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Little Village Environmental Justice Organization

La Organización de Justicia Ambiental de la Villita

2856 S. Millard Avenue Chicago, IL 60623-4550
    Web: http://www.lvejo.org

(773) 762-6991 Fax (773) 762-6993 Email: publictransit@lvejo.org 
Mr. Bill Lenski 
Regional Transportation Authority
Cook DuPage Corridor Study
175 W. Jackson Boulevard 
Suite 1550
Chicago, IL 60604
March 27, 2008
Dear Mr. Lenski:

Below, please see our organization’s recommendations for the Cook-DuPage Corridor that the RTA is currently studying.
Overview:

We strongly support the public transit components, and are skeptical about the highway components.  We oppose any component that involves widening or extending existing highways. We are critical of the absence of freight planning in this study as it is a limiting factor in the expansion of viable mass transit and commuter options.  We are insist on the need to focus on transit equity (environmental justice, civil rights, disability rights, climate justice, gender justice) at every phase of this Study process.     
The chief priority of our transportation agencies should be to make up for decades of underinvestment and unequal investment in transit/rail and facilitate the Chicago region’s transition away from car/truck dependence.  Public funds are needed to prepare Chicago for the low-carbon future.  Our economy will be crippled if we don’t have good transit and rail-based freight options in place.  Emphasis must be placed on reducing traffic congestion by moving people and goods onto transit and rail, not by expanding roads that will be just as congested in ten years.


What do you think of the major projects included in the proposed system?

Mid-City BRT (Bus Rapid Transit) 
LVEJO strongly supports the Mid-City Transitway (MCT).  We believe it should be the highest priority for the region because it would expand transit access to the densest areas under study, would provide a convenient link between O’Hare and Midway as well as transfers between the Blue, Green, Pink, Orange, and Red Lines, and Metra’s east/west commuter lines.  Also, MCT would improve regional transit equity on the basis of race, class, and other factors.  It would extend rapid transit to a number of low income, working poor communities and traditionally oppressed African-American, Latino communities of color and immigrant communities that are currently poorly served by the existing transit network.  Mid-City Transitway would enhance the access of these groups to the major job centers of the region, reducing regional poverty significantly.  We strongly support this project and emphasize the need to consider this not only as the top priority within the Cook-DuPage Corridor Study, but also as a more important priority than the CTA’s Circle Line proposal.

Despite our strong support for this project, LVEJO questions why the MCT has been proposed as a BRT rather than a new Light Rail or Heavy Rail El line.  In a 1998 document called Destination 2020, the Chicago Area Transportation Study wrote, “The Mid-City Transitway is projected to have the highest ridership of any of the proposed projects, making it an excellent candidate. There is also a freight railroad right-of-way (the Union Pacific and the Belt Railway of Chicago) for most of the alignment, making it easier to construct without a lot of costly and politically-difficult demolition.”  LVEJO believes this corridor can and should accommodate both mass transit and freight rail.  Further study should identify how best to take advantage of this.  

Also, several studies and planning documents indicate that the MCT would have far more riders than CTA’s proposed Circle Line and the Inner Circumferential Rail (ICR) Line, yet the Circle Line is well ahead of the MCT in the Alternatives Analysis process; the ICR Line has been proposed as rail. Making the MCT a bus line might also hurt the prospects for high-density development in the neighborhoods it serves, and would make it difficult to service high riderships.  What are the ridership figures reviewed by the commission? The MCT has the potential to greatly improve transit in Chicago and extend high-density development to large parts of the city, but this opportunity may be lost if we settle too easily on BRT.

Finally, the MCT should be considered in conjunction with the CTA’s Red, Orange, Yellow Line Extension Alternatives Analysis.  Even though these Extensions fall outside the Corridor’s area of study, they may allow for a maximization of the utility of the MCT Corridor and are long overdue.

Inner Circumferential Rail Line
As stated above, we question why this O’Hare-Midway link has been proposed as rail, while the higher ridership Mid-City Transitway has been proposed as a bus line. The ICR Line seems like a useful addition, but should be a lower priority than the Mid-City Transitway.

Elgin-O’Hare Expressway East Extension to O’Hare
LVEJO opposes this project.  Highway extensions should be the lowest priority - public funds should be invested first and foremost in public transit, which has suffered from underinvestment for decades but is far better in creating livable and sustainable cities.  Furthermore, State of Illinois and other government agencies should unilaterally call for a halt to all airport expansion.  It is estimated that 40% of existing O’Hare air traffic is to and from Midwest regional destinations.  Air traffic accounts for a massive share of global greenhouse emissions that are contributing to unstable climate change.  Instead, massive public reinvestment in a Midwest regional freight network through initiatives such as the CREATE program should be promoted as a lower carbon alternative to O’Hare airport expansion and the Peotone third airport proposal.  Modernizing the freight rail network will also facilitate local/regional mass transit improvements.

