COMMUNITY ADVISORY GROUP
Summary of March 13 and March 14, 2012 Range of
Alternatives Meetings

The Grand Crossing Rail Project Team is using the Illinois Department of Transportation’s
(IDOT) Context Sensitive Solutions (CSS) process to develop the project’s preliminary
engineering design and corresponding Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). This process
engages all project stakeholders, including neighborhood residents, elected officials, community
and business leaders, interest groups, government agencies, and anybody who interacts with
the railroads and roadways in the project study area. The intent is to identify and have a clear
understanding of the community’s transportation concerns. Vital input will help shape a solution
for the Grand Crossing Rail Project that best balances the transportation needs of this project
with the concerns and values of the community.
As part of this CSS process, the Project Team invited area residents and representatives from
businesses, police and fire districts, non-profits, churches, and schools to form two Community
Advisory Groups. These two groups – one for neighborhoods in the northern part of the study
area and one for those in the southern part – will serve as a forum for community leaders and
residents to meet periodically to discuss the community’s thoughts and ideas about the project.
These Community Advisory Groups will be integral to shaping the project, providing input to the
problem statement and purpose and need, the alternatives considered, and selection of the
preferred alternative. The Community Advisory Group membership roster is provided as
Attachment A.
On March 13 and 14, 2012, the second round of Community Advisory Group meetings were
hosted at St. Bernard Hospital and the Grand Crossing Park Field House, respectively. These
meetings focused on the Range of Alternatives developed for the project but also included much
of the same introductory information provided at the first round of meetings, both as a review
and so that new members could become more familiar with the project. The Project Team also
provided attendees the opportunity to provide input on the materials presented at the first round
of meetings, including the Problem Statement, the Purpose and Need Statement, and
Community Context Audit survey.
This memorandum describes the format and content of the March 13 and 14 Range of
Alternatives meetings, the input received from Community Advisory Group members during
these meetings, and the next steps for the project’s public outreach program.
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1.

Meeting Format and Agenda

The Community Advisory Group-North Meeting was held on Tuesday, March 13, 2012 from
1:30pm to 4:00pm at St. Bernard Hospital, 326 W. 64th Street, Chicago and was attended by 24
people. The Community Advisory Group-South Meeting was held on Wednesday, March 14,
2012 from 1:30pm to 4:00pm at the Grand Crossing Park Fieldhouse, 7655 S. Ingleside
Avenue, Chicago and was attended by 49 people. A sample invitation letter is provided as
Attachment B.
Project Team staff included Danielle Stewart and Jakita Trotter from IDOT, as well as several
members of the consultant team, including Tony Pakeltis, Craig Moore, Elizabeth Federico,
Brian McNuckle, and Manuel Ayuso1 of Parsons; Nick Busalacchi of HNTB; and Margarite
Wypychowski2, Ambar Mentor1, and Josh Druding of public outreach subconsultant Carolyn
Grisko and Associates. Other attendees included Chuck Allen of Norfolk Southern and Joe
Alonzo of the Chicago Department of Transportation (CDOT). At the North meeting, the Project
Team was assisted by Community Advisory Group member Michael Howard, who was invited
by the Project Team at the suggestion of Alderman Dowell to serve as a facilitator for the
meeting.
The north and south meeting attendance lists are included as Attachment C, and handout
materials provided to each attendee can be found in Attachment D. Details on the discussions
that took place during these meetings are provided in Section 2 and 3 below.
The venues for the two CAG meetings were laid out with tables seating 6 to 8 members each.
Seating was not assigned ahead of time; CAG members chose on their own where and with
whom to sit.
After a safety briefing, IDOT’s CREATE Public Outreach Administrator, Jakita Trotter, welcomed
attendees and laid out some meeting guidelines to ensure that the afternoon proceeded in an
efficient manner so that everyone had the opportunity to participate. Ms. Trotter then walked
through the agenda for the meeting, which included Project Team introductions, a recap and
review of the material presented at the November Community Advisory Group meetings,
presentation of the Range of Alternatives developed for the project, a small group activity, and a
summary of upcoming outreach activities and next steps. At the North meeting, representatives
of State Representative Hunter and Aldermen Cochran and Dowell introduced themselves and
delivered a few remarks on behalf of the elected officials.
Next, Parsons Project Manager Tony Pakeltis delivered the technical presentation, which began
with a review of the Grand Crossing Rail Project (including the project’s Purpose and Need
Statement), the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) process, and a recap of the November
2011 Community Advisory Group meetings and the December 2011 public meetings. Because
the South meeting attendees included several individuals who were new to the group and were
less familiar with the project than the others, Mr. Pakeltis spent more time reviewing previously
presented material at the South meeting. The second part of Mr. Pakeltis’s presentation focused
on the Range of Alternatives developed and the process by which they would be refined and
screened to determine the alternatives that will be evaluated in detail in the Draft EIS.

