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Attention: Docket No. PHMSA-2018-0025 (HM-264) 
 
Dear Sir or Madam: 
 
 The governing body of Indian River County, Florida has reviewed the Pipeline and Hazardous 
Materials Safety Administration’s (PHMSA) October 24, 2019 notice of proposed rulemaking (NPRM) 
titled: Hazardous Materials: Liquefied Natural Gas by Rail and strongly opposes the authorization of 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) in rail tank cars. 
 
 The proposed changes would prevent the Federal Rail Administration (FRA) from conducting a 
meaningful, case-by-case analysis to determine whether specific characteristics of a rail corridor deem it 
inappropriate for the transportation of such hazardous materials.  

 
Geography and Composition of Indian River County 
 

Indian River County is located on the east coast of Florida in the Treasure Coast, south of 
Kennedy Space Center and north of Palm Beach County. Indian River County has approximately 146,000 
full time residents and a seasonal population of 200,000, with many residing in and around the 
population centers of the City of Vero Beach and the City of Sebastian. Similar to many other 
communities situated on Florida’s coast, Indian River County is heavily supported by tourists who 
converge on the area to enjoy the state’s beautiful weather and healthy beaches.   
 
Rail Operations within Indian River County 
 

There are 32 at-grade rail road crossings in Indian River County. Due to the presence of the 
Florida East Coast Railway (FEC) on the east coast of the state since the early 1900’s, freight rail traffic in 
Indian River County is very common. However, a higher speed passenger rail service, Brightline/Virgin 
Trains (Brightline) is proposed to utilize the same tracks as the FEC cargo and freight trains within Indian 
River County, but will be traveling at speeds of 80 to 120 miles per hour along the same tracks as those 
cargo and freight trains. As of December 17, 2019, over 41 people have been killed in accidents involving 
a train operated by Brightline. At a rate of one fatality for every 29,000 miles Brightline trains have 
traveled, Brightline possesses the worst per-mile death rate of the nation’s 821 railroads.  

 
While Indian River County does possess the ability to respond to isolated small Hazardous 

Materials incidents, the scope and volume of this potential change of the transportation of LNG far 
exceeds the abilities of this community to effectively respond and mitigate an event. The crossing of the 
existing rail track and the limited safety precautions currently in place, will tax an already stressed 
Emergency Response posture past the breaking point and will be a recipe for disaster. Without 
significant improvements to the rail corridor, this community and its visitors will be placed in grave 
jeopardy.   
 



 
Indian River County Opposition to Proposed Changes 
 

Considering the extraordinarily high rate of fatalities which have occurred since higher-speed 
passenger rail began sharing the same railroad tracks with cargo and freight trains operated by FEC, 
outside of Indian River County, the governing body has serious concerns with the proposed rule changes 
which would permit the bulk transport of LNG in rail tank cars.  
 

In fact, the governing body’s concerns seem to align with those brought by FRA itself in the 
attached 2016 letter to FEC (Attached). In response to a request by FEC to transport LNG in intermodal 
(IM) portable tanks on the FEC network, FRA stated the following: 
 

“FEC’s proposed LNG transportation routes traverse congested, highly populated areas, with 
frequent highway-rail grade crossings. Any LNG transported along the proposed routes would 
eventually share the routes with high-performance passenger trains operating at speeds of up to 
110 mph. The complexity of this operating environment requires FRA to conduct a thorough 
evaluation of FEC’s proposal to ensure public safety.” 

 
Due to the specific complexities faced when cargo and freight trains share the same tracks as higher-

speed passenger trains, the FRA stated it would require FEC to take the following actions during its 
consideration of FEC’s request: 
 

- Conduct a safety analysis of the rail cars FEC planned to use in its LNG transport, including a 
demonstration of under car protection, to be submitted for FRA approval; and 

- Ensure each portable tank used to transport LNG would be equipped with functioning GPS-
based, telemetric communication equipment to accurately measure and report certain data at 
all times the tanks are in transportation.  

 
Additionally, the FRA stated it anticipated imposing additional conditions on any approval, such as, 

but not limited to: 
 

- Additional track geometry and internal rail flaw inspections 
- Maximum speed limit of any train transporting LNG 
- Pre-transport notification and training of first responders along the routes 
- Minimum crew size for each train transporting LNG 
- A maximum number of portable tanks to be transported in any train 
- Train make up requirements 
- A specifically approved schedule of LNG movements 
- Recordkeeping and accident/incident reporting requirements 

 
Further, the FRA distinguished its recent approval of a LNG request in Alaska with the FEC 

request due to the fact approval of the FEC request would result in transporting LNG through highly 
populated areas, with more frequent crossings, while sharing tracks with passenger trains traveling at 
110 mph. 

 
The aforementioned concerns of the FRA, itself, make it clear that railroad operations 

throughout the country are not “one size fits all” and each region faces its own specific needs and 
requirements to ensure the health, safety and welfare of residents and visitors. Permitting LNG 



transportation in rural areas of Alaska comes with much less of a risk than permitting the same 
hazardous materials in downtown Miami which are used concurrently by both freight trains and a 
passenger train traveling upwards of 120 miles per hour which currently carries the highest per mile 
death rate in the country. 
 
 
Conclusion 

 
The safety of residents and visitors to Indian River County is paramount. Unfortunately, our 

region has already experienced an unprecedented rate of fatalities caused by higher speed passenger 
rail since its arrival to the area. Foregoing a special permitting process by which FRA can analyze and 
determine whether certain railways are appropriate for LNG transportation puts our community even 
further at risk.  

 
Accordingly, Indian River County strongly opposes the NPRM which would authorize bulk 

transportation of LNG and remove the current special permitting process currently in place.  
   
 
   
 
  
 


