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1.0

Plan Purpose
The purpose of the Iron Range Rail Expansion and Highway Corridor Concept Plan is to
document the transportation planning process used for identifying conceptual corridor options
for railroad and highway improvements in southern Itasca County. Figure 1, located in on the
following page, depicts the general location of the planning area.
Key elements of the planning process include the identification of conceptual corridors for a
new rail line between Cohasset and Taconite that would enhance competition among area
rail carriers and potentially to serve as a bypass route around the City of Grand Rapids, This
planning process also considered conceptual highway alignment options for realigning Itasca
County State Aid Highway (CSAH) 61 between Trunk Highway (TH) 38, north of Grand
Rapids and US Highway 169 (US 169) in Coleraine.
These conceptual corridors are intended to provide a blueprint/vision for the responsible
agencies to utilize in future planning and analysis over time and as specific issues and land
use requests are proposed. It is only through the commitment of all responsible agencies that
these corridor options can be realized.

2.0

Existing Conditions
The study area is located in southern Itasca County and encompasses an area that includes
the communities of Cohasset (pop. 2,700), Grand Rapids (pop. 10,900), La Prairie (pop.
670), Coleraine (pop. 1,970), Bovey (pop. 800), and Taconite (pop. 360). The area is
characterized by vast natural resources including lakes, rivers, wetlands, forestlands, and
extensive mineral deposits. The topography of the area has in many areas been historically
shaped by past and present mining operations associated with the Biwabik Iron Formation,
which introduces challenges (stockpiles, tailings basins, etc.) for planning future railway and
highway improvements. Figure 2 highlights some of the existing conditions that were
considered in the corridor planning area.

2.1

Railroad Corridors
Several rail corridors are located in the study area including the Burlington Northern Santa Fe
Railway (BNSF), Canadian National Railroad (CN), and Itasca County Regional Railroad
Authority Railroad (ICRRA). A number of rail spurs and abandoned lines also exist in the
area. These railroad corridors and spurs provide rail access to area industries (e.g. UPM
Blandin Paper, Minnesota Power – Boswell Plant, Ferrel Gas; Magnetation LLC., Essar Steel
Minnesota, LLC.(ESML) and provide an economical option for transporting goods regionally,
statewide, and cross country.
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There are several issues that the rail shippers have raised that provide the background for
this report.
1) The Boswell Power Plant located on the western edge of Cohasset is a coal fired plant
that receives approximately five million tons of coal per year from Wyoming and Montana
using unit trains delivered by the BNSF. The Plant is captive to the BNSF and in MP’s
opinion, the service and rates are not always in the best interest of its customers.
2) UPM’s Blandin Paper Plant in downtown Grand Rapids is also captive to the BNSF and
have expressed concerns regarding the BNSF rate structure. As an example, UPM can
truck finished paper products to Duluth and load them onto rail cars for further shipment
cheaper than loading the rail cars in Grand Rapids.
3) The City of Cohasset is expanding their industrial park on the eastern part of the City and
would like to offer rail service but its location is complicated by the fact that the BNSF
track and the industrial park are on opposite sides of Highway 2.
4) Magnetation is a rapidly expanding scram mining operation with four plants in operation
across the range. They currently use a common rail loadout area near Coleraine to ship
up to three million tons per year of iron concentrate using the BNSF. The long term plan
is to continue their iron recovery process from previously mined areas, but also to reopen
a mining operation in the Canisteo Pit. This would impact the existing CSAH 61 roadway
corridor and also the BNSF track. The downturn in the worldwide steel market has
slowed their expansion efforts. Magnetation would like additional rail options to increase
their competiveness.
5)

Ferrel Gas operates a propane transfer facility on the western edge of Grand Rapids.
They are captive to the BNSF.

6) The City of Grand Rapids has express concerns about the increase in rail traffic through
their downtown area and are exploring options to minimize the disruption.

2.1.1

Railroad Background Information
Railroads are an efficient method to ship large volumes of material on a dedicated right of
way but are capital intensive, difficult to open new commercial geographic areas and have
many operating features that make change difficult.
Several unique features of railroads affect how alternatives for Itasca County can be
developed.
1. The BNSF and CN are private companies that are regulated by the Federal
government. There are many areas where they are the only rail service provider,
which make the shipper “captive” to one railroad. In situation like this, freight rates
can become uncompetitive.
2. The Railroads are regulated by two different federal agencies, the Surface
Transportation Board (STB) and the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) plus a
few State agencies for specific area such as grade crossing safety. Local and State
agencies have limited roles in regulating railroad issues. The STB regulates new rail
lines, mergers, trackage right agreements, abandonments, rate disputes, service
issues and other economic type issues. The FRA regulates operating and track
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condition issues. Appendix A provides more detailed on railroad approvals, structure
and economic issues.
3. Many shipments also interchange cars or trains between different railroads, and the
railroad and shippers have a predetermined split of the freight rates.
4. There are many areas where another railroad can operate on a home railroad’s track
through agreements such as interchange rights, trackage rights, operating rights,
haulage rights. Each of these agreements grant specific authorities to each railroad.

