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Railroads have a new rule that requires mine to spray the tops of 
the load with a surfactant to keep dust from blowing off. 

Uncovered coal cars can spew dust. 
But don't take our word for it. 

William VanHook, an assistant vice 
president with BNSF Railway, said 
this to the federal Surface 
Transportation Board in March 2010: 

"Plumes of coal dust can often be seen 
from passing coal trains. When 
standing near the rail lines, I have 
often had to avert my face when a 
loaded coal train passes to avoid being 
pelted with coal particles." 
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Coal clash: Dust up over how much blows off on trains through Oregon, Washington | OregonLive.com 

VanHook wasn't making a health case. 
His railway wanted customers of 

Powder River Basin mines in Wyoming and Montana to deal with dust accumulating under its 
tracks, which it blamed for two derailments. 

Railroad testing found an average of 225 pounds of coal lost from 
per car during a 567-mile trip, kicked up in episodic bursts. For a 
135-car train, that's about 15 tons. 

Hang on, BNSF says. The dust is worst right after trains are loaded 
at the mines. 

Most important: After years of resistance from mine customers, 
the railroads have a new rule that requires mines to spray the 
tops of the load with a "surfactant," an industrial hairspray of 
sorts. The spray and other measures cut dust emissions by at 
least 85 percent, BNSF says, though some coal customers are 
challenging the new rule before the transportation 
board. Researchers are also testing coal car covers, which are 
costly but might improve fuel efficiency, too. 

Still, coal dust was a big concern for Portland General Electric. It rejected requests to use PGE-
controlled land for Kinder Morgan's Port Westward terminal. Dust from coal piles could foul the air 
used for combustion in its two natural gas plants nearby, the utility said. 

The industry denies any health effects. 

Opponents aren't convinced. A group of 180 doctors near the Gateway Pacific terminal outside 
Bellingham, Wash., wants a comprehensive health review of coal dust from trains and terminals -
and of diesel pollution from locomotives -- as part of permit reviews. 

In comment letters, the Environmental Protection Agency, Portland and Multnomah County leaders 
have seconded that motion. 

--Scott Learn 

Related topics: black thunder mine, coal clash, coal export terminals, power river basin 

Special report: 
Coal clash 
» Read the other parts 

» Interactive map: Possible 

coal train routes 
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pause live updates 

Charlie Greenwood 

Coal dust can catch fire too. What if the tracks caught fire, burned the ties, melted 
the rail? What a mess that would be. 

Monday, July 30, 2012, 7:14:27 PM Reply 

MaritimeLawyer 

And look at that, we just had a derailment of coal cars... Coincidence? 

Tuesday, July 03, 2012, 12:43:58 PM Reply 

civiletti 

Researchers are also testing coal car covers, which are costly but might improve 
fuel efficiency, too. 

This is ridiculous. I am required to cover my pickup truck bed with a tarp when 
carrying material that might blow out as I drive. Why is it "costly" for a coal 
company to cover it's toxic load during a trip of several hundred miles? This exposes 
the uncaring greed of coal industry executives and owners. 

Sunday, July 01, 2012, 1:00:09 AM Reply 

Peasant Pundit 

So the railroad says coal dust cause two derailments, and now we're talking about 
ramping up radically the coal rail traffic through the Portland metro area. If coal 
dust can damage a rail bed what else can it do? 

I've heard this surfactant is expensive. Have the exporters actually agreed to use it? 
And how extensively has it actually been tested. And what is the surfactant, 
exactly? 

Sunday, July 01, 2012, 12:04:29 AM Reply 
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