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An estimated 1,600 people flocked to Makray Memorial Golf Club in Barrington to air their concerns about a proposed railroad deal that would roll more freight trains through outlying suburbs along the Elgin, Joliet & Eastern Railway. 

Residents of Barrington and surrounding communities packed the Jan. 9 public meeting called by the Surface Transportation Board, the federal agency that will review and rule on Canadian National's proposal to purchase the railway from Union Pacific and add more freight traffic to it. 

Canadian National estimates some communities along the EJ&E could see between 15 and 26 more trains each day -- well above the current average of 5. 

Other train lines, in turn, would carry fewer trains. The North Central Line to the east would see its average of 19 freights per day drop to just 2. 

Opponents to the plan were out in full force. 

A coalition group of local governments, Barrington Communities Against CN Rail Congestion, provided meeting attendees with signs that read, "People before freight." The group purchased 5,000 yard-signs and 1,000 business signs, and could not hand them out fast enough to the residents who lined up to grab them by the stack. 

"I'm concerned about the increase in noise level," said Tracee Patterson, a Barrington resident who came to the open house with her two children to submit a written statement to the STB. "It's already bad. And the traffic congestion is already horrible if you live in Barrington. Just adding more is hard to imagine." 

In addition to drumming up public opposition, the Barrington coalition has also hired legal and public relations firms to represent its collective interests. 

Jeff Fedorchak, president of Crosspoint Communications, took a break from handing out signs to the locals to explain what his agency hopes to achieve. 

"Our first request to the Surface Transportation Board is to listen to what your community is saying and consider the alternatives," Fedorchak said. He explained the meeting itself represented the first step towards that goal. The STB called for several open houses as part of an environmental impact study, which it agreed to perform in order to consider the pros and cons of the Canadian National deal. 

"This is the next phase, and that is, as they go around do their open houses, to hear from people," Fedorchak said. "And they're hearing an earful." 

He said there are three possible outcomes of the study: the STB could deny Canadian National's proposed purchase and new freight schedule, approve it, or allow it with certain conditions. 

Fedorchak said there are other ways to ease rail congestion in northeast Illinois, citing the CREATE program, a public-private initiative to improve the railroad network in and around Chicago. 

"Everybody agrees we need a comprehensive regional solution that would address this," he said. "There is an alternative here and it's not moving 20 to 30 trains through the suburbs." 

The proposal does have some fans in the suburbs, though. Farther east, Buffalo Grove officials have publicly supported the purchase because it would shift freight traffic away from the North Central Line that runs along their community. An electronic newsletter sent out by village government described the move as "great for Buffalo Grove," though it acknowledged that communities along the EJ&E have reason to oppose it. The newsletter urged residents to submit their opinions to the STB. 

Communities belonging to Barrington Communities Against CN Rail Congestion -- Barrington Hills, South Barrington, North Barrington, Lake Barrington, Deer Park and Tower Lakes and the Barrington and Cuba township -- argue that much is at stake with the Canadian National deal. 

Besides the complaints about noise and traffic congestion, many have expressed concern that more trains will make impact public safety response times. 

Howard Hansen, a firefighter with the Barrington Fire Department, said the proposed increase in freight traffic "effectively cuts off" fire and ambulance service from getting to homes and hospitals in time. 

"In almost every (emergency medical service) call, seconds matter, let alone minutes," he said. 

All the issues raised -- traffic, noise, and safety -- will be studied and evaluated as STB staff prepare a draft environmental impact statement, said Victoria Rutson, chief of the board's environmental analysis section. 

In addition to doing field research, Rutson said that public comment is "a very important part of the process." 

"These people live here every day, so nobody knows their community better than they do," she said. 

After the open house, Patricia and David Janes were not so convinced that their opinions would be duly considered. 

As they took a village-run shuttle bus to an overflow parking lot -- Makray's lot was predictably jam-packed -- they wondered if the decision to shift freight to the outlying suburbs was a done deal. 

"I think (the study) can be lip service because Chicago has so much to gain and we have so much to lose," Patricia said. 

Anyone interested in submitting comments on the purchase can do so online at www.stb.dot.gov; over the phone at (800) 347-0689; or by mail to Surface Transportation Board, 395 E Street, SW, Washington, DC 20423, attention: Phillis Johnson-Ball, Environmental Filing, STB Finance, indicating docket no. 35087. 

Other open house meetings have been scheduled for Jan. 15 in Matteson, Jan. 16 in Gary, Ind., Jan. 17 in West Chicago, and Jan. 22 in Chicago. For more information, visit the Web site or call the information line listed above. 

The Web site for Barrington Communities Against CN Rail Congestion is www.fightrailcongestion.com.

