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Community leaders from Illinois and Northwest Indiana are stepping up efforts to fight Canadian National Railway Co.’s proposed acquisition of the Elgin, Joliet & Eastern rail line around Chicago.

They contend the CN's planned stepup in traffic on the line would increase congestion and pose significant security and environmental risks.

At a press conference Tuesday in downtown Chicago, officials from Barrington Communities Against CN Rail Congestion and the The Regional Answer to Canadian National called on CN shareholders to oppose the transaction unless the railway company agrees to underwrite the costs necessary to protect the more than 50 communities they termed "at risk."

“CN’s plans to redirect freight into our communities … present a hazard to public safety, economic stability, our environment and traffic,” said Karen Darch, Barrington village president.

On Oct. 30 CN filed an application with the U.S. Surface Transportation Board, the regulatory agency that oversees railroad mergers, to acquire the EJ&E West Co., a subsidiary of EJ&E, for a reported $300 million. The line runs in an arc from Waukegan to Gary, Ind. CN approved an agreement with EJ&E owner U.S. Steel Corp., subject to regulatory approval.

CN has billed the acquisition as a “strategically important link in our network,” namely the freight line connecting the port of Prince Rupert, British Columbia, to Memphis and New Orleans. The track is part of the company’s broader plan to become the “Leading Edge Gateway to Asia.”

It’s on these newly proposed lines that the fight has been drawn, with BCACN, TRAC and community leaders joining forces to oppose the proposal. One complaint raised at the press conference Tuesday was the possible effect on traffic, the opponents estimating increases of 400 percent to 600 percent.

“We’re going to take an enormous hit in terms of the ability for vehicle traffic to be able to cross over these railroad crossings,” said Robert Abboud, president of the Village of Barrington Hills. “Unless you happen to work at home and shop at home … most assuredly, you’re driving over at least one of these crossings.”

Abboud estimated that CN’s trains, up to 9,600 feet long, will come every 43 minutes if the plan is approved.

Such congestion threatens the quality of life in these communities and could pose serious safety risks, community leaders said.

“This deal threatens our quality of life,” argued Thomas Weisner, mayor of Aurora, “through the inability of even ambulances getting to a hospital and emergency room in the reasonable amount of time that they do today.”

CN contends, however, that while communities like Barrington might experience more traffic, the transaction would reduce rail traffic in the greater Chicago area, saying that use of underutilized EJ&E tracks would allow its freight trains to circumvent crossings in the city, which are currently heavily congested.

“The added vehicular delay [at gates] would be between 5 to 10 seconds per driver,” said E. Hunter Harrison, CN’s president and CEO, in a press release. “For motorists, this would not be much different than having to face one more traffic light in their journey[J2].”
The company met with fire and police officials on April 14 to address community members’ concerns over safety and environmental issues, and pledged $40 million towards mitigation costs. It is working with the STB to determine the environmental risks involved.

But community leaders said Tuesday that’s not enough.

“Just so everyone understands what the scale is, there are 143 crossings between Waukegan and Gary,” said Abboud. “To simply separate one crossing between the road and the rail is in the range of $40 million. So what CN has proposed here is, of those 143 crossings, they’re willing to fix one.”

Abboud estimates the total cost of the project at $2 billion to $3 billion.

When asked how they plan on fighting the CN’s plan, BCACN and TRAC members said they were focusing their efforts on CN shareholders first, urging them in a letter to be “change agents in pressing your corporate management to find a reasonable balance between profit and its corporate responsibility for being a good neighbor.”

If those efforts fail, officials said, they plan on lobbying members of Congress to back their effort with the STB.  Board spokesman Dennis Watson said the case is pending until tests to gauge the environmental effects of the merger are complete.

BCACN and TRAC officials are also pushing Congress to consider rewriting the current railroad law. What they term loopholes in 19th-century railroad legislation have allowed foreign companies to expand into the U.S. with relatively little regulation. CN obtained its Chicago-to-New Orleans route by acquiring the Illinois Central.

“The law was written in a way that provided a mechanism for railroads to expand,” Abboud said. “You’ve got a piece of legislation that allows a rogue company like CN to behave in a manner which is inconsistent with a community standard.”

Abboud and officials said they expect a decision from the STB by the end of the year, and are confident the deal will be blocked.
