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Overview
The Chicago Department of Transportation (CDOT) has conducted the Chicago Union Station Master 
Plan Study in a collaborative effort with extensive participation from Amtrak (the station’s owner), Metra 
(the station’s primary tenant), and other stakeholder organizations. The current planning efforts represent 
a continuation of the City of Chicago’s longstanding interests in improving passenger transportation and 
interchange facilities in the Union Station area, consistent with the City’s Central Area ACTION Plan of 
2009 and the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning’s GO TO 2040 regional plan.  

Union Station is one of the region’s key transportation facilities and economic drivers.  It is the third-
busiest railroad terminal in the United States, serving over 300 trains per weekday carrying about 120,000 
arriving and departing passengers – a level of passenger traffic that would rank it among the ten busiest 
airports in the U.S.  Most travelers at Union Station take Metra commuter trains.  The Station is also the 
hub of Amtrak’s network of regional trains serving the Midwest as well as most of the nation’s overnight 
trains, which connect to the Atlantic, Gulf, and Pacific coasts.  

This Study identifies potential ideas for adding tracks and platforms, as well as possible opportunities for 
improving passenger flows.  Short, medium, and long-term opportunities have been identified to assist 
Amtrak, Metra, and other station stakeholders in preparing for these future improvements.

Goals of the Study
* Provide sufficient capacity for significant increases in Metra and intercity passenger train ridership

* Estimated 40% increase in trains by 2040

* Possible significant further increases

* Make the terminal more inviting for passengers

* Provide more direct and convenient transfers to buses, CTA trains, taxis, shuttles, pick-up/drop-off

* Create a terminal that is vibrant, a civic asset, and a catalyst for growth in the West Loop and region

Existing Conditions
Today’s Station originally opened in 1925, and was designed primarily to serve long distance trains, including 
large amounts of mail and express traffic.  Significant alterations were made to the station’s Concourse 
level, located east of Canal Street, in 1970.  Soon after Amtrak was established in 1971, it concentrated all 
intercity passenger train operations in Chicago at Union Station.  Amtrak gained ownership of Union Station 
in 1984 and completed a major re-modeling in 1992.  Amtrak is currently planning further improvements 
to the station in 2012 and beyond.  

Most passenger station activities today take place in the Concourse area of the station, which now often 
operates at or close to capacity.  In addition, station activity is constrained by street-level conflicts between 
taxis, buses, automobiles, shuttles, pedestrians, and bicycles.  Continuing growth in both commuter rail 
service and Amtrak long distance and intercity passenger rail service, combined with the potential for 
future growth in high-speed intercity passenger rail, has compelled the City and affected railroads to 
consider future options for accommodating further growth in station traffic.
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Planned Short Term Station Improvements
Several station improvement projects currently have funding committed for implementation during the 
next few years.  

Amtrak Improvements  

Amtrak is currently making a number of improvements that will enhance passenger conditions and 
amenities within the Station and reduce crowding.  Installation of air conditioning in the historic headhouse 
building was completed by Amtrak in 2011.  During 2012-13, Amtrak plans to replace the unsightly and 
obstructive concrete security barriers at major station entrances with more functional bollards.  Amtrak 
also plans to relocate its Metropolitan Lounge facility into the headhouse building.  This lounge is where 
sleeping car passengers wait before boarding their train, and is very well used as Chicago is served by more 
overnight trains than any other Amtrak station.  After this is move is completed the existing main waiting 
area will be nearly doubled in size, incorporating the space occupied by the old Metropolitan Lounge.  The 
waiting room improvements and addition of new rest rooms are currently being budgeted and scheduled 
by Amtrak.

CDOT Improvements 

Two upcoming CDOT projects will improve local street traffic flow and curbside access to Union Station.  
The Central Area East-West Bus Rapid Transit project will improve bus lanes adjacent to the station 
on Clinton and Canal streets and provide enhanced Chicago Transit Authority (CTA) bus connections 

South concourse in morning rush hour
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between the station and the Central and East Loop areas.  The Union Station Transportation Center 
project will create an off-street bus terminal located on the site of the existing surface parking lot south 
of Jackson, between Canal and Clinton (immediately north of the Amtrak-owned parking garage).  It will 
provide direct, weather protected connections between the station and CTA buses while also relieving 
congestion on some of the nearby streets.  Both of these CDOT-led initiatives are currently being designed 
and are scheduled for construction in 2013-2014.

