MINUTES
SPECIAL MEETING OF THE SANDPOINT CITY COUNCIL
September 26, 2019
A.

UPDATE ON THE U.S. COAST GUARD’S FINAL ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT (EA)
FOR THE PROPOSED CONSTRUCTION OF RAILROAD BRIDGES ACROSS SAND
CREEK AND LAKE PEND OREILLE

Matt Nykiel with the Idaho Conservation League (ICL) reported that it was anticipated the letter
that the Mayor, during the September 18, 2019, meeting, directed staff to draft and present to
Council during this evening’s meeting, requesting an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS),
would have been part of the Coast Guard’s administrative review process. As he reported during
the September 18 meeting, the deadline to submit such a letter was ambiguous. Since that time,
he was able to ascertain clarity on the deadline, and discovered that the Coast Guard’s decision
is final, with no further comment being taken; the final Environmental Assessment (EA) they have
issued is the final decision. This doesn’t mean the decision is correct or legal, but the only
recourse at this point is a lawsuit. He would still encourage the City to write a letter, requesting
that an EIS be produced for this project. Such a letter would be symbolic only and is not required
for the City to retain legal standing in this matter.
Mr. Nykiel confirmed for Councilman Eddy that there is no appeals process available in response
to the Coast Guard’s final EA for this project. The Coast Guard does provide for an appeals
process but not for this particular decision. The only recourse at this point is a lawsuit. ICL is
internally discussing their options. The Coast Guard released their final EA, with a “finding of no
significant impact” that would warrant or require an EIS. Their final EA included an economic
impact analysis, but there was no opportunity for comments, as that analysis was released in final
EA, between release of the draft and release of the final, and no comments were taken during
that time. The Coast Guard did look beyond the waterways in their analysis and sometimes
expanded beyond the radius of the project, depending on the subject matter.
With interest from City Council, City Administrator Jennifer Stapleton confirmed that staff would
draft a letter to present to Council at a future meeting.
Jeff Pufnock, owner of a new business located within Sandpoint city limits, stated that he recently
relocated here due to the beauty of the area and is concerned about the impacts of this project.
He wonders what advantages it brings to the community and the costs and responsibility for a
spill and cleanup. Is there a response team in Sandpoint? A spill in the lake could potentially
render it unavailable for recreation for a year or more. Who would be responsible for the resulting
economic loss?
Helen Yost with Wild Idaho Rising Tide (WIRT) stated that her organization has been addressing
this issue since inception of the project. She suggests that the City solicit public input in order to
determine whether the points made in Council’s May 2018 Resolution were addressed. It is her
understanding that, after a final EA, a 30-day public comment period can be allowed, but the
Coast Guard chose not to do so. It is appropriate for the City to respond, as significant work went
into that Resolution, and the Coast Guard’s response is an affront to the Council. WIRT is willing
to provide any help it can offer. They’ve already found errors in the Coast Guard’s decision. A
letter could address the insufficiencies of the final EA. Approval of this project will result in a
decade of construction and the impacts that come with it.
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RESOLUTION
OF THE CITY COUNCIL
CITY OF SANDPOINT
TITLE:

LETTER TO U.S. COAST GUARD REQUESTING RECONSIDERATION OF
DECISION NOT TO REQUIRE AN ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT FOR
THE PROPOSED CONSTRUCTION OF RAILROAD BRIDGES ACROSS SAND
CREEK AND LAKE PEND OREILLE AT SANDPOINT, BONNER COUNTY, IDAHO

WHEREAS:

On September 5, 2019, the U.S. Coast Guard issued a Final Environmental
Assessment (EA) and Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) for the proposed
construction of railroad bridges across Lake Pend Oreille and Sand Creek without
the requirement of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS);

WHEREAS:

The Mayor and City Council have in the past relayed to the U.S. Coast Guard
concerns regarding the possible impacts to our community and wider region as a
result of this project; and

WHEREAS:

In light of the Final EA and FONSI, the Mayor and City Council desire to
communicate with the U.S. Coast Guard and again reiterate the need for an EIS
that includes comprehensive studies specifically addressing how this project will
impact Sandpoint’s residents and visitors.

