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• Purpose:  To provide an objective analysis of the economic 

effects of the Gateway Pacific Terminal project proposal for 

the four-county region. 

• Scope of study: 

– Project background information and previous studies 

– Regional rail profile 

– Impacts of the Gateway Pacific Terminal proposal on the four county 

region 

– Opportunities for mitigation 

• Topics outside scope of study:   

– Crude oil train safety 

– Coal dust and public health 

 

Project Purpose and Scope 
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Overview of  Proposed Gateway Pacific Terminal 

• SSA Marine proposed the development of Gateway Pacific 

Terminal –  a full-service dry bulk commodity export-import 

facility at a naturally occurring deep-water location in Cherry 

Point, Washington, approximately sixty miles north of 

Snohomish County. 
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Overview of  Proposed Gateway Pacific Terminal 

• Current plans call for the project to be operational at full 

capacity by 2019. 

• The Terminal’s total export capacity would be approximately 

54 million metric tons of dry bulk commodities per year. 

  Full Build-Out 

Annual Tonnage  54 million metric tons 

Additional Trains from 

Baseline 

18 

(9 to Terminal, 9 from Terminal) 

Train Length 1.6 miles 
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Environmental Process 

Feb. 2011 
Project Information 

Document Submitted 

Oct. 2011 
State, County and 

Corps agree on joint 
review 

Feb. 2012 
State, County and Corps issue 
determination of significance 

Sept. 2012 – Jan. 
2013 

 Scoping and 
comment period 

July/Aug. 2013 
Scoping finalized – 

dual track – 
County/State (SEPA) 
and Corps (NEPA) 

Current 
Drafting EISs 

2015 or later  
Draft EISs public, 

hearings 

2016 or later 
Final EISs issued; full operation 

estimated for 2019 
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• Development and operation of the proposed Gateway Pacific Terminal would lead 

to new jobs, mostly during the construction phase and mostly in Whatcom County. 

• The proposed Terminal may have an impact on rail capacity in the central Puget 

Sound region – depending on whether BNSF responds to the increase in demand 

for service by increasing capacity. 

• Rail freight traffic is already projected to grow in Washington State and in the 

central Puget Sound region – even without the proposed Terminal – from increased 

rail traffic due to transport of Bakken Oil and other proposed export traffic. 

• The most direct economic impacts on the central Puget Sound region will be due to 

increased rail traffic through cities and counties where there are at-grade crossings 

and where an increase in rail traffic could affect land use, land value and access. 

• Economic impacts directly related to gate down-time are the easiest to quantify and 

vary greatly from location to location within the region. 

• Mitigation is possible in most if not all cases, but may be costly. 

Overview of  Major Findings 
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Projected Freight Rail Growth 
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• State projections for increased rail freight volume do not include service to a series of 

proposed new or expanded terminals in the Pacific Northwest, nor export of Bakken oil.   
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Context – Other Proposed Coal Terminals 

• Multiple coal export 

terminal expansion or 

new construction 

proposals 

• Energy companies with 

ready supplies of 

Powder River Basin coal 

• 3 active proposals in 

WA/OR 

• 4 active proposals in 

British Columbia 
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Potential Impact of  Coal on Rail System 
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Coal Volume that Could Move Through Central Puget Sound Region by Rail if all 

Projects Approved and Operated at Full Capacity 
Annual Million Metric Tons 

Gateway Pacific Terminal 54.0 

Fraser Surrey Docks 8.0 

Ridley Terminal (current contract volume potential) 2.5 

Westshore Terminal (current contract volume potential)* 0.75 

Millennium Terminal (Longview) 0.0 

Port of Morrow 0.0 

Total 65.25 

*Assuming 25 percent of increased capacity 

Note: Potential Canadian terminal volume may or may not move through region depending upon multiple variables 

Coal Volume that Could Move Through Central Puget Sound Region 

by Rail if all Projects Approved and Operated at Full Capacity 

 

 

 

Within the central Puget Sound region, approximately 65.25 million metric 

tons (54 million metric tons of which would be attributable to Gateway 

Pacific Terminal) could be transported via rail 
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• Rail capacity expansion could 

allow the region’s ports to move 

more goods and increase the 

region’s economic activity.  