Proposed Medium Term Station Improvement Ideas
This study has proposed several ideas for medium term improvements to be studied further and 
implemented over a 5-10 year horizon.

Convert baggage platforms for commuter use 

Union Station features special baggage platforms that alternate with the passenger platforms on either 
side of the terminal tracks.  Today many of these baggage platforms are seldom used, and the space they 
occupy could be better allocated to relieve crowding on the relatively narrow platforms that primarily 
serve commuter train passengers.  It is proposed to remove two of the baggage platforms on south side 
tracks that are used almost exclusively by Metra commuter trains. Two tracks could then be relocated into 
the space now occupied by baggage platforms, allowing the adjacent passenger platforms to be widened 
to about 22 feet.  That would be wide enough to permit the construction of stairs, escalators or elevators 
to provide direct access between the platforms and street level.  These improvements would relieve 
overcrowding by both adding space and providing the opportunity for passengers to exit without going 
through the Station concourse.

Convert unused mail platform for intercity passenger train use  

Another vestige of an earlier time is the large  unused “mail platform” located between the station’s south 
tracks and the Chicago River.  It is proposed to convert this space to passenger platforms served by tracks 
from both the north and south, which could add critical capacity to accommodate growth in intercity 
passenger train operations.  Under the mail platform there is an existing underutilized basement area with 
high ceilings, as well as a below-grade passageway connecting this area to the basement under the existing 
passenger waiting areas. The space under the repurposed mail platforms could be redeveloped into a 
dedicated departure lounge and food service areas for the new passenger platforms, while the below-grade 
passageway could be renovated as a formal walkway connection to the existing station’s concourse and 
waiting areas.

Enhance existing passenger station facilities to improve flow  

This study has developed ideas to more boldly reconfigure space within the existing concourse area to 
increase capacity and overall station utility for peak period crowds. The goals would be to open up the 
concourse to:

* Improve circulation and relieve congestion, particularly during peak periods and in the event of a 
major train delay

* Improve sight lines, so that people can more easily see where they want to go

* Expand capacity to allow for bi-directional access at major points of vertical circulation
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Some existing facilities on the concourse-level, such as Amtrak’s ticket office, the passenger service area, 
rental car counter, and newsstand may be relocated to the historic headhouse to free up space for these 
circulation improvements in the concourse area.

Rebuild Canal Street viaduct in a manner that improves street access  

Key segments of Canal Street are on a viaduct structure over Union Station’s tracks. Constructing station 
tracks under the viaduct was an original design feature to increase the capacity of Union Station, and in the 
block between Adams and Jackson, the Canal Street viaduct forms the ceiling over an integral part of Union 
Station’s passenger concourse. The viaduct was constructed in conjunction with the station, and is at the 
end of its design life.  CDOT is planning to rebuild the viaduct later this decade and the Master Plan Study 
team has investigated whether some modifications could and should be made to the future replacement 
viaduct design to help in achieving the study goals, rather than simply replacing the structure exactly as it 
was originally built.  Chief among these ideas would be creating traffic islands in Canal Street to add curb 
space for pick-up and drop-off traffic.  This would be similar to pick up lanes at an airport terminal, with 
channelized traffic and parallel curbs.  As part of the viaduct reconstruction project, direct stairs/escalators 
could be added between street level along Canal Street and the track/concourse level immediately below.  

Baggage
Platform As shown in the BEFORE (top) and 

AFTER (bottom) images to the left, 
reallocating baggage platform space 
would allow for passenger platforms 
to be widened and vertical circulation 

to be added.

Before

After
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Possible Long Term/Visionary Station Improvement Ideas 
The study has developed concepts for increasing passenger handling capacity and improving the traveler 
experience by significantly expanding or completely replacing the existing intercity and/or commuter 
station facilities. These plans include two alternatives:

* Development of a new passenger train station facility in the 300 S. Riverside block, to be constructed 
on air rights over Union Station’s south tracks (which are owned by Amtrak) and integrating parts 
of the existing office building on this block

* Development of a completely new commuter and intercity passenger train station in the 200 S. 
Riverside block (replacing the structures currently on this block)

The study has also investigated two concepts for adding additional track and platform capacity in underground 
alignments that bypass and augment Union Station’s existing track and platform infrastructure.  These plans 
would entail construction of functionally equivalent subway tunnels on one of two alternative alignments, 
Clinton Street or Canal Street.

before

after

W. ADAMS ST.

CANAL ST.