1
2

South meeting only
North meeting only
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The Project Team’s presentation was followed by a 45-minute group activity during which
Community Advisory Group members discussed the build alternatives presented by Mr. Pakeltis
in small groups. This activity is described further in Section 2. The meeting concluded with a
discussion of next steps and other opportunities for community input, including the March 26
and 28, 2012 public meetings.
A copy of the presentation slides is included as one of the handouts in Attachment D.

2.

Group Activity

The purpose of the group activity was for Community Advisory Group members to gain a full
understanding of the Range of Alternatives and solicit their input on which alignments would be
preferable from a community perspective.
Each table included a member of the Project Team to help walk participants through the
alternatives using table maps and typical sections showing the alternatives and answer
technical questions. The small group discussions lasted approximately 30 minutes, followed by
a recap in which each table shared the main points of its discussion, including any
recommendations on which alignments they preferred, with the larger group. A brief
questionnaire was provided to each group to guide discussion. A copy of the questionnaire is
provided in Attachment E.
At the North meeting, most tables reached consensus on which north alignment they preferred,
as summarized in Table 1:
Table 1: North Meeting – Small Group Discussions and Alignment Recommendations
Recommended
Alignments

Reasons
• Because the rail corridor is already
there, whereas N-1 would create a
new rail corridor and disrupt the
community

Group 1

N-2; no south
alignment
recommendation
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Other Comments
• One group member
preferred N-1 because it
would have less impact on
the greater community
• All agreed that the North-1
would be more tenable if it
incorporate a community
benefit such as a bike trail
• In the N-2 area, there’s a
long-term land use
planning effort underway
that involves a bike trail
• The group also surmised
that N-1 may preclude a
new Metra station, which
would provide direct train
service to downtown and
be a major asset for the
community

May 11, 2012

Table 1: North Meeting – Small Group Discussions and Alignment Recommendations
Recommended
Alignments

Group 2

Group 3

N-1;
S-1

N-1; no south
alignment
recommendation

Reasons

Other Comments

• N-1 would require fewer
displacements
• There’s a potential historic
preservation issue with N-2 – a
dressed limestone bridge would be
covered
• S-1 keeps the improvements closer
to the Chicago Skyway, with less
noise and vibration impacts on the
surrounding community

• In order for N-1 to happen,
two other CREATE
projects (the Englewood
Flyover and the 75th
Corridor Improvement
Project) must happen first
• For the CN Connection,
there are tradeoffs
between blocking and
lowering streets
(convenience/mobility
versus possible
flooding)…this needs to be
communicated visually at
the public meetings
• Other concerns include
noise and track
maintenance

• The NS yard expansion has
already destroyed the
neighborhood that
N-1 would affect
• N-2 may divide the neighborhood
more
• Sherwood Park is only 15 years
old; it was built for children in the
community, and we had to fight
for it

• Concerned about noise
and air quality impacts for
residents left behind
• Cited Sherwood Park as
an important community
resource
• For both south alignments,
concerned about noise
and fumes from idling
trains affecting residents
near the proposed south
alignments. Suggested a
noise wall to mitigate
impacts.

At the South meeting, where many attendees were learning about the details of project for the
first time, table discussions were more general and focused on overall rail-related issues in the
community. Table 2 summarizes these conversations:
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Table 2: South Meeting – Small Group Discussions
Comments

Group 1

• Additional information, details, and explanation are needed to ensure this audience
truly grasps what the project is and to eliminate confusion and myths circulating in the
community.
• There are many misconceptions about project-related property acquisitions and
relocations.
• One participant noted impacts on building foundations, possible relocations, and
home values as concerns.
• Another participant, who lives near 77th and Avalon, is most concerned about noise,
vibration, flooding, and foundations. She noted that trains seem to be more frequent
lately.
• ETA Creative Arts Foundation, a community theater group at 76th and S. Chicago, is
planning to expand its facility. They should be consulted to review project timelines
and potential impacts.
• There will be noise and air quality issues near the Chicago Skyway.
• The group wondered if the 73rd Street ramp to the Chicago Skyway would be closed.
(Mr. Pakeltis confirmed that there would be no ramp closures due to the project.)

