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Introduction and Disclaimer 

This booklet documents a private, independent, third-party effort intended 
to make the case for thru-running regional rail train service in Chicagoland. 
This document is a “crayon” and should not be considered more than a draft 
proposal for discussion purposes only. While there is some overlap with 
Metra’s current efforts to implement a regional rail operating paradigm, the 
“Build the Tunnel” effort is not directly related, nor officially supported or 
sanctioned by Metra, the Chicago Transit Authority, Pace, the Regional 
Transportation Authority, Amtrak, or any other public or private entity, 
company, or agency. This booklet’s author did not coordinate any 
information included herein with Metra, the Chicago Transit Authority, Pace, 
the Regional Transportation Authority, Amtrak, or any other public or private 
entity, company, or agency. This document was prepared by an unaffiliated 
individual, entirely independently from any prior, existing, or future official 
operational proposal.  

For official CTA operational information and plans, visit transitchicago.com. 
For official Metra operational information and plans, visit Metra.com. For 
official Amtrak operational information and plans, visit Amtrak.com. 
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Back From the Brink 

In the wee hours of Halloween morning in 2025, our elected officials 
in Springfield did something that was thought nearly impossible a 
mere matter of hours earlier: they passed a transit revenues and 
reform bill after months – years – of discussion, debate, and 
deliberation. All of a sudden, the prevailing prognostication for post-
pandemic Chicago-area transit went from draconian cuts in a fiscal 
cliff “doomsday” scenario, to a far brighter future with 
transformational levels of new revenues going to support the transit 
network that keeps the nation’s third-largest city moving. 

Senate Bill 2111 is not a perfect bill, but for the first time in a 
generation the Illinois General Assembly is popping the hood on how 
Chicagoland transit is organized, planned, funded, and operated. 
The legislation sunsets the Regional Transportation Authority (RTA), 
which currently functions solely as financial oversight bureaucracy, 
in favor of a new Northern Illinois Transit Authority, or “NITA”. While 
the Chicago Transit Authority, commuter railroad Metra, and 
suburban bus operator Pace will continue to exist as separate 
agencies, NITA is tasked with more direct oversight of funding, 
procurement, strategic planning, and establishing service standards 
for each agency to maintain. These changes set the table for NITA to 
become a truly regional transportation agency by centralizing these 
important tasks currently done in triplicate, freeing up the three 
service boards to do what they should do best: operate safe, 
efficient, reliable transit. 

As the new NITA board of directors is chosen and seated later in 
2026, there are many crucial questions to answer and to ensure that 
the robust reforms detailed in Senate Bill 2111 are faithfully 
executed. Most importantly, it’s crucial that NITA embraces their role 
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as a truly regional coordination agency rather than once again 
delegating overlapping tasks away to the service boards and 
maintaining the previous geographically-siloed paradigm that 
calcified Chicagoland transit networks and organizations into three 
separate operations based on competition and self-preservation 
rather than coordination and cooperation. 

Chicagoland has never had a unified, integrated transit network; on 
the contrary, the previous RTA structure actively rewarded siloed 
thinking and operations due to a mix of mandatory farebox recovery 
ratios for each agency and fixed funding formulas that dramatically 
reduces potential incentives for a more regional approach to service 
delivery. 

But today, we have the opportunity – and the duty – to seize the 
moment to deliver on a truly regional approach to public transit. 

The Legacy Network 

The Chicago region is fortunate to have two "legacy" rail transit 
systems available to us: Metra's commuter trains and the CTA 'L' 
system. Each of these systems have unique benefits for their 
respective core group of riders. 

In the city, 'L' trains operate on their own dedicated tracks at high 
frequencies, connecting the various neighborhoods of the city. 'L' 
trains come often enough to provide "show up and go" service: 
riders do not need to check schedules and instead can simply arrive 
at a station knowing the next train will be only a short wait away. 'L' 
trains can carry lots of riders and make lots of stops, which are 
justified by the city's higher densities. As 'L' service goes further out 
of the urban core, however, its limitations become apparent: lower 
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densities of development mean fewer potential riders, and longer 
routes with more stops mean longer travel times for riders and fewer 
round trips per shift for operators, making further-out 'L' service 
more logistically and financially challenging to operate. Limited-stop 
patterns to speed trains up also require either confusing "skip-stop" 
operations that require riders to put more effort into determining 
which specific train will get them to their destination, or cost-
prohibitive new express tracks to allow faster express trains to pass 
slower local trains. 