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED THAT: The Mayor is authorized to sign a letter from the
City of Sandpoint to the U.S. Coast Guard, a copy of which is attached hereto and
made a part hereof as if fully incorporated herein.

Shelby Rognstad, Mayor
ATTEST:

Melissa Ward, City Clerk
YES
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Eddy
Aitken
Williamson
Ruehle
Aispuro
Darling

NO

ABSTAIN

ABSENT

November 6, 2019
United States Coast Guard
c/o Steven Fischer, Commander, 13th Coast Guard District
915 2nd Ave.
Seattle, WA 98174
Re: Final Environmental Assessment and Finding of No Significant Impact for the Proposed
Construction of Railroad Bridges Across Sand Creek and Lake Pend Oreille at Sandpoint,
Bonner County, Idaho – Docket USCG- 2018-1085 / Document Number 2019-19120
Dear Commander Fischer or To Whom It May Concern:
The Sandpoint City Council and I have reviewed the Final Environmental Assessment (EA) issued
by the U.S. Coast Guard on September 5, 2019, which indicates a Finding of No Significant Impact
(FONSI) for the proposed construction of railroad bridges across Sand Creek and Lake Pend
Oreille.
This letter follows the correspondence submitted to you on March 20, 2019, in which we provided
information about Sandpoint, relayed our concerns regarding the possible impacts to our
community and wider region as a result of this project, and urged the Coast Guard to require an
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) before issuing a final finding. It was our strong belief at
that time and remains so at this time that a full EIS that includes comprehensive studies specifically
addressing how this project will impact Sandpoint’s residents and visitors should be conducted.
Enclosed you will find a copy of our above-referenced correspondence from March of this year,
along with City Council’s Resolution No. 18-28, adopted in May of last year. We urge the Coast
Guard to please reconsider its decision to issue its final finding through the EA and require a full
EIS for this project.
Sincerely,
Shelby Rognstad
Mayor
Enclosures

March 20, 2019
United States Coast Guard
C/ O Steven Fischer, Commander, 13th Coast Guard District
From: Sandpoint City Council, City of Sandpoint, Idaho
Re: Docket USCG- 2018- 1085
Comments electronically submitted at http:// www.regulations. gov
Dear Mr. Fischer,
Please accept the following comments submitted on behalf of the City of Sandpoint
regarding the proposed BNSF Sandpoint Junction Connector Project. We appreciate your
careful consideration of these comments and strongly urge the United States Coast Guard
USCG) to prepare a thorough Environmental Impact Statement ( EIS) for this project.
The City of Sandpoint, along with the wider region, is experiencing significant growth by
new residents and businesses due in large part to the high quality of life attributes of the
area— an underpinning of a growing knowledge- based economy as well as the travel and
tourism sector. The Sandpoint Micropolitan Statistical Area, according to 2017 census
data, is the 7th fastest growing in the nation and also shows a dramatic increase in older
residents. In Bonner County, nearly 20% of jobs are directly related to the travel and
tourism sector. The competitive aspects of our city relative to the broader economy is
dependent, to a large degree, on the “quality of life”. These “ quality of life” characteristics
are essential to our identity, our branding and are responsible to a large degree to our
economic growth as local employers have stated the importance of “quality of life” in their
decision to locate in the greater Sandpoint region. Any increase in train traffic, train noise
and associated train pollution will have a direct affect on “quality of life” in Sandpoint. The
City therefore requests the draft EIS report study the potential economic and
environmental impacts the proposed project would have on the community. How would
the proposal impact the greater Sandpoint’ s ability to attract and retain employers who are
drawn to our “quality of life”?1
Our economic success is also dependent on sustainable transportation infrastructure that
may be impeded by the proposed project. What type and volume of traffic would be
created by the proposed project? What additional delays would occur on our local streets?
How specifically would the applicant mitigate these impacts?