2.1.2

Railroads in Itasca County
There are three railroads in Itasca County.
1) Itasca County Regional Railroad (ICRR) – Itasca County Regional Railroad Authority
(ICRRA) obtained STB authority to build and operate a rail line that would serve the
new ESML taconite and steel plant in Nashwauk. The ICRR has an 8 mile long main
track and about 5 miles of yard tracks. ICRR has access to both BNSF and CN
Railroads at a junction in the City of Taconite, east of County Road 7. ICRRA will
lease out the railroad when ESML completes their construction in 2016.
The plant will ship up to seven million tons of taconite pellets per year plus receiving
quantities of inbound chemicals and limestone to support the plant. The track is
located in an area that allows for access to both the BNSF and CN railroad systems.
2) BNSF Railway – The BNSF is a Class 1 carrier that is the largest railroad west of
Chicago. It is a result of numerous mergers and acquisitions over the years that
includes the Great Northern Railroad, Northern Pacifica Railroad, ATSF Railroad and
many smaller railroads.
The BNSF operates two lines in Itasca County. The first is a line that parallels
Highway 2 from Grand Forks ND, through Bemidji, Grand Rapids and eventually into
Superior WI. The BNSF has granted operating rights to the Canadian Pacific
Railroad (CP) from Superior to the Bemidji area, but the CP does not have rights to
originate or deliver rail cars in Itasca County. The second BNSF line is their mining
subdivision that begins near Gunn (east of Grand Rapids) and serves the taconite
plants and other industries in the cities of Nashwauk, Keewatin, Hibbing and Duluth
Superior.
3) Canadian National Railroad – The CN merger with the DWP Railroad and the DMIR
Railroad in the1990s established them as a major presence in northeast Minnesota.
Most of their operation is on the east end of the Range serving communities such as
Virginia, Eveleth and Mountain Iron. The furthest west the CN reaches is Coleraine.
As a result of a track consolidation project in the 1950s, the CN (formerly DMIR)
retained ownership to a 5 mile track in the Bovey/Coleraine area that connects on
both ends to the BNSF track. The two railroads have granted track rights to each
other from Coleraine (near CSAH 61) to the east. The CN track has been impacted
by the rising of the Canisteo Pit water level, which has resulted in the line being
currently out of service. There are also certain areas that the CN is allowed to
originate traffic. The track west of the CN is exclusively BNSF track.
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2.2

Itasca County State Aid Highway (CSAH) 61 Corridor
Itasca CSAH 61 is a minor collector roadway that traverses east-west across southern Itasca
County. The segment of highway being reviewed in this plan is approximately 5.5 miles in
length and is located between TH 38 (located north of Grand Rapids) to US 169 in Coleraine
(see Figures 3A through 3C on the following pages). The CSAH 61 corridor serves as a
partial northeastern bypass of Grand Rapids. Daily traffic volumes along the highway corridor
are approximately 1,100 trips, which includes passenger vehicles and heavy commercial trucks.
Beginning at the intersection with TH 38, the CSAH 61 corridor consists of a rural two-lane
highway section constructed to MnDOT State Aid standards. Adjacent land uses in the area
primarily consist of undeveloped open space. Near the western end of the corridor, the
highway runs along the south edge of the Lind Greenway tailings basin. Several wetlands
(both small isolated wetlands and larger wetland complexes) are located immediately south of
the highway corridor. Continuing east, CSAH 61 provides access to the trailhead parking lot
for the Itasca Trail to Gunn Park. The trail is located between the Prairie Lake reservoir and
CSAH 61 and runs parallel to the highway to a point just east of the Prairie River crossing.
Large waste rock stockpiles are also located on both the north and south sides of CSAH 61.
The Minnesota Power one-megawatt hydro station is located at the crossing of the Prairie
River, which includes ancillary facilities located in close proximity to both the north and south
sides on the highway corridor. East of the Prairie River crossing, the Mesabi Regional Trail is
located south of CSAH 61. Prairie Lake Road intersects CSAH 61 at the east end of Prairie
Lake. This local roadway provides access to over 100 seasonal and year-round residential
developments located along the Prairie Lake. County Road 325 (Arbo Road) also intersects
CSAH 61 near the west end of Buckeye Lake. The Mesabi Trail crosses CSAH 61 (at-grade)
just east of County Road 325. Other notable features in this segment of the highway corridor
include Buckeye Lake, the BNSF railway, several large wetlands, and the Mesabi Trail
(located north of CSAH 61). Approaching the western limits of the city of Coleraine, the
highway crosses the BNSF rail line. The at-grade crossing includes advanced pavement
markings, signage, and flashing lights, but no safety gates. Just east of the railroad crossing is
the access drive to the Mt Itasca Winter Sport Center. Entering into Coleraine adjacent land
uses include residential and commercial developments. The highway passes under US 169
and shortly thereafter intersects with US 169.

2.3

Mining Issues
Grand Rapids is on the western end of the Biwabik Formation of the Mesabi Iron Range.
This approximate 100 mile long area in northwestern Minnesota has been a significant
economic driver for the region for over 100 years. This part of the Range, west of Keewatin,
has been dormant of mining active until recently. New iron recovery activities and new mines
are being developed. Essar Steel plans to reactivate the Butler Pit in Nashwauk and
Magnetation has built to two scram mining recovery plants in Taconite and Coleraine.
The land ownership over the iron formation is complicated. The mineral rights have often
been separated from the surface rights. The MnDNR has control over much of the mineral
rights in the CSAH 61 corridor because the land section is part of the school trust fund. The
MnDNR is sensitive to any crossing of the mineral seam and it discourages any new
crossings. All of the railroad alternatives proposed later in this report, cross the mineral seam
at least once.
One of the reasons for this planning study is that Magnetation has indicated that the long
range plan for their Company is to drain the Canisteo Pit and reopen this mine site.
Expansion of the Canisteo Pit would work southeasterly and impact the CSAH 61 corridor.
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CSAH 61 was built using an easement for the surface and the MnDNR could direct the
County to move or abandon the roadway. It has been indicated that the Magnetation project
in the Canisteo Pit is in a 10 to 20 year planning horizon and that necessary environmental
review and permits have not yet been scoped. Complicating the issue is the volatility and
general condition of the current taconite and steel market
Along this same corridor is the BNSF track. The mineral rights and surface rights on the
BNSF corridor have been separated, but it is unclear what would happen to the track if the
MnDNR allows mining to commence in this area. Railroads generally do not have to follow
local land use polices and would the severing of a rail line invoke federal preemption.
Portions of the existing CN track are also located on the mineral seam.

