Residents rail over proposed CN acquisition
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Thousands of concerned citizens turned out yesterday in the small town of Barrington, Ill., to have their voices heard about Canadian National Railway Co.'s proposed $300-million acquisition of Elgin, Joliet, & Eastern Railway Co.

According to those in attendance, the mood was overwhelmingly in opposition to the deal that, if approved, would see hundreds of CN's freight trains a week diverted through the suburbs of Chicago in an effort to bypass the congested rail lines in the Windy City's downtown core.

The information session in the town about 50 kilometres northeast of Chicago is expected to be the most well-attended of a series of sessions hosted by the U.S. Surface Transportation Board (STB) in its ongoing environment assessment of the proposal due to mounting opposition to the deal.

Topping the concerns was what impact the increased rail traffic will have on emergency crew response times, noise levels, and traffic congestion in the area, according to Karen Darch, a spokeswoman for the Barrington Communities Against CN Rail Congestion, a local group of municipal governments opposing the deal.

"Clearly, the message of the day is that people don't want this to happen," Ms. Darch said in a telephone interview.

While her group opposes the deal outright, if it is approved, she said she would be seeking some mitigating measures to be implemented by the STB.

Under the terms of the deal, the number of freight trains passing through Barrington's downtown would increase from five a day to about 20. There are three major road crossings along the EJ&E tracks in Barrington, and Ms. Darch said she would be urging the STB to force CN to sink its tracks below ground level to reduce the amount of noise and alleviate whatever disruptions the added trains would have on road traffic in the town.

"Clearly, something like that is a very major capital project," said Mark Hallman, CN spokesman. "We're still in the process of assessing what is realistic."

He said the railway has hired outside consultants to review the deal and will continue to meet with local leaders in the coming month to determine what can be done to get the deal approved. The railway has been urging those in the region to consider the broader benefits the transaction will have on commerce, transportation traffic and the environment in the Greater Chicago Area.

CN agreed to purchase EJ&E in September and had hoped to have the deal closed by mid-2008. In November, however, the STB ordered the most stringent environmental assessment possible on the deal, a process that in the past has taken anywhere from 18 months to several years to complete.
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