Grace Whedbee

P. O. Box 520045

Big Lake, Alaska   99652

March 13, 2008

David Navecky
STB Finance Docket No. 35095
Surface Transportation Board
395 E Street, SW
Washington, DC   205423

REFERENCE:  Letter 3 of 3 
Dear Sir:

Thank you for this opportunity to express my views on the Port Mackenzie Rail Extension.

RECREATION - The Matanuska-Susitna Valley is founded on recreation.  Most residents of Big Lake, Houston and Willow moved to the area because of the recreation and quality of life the area represents.  Any time a train cuts across the area it impact recreational activities.  
 There has been a lot of discussion about trails in the Willow area.  Unfortunately, there is no possible route that will not cross some trail.  The Iditarod and Iron Dog Trails are crossed by all routes.  These trails have a rich Alaskan history and should be protected as much as possible.  
On the Willow and Big Lake Routes the trails are crossed and can be mitigated to a great extent.  On the Central Route, the proposed line will overlay and remove a large portion of the Papoose Twin Lakes trail and the Muleshoe Lake trail.  This area will suffer the greatest impact to trails if the central corridor is chosen.
The Willow route will have the largest impact on Game and Recreational Reserves.  These Recreational areas were developed for the enjoyment of people.  The Reserves have long range goals which allow for roads, foresting, mining, hunting, fishing, trails and other activities for the benefit of Alaskans.  This railroad is vital for the economic development of Alaska and clearly falls into the long range goals. 

 But we must have the proper mitigation measures to protect the public land.  The NEPA process and the multitude of government agencies were developed with the intent to provide this protection.    In my letters, I have clearly shown that the Willow route will have less impact on Public Safety, land use, biological resources, water resources, geology and soils, air quality, noise, train energy, socioeconomics and cultural and historic resources, making the Willow route the only logical choice.
BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES - The moose population in the project area is abundant.  The winter population in Game Management Unit 14A is estimated at 10 to 20 moose per square mile.  The area of the Miller Reach Fire has a much greater population due to the new fresh growth of vegetative matter.  Willow has more snow and the moose tend to go to the Big Lake and Palmer Flats area when the snow is deep.  This winter I counted as many as 30 moose along my 1 mile driveway.  A local pilot counted 138 moose in two miles (from the end of Kucera airstrip to the highline easement).  I think it is safe to say that the moose population in the Central corridor is the greatest in the entire valley.

In addition to moose, we have red fox, wolves, river otters, and muskrats in abundance.  The marsh by the stream that feeds West Lake (formerly Little Horseshoe Lake) is the breeding and nesting area of sand hill cranes.  West Lake is home to loons and grebes.  This year we had 6 loon chicks hatch and survive on the lake.  The unnamed lake where Houston North and South split is the nesting area of trumpeter swan.   Long time property owners have watch the swans come back yearly for over 20 years.  The corridor between Muleshoe Lake and the unnamed lake is only 400 feet wide and a trail will destroy this nesting area.  Grebes breed in Muleshoe Lake and the unnamed lake and feed in West Lake.  See attached photos.  
The old hatchery released millions of salmon fry into Horseshoe Lake and Little Papoose Lake each year and the salmon are still returning to the area.  Many of the unnamed streams in this area are breeding areas for these returning salmon.

CULTURAL AND HISTORIC RESOURCES - As a citizen, I am at a disadvantage because locations of archeological interest are not available to me.  However, common sense tells me that the native Alaskan lived year round on or by the lakes.  The lakes were a major source of food summer and winter.  The Big Lake area had less snow and was therefore the likely wintering grounds where ice fishing was an important part of subsistence.  The Susitna River was a salmon season only area and the glacier moraine was a lookout area for hunting.  I am convinced that the most historic and archeological finding will be in the area that the people lived in most of the time, not the temporary sites.

 SOCIOECONOMICS – I read with interest, the statements made by DPOR that the railroads close proximity is likely to reduce the quality of the recreation experience because the line is 1/4 of a mile from campsites.   This same agency goes on to write a letter that recommends the Houston South connector.  I suppose he feels that it is better to reduce the quality of life for all residents along this corridor who are within a mile of the tracts instead of these un-named possible campers.  He goes on to say this focuses the rail line adjacent to existing road corridors.  What road corridors?  The central route cuts across the wetland and only crosses two small residential roads.   It is obvious that this individual is unrealistic in his outlook of the quality of life for resident as opposed to the atmosphere of his parks and recreation area, or he was not adequately informed of the environmental impact on all routes.
No one wants to see wildlife displaced, but I think it is important to note that game and recreational reserves take up close to 50% of the land use in the project area.   The majority of the remaining land belongs to the Borough, the State (Mental Health and University) and Native Corporations.  This land is currently being used for wildlife and recreation.  It will have the same environmental impact on wildlife and recreation as the official reserves do.  

The private land, even if not in the ROW of the railroad, will have the greatest impact on HUMANS.  The railroad will affect private property within several miles of the route in noise, vibrations, safety and visual impacts.  Property value will be reduced, quality of life will be impaired, and our constitutional rights of quiet enjoyment will be compromised.  The Big Lake route will affect the most people and the most homes.  The Central route will destroy the most valuable private properties as it is the Dream Retirement Homes of people who have worked for 40 to 50 years to be able to afford the lakefront quality of life.  The Willow route has the least number of quality homes and is generally weekend type cabins.
In summary, the Willow route makes the most sense in terms of safety, land use, geological and soil impact, water resources, air quality and noise.  Navigation and environmental justice is the same regardless of routes.  For these reasons, I urge you to choose the Willow Route.

As far as the recreational reserves go:  The regulations state:
49 U.S.C. 203   APPROVAL OF PROGRAMS AND PROJECTS.—Subject to subsection (d), the Secretary may approve a transportation program or project (other than any project for a park road or parkway under section 204 of title 23) requiring the use of publicly owned land of a public park, recreation area, or wildlife and waterfowl refuge of national, State, or local significance, or land of an historic site of national, State, or local significance (as determined by the Federal, State, or local officials having jurisdiction over the park, area, refuge, or site) only if— 
1. there is no prudent and feasible alternative to using that land; and 

2. The program or project includes all possible planning to minimize harm to the park, recreation area, wildlife and waterfowl refuge, or historic site resulting from the use. 

Due to all the items I have outlined in my letter, all routes other than the Willow route are not prudent and feasible alternatives.  I urge you to select the Willow route. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         Respectfully,
Grace Whedbee
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