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	Learn High Speed Rail 101
	Explore Your Region
	
		
			Transform Your Region

America is defined by its regions. From the mountains and lush forests of Cascadia, to the plains and Great Lakes of the Midwest, to the bluegrass and sweet wetlands of the Southeast—every region is unique.

Explore Your Region






	
			MidwestThe Midwest has the size and power to transform America’s entire transportation system.
	South CentralThe South Central region is anchored by four of the fastest-growing metropolitan areas in the U.S.
	NorthwestThe Northwest is a hub of the global tech sector, with vibrant cities and natural beauty.
	SouthwestThe Southwest is home to the global epicenter of popular entertainment and tourism.
	NortheastHome to Wall Street, the Northeast is the financial, healthcare, insurance, and tech capital of the U.S.
	SoutheastThe Southeast has some of the fastest-growing and most culturally innovative cities in the country.
	Inter-RegionalAmtrak’s inter-regional trains are mobility machines, connecting cities to distant rural areas.
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				It’s Time to Fix Union Station
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				Union Station Today

Today, Chicago’s Union Station offers direct service to 375 cities and towns in 36 states, providing critical connections throughout the country.

In 2019, more than 15 million passengers boarded Amtrak or Metra trains at the station, making it busier than Midway Airport.

But, it’s not up to the task. Past mistakes have made it a crowded and unpleasant place to catch a train.

A bold plan to expand the station is urgently needed.
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				2012 Master Plan Got Things Started

A group of agencies, including Amtrak and Metra with coordination by the City of Chicago, published the Union Station Master Plan in 2012.

It identifies a number of quick fixes and suggests some big, bold ideas for dramatic additions to the station.

Some progress has been made on the quick fixes, including a new skylight, new air conditioning, better ticket counters, and a new first-class lounge.


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Much Left to be Done

Much needs to be done to make Union Station a great place to catch a train. It will require:

	A New Concourse
	Wider Platforms
	Through Tracks
	Electrification
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						Fixing Union Station should be a top priority!

						Tell Springfield to invest in a Statewide Integrated Rail Plan for faster, more frequent and more reliable trains and buses.

Sign the Petition


					

				

			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				How Did It Get This Bad?
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				The original concourse (foreground) was replaced with an office tower in 1969. The headhouse, behind it, remains.


			

			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Not Enough Through Tracks

First, Chicago Union Station opened in 1925 as two stub-end terminals, not as a through station (like 30th St. Station in Philadelphia).

There are two through tracks along the river, but they aren’t practical for high-frequency, daily use. Therefore, it is difficult to schedule the through trains the region needs.

Then, a major change in 1969 really messed the place up.


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				The Missing Concourse

When the station opened in 1925 there were two connected buildings designed to process large crowds efficiently.

The headhouse, on the west side of Canal Street held the main waiting room, ticket counters, customer service and retail. Amtrak has restored this portion.

The concourse, on the east side of Canal Street, was dedicated to getting people to their trains efficiently. It had an open floor plan so passengers could quickly identify and move to their gate and queue up for their train.
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				The original concourse was designed to process large crowds quickly and efficiently.


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				[image: Chicago Union Station Crowded Concourse]
			

				
				
				
				
				The existing concourse has low ceilings and is obstructed by the columns supporting the buildings above. Photo: Rick Harnish.


			

			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Too Much Overbuild

The concourse was demolished in 1969 and replaced with two office buildings. Other office buildings were added above the platforms and tracks.

The columns supporting the buildings and low ceilings make the concourse crowded and hard to navigate.

Malfunctioning exhaust systems in the buildings above the tracks have caused unacceptable levels of diesel pollution in the facility.


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Plan a Dramatic New Future for Union Station


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Long-Term Solution

Union Station is a critical transportation asset, on par with Midway Airport. Investing in a bold, and efficient, facility will pay dividends to the region just as a bold new airport terminal pays off.

The station – both its appearance and its function – should be designed for more than a 400,000 people every day.

Ultimately, the buildings above the Concourse should be removed and replaced with a new concourse that allows passengers to easily find their trains.
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				Quick Improvements
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				Let In the Light

But, much can be done to make the existing concourse brighter, more inviting, and easier to navigate.

The 2012 master plan suggested raising the ceilings and creating an entrance balcony off Canal Street to allow natural light into the concourse.


