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DATE:

January 11, 2008

TO:

Surface Transportation Board

Subject:
Comments Regarding STB Finance Docket No. 35087, Proposed Canadian National Railway Company Acquisition of the Elgin, Joliet and Eastern Railway Company

ATTN:

Phyllis Johnson-Ball, Environmental Filing

Yesterday I attended a scoping meeting in Joliet regarding this project.  This was an excellent meeting, with ample personnel to respond to questions and take comments.  The charts and displays were logical and well done, with the exception of one map that was extremely out-of-date (e.g., the Village of New Lenox, where I reside, was shown as only being on the south side of the EJ&E RR; in fact, the village has never had just that configuration and the majority of the village is actually north of the RR; I brought this to the attention of several of the staff present).  I also took the opportunity to speak with representatives of the CN RR.  While I made many of the comments below to staff and the CN representatives, I also wanted to provide them in writing.

One other point: the directions for electronic filing were not sufficient.  The toll-free number is only informational, and the website’s directions don’t explain what to do if there is no prefix to the docket number, which there isn’t in this case (or if there is, it isn’t apparent what it should be).

COMMENTS
Double-Tracking

The CN proposal is that the track through New Lenox be double-tracked; it is a single track now.  The effect of the double-tracking is discussed below.

Traffic

In New Lenox, there are 5 crossings: Gougar, Nelson, Cedar, Spencer, and Schoolhouse.  Currently, Gougar, Cedar, and Schoolhouse are the major North-South roads through town; eventually Nelson will also extend to Lincoln Highway to the North, the major East-West road through town.  The projected increase in trains from 6 to 28 daily, with increased train lengths, will have a severe, detrimental effect on N-S traffic flow through the village.  The distance from Gougar to Schoolhouse is approximately 4 miles.  With an average train length of at least 8000 feet, a train that is stopped could block 2 of the 5 roads at the same time.  Given the proposed double-tracking, there is actually the potential for 4 roads to be blocked at the same time.  Further, with average train transit times of approximately up to 10 minutes, N-S traffic could be severely affected for long periods of time, with no easy or practical alternative routes.

Noise

We live approximately 1/4 mile north of the EJ&E tracks.  Already, train horns wake my wife in the middle of the night.  While I recognize the trade-offs between safety and noise, and I understand that it is up to the local towns to request quiet zones, the increased traffic would mean a great deal of time and money to pursue any such quiet zones desired.

Economic Impact

The south end of New Lenox, south of the tracks, has seen increasing residential development in the last few years.  That has naturally led to increased retail development as well.  Similarly, the new I-355 interchange area at Route 6, just west of Cedar, is slated for major retail development, with at least two malls under development.  The increased train traffic and delays, as described above, will severely hamper the movement of residents and other shoppers between these areas.

Safety

Currently, the southwest part of New Lenox is served by Fire Station No. 3, located just south of the EJ&E tracks, along Nelson.  When the tracks are blocked, residents would have to be served by Fire Station No. 1, located at the east side of town, on Lincoln Highway, several miles away.  In addition, along Gougar, just north of the tracks, is a major commercial area, with large warehouses, and a new high school is under construction, which will house some 2500 students.  Again, when the tracks are blocked, fire response will be adversely impacted to these high-population locations.

In addition to fire response, access to hospitals will be even more severely impacted.  Silver Cross Hospital, currently in Joliet, has proposed relocating to Route 6, just west of Cedar, on the far north side of town.  When tracks are blocked, there would be time lost getting to the hospital since the hospital is within the track footprint, with no easy or practical means of reaching it.  We lived in Park Forest for some 27 years.  The situation is similar in that area for access to St. James Hospital in Chicago Heights and its sister hospital in Olympia Fields.  There is one minor N-S road in Park Forest which could be used (Orchard).  The major road, Governors’ Highway, might also be available, but it is subject to flooding, so much so that it has permanent road gates installed at the sides of the road.

There are no hospitals south of the tracks that I am aware of that are easily accessible or nearby.

MITIGATION REQUIREMENTS

Grade Crossing Safety Improvements
· Require CN to provide crossing gates/lights at all crossings that currently don’t have them.

Grade Crossing Separations
· Require CN to fund grade separations in New Lenox at Gougar, Cedar, and Schoolhouse, at a minimum.  Require CN to fund grade separation at Nelson at the same time that Nelson goes through to Lincoln Highway.

Quiet Zones
· Require CN to provide funds in support of any efforts by New Lenox to develop and implement quiet zones.

Schedule Alterations

· Have additional train traffic scheduled for non-peak surface traffic hours (e.g., 9:00 p.m. to 5:00 a.m.).  I understand this might not be very feasible, given the amount of traffic anticipated, but it should be considered and investigated.

Thank you for providing the scoping meeting and for the opportunity to comment on this very important issue, affecting not only New Lenox but also the entire region.

/s/

Frank W. Palmisano, Sr.

1113 Ogden RD

New Lenox, IL 60451-3189

(815) 462-9184

fpalmis@comcast.net
cc: Timothy Baldermann, Mayor of the Village of New Lenox

