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JUNE 8, 2016

MR. DAVE NAVECKY
SURFACE TRANSPORTATION BOARD 
DOCKET NO. FD 35952
395 E STREET SW
WASHINGTON, DC 20423-0001

DEAR MR. NAVECKY,

I AM WRITING TO YOU ON BEHALF OF THE MEMBERS OF THE  WISCONSIN STATE GRANGE AND THE MEMBERS OF GRANGE COMMUNITIES IN SOUTHEASTERN ROCK COUNTY WHO WILL BE NEGATIVELY IMPACTED BY THE PROPOSED GREAT LAKES BASIN RAILROAD TO BE BUILT BETWEEN MILTON, WISCONSIN AND LAPORTE, INDIANA.

I ATTENDED THE PUBLIC SCOPING MEETING HELD AT CRAIG HIGH SCHOOL IN JANESVILLE, WISCONSIN ON APRIL 18, 2016 TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT THE PROPOSAL WHICH WAS THRUST UPON THE AFFECTED LANDOWNERS WITH VERY LITTLE NOTICE AND VERY SKETCHY DETAILS AS TO THE SCOPE OF THE PROPOSED RAILROAD. I HAD RECEIVED A NOTICE FROM ONE OF MY GRANGE MEMBERS A FEW WEEKS EARLIER AND HAD ALSO HEARD ABOUT THE OPPOSITION TO THE PROPOSED RAILROAD FROM MEMBERS OF THE INDIANA STATE GRANGE WHILE ATTENDING A MEETING OF THE GREAT LAKES GRANGE LEADERS IN CROWNE POINT, INDIANA APRIL 8-10, 2016. AS THERE WAS VERY LITTLE INFORMATION ON THE PROPOSAL AT THAT TIME AVAILABLE ON THE INTERNET AND I WANTED TO HEAR THE DISCUSSION OF THE LANDOWNER’S WHO WOULD BE AFFECTED, AS WELL AS BECOME AS INFORMED AS POSSIBLE ON THE PROPOSAL PRIOR TO FILING MY WRITTEN RESPONSE. IN THAT TIME I HAVE LEARNED A LOT AND MOST OF IT IS NOT POSITIVE TO THE PROPOSAL.

THE NATIONAL GRANGE OF THE ORDER OF HUSBANDRY WAS ORGANIZED IN 1867 AS A SOCIAL AND EDUCATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR AMERICA’S FARM FAMILIES. IN 1872, THE WISCONSIN STATE GRANGE WAS ORGANIZED AND DURING THIS TIME FRAME THERE WAS GREAT GROWTH IN GRANGE MEMBERSHIP AROUND THE NATION DUE TO THE UNFAIR PRACTICES OF THE RAILROADS IN TREATING WITH AMERICA’S FARMERS. IN THE ELECTION OF 1873, WILLIAM ROBERT TAYLOR OF COTTAGE GROVE, WISCONSIN WAS ELECTED GOVERNOR OF WISCONSIN ON A PLATFORM STRONG AGAINST RAILROAD DISCRIMINATIONS, AND THE STATE LEGISLATURE WAS ABLE TO PASS THE “POTTER LAW OF WISCONSIN, ONE OF THE MOST FAMOUS OF THE ALL THE GRANGER ACTS.”  THUS THE GRANGE HAS A LONG HISTORY OF STANDING AGAINST UNFAIR RAILROADING PRACTICES. THE PROPOSED RAIL LINE IS SHOWN ON THE MAPS TO CUT ACROSS THE COMMUNITIES OF 5 OF WISCONSIN’S GRANGES AND THE COMMUNITY MEMBERS NEGATIVELY IMPACTED HAVE ALL ASKED TO BE HEARD.

IN READING THE MATERIAL PROVIDED BY THE GREAT LAKES BASIN RAIL LINE, THERE ARE SEVERAL STATEMENTS THAT ARE VERY CONCERNING TO MY MEMBERS AND THE COMMUNITY LEADERS IN THE AFFECTED TOWNS AND COUNTIES. FIRST, THERE IS THE FACT THAT MR. FRANK PATTON HAS NO RAILROAD OPERATIONAL BACKGROUND TO DRAW FROM. MR. PATTON IS A SUCCESSFUL SOFTWARE DEVELOPER AND A VERY WEALTHY MAN WHO THINKS THAT THIS RAILROAD WILL BE A GOOD IDEA. INFORMATION PROVIDED INDICATES THAT THERE HAD NOT BEEN A NEW RAIL LINE BUILT IN THE LAST ONE HUNDRED YEARS. THERE ARE NUMEROUS CLASS 1 RAIL LINES OPERATING IN WISCONSIN, ILLINOIS AND INDIANA WHO DO NOT BELIEVE THAT THIS RAIL IS NEEDED NOR HAVE ANY OF THESE RAIL ROADS INDICATED THAT THEY WOULD UTILIZE THIS RAIL LINE. MR. PATTON WAS ALSO INVOLVED IN A FAILED PROPOSED PRIVATE TOLL ROAD IN ILLINOIS AND INDIANA, PRIOR TO PROPOSING THIS RAIL LINE. ALSO, IN THAT SAME TIME FRAME NUMEROUS RAIL LINES HAVE BEEN DISCONTINUED AND REPURPOSED AS RECREATIONAL TRAILS, SUCH AS THE GLACIAL DRUMLIN TRAIL AND THE ICE AGE TRAILS IN WISCONSIN. 

