CN chief: Chicago will lose rail status if expansion blocked

By: Bob Tita April 22, 2008 
(Crain’s) — Chicago will lose its status at the nation’s leading freight railroad terminal if railroads are blocked from expanding, Canadian National Railway Co. CEO E. Hunter Harrison said Tuesday. 

In a speech to CN shareholders, Mr. Harrison said opponents of CN’s acquisition of the Elgin Joliet & Eastern Railway have failed to offer adequate alternatives for CN to move its trains through Chicago faster. 

“What’s their plan: ‘Move your commerce, but just not through our towns’?” Mr. Harrison said at the Montreal-based railroad’s annual shareholders meeting at the Peninsula Chicago. “Where does the railroad capital want growth to go?” 

He said Canadian National’s purchase of the EJ&E would free up track capacity for other railroads because CN would divert some of its trains to the EJ&E, a 198-mile bypass route arching round the region from Waukegan to Gary, Ind. 
CN says the route would allow its trains to abandon some crowded and convoluted routes now used in Chicago and the inner suburbs. Mr. Harrison said rail congestion can cause CN freight trains from Canada to take more than 24 hours to move through the Chicago area. 

“This causes unreliable service to our customers. That’s unacceptable,” said Mr. Harrison, who headed the Chicago-based Illinois Central Railroad during the 1990s; CN bought Illinois Central Railroad in 1998. “I clearly believe this transaction is for the greater good of the Chicago area.” 

Without more track capacity, he predicted that railroads would look to other cities, such as Kansas City, St. Louis and Memphis, Tenn., to accommodate the increase in rail traffic anticipated in the coming years. CN is close to completing a $150-million rail yard in Memphis on a greenfield site. CN operates more than 1,200 miles of tracks in Illinois and employs 1,500 people locally. 

Approval of CN’s $300-million purchase of EJ&E is pending before the federal Surface Transportation Board. Opponents have urged the board to reject the deal. They object to CN’s plan to increase the number of trains on the EJ&E to about two dozen a day from four or five currently. Mayors from towns along the route are demanding that the CN cover the cost of street underpasses and other measures to mitigate congestion and noise. There are more than 130 street crossings along the EJ&E. 

“Unless and until our communities obtain the relief we seek, we will stand in opposition to this proposed transaction and do everything in our power to stop it from happening,” said a letter Tuesday to the railroad from suburban mayors whose towns would be affected by CN’s plans. 

Mr. Harrison has pledged $40 million for underpasses, improved crossing gates and other sound-proofing and safety measures, but has ruled out the mayors’ demands that CN foot the entire bill. 

Mr. Harrison also fired back at opposition from Metra that CN’s purchase of the EJ&E would harm Metra’s plans to start commuter service on the route. He described Metra’s so-called Star Line as little more than a concept at this time. 

“It’s not funded yet,” he said. “How can they oppose what we’re doing when they don’t have a plan yet.” 

CN on Tuesday announced a $1-million donation to Children’s Memorial Hospital for the hospital’s Safe Kids Chicago Program and the Ann & Robert H. Lurie Children’s Hospital scheduled to open in 2012. In recognition of the gift, the hospital will name part of the emergency department in the new hospital the CN Triage Area. 