W. ADAMS ST.

CANAL ST.

Planned reconstruction of Canal Street 
will provide an opportunity for improved 
street access as shown in the BEFORE 
(top) and conceptual AFTER (bottom) 

images to the right

After

Before
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Placemaking
The Union Station Master Plan Study team has worked closely with a Civic Advisory Committee established 
by the Metropolitan Planning Council to advance the goal of creating a transportation terminal that is 
vibrant, a civic asset, and a catalyst for growth in the West Loop and region, as well as exploring innovative 
financing strategies for the overall redevelopment effort.  These placemaking principles call for the station’s 
redesign to favor the creation of vibrant public spaces that have the potential to transform an imposing 
historic structure into one that invites interaction with its users and the surrounding city.  Through the 
planned investments, the station should not only evolve into an efficient intercity and regional railroad hub, 
with easy connections to other transit modes, but also become a truly great place that attracts travelers 
and non-travelers alike. 

Public Input
A public meeting was held as part of the Union Station Master Plan Study during  the late afternoon/early 
evening of Thursday, December 15, 2011 at Union Station’s Union Gallery Room. The meeting utilized 
an open house format so that attendees could browse through numerous exhibits and discuss issues 
individually with staff from stakeholder agencies and the consultant team. A narrated presentation was 
delivered at two times during the open house. Approximately 200 people attended the event, and 67 of the 
attendees completed questionnaires on site. Additional comments from 30 people were also submitted by 
the Midwest High Speed Rail Association at the meeting, and 30 more comments were received online at 
the project website. This feedback was incorporated into the study’s findings and recommendations.

Next Steps
This master planning study has advanced and developed numerous ideas that are intended to address 
major functional and operational issues affecting Chicago Union Station in the short, medium, and long 
term. The next steps for these ideas vary, but all involve proceeding with further planning, design, and/or 
construction to achieve the expected benefits. The overarching objective is to move each of these projects 
from ideas into construction and operation.

The Short Term ideas described in this report are already well advanced in planning and design, and in the 
case of CDOT’s off street bus terminal and improved bus lane projects grant funds have been obtained 
for their construction.  Several near term Amtrak customer facility improvement projects have also had 
their design work largely completed, but construction is not yet funded. Obtaining funding to complete 
these initiatives, as well as addressing Amtrak’s outstanding “state of good repair” needs throughout Union 
Station should be a priority next step.

The Medium Term projects that have been identified are all focused on resolving serious operational 
shortcomings that have a direct impact on the ability of Union Station to serve a growing number of 
passengers. These projects will require further planning analysis and design work before they are ready to 
be funded for construction.  The next stage of the CDOT-led Union Station Master Plan Study, involving 
simulation of train, station, and nearby street operations, is to begin later this year.  This analysis will more 
precisely quantify the capacity increase that may be expected from each of the Medium Term ideas.  It will 
effectively determine just how long the “medium term” is likely to be, and how soon the stakeholders will 
need to begin more serious consideration of the “long term/visionary” ideas for increasing capacity and 
improving the station’s functionality.
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The Medium Term ideas have thus far been conceived such that each of them would complement and 
not preclude or make more difficult the implementation of any of the more complex and expensive Long 
Term/Visionary ideas. However, the Long Term/Visionary ideas include two mutually exclusive alternatives 
for adding track and platform capacity via new underground alignments, as well as two other mutually 
exclusive alternatives for creating new station building facilities in either the 200 or 300 block of South 
Canal Street. Further analysis and public/stakeholder consultation will be needed to assess and determine 
the relative merits of each of these proposals and to decide which alternatives should advance towards 
implementation.

A new intercity passenger train station could be constructed in the 300 S. Riverside block, 
integrating part of the existing office building on this block as well as Amtrak-owned air rights



www.UnionStationMP.org



1 - Introduction

Main entrance to Union Station located on S. Canal Street
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 The City of Chicago’s Department of Transportation has been conducting the Chicago Union Station Master 
Plan Study in a collaborative effort with extensive participation from Amtrak (the station’s owner), Metra 
(the station’s primary tenant), and other stakeholder organizations. All stakeholders were represented on 
a Technical Advisory Committee for this study, which met five times as the study progressed. 

