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Buy out raises worries
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-->BARRINGTON – Mike Ficenec has two elderly parents that he worries might not make it from his Barrington home to Advocate Good Shepherd Hospital if the guard rails are down.

David Ryckman worries how the students in his Barrington Hills neighborhood will make it across the tracks and on to school.

Lisa Castells of Lake Barrington doesn’t want to know what already-congested roads could look like if more trains block the roads.

“It will collect traffic,” Castells said. “This is not just a Barrington problem, it is a huge problem for northern Illinois.”

The  U.S. Surface Transportation Board, a federal agency that approves rail line mergers, construction and abandonment, conducted an open house in Barrington to get resident input on a proposed rail buyout. More than 1,000 people obliged.

Canadian National Railway plans to buy a major portion of the Elgin, Joliet & Eastern Railroad, a line that runs 200 miles from Waukegan to northwest Indiana.

The line crosses Routes 14, 59 and Lake-Cook Road at grade, all of which act as portals to McHenry County. It also intersects with the Union Pacific Northwest lines, where countybound Metra trains run.

Canadian National, in its petition to the surface transportation board, proposed increasing daily rail traffic from five trains to 20 in an attempt to ease congestion in Chicago.

It has raised the ire of residents and representatives alike.

“If you jack that up from five trains to 20, you’ll never miss a train,” Barrington’s Ficenec said. “I love trains, I’ve got a basement full of them but not this.”

Both U.S. Reps. Melissa Bean, D-Ill., and Don Manzullo, R-Ill., sent letters expressing their concerns over the proposal to the surface transportation board, and Bean requested the Environmental Impact Statement that led to the open house.

 “To pick my kids up from school, to go grocery shopping, I cross those tracks,” she said. “I’m proud to be working with the community and members of the surface transportation board.”

Although the tracks don’t cross into Manzullo’s 16th district, they could mean more time on the road for constituents.

“How much worse is this going to make it and increase the length of the commute?” Manzullo said. “If you have a train that’s up to 2 miles long, think of the amount of time these residents would be behind.”

Jim Kvedaras, Canadian National senior manager for U.S. public and government affairs said the proposal was a regional solution to existing congestion. The company has dedicated $100 million for rail improvements, although Kvedaras said it would meet with each community on the route to discuss local issues.

“This is a regional response [with a] community effect,” Kvedaras said.

The open house was the first of several steps that the transportation board will complete for its Environmental Impact Statement. That review, which will look at the environmental, social and economic impact the buy out could have on the area, will guide recommendations on whether to approve, deny or approve with contingencies the sale, said Victoria Rutson, chief of the transportation board’s Section of Environmental Analysis.

Still, Ryckman was able to sum up his reaction to the proposal in three words: “It’s a nightmare.”
