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Coal Exports: Impacts to Rural Economies

Grain is life for many farmers in 
Eastern Oregon, who grow, store, and ship 

crops to ports and loading facilities via the Pacific 
Northwest’s extensive rail system.  
In fact, 90% of Oregon wheat is shipped abroad, 
mostly to Pacific Rim countries1. However, the 
proposed export of an unprecedented volume of 
coal from the Powder River basin through Oregon 
and onto Asian markets will congest the very 
arteries currently serving Oregon farmers. Or-
egon’s rural economies and way of life need to be 
protected from the impacts this new major export 

would pose. Read on to learn more.

 
Rail Capacity Issues 
•	 According to the Western Organization of Resource Council report Heavy Traffic Ahead, under the proposed export 

scheme, 75 million tons of coal will be shipped to ports annually by 2017. By 2022, this will increase to 170 million every 
year.2

•	 Shipping this amount of coal will require between 28 and 63 trains per day. 3

•	 The coal has the potential to affect a wide area—rail company Burlington Northern Santa Fe, or BNSF, has several tracks 
to choose from, including some that run through population centers and environmentally sensitive areas including the 
Columbia River National Scenic Area.

•	 The rail network includes several choke points and bottlenecks, including several nearby: for example, the Vancouver-
Pasco line through the Columbia River Gorge is the only route to several export terminals, and is already operating at 80 
percent capacity. These bottlenecks are clearly visible on maps provided by the United States Census Bureau.

•	 The “Bridging the Valley” plan to modernize rail infrastructure in the Pacific Northwest was intended to increase capacity 
to around 70 trains per day. With the increase from coal exports, a lot more could be required.

•	 There are already a number of points on the Pacific North West rail system where the infrastructure is decaying or out-
dated.
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“I ship my grain to market along the same route that the coal will travel. I want decision  
makers to study the impact on my transportation needs, and on the existing jobs in my  
agricultural business, before they approve port expansion for coal.” - Susan Boyd, Farmer, Union Oregon.
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Support Oregon Rural Action by  
becoming a member or by making 
a donation online at: 
http://oregonrural.org/join-give

Oregon Rural Action is a community-based organization.  
Our mission is to bring people together to build  strong com-
munities.  We do this by providing information and tools for 
local people to use in addressing the issues affecting our communities 
and by helping community members develop and implement solu-
tions that work.  Oregon Rural Action is working to promote social 
justice, agricultural and economic sustainability, and the stewardship 
of the region’s land, air, and water.

Impact on Shipping
•	 In 2010, Oregon produced over 74 million bushels of wheat on 982,000 productive acres, with a value of $503 million 

according to the most recent data from the Oregon Department of Agriculture’s Bureau of Statistics.4

•	 In 2010, Oregon exported $277 million of grain, over half of its grain production.5

•	 Ambre Energy, the coal company proposing shipping at Boardman, Oregon, plans to ship 8.8 million tons of coal out 
of Boardman alone. By comparison, 10 million tons of wheat pass through all of Oregon’s Columbia ports annually.

•	 Rail traffic congestion in Washington may require farmers to ship their 
goods to less congested ports in Canada. This will not only be more 
expensive for them, but will also rob business from American ports 
that depend on it.

•	 The longer farmera have to store grain in a silo or elevator, the more 
they have to pay to store it. Timely shipping access is critical to the 
bottom line. 

Other Impacts on Farmers
•	 Mint is a major crop in Oregon, particularly mint oil that is used for 

peppermint bark and other candies. If coal dust settles on it, the mint 
is rendered useless, as any methods of rinsing will rinse the mint oil off 
as well.

•	 Coal dust leaking from open cars can warp already unsafe tracks and 
lead to derailments. A derailment would spell disaster for affected 
farmers and communities along the rails. 

•	 Coal burning in Asia exacerbates climate change and threatens to 
harm grain production in Oregon.
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