
s rain blew sideways, Railroad spill
responders gathered on a muddy shore
of the Placer River just south of
Portage, preparing to deploy 15
responders and never-before-tested
equipment designed for swift water
situations.  Ideal for the test, the river
was high and moving fast after an
overnight downpour. 

The Alaska Railroad’s annual mid-summer spill
drill was similar to previous drills, except for
the added evaluation of a “secret weapon.”
During the 2005 drill near Talkeetna, ARRC
responders discovered they needed a better
system to deploy oil recovery equipment in fast
water situations. After the 2005 drill, ARRC
sought the counsel of Alyeska Pipeline/SERVS
response organization, a leader in fast water
response. 

Alyeska jumped in to help, first organizing a
clinic in January to demonstrate how swift
water spill response is done.  Secondly,
Alyeska/SERVS suggested that ARRC buy a
simple device that Alyeska/SERVS deploys
when attacking swift water spill situations. This
secret weapon is called a BoomVane. 
Resembling a multi-tiered kite, the BoomVane
is a cascade of vertical wings mounted in a
rectangular frame. Powered by the river’s
current, the BoomVane rapidly deploys an oil
boom in fast water, providing spill control and

recovery without using boats, mid-stream
anchors or fixed installations. 

ARRC purchased four BoomVanes and at this
year’s drill, Alyeska Pipeline /SERVS team
members were on hand to show how to
assemble and deploy the device.  Once the
boom was ready for deployment, the
BoomVane was pushed into the swift current.
Sure enough, it worked as advertised, moving
smoothly and effortlessly through the water,
towing boom behind. “With the transfer of
knowledge that occurred today from our friends
at Alyeska Pipeline, we know that in a swift
water spill situation we now have the tools to
make an efficient and successful recovery,” said
Marc Peterson, ARRC Manager of
Environmental Services and Response. 

A
Responders assemble the BoomVane apparatus.
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SPILL DRILL TESTS “SECRET WEAPON” 
Alyeska Pipeline/SERVS offers swift water guidance

Alaska Railroad 
Ongoing Projects:

Northern Rail Extension

Eielson Branch Realignment

South Fairbanks Realignment

South Wasilla Rail Realignment

Anchorage-to-Wasilla 
Track Realignment

Anchorage Rail Capacity Study

Ship Creek Intermodal Center

Chugach Forest Whistle Stop

Seward Coal Loading Facility

Whistle Noise Reduction System

Track Integrity System

Collision Avoidance System

Rail, Tie & Bridge Improvements

For updates or comments on 
these projects, visit the Alaska
Railroad web site at
www.AlaskaRailroad.com
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by Patrick Gamble, ARRC President & CEO
n the last eight years, the Alaska Railroad has gone from
one of the weakest performers on safety to one of the
best in the nation’s rail industry. Why? Management and
union employee commitment to safety is the key. The
other factor is an operating philosophy that prescribes we
identify risk and drive it to the lowest possible levels. 

The latter compels our dogged pursuit of chemical weed
control. The risk is clear: plants, roots and stumps will

continue to impede drainage and weaken the track structure,
pose slip-trip-fall hazards to employees, and obscure critical
clues for track inspectors. The risk is identified not only by
the Alaska Railroad, but also by federal regulators who
continue to push ARRC to rid the track of vegetation.  We
have tried alternative methods and they simply don’t work
where it counts… between the rails, from tie-end to tie-end. 

Under the permit plan, which is being reviewed by the state
Department of Environmental Conservation (ADEC), a
special truck, operated by a licensed and experienced
contractor, would apply commercially available weed killers to
an area roughly eight feet from the centerline of the track, far
from the border of the right of way, and away from adjacent
land users.  There would be a clearly defined no-application
buffer around waterbodies.  Other restrictions would apply as
placed by ADEC, all designed to keep the spray only where it
is supposed to be.

In a mailing to 24,000 adjacent landowners, we’ve received
just over 130 total responses. Most of them are giving us
helpful information that will assist in developing restrictions;

Some are asking for more information.  A series of public
hearings on the proposal was sparsely attended, with the
exception of the hearing in Talkeetna.  Despite a lack of
outpouring of opposition from most constituents (again,
except in one small community), local governments are
unexplainably responding to only the loudest voices.

So far, comments opposing the permit fall into one of three
major categories. They are against it... :

• “...because it will harm humans, fish or wildlife.”

• “...because there isn’t really a problem.”

• “...because the railroad has other effective alternatives to
controlling weeds.”

In each case, we have solid answers.