3.0

Development of Conceptual Alternatives
The development of conceptual alternatives for both railroad corridors and roadway corridors
have been based on a number of relevant factors that must be taken into account in
determining feasibility and constructability. In some cases, these factors applied to both rail
and road, but in others these may have only been relevant for considering either rail or
roadway. The relevant factors utilized in the development of conceptual alternatives included
the following:



Past and present land uses – including mining operations, seasonal and year-round
residences, commercial/industrial developments, Mesabi Trail corridor, etc.)




Topography – including natural and man-made features (stockpiles and tailings basins)



Safety – future intersections (at-grade vs. grade separated crossings) and emergency
service response/access



Roadway system continuity and property access

Natural resources – such as lakes, rivers, wetlands, the Biwabik Iron Formation, and
other mineral resources

Input was gathered from Itasca County, the City of Grand Rapids, and other public and
private stakeholders in defining these relevant factors. Furthermore, a comprehensive
geographic information system (GIS) data collection process was completed

3.1

Railroad Corridor Alternatives
A primary focus in the development of conceptual railroad corridors was to create alternative
corridors that would provide access by a second railroad into Grand Rapids and Cohasset
and create a bypass of the City of Grand Rapids, whereby reducing the number of potential
trains passing through the downtown area.
The City has expressed concerns with the existing number of trains that pass through the city
and the residual affect this has on traffic (delays/congestion), safety (street crossings), and
access concerns (trains blocking intersections/driveways).

3.1.1

Alternate 1: Existing Corridors With Operational Changes
Alternative 1 maximizes the use of existing track infrastructure and creates new rail shipping
options though the use of railroad agreements. These types of agreements are common
place, however trying to convince a railroad to give up an exclusive shipping arrangement
would be very difficult. Any arrangement would require STB approval.
This alternative would grant CN or ICRR operating and origination rights to use the BNSF
track from Coleraine to Gunn to Grand Rapids to Cohasset. The CN could use the existing
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operating rights from Coleraine to their tracks in Hibbing. Another option would allow the CN
to use the BNSF track directly to Superior.
This alternative would require the lowest capital cost, but does not resolve the issues of
freight traffic though Grand Rapids, access to the Cohasset Industrial Park, and potential
conflicts with mining operations in Coleraine.

3.1.2

Alternative 2: Cohasset to Coleraine (South)
Alternative 2 would begin at the MP Boswell Power plant west of Cohasset, this alternative
would cross Highway 2 on a bridge and follow the MP power line corridor east-northeast,
crossing Highway 38. East of Highway 38, Alternative 2 would follow the existing CSAH 61
corridor and connect with the existing CN line east of the CSAH 61 grade crossing. Figure 4
depicts a general corridor in which Alternative 2 could be located.
Alternative 2 has the shortest, most level grade of the alternatives considered, but does not
accommodate future mining plans south of the Canisteo Pit or the freight rail issues through
Grand Rapids and could require portions of CSAH 61 to be realigned in the existing corridor.

3.1.3

Alternative 3: Cohasset to Taconite (Middle)
Alternative 3 originates at the MP Boswell Power plant west of Cohasset, crosses Highway 2
on a bridge and follows the MP power line corridor east-northeast, crossing Highway 38. East
of Highway 38, Alternative 3 follows the northern edge of the mineral seam north of the
Canisteo Pit crossing County Road 7 and connecting with either the ICRR or BNSF/CN track
in Taconite. Figure 4 depicts a general corridor in which Alternative 3 could be located.
Alternate 3 is a medium length alternative, but would divide the Magnetation property and
provide earthwork challenges near the edge of the Canisteo Pit and does not resolve the
freight rail issues through Grand Rapids.

3.1.4

Alternative 4: Cohasset to Taconite (North)
Alternative 4 also begins at the MP Boswell Power plant west of Cohasset, crosses Highway
2 on a bridge and follow the MP power line corridor east-northeast, crossing Highway 38.
East of Highway 38, Alternative 4 turns north near County Road 325 and swings north of the
Magnetation mining areas. Continuing east, Alternative 4 crosses County Road 7 and would
connect with either the ICRR or BNSF/CN track in Taconite. Figure 4 depicts a general
corridor in which Alternative 4 could be located.
Alternative 4 is the longest of the railroad alignment alternatives. Alternative 4 minimizes the
impact to the mineral resource, but is the most challenging from a grade perspective and
does not resolve the freight rail issues through Grand Rapids.

