Mr. Renn raises a lot of issues in his lengthy post but we will respond only to the major ones. He argues that Metra is 1) permanently destroying a major part of the city’s transportation infrastructure while it is 2) spending precious transit dollars exclusively for the benefit of road users. In fact, neither assertion is true.

We’ll start with the second assertion. As we told Mr. Renn, the new bridges will be wider and higher than the old ones, to meet modern design standards and to provide more clearance on the streets below. 

We could fit wider bridges for three tracks within the existing right of way, but it would require the tracks on the outside to be pressed more to the edges of the right of way. That alone would require the retaining walls to be bulked up. But we are also raising the grade (to match the level of the new, higher bridges) so that would entail even more retaining wall work. In short, the new walls would have to be thicker and higher.

Centering the new bridges (and therefore the tracks) in the existing right of way allows us to raise the grade of the tracks without needing retaining walls that are as thick and as high (and as expensive).

We estimate that we will save at least $80 million over the course of the eight-year, 22-bridge project by not having to do the more extensive retaining wall work now. At a time of very limited resources for capital investment, that is an amount that is impossible to ignore. In addition, these bridges need to be replaced now. We can’t wait to find more money.

Mr. Renn jumps to the conclusion that we are raising the bridges solely for the benefit of trucks below. We didn’t certainly didn’t tell him that. It’s true, there will be better clearance on the streets below – although in most cases, the new clearance is less than a foot better and is still below the minimum desired clearance. But that is not the sole, or even the main, reason for the higher bridges.

In fact, modern design standards require us to use deeper girders than were used in the old, 100-year-old bridges. In addition, the bridges will be ballast-deck bridges, the preferred type of bridge for any bridge replacement because they offer a smoother ride and are cheaper to maintain than the direct-fixation bridges they are replacing. But they also are thicker and will therefore raise the tracks higher than a direct-fixation bridge. 

As one example, the new bridge at Grace will have about 6 inches of extra clearance below. But the tracks there will be nearly two feet higher than the old tracks, because of the thickness of the new bridge and the ballast that will be placed on top of it.

In fact, to build modern, ballast-deck bridges at these locations and maintain the same grade would have required us to lower the clearance below. Obviously, that was not an option.

Two other things: Mr. Renn asserts the city asked us to raise the bridges. That didn’t happen. And he downplays the effect of a truck getting struck under a bridge. (He admits that it happens a couple of times a year, as if that’s not a big deal.) We don’t really want trucks hitting our bridges, ever. Any time it happens, the tracks can’t be used until the bridge passes an inspection.

As for permanently destroying the right of way, we are not. There will still be room to add a third track in the future, because there will be 18 feet of unused right of way on either side of the two new bridges (and the bridges need 15 feet). It’s true that it will be expensive to add that third track, because we will need to bulk up the retaining wall that the new track would be closest to. We choose to spend that money if we need it, when we need it, rather than doing that expensive retaining wall work now.

Finally, Ravenswood Station is hardly a Taj Mahal. Yes, it will be nice – but we think that is justified, since it is the busiest UP North Station and the 9th busiest Metra station outside of downtown. The canopies he criticizes cover the new ramps – protecting them from snow and ice in the winter and lowering our maintenance costs, not to mention protecting our customers. And building the station so as to accommodate a third track in the future would have required us to buy the real estate on which to build a wider station, which would delay the project and add to the expense.

Mr. Renn argues for an independent review of our decision to permanently eliminate the right of way for a third track. Given that we are not, in fact, eliminating the right of way, and given the fact that some of his other points and conclusions are incorrect, we see no need for such a review.