Metra service, on the other hand, is ideally suited for suburbanites 
who live deep in the suburbs to get in and out of downtown quickly 
and easily. While the suburbs generally have far lower densities of 
residents and jobs than in the city proper, since the suburbs are built 
around easy access by car, commuter rail stations can be spaced far 
further apart with most riders willing to drive to the station and park. 
As such, Metra's trains can reach far higher top speeds, even 
potentially remaining time-competitive with driving in and out of 
downtown throughout the day. While Metra's trains are built for this 
type of service, it also means that there are more "penalties" for 
adding stops, since these heavy locomotive-hauled trains take 
longer to accelerate, longer to decelerate, and Metra's high-floor, 
one-door-per-car design requires trains to spend more time at each 
station for passengers to board and alight. Metra trains also require 
larger crews to run the train itself, and generally must share tracks 
with freight trains, greatly restricting how frequently trains can run. 

Additionally, Metra service is fundamentally designed solely to get 
suburbanites in and out of downtown: as inbound trains fill up, they 
generally run with limited stops within the city proper until the edge 
of the Loop. At the Loop's edge, however, the tracks simply end: 
trains pull into Union Station, or Ogilvie, or LaSalle Street, or 
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Millennium, open their doors, and all riders must depart the train. 
Riders now need to find their own way to their final destination: on 
foot, by bus, by taxi/Uber/Lyft/Divvy, or by walking to an 'L' station to 
board another train. This also means that most suburb-to-suburb 
Metra trips that are not along a single line require a potentially very 
lengthy, inconvenient, multi-step transfer through the Loop between 
Metra terminals, if the schedules are conducive to transfers at all. 

The shortcomings of both of these systems result in a gap of efficient 
suburb-to-suburb transit service, as well as less transit service in 
far-flung city neighborhoods and the inner tiers of suburbs. It's too 
expensive to extend the 'L' into these areas, both in terms of capital 
costs to build the line as well as operational costs of running trains 
further into less-dense areas with fewer potential riders. It's also too 
expensive to add more Metra infill stops, since each additional stop 
requires longer trips for suburbanites traveling to and from the outer 
suburbs, making Metra less competitive with driving considering the 
other constraints Metra service has to deal with. 

For the last century, these binary technologies were the only options 
Chicagoland had when it came to passenger rail service. These 
separate approaches to planning and operating rail transit results in 
underutilized infrastructure and less efficient investment in 
improvements. Metra’s broad “one size fits all” approach to 
commuter rail service means the same diesel locomotives hauling 
heavy gallery cars on express trains in the northwest suburbs are 
also used in places such as the Rock Island’s Beverly Branch, with 
stations spaced every half mile. Even where fleet and infrastructure 
are not an impediment to increased service – namely, the Metra 
Electric District – operationally the MED runs commuter-style 
service that is not significantly different than the ten diesel lines in 
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Metra’s system despite level boarding, a more nimble fleet, and an 
entirely freight-free corridor.  

With these constraints to Metra service, our elected officials are 
forced to assume that the only other option for passenger rail service 
is extending CTA ‘L’ trains further and further out of the urban core, 
including the $5.75-billion Red Line Extension currently underway. 
This means we taxpayers are using scarce capital funds ultimately 
to build trains in areas that have parallel – albeit “different” – existing 
train service, rather than reinvesting those dollars into upgrading 
infrastructure that badly needs to be modernized (such as the Forest 
Park Branch of the Blue Line) or building “belt” rail routes such as 
the CTA’s planned Circle Line, or the long-studied Mid-City 
Transitway, or to relieve busy “grid” bus routes like Western, 
Ashland, or 79th.  

Thankfully, things are starting to change. Metra is investing in a more 
modern fleet, including lower-floor cars for their diesel lines and 
pioneering new, lighter, more nimble battery-powered single-level 
train sets for the Rock Island Beverly Branch, among potential other 
deployments. Metra has also committed to fundamentally shifting 
their operations from a “commuter rail” model to a “regional rail” 
paradigm, with a stronger emphasis on more frequent, all-day bi-
directional service instead of focusing nearly exclusively on 
“traditional” commuting patterns in and out of downtown during rush 
hours. Unfortunately, these improvements may still have a relatively 
low ceiling for potential regional benefits, as Metra’s infrastructure 
is still constrained by sharing tracks with freight trains throughout 
the region, and Metra’s disconnected downtown terminals scattered 
around the edge of the Loop. 