3.1.5

Alternative 5: Cohasset to Gunn
Alternative 5 primarily serves as a bypass of Grand Rapids that would connect the BNSF
track west of the MP Boswell Plant to the new track. Alternative 5 follows the MP power line
corridor and would cross Highway 38. Further east the Alternative 5 alignment crosses the
mineral seam on the an abandoned railroad grade that crosses the Prairie River and
connects with the existing BNSF track north of Highway 169 northwest of La Prairie. Figure 4
depicts a general corridor in which Alternative 5 could be located.
This Alternative as described would provide a bypass of downtown Grand Rapids, but does
not give a second railroad access to the MP Boswell Plant or Magnetation without either a
BNSF/CN trackage rights agreement or as part of the other Alternatives considered.
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3.2

CSAH 61 Corridor Alternatives
The CSAH 61 alignment between TH 38 and Coleraine was originally constructed on a
transportation easement rather than Itasca County owning the right of way and underlying
land and mineral rights. It has come to the County’s attention that access to the valuable
mineral deposits located under the existing corridor will potentially be sought after in the
coming years by private entities. The task for developing CSAH 61 conceptual alternatives
was undertaken to seek options that would accommodate a future rail line in the same
corridor and options that would vacate the roadway from the area in order to allow the
extraction of underlying mineral resources. Table 1, located at the end of Section 3.2,
provides a comparative assessment of the alternatives against the other alternatives under
consideration.

3.2.1

Alternative 1: Existing Corridor
Corridor Description:
CSAH 61 Corridor Alternative 1 maintains CSAH 61 in the same general location, but allows
for portions or all of the roadway alignment to be shifted to the north or south to allow for a
future rail line to be constructed within the same corridor (see Figure 5).
Alternative 1 Corridor Assessment:
Alternative 1 maintains the existing connectivity between TH 38 and areas to the east
(Coleraine, Bovey), while also sustaining access to all existing developments. Existing travel
times in the area would be preserved and community perception/support is expected to be
positive. Alternative 1 would however continue to restrict mineral encumbrance throughout
the corridor and depending on potential realignment areas (shifting the roadway to
accommodate a rail line) could result in impacts to the built and natural environment. The
corridor would continue to horizontally cross the Biwabik Iron Formation. The Minnesota
Power hydro-electric station has facilities located on both the north and south sides of CSAH
61 in the area on the Prairie River crossing that would need to be avoided. Also, numerous
wetland basins and several tailings stockpiles and basins are located throughout the study
corridor that could be encountered if the roadway alignment is shifted either north or south of
the existing alignment.
The Mesabi Regional Trail is located in the general area and could be impacted depending
on where roadway realignments occur. If the trail corridor is directly impacted it would need to
be shifted, but it is assumed that the trail would remain in the same general area and that the
continuity of the trail corridor would be maintained.
Costs and potential right of way impacts associated with Alternative 1 would be highly
dependent upon the amount of roadway realignment. Assuming only a portion(s) of the
existing roadway would be shifted the cost of Alternative 1 is estimated at $4 - $8 million
(based on a per-mile estimate of $2 million/mi. which includes construction, right of way
acquisition and trail relocation).
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3.2.2

Alternative 2: Remove Central Portion of Existing Corridor & Add South
Bypass Alignment
Corridor Description:
CSAH 61 Corridor Alternative 2 includes vacating the central portion (approximately 1.25
miles) of the existing alignment, whereby allowing this area to be mined (see Figure 6). The
eastern and western segments of the existing roadway would be maintained in order to
provide access to several developed properties and a new segment would be constructed to
maintain connectivity and circulation of the local road network. Depending on the location of
an expanded rail line, the eastern and western segments of the existing roadway may also
need to be realigned.
From the west, the roadway would be maintained from TH 38 to the intersection of County
Road 325 (Arbo Road). By maintaining this segment of roadway, reasonable access to more
than 100 seasonal and year round residential developments (in the area of Prairie Lake and
Lower Prairie Lake) would be accommodated as well as maintaining the connectivity of Prairie
Lake Road and County Road 325 (Arbo Road). On the eastern side of the study corridor, the
roadway would be maintained to the Mt. Itasca Winter Sports Complex access road.
In order to maintain a northeastern bypass of Grand Rapids, Alternative 2 includes a new
southern highway corridor that would utilize the western 0.75 miles of existing CSAH 61 and a
portion of new alignment (see Figure 5). The new alignment would primarily follow an
abandoned railroad corridor. This alternative also crosses over the mineral deposit. The new
alignment would traverse southeast approximately 3 miles before intersecting with US
Highway 169. Two design options (Sub-options 2A and 2B) have been developed for the
southern segment of the new alignment where the roadway would intersect with Highway 169.

3.2.2.1

South Bypass Alignment Sub-Option 2A
This sub-option for the south bypass alignment includes following the abandon railroad
corridor to a point just west of the Prairie River near Township Road B (La Prairie Avenue). At
this point, Sub-option 2A would swing south utilizing the township road alignment, thus
avoiding the need to cross the Prairie River. Sub-option 2A would continue south and
intersect with US Highway 169 (see Figure 6). There are approximately ten existing
residential development sites located along Township Road B (La Prairie Avenue).