Union Station is one of the region’s key transportation facilities and economic drivers.  It is the third-
busiest railroad terminal in the United States, serving over 300 trains per weekday carrying about 120,000 
arriving and departing passengers – a level of passenger traffic that would rank it among the ten busiest 
airports in the U.S.  Most travelers at Union Station take Metra commuter trains.  The Station is also the 
hub of Amtrak’s network of regional trains serving the Midwest as well as most of the nation’s overnight 
trains, which connect to the Atlantic, Gulf, and Pacific coasts.  

Today’s Station originally opened in 1925, and significant alterations were made to the Concourse level, 
located east of Canal Street, in 1970.  Soon after Amtrak was established in 1971, it concentrated all intercity 
passenger train operations in Chicago at Union Station.  Amtrak gained ownership of Union Station in 1984 
and completed a major re-modeling in 1992.  Amtrak is currently planning further improvements to both 
the Concourse and the headhouse in 2012 and beyond.  

Entrance to Union Station near W. Adams Street, existing conditions
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Most passenger station activities today take place in the Concourse area of the station, which now often 
operates at or close to capacity.  Continuing growth in both commuter rail service and Amtrak long distance 
and intercity passenger rail service, combined with the potential for future growth in high-speed intercity 
passenger rail, has compelled the City and affected railroads to consider future options for accommodating 
further growth in station traffic.

The current planning efforts represent a continuation of the City of Chicago’s longstanding interests in 
improving passenger transportation and interchange facilities in the Union Station area.  The City’s Central 
Area Plan of 2003, and related studies in the years immediately preceding its release, brought together a 
coordinated group of proposed transportation improvements in the West Loop under an overall concept 
called the “West Loop Transportation Center” (WLTC). The WLTC concept attracted wide publicity and 
support and was reaffirmed in the City’s Central Area ACTION Plan of 2009 (CAAP).  In addition to 
building upon the WLTC concept, the Union Station Master Plan Study addresses all related “Goals and 
Needs” identified in the CAAP:

* Improve transit in the Central Area

* Serve growth in transit trips

* Improve transit service coverage & options

* Increase regional transit capacity

* Improve the pedestrian environment

* Manage traffic circulation

* Encourage alternative modes (such as bicycles and water taxis) 

* Improve national & international connections

* Accommodate Midwest high-speed rail

* Improve access to airports

In 2010 the Chicago region adopted its current comprehensive regional plan, GO TO 2040. This plan 
recognized that the West Loop Transportation Center would be necessary to meet significant regional 
transportation needs. WLTC was therefore identified as a regional priority and included on the list of 
Fiscally Constrained Projects which will move ahead towards implementation. This priority designation 
indicates that the WLTC concept has a higher status than other concepts which have not been adopted as 
a priority by the region. The following WLTC project description is excerpted from GO TO 2040: 

West Loop Transportation Center 

The West Loop Transportation Center is a proposed transportation terminal located between the Eisenhower 
Expressway and Lake Street in Chicago. The terminal structure for the West Loop Transportation Center is 
envisioned to improve transfers between intercity rail, potential high-speed rail, commuter rail, rapid transit, 

Based on passenger traffic, Union Station 
would currently rank among the ten 
busiest airports in the country.
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and bus services. The proposal also includes increased capacity for Chicago Union Station, which serves 
several commuter and intercity passenger rail services. 

This project will provide a focal point and a gateway into the Chicago region and facilitate movements 
and connections throughout the region. Incorporating and integrating seamless transit connections with 
elements of urban design focused on this transit center will be important to facilitating the Chicago region 
as the Midwest hub for high-speed rail, as well as increasing transit usage and promoting economic 
development opportunities. Travelers from outside the region can safely arrive at this station and have a 
number of connection options at their discretion to access the city or the suburbs. For those residents within 
the region, this project will offer easier access from Metra commuter trains and various points within the 
city whether by bus or El line. (GO TO 2040, p. 279) 

The West Loop Transportation Center will help transform the West Loop/Union Station area into a 
gateway to Chicago and a well-functioning transportation hub.  WLTC comprises a broad range of related 
improvements that may be implemented incrementally to achieve these goals.  

This Master Plan Study addresses the WLTC goals and represents the next step in advancing WLTC 
implementation consistent with the GO TO 2040 regional plan.  The Study identifies ideas for adding tracks 
and platforms, as well as opportunities for improving passenger flows. Most passenger station activities 
today take place in the Concourse area of the station, which is now overcrowded during the busiest times 
of day.   Short, medium, and long-term opportunities are identified ranging from re-purposing platforms 
originally designed for handling mail, to better connections to other rail and transit services, to the 
construction of new multilevel subways. In addition, the study examines strategies for transforming Union 
Station into a West Loop destination and thriving economic development engine.  This Study, consistent 
with and building upon CDOT’s previous planning efforts, will assist Amtrak, Metra, and other station 
stakeholders in preparing for these much needed future improvements.

