Canadian National officials willing to share rail crossing costs if deal approved

Canadian National chief says company will share costs if EJ&E line sale OKd
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Canadian National Railway officials on Tuesday acknowledged there are "three or four" points on the Elgin, Joliet & Eastern rail line that runs through Chicago's outlying suburbs where constructing overpasses or underpasses would be warranted, and that the railroad would pay its "fair share" to build them if its plan to buy the EJ&E is approved.

But officials would not specify crossings or indicate exactly how much the CN would be willing to pay to construct grade separations, which they said could cost as much as $100 million each.

The railroad itself would have no authority to build them, and the bulk of the cost would have to come from the federal and state governments, Canadian National President E. Hunter Harrison said at a meeting with the Tribune editorial board. 
Planning and jurisdictional hurdles among state and local governments must also be resolved before any commitment to building grade separations could be made, he added.

Canadian National, based in Montreal, wants to purchase the EJ&E so its trains can use the short-line EJ&E to bypass clogged freight tracks in Chicago.

The city and many close-in suburbs support the deal, saying it would relieve freight congestion. But many suburbs along the EJ&E, particularly Barrington, object to a projected quadrupling of freight trains coming through their communities.

The EJ&E has 140 highway and pedestrian grade crossings, and few grade separations in its 198-mile arc from Waukegan to Joliet to Gary. "Grade crossings are the issue," Harrison said. "You can talk about sound walls and noise and other stuff [but] that's the issue."

Harrison said the railroad's $300 million bid to purchase the "underutilized" EJ&E rail line would benefit the Chicago region economically as well as move railroad freight more efficiently. But the CN would abandon the deal if federal regulators impose onerous conditions due to objections from opponents, he said.

Suburbs like Barrington are taking a "selfish position" when they choose to fight Canadian National's plan without entering talks with the railroad, Harrison said.

He challenged the hiring of "Washington lawyers and consultants" to fight the CN's proposal without first talking to railroad officials.

"Clearly, Barrington is the most radical, the most vocal, the most arbitrary," Harrison said.

"Other communities have said, 'We'd really like to talk about this, and [ask] what can we do about the additional trains.' That's fair."

Barrington officials said Tuesday they have hired a law firm and environmental consultant familiar with the procedures of the federal Surface Transportation Board, which must approve the EJ&E purchase, to look out for the village's interests.

Harrison said the railroad is willing to address safety, noise and other concerns. The railroad is also committed to ensuring the continuation of Amtrak service and the expansion of Metra, he said.


rwronski@tribune.com 
