increased blood pressure, arrhythmia,

· stroke, and ischemic heart disease;

· cognitive impairment in children;

· sleep disturbance and resultant fatigue, hypertension, arrhythmia, and increased rate of accidents and injuries; and

· exacerbation of mental health disorders such as depression, stress and anxiety, and psychosis.

Frequent long trains at rail crossings will mean: 

· delayed emergency medical service response times; and

· increased accidents, traumatic injury and death.

Emissions from burning of coal in Asia can increase ground-level concentrations of ozone, mercury, sulfur compounds and soot in Oregon:  

· Ground-level ozone can cause severe respiratory problems, including asthma, in susceptible individuals;

· Mercury is deposited in the ocean and in snowpack. Runoff ends up in our rivers and lakes where the mercury contaminates the fish we eat.  Pregnant women and children are particularly vulnerable to the toxic effects of mercury.  
· Mercury is a potent neurotoxin that damages developing brains in children and fetuses. Between 300,000 and 600,000 children are born in the U.S. each year with dangerous levels of mercury in their bodies, putting them at heightened risk for developmental delays and disabilities, seizures, and gait and speech disturbances. This is particularly concerning given the increasing incidence of autism and other neurological problems among U.S. children.
Finally, burning coal anywhere on the planet contributes significant amounts of greenhouse gasses, which accelerate global warming and its myriad attendant health consequences. Studies have shown that the Pacific NW is particularly vulnerable to climate change, which will disproportionately affect the poor.
As a practicing physician with over 20 years’ experience, I have seen the suffering consequent to environmental pollution. I am especially concerned with the health of our most vulnerable populations, including: the poor, racial and ethnic minorities, the un- and under-insured, developing fetuses, infants and children, the elderly, and those with pre-existing medical conditions.
Economic Considerations:

Jobs vs. health care costs, environmental destruction/remediation, other externalities.
[Proposed Facilities
1. CHERRY POINT: The Gateway Pacific Terminal could accommodate 54 million tons of  coal exports. Status: Whatcom County, the Washington Department of Ecology and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers are preparing a joint environmental impact statement.  Developer: Pacific International Terminals, a subsidiary of SSA Marine.

2. PORT OF GRAYS HARBOR: A possible $100 million facility in Hoquiam. The facility would export about 5.5 million tons of coal annually. Status: Unknown.  Developer: RailAmerica Inc.

3. COWLITZ COUNTY: A $650 million terminal to export as much as 44 million tons annually by 2018. Status: A multiyear construction project with a 2015 operational launch is proposed. The Department of Ecology will be a co-lead agency in evaluating the project, at Cowlitz County's request. The county has asked the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to also co-lead the study.  Developer: Millennium Bulk Terminals Longview LLC, owned by Ambre Energy and Arch Coal Inc.

4. CLATSKANIE (ORE.): A $150 million to $200 million terminal at the Port of St. Helens' Port Westward Industrial Park in Clatskanie could export up to 30 million tons of coal annually. Status: Port of St. Helens commissioners approved an agreement with Kinder Morgan to pursue a coal-export operation.There are concerns about secrecy. Columbia Riverkeeper was forced to sue the Port of St. Helens in order to learn of  its coal plans after months of secret meetings. The two parties settled, and the port agreed to release records. Developer: Kinder Morgan.

5. PORT OF MORROW (ORE.): Up to 8 million tons of coal per year would be hauled by rail to the Port of Morrow in Boardman, Ore. and then barged to the Port of St. Helens' Westward Industrial Park in Clatskanie where it would be loaded onto ships for export. Status: Port of St. Helens commissioners approved an agreement with Ambre Energy to pursue a coal-export operation. Developer: Ambre Energy.

6. OREGON INTERNATIONAL PORT OF COOS BAY (ORE.): The port reportedly is in negotiations with an unnamed company interested in shipping up to 10 million tons of coal annually from the North Spit of Coos Bay. The port's Coos Bay Rail Link would be involved in moving coal. Status: The port has declined to release the name of the company or details about the proposal. The Sierra Club has appealed for information, and that challenge is now before the Coos County Circuit Court.]
Examples of How Specific Communities Would Be Affected

· Example 1: One of the Oregon proposals threatens the health and safety of the Yakama Nation’s ancestral lands. This native culture, which demands reverence for the environment as a focal point for its sustenance and spiritual health, has suffered centuries of environmental degradation, such as the loss of Celilo Falls to the Dalles Dam, all in the name of progress. The Yakima Nation foresees adverse impacts to tribal fishing sites, safety of tribal fisherman, water quality and aquatic species, habitat, air quality, climate change, and cultural resources (specifically at the proposed Coyote Island Terminal).