Union Station Master Plan Study Goals
* Provide sufficient capacity for significant increases in Metra and intercity passenger train ridership

* Estimated 40% increase in trains by 2040

* Possible significant further increases

* Make the terminal more inviting for passengers

* Provide more direct and convenient transfers to buses, CTA trains, taxis, shuttles, pick-up/drop-off

* Create a terminal that is vibrant, a civic asset, and a catalyst for growth in the West Loop and region





2 - History

Interior of the original Chicago Union Station concourse building, facing west from the riverfront entrance
(University of Arizona Library/Fred Harvey Collection)





Chicago Union Station Master Plan Study

9

May 2012

Chicago Union Station opened in 1925. It replaced the Union Depot that had been built on essentially the 
same site in 1882. It was necessary to replace that station because it lacked the capacity to handle the 
number of trains and passengers that had been growing rapidly during this period. The new station was 
built by the Chicago Union Station Company (CUSCo) which was established in 1913. CUSCo was owned 
by the Pennsylvania Railroad (50%), the Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy Railroad (25%), and the Chicago, 
Milwaukee, and St. Paul Railroad (25%). The Chicago and Alton Railroad, the only other user, was always a 
tenant. 

The Station Layout
Several features that were incorporated in the new station’s design retain their great significance today. The 
concept for the layout of tracks, platforms, and passenger facilities for Union Station was developed by the 
Pennsylvania Railroad. The station structure itself was designed by Graham, Burnham & Company. A major 
feature was the construction of many viaducts carrying roadways over the tracks, replacing older viaducts 
or, in two cases, creating new grade separations between rail routes and local streets. While the old Union 
Depot was basically a through station, it was not used in that way as no trains operated through. Thus, 
the new Station was created as essentially two stub-end stations. Only two through tracks were retained 
alongside the River, and only one of these is on a platform. The other was intended primarily to transfer 
freight and mail cars between railroads. To maximize space available for tracks the Station’s headhouse, all 
of the station’s support facilities (including the ticket office, waiting room, restaurants, shops, taxi courts, 

Chicago Union Station, as it appeared upon completion in 1925. The Original Concourse Building, 
demolished in 1968, is in the foreground. (Chuckman Collection)



Chicago Union Station Master Plan Study

10

May 2012

and offices) were located west of Canal Street. Some of the Station’s increase in capacity was achieved 
by locating some of its passenger platforms and tracks under a structure supporting Canal Street (the 
Union Depot had been entirely east of Canal). The headhouse and concourse were, in effect two separate 
buildings, functioning seamlessly as a single building below street level. From the inside there’s no hint 
that part of the “building” is under Canal Street. For a time, 22 stories of office space were planned for 
construction above the headhouse but, in the end, this was reduced to eight stories. The final design of the 
station was produced by Graham, Anderson, Probst, and White, which succeeded the previous firm after 
Daniel Burnham’s sons left the firm.

An ‘L’ station was located directly above the south tracks, midway between Jackson and Van Buren, with the 
concourse connected via a direct walkway protected from the weather. This was removed from service in 
1958 when the Metropolitan ‘L’ branch was replaced by the Congress subway; since then the closest rapid 
transit station has been the subway station at Clinton/Congress. 

When Union Station opened, the vast majority of trains were intercity passenger trains. Relatively few 
people lived in Chicago’s suburbs and commuter train services were a very small proportion of the 
Station’s activities. Virtually all trains carried U.S. Mail and express packages (express package service, 
similar to today’s United Parcel Service or Federal Express, was handled by the Railway Express Agency, a 
nationwide company owned jointly by the railroads). Some trains were operated predominantly or, even, 

exclusively for this traffic. The Station was designed 
with features intended to allow this traffic to be 
handled efficiently. Separate “baggage platforms” 
were built alternating with the passenger platforms 
which allowed passengers to board or alight 
from one side of a train without conflicting with 
baggage mail and express handling activities, such 
as food service stocking, on the other side at the 
same time. The baggage platforms were designed 
free of column obstructions (which were, instead 
located on the passenger platforms) with a ramp 
down to the basement where baggage, express, 
and mail was sorted. This feature is thought to be 
unique to Chicago Union Station. The basement of 
the contemporary “mail handling building” (which 
was later integrated into the new main post office 
when it was subsequently constructed over the 
south tracks), was connected to the Union Station 
basement with a new tunnel designed for use by 
electrically drawn carts. 

