September 29, 2008

Phillis Johnson-Ball

Surface Transportation Board

395 E Street, SW

Washington, DC 20423

Ref: STB Finance Docket No. 35087

Dear Ms. Johnson-Ball:

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment on the Draft Environmental Impact Study regarding the proposed acquisition of the EJ&E Railroad, and for the Board’s efforts to solicit public input during the review process.

While the SEA clearly spent a considerable amount of time compiling the DEIS, I must point out several areas in which the serious impact to communities along the EJ&E was either missed entirely, glossed over or significantly downplayed.  These serious impacts must be considered before the STB can consider its analysis complete.  These areas include public safety, property values, vehicle delays, air quality, overall regional impact, and mitigation.  My comments on each section follow.

Public Safety

Like thousands of Bartlett residents, I live west of the EJ&E tracks.  Unfortunately, all of the services my neighbors and I need during an emergency situation are located east of those tracks, including our new fire station, the two existing fire stations, the police station and the nearest hospitals.
 
Seconds count in an emergency situation.  The fact of the matter is, if your house is on fire or your husband is having a heart attack or your baby can’t breathe, you don’t have time to wait for that fire engine, police car or ambulance to turn around and take an alternate route because a freight train is blocking the only path to your house.
 
In its study, the STB has already identified the impact to emergency services in Bartlett as a substantial potential problem area.  Approving this deal without having effective mitigation in place would be the height of irresponsibility as it effectively robs First Responders of their ability to do their jobs and protect human lives.
 
The study also makes a broad assumption that access to first aid, versus transportation to a hospital facility, is the only important factor in analyzing impact on emergency services.  While this may be true in some cases, ambulances are equipped only with necessary equipment to stabilize a patient until he or she can be transported to a fully-equipped medical facility.  Seconds still count when transporting a patient to a medical facility, and a freight train blocking the path of an ambulance en route to a hospital presents just as great a risk to human life as one that’s blocking a first responder from initially reaching someone in need.  With all due respect to the SEA, I don’t see any medical degrees listed among the staff credentials and no public health authorities are sourced in the study to substantiate this largely inaccurate assertion.  

No one can, and no one should, attempt to put a price on a human life.  The risk to public safety is too serious and can’t simply be dismissed for those of us living along the EJ&E tracks.  Public safety isn’t a game of number crunching or regional averages or comparing the number of towns that will and won’t be impacted.  It’s about preserving human life.
Sadly, the mitigation proposed fails to reflect the seriousness of the risks to public safety.  While options like community safety programs and toll-free numbers are certainly helpful overall, they are of little use in a true life-and-death situation.
Property Values

With respect to the impact of the acquisition on property values, the DEIS states: “However, the EJ&E rail line predates most of the adjacent residential or commercial developments; therefore, properties are assumed to already reflect any reduced property values.”  This statement is an inaccurate assumption not substantiated by any relevant data.  There is a significant difference between a neighborhood that borders a little-used railroad track with only a handful of trains running by per day and one that borders a track with 22+ mile long trains lumbering past each day.  As evidenced by the number of new housing developments that have been built and quickly populated in towns like Bartlett, Elgin, Hoffman Estates, Wayne and Naperville, many people have absolutely no issue with the train traffic that currently exists.  However, the assumption that a 400-500% increase in freight traffic would have no impact on the demand for these homes is impossible to fathom.

The DEIS also references the Conrail merger in Cuyahoga County and notes that that “the publicity associated with the increased freight train traffic due to the Conrail merger ‘did have a substantial effect’ on property values.”  The same logic would most certainly apply in this case: a quick archive search will show that the Daily Herald and other suburban newspapers have near-daily coverage of the proposed CN-EJ&E merger and the Chicago Tribune runs merger-related content about once a week.  Local television and radio stations have also covered the story throughout the past 9 months.  Therefore, the level of increased publicity should certainly be considered equal to (if not greater than) the coverage seen in the Conrail merger and the negative impact on property values should be reflected in the study.