But there is a better way forward: it’s time to Build the Tunnel.  
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The Missing Middle of Rail Transit 

By changing how we fundamentally operate service on Metra’s lines, 
including directly connecting lines through downtown Chicago, we 
can strategically connect and unify our passenger rail network to 
create a six-line, 140+ station regional rail network made up of new 
crosstown lines. These “CrossTowners” operate as something of a 
hybrid between the ‘L’ Rapid Transit operating model and Metra’s 
Metropolitan Rail existing service by creating a central conduit for 
overlapping routes to share. This allows frequencies at a per-station 
level to better match what local densities can support, while also 
creating a high-volume, high-frequency core corridor that would 
essentially function like an additional ‘L’ line through some of the 
densest parts of the city. 

CrossTowner regional rail lines would efficiently and effectively fill 
the transit demands of the region’s middle tier beyond the affordable 
reach of Rapid Transit without degrading Metropolitan Rail service 
from the collar counties. City riders benefit from a wider variety of 
rail services offered at higher frequencies than current Metra 
service, while also focusing ‘L’ investments to finally move away 
from the CTA’s rigid hub-and-spoke rail operating model. Collar 
county Metra riders benefit from faster trains making fewer stops: 
every train is an express train. Finally, riders in the “fringe” of 
suburban Cook County and outer Chicago neighborhoods will have 
a new network of fast and frequent trains that not only to downtown 
but thru and beyond it, with additional direct connections to Metra 
trains and CTA trains throughout the region. 
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CTA ‘L’ service and “traditional” Metra service would continue to 
operate much as it does today, albeit with CrossTowner service 
replacing Metra service at many stations in Chicago’s 
neighborhoods and in suburban Cook County. The base assumption 
is that each individual CrossTowner line would operate twice an 
hour, or every 30 minutes. In areas where passenger trains need to 
share tracks with freight trains, half-hourly service should still ensure 
efficient movement of freight trains. However, four of these lines 
would overlap – also known as interlining by transit professionals, 
similar to how CTA Green and Pink Line trains share the Lake Street 
‘L’ between Ashland/Lake and the Loop – through the tunnel and 
down the Metra Electric as far as Hyde Park. With the schedules of 
these four half-hourly lines centrally coordinated, CrossTowners 
would operate at Rapid-Transit-like 7.5-minute headways from 
Clybourn to 67th Street all day long. (Many other parts of the city and 
some suburbs would have similar 15-minute service where two 
CrossTowner routes overlap.) 
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CrossTowner Network 

The CrossTowner Network is comprised of six individual lines: four 
“Tunnel Lines” that connect the Metra Electric Line with the Metra 
Union Pacific North and Metra Union Pacific Northwest Lines, and 
two “Surface Lines” that meet the Tunnel Lines at Union Station. The 
Tunnel Lines take advantage of existing electrification on the Metra 
Electric Line as well as the very low freight volumes on the Metra 
Union Pacific North and Northwest Lines.  

To broaden the reach of the CrossTowner network, the two Surface 
Lines meet the Tunnel Lines at Union Station (largely utilizing 
existing infrastructure) to provide direct service to major job centers 
like O’Hare Airport and a variety of neighborhoods currently far from 
the reach of the existing ‘L’ network on Chicago’s Northwest Side, 
the Far South Side, and in west- and south-suburban Cook County. 
As implied by the name, the Surface Lines do not utilize the tunnel 
and operate entirely at or above-grade, potentially allowing for diesel 
multiple-unit (DMU) train operation in lieu of some sort of 
electrification. 

With CrossTowner service operating between Union Station and 
O’Hare Transfer, CrossTowners also can allow for an oft-desired 
“O’Hare Express” rail operation entirely using existing fleet and 
right-of-way, as every regular-service Metra North Central Service 
train now would operate with few or no stops between Union Station 
and the airport. 