· Example 2: Two of the three Oregon proposals threaten the health and safety of North Portland and inner NE Portland residents. Though these neighborhoods are in some cases in process of gentrification, pockets of minority and low income communities exist here. In one plan, coal is moved from North Portland through Linnton and Scapoose to St Helens. An additional plan would send coal through North Portland, Salem and Eugene en route to to Coos Bay. North Portland is already a hub of distribution for the state, and suffers from poor air quality, which exceeds benchmarks, due to point source pollution from factories along the Willamette and Columbia Rivers and from moving sources of diesel and other pollution from railroads, the airport, and freeways (1-5, 205). North Portland already experiences rates of respiratory ailments that exceed statewide and national averages. Low income communities closest to tracks and ports will likely suffer disproportionately. 
Decision-Making Process

In Oregon, two decision-making processes for one proposal (Port of Morrrow at Boardman) are in process:

·  one at state level (Department of State Lands or DSL) and

· one at federal level (US Army Corps of Engineers)

The initial public comment period for the state is closed. The original timeline for a decision from DSL was the end of May. It has been extended to the end of September. There may be another opportunity for public comment when the Biological Assessment is released this summer. Oregon PSR has presented to the Oregon Health Authority a Position Statement signed by 125 physicians and letter to Governor Kitzhaber from 150 health professionals and public health advocates advocating for review of an HIA and EIS before any state agency gives any approval. It's not too late for other organizations make a similar request of the Governor, who oversees the Department of State Lands.

The initial public comment period for the US Army Corps is also closed, though there may another opportunity. Gov. Kitzhaber, the EPA, 90 elected officials, municipalities from Seattle to Hood River, and neighborhood groups like SE UPlift Neighborhood Coalition are requesting that the federal agency perform and review a comprehensive Environmental Impact Statement.  Thus far, the agency has not indicated that it will do so. 

Despite the fact that the comment periods to the agencies are closed, it is not too late to make a timely and effective recommendation to our Governor. We believe that he is now considering his next course of action.

Request:

We seek your support to help prevent new sources of morbidity and mortality. Specifically, we request that you call for and examine both a comprehensive Health Impact Assessment (to include cumulative effects) and a comprehensive Environmental Impact Statement before any coal export facility, infrastructure or related transport is approved by any Oregon state agency. See below for the draft of a proposed letter to the governor.
Thank you for your time and attention.

Sincerely,

Martin Donohoe, MD, FACP

Adjunct Associate Professor, School of Community Health, Portland State University

Member, Social Justice Committee, Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR)

Member, Board of Advisors, Oregon PSR

Senior Physician, Kaiser Sunnyside Medical Center

http://www.publichealthandsocialjustice.org 

http://www.phsj.org 
June 29, 2012

Dear Governor Kitzhaber,

As members of the Environmental Justice Task Force (EJTF), we are deeply concerned about the health and safety impacts of coal export proposals on low income communities, communities of color, and vulnerable populations in our state.We understand that multinational coal companies propose to send coal mined in the Powder River Basin by rail and barge through the Pacific Northwest to be loaded onto large ships and exported to Korea, Japan, China and other countries. If current proposals are approved, that could result in more than 150 million tons of coal shipped each year. An average of 26 loaded coal trains, each one-mile long (or longer) with over 100 cars propelled by four diesel engines, could pass through Oregon and/or Washington every day.  

This will result in the release of significant amounts of airborne pollutants and related disease from diesel engines and coal dust. The increased train traffic will also cause significant delays at many rail crossings, increased risk of vehicle and pedestrian injuries along the tracks, and increased noise pollution.
Diesel particulate matter is associated with:

· impaired pulmonary development in adolescents;

· increased cardiopulmonary mortality and all-cause mortality;

· measurable pulmonary inflammation;

· increased severity and frequency of asthma attacks, ER visits, and hospital admissions in children;

· increased rates of myocardial infarction (heart attack) in adults;

· increased risk of ischemic stroke; and

· increased risk of cancer.

Coal dust is associated with: 

· chronic bronchitis;

· emphysema;

· pulmonary fibrosis (pneumoconiosis); and

· environmental contamination through the leaching of toxic heavy metals.

Noise exposure causes: 

· cardiovascular disease, including increased blood pressure, arrhythmia,

· stroke, and ischemic heart disease;

· cognitive impairment in children;

· sleep disturbance and resultant fatigue, hypertension, arrhythmia, and increased rate of accidents and injuries; and

· exacerbation of mental health disorders such as depression, stress and anxiety, and psychosis.

Frequent long trains at rail crossings will mean: 

· delayed emergency medical service response times; and

· increased accidents, traumatic injury and death.

Emissions from burning of coal in Asia can increase ground-level concentrations of ozone, mercury, sulfur compounds and soot in Oregon:  

· Ground-level ozone can cause severe respiratory problems, including asthma, in susceptible individuals;

· Mercury is deposited in snowpack. Runoff ends up in our rivers and lakes where the mercury contaminates the fish we eat.  Pregnant women and children are particularly vulnerable to the toxic effects of mercury.  
· Mercury is a potent neurotoxin that damages developing brains in children and fetuses.

Finally, burning coal anywhere on the planet contributes significant amounts of greenhouse gasses, which accelerate global warming and its myriad attendant health consequences. Studies have shown that the Pacific NW is particularly vulnerable to climate change, which will disproportionately affect the poor.

As members of the EJTF, we believe the risks to human health from massive coal shipments across our state and through our communities are significant. We are particularly concerned with the health of our most vulnerable populations in Environmental Justice areas: prenatal, early childhood, the elderly and those with pre-existing conditions.  We want to prevent new sources of morbidity and mortality. We seek your help in doing so.

Specifically, we request that you call for and examine both a comprehensive Health Impact Assessment (to include cumulative effects) and a comprehensive Environmental Impact Statement before any coal export facility, infrastructure or related transport is approved by any Oregon state agency.

Thank you for considering our request,
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