Group 2

• Issues and concerns include:
― Residents will hear more noise (including trains blowing horns) in the areas near
the new tracks.
― More trains and faster trains through the area will increase vibration and could
cause structural damage to property.
― Air quality in the areas near trains will worsen because of idling trains (there is a
senior citizen home in the area).
― If streets are lowered to accommodate the new viaduct, will it cause flooding in
the surrounding area.
― What are the proposed community improvements?
― Property values will decrease because of the new train tracks in the area.
• Amtrak completed high-speed rail tests in February. For this project:
― Will the community be informed when the vibration testing will start?
― Will the community have the chance to give their input about the effect of
vibration testing on their property?
• Why do trains on the NS blow their horns in the middle of the night? [Chuck Allen
from NS will talk to supervisors and try to get an answer.]
• Discussed South-1 alignment. One positive is that the new tracks would be added
between the Skyway and the existing NS tracks, so the alignment would not cause
noise impacts for the community.
• Did not have time to discuss the South-2 alignment or the north alignments.
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Table 2: South Meeting – Small Group Discussions
Comments

Group 3

Group 4

• Concerns include vibration effects on foundations, air quality, construction impacts.
• Resources/locations that could be impacted:
― ETA Creative Arts Foundation (South-2 would affect)
― 78th and Greenwood development
― Senior citizens building near 70th and S. Chicago near Sears
― Comer Center
• Is there more train activity already?
• We want to know exact locations of property impacts.
• How will you notify people about property impacts?
• Will trains on the new tracks be carrying hazardous materials?
• Where can we get a copy of the CREATE Feasibility Study?
• How can you consider the first public meeting a success if we weren’t there?
• The project should provide benefits to the community.
• Amtrak service to the south is slow.
• Bridge at 73rd and St. Lawrence.
Comments on south alignments:
• Homeowners will be impacted by multiple CREATE projects (e.g., Englewood
Flyover, 75th St. CIP, Grand Crossing Rail Project).
• What kinds of studies are included in the EIS?
• Concerns include:
― Hazardous materials transported by trains on the new tracks.
― 76th Street viaduct.
― Impacts to historic properties near 76th Street, ETA Creative Arts Foundation,
lumber yard, and churches.
• Metra trains to the south area always delayed; trains heading west are much faster.
• Will there be a reduction of train vibration as was done by Metra and CN tracks?
• Residents should be compensated for all the inconveniences caused by these
projects.
Comments on north alignments:
• Concerns include:
― 30-50 affected houses.
― Parks impacts of North-2.
― Impacts to schools.

3.

Other Comments and Questions Received

Both meetings also included a discussion among the full group. Questions and comments heard
include the following (with Project Team responses shown in red):
North:
•

What about the homes that are next to those that are being acquired? Will property
acquisitions negatively affect the property values of the remaining homes? Is this
something that will be addressed in the Grand Crossing Rail Project EIS?
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― The Project Team noted that the property acquisitions currently underway in the
neighborhood are due to the NS yard expansion project, and that any acquisitions
that would result from the Grand Crossing Rail Project are still several years away.
The Project Team also clarified that property values are not something that is
typically addressed in extensive detail within an EIS.
•

Several attendees requested copies of various display materials.
― The Project Team stated that all materials will be posted to the project website
(www.grandcrossingrail.com) during the next week.

•

Where will postcards advertising the upcoming public meetings be distributed?
― Postcards will be mailed to every property owner that could be potentially affected by
property acquisition as well as to property owners who live adjacent to the rail lines in
the study area. In addition, approximately 1,500 postcards will be distributed at
various community meeting places, including libraries, elected officials offices, police
departments, park districts, churches, and other community facilities.

•

How many buildings would need to be acquired for the North-1 alignment?
― 30 to 40.