While a variety of smaller-scale enhancements and improvements 
would be included in the full CrossTowner concept, there are four 
key components to connect the Metra network together to create the 
backbone of the CrossTowner network. 
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Key Project Map and Listing 
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1. Clinton-Roosevelt Connector Line (CRCL) 

The tunnel itself, the Clinton-Roosevelt Connector Line (CRCL) 
would be constructed below Clinton Street and Roosevelt Road 
through downtown Chicago. From south to north, the route would 
branch off of the Metra Electric Line north of 18th Street and head 
underground before turning west at Roosevelt Road. The tunnel 
would include a station at the existing Roosevelt ‘L’ station; a new 
station at Taylor/Clinton; a new station at Chicago Union Station that 
would also include a direct connection to the CTA’s Clinton Blue Line 
station; and a station at Randolph/Clinton with direct connections to 
the Ogilvie Transportation Center and the CTA’s Clinton Green/Pink 
Line station. At Grand Avenue the tracks would come up to grade 
level through the extant underutilized rail yard below the Ohio 
Feeder Ramp, with a new station at the new casino site at 
Chicago/Halsted. Northwest of the casino, the existing rail spur rises 
and ties into the Metra Union Pacific North and Northwest lines 
between Augusta Boulevard and Division Street. 

2. A-2 Interlocking Modernization and Fulton 
Market Superstation 

The A-2 interlocking is currently located just west of Western 
Avenue, where the Metra Union Pacific West Line crosses the Metra 
Milwaukee North, Milwaukee West, and North Central Service lines 
at-grade, forming a notable chokepoint for passenger rail service. By 
reconfiguring the interlocking, running Metra Union Pacific West 
Line trains into Chicago Union Station, running Metra Milwaukee 
North Line trains into Ogilvie Transportation Center, and adjusting 
yard assignments for trains laying over, the vast majority of conflicts 
can be eliminated at the interlocking. To maintain existing 
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connectivity and to serve the growing Fulton Market/West Loop 
neighborhood, a new “superstation” would also be constructed 
between Ashland and Ogden avenues allowing for transfers between 
all four Metra lines and both CrossTowner Surface Lines.  

3. SCAL Ramp Flyover and CUS Riverside Tracks 

To allow for thru-running operations at Chicago Union Station (CUS), 
a new two-track platform would be constructed along the Chicago 
River connecting the existing North and South Concourses of the 
station. Potentially in conjunction with other changes to the St. 
Charles Air Line (SCAL) and Amtrak’s Canal Street Lift Bridge, this 
project would add a ramp along the Chicago River to convert the 
existing western approach to the SCAL Bridge into a flyover so trains 
to and from the Metra BNSF Railway Line can access the new CUS 
Riverside platform at Union Station with fewer conflicts with Amtrak 
train movements south of Union Station.  

4. Sox Park Connector 

Utilizing entirely publicly-owned land (air rights over the Dan Ryan 
Expressway and over Rate Field’s northern parking lots), a new 
overhead rail connection would be constructed to connect the Metra 
Rock Island Line to Chicago Union Station. Amtrak trains are also 
expected to use this connection as part of larger plans to shift Amtrak 
service off Canadian National’s freight-congested Joliet Subdivision 
(also known as the Metra Heritage Corridor). A new station would 
also be constructed north of 35th Street to maintain CrossTowner 
connectivity with the CTA Red Line and to better serve Rate Field for 
baseball games and other special events.  
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International Context and Comparisons 

Looking beyond the United States, CrossTowners would operate in 
a similar fashion to London’s Elizabeth Line, or the S-Bahn systems 
of central Europe. The technology of repurposing existing passenger 
rail facilities to create “regional rail” operations using faster, more 
frequent smaller vehicles rather than large intercity-style train sets 
is well-established globally, and international examples should be 
further studied to understand best practices and opportunities to 
reduce implementation costs. Munich, for instance, created its S-
Bahn system in the 1960s in advance of the city’s hosting of the 1972 
Olympics; its central city tunnel now is so popular and well-utilized 
that a second reliever tunnel is currently under construction to 
minimize delays and provide additional capacity for more frequent 
service. 

More directly comparable to the CrossTowner vision, while it 
unfortunately is not utilized as efficiently as it could be, our peer 
legacy-transit city of Philadelphia constructed its Center City 
Commuter Connection in the late 1970s, which functions in a similar 
thru-running manner below Center City. 

