Officials tell railway: Do more
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CHICAGO – Several suburban leaders have a message for Canadian National Railway: If you’re going to pass trains through their towns, fix the congestion.

Members of TRAC – The Regional Answer to Canadian National – gathered Tuesday in Chicago’s Federal Plaza to rally against the Canadian railway‘s proposal to purchase 200 miles of the suburban Elgin, Joliet & Eastern Rail Line. The coalition consists of more than 30 cities, villages, townships and counties along the rail line’s southwesterly path.

Coalition members questioned whether Canadian National’s $40 million offer to mitigate municipal woes went far enough. Some, including Barrington Hills Village President Robert Abboud, called on the Canadian freight hauler to pony up $2 billion – roughly the net income that the company earned in 2007, according to financial reports released Tuesday – to relocate rail lines that cross the roadway at grade.

“The purchase is not good for the village of Barrington Hills,” said Abboud, who also is the Democratic candidate for the U.S. House 16th District seat. “It is not good for the Barrington area, for the region, for the state or for the country.”

That’s because the bulk of the bill to break up at-grade crossings will be passed along to the taxpayers, Barrington Village President Karen Darch said.

“Canadian National must invest the dollars necessary to eliminate the problems, in their totality, that this purchase will create,” she said.  

But that’s an unreasonable, and unprecedented, expectation for the municipalities along the line to have, said Jim Kvedaras, Canadian National’s senior manager for U.S. public and governmental affairs.

“It’s not based in any past practice or anything,” he said. “This is what happens when railways or roadways [grow] in volume.

“We absolutely don’t have a problem participating in our fair share.”

When it comes to breaking up rail line-roadway crossings, Kvedaras said, the public is considered the beneficiary, so public dollars pay the bulk of the bill.

 “Roadways are, in reality, public conveyances,” he said, noting that the federal government is usually a contributing party for major road projects. “If we’re talking about grade-crossing improvements … the commerce commission funds those improvements with public money.”

Canadian National is vying for federal approval of the proposed rail purchase. The Elgin, Joliet & Eastern, commonly known as the EJ&E, runs in a southwesterly loop from Waukegan to South Chicago; Canadian National officials say it would ease rail congestion through the crowded region.

Although the rail lines do not directly cross into McHenry County, they do cross over several major access points to the county, including Routes 14 and 59 and Lake-Cook Road. Opponents have raised red flags over the social, economic and environmental impact that the purchase could have on the area; and several federal leaders, including U.S. Reps. Melissa Bean, a Democrat from Barrington, and Don Manzullo, a Republican from Egan, have spoken out against the purchase.

But what Barrington-area leaders view as a negative, some neighboring communities think can only benefit their areas. Twenty trains that run each day through Buffalo Grove will be diverted by the sale, thus opening up more availability for commuter rail service, village Trustee Jeff Berman said.

“Nobody from our community wants to see anything negative happen to our neighbors,” Berman said. “But understand that by opposing this, they’re basically saying they want to stick those 20 trains in Buffalo Grove. It’s the same trains.

“I understand why they feel that way, but I can say we’re still there. The world has not come to an end, and these trains are not the inherent evil that they’re being portrayed as by the opponents.”   

