
What is the Northern Columbia Basin 
Railroad Project?

The Northern Columbia Basin Railroad Project is a 
proposed rail construction project that would:

§ Build a new rail line from Wheeler to Parker 
Horn;

§ Improve the existing Columbia Basin Railroad 
track between Parker Horn and the Grant County 
International Airport; and

§ Extend the existing airport track to the industrial 
areas just east of the Grant County International 
Airport.

Who is proposing this project and for what 
purpose?  

The Port of Moses Lake is proposing this project 
to promote economic development in the Moses 
Lake area.  The new rail lines and other rail system 
improvements are intended to attract new rail-
dependent industries and businesses to the Moses 
Lake area and to encourage the continued use and 
preservation of rail in the region.  

What’s the history of the Northern Columbia 
Basin Railroad Project?

The Port of Moses Lake has been actively interested 
in improved rail service in the Moses Lake area 
for more than five years.  Feasibility studies for 
expanded rail service were completed in 2003 and in 
2006.  The current project proposal focuses on two 
alignments that would serve the Moses Lake area, 
the Grant County International Airport, and industrial 
areas east of the airport.  A map on the reverse side 
shows the project area and alignments.
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What is an Environmental Assessment 
and why is it needed?  

An Environmental Assessment is a study that 
gathers information about a proposed project, 
including alternative alignments, and analyzes 
what the proposed project would mean to the 
environment and the community.  When the analysis 
is completed, a Draft Environmental Assessment is 
issued and the public has an opportunity to review 
and comment on the document.  Those comments 
are addressed in the final environmental document.  
The Surface Transportation Board uses the 
information in the final environmental document 
to make a decision about the project.  

What is the Surface Transportation Board 
(STB) and why is it involved?

The Surface Transportation Board or STB is an 
independent federal regulatory agency, composed 
of three Board members.  It has jurisdiction over 
matters such as freight rail line construction and 
abandonment.  A rail carrier or applicant must apply 
to the STB for authority to construct and operate a 
new rail line, and the agency must decide whether 
to issue a license to permit the construction and 
operation of the rail line.  

What is the schedule for the 
environmental review process?

The agencies began the environmental review 
process in Spring 2007.  Following the July 2007 
Public Open House, the project team will continue 
to gather information and analyze the results.  In 
Spring 2008, a Draft Environmental Assessment 
will be issued for public review and comment.  
The final environmental document is scheduled 
for completion in Fall 2008.



How can you be involved in the 
environmental review process?  

Asking questions and identifying issues that 
should be considered in the Draft Environmental 
Assessment are valuable contributions early in the 
environmental review process.  Later, when the 
Draft Environmental Assessment is issued, public 
comments on the Draft will be incorporated into a 
final environmental document.  The STB considers 
the entire environmental record, including all public 
comments, before making a final decision. 

After the environmental review process is 
completed, what happens next?  

If the STB approves the proposed project, the Port 
of Moses Lake will seek funding from federal, state, 
and local sources to design the project, purchase 
land, and construct the project.

Will the proposed rail construction project 
involve the existing rail line that runs 
through downtown Moses Lake?

No.  There is no direct relationship between the 
proposed project and the existing tracks that run 
through downtown Moses Lake.  If the Columbia 
Basin Railroad wants to abandon the existing tracks 
in the future, that would be a separate action from the 
current project and the railroad would have to file for 
abandonment authority with the STB.  Abandonment 
of the existing rail line would also require a separate 
environmental review.

How can you learn more?  

For more information about the project, please contact 
Elizabeth Phinney, Rail Environmental Manager, at 
360.705.7902 or by email, phinnee@wsdot.wa.gov, 
or visit the project web site:  www.wsdot.wa.gov/
Projects/Rail/Freight/WheelertoSoapLakeRail
Engineering/.
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