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October 2021

Eureka City Councilors
Humboldt County Supervisors
Humboldt Bay Harbor District Commissioners

RE: Health and Safety Impacts of Transporting
and Shipping Coal

Dear Councilors, Supervisors, and  Commissioners,

The Humboldt-Del Norte County Medical Society wishes to express extreme concern about the
potential negative health and safety impacts of transporting coal by rail to Humboldt County for
foreign export. We have a number of specific concerns.

Coal and diesel particulates Powder River Basin coal is notoriously hazardous to transport.  It
is extremely friable and breaks down during transport. The longer the distance it travels by train
the more it degrades. Studies using air quality monitors along rail corridors show that both full
and empty coal trains emit significant spikes of fine particulates (pm2.5) as they pass. It is well
established that both short and long term exposure to pm 2.5 causes health harm, including lung
damage, asthma, heart disease, diabetes, kidney disease, cancer, adverse birth outcomes,
premature death, hospitalizations, emergency department visits and lost days of work and
school.   Diesel fine particulate emissions from train engines and heavy port equipment would
have all of the same impacts as coal pm2.5 and additionally increase the risk of cancer.

The California Environmental Protection Agency, the World Health Organization, and other
institutions have specified there is no safe level of exposure to pm 2.5. Studies in recent years
demonstrate that increases in pm2.5 produce higher rates of hospitalization and premature death
at levels below state and federal standards, than when air is already significantly polluted. As
you know from our experience with wildfire smoke, fine particulates travel hundreds of miles so
increased emissions would impact everyone in the Humboldt Bay region and the Eel River
valley, not just those living near the rail line or the port. Coal dust also contains heavy metals
including mercury, arsenic, cadmium, chromium, lead and nickel, which have been associated
with increased risk of cancer,, birth defects,, endocrine disruption, and neurological damage.

Air pollution from Asia Coal burned in Asia comes back to us as pollution in the air we breathe
and mercury in the fish we eat. Satellite and ground level monitoring shows plumes of ozone
extending across the Pacific to Trinidad Head. Analyses show that west coast coal exports will
result in a net increase in Asian coal combustion and pollution returning to our shores.

Wildfire risk Powder River Basin coal is particularly prone to self combustion. and has been
found smouldering in train cars arriving at their destination and at the site of a train derailment a
month after the event. The unstable nature of the Eel River canyon increases the risk of track
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damage, the most common cause of derailments. Under current drought conditions the risk of
wildfire is extreme.

The Powder River Basin contains 25 million tons of recoverable coal. If that
coal was exported and burned, it would release 47 billion metric tons of carbon dioxide
equivalent into the atmosphere, a significant amount of the world's remaining carbon budget.
This would undermine state and local efforts to decrease greenhouse gas emissions and
exacerbate local climate impacts such as drought, wildfires, and toxic algae blooms. Seven other
West Coast port communities have turned down proposed coal terminals and consideration of
reviving the railroad is a sign that coal producers have run out of options. If coal cannot be
exported from Humboldt Harbor, it is likely to stay in the ground.

The proposed transport of coal through our county and export from our port is hazardous to
public health. We urge the Eureka City Council, the Humboldt County Board of Supervisors, and
the Humboldt Bay Harbor District to safeguard the health of our community and pass ordinances
to prohibit the loading and unloading of coal in Humboldt County.

Sincerely,

Join Luh, M.D., FACP, FACR May Hong, M.D.
President President-Elect

Caroline Connor, M.D. MPH Stephanie Dittmer, M.D.
Secretary/Treasurer Immed. Past President

Humboldt-Del Norte County Medical Society
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