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Introduction

The following is provided in response to the Request for Comments stated in the Cover Letter from Victoria J. Rutson, regarding the Section of Environmental Analysis (SEA) Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) dated July 25, 2008, regarding the Proposed Canadian National Railway Company Acquisition of the Elgin, Joliet & Eastern (EJ&E) Railway Company. 

The following comments are based on my personal evaluation of the status and potential consequences of the proposed acquisition presented above.  I request that these issues be addressed by the Surface Transportation Board in the final evaluation of the request by the Canadian National Railway Company.

Each comment addresses the specific statement in the Environmental Impact Statement, Finance Docket No. 35087, identified by page number (ES-nn) and, where possible, by paragraph number (VM nn).

ES-5 Proposed Action and Alternatives 

It is not clear on Page ES-5 and ES-7 that connections were considered between the Schiller Park Yard, the Hawthorne Yard and the Edison Subdivision as a means to provide an economical solution for access from the Waukesha Subdivision to the Joliet, Edison and Chicago Subdivisions.  This would eliminate the need for the Western Subdivision altogether.  Please provide an evaluation of this alternative.

ES-9 Environmental Consequences

ES-10 Rail Operations

The third paragraph states that the Metra operations in Barrington, Spaulding, West Chicago, and Joliet-Rock Island Tower “would need to work together closely to ensure that the increase in CN freight lines on the EJ&E rail line can be operated efficiently while maintaining a high level of on-time performance for existing and proposed additional Metra trains.”   This is not a solution.  This simply transfers the responsibility from the Surface Transportation Board (STB) to the local Metra operations.  This is not acceptable.

The STB has the responsibility to define an acceptable solution to this situation.  Please take the appropriate action and present your recommendation to the public before the final report is submitted.

ES-13 Transportation Systems

The third paragraph states that a SEA analysis shows that 15 crossings would be “substantially affected” with total traffic delays in a 24-hour period ranging from “1 hour … to 165 hours and that “mitigation measures should be considered”.  This simply transfers the responsibility from the STB to some unspecified agency.  This is not acceptable on several levels.  First of all, the STB has primary responsibility.  And if emergency vehicles (police, fire, or medical) are involved in these delays, the consequence increases significantly.  And if a dad is driving his pregnant wife to the hospital to give birth, the delay could be drastic.   And that is the responsibility of the STB.  Please address this issue in more detail and provide a recommendation before the final report is issued.

ES-15 Socioeconomics

The SEA analysis projects a loss of 280 jobs in the Chicago area, “but this would not have a noticeable effect on jobs or employment in the Chicago metropolitan area”, resulting in “less than 1/10 of 1 percent in the Chicago metropolitan area”.  Interesting comment.  280 jobs are meaningless to the SEA in these times?   The basis for this estimate should not be the entire Chicago metropolitan area, but the local communities that are directly affected.  This is especially important if these are low income communities.

ES-16 Environmental Justice

The SEA analysis in this Draft Environmental Impact statement only addressed impacts to “minority and low-impact communities” and concluded “impacts did not meet the criteria of a high and adverse impact.”   Where is the impact on medium-impact communities?  I request the STB provide an evaluation of the total impact of environmental justice.  Many medium and even “high” communities are affected by your decisions.

ES-17 Energy

The SEA conclusion that there will be “no energy impacts from such diversions” does not agree with the earlier statement that “cars idling at a highway/rail at-grade crossing would increase by approximately 84,000 gallons of gasoline per year by 2015.”  This is a significant increase in wasted energy and in additional pollution.  Please review and revise this conclusion.

ES-17 Air Quality and Climate

The last paragraph states “the net annual increase in carbon dioxide emissions (0.0069 million metric tons of carbon dioxide) would be a tiny fraction of the total carbon dioxide emissions in the U.S. and the world”.  That may be true, but it is not relevant.  Please provide the estimated impact on the air quality in the Chicago area shown on pages ES-6 and ES-7.

ES-19 Water Resources

The first paragraph states “there are several areas along the EJ&E rail line where the susceptibility of shallow groundwater to be affected by hazardous material spills is excessive, high, or moderate; domestic wells located in these areas would have a higher likelihood of being affected…”

This situation contains two distinct risks that need further evaluation:

1) What is the predicted likelihood and consequence of this risk to the health of families living in the affected areas?  This evaluation should be based on the past history of CN in mitigating this risk to avoid its occurrence.

2) If this risk should occur, what is the past history of CN in providing and quick and effective clean-up?  This evaluation should include the Canadian Wabamun disaster in 2005, where CN’s slow reaction brought charges from the Alberta Environment Ministry.

ES-20 Indirect and Cumulative Effects

ES-21 Indirect Effects

This evaluation appears to be limited to the East Joliet Yard and the Kirk Yard.  Please address the impact of the expanded EJ&E line in the Northwest area.  This impact should include delays and safety for emergency vehicles, school buses, as well as general traffic.

ES-22 Cumulative Effects

The SEA conclusions listed here suggest that a coordinated plan should be developed before any decision is made regarding the change in the EJ&E line.  Please state this more clearly.

Applicants’ Voluntary Mitigation Measures

ES-28 Emergency Vehicle Delay

Instead of simply notifying emergency agencies of train locations, CN should determine which crossings are going to be blocked and control the trains to always maintain at least one open crossing for emergency vehicles.  This advanced planning will help maintain the overall public safety.