An ‘L’ station was located directly above 
the south tracks and connected to the 
concourse via a direct walkway, but was 
removed from service in 1958.

Separate platforms for handling baggage and mail were 
a unique feature of Union Station (Jack Delano, 1943 - Library 

of Congress)
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The Metropolitan ‘L’ traveled east-west between Jackson and 
Van Buren but was replaced in 1958 by the Congress subway. 
The photo above is from 1924, prior to completion of Union 
Station so canopies do not yet cover the tracks and platforms 

below. To the left, the photo shows the sign in the concourse that 
directed passengers to the walkway to the ‘L’ station. The aerial 

image below, showing Canal ‘L’ station adjacent to Union Station, 
is from 1958, prior to demolition of the ‘L’.

 
Top: CTA

Middle: Jack Delano, 
1943 - Library of 
Congress

Bottom: Bruce 
Moffat Collection
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Construction
Construction consisted of many projects, most of which were required to create the space required for 
the greatly increased amount of station track and platforms: new grade separation viaducts, new railroad 
freight houses, and utility relocations. Work started in 1915, but the process was painstakingly slow because 
of the need to maintain ongoing train operations at all times, several labor strikes, shortages of labor and 
material caused by World War I, the 26 month long period in which operation of the nation’s railroads 
was taken over by the federal government, and the depression that followed the War. Work on the station 
buildings re-started in earnest in 1922. When the Station opened it was hailed as a great marvel. Railway 
Age magazine, the industry’s primary trade journal, devoted an issue with a 22 page article (see Appendix 
A) describing its many features. 

The first building to be built on air rights in Chicago was the Daily News Building (now the 2 N. Riverside 
Plaza building) built over the north end of the north platforms in 1929. The new Post Office (now the old 
Post Office), also built on air rights, was completed in 1932. This building integrated into the previous mail 
handling building, under which Union Station’s mail platforms were located.

Station Usage
Although the growth in automobile usage was starting to affect intercity passenger train ridership, 
particularly on local trains, usage of Union Station was fairly constant (declining from about 390 to 365 
trains per weekday) until the start of the Depression. There were major ridership declines and, in turn, 

The station handled voluminous amounts of mail
(Jack Delano, 1943 - Library of Congress)
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a significant number of trains were discontinued during the 1930’s. A bright spot was the introduction of 
streamlined trains, starting with the Twin Cities Zephyr in 1935. This began the use of diesel locomotives, 
to replace steam.

Ridership on intercity trains increased tremendously during World War II, with over 100,000 passengers 
per day, on about 400 weekday trains. While the number of passengers today is higher (about 118,000 
on weekdays) the number of trains is significantly lower (about 320) because of the greater number of 
passengers per train (many of today’s commuter trains carry over 1500 passengers, using double-deck 
cars). With the focus now on commuter trains, today’s operations are also much more concentrated in 
the peak periods.

After the end of the war intercity ridership resumed its decline despite the massive investment in streamlined 
trains with air conditioning and other former luxuries becoming common. The Burlington introduced dome 
cars in 1945, a feature quickly adopted by all of the western railroads, which had adequate clearances. The 
Burlington also developed bi-level commuter cars in 1950. These were designed, specifically, to reduce the 
number of cars required for its growing suburban service as CUSCo charges were based on the number 
of cars brought into the Station. Another efficiency in commuter train operation was the introduction of 
push-pull service, avoiding the need to turn locomotives. The conversion of all Union Station operations 
from steam to diesel locomotives was completed in the mid 1950’s. The number of Milwaukee Road 
long distance trains increased temporarily with the 1955 switch of the Union Pacific’s Western trains 
from the Chicago and Northwestern. However, on the Burlington and Milwaukee Road suburban trains, 
ridership increased markedly with the postwar development of the suburbs despite the construction of 
the expressway network. Development around Union Station also continued during this period and by 
the early 1960’s the north side tracks disappeared 
from view with the construction of the 10 and 
120 South Riverside buildings.

The 1960’s were a hard time for intercity passenger 
trains with the near-completion of the Interstate 
Highway System, widespread use of jet aircraft 
and the wholesale cancellation of mail contracts 
(a major source of