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ASSIGNMENT OVERVIEW                               

 

The IDOT Bureau of Railroads requested an evaluation of the 2007 Amtrak document, “Feasibility 

Report of Proposed Amtrak Service, Chicago-Rockford-Galena-Dubuque”, along with a new up-to-date 

assessment of the corridor alternatives.  In preparing this 2010 study, new capital costs were developed to 

accurately reflect the existing infrastructure conditions and current costs to upgrade them.  These costs 

were confirmed by multiple site field visits which resulted in detailed preliminary engineering cost 

estimates, not placeholder values.  Safety issues on each corridor, a topic not raised in the initial report, 

were also investigated along with railroad operational safety impacts of multiple railroad “handoffs”.   

The initial document, hereafter referred to as “The 2007 Report” had its genesis in 2006 when IDOT 

increased frequencies on several existing passenger rail corridors. This led to broad community interest in 

further expansion of passenger rail service into other areas of Illinois and Iowa that lacked Amtrak service.  

Shortly thereafter, IDOT formally requested a feasibility study for the resumption of rail service between 

Chicago-Rockford-Galena and Dubuque. Approximately ten months later, Amtrak delivered this Report 

to IDOT. 

The 2007 Report identified three feasible routes, and an additional route (Route D) was identified 

following public information meetings.  Regardless of alternatives, there was only one feasible route 

determined between Rockford and Dubuque; the issue then boiled down to four routes that should be 

studied between Chicago and Rockford.  The routes identified were: 

Route A Chicago-Elgin-Rockford-Galena-Dubuque                                                                                         
Via Amtrak- Metra-UP-CN 

Route B Chicago-Elgin-Genoa-Rockford Airport-Rockford-Galena-Dubuque                                             
Via Amtrak-Metra-ICE-IRY-CN 

Route C Chicago-Elgin-Genoa-Rockford-Galena-Dubuque                                                                       
Via Amtrak-CN 

Route D Chicago-Elgin-Genoa-Rockford-Galena-Dubuque                                                                             
Via Amtrak-Metra-ICE-CN 

In 2010, IDOT Bureau of Railroads requested an update to the 2007 Report and reduced the routes to be 

considered to two: Route A and Route C. The project was to provide IDOT with an update to the 2007 

report and to recommend a route that was efficient and practical based upon performance, ridership and 

cost. 
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ANALYSIS                               

 

Summary of Route A Existing Conditions 

Route A is also sometimes referred to as the “Northern Route” and has its eastern terminus at Chicago 

Union Station.  Operations begin on Amtrak-owned track for 0.6 miles, then transitions onto the Metra 

Milwaukee District-West Line for 39 miles.  This particular line operates in excess of 60 commuter trains 

per day along with some freight traffic.  This territory is double or triple track throughout this busy 

segment with a CTC signal system in place, and operates at speeds consistent with passenger rail service.  

This Metra segment ends near Elgin where a new connection would need to be constructed to continue 

westward to Rockford on the Union Pacific.  For the next 42 miles, the passenger train traverses the 

Union Pacific with excellent track conditions until Belvidere, where track and crosstie conditions worsen 

with a maximum speed of only 10 mph.  This 7.5-mile segment from Belvidere to Rockford will also 

require the construction of a connection from the UPRR to the Canadian National and a passing siding 

before entering Rockford. 

Summary of Route C Existing Conditions   

Route C is also referred to as the “Southern Route,” and has the same eastern terminus, Chicago Union 

Station, except this train would depart from the South platforms and operate for 1.6 miles on Amtrak 

property.  At 21st Street, the train would then use an existing connection to access the CN track on which 

it would operate all the way to Rockford and Dubuque for its entire 180-mile journey.  The 2007 Report 

mentions potential freight congestion in the Chicago area on this route, but this report was prepared 

before the acquisition of the EJ&E railroad by the Canadian National.  Consequently, the freight conflicts 

may be reduced, particularly near Munger, since dispatching will now be common.  Congestion near 

Hawthorne Yard and the BRC connection exists, and ultimately may require mitigation in this area.  The 

rest of the track infrastructure is well maintained, signaled under ABS, and is of relatively light density.   

