
17717 SW Washington Dr. 

Aloha, OR 97078 

June 7, 2017 

Mr. Scott Gibbens 

Oregon Public Utility Commission 

Public Utility Commission of Oregon  

PO Box 1088  

Salem, OR 97308-1088 

Dear Mr. Gibbens:   

I am writing to ask for denial of the application UP 349, Docket Name:  PGE SALE TO COLUMBIA PACIFIC BIO-

REFINERY.  The proposed application is not in the public interest, for reasons relating to public safety and harm to 

the environment.  Below you will find useful information supporting this position.   

At currently permitted levels for the Global Partners oil terminal, the application would allow for the movement 

of 44 unit trains of crude oil per month through the region.  Using current industry risk levels for hazardous 

materials shipment incident rates, that volume would result in an estimated 29 months between incidents for the 

track segment from Wishram, Washington to Clatskanie, Oregon, and from The Dalles to Clatskanie on the Oregon 

side of the Columbia River.  The chart below (Figure 1) illustrates the risk levels at varying volumes.   

 

Figure 1.  Expected incident frequency for oil-by-rail transport 



The analysis methodology for this risk model is straightforward and based on widely available industry statistics 

from the Association of American Railroads that are not subject to bias or interpretation.  It was published last 

year in response to the Mosier, Oregon derailment and agrees with the observed length of time for an incident to 

happen in the Columbia Gorge.  No one in the rail industry has challenged it.   

The consequences of an incident in the Columbia River Gorge or between Portland and Clatskanie are serious and 

could result in a massive wildfire, an oil spill fouling the river and salmon habitat, property damage, loss of human 

life, wildlife impact, high cost of recovery running into hundreds of millions of dollars1, disruption to our lives and 

the local economy, and a railroad bankruptcy that would transfer recovery costs to the public.   

An even more serious concern is that the industry risk statistics are based on the accident rate for all US railroads.  

Union Pacific, the most likely carrier of the oil for this terminal, has an extremely poor safety record that would 

increase this risk considerably.  Accident data from the Federal Railroad Administration for Union Pacific are highly 

troubling.  While most railroads have successfully worked to reduce their accident rates for fire and violent 

rupture, Union Pacific is a shocking exception.  Its rate has skyrocketed since 2012, and shows no signs of leveling 

off (Figure 2, below).  Their accident rate is now 20 times greater than all other major railroads combined.  

Therefore, the expected incident frequency above is a conservative estimate.   

 

Figure 2.  Accident rate comparison for fire and violent rupture, Union Pacific (UP) vs. all other Class I railroads 

There are additional concerns.  Global Partners in the past has violated their permit by illegally shipping six times 

more crude oil than allowed.  No company that has deceived the public and violated Oregon law should be 

rewarded with the ability to increase oil shipments unless it can demonstrate a commitment to operating 

honestly, within the law, and as a supportive member of the community that cares about protecting the 

environment.  Their site currently has serious oil contamination of the soil and groundwater.2  A 2012 peer-



reviewed paper found that salmon nearby were contaminated by polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons derived from 

petroleum products, at levels producing harm to their immune systems and reproductive abilities.3   

Portland & Western Railroad would transport oil from BNSF or Union Pacific’s track to Port Westward.  It has an 

accident rate that’s at least twice that of larger railroads (Figure 3, below) and is underinsured, with its parent 

company carrying an estimated $500 million in coverage.  If an accident were to happen on its track, the result 

would likely be bankruptcy and the public would bear the recovery cost.   

 
Figure 3.  Rail industry accident rate examples 

The current state of oil-by-rail shipment is a game of Russian roulette.  Granting this proposal will put more bullets 

in the revolver.  Very little is understood about the upper limits of damages from a serious accident because oil-

by-rail transport by unit train has only been at high volumes for about four years.  Federal estimates put recovery 

costs as high as $5 billion in an urban core such as Portland.4  Oregon’s economy could not absorb this sum.  Until 

all the railroads involved in transporting oil to Port Westward can demonstrate a safety record that allows them 

to afford adequate insurance and properly fund emergency preparedness efforts for all towns along their tracks, 

the application must be denied to prevent an increased threat to public safety.  Today, we are already in an 

unsafe regime.  Until the situation can be corrected, the only responsible course of action is to prevent any 

increases in oil-by-rail shipments.  Thank you for the opportunity to comment.   

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

Chris Carvalho 
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