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SEAN PARNELL, Governor 

DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES 
550 W. 7'" AVENUE, SUITE 1400 

OFFICE OF PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND PERMITTING ANCHORAGE, ALASKA 99501 
Pli.· (907) 269-8431 IF'AX: (90{,) 331-8918 

Victoria Rutson Decemher 3 I, 2009 

Chicr~ Section of Environmcntal Analysis 

Surface Transportation Board 

395 E Street S.W. 

Washington, DC 20423-0001 


Dear :vIs. Rutson: 

Rc: 	 STB Finance Docket No. 35095, Alaska Railroad Corporation Northem Rail Petition for 
Exemption to Construct and Operate a Rail Line Extension to 1'011 Mackenzie Alaska; Request 
lor lnfon11Cnion Regarding 4(f) Applicability, Measures to Minimize Harm, and de minimis 
Findings 

The State of Alaska has revicvled the November 9th Jetter requesting input on section 4(1) resources that 
could be affected by the POJi Ivlackenzie Rail Extension project. In response to the listed items 1-3 we 
olTer the folloviing comments. 

(I) 	We concur that the properties listed on page 2 ofthe memo meet the 4(i) criteria as explained in the 
memo. 

(2) Please add the following 4(f) resources not identified your letter. 

RST 149, Nancy Lake Susitna Trail 

The Nancy Lake - Susitna trailhead is located in soutbcentral Alaska, at mile 67 of the parks 
highway. From the south sbore of NUllcy Lake, the trail heads southwestward to Susitna Landing. 
The route is located in the USGS I :63,360 Anchorage C-8 and Tyonek C-I and C-2 quadrangles and 
is approxlmaldy 26 rniles long. 

RST I 18. Knik Susitna Trail 

The Knik-S USI Ina section 0 r the Iditarue! Trail begins in the town of Knik, 011 the n(lIih side of Knik 
Arm 110rth of Anchorage. The trail heads northwest, joining /\DL 200644, a 200 fool right of way 
which runs through T16N, R3 W, Seward Meridian. This easement becomes ADL 222930, a 400 toot 
right-or-way which heads west to the trail's tenninus at the Susitna River within T17N, R7E, SM. 
Total trail length is approximately 30 miles. The trail is shown on USGS 1 :63,360 Anchorage 8-8 
und Tyonek C-2. These trails area valid state interest lor their historical and recreational values, 

·'lJc-l'elop. COIISe)·,,!.!, (l1l/1 Enhallce Natural Resources jor Present alld Future Alasktllls." 



(3) "Whether proposed mitigation and measures to minimize harm would support a finding ofefe 

minimis usc" 


We havc rcvlcwed and considercd the proposed mitigation and measures provided in your letter. While 
these mitigations and measu,'es'may be appropriate f()J' initial analysis in mitigating potential impacts to 
any resource or the state, not just 4(t), wc do not concur that implementation of these measures would 
result in de minimis impacts to thc identiried 4(t) resources, Moreover, there lS no reasonably 
conceivable assemblage or mitigation measures that we could detennine would render overall impacts to 
refuge lands and park lands de minimis. 

These refuge areas, parks and recreational lands, tJ1)ieally with legislatively designated boundaries, were 
specifically designated in state law for the plIlvoses of conserving the land and the values associated 
with that lanel. The replacement of impacted refuge lands with similar lands in other locations does not 
mitigute or restore habitat loss or other attributes within these 4(t) areas to a de minimis level. The listed 
mitigation and measures do not address the potenlial/(Jr direct or indirect harm to fish and wildlife, such 
as Inoose collisions along these routes. further, they do not address the potential for damage from 
activities directly associated with railroad usc, such as toxic spills or noise impacts. The existence of and 
the routine operation of a railroad in areas so closely associated with legislatively protected lands could 
directly alter themovenu:nt, migration and behavior ofvariolls fish and wildlife popUlations that rely on 
these large! y undeveloped habitat areas. 

The intent of tile foonati ve !u\VS lix these lands and current management directives contained in 
governing rnanagement plans and in regulation further demonstrates the impracticality of achieving a de 
minimis finding through mitigation, compensatory or otherwise. The comments bdow are in response to 
the proposed segment speci lie mitigation and measures listed in your letter. 

!/file S'w/ace Transportation Board aUfhorizes the lilac West segment, the Applicant shall 
cOl/slilt \\'itll the /IDF&Ci to develop alld implernenl measures. including consideration 0/ 
replacing n4i,lge acreage used/hr project-related raill"igh!-(~r'1·ay. to minimize impacts fo riw 
SIIsil170 Flats State Game Refuge to the extent practicable. 