The western segment of this passenger corridor is common to both Route A and Route C.  From the 

location of the Rockford Amtrak station to the terminus at Dubuque, the routes are common on 

Canadian National trackage.  Consequently detailed evaluation of the cost, ridership and performance 

between Rockford and Dubuque will not be a factor in the route recommendation process. 
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Infrastructure Improvements Needed for Route A 

Infrastructure improvements needed for Route A between Chicago and Rockford were identified in the 

original 2007 Report as follows: 

Construct connection between Metra and Union Pacific near Elgin $2.5M 

Upgrade Union Pacific Trackage between Belvidere and East Rockford $6.5M 

Install CTC on Union Pacific $14.0M 

Construct Siding on Union Pacific $3.6M 

Construct connection between Union Pacific and CN near Rockford $2.5M 

Total $29.1M 

Contingency (20%) $5.8M 

Grand Total $34.9M 

 

Updated Infrastructure costs in 2010 dollars for these improvements are as follows: 

Construct connection between Metra and Union Pacific near Elgin (Exhibit 1) $1.9M 

Upgrade Union Pacific Trackage between Belvidere and East Rockford $14.7M 

Install CTC on Union Pacific $28.7M 

Construct Passing Siding on Union Pacific (Exhibit 3) $4.6M 

Construct connection between Union Pacific and CN near Rockford (Exhibit 2) $2.0M 

Total $51.9M 

Contingency (20%) $10.4M 

Grand Total $62.3M 

These updated costs were determined by site field visits and a determination of actual connection 

locations by a desktop environmental site review.  The proposed locations were evaluated for the 

environmental impacts before engineering estimates were prepared.  While at this level, detailed 

environmental screening was not completed, we believe we have identified locations were no serious 

environmental issues would arise.  We have attached as exhibits the recommended connection locations 

near Elgin and East Rockford and the siding at Union, IL.  Siding construction estimates and track 

upgrades are based upon industry standards and recent siding and rehabilitation projects of similar length 

and complexity.  CTC cost estimates are also based upon similar project experience. 
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Infrastructure Improvements for Route C     

Infrastructure improvements needed for Route C between Chicago and Rockford were identified in the 

original 2007 Amtrak report as follows: 

Other joint rail replacement $18.3M 

Construct trackage for capacity improvement at Munger and Hawthorne $8.0M 

Total $26.3M 

Contingency $5.2M 

Grand Total $31.5M 

 

Updated Infrastructure costs in 2010 dollars for these improvements are as follows: 

Other joint rail replacement $17.8M 

Construct trackage for capacity improvement at Munger and Hawthorne $4.0M 

Total $21.8M 

Contingency $4.4M 

Grand Total $26.2M 

 

Some infrastructure improvements identified in the 2007 Report have been addressed in the last three 

years.  For example, Munger now has a connection constructed in the NE quadrant to allow freight traffic 

movements between the CN Freeport subdivision and the EJ&E.  In addition, all of the rail west of 

Genoa is now CWR through improvements made by the CN since 2007.  Jointed rail still exists between 

21st Street and Genoa, but the cost of total jointed rail replacement is reduced.  The $8M for capacity 

improvement is now reduced to $4M for trackage improvements around Hawthorne Yard.   
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Estimated Annual Ridership, Routes A and C 

In 2007 ridership numbers were prepared at the direction of Amtrak by AECOM.  In conversations with 

Amtrak, Amtrak was unwilling to share the assumptions in the AECOM model for the methodology used 

in preparation of these numbers; this information was considered proprietary.  Consequently, the update 

of the ridership numbers for this study was prepared independently of the AECOM methodology.  We 

believe the ridership values prepared for this report reflect accurate updated values, but we also recognize 

the depth of the original AECOM study is greater than our updated numbers.  However, the conclusions 

from both studies are the same. 

The estimated annual ridership for Route A is 53,600; the ridership for Route C is 74,500, according to the 

2007 Report.  The updated ridership numbers for 2010 are 54,988 for Route A and 76,357 for Route C. 

This updated study confirms that the greater ridership remains on Route C, which is consistent with and 

validates the original Amtrak study. 

