In mid-April the Norfolk Southern Corporation (NSC), operator of the Norfolk Southern railroad, began operation of an ethanol transloading terminal at their Van Dorn Intermodal Facility located at their property near Van Dorn Street. NSC ships liquid ethanol via rail car to their Alexandria site where a contractor (?) oversees off-loading the ethanol into tanker trucks that deliver the ethanol to area gasoline tank farms in Newington and Fairfax City. The NSC property is surrounded by a perimeter fence and has storage capacity for ten new tank cars that are used to transfer ethanol from the railcars directly to about 40 tanker trucks a day. (need to confirm hours and number of days a week if we can)
When we learned that the NSC intended to open this facility in April, City staff met to discuss our concerns about the impacts of such an operation on the community and what could be done by the City government to ensure the safety and security of nearby residents and workers and to protect our environmental assets. 

The city attorney advised us that the federal Surface Transportation Board (STB - the successor to the Interstate Commerce Commission as the federal agency with oversight of railroad operations) recently issued a decision pre-empting local zoning laws as such local laws may affect railroad transloading operations.   Transloading means transferring bulk shipments from the vehicle/container in one mode of transportation (railcars) to another mode (tanker trucks) at a terminal interchange point. 
The city attorney told us that this STB decision unequivocally preempts local zoning regulation even if a contactor handles the transloading, so long as the contractor is acting as the agent of the railroad and is taking delivery or loading a bulk product without  making significant processing changes to the material at the rail site.  
The City is able to enforce traditional health and safety codes such as building and fire prevention and hazardous materials regulations so long as such codes regulate the manner in which the use is conducted, are reasonably objective in the standards imposed, are not applied in a discriminatory fashion, and will not have the effect of unreasonably preventing the use. 
City representatives from the Alexandria Fire Department, and its Code Enforcement Bureau and Emergency Management Office, the Transportation and Environmental Services Department and the Planning and Zoning Department have met with representatives of NSC to discuss the operation of the terminal as well as City concerns about the safety, environmental and truck hauling issues that may arise. We have asked NSC to assist us with the purchase of specialized equipment and supplies and the provision of the training needed to safely and effectively handle any incident involving large quantities of ethanol.  We also will be discussing with NSC specific truck hauling routes and preparation of a stormwater pollution and prevention plan as required by the state Department of Environmental Quality.

As we continue our discussions with the Norfolk Southern Corporation, we will keep City Council and community members apprised of our progress.        
