Dear Editor,

A quick thank you to Mr. Mullaney for his questions regarding our position against the railroad relocation project in the August 20th edition of the Akron News Reporter.  You can access his letter to the editor at the following link: http://www.akronnewsreporter.com/news/2008/aug/20/letter-editor/.  I would encourage him and anyone else looking for information to visit our website at: www.cocarr.homestead.com .  There is a wealth of information and links as well as our email address so that we can keep educating people about this project by answering questions.

The first and foremost reason we do not believe that there will be any economic benefit to Eastern Colorado from the railroad relocation is that CDOT’s own 2005 Benefits & Costs study states that directly: “Estimates of new economic growth attributable to the Project for Eastern Colorado are speculative.”(Benefits & Costs 23)  We have also been told by CDOT representatives that they can not show us any direct economic benefits for Eastern Colorado from this project.  They admit that the benefits are to the Front Range, railroads, and utilities companies on either end of the tracks.  There are 2 major forces driving this project: the first is to relieve congestion on the Front Range by moving the slow freight trains out and putting commuter trains in, the second is for a shorter route to move coal from Wyoming to Texas.  In 2007, 43.8% of all railroad freight was coal while farm products account for only 7.8% (Association of American Railroads, July 17, 2008). Currently, there are not any plans for grain or freight spurs to be put along any of the track.  For this to occur, private companies would have to be willing to invest in the building of these transfer sites.  CDOT has not spoken to, nor are they planning to explore those options.  As it stands, the railroads are not cooperative in loading anything other than full unit trains.  Cargill ships grains via truck from Limon to Byers so that full unit trains can be loaded from there.  With the majority of the profits for the railroads coming from coal freight and this route being built to speed up that process, as well as CDOT not actively engaging private industry to create the infrastructure for freight hubs, we do not see any long term economic benefit.
Any job creation will be short-lived.  When the track is built our hotels and restaurants will see increased business for a matter of months.  After construction, the business leaves.  
There are a number of other economic considerations that need to be discussed.  Many of these are directly related to the taking of private land and turning it into public land.  The railroads may not be the ones that will own the land, the state of Colorado might. The State of Colorado will not be paying property taxes on that land, thus a decrease in the tax base.  There are no guarantees that the railroad will be paying the Possessory Interest tax.  The state could easily waive the tax to encourage them to move their rails from the Front Range.  
Taking valuable, prime agricultural land out of production is also not in the economic interests of Eastern Colorado.  While a 100-400 foot right of way through a field or pasture may not seem like much, consider this:  a rancher with 5 miles of 198 ft easement has 120 acres taken out of production.  He reduces his cowherd by 6 due to the railroad.  Using an average of 500lb calves at an average price of $1.15, he’s loosing $3,450 per year.  A farmer with 1 mile of 198ft easement would loose 24 acres per year from production.  Let’s assume a modest year of dry land wheat production at 25 bushels/acre at $7/bushel.  That farmer looses $4,200 in production that year on 1 mile of easement.  Now let us take that times 5 ranchers and 5 farmers for one year the loss is $38,250.    But the farmer and rancher are not the only ones loosing. What about the elevator and the workers at those elevators that are now servicing less bushels of wheat?  Then there are the sale barns, feedlots, and small town processing businesses that will see less head of cattle to pay their employees from.  With a loss of income to the farmer and rancher, the grocer, drug store owner, restaurant owner, and all other businesses within the closest community they live in will also see a decrease in their sales.  How will they pay their employees if their income is decreasing?  These numbers are for only 10 agricultural producers.  If you then take these numbers and look at the idea of line B covering 178 miles from Las Animas to Brush, you are looking at a lot of farmers and ranchers whose economic livelihoods will be greatly affected.  That loss will cause an effect through entire communities.

The land around the railroad will decrease in value significantly in many ways which will also cause an economic loss to our counties and the special districts within them.  One way is the alignments themselves and the impact it will have on landowners.  The Benefits & Costs study state “Impacts could include disruption of irrigation and cultivation patterns, relocation of agricultural facilities, disruption of fencing, and creation of non-economical land remnants.” (Benefits & Costs D-57)  The study also states that the reduction in noise and vibration for properties along the Front Range will increase their value 5% alone.  This will give Eastern Colorado land adjacent to the railroads a 5% hit due to noise and vibration alone.  Not to mention the accessibility issues to land that is cut off by the railroad.  Can you imagine farming a field on one side of the track, and to reach the other side of the field separated by the track, you have to road your machinery miles to get to it?  The lack of control of noxious weeds along the railroad right-of-way will also be an additional expense to landowners.
Another major economical concern is the increased expenses to our counties, school districts, and emergency services.  Additional fuel expenses due to a lack of crossings, inadequate crossings, or poorly maintained crossings will add to budgets that can not afford them.  Fires, spills, and derailments caused by the railroad will have to be serviced by our local fire districts who already struggle for funding.  
As you can see, job creation is only one of the many economical issues that need to be considered.  In CDOT’s own words, the economic benefits are speculative at best.  For transfer hubs to be built, private industry would have to be willing to relocate facilities to Eastern Colorado.  There are no plans in this project to provide for, or encourage this.  As far as economic alternatives, that is a subject you would have to direct towards local economic development offices in Eastern Colorado.  CARR’s goal is to preserve the quality of our communities, farms and ranches, natural resources, wildlife, land and way of life for future generations by protecting private property rights. Eastern Colorado offers her citizens great economical benefits, but that should not be at the expense of some of her residents.

We encourage you and anyone else to contact CARR or any of its board members with any questions or comments you have.  Thank you again for your question.
Sincerely,

Becky Thompson-CARR Secretary

 On behalf of the Citizens Against Railroad Relocation Board of Directors