3.2.2.2

South Bypass Alignment Sub-Option 2B
This sub-option for the south bypass alignment includes following the abandon railroad
corridor to the maximum extent possible and includes a bridge crossing of the Prairie River.
As the bypass alignment approaches the BNSF railway the Sub-option 2B alignment would
swing south and intersect with US Highway 169 (see Figure 6). There is one residential site
located in the area where Sub-option 2B would intersection US Highway 169.
Alternative 2 Corridor Assessment (including Sub-options 2A & 2B):
Alternative 2 perpetuates access to existing developments by maintaining CSAH 61 between
TH 38 and County Road 325 (Arbo Road) on the west and from Coleraine to the Mt. Itasca
Winter sports Complex access road on the east. However, the continuity of the roadway
network would be altered and travel times (east-west) would increase as compared to the
existing condition. Sub-option 2A is proposed to follow an existing township road that
currently provides property access to approximately 10 residential developments. The
community perception of Alternative 2 is assumed to be less positive, as compared to
Alternative 1, due to increased travel times and the introduction of additional traffic on a local
roadway (Sub-option 2A only).

Iron Range Rail Expansion and Highway Corridor Concept Plan

ITASC 130699
Page 15

Iron Range Rail Expansion and Highway Corridor Concept Plan

ITASC 130699
Page 16

The removal of the central portion of the existing CSAH 61 corridor would allow extraction of
the mineral resources located under this 1.25 mile segment of the existing roadway. The
Mesabi Regional Trail corridor is located within this central portion of the corridor and would
need to be relocated to allow for mineral extraction in the area. The trail could potentially be
relocated along the new south bypass alignment.
The new south alignment associated with Alternative 2 requires approximately 3 miles of an
abandoned railroad corridor to be acquired and converted to highway right of way. A portion
of the new southern bypass alignment would create a perpendicular crossing of the Biwabik
Iron Formation. The existing County State Aid Highway (CSAH) designation on the existing
corridor would need to be removed and could be reassigned to a different Itasca County
roadway or reassigned to the new southern alignment section of Alternative 2.
Environmental impacts are anticipated to be low since the majority of Alternative 2 (including
Sub-options 2A & 2B) follow previously disturbed transportation corridors. Costs associated
with Alternative 2 would involve removal of 1.25 miles of the existing corridor and
construction of the approximately 3 miles of new alignment. Based on a per-mile estimate of
$2 million/mi. the cost of Alternative 2 is estimated to be $5 - 9 million. However, if an
expanded railway is proposed through the western portion of the CSAH 61 corridor (between
TH 38 and County Road 325/Arbo Road) there is the likelihood that portions of the existing
roadway corridor would need to be realigned. The additional roadway costs would be directly
tied to the amount of realignment needed, which could require an additional $6 million in
roadway reconstruction.

3.2.3

Alternative 3: Remove Central Portion of Existing Corridor & Add North
Bypass Alignment
Corridor Description:
As discussed above in Section 3.2.2, Alternative 3 proposes the same condition for the
existing CSAH 61 alignment between TH 38 and Coleraine, including the elimination of the
central portion of the existing alignment. Again, the eastern and western segments of existing
CSAH 61 would be maintained in order to sustain access to several developed properties
and a new segment would be constructed to maintain connectivity and circulation of the local
road network.
In order to maintain a northeastern bypass of Grand Rapids, Alternative 3 includes a new
north highway corridor that would create a new highway alignment between CSAH 49 (north
of Prairie Lake) and CSAH 7, which would provide a connection to US Highway 169 in
Taconite. The length of new alignment is approximately 7.3 miles (see Figure 7). This
alternative also utilizes approximately 2.4 miles of existing CSAH 49 and 2.3 miles of CSAH
7. Therefore, the total distance between the existing TH 38/CSAH 49 intersection (north of
Grand Rapids) and the CSAH 7/US Highway 169 intersection (in Taconite) is approximately
12 miles, which is approximately 0.4 miles less than the distance between the TH 38/CSAH
49 intersection and CSAH 7/US Highway 169 intersection via CSAH 61.
The new northern bypass corridor would potentially utilize parts of the County Road 325
alignment and an old mining haul road and/or railroad corridor located on the north side of the
Canisteo Pit.
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Alternative 3 Corridor Assessment:
Identical to Alternative 2 discussed in Section 3.2.2, Alternative 3 perpetuates access to
existing developments by maintaining CSAH 61 between TH 38 and County Road 325 (Arbo
Road) on the west and from Coleraine to the Mt. Itasca Winter sports Complex access road
on the east. However, the continuity of the roadway network would be altered and travel
times (east-west) for portions of the study area would increase as compared to the existing
condition. However, the northern bypass corridor would potentially reduce travel time for
some users as the distance between the TH 38/CSAH 49 intersection and CSAH 7/US
Highway 169 intersection would be slightly shorter and would no longer pass through the City
of Coleraine. The community perception of Alternative 3 is presumed to be mixed as it will
have minimal impact on most users but may impact travel times for certain trips especially
those destine to/from the Coleraine area.
The removal of the central portion of the existing CSAH 61 corridor would allow extraction of
the mineral resources located under this 1.25 segment of the existing roadway. The Mesabi
Regional Trail corridor is located within this central portion of the corridor and would need to
be relocated to allow for mineral extraction in the area. The trail could potentially be rerouted
to the north and follow the new northern bypass alignment.
The eastern segment of the new north bypass alignment would potentially impact the Biwabik
Iron Formation if the route is unable to utilize the existing CSAH 7 corridor. The new
alignment associated with Alternative 3 requires approximately 7.3 miles of new highway right
of way. The existing County State Aid Highway (CSAH) designation on the existing corridor
would need to be removed and could be reassigned to a different Itasca County roadway or
reassigned to the new northern alignment section of Alternative 3.
Environmental impacts are anticipated to be substantially higher than the other alternatives
being considered due to the nature and characteristics of the new alignment, which is
primarily situated among undisturbed wetlands, streams, forestland, and wildlife habitat
areas.
Costs associated with Alternative 3 would involve removal of 1.25 miles of the existing
corridor and construction of the approximately 7.3 miles of new alignment. Based on a permile estimate of $2 million/mi. the cost of Alternative 3 is estimated to be $14-$18 million.
Similar to Alternative 2, if an expanded railway is proposed through the western portion of the
CSAH 61 corridor (between TH 38 and County Road 325/Arbo Road) there is the likelihood
that portions of the existing roadway corridor would need to be realigned. The additional
roadway realignment costs would be directly tied to the amount of reconstruction needed,
which could require an additional $6 million in roadway costs.