For those of us living along the EJ&E, this certain reduction in property values could not possibly happen at a worse time: the housing market is in the throws of the most serious crisis since the Great Depression, as noted by former Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan when he said: "It's a once-in-a-century type of financial crisis."  As we homeowners watch our property values sink due to market conditions largely outside of our control, approval of this merger is like adding insult to injury as our property values will certainly take an even greater nosedive.  In fact, the Center for Responsible Lending says that the closest 50 homes lose an average of $3,000 in equity every time there’s a foreclosure.  Allowing the investments of homeowners along the EJ&E to take an even greater nosedive due to this acquisition is simply unfathomable.
Vehicle Delays

The “average delay per delayed vehicle” (Table 4.3-4 - Summary of Proposed Action Effects on Highway/Rail At-Grade Crossings) is almost laughable in its simplified analysis of delayed vehicles based on number-crunching alone.  For example, the average delay at the crossing near my house (West Bartlett Road) is listed as 1.5 minutes as a result of the proposed action.  I struggle to understand how the formula used can fail to take into account the cumulative effects of traffic backed up due to a blocked crossing and the amount of time required for stopped vehicles to resume travel at posted speeds – or at least the normal speed during that time of day.  The formula used might seem reasonable if vehicles operated like cars strung together on the track of a roller coaster, wherein a ride operator flips a switch and everyone begins moving at the same time.  Anyone who’s been stopped by a freight train for its usual 10+ minute stretch knows that it takes several minutes for all cars stopped by a train to begin moving again; even then, delays continue for much longer as greater traffic volumes are unleashed on roadways, upsetting the normal flow of traffic for miles and miles around.

The study also fails to consider the indirect impact of increased rail traffic on other roadways; for example, North Avenue in St. Charles is currently one of the few east-west routes used by drivers to cross the Fox River.  Not surprisingly, traffic congestion on this road is high, a problem which the planned project to build an additional bridge at Stearns Road seeks to address.  If the freight traffic on the EJ&E is allowed to increase, thereby creating additional traffic backups on Stearns Road, drivers will be forced to continue to use North Avenue as a more reliable route for crossing the Fox River.  The bridge construction – already started – may as well not even take place as the indirect consequences of the merger will effectively render it ineffective.
Air Quality

The Air Quality section of the DEIS fails to address the specific impacts of increased rail traffic on those residents who suffer from lung conditions such as asthma or Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD).  The recently-passed EPA rule requiring cuts in the air pollution produced by locomotive engines does not take effect until 2015, while the DEIS does not evaluate environmental impacts this far into the future.  Because rail traffic volumes have not been confirmed for this time horizon, the positive effects of the EPA pollution rule will likely be offset by an increase in rail volume not addressed by the DEIS.

In the meantime, children living along the EJ&E will be exposed to high levels of airborne pollutants.  The American Lung Association says that children are at greater risk of developing asthma than adults.  Increasing airborne pollutants along the EJ&E before the 2015 EPA rule takes effect puts children at greater risk for developing asthma during their critical formative years with no protection other than a promise of future reductions in emissions.  By the time the 2015 EPA rule goes into effect, the damage will have already been done to those children along the EJ&E.
Overall Impact

When considering the “overall impact” to the region by contrasting the benefits and detriments to the current CN and EJ&E communities, the STB must recognize that train traffic and its corresponding impacts (traffic, noise, etc.) are not the only factors that contribute to quality of life in any given community.  Choosing where to live is a series of tradeoffs, compromises and priorities, and living with train traffic is simply one of those compromises.  Simply comparing train volume in current CN communities vs. those that border the EJ&E may seem to imply a great imbalance in quality of life and suggest that this deal be used to “even the scales”; however, many other factors contribute to quality of life in both groups of communities.

For example, residents in “inner ring” suburbs, as well as the City of Chicago, can generally enjoy shorter commutes to work and school given the abundance of employers and colleges located within the City of Chicago.  Inner ring residents enjoy lower property taxes and have greater access to public transportation, major freeways and medical facilities and due to the developed infrastructure in these areas.  A range of affordable housing options is available to these residents as well as access to established public programs and services due to the relative maturity of these communities.

In contrast, those living in the “collar communities” must face long commutes to work and school, high property taxes, underdeveloped infrastructure, few public services and facilities, scarce public transportation options and limited access to major area highways.  In the end, people choose to live where they do because, in evaluating their own personal set of priorities, the positives outweigh the negatives.  Train traffic is just one of those negatives; the degree to which positives can outweigh this ultimately determines where we choose to live.  Because current CN communities already enjoy a host of other benefits not experienced by those in collar communities, evaluating train traffic alone is insufficient in determining overall regional impact.

Mitigation

Various state and local planning agencies have already testified at the Congressional level to certify that public funding for grade separations and other mitigation is simply not available at the “traditional” 95% level suggested by the STB.  Given the serious consequences of increased freight traffic on the communities along the EJ&E, this deal cannot be made a reality without some guarantee of mitigation.  Recent history is fraught with examples of tragic consequences of government’s failure to take appropriate actions to prevent problems that are all too clear.

For these reasons, I urge the STB members to honestly put themselves in the shoes of the residents along the EJ&E, consider the devastating impacts it will have.

Respectfully,

Karen Wojciechowski

1783 Dyer Drive

Bartlett, IL 60103

