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June 18, 2011
Dear Ms. Dewell,

At a public meeting two weeks ago, members from a group of eighty local physicians
expressed concerns about health issues related to developing a coal exporting facility at
Cherry Point, in Whatcom County. Getting eighty local physicians to publicly oppose
this project was a remarkable occurrence, as doctors are politically diverse, averse to
controversy, and generally prefer not to broadcast their opinions. Since then, the
physician membership of Whatcom Docs, an organization committed to understanding
and educating our community about the health impacts of this project, has swelled to
more than 150, with more caregivers signing on every day.

Until recently, our media exposure to this proposal has been a series of full-page
newspaper ads. This well-funded promotional campaign has sought to extol the
economic benefits of the project, by which coal will be mined in Montana and shipped
by train across Washington State and up the coast to Cherry Point where it will be
loaded onto ships bound for China. The corporations pushing this project wield
tremendous clout and stand to profit immensely.

Closer examination of the details reveals that increased coal shipments have the
potential for significant harm to the communities through which this coal will travel.
Plans call for forty-eight million metric tons of coal to be transported annually, brought in
by nine (eighteen if the round-trip is considered) uncovered trains daily, each over a
mile in length, running through downtown Bellingham and many other communities
along the route across our state.

As physicians, our concern is primarily for the health of our patients. We are aware
that coal trains traveling through our communities and the massive bulk cargo ships
offshore would emit significant amounts of diesel particulate pollution. There are
irrefutable links between these pollutants and cardiovascular and respiratory disease,
reproductive health issues, and malignancy, with no “threshold value” for impacts on
human health. Much like cigarettes, a little exposure is bad and more is worse. We are
also concerned about the coal dust which blows off in amounts of five-hundred pounds
per car from these trains of over one-hundred cars. Proponents may downpiay the dust
as “most of it” will blow off before it gets to Whatcom County. With the length and
frequency of these trains, that is not reassuring, as even a fraction of the estimated dust
lost would be unacceptable.

We are also concerned about the potential for delays in emergency response times
and about trauma at rail crossings. A Bellingham woman was killed by a train while



biking through Boulevard Park recently, leaving a grieving family and a lawsuit against
the railroad and the city (which taxpayers must pay to defend). Twenty more trains
traveling through multiple communities across the entire state each day will only
increase the likelihood of these tragic events.

With our favorable location, Whatcom County is fortunate to have very good air
quality. That's why many of us live here and want to protect it. At a time when our state
legislature has acknowledged the toxicity inherent in burning coal and voted to shut
down the last remaining coal-burning power plants in our state, should we be exporting
coal to Asia? Recent studies have shown that a significant amount of the mercury in
our local drinking water and environment comes from coal burned in Asia, returning via
atmospheric currents.

As physicians, it is not for us to evaluate the economic consequences of such a
project or to fully analyze the impacts on traffic, local businesses, or waterfront
development. Nor is it our area of expertise to determine the impact on local herring
stocks or the aquatic environment. We do know that burning coal is undeniably bad for
human health and that our exposure to coal dust and diesel particulate matter will be
significantly increased and our community health impaired if this project proceeds. As
physicians, our area of expertise is human health. We are concerned that this project
will have significant adverse effects on the health and wellbeing of our own patients and
local communities in Washington State.

We ask that you request the Department of Ecology to take the lead in the SEPA and
EIS process for this project as the impacts would be felt across the state and would
certainlly have significant effects on human health beyond the terminal site itself,
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