3.3

Comparative Assessment
Tables 1 and 2, on the proceeding pages, provide a comparative assessment of the
alternatives against one another. Professional judgements and technical information was
used to determine if an alternative is more beneficial or creates minimal impact (+), neutral
(), or has an adverse effect or high impact (-) in relation to the other alternatives under
consideration.
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Table 1– CSAH 61 Corridor Alternatives Comparison Matrix
Conceptual Roadway Corridor Alternatives
Evaluation Criteria

Infrastructure Impacts

Alternative 1 – Existing Corridor

Alternative 2 – Remove Central Portion of Existing Corridor & Add South
Bypass

Alternative 3 – Remove Central Portion of Existing Corridor & Add North
Bypass

CSAH 61 would be affected. An existing overhead power line is
present from approximately the Minnesota Power Hydro station
(Prairie River crossing) to the at-grade RR crossing near Coleraine

CSAH 61 would be affected. An existing overhead power line is present from
approximately the Minnesota Power Hydro station (Prairie River crossing) to
the at-grade RR crossing near Coleraine

CSAH 61 would be affected. An existing overhead power line is present from
approximately the Minnesota Power Hydro station (Prairie River crossing) to
the at-grade RR crossing near Coleraine

Horizontal crossing

Perpendicular Crossing

Perpendicular Crossing

Impacts highly dependent on where realignments would occur

South bypass alignment primarily follows existing railroad corridor (disturbed
areas)

Impacts likely to be high due to undisturbed areas and vast resources

No notable changes to the existing conditions are anticipated

Access would remain unchanged from the west, but access from the east
would be altered as CSAH 61 would be vacated through the central portion of
the existing corridor

Access would remain unchanged from the west, but access from the east
would be altered as CSAH 61 would be vacated through the central portion of
the existing corridor

Likely to remain unchanged

Need to be reassigned

Need to be reassigned

Least amount of R/W needed

Moderate amount of R/W needed

Highest amount of R/W needed

The Mesabi Trail may be impacted, but it is assumed that the trail
would be relocated within the same general corridor/area

The Mesabi Trail, in the central portion of the study area, would need to be
relocated to allow for mineral extraction in the area. The relocated trail could
potetnially follow the new south bypass alignment

The Mesabi Trail, in the central portion of the study area, would need to be
relocated to allow for mineral extraction in the area. The relocated trail could
potetnially follow the new northern bypass alignment

No notable changes anticipated

Greatest change with south bypass

Moderate change with north bypass

Biwabik Iron Formation (mineral
encumbrance)
Water Resources (lakes, streams, and
wetlands)

Access to Existing Developments (e.g.
Prairie Lake Seasonal/Residential
Parcels

CSAH Designation

Right-of-Way Acquisition

Mesabi Trail

Travel Time Impacts

Moderate changes in travel patterns and connectivity, especially for trips
to/from the Coleraine area
Community Perception

Minimal disruption to travel patterns or connectivity of the local and
regional roadway network

Sub-Option 2A

Sub-Option 2B

Sub-option 2A utilizes an existing
township road, whereby introducing
regional traffic to a local street

Sub-option 2B maximizes the use of
an abandoned RR corridor, whereby
minimizing impacts to developments

Moderate changes in travel patterns and connectivity, especially for trips
to/from the Coleraine area. Direct impacts to existing developments would be
low

Cost Estimates a
$4 - $8 million
Table Notes:

$6 - 10 millionb

a

estimates based on per-mile cost factor.

b

Additional roadway costs (as much as $6 million) may be required if realignment of the western portion of CSAH 61 is needed to accommodate an expanded railway in this area.
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Table 2 – Railroad Corridor Alternatives Comparison Matrix
Conceptual Railroad Corridor Alternatives
Evaluation Criteria

Alternative 1 – Existing Corridors with

Alternative 2 – Cohasset to Coleraine

Alternative 3 – Cohasset to Taconite

Alternative 4 – Cohasset to Taconite

Alternative 5 – Cohasset to Gunn

Operational Changes

(South)

(Middle)

(North)

(Grand Rapids Bypass)

Alternative Description

Would use existing tracks and have an
agreement between BNSF and CN to use
BNSF track

New track from Boswell Plant in Cohasset
easterly to the existing CN track east of
CSAH 61

New track from Boswell Plant in Cohasset
easterly to the existing CN track east of
CSAH 7

New track from Boswell Plant in Cohasset
easterly to the existing CN track east of
CSAH 7

New track from Boswell Plant in Cohasset
easterly to the existing BNSF track north
of La Prairie.

Infrastructure Impacts

No decrease in train volume in Grand
Rapids

New grade separation over Hwy 2; 38;

New grade separation over Hwy 2; 38

New grade separation over Hwy 2; 38

No new crossing.