1

https:// headwaterseconomics. org/ economic- development/ local- studies/ bonner- countyeconomic- diversification/

An EIS is needed to thoroughly evaluate impacts to the human, economic, and
environmental health. Most importantly, an EIS is necessary to identify measures to
mitigate impacts resulting from the project and identify any remaining unavoidable and
significant adverse impacts for the benefit of the citizens of Sandpoint. The draft
Environmental Assessment ( EA) doesn’ t adequately evaluate the impacts of the proposed
project and a project of this scope deserves the highest level of scrutiny to fully understand
all of the risks to the Sandpoint community.
Project Need:
While the EA asserts that the “ project need is based on the limited ability of existing
infrastructure to handle the continued growth of freight rail service demands in the BNSF
northern tier”; it also asserts that the project “ would not increase or change rail traffic
volumes on BNSF’ s northern tier…” This type of contradictory language is found frequently
throughout the EA and is used to both support the rational for the project while
simultaneously dismissing impacts to the human, economic and environmental health.
Train Volume Projections:
The EA does not provide any numerical projections of train traffic volumes even though the
severity of many impacts discussed inherently rely on this information. Instead, the EA
either emphasizes the steady rise in rail traffic volumes over the past three decades or
defers to market conditions as the factor most driving train traffic volume.
Socioeconomic and Cumulative Impacts:
The EA eliminated socioeconomic impacts from review based on assumed “ minimal or no
effect.” Without citing any evidence, the EA asserts that the project would not impact
businesses in the Sandpoint area. It also asserts that businesses within Sandpoint would
temporarily “ benefit from the influx of economic activity during construction”, yet no study
of economic impacts is referenced.
The City of Sandpoint has a limited supply of both short- term and long-term housing stock.
Should a large influx of workers be located within the Sandpoint area, a study should be
conducted detailing housing needs and ways to mitigate impacts to housing supply.
Specifically, the impacts on housing from the 3-5 year construction window should be
studied in relation to seasonal short term housing needs by the tourism sector and the
long- term workforce housing needs of local employers.
The EA does not consider all potential socioeconomic costs, benefits, or cumulative effects
of the project to Sandpoint. For example, traffic management measures, including an option
to separate grades at rail crossings in rail side communities were dismissed by BNSF.
Additionally, in Sandpoint, at least three other major construction projects are proposed to

occur during the project timeline. These include the Downtown Revitalization Project and
various other city master planning efforts, construction to replace and repair buildings
affected by the February 2019 downtown fire, and a proposed teardown and rebuild of the
Best Western “ Edgewater” Hotel.
Section 2.3.4 of the EA indicates that the maximum decibel readings of impact pile driving
is 110 dBA as measured from fifty feet away. A total of 64 piles would be placed to support
the new Sand Creek Bridge, 22 of which would be below the ordinary high water mark
OHWM) and driven during winter pool elevation. The EA also states that there is an
average of 1,200 impact hammer strikes per pile. An analysis of potential impacts to
surrounding businesses should be conducted in order to assess economic impacts from
potential loss of customer traffic due to noise levels and what mitigation should occur.
The EA disregards the need for a comprehensive analysis by making claims about
socioeconomic effects that are not backed by relevant studies or reports. A comprehensive
analysis, backed by the most relevant, up-to-date trends, statistics, and reports is needed
for a project of this magnitude ( construction is proposed to last 3-5 years). An EIS would
assess the local economy including information describing existing economic conditions,
including data on the labor force, unemployment, job inflows, major employers, local tax
revenues, and business activity. Future developments that would affect economic activity
should also be identified. The impact assessment would project potential direct, indirect,
and induced economic and fiscal benefits associated with the proposed project and would
evaluate the project’ s potential to affect business activity.
Wait Times and Emergency Response:
The EA states that “ drivers would likely see more rapid clearing of at-grade crossings,
reduced congestion, and overall improvement in access to the Sandpoint area” without any
corroborating evidence. The EA also states that implementation of the Proposed Action
Alternative “ would result in multiple safety benefits for …emergency response
providers…associated with reduced train and vehicle congestion and wait times at grade
crossings” again without any corroborating evidence. An EIS would address these
shortcomings by studying vehicle transportation and emergency response in the study
area. An EIS would describe impacts on wait times at grade crossings and emergency
response that could result from operation of the Proposed Action vs. the No- Action
Alternative.
Rail Traffic Derailment Risk:
The EA does not consider how projected increases in rail traffic volumes in our area will
increase the risk of a derailment. According to the Idaho Statewide Rail Plan from 2013,
train volumes on Idaho’ s network are projected to increase by 143% by 2040. The EA

