Dear members of the Transportation Safety Board,

My name is Michael Minton.  I live with my wife and family in Barrington, Illinois.  We actively participate in and support local businesses, our community, schools, and church.  We have lived in/around Chicagoland for nearly all of the last 20+ years, having settled in Barrington over 9 years ago.
I am writing to you to express my deep concern over the proposed acquisition by Canadian National Railway (CN) of the Elgin, Joliet & Eastern (EJ&E) line.  The proposed acquisition and increase in rail traffic will introduce and increase significant safety, economic and environmental hazards, amounting to a disastrous impact on the suburbs surrounding Chicago, with no real guarantee of reduced impact on CN’s existing lines through Chicago.

There is nothing in the proposed acquisition that guarantees the added traffic on the EJ&E line will be offset by a reduction in traffic on CN’s existing lines through Chicago.  Quadrupling the number of trains and doubling the average length of those trains amounts to a four-fold increase in some hazards (such as collisions), and an eight-fold increase in other hazards (disruption to other surface traffic, noise, and environmental impact).
The proposed acquisition will substantially increase the exposure to fatal collisions at the numerous grade-level crossings on the EJ&E line.  An IDOT study revealed that there are 133 grade-level crossings along the EJ&E line.  The study predicts that the acquisition will result in an increase from 16 to 37 train/vehicle collisions in the next five years.  It also assumes that on other CN lines, the incidence of collisions will decrease from 29 to 9 on CN’s other Chicago lines, although the proposed acquisition makes no guarantee of that reduction in traffic.  Such an increase in the exposure to potentially fatal collisions is unacceptable.
The increase in trains and the increase in the average length of trains will create an unacceptable barrier between police & fire stations and the communities they serve, as well as between the communities and the hospitals which provide emergency care.  The EJ&E line, particularly in the Barrington area, bisects several emergency service coverage areas.  One average CN freight train could block all of the Barrington area crossings at one time, and could result in the difference between life and death in a response to an emergency.
The increase in trains and the increase in the average length of trains will create a veritable deadlock on the many State and US highways which intersect the EJ&E line at grade level.  The traffic on these primary commercial arteries is already backed up for the bulk of each business day.  Adding a four-fold to eight-fold increase to the delay at each crossing would, as I’m sure the simulations will show, amount to a routine where the last stoppage hasn’t yet cleared before the next one begins to back up.  This kind of widespread gridlock will amount to a dramatic “ripple effect” to the thousands of businesses on and around those highways, which rely on healthy traffic flow.
The added volume of trains will increase the likelihood of a repeat of the 1995 disaster when a train hit a school bus in Fox River Grove.  In District 220 (Barrington), the school buses cross the EJ&E tracks 800 times a day, not including the foot-traffic of students going to/from the high school (less than ¼ mile from the tracks).

An unusual characteristic of this acquisition is the grade-level intersection of the EJ&E line with the UPRR (Metra NW Line) just a stone’s throw from three major roads (Route 59, Route 14, and Main St, aka Lake Cook Rd), also with grade-level crossings.  A four-fold to eight-fold increase in congestion across the Metra line intersection in particular will severely impact commuter traffic throughout the northwest corridor of suburbs, from the Chicago’s northwest neighborhoods all the way out to McHenry and Harvard.

The proposed acquisition by CN has earmarked $300 million for the purchase, and an additional $100 million for “improvements”.  With 133 grade-level crossings, dozens of which are high-volume traffic crossings, the deal seems woefully under-funded to safely and adequately mitigate the potential impact.  The sheer volume of traffic on the grade-level crossings demands that grade-separation be required for (as an example) any crossing with more than 10,000 average vehicle crossings per day.  In addition, I expect the environmental impact study team will identify a variety of other impacts to the communities along the EJ&E line.
I urge you to reject the acquisition, based on the untenable impact to safety, commerce, and environment in the communities along the line, without a guarantee of at least equal reduction in impact elsewhere in Illinois.

CN’s recent statement to the Chicago Tribune that, “the bulk of the cost [of mitigations to environmental impacts] would have to come from the federal and state governments” stands as a blatant contradiction to their role as corporate stewards in the communities in which they operate.  CN clearly intends to reap the rewards of added capacity and flow, while leaving the local communities to bear to cost and impact.
If it is determined that the acquisition should proceed, it should be done in a manner that sets a precedent (i.e., becomes the model for safety and environmental mitigations) for future railroad expansion and acquisition.  Furthermore, the required mitigations should be fully funded by CN.

Respectfully and Sincerely,

Michael A. Minton

