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Suburban rail line depends on state matching federal aid, Metra says
Legislature must match federal aid to secure new STAR Line, official says
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A long-anticipated commuter rail line connecting outer suburbs from Hoffman Estates to Joliet and beyond won't become a reality unless the General Assembly comes up with a new capital program this year, officials warned Thursday.

If Illinois can't match billions in federal dollars available for the STAR Line and other major projects, that money will go to other states competing for a diminishing pool of U.S. transportation funds, Metra Executive Director Phil Pagano warned.

"If there is no capital program coming out of Springfield, there is no STAR Line," Pagano said at a meeting in Hoffman Estates of the suburban mayors' task force spearheading the project.

The state's last major public works funding program, Illinois FIRST, was enacted in 1999 and ended in 2004.

The group is drafting a letter to legislators that urges them to "show the state's commitment to this important link in our region's transportation future." It is signed by Naperville Mayor George Pradel; Al Larson, village president of Schaumburg; and Bill McLeod, village president of Hoffman Estates.

The billion-dollar STAR Line, on the drawing board for more than a decade, would be the nation's first suburb-to-suburb rail link. It would run from O'Hare International Airport west to the Prairie Stone business complex in Hoffman Estates, then down to the southwest suburbs. Plans call for following Interstate Highway 90 and the Elgin, Joliet and Eastern Railway right-of-way.

Metra officials hope to complete planning on the STAR Line and submit the proposal to the federal government later this year. The goal is to obtain a full funding agreement by 2010, Pagano said.

The mayors also warned that the proposed purchase of the EJ&E rail line by the Canadian National Railway puts the critical north-south section of the STAR Line in jeopardy.

If the Surface Transportation Board approves the purchase, Canadian National would shift its freight to the EJ&E to bypass heavily clogged Chicago freight tracks. Metra would be obliged to build a separate track to accommodate commuter service for the STAR Line. Canadian National and Metra have begun negotiations, Pagano said.

The legislature in January passed a measure increasing the regional sales tax for day-to-day spending by the Chicago Transit Authority, Metra and Pace. But transit officials say more legislation is needed for long-term capital needs such as new rail lines.
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