Maintains existing crossing;

Biwabik Iron Formation

Potential realignment of CSAH 61

New grade separation over Hwy 2; 38;
Track is downtown would remain to serve
UPM;

Crosses formation near CSAH 7;

Crosses formation near CSAH 7

2 new crossing of formation near CSAH 7
and west of Prairie River

Does not accommodate mining in the
CSAH 61 corridor
Water Resources (lakes, streams, and
wetlands)

No new crossings

Right of Way Acquisition

Minimal

120 -150 acres

175-210 acres

175-210 acres

100 – 130 acres

Railroad Issues

BNSF and CN would need to negotiate a
trackage rights agreement

Bypasses BNSF track;

Bypasses BNSF track;

Bypasses BNSF track;

N/A

Minnesota Power Boswell
Plant

Adds CN RR to list of rail providers

Provides new CN connection to plant

Provides new CN connection to plant

Provides new CN connection to plant

Provides new CN connection to plant

Cohasset Industrial Park

Does not give direct rail access

Provides direct rail access to site

Provides new CN connection to plant

Provides new CN connection to plant

Provides new CN connection to plant

UPM – Blandin Plant

Adds CN RR to list of rail providers

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Itasca Eco Industrial Park
(Aisnworth OSB plant)

Adds CN RR to list of rail providers

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Magnetation

Adds CN RR to list of rail providers

Provides new CN connection to Plant

Provides new CN connection to Plant

Provides new CN connection to Plant

Provides new CN connection to Plant

Ferrel Gas

Adds CN RR to list of rail providers

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Does not add new direct rail service to
plant

Grading

N/A

Medium

Difficult

Difficult

Medium

Grades

N/A

Less than .4%

Maximum .6%

Maximum .6%

Less than .4%

Length New construction (miles)

0

10.3

15.6

16.8

8.5

Capital Cost Estimates

N/A

$50-70 million

$65 – 90 million

$70 – 95 million

$50 – 70 million

Shippers
Impact
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4.0

Recommendations and Next Steps
This section identifies recommended actions for further advancing potential railway and highway
corridors in the Western Biwabik Iron Formation study area through the project development
process. Since available funding is not adequate to further pursue and/or implement the identified
transportation needs, the timing of future technical studies, environmental review, and public and
agency involvement has not been determined at this time. Capital Improvement Programs for
Itasca County and the potentially affect/benefitted communities should continue to be discussed
and pursued. Several key issues that will need further review and coordination include the
following:


The ability to cross the Biwabik Iron Formation is a critical decision for all of these
alternatives. Discussions with mineral rights holders and the MnDNR will be necessary to
identify potential crossing areas that minimize the damage to the mineral resource. Mining
activity near and under the BNSF tracks will also need to be part of the discussions. The
MNDNR has reviewed this study report and provided some initial comments (see Appendix
B).



Additional engineering and environmental studies are needed to advance this project and
identify the preferred alternative(s).



The economic viability of the railroad relocation alternatives is an important aspect of the
process. Additional technical studies in the economic viability of any of these rail alternatives
will be required to determine expected revenue and funding sources for rail improvements.
Firm commitments from local shippers and railroads will need to be a prerequisite for
decision-makers and moving the process forward.



An analysis of the governing structure of the potential expansion of the rail system is critical
to determine if Itasca County or ICRRA have a significant role in the project(s).



A review of anticipated permitting requirements and a decision on which environmental
review process to follow and which agency will lead the technical reviews will be required.



A public and resource agency (e.g. MNDNR, USEPA, COE, MPCA, etc.) input process on
alternatives will need to be established.
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Appendix A
Supplemental Railroad Information

SUPPLEMENTAL RAILROAD INFORMATION
1. Railroad Approval Process
The approval of a new rail line is similar to any other major transportation project except that
different agencies have review and approval authority. The Surface Transportation Board (STB)
would be the lead agency, but other State and Federal agencies such as the Corp of Engineers
(USACE), US Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS), US Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA),
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MNDNR), Minnesota Pollution Control Agency
(MPCA) and others will all a have a role in the approval and permitting process in order to achieve
compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requirements.
Surface Transportation Board
The STB is the federal agency with the exclusive responsibility to authorize new lines of rail. The
STB will make both an economic and environmental decision if a project meets certain criteria
including the viability of a project, its impact to the national rail system, and the potential for
significant impact to the surrounding built and natural environments.
The STB was created in the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) Termination Act of 1995 and is
the successor agency to the ICC. The STB is also an economic regulatory agency that Congress
charged with resolving railroad rate and service disputes and reviewing proposed railroad mergers.
The STB serves as both an adjudicatory and a regulatory body. The agency has jurisdiction over
railroad rate and service issues and rail restructuring transactions (mergers, line sales, line
construction, and line abandonments). They also have jurisdiction over certain pipeline, trucking and
busing activities.
The STB decision making process is multi-faceted and includes economic, cost, financial, and
engineering analyses. Typically, the types of cases that the STB is involved in include: railroad
maximum rate proceedings, rail mergers, abandonments, rail line construction, and trackage rights
matters. The STB conducts cost analyses, institute rulemakings, and maintains the STB's User Fee
Program.
The STB also collects and maintains data, including the rail waybill file as well as annual and
quarterly financial and operating data for rail carriers. The STB develops the annual Uniform Rail
Cost System (URCS) estimate, which is the STB's general purpose costing system used for a variety
of purposes such as the jurisdictional determination in rail maximum rate cases, calculating off
branch costs in abandonment cases, and developing cost estimates in conjunction with the waybill
file.
The STB is also responsible for directing the environmental review process, conducting independent
analysis of all environmental data, and making environmental recommendations. Typically, as part
of the environmental review process, an assessment of potential environmental effects will be
completed or a determination will be made that an action is subject to a categorical exclusion. At the
conclusion of the environmental review process, the STB considers the entire environmental record,
including all public comments submitted during the environmental review process, before making a
final decision. The STB's environmental rules can be found at 49 CFR 1105. The environmental

