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Railway deal opens up debate on noise, traffic

Switching tracks to skirt Chicago irks some suburbs
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The proposed sale of a short-line railroad whose tracks arc around the Chicago area, from Waukegan to Gary, threatens to pit suburb against suburb in a battle over noisy and congestive freight train traffic.

On one side of the tracks, so to speak, are those who bitterly oppose the purchase, fearing it will bring more trains, noise and blocked grade crossings to their communities. On the other are those who see welcome relief from the never-ending line of freight cars that already tie up vehicle traffic in their towns.

Prompting the controversy is the proposed acquisition of the century-old Elgin, Joliet & Eastern Railway by the Montreal-based Canadian National Railway Co.

Announced in September, the sale is subject to regulatory approval.

For Canadian National, the $300 million deal will enable its freight trains to bypass Chicago's notorious bottleneck by using underused EJ&E tracks to skirt the city. Canadian National promotes the plan as having significant commercial, environmental and transportation benefits for the entire area.

But the most noticeable day-to-day impact will be in the suburbs. Some towns will see a dramatic rise in freight trains on the EJ&E line while others will see fewer freights and hear less noise.

The deal also will have an undetermined effect on public transportation. More freight trains could adversely affect plans for Metra's highly anticipated suburb-to-suburb STAR line, which is years away but is proposed to run on the EJ&E's track.

However, clearing freight off Canadian National lines could open up more commuter service, particularly on Metra's North Central line to Antioch and possibly the Heritage Corridor, which runs to Joliet.

According to Canadian National's filing on the purchase, 34 communities will experience 15 to 27 more trains coming through town per day within the first three years. But 80 communities will see a drop in train activity from 1 to 27 trains per day.

"There are communities that have more trains, but there are also a lot of communities that have fewer trains," said James Kvedaras, a Canadian National spokesman. "All the communities that are physically within the ring of the EJ&E tracks—including Chicago—will have fewer trains as those trains get rerouted to traverse the area. The dividing line is the physical EJ&E property."

Spurred by organized campaigns, hundreds of suburban residents turned out Tuesday and Wednesday to air concerns over the deal at public hearings in Mundelein and Barrington. Another hearing will be held Thursday in Joliet, and four more are set for next week in Chicago, Gary, Matteson and West Chicago.

In Barrington, where 750 concerned residents turned out Wednesday afternoon and more in an evening session, opponents say an increase in freight traffic will wreak havoc at five at-grade crossings. Canadian National estimates traffic will increase from 5 trains a day to 20.

In Mundelein, where at least 15 more freights a day would use EJ&E tracks, residents of the Oak Terrace subdivision said additional trains a day would be detrimental to the neighborhood and dangerous for children.

"The old houses won't be standing very long because they're going to be shaken right off their foundations," said Vince Adams, 48, who has lived by the EJ&E in the subdivision for 20 years. "The noise is already intolerable. I can't imagine what 20 trains a day will be like."

But several other communities have gone on record in favor of the deal. In Buffalo Grove, diverting freight trains from Canadian National's Wisconsin Central tracks there would reduce traffic from 19 trains a day to 2.

It also would provide an opportunity to expand weekday and weekend service on Metra's North Central Line, said Village Manager William Brimm.

"It's potentially going to adversely affect other communities if [the purchase] goes through, but we believe there's a broader regional benefit," Brimm said. "We don't want to see anybody adversely impacted, but the EJ&E is underutilized. There's a greater gain at stake for the metropolitan area."

Canadian National's acquisition of the EJ&E is subject to review by the U.S. Surface Transportation Board, which was scheduled to issue its decision April 25. But that will likely be delayed to allow completion of an environmental review process and review of hearing data.

The Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, which oversees land use and transportation planning for northeastern Illinois, will urge the board to take more time to fully analyze the purchase's impact.

One solution would be construction of more highway-rail grade separations. The planning agency said grade separations should be considered at more than 80 at-grade crossings along the EJ&E line.

But the cost for these types of grade separations could easily run into the tens of millions of dollars apiece. "Where grade separations are necessary, the CN should bear the lion's share of expenses," according to a draft of the planning agency's filing with the Surface Transportation Board.

Victoria Rutson, the environmental analysis chief for the board, said the agency will encourage Canadian National and the communities to find ways to mitigate rail problems and make the EJ&E deal more acceptable.

"We always figure a solution crafted by the community, working with an applicant, has got to be better than a solution crafted in Washington, D.C.," Rutson said.
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