 


This column about the proposed Canadian National takeover of the Elgin, Joliet & Eastern Railway  ran in The Courier News, a daily newspaper based in Elgin, Ill. that is part of the Sun-Times News Group, on Feb. 3, 2008. 
 

Dave Gathman

The Courier News

Box 531

Elgin, IL 60120

(847) 888-7756



 

DAVE GATHMAN
MUSINGS AND MUTTERINGS
THE COURIER NEWS, ELGIN, IL
2-3-08
 

On this issue, we’re all being NIMBYs
 

And I thought the most controversial thing about the Canadian National Railway’s plan to take over our Elgin, Joliet & Eastern Railway was that Elgin would lose one claim to fame! Then I went to a Barrington country club for one of the open houses federal officials are hosting as they decide whether to OK the takeover. At 2 o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon, the joint was jammed with hundreds of angry people, afraid the change will clog area streets and roads.
That has been followed by statements of opposition from the village officials of Bartlett, Wayne and six  Barrington-area towns.
At first blush, the statistics sound scary. CN wants to shift freight trains that now head into the heart of Chicago on five congested lines it already owns (two former Illinois Central lines, including the one that passes through South Elgin and Plato Center, plus the former Grand Trunk, Wisconsin Central and Gulf, Mobile & Ohio railroads) and reroute them through the Fox Valley on the EJ&E. The flow of EJ&E trains would go up in the Barrington-Elgin-Bartlett area from about four or five a day to 20 or 25. The angry people at that country club envisioned sitting behind the wheel at grade crossings, waiting forever as CN freight trains crawl by. Their attitude will not be improved any by last week’s court ruling that threw out a state law that forbade trains to block a street for more than 10 minutes.  
But let’s look at some other numbers. The Union Pacific rail line through Geneva already carries 140 trains a day. That’s six times as many as the EJ&E would have in our area. 
You think that sounds busy? The BNSF line through Aurora carries 212 a day. Even the Metra line through downtown Elgin carries 69 a day, or three times as many as the post-change EJ&E.
Let’s look at another stat, too. While 34 towns, mostly out in the boonies like us, would see more trains, 80 other towns, like Des Plaines and Buffalo Grove and Franklin Park, would see a drop in the number of trains. 
The Elgin-Dundee area actually would be little affected. While some major roads in Wayne and Bartlett (West Bartlett, Army Trail, Stearns) cross the EJ&E at grade level, every major road leading out of Elgin and the Dundees except Shoe Factory Road and Penny Road crosses the EJ&E with either an underpass or an overpass. CN trains could park under U.S. 20 or over Illinois 58 all day and our drivers would never notice.
A more convincing problem is the fear expressed by Elgin officials that the change could make it harder to start up the long-planned STAR Line commuter service from Joliet to Elgin to O’Hare International Airport. EJ&E’s single track might be too crowded with freights to squeeze in passenger trains, too. Maybe the feds should require CN to build a second track in the STAR area as the price for its new convenience. 
A lot of land-use debates boil down to selfish NIMBY — “Not In My Back Yard” — issues. “I don’t want that new subdivision blocking the view of nature from that house I built in this subdivision two years ago.” Sometimes we have to sacrifice our personal druthers for somebody else’s good.
The EJ&E issue is really a NIMBY issue on a more galactic level. We in the Fox Valley are being asked to wait behind a few more lowered crossing gates so that a larger number of people who live in a bigger area can wait behind fewer gates.        
 

 

 