rules implement various environmental statutes that include NEPA and the National Historic
Preservation Act (NHPA). The environmental rules are designed to assure adequate consideration of
environmental factors in the STB's decision making process. The STB has adopted the former ICC
environmental regulations that govern the environmental review process and outline procedures for
preparing environmental documents.
Under NEPA, the STB must take into account in its decision making the environmental impacts of
its actions, including direct, indirect and cumulative effects. The STB must consider these effects
before making its final decision. In order to meet this responsibility, the STB does the following:
conducts an independent environmental review of cases filed with the STB; prepares any necessary
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) or Environmental Assessment (EA); conducts public
outreach to inform the public and communities about proposals before the STB and notifies them of
the opportunity to raise environmental concerns; and provides technical advice and
recommendations on environmental matters. Depending on the complexity of the project, a third
party consultant is often hired by the STB and paid for by the project proposer to conduct an EIS or
EA for the proposed action.
Federal Railroad Administration
The Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) is primarily an enforcement agency that inspects
existing railroads for safety and operational issues. The FRA also has programs for high speed
passenger rail and funding of railroad projects.
The STB will consult with the FRA in making engineering and operational standards for a project,
especially if the FRA will be concerned with how the system will operate and will interface with
other railroads.
Once the project is operational, the FRA will have the responsibility to inspect and regulate the train
operations.

2. Railroad Operating Structure
This potential project is being driven by the needs of the rail shippers and their desire to have a more
competitive environment for rail rates and to provide an additional mechanism for economic
development in the region. There are five existing rail shippers and three potential shippers
identified in the study area.
An early decision is needed on how the project is to be structured both during construction and
afterwards. There are three basic options depending upon the rail alternative selected.
A. Class 1 Railroads Agreements
This structure would rely on the CN Railroad to negotiate a trackage and origination rights
agreement with the BNSF Railway to allow the CN access onto the BNSF tracks. The
ICRRA would have no role in the development of such an arrangement. The advantage of
this structure would be the lower capital costs and minimal new construction required. The
major disadvantages of this structure would be continued train related issues in downtown
Grand Rapids and no new rail access to land north of Highway 2.

One key element in this decision would be the limits of the trackage rights. Does an
agreement extend all the way to Duluth on the BNSF track along Highway 2 or does it
extend only to Coleraine where the CN would connect with their existing track.
It is anticipated that the BNSF would not be very receptive to this model and the negotiations
of such an agreement would be difficult.
B. Private Industrial Spur Track
A project could be built that would involve a private spur where a shipper would own and
operate the line. This type of arrangement works well if there is only one shipper. Therefore,
a structure with multiple shippers would create further challenges.
C. New Short Line Railroad With Interchange
This structure would be to create a new common carrier railroad either publicly or privately
owned that would serve multiple customers. The short line railroad would need to have
access to both the BNSF and CN Railroads. The new track would have an interchange and
trackage rights agreements with one or both of the Class 1 railroads to allow an efficiency
interchange and operation. The new short line railroad would have its own locomotives to
allow for switching non unit train cars. The track design would need to accommodate rail
storage area to allow for off line rail car storage. The operating expenses would be billed
back to either the Class 1 railroad or to the shipper.
The short line railroad could be owned by ICRRA, which is a government agency with State
authority to operate a railroad. The advantages of ICRRA ownership would be access to
public funding sources, the ability to sell revenue bonds, and to provide an intermediate
railroad between the two Class 1 railroads. If this project were to follow the existing ICRRA
model, the track and operation would be leased to an independent railroad operator. This
arrangement may or may not have direct access to the existing ICRRA track serving Essar
Steel Minnesota.
Another option would be to allow the short line railroad to be owned by a private company
chosen by the shippers. This arrangement would operate similar to the ICCRA model, but
may not provide access to various public funding options that are available to the Rail
Authority.

3. Economic Evaluation
As previously stated, the shippers in the area have been the driving force for this potential project
with the expectation that it make economic sense to their business operations. As part of a parallel
study being undertaken by Minnesota Power, the economic conditions associated with business
operations and specifically the shipment of goal is being studied in more detail.
Existing and projected freight rates, car volumes and service levels are considered commercially
confidential data. The rates will vary depending upon the commodity, type of service and
existing/forecast market conditions. The existing rail shippers have agreements with the BNSF that
vary from a published railroad tariff to long term negotiated contracts. Based on discussions with

area shippers, the current rates are high compared to alternative freight movements. It is unclear
what the position of the BNSF would be on rates if another carrier had access to area shippers.
The shippers currently are moving between 50,000 and 100,000 car loads of product per year. The
largest commodity is coal being shipped to Minnesota Power’s Boswell Plant in Cohasset. Based on
projected rail volumes and assuming that the new rail line would attract most of the traffic, operating
costs could be covered with freight surcharges. However, it is not known whether the capital
construction costs could be recaptured.

Appendix B
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Comment Letter

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
Division of Lands and Minerals
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