U.S. Homeland Security proposes rail security plan

WASHINGTON: The Bush administration's plan to prevent terrorist attacks on trains ran into immediate criticism from Democratic lawmakers who say it is too little, too late.

The Homeland Security proposal, to be announced Friday, would require freight and passenger rail systems to inspect rail cars and keep them in secure areas when not in use.

Democrats, set to take control of Congress next month, said they would file bills to require tighter security for railroads.

Massachusetts Rep. Ed Markey, a senior Democrat on the House Homeland Security Committee, said he wants extremely hazardous materials to be rerouted away from places where an attack could do the most damage.

A major concern is that terrorists would attack or sabotage a rail car filled with poisonous chemicals, which would spread quickly and kill thousands.

"We have already seen attacks on rail systems in Madrid, London and India," Markey said. "We simply cannot rely on half-measures such as the ones that have been proposed."

Sen. Frank Lautenberg, a New Jersey Democrat, said he will reintroduce legislation that would do more to protect passengers and cargo.

"The Bush Administration should have acted to improve our rail security years ago," Lautenberg said.

The proposal would give the Transportation Security Administration authority to inspect railroads, rail yards and mass transit rail systems, according to documents obtained by The Associated Press from a person involved in the rulemaking process.

The 708 railroads affected would have to designate a rail security coordinator to receive intelligence from the government, and would have to report significant security concerns and potential threats.

The proposal also would require receivers of hazardous materials to keep the rail car in a secure area until it is unloaded. Freight railroads would have to report the location of a rail car when requested by the government.

James Carafano, homeland security fellow at the Heritage Foundation, said Democrats are unrealistic about how much their proposals will cost.

"We can bankrupt ourselves trying to childproof everything," said Carafano. He advocates the approach taken by Homeland Security, with minimal regulation and cooperation by the private sector.

The plan does not match what at least nine cities have proposed — rerouting around densely populated areas trains that are carrying hazardous material.

The District of Columbia passed a law in 2005 banning hazardous material shipments within 2.2 miles (3.5 kilometers) of the Capitol. CSX Transportation sued; the case is pending.

The rail industry fears that other cities would follow Washington's lead if the city prevails. Eight other cities have introduced legislation to ban hazardous shipments.

Railroads say forcing trains to take longer, circuitous routes would create a safety hazard by increasing the likelihood of an accident.

The Federal Railroad Administration has met with freight railroads in an effort to come up with voluntary efforts to secure hazardous materials.

TSA chief Kip Hawley previously was a senior executive with Union Pacific.

The eight cities that introduced legislation to require trains carrying hazardous material be rerouted around them are Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, Albany and Buffalo, New York, Cleveland, Baltimore and St. Louis.