SECOND, THE PROPOSED ROUTE SEEMS TO HAVE BEEN DRAWN AT RANDOM, AND IN THE INFORMATION THAT IS AVAILABLE MR. PATTON DOES NOT OFFER A REASON FOR WHY THE ROUTE WAS PLANNED WHERE IT HAS BEEN SHOWN, AND HAS SAID THAT IT DOESN’T REALLY MATTER AS THE FINAL SITING CAN BE ADJUSTED. MR. PATTON HAS DESCRIBED THE ROUTE AS BEING PLACED THROUGH “IDLE LAND” OR “GREEN SPACE” AND HAS INFERRED THAT BECAUSE THERE ARE NOT HIGH RISES OR CONCRETE COVERING THE LAND THAT IT IS NOT SERVING A USEFUL PURPOSE. I WOULD DISAGREE THAT THESE LANDS ARE NOT JUST “IDLE LAND” AS THE OWNERS HAVE TESTIFIED THAT THE WOODLOTS, GRAZING PASTURES AND CROP LAND ARE AN IMPORTANT BUSINESS RESOURCE FOR THE FARM FAMILIES WHO OWN THE LAND. 

THE LOSS OF ACCESS TO THEIR LAND, DISSECTION OF LARGE PLOTS INTO SMALLER PLOTS, THE DISRUPTION OF THE WATER DRAINAGE IN THE AREAS WILL HAVE AN ADVERSE IMPACT ON THE LAND AND THE COMMUNITIES. AS YOU MENTIONED AT THE JANESVILLE MEETING, YOU WERE UNAWARE OF THE TILING PROJECTS THAT HAVE OCCURRED ON SOME OF THIS LAND IN THE PAST 50 TO 75 YEARS TO MAKE MARGINAL WET LANDS INTO PRODUCTIVE CROP LANDS. I HOPE THAT YOU HAVE HAD THE OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN OF THE NEGATIVE IMPACT THAT THIS PROPOSED RAIL LINE WILL HAVE ON THESE LONG TIME PROJECTS.

THIRD, THE RAIL LINE PROPOSAL INCLUDES THE CLOSING OF NUMEROUS RURAL TOWNSHIP ROADS. IN MY FULL TIME OCCUPATION I HAVE WORKED FOR A SHERIFF’S OFFICE FOR 30 YEARS, AND I FEEL THAT THE CLOSING OF THESE LOCAL ROADS WILL HAVE A NEGATIVE IMPACT ON THE RESPONSE  TIMES OF LAW ENFORCEMENT, FIRE AND EMERGENCY MEDICAL SERVICES. IN THE RURAL COMMUNITY TIME IS OF THE ESSENCE WHEN THESE SERVICES ARE NEEDED. THE IMPACT ON THE COMMUNITY COULD BE CATASTROPHIC IN LOSS OF LIFE AND PROPERTY WHEN THE NEEDED SERVICES ARE UNABLE TO TAKE THE QUICKEST ROUTE TO THE EMERGENCY.

FINALLY, THE NATIONAL GRANGE HAS A LONG STANDING POLICY OF SUPPORTING THE GOVERNMENT’S USE OF EMINENT DOMAIN TO OBTAIN LAND NEEDED FOR NECESSARY PUBLIC WORKS PROJECTS. HOWEVER, THE NATIONAL GRANGE POLICY ALSO OPPOSES THE GOVERNMENT’S USE OF ITS EMINENT DOMAIN AUTHORITY TO TAKE PROPERTY FROM A PRIVATE CITIZEN AND TURN IT OVER TO ANOTHER PRIVATE VENTURE. THIS PROPOSAL IS EXACTLY THAT, IT IS A PRIVATE VENTURE THAT IS BANKING ON THE GOVERNMENT TO TAKE PRIVATE PROPERTY, TURN IT OVER TO ANOTHER PRIVATE ENTITY AND THAT ENTITY HAS NO GUARANTEE FOR THE LAND OWNER THAT THE PROJECT WILL SUCCEED. AND IF IT FAILS, THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS ON THE LOCAL COMMUNITIES WILL FALL TO THE LOCAL GOVERNMENTS TO ATTEMPT TO MITIGATE THE DAMAGES. MR. PATTON HAS NOT NAMED ANY INVESTORS IN HIS CORPORATION, HE HAS NOT SHOWN ANY SUPPORT FOR THE PROJECT FOR THE OTHER RAIL LINES IN CORRIDOR, AND HE HAS PLAYED A SHELL GAME OF VAGUE STATEMENTS AND ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS, WHICH DO NOT ALLOW THE AFFECTED LAND OWNERS TO HAVE A CONCRETE SENSE OF HOW THIS PROPOSAL WILL ACTUALLY WORK.

WITH THE OVERWHELMING LACK OF SUPPORT FROM THE STATES, COUNTIES, TOWNSHIPS AND PRIVATE LAND OWNER’S AFFECTED I URGE THE SURFACE TRANSPORTATION BOARD TO NOT RECOMMEND THE PROPOSED ROUTE, TO NOT RECOMMEND AN ALTERNATE ROUTE BUT TO RECOMMEND “NO ACTION” ON THIS PROPOSAL.

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME AND CONSIDERATION.

SINCERELY,
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