The Susilna Flats State Cimnc Refuge (SFSGR) was established by the Alaska State Legislature in 1976 
to protec::t (I) fish and wildlife habitat and popUlations, particularly waterfowl nesting, feeding and 
migration areas; moose calving areas: spring and tlll1 bear feeding areas; salmon spawning and rearing 
habitats; and (2) Pllblic uses of fish and wildlife particularly waterfowl, moose and bear hunting; 
viewing; photography; and general recreation in a high quality environment. Mitigating the Impact of 
the Mac West route alignment with replacement land in a different location would not make the impacts 
de minimis because the SFSGR was created specitically to protect the resources located in the Susitna 
Flats, not wildlife or habitat resources generally, or in another area. Land purchased as mitigation could 
not be added to the refuge and would not be under ADF&G management authority without legislative 
approval. 

ln addition, the ability of ADF&G to manage the SFSGR consistent with the goals, objectives, and 
policies oflhc SFSGR Management Plan would be compromised if the Mac West route was selected. 
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The plan directs ADF&G to manage the refuge (\) I{)r the protection, presccvation, ancl enhancement of 
fish and 'vvildlife populations; and (2) to protect maintain and cnhance public usc of fish and \vildlife Ulld 

their habitat and general recreation in a high quality environment. AI! activities \vithin the refuge must 
be consistent with these goals and compatible with the purposes for which the refuge was established. 

This alignment along the eastern bOLindary of the SFSGR would act as a burrier to east/west movcment 
of moose between the SFSGR and land outside the refuge including the Goose Bay State Game Refuge, 
which was establ ished to protect naLmal habitat and game populations. It \vQuld make habitat that was 
protected specifically to benefit wildlife, including moose, inaccessible to moose, (SFSGR Management 
Plan Objective 1.2. Maintain naturalmovcment corridorslhr moose to and from the refuge.) 

The Mac West alignment alfects all cunent overland access to the SFSGR from the Mat-Su Borough 
road system, including the Ho.rscshoe Lake access road at the end of Holstein Ave., the Enstar pipeline 
trail. Ayrshire Ave/Little-Su River Road, Middle Lake Trail, Guernsey Road, and the South Trail. The 
only legal constructed road access, Ayrshire Ave/Little-Su River Road, into SFSGR, is in the NE corner 
of the refuge providing access to the Little Susitna Public Use Facility. The access roac! to Horseshoe 
Lake and the bont luunch at the lake are located in the same section Ene casement and parallel the rOLite 
offhe Mac West alignment (at approximately mile 10). Restricting public access into the refuge to only 
these routcs will only minimally maintain public access and most certainly will not enhance public 
access (SFSGR Objective H.I. Maintain and where appropriate enhance puhlie access to the refuge.) 
The impaCTS of restricting access into the refuge will not be mitigated through acreage replacement 
because the access is located in those patticular locations in the n01tho<ls( corner and down the cast 
boundary ofSFSOR because practical legal access docs not exist elsewhere. 

({the Sur/hee Transportation Hoard alithorizes the Willow segment, the Applicant shall consult 
with ADF&G alld ADNN to develop ([nd implement measures, including cOllsideration 0/ 
replacing acreage IIsedJbr project-related rail rigli/,-o/:way, to minimize potential impact:·; to 
lhe Willow Creek State Recreation /1reo. Nanc:v l.akes 5'la{e Recreation Area and Uttle Susitna 
River Slate Recreation River Area, the Applicant shall identif}] (lilY additional trails, campsites, 
or other uses Ivilhil1 rhe recreation areas that could be potentialZr affected by the project alld 
shall coordinate 'with ADNR DivisioJl a/Parks and Recreation (DPOR) (0 craji a site-specific 
crossilIg pIon 10 eliminaLe or decrease potenlial impacts to the exten!. practicable. 

The Willo\A' segment crosses both the Little Susitna State Recreational Riv(~r and the Willow Creck State 
Recreation Area, and would impact the Nancy Lake State Park. 

DNR does not concur that this measure would support a finding of dl? mil7illlis lIse. The Willov,' segment 
would bi-sect the Willow Creek State Recreation Area. impacts caused by a 12-mile long hy S(}f- feet 
tall structure necessary to cross the Willow Creek Valky will aIrel' the landscape significantly, 
iITcparably and could adversely affect the (H..:rivities, features, and attributes of the park. Such impacts 
cannot be mitigated through traciitionalllleans (such as acreage replacement) since the primary teature of 
the park is the Willow Creek Vallcy_ Additionally, soundscapc impaets cannot be eliminated and \'iill 
permeate throughout a much greater area than the rail belt 1\.)otpriI11, especially when elevated above 
grade. State Recreation Areas are usually large enough r(;~s()urce parks that noise attenuation is 
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accomplished hy viliue of their size. The same noise premise holds true for all three conservation units 
in the Willow Corridor. 

l(the Surj'ace Transportation Board authorizes rite Houstoll North segment, the Applicant 
shall consu/r with the lIDNR to develop and implement measures /0 minimize potential impacts 
to lite Litlle SlIsilll(J State Recreathm Riverund the lVal1(J' Lake Creek JUlIction public lise site 
inc/llding replacement o(anv camping or otlier/acilifies lililhin the right-oj:HYIY. 

