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February 14, 2008
U.S. Surface Transportation Board
395 E Street, SW
Washington, DC 20423
Attention: Phillis Johnson-Ball

Environmental Filing

STB Finance Docket No. 35087

Dear Ms. Johnson-Ball:
I am writing as a local resident that would be affected by changes to the Elgin, Joliet & Eastern Railroad that are anticipated with its acquisition by Canadian National.  My perspective on this is likely much different than many of the letters you have received.  See, I grew up within a half mile of the Indiana Harbor Belt rail line that rings the inner suburbs of Chicago and I now often cross the EJ&E line that rings the outer suburbs of Chicago in my travels.  My younger brothers and I have always had a special interest in trains.  I’m not sure if it was that our grandfather worked many years for Conrail or that we had a model railroad from him (which I still have to this day), or something else, but transportation and planning runs in my family.  I grew up to become a city planner, my middle brother is now a roadmaster with a civil engineering degree for BNSF, and my youngest brother who will graduate from the University of Illinois (like his older brothers) already has his job lined up at BNSF.
In any case, we all know all to well how important the Indiana Harbor Belt line is to this country.  It is the prime interchange point between the western and eastern railroads.  As important as this line is to this entire country, it slices right through heavily populated areas and many crossings are at grade.  This situation in recent years spurred the start of the CREATE program with Chicago, Illinois, and the railroads coming up with a plan for grade separation of key crossings and flyovers to allow Metra trains to cross other rail lines.  CREATE’s website states “The goal and objective of CREATE is to address existing rail congestion in the Chicago region and the long-term growth of rail traffic in the region and nation”.  It is great to hear that some of the projects in this plan are being carried out.  But we should ask ourselves why these projects need to be undertaken at this time?  It is a combination of factors.  When the IHB was constructed, it’s likely no one really anticipated the large population that lives along it today and as that population was growing, the local governments did not require developers to build grade-separated crossings, as this is now more common place today.
My thought is that in the most basic sense there should be no problem with CN increasing use of the EJ&E line and therefore redistributing traffic from the IHB to the EJ&E, which will spread out rail traffic in the Chicagoland region as a whole.  This may result in benefits to the region: economic, environmental, etc.  However, more importantly, my thought is that before CN is allowed to do this, they should be required to mitigate this rail line’s external effects to the region, such that another CREATE project is not needed for the EJ&E line in 15 years.
While, I understand that CN is prepared to spend some $100 million on improvements to the EJ&E line, this is no where near enough to separate the grades at most of the crossings on this line.  I might remind everyone that the EJ&E makes a much larger loop around Chicago than the IHB too.  This means there are many more crossings that need to be mitigated.  In addition, the local municipalities that the EJ&E line pass through, in some cases, are still growing areas that are in many ways not prepared to deal with this proposal, whether it be this process, the operational effects on emergency services, or the long-term physical effects.  In a local newspaper (Daily Herald) article, I read a quote in relation to this proposal by a CN spokesman that “This is a privately funded resolution of regional congestion”.  My comment to that is, “No, it’s not because it won’t solve regional congestion.  It’s just going to create more problems for a later generation to deal with on a different rail line.”  Specifically, I do not see how the effects of this proposal can be mitigated to the extent that would be required if we were only talking about a new single grade crossing somewhere.  Of course grade separation would be required in those instances.
I believe that as the Surface Transportation Board reviews this proposal that they should really consider the big picture factors discussed above.  CREATE’s website also states: “CN’s proposed acquisition of the EJ&E by itself will not resolve the overall region’s current rail congestion issues or provide relief for future rail freight and passenger traffic growth in the region”.  I hope that CN recognizes that it is in their own interest to continue to work within the CREATE program to solve these issues, unless they can mitigate their redistribution of traffic onto the EJ&E line such that the external effects are less than “how the IHB line really should be”.
Also, please note I am only writing as a local resident.  This rail line does not pass through or near the Village of Sugar Grove.

Thank you,
Michael P. Ferencak, AICP

Village Planner

Village of Sugar Grove