 Amtrak 2007 Report 2010 Update 

Route A ridership 53,600 54,988

Route C ridership 74,500 76,357

 
 

Estimated Annual Revenue, Routes A and C 

The estimated annual revenue for each corridor presented in the 2007 Report showed $1.1M for Route A 

and $1.5M for Route C.  This is consistent with the key driver of revenue, which is ridership.  Our 2010 

analysis shows an increase in revenue on both corridors, as expected.  The revenue for Route A is now 

$1.2M and revenue for Route C is $1.6M.  In short, our independent analysis confirms the increased 

revenues on both corridors, whichever is selected.  This is consistent with the original Amtrak 2007 study. 

 

 Amtrak 2007 Report 2010 Update 

Route A estimated annual revenue $1.1M $1.2M

Route C estimated annual revenue $1.5M $1.6M
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Corridor Safety and Performance, Routes A and C 

Rail passengers have a high expectation of safety while traveling by rail, and each of the freight railroads 

and Amtrak place a particular emphasis on safety in their daily operations.  One of the key safety issues 

areas are locations where highways and rail meet at grade, referred to as highway-rail grade crossings.  

Each crossing invites an opportunity for these two modes of transportation to interact, sometimes with 

deadly results.  Each crossing must be considered as an opportunity for an accident caused by human 

error, equipment failure, or infrastructure failure by either mode.  The most obvious method to mitigate 

these incidents is to reduce the number of opportunities for highway train incidents to occur.  Looking at 

both corridors, it is important to consider the number of grade crossings in existence as a measure of 

potential events that could occur.  We also anticipate that regardless of the Route, improvements to the 

highway-rail warning devices will be made and warning circuitry relocated because of faster passenger 

speeds.  Specific individual crossing improvement costs have not been calculated as part of this study, but 

the costs for these improvements will be less on Route C by virtue of the fewer number of highway rail 

crossings.   Route A has 176 highway rail grade crossings while Route C has 143.  With 19% fewer 

crossings, Route C has a distinct advantage in the safety domain. 

The other safety and related performance issue is the number of different railroads that dispatch or 

“handle” the train and the “handoff” from one railroad to another.  The handoff process may involve a 

change of signal systems, a change of dispatching railroad and potential delays in both of these processes.  

This manual intervention is not seamless, often requiring stop and proceed processes and multiple 

acknowledgements between the dispatcher and the train.  Each “handoff” can be viewed as another 

occasion for a potential failure due to human error, along with delays that can impact performance.  Route 

A requires the passenger train to operate over four different railroads (Amtrak-Metra-UPRR-CN); Route 

C operates over only two railroads (Amtrak-CN). 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION                          

 
 

After careful and extensive review of both routes and input from engineering, planning, environmental 

and infrastructure inputs it is clear that Route C, the “Southern Route” best meets the test of cost, 

performance and reliability.  In every key metric that has been updated from the 2007 Amtrak study, 

Route C will provide the best option for Passenger Rail in Illinois. 

A calculation for a contract for operational services between Amtrak and IDOT was not calculated, as 

variables associated with this can change significantly.  Absent that level of detail, and other factors to be 

negotiated, an attempt to characterize the results of negotiations for service between Amtrak, CN and 

IDOT are too speculative.  Consequently only the true quantifiable cost drivers and criteria important to 

the state are depicted below. 

We also note that each Route has its local advocates and have presented well-developed positions 

regarding the efficiency of their respective routes. However, when the key metrics are presented side-by-

side in every key category, the “Southern Route,” Route C, provides the best solution.  See Table I for the 

Summary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Table I 

Route A and Route C Summary Table 

Key Characteristic Route A Route C Comments 

Mileage 184.0 182.2 Shorter trip 

Travel Time 5:25 5:10 Shorter trip time 

Number of Rail Carriers 4 2 Fewer carriers 

Estimated Annual 
Ridership 2007 

53,600 74,500 Better ridership 

Estimated Annual 
Ridership 2010 

55,000 76,400 Better ridership 

Estimated Annual 
Revenue 

$1.2M $1.60M Higher revenue 

2010 Capital Cost $62.3M $26.2M Lower capital cost 

Number of Grade 
Crossings 

176 143 Safer operations 

 
 

Best meets test for cost, reliability and performance.  
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Exhibit 3: Union Pacific Passing Siding near Union, IL 
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