states that the project “ would not increase the amount of freight moved or rail miles
traveled” and therefore would not increase the risk of a hazardous material spill, yet also
states that “project need is based on the limited ability of existing infrastructure to handle
the continued growth of freight rail service demands in the BNSF northern tier”.
Given the uncertainty regarding future train traffic volumes, it is premature to assume that
the project would not facilitate an increase in the amount of freight moved. BNSF
transports hazardous materials and a derailment of hazardous materials could have
serious consequences to human and environmental health and our local economy.
Projected train traffic volumes directly relate to an evaluation of spill risk and derailment.
A study under the EIS framework is needed to clarify what these projections are and how
they might impact the amount of freight moved and number of rail miles traveled.
Spill Response:
The EA does not consider how the Lake Pend Oreille and Pend Oreille River Geographic
Response Plan ( GRP) will need to be modified to accommodate new challenges resulting
from the project.
The EA does not consider the limitations of the GRP in its current state, nor how BNSF
would mitigate those short- comings. An EIS would bring to light how construction would
limit implementation of the GRP under all scenarios and how such limitations could be
amended. An EIS could inform community leaders and emergency responders of the
shortcomings of the GRP and enables the proposal of mitigation options.
Noise:
The EA fails to acknowledge noise pollution originating from train whistles that are
activated when a train passes through an at-grade crossing. Since most crossings in
Sandpoint are at-grade, and there are no plans for grade separation, it’s important to
understand how noise could be impacted with increasing train volumes.
An EIS could address this shortcoming by studying the noise levels produced from current
levels of train traffic related to whistle blowing through at-grade crossings and describing
the noise impacts that could result from operation of the Proposed Action and No- Action
Alternative.
Drinking Water Quality:
Lake Pend Oreille and Sand Creek are listed by the State as water quality impaired due to
mercury. According to the EA, other heavy metals including cadmium, copper, and zinc
exist in the sediments at Clark Fork Delta. The EA does not consider what metals or other
contaminants exist in sediments within the project area or their concentrations. Sediments

will become mobilized during construction ( i.e. pile driving), especially when turbidity
curtains are not required ( water level > 3 ft.). If sediments contain metals, those metals
could also move into the water column and could be available to source drinking water
intakes and aquatic life. A sediment analysis should be performed within the EIS
framework to identify whether metals or other contaminants exist and in what
concentrations.
Summary:
Thank you for your careful consideration of these comments about the EA. Clean air, clean
water, and good stewardship of taxpayer dollars has a significant impact on our current
and future economic and social vitality as local jobs, tourism, and livability are all fueled by
a healthy environment. We strongly urge the USCG to require an EIS that includes
comprehensive studies that will specifically addresses how the proposed BNSF Sandpoint
Junction Connector Project will impact the residents and visitors of Sandpoint.

SANDPOINT MAYOR SHELBY ROGNSTAD
SANDPOINT CITY COUNCIL