From a capital and operating perspective, there is also a historic 
comparison much closer to home: over 80 years ago, right here in 
Chicago our civic forefathers had the foresight to construct two new 
subways for ‘L’ trains to bypass the congested Loop Elevated and to 
more easily and efficiently facilitate direct crosstown operational 
routings. To that effect, the 3.1-mile Clinton-Roosevelt Connector 
Line (CRCL) Tunnel is somewhat less ambitious than both the 4.8-
mile State Street (Red Line) subway tunnel and the 4.1-mile 
Milwaukee-Dearborn (Blue Line) subway tunnel.  
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Costs, Considerations, and Challenges 

It goes without saying that Chicago is currently having challenges 
with cost controls for new transit capital projects. The Red Line 
Extension’s extremely high costs averaging well over $1 billion per 
mile for an entirely at- or above-grade route far exceeds expected 
costs even in the American context; compare the Red Line 
Extension’s cost estimates to the ongoing D Line subway extension 
in Los Angeles, which despite being entirely underground through 
much more challenging terrain and seismic considerations is able to 
remain below $1 billion per mile. As other Chicago-area projects deal 
with similar levels of unchecked cost increases – including CDOT’s 
State/Lake station replacement at a whopping $444 million – 
proposing another megaproject like CrossTowners should be viewed 
at least somewhat skeptically by taxpayers.  

However, given that CrossTowners act as a service multiplier that 
allows Chicagoland to more strategically utilize extensive amounts 
of existing infrastructure, a cost-benefit analysis of thru-running 
regional rail will likely still perform very well. At relatively-
conservative cost estimates (in the Los Angeles context, at least)  of 
$1 billion per mile, plus $100 million per new station, the core 
CrossTowner vision could be realized for less than $8 billion: 

• CRCL Tunnel and Stations: $4.5 billion 
• A-2 Interlocking/Fulton Market Superstation: $1.5 billion1 
• SCAL Ramp Flyover/CUS Riverside: $650 million2 
• Sox Park Connector: $1.2 billion 
• Total: $7.85 billion 

 
1 This figure was previously published by Metra from a prior study. 
2 Conservative estimate based on previous Amtrak CHIP cost estimates. 
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While these cost estimates do not include additional expenses – 
namely fleet, electrification retrofits, and infill stations – many of 
those considerations can be phased in over time, decreasing the 
upfront cost of the larger network. Similarly, additional studies and 
considerations need to be considered to estimate operating costs. 

Eight billion dollars is of course nothing to sneeze at but also 
consider the benefit of creating an entirely “new” six-line, 140+-
station rail network spanning a major American metro.   

While capital costs are always an important consideration, just as 
crucial is building the political will to make a project like this a reality. 
Beyond simply convincing stakeholders that the vision has merit, 
additional considerations include often-fraught negotiations with 
host railroads to add service on tracks that are not publicly 
controlled, without unduly burdening the host’s freight operations 
and obligations. We are, however, at a notable nexus point: as a 
region our leverage and negotiating stance with the Union Pacific 
Railroad will come to an apex within the next year or two as the 
railroad pursues a nationwide merger with Norfolk Southern. 
Railroad mergers involve numerous stakeholders, government 
agencies, and others with vested interests, and the associated 
negotiations and concessions will shape service opportunities for at 
least a generation to come.  

With additional transit operating funding secured by Senate Bill 
2111, the new Northern Illinois Transit Authority being created to 
streamline and centralize transit operating, planning, and funding 
strategies at a regional level, and with the host railroad of three of 
Metra’s four busiest lines entering a crucial negotiating period, the 
stars are aligned to make CrossTowners our moonshot moment for 
the next generation of Chicagoans and Chicagolanders. 
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What’s Next? 

Our “make no little plans” moment is here. The fiscal cliff is no longer 
an extinction-level event for Chicagoland transit, but 2026 will be a 
crucial period to lay the infrastructure and planning groundwork for 
the generations that follow us. Here’s how you can get involved: 

• Keep learning more about regional rail. Visit the project 
website (yard-social.com/crosstowners) and join the 
conversation on social media (#BuildTheTunnel). Our 
friends at the High Speed Rail Alliance, the Coalition for 
Modern Metra Electric, and others have years of 
experience and research about the importance of 
fundamentally changing how we operate Metra service. 

• Tell the politicians responsible for appointing the new 
NITA board: We can’t afford business-as-usual. New NITA 
board appointees should be focused on creating a unified, 
regional approach to transit planning and funding, rather 
than interested in relitigating the turf wars of the past. It’s 
time to move past the city-vs.-suburbs, us-vs.-them 
artificial binary that has divided our region for far too long. 

• Once NITA is launched, tell NITA’s planners as well as 
other regional planners from IDOT, CMAP, and others 
about how regional rail could transform how you get 
around our region. 

• Most importantly: talk to your friends, family, neighbors, 
and local elected officials about the benefits of regional 
rail. Feel free to make copies of this booklet and distribute 
widely. 

It’s time to #BuildTheTunnel.
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