• The region’s ports may become 

more economically attractive to 

shippers. 

• Interviews during the study with 

BNSF indicate that the railroad 

regularly makes significant capital 

improvements to its system. 

 

 

Regional Impacts – Domestic and Int’l Trade 
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• Current rail traffic could be 

constrained, costs could increase, 

there could be delays in shipments at 

the region’s ports, or some 

combination of these factors. 

• Passenger rail service could be 

disrupted, cost more, or both. 

• Capacity constraints could negatively 

affect a portion of the State’s 8.6 

percent of export-related private 

sector jobs. 

• Capacity constraints could impede 

natural or planned growth at the 

region’s ports which, in 2012, 

imported and exported goods valued 

at over $105 billion. 

• Current commodities and passenger 

rail services could get “priced out,” 

“squeezed out,” delayed, or face 

increased costs due to a lack of 

capacity. 

Regional Impacts – Domestic and Int’l Trade 
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Regional Impacts –  

Transportation 
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Study Area:  

101 Mainline BNSF At-

Grade Crossings in the 

Puget Sound region.  77 

Crossings in Cities and 

Towns. 

 

5 at-grade crossings 

26 at-grade 

crossings 

70 at-grade 

crossings 

Stampede Pass 

Stevens Pass 

BNSF Mainline 
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Annual Economic Impacts of  Increased Gate 

Downtime by Community 
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Regional Impacts 

Transportation 
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Regional Gate-Down 

Time:  

Gate down time in 

2035 with Gateway 

Pacific Terminal trains 

would increase on 

average by 65% 

compared to 2035 

without the terminal. 
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Economic Analysis – Community Based Approach  
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• Community specific 

impacts: 

– 15 communities identified 

on or near potential freight 

route based on criteria. 

– Stanwood, Marysville, 

Edmonds, Seattle, Kent, 

Auburn, Sumner, 

Puyallup, Steilacoom, 

Tacoma, Everett, Monroe, 

Snohomish, Covington, 

Maple Valley 

 

 

 

Study took a community-based 

approach, examining most highly 

impacted crossings in detailed profiles 

for each community 
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Other Regional Impacts 

 

Environmental Justice:  

• The study found in some locations, low income and minority population in Kent 

and Seattle would have impacts from train operations.  In some locations, low 

income and minority populations in Everett, Auburn, Algona, Pacific and Fife 

would also be impacted by the additional trains travelling to and from the 

proposed terminal. 

Emergency Response:  

• The study identified 21 crossings in the region where additional waits for trains 

could impact the delivery of emergency response service due to close proximity 

to fire stations or emergency medical facilities. 

• There could be a 2-6 minute delay per crossing event for emergency response 

vehicles. 

Transportation Access:  

• Access to transportation facilities (bus stops, park and rides) could also be 

delayed by 2-6 minutes per crossing event.  

 

 

 



19 © 2014 PFM, Inc. 

Mitigation 

• Grade separation of highly impacted 

crossings ($50m - $200m) 

• Other mitigation measures could 

include: 

– Crossing consolidation 

– Signal timing 

– Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) 

– Crossing improvements 

• Policy measures to assist in 

mitigation could include: 

– Scheduling train traffic  

– Use of different freight routing 

– Work with state lawmakers and 

Congress to expand funding for grade 

crossing improvements 

 

 

 

 

before 

after 
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What Have We Heard? 
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• Concerns about public safety 

• Uncertainty about environmental effects 

• Questions about who will pay if mitigation is 

necessary 

• Funding is needed for local mitigation 

• Many potential impacts are local, but are driven by 

issues beyond local control 

• Concern that rail service should continue to serve 

best economic interests of the state and region 

• Tribal issues need to be considered 
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Next Steps 
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• Draft EIS is anticipated to be finished sometime 

in mid 2015 – Opportunity for public comment 

• Continuously inform transportation planning 

(FAST, Regional Freight Mobility Roundtable, 

Transportation 2040) 

• Listening to feedback from PSRC boards and 

membership 


