January 14, 2008

Canadian National Railroad Observations and Call for Action
Our Barrington Hills Village leaders are asking residents and businesses to petition the Surface Transportation Board (STB) to deny the Canadian National Railroad (CN) request for use and expansion of the EJ&E Rail Lines to bypass Chicago, allowing use of the 120 mile track from Gary, Indiana to Kenosha, Wisconsin for their business.  Existing and new rail traffic that goes through Chicago today are planned be diverted to the suburbs of Chicago going directly through Barrington and Barrington Hills and many other communities along the way.  No other area is as directly impacted as the Barrington area with more crossings and miles of direct impact.

 The January 9, 2008 CN meetings at Makray Memorial Golf Course and Restaurant were extremely well attended due to the timely and repeated notifications by our Village and the united BACOG Communities.  The purpose of the meeting was to educate residents and to encourage them to communicate with the STB and CN about their expansion plans

The risks are clear:  Traffic Congestion, Air Pollution, Hazardous Materials Transfer,  Higher Speeds causing increased potential for Derailment, Increased levels of Noise, Increased Loss of Life and Property, Loss of Property Values, Negative Economic Impact to Businesses and Residents who currently shop and live in the Village and surrounding areas.
The STB has funded an Environmental Impact Study.   The results of that study are important, but that alone may not net us the results we want to protect our roads and communities from being exposed to hazardous materials if there was an accident.    
 The CN position makes the use of these rails sound feasible.  Our position has to be equally clear that it is not feasible or reasonable.  We do not have tunnels or bridges under or over our local tracks. CN officials at the meeting said they will add trains mostly at night, and the time for trains to cross the tracks will be minimal.  They plan to add tracks and improve the rail base to allow them to increase the speeds the trains can run.  What will keep them from expanding the business and moving more and more freight through the area once they have the right-of-way?
I contacted a recently retired Railroad Executive with experience in Indiana, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania and several Southern States.  He provided me with a great deal of insight into  the STB and the Railroads based on his 33 years of Operations experience,  managing and working 24 by 7 by 365 days a year covering train wrecks, derailments and hazardous materials releases in addition to his job of managing and scheduling the loads and working for a safe environment.  He knows the downside risks of running the business.   He provided insight and the following is a short list of issues to consider.
1. The STB is a government appointed body made up of three members, all appointed by George W. Bush.   They are a political organization and as such are very much influenced by political pressure. Our governmental representatives at all levels can have significant and continued influence on their decisions.   We have to ask each representative and those running for office this year at all levels to support us and to do it openly to get our votes.
2. The Railroads have the power of imminent domain and right-of-way once granted is not often revoked.   We have to be aware of their power and work within the laws and regulations.
3. Environmental issues will be considered, but there are no clear standards I am aware of to limit the Railroad businesses, once they have the right-of-way, from expanding their businesses beyond the initially stated plans to increase trips from ~5 a day to ~22 or more a day.
4. The BACOG area presidents/mayors and local congressional representatives are working on our behalf.   They are up against a powerful force.  CN is well funded and is buying and expanding properties across the USA.
5. Once the rail line is approved for the traffic represented by CN, they can continue to solicit added customers along the lines.  
6. The initial arguments that Chicago tracks will be less congested will be naturally appealing to Chicago residents and some other suburbs not as close to the potential congestion. The likely scenario is that the Chicago rails will continue to grow customers and the loss of the traffic coming our way will not result in better conditions for the Chicago residents.  We cannot let CN pit one community against the other.
7. CN claims they will be reducing truck traffic with every train car they fill.   They cannot get trucks off the roads.  There is nothing concrete to guarantee roads will be less congested because they expand the lines.
8. Every truck and car in our area will be burning more fuel waiting for trains to cross and people will be waiting longer to cross the tracks, increasing pollution and reducing air quality in our community.  
9. We may be portrayed as people against progress.  The Railroads with their right of way can condemn property and take it away at a low cost. 
10. We may be portrayed as elitists in the suburbs who want to hold up business in Indiana and Wisconsin (and profits in Canada and for their shareholders,) and keep the pollution elsewhere.   We may be accused of pushing this problem off to other areas and communities in our own self interest.
What we do know: The high school in Barrington is in very close proximity to the EJ&E Railroad Tracks not to mention several grade schools both public and private.  Our young people are often driving and/or walking along and across the tracks.    The EJ&E tracks have an average of two (2) to five (5) freight trains a day crossing them today on a single track.  CN admits to adding up to 20 to 22 trains each day.  That is within their current plans.   What about their expansion plans?   

All that said, it is important for every man, woman, child and business owner to go to the www.FightRailroadCongestion.com  website and register their concerns and not just once.   We need to attend meetings and encourage all communities along the line to stand together.  Comments were taken in writing at the January 9 meeting.  If anyone did not get forms, ask for them or go to get them.   Signs were prepared and are still available to be posted all over the suburbs.  Meetings in some other communities were not as well attended as ours.  We have to get the word out and ensure each community along the line has a full realization of the impact of this decision on our lives.  

As more news develops, the Communications Committee will keep the .info website up to date and provide links from there and the .gov site to allow every resident to keep on top of the situation.   Now more than ever we need unity and support.

Barbara Kemp

Barrington Hills Resident
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