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Open Up Some Space

Amtrak is designing a total make-over of the concourse.

It will include removing the vacant offices and moving two sets of escalators to create a more open space.

New express escalators would wisk Metra passengers to street level.
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				Image source: Amtrak Presentation
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				Improve Track Capacity by Widening Platforms

Today, large crowds build up as passengers disembark onto narrow platforms.

This delays both passengers and trains while creating unsafe conditions, especially on the very busy “BNSF” platforms

Amtrak has proposed removing unused mail platforms between the busiest tracks so that the tracks can be shifted to allow wider passenger platforms.


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Create Through Tracks

Through tracks are also needed to allow direct service to O’Hare from the south and east – and to operate crosstown Metra service.

Amtrak has proposed rebuilding unused mail platforms under the old post office to create both through tracks and additional capacity for Amtrak trains terminating there.

A new waiting room will be built on the north end of the platform. New entrances could be built on Van Buren and/or Harrison.

As an added benefit, these would be high-level platforms allowing level boarding with the Midwest passenger car fleet.
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				Image source: Amtrak presentation


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				[image: Map showing the relative locations of Chicago Union Station, Ogilvie Station, a potential walkway connecting them and a potential high-speed tunnel running next to them.]
			

			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Integrate with Ogilvie Station

Union Station and Ogilvie Station are closer together than United’s B and C concourses at O’Hare. And yet, they are treated as if they are miles apart.

Tying the two stations together, to work almost as one, would allow easier transfers between existing routes.

More importantly, Ogilvie offers better paths to both Madison and Milwaukee than the north end of Union Station.

If they were operated as one station, Amtrak service could be expanded more quickly to those cities.

A direct, enclosed walkway and integrated train depart boards are needed to make it work.

Initial studies of a potential walkway have been conducted. Hopefully, Amtrak will add it into the CHIP proposal.


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Clean Up the Air

The older buildings over Union Station were built with systems to pull the locomotive exhaust through ducts to the roofs of the buildings.

Those systems are failing and need to be replaced.

Amtrak is designing a new ventilation system to remove the exhaust and comply with existing fire codes.
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				The buildings above the platforms trap diesel exhaust. Photo: Rick Harnish.
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				Union Station should be electrified like Metra Electric.  Photo: Rick Harnish.


			

			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Electrify

The best option would be to reduce the number of diesel locomotives operating in the station.

The tracks should be electrified with 1500 DC wires, which:

	Are easier to squeeze into tight places like Union Station
	Are compatible with Metra’s Electric route
	Make dual-mode trains easier to implement.



			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Long-Term Fixes


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				A New Concourse

The buildings above the concourse should be removed and a new concourse built.

The Master Plan suggests building a new concourse above the south tracks in the 300 S Riverside block as an alternative.

This would require widening all of the platforms for all of the south tracks.
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				High Speed Rail Tunnel

Reconstructing the mail platforms to create through tracks is a great first step—but it will not be enough for future high-speed trains.

Therefore, new tunnels under Canal Street and/or Clinton Street are needed. Similar tunnels have been dug under many stations around the world.

The pedestrian level of the tunnel would also connect Union Station to Ogilvie Station, making it possible to truly integrate them as one.
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						Fixing Union Station should be a top priority!

						Tell Springfield to invest in a Statewide Integrated Rail Plan for faster, more frequent and more reliable trains and buses.

Sign the Petition


					

				

			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Critical Chicago-Area Projects

These projects are building blocks towards creating the Nation’s high-speed rail hub.
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				Get Involved

The Illinois General Assembly is debating the future transit and regional rail right now.  The package should include a State Railway Program to invest in bridges, trainsets, and better track.

Learn how you can get involved


			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			
		

	

	
				 

			
			

 


			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Subscribe to our newsletter

Receive weekly updates on high speed rail in America and join our growing community.
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The High Speed Rail Alliance is dedicated to creating a community of engaged, informed citizens, activists, and leaders to advocate for an achievable approach to better transportation. Through education, activism, and engagement, we can connect the country.
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				Subscribe to Our Newsletter

 

Receive weekly updates on high speed rail in America and join our growing community.


			

				
				
				
				
				

 


			

			

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				[image: Two people about to hug on a train platform]
			

			

				
				
				
				
			

				
				
			

		



				

							
						
		
	




	
	
























			
			