DNR does not concur that the mitigation proposals for this segment would suppOJi a de minimis tinding. 
The Houston North segment crosses the Little Susitna State Recreational River. The rail corridor could 
have substantial impw.:llo the Little Susitna State Recreational River designation within the cOlTicior 
footprint :1l1d could materially affect thc ability to usc the recreation cOlTidor as designated. Though 
construction of a bridge would continue to ullow tor acee;;;;;; on both side;;; of the nver, the propo;;;ed rail 
corridor would likely eut off and isolate the associated L1ses. The acreage is linear for the most part and 
therefore, susceplib Ie to substantial alteration by linear developments (e.g., a mil line) that would 
materially divide a narrow resource. Additionally, trails within a recreation designation arc not 
individually protected; they are generally protected by vil1ue of occuning within the designation. A rail 
11I1e may render portions of the recreational area unusable {or recreation by viltuc ofisolating them from 
access. By virtue of it being a corridor, the protected area is wider than just the river and free access 
within the corridor could be compromised by the proposed mil line. 

The Recreation Ri vcrs were estah lished by statute primarily r()[ recreation (AS 41.23 AOO) aI1d the 
primary purpose for management includes continued recreational and economic Llse while ensuring the 
scenic and natural integrity of the recreation river (AS 41.23 AOO(c)(2). A railroad crossing the corridor 
v,!l)uld not be consistent with this management purpose. 

1{liIe SlIr(hce 'lhmspor/([fion Board C/lIl1lOrizes the COllnector 1 segment. t.he Applicant shall 
cOllsullll'ifh ADF&G (lnd IlDNR to determine itollY lmils in addition to oOicial recognized 
Irails willi in and slliTOlmdillg the Uflle Slisitna Public Use Facility have high enollgh levels ol 
lise to merit cOllsicleralionf()r a grode-separaled crossing. 

The Connector I route would impact tbeBusitna Flats Sate Game Rchlge. See Mac West segment 
comments above. 

{(the Sill/ace hClIISpOrli:llion Board authorizes the Willow segment. the Applicam shall 
provide two grade-separated crossill,'2.s/cJl· the Lucky Shot Traillvilhin the Willow Creek State 
Hecrcatiol/ flrea ({nd shall construct (/ bridgrover '·Vil/ow Creek 'A:ith adequate clearance to 
ensure public access along the wo/cnv(lY dl/ring willieI' (IS well (IS slimmer conditiol1s. 

See above discLlssion regarding Willow segment. 
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If the 5'w/aC{: /i-ol/sportaiiol1 Board authorizes the Willow segmel1t, the Applicant shall 
d('terrl/inC' whet.her access would be made (Ivailable to {he parkland in the Nalley Lakes 5'(({/e 
Rfcrealioll Area west a/the proposed rigilt-qrll'ay; ~rsllch accommodation is warranted bllf 
nol practicable. the Applicant shall consult wilh ADNR DPOR to dNermine appropriate 
miligatioll for tile loss (~rpllblic (lccess to this area. 

Sec above discussion regard ing Willow segment. 

lftlLC Swfhce Tmnsporlatiot] Board (llll/wrizes the Willow or Houstoll North segmenls, tlie 
Applicant shall construel a hridge over tile LillIe Susitnt1 River .vitli adeqUale clearance to 
ellsure public access (liong the waterway during winler as well as summer cOlldilions, 

St:t: above disclIssions n.~garding Willow and Houston North segments, 

Itthe 5'J/r((/ce ]i-ullsportatiol1 Boarel authorizes the Mac West, COJ1nector 1, and/or Willow 
segmenls, the Applicalll shall cOl/sult witlt ADFG to identifj: trails. campsites or Olher uses 
withill the Susilila nO!s Slate Come Refilge that H.'ould be affected olld develop a site-spec{/lc 
crossing plan to maintain public access/or Susitl/a Flats State (Jmne Refllge, 

See above discussions regurding Mac West, Connector J, and Willow segment. 

Thank YOLl for the opportunity to review the proposed 4(1) resources alld mitigation measures for this 
project. We remain available to discllss OLlr COllllm:nts with you at your convenience. Please contact me 
at (907) 269-7476 or by t:1l1ail at donald.perrin(Zi),alaska. i20V if you have q Llestions regarding these 
comments or the State's management of these areas. 

Don Perrin 
Project Management and Permit Coordinator 
Alaska Department orNatural Resources 

CC: 	 Wayne Biessel, DNR 
Sandra SingGL DNR 
Mike Beti1e, ADF&G 
EBen Sillipson, ADF&Cl 
Brian Lllldarnood, ARRC, Anchorage 
Dave Navccky STB 
Alan Summerville, lCF intI. 
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