•

How soon would acquisitions take place? What is the timing of the project?
― If the Selected Alternative would require property acquisitions or relocations, the
property acquisition process could begin only after the Federal Highway
Administration approves the EIS and signs a Record of Decision, or ROD. The
current schedule anticipates a Record of Decision in February 2014.

•

What is the southern limit of the NS yard expansion? This information is important to
disclose at the public meetings because the two projects together (the yard expansion
and the Grand Crossing Rail Project) would form a triangular “island,” isolating the
properties remaining between them.
― Chuck Allen from NS explained that their plans are to expand down to approximately
where the North-1 alignment would be located. Therefore, no triangular island would
remain.

•

What’s the connection between the Grand Crossing Rail Project, the high-speed rail
project, and the NS yard expansion? Why are there separate meetings for each of these
projects? Is there any way to bring everyone together to address all the various projects
going on in the area? A coordinated approach to informing the public about these
projects would help reduce confusion. In the meantime, a display board showing how
some of these projects fit together would be helpful at the public meetings.
― The Grand Crossing Rail Project, the high-speed rail project, and the NS yard
expansion are all separate projects. IDOT will consider ways to present information
about the various rail projects planned in the area. An exhibit will be added for the
Public Meetings that shows the proposed sequencing of CREATE projects near the
Grand Crossing Rail Project study area.
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•

NS started acquiring land for the yard expansion in 2003, but most residents didn’t know
about the project until 2011. Are NS and IDOT subject to the same federal laws re:
environmental review/public disclosure of projects?
― No. IDOT is seeking Federal funding for the Grand Crossing Rail Project and is
therefore subject to the provisions of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA),
which lays out requirements for environmental documentation and public outreach.
NS is a private company using private funding to expand their yard and is not subject
to this law.

•

The postcards and door hangers should include wording that indicates that the project
may result in property impacts.

•

Which Census tracks will be affected by the Grand Crossing Rail Project? Money for
these improvements will be allotted based on Census tract.
― The Project Team clarified that funding from federally regulated transportation
projects, such as the Grand Crossing Rail Project, is allotted on a project-by-project
basis and is not tied to Census tract boundaries.

•

Simulation videos would help residents understand how these proposed improvements
would look.

•

Elder Kevin Ford told the group about the St. Paul Church of God in Christ Community
Development Ministries’ “Step Up to Opportunity” program, which provides training in the
construction trades and related industries.

South:
•

If the problem is at 16th Street, what improvements are you making there?
― If we re-route Amtrak trains from the CN to the NS as part of the Grand Crossing Rail
Project, they will no longer have to pass through the congested 16th Street crossing.

•

Will intermodal expansion be part of this project?
― No.

•

In the 76th Street section, why do the new tracks have to be lower than the existing, CN
and Metra tracks, which also have to pass under the Skyway?
― The clearance under the Skyway is lower at the location of the proposed CN
Connector compared to where the existing CN and Metra tracks pass under the
Skyway.

•

Will there be street closures at 75th Street, 76th Street, and S. Greenwood Avenue during
construction?
― Possibly, but construction details are not available yet.

•

Which came first – the railroads or the Skyway?
― The railroads.

•

Will there be property impacts along S. Chicago Avenue? On S. Ellis Avenue?
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― There would be little to no property acquisition in area of the south alignments. There
would be no improvements south of the Skyway, and no improvements north of S.
Chicago Avenue.
No homes or businesses would be displaced along S. Chicago Avenue and/or S.
Ellis Avenue; the only property that may need to be acquired would be small pieces
of land from from the Chicago Skyway and/or ComEd.
•

If 76th Street is lowered, would houses flood?
― A drainage study will be completed during final design to ensure no issues are
created with any proposed modifications.

•

We want to know exact locations of these planned improvements.
― [The Project Team provided explained the proposed alignments using specific
geographic details.]

•

It would be helpful if the Project Team brought aerial photos and/or sections of the
Skyway ramps to show more clearly what property would be taken. Same thing at 76th
and Greenwood.
― [The Project Team revised many of its presentation materials for the March 26 and
March 28 public meetings in response to this comment.]

•

We are concerned that building foundations would become destabilized by new
construction. When they tested the new high-speed trains recently, there was a change
in the amount of vibration we felt.
― [The Project Team noted this comment.]