First, the products we intend to use have been researched,
tested and approved by the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (USEPA); in fact, two of the three products are
available right now, at any hardware or garden store.  (The
third doesn’t really have a home-and-garden market, but it’s
widely used in industrial or large agricultural settings.)
They’re not experimental, and they’re often mixed together.
The USEPA and the State of Alaska — as well as all other 50
states and Canada — have determined that when used
properly, the products pose no threat to human health or the
environment.  When mixed and applied right, they don’t
accumulate in animals, they break down quickly upon
contact with soil, they don’t migrate to groundwater, and they
don’t persist in the environment.  That’s what the regulators 

(see •Safety Drives Weed Control PermitŽ on next page)

CEO UPDATE ON WEED CONTROL PUBLIC OUTREACH
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ARTRAIN IN ALASKA
Pulled by ARRC, Artrain USAis

rolling through Alaska during
September and October, stopping in
Seward, Palmer, Nenana, Fairbanks

and Anchorage.  Artrain USAis an art 
museum, housed in vintage rail cars,

which brings world-class exhibits and
education programs across the nation

via rail. The current exhibition is
•Native Views: Influences of Modern

Culture.Ž Renowned Alaska Native
artist Anna Brown Ehlers (Tlingit

Northern Chilkat, pictured) is serving
as onboard Artist Fellow during

Artrain•s first-ever tour in Alaska.



(continued from previous page)
have determined, that’s not just an opinion of the railroad,
and it is based on many years experience.

Next, is vegetation a real problem?  Indeed it is.  Although
the weed problem is not uniform from one end of the
railroad to the other, weeds, small alders, conifers and grasses
— along with their root systems — are a problem railbelt
wide.  Some folks wonder how we’ve gotten along without
using herbicides for more than 20 years.  It’s because in the
last decade, much of the railroad has been completely rebuilt
— new rail, new ties, new ballast rock, and in some areas,
brand new track on brand new alignments.  Plant growth was
eliminated in the process. Now we are seeing broad
reemergence of our old problem.  

And as far as alternative go, sad to say, there are not effective
alternatives available to our railroad, or any railroad.
Virtually every major U.S. and Canadian railroad — along
with Norway, Germany, Sweden, to name a few other
northern countries — use some measure of chemical weed
control.  Steam, hot water, ultraviolet, burning, and other
non-chemical methods have been tested, tried, and rejected.
They do not get to the root of the problem and they are
certainly not able to keep up with 500 miles of track during
our accelerated growing season.

Yet in the face of all this evidence, local governments,
responding to requests by a few individual constituents or from
small activist organizations, have passed resolutions opposing
the railroad’s proposal, citing the arguments listed above, but
not data supporting them.  We have been invited by only one
local government — Seward — to actually make a presenta-
tion. We can only conclude here that the facts don’t count.

I understand citizen concerns about science that is unfamiliar
to them, and I certainly respect their right to disagree.
However, I hope that local governments and other organiza-
tions will take time to consider the facts as they apply to the
issue at hand, and will trust the verifiable science.  I hope
they respect the fact that the Alaska Railroad is attempting to
deal with a significant state safety and maintenance issue by
resorting to a regulated, tested, and universally approved weed
control method that has passed muster with the experts that
we, as citizens, have hired in our state government to protect
human health and the environment.

Simply saying no, and suggesting that the railroad think
harder about how to do vegetation control different than the
rest of the industry does nothing to constructively address the
problem.  And it directly condones ignoring a threat to the
safety of our state rail transportation system, which the
Alaska Railroad management strongly advises against. 

he Alaska Railroad has experienced a 500% increase
in passenger revenues that are generated via the
Internet. In the past five years, income from online
reservations grew from
$288,000 in 2002 to
$1.47 million in 2006. 

As ARRC entered the
millennium, it was clear

the Internet was fast becoming an
integral part of conducting
business and arranging leisure
time for millions of people
worldwide. The public in general has
come to expect instant access to product information and
purchases. Travelers in particular want to investigate
transportation and tour possibilities on their own. The Alaska

Railroad responded to this evolution in travel planning with
an increasingly Internet-friendly direction in customer service.  

In 2002, ARRC installed a new
reservation system with the ability to
accept online reservations for rail
transportation only. Subsequently, ARRC
added online booking for rail packages
that include accommodations, tours and
other activities offered by visitor industry
partners. With the arrival of two double-
decker luxury coaches in 2005, ARRC
began providing GoldStar first-class

service, and in 2006 ARRC modified the
reservation system to accept online booking for this new
offering. This latest move spurred another significant jump in
online sales revenue. 

ONLINE TOUR AND TRAVEL RESERVATIONS SOAR
Railroad sees 500% increase in passenger revenues booked via the Internet
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SAFETY DRIVES WEED CONTROL PERMIT APPLICATION ...