DuPage J Line BRT (Bus Rapid Transit), I-355 BRT (Bus Rapid Transit)

The Bus Rapid Transit projects should take advantage of the existing lanes without any widening of the roads.  Public funds should be used to acquire low emission buses.  The passing lanes of existing highways should be converted to Bus and High Occupancy vehicle only lanes without any lane widening.  This can be done through administrative/legal controls with minor engineering controls.  This may be on a rush hour basis only at first, but with increasing hours as more buses become available.  This should be considered a low cost transitional phase to immediately reduce car traffic.  Non-passing lanes can then be leveraged to speed truck traffic, improving mileage of these vehicles and expediting freight transport as a transitional improvement until freight rail infrastructure improvements can be completed.

I-290 HOV (High Occupancy Vehicle) Lanes, I-290 BRT (Bus Rapid Transit)
LVEJO opposes the widening of highways, which only encourage further reliance on cars. These funds should be devoted to public transit, not more subsidies to cars.  A combined Bus/HOV- only lane might be culled from existing lanes without highway widening.  This could be used to reduce the supply for individual cars and increase the demand for bus ridership without widening the highway.  The remaining lanes could be used for truck traffic until freight rail modernization and enhancements are completed.  Of course, we recognize that space limitations on I-290 between Cicero Ave and 25th Ave make this idea questionable.

Blue Line Extension
LVEJO opposes the Blue Line Extension.  The low density of the suburbs would yield low ridership and would not justify the massive costs of doubling the length of this heavy rail corridor (Forest Park).  RTA needs to provide more detailed ridership projections, information about how far apart stops would be, and how often the line would run before this proposal can be taken seriously.  It might make more sense to build convert existing I-290 lanes into a combined Bus and HOV only route that connects with the Blue Line at Des Plaines Ave.  Also, Bus-only lanes and traffic signal upgrades should be considered for the Cermak corridor connecting with the 54/Cermak El.  
Furthermore, CTA Blue Line service should be restored to the 54/Cermak branch of the CTA El system, at least every other train run.  Forest Park Blue Line should not be expanded, but the 5 existing closed stations and entrances along the existing rail route should be reopened and renovated for revenue service.  
Instead of Blue Line extension, focus should be placed on enhancing service on the existing ROWs used by Metra, with expanded bus connections throughout the corridor.  Freight rail enhancements along these routes will make this more feasible and cost effective.

Other Comments:
Lack of freight improvement

RTA needs to integrate freight into its Study.  Years of disinvestment in Chicago’s freight network has caused bottlenecks of both freight and passenger rail service locally, regionally, and nationally.  The success of this Corridor Study hinges upon the integration of freight rail modernization, enhancement and expansion plans.  More projects such as CREATE should be integrated into this process, in order to mitigate freight as a limiting factor to mass transit expansion.    

Fares

RTA needs to incorporate a unified fare structure for all modes that CTA, Pace, and Metra operate.  The focus should be on making fares convenient and easy to pay, with a steady decrease in the price of transit.

Public Participation
We are concerned that the opportunities for public input have been too few thus far.  The commission should provide much more information about why it made the proposals it did, and give the public many more opportunities to participate in this important plan.  We would like the RTA to publish the Alternatives Analysis Public Hearing Schedule as soon as possible.  

Also, the Spanish-speaking community, along with other non-English communties represent a significant and growing proportion of the riding public.  The RTA needs to make a greater effort to do multilingual outreach, especially in Spanish to the Latino communities of the region.  Also greater outreach is needed to low income communities in general and African-American communities.
Environmental Justice, Civil Rights, Disability Rights & Gender

LVEJO is concerned and upset that there has been no explicit inclusion thusfar of Environmental Justice, Civil Rights, Disability Rights, or Gender in this study.  RTA needs to explicitly demonstrate how this project would address systemic inequalities in land use and transportation on the basis of race, class, income, national origin, immigration status, disability, and gender.  Specifically, RTA should demonstrate whether and to what extent each of these proposals mitigates the Chicago region’s air quality, which is consistently out of federal compliance, and which disproportionately impacts low income, working and communities of color.  Similar projections should be made regarding the impact on water and soil quality, as automobile usage has been shown to have far reaching effects on both.  We are also concerned by the lack of explicit attention to the paratransit and disability needs of residents travelling to/from/through this Corridor.  Please refer to Executive orders related to Environmental Justice, as well as Title VI of Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Americnas with Disabilities Act of 1990.
Climate Impacts

In addition to the environmental impacts and environmental justice implications of these proposals, RTA should undergo efforts to collaborate with the scientific, environmental justice, and climate justice communities to identify how these proposals would reduce the region’s output of tons of carbon.  

Mass Transit as Green Collar, Economic Justice

At some point in the study process, RTA should partner with groups working on economic justice and green collar job as to how public investment in transit can be used to regenerate the region’s historic role as a leader in the global transit construction and manufacturing industry.  Public investment in this sector provides the opportunity to restore good paying, manufacturing and construction work for Chicago’s population.  These jobs have largely declined in an era of deindustrialization and neoliberal globalization.
We thank the commission for its work and applaud the cooperation demonstrated by the many public officials involved in the process. I hope that unified planning will continue in this spirit of cooperation, because our region will suffer terribly if it cannot expand transit options before carbon taxes and rising gas prices make car-only transportation systems obsolete.
Sincerely,

Michael Pitula

Community Organizer – Public Transit

Little Village Environmental Justice Organization