•

Recently, there has been an increase in train traffic and vibration near my home (88th
Place, near Metra).
― [The Project Team noted this comment.]

•

Vibration is a major issue, both during and after construction.
― [The Project Team noted this comment.]

•

Will the EIS look at impacts to businesses along S. Chicago Avenue, both during
construction and after?
― Yes, the EIS will consider both permanent and temporary construction period
impacts to homes and businesses in the study area.

•

The construction impacts of the Dan Ryan project turned out to be much more severe
than anticipated. IDOT formed a task force to respond to this problem…will a task force
be formed for this project as well?
― Danielle Stewart from IDOT agreed to take this suggestion under consideration.

•

The plan for the expansion of New Life Covenant Church has been submitted to the City
Council for approval, and construction is scheduled for next March. How soon will you be
able to tell us what the Preferred Alternative for the Grand Crossing Rail Project will be?
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― In late 2012 or early 2013.
•

The purpose of the project is to eliminate the 19-minute delay for Amtrak customers, but
what is the benefit to our community? We will be put through a lot (especially during
construction) for something that is not really our problem. Did you look at making
improvements at 16th Street, where the problem is?
― Yes, this was looked at as part of the CREATE Feasibility Study and by Amtrak and
was determined not feasible, mainly due to physical constraints. Amtrak’s
maintenance facilities would need to be destroyed to accomplish this, which would
affect all Amtrak service into and out of Chicago.
Can we get a copy of these studies?
― Yes. The CREATE Feasibility Study is available at www.createprogram.org, and the
Project Team will have information from the Amtrak feasibility study available at the
public meetings.

•

We requested that the governor compel IDOT to redo the first round of meetings. You
need to obtain “vital community input” on the Purpose and Need Statement, and we
weren’t there to give it.
― The Project Team stressed that anyone may comment on the Purpose and Need
Statement – or any other element of the project – at any time.
Can we still fill out the Community Context Survey from the first round of Community
Advisory Group meetings?
― Yes, we have copies of it here today.
Is it the same survey?
― Yes.
[At the conclusion of the meeting, several attendees completed the Community Context
Audit Survey from the November 2011 Community Advisory Group meetings. Their
responses will be evaluated to determine if any modifications to the project’s Purpose
and Need Statement are required. The responses will be reviewed to determine if new
issues were identified that should be considered as the project moves forward.]

•

Explain the relationship between this project and other projects in the community, such
as the Englewood Flyover and the 75th Corridor Improvement Project (CIP).
― The 75th CIP would relocate Metra Southwest Service trains to the Metra Rock
Island District tracks. In order for this to happen, the Englewood Flyer must first be
built.
Construction of the Englewood Flyover, which is being paid for by with Federal
Railroad Administration funding from the high-speed rail stimulus package, began
this year and will continue for two years. The Englewood Flyover has to be built
before the 75th CIP can be completed, which has to happen before the Grand
Crossing Rail Project can be completed.
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•

4.

Property owners who may be displaced should be notified of the public hearings by
certified mail.

Next Steps

The second round of public meetings for the Grand Crossing Rail Project were held two weeks
after the Community Advisory Group meetings, on March 26 and 28, 2012. Like the Community
Advisory Group meetings summarized in this memo, the purpose of these meetings was to
present and solicit feedback on the project’s Range of Alternatives, as well as provide
background information the project and the overall CREATE Program. The Project Team will
also hold a community meeting, open to the public, on May 17th, 2012 to present the Problem
Statement and Purpose and Need Statement to those who may have missed the December
2011 public meetings.
The next round of Community Advisory Group meetings are tentatively scheduled for Summer
2012. At the meetings, the Project Team will ask the Community Advisory Groups to help
recommend a Preferred Alternative for the project.
In addition to these formal venues for comment, the Project Team encourages Community
Advisory Group members and the general public to provide input on the project at any time.
Comments can be submitted by:
•

Email: info@grandcrossingrail.com

•

Online comment form: www.grandcrossingrail.com/comment.html

•

Phone: Tony Pakeltis, Parsons: (312) 930-5268

•

Mail:
Grand Crossing Rail Project
Parsons
10 South Riverside Plaza, 4th Floor
Chicago, Illinois 60606
ATTN: Tony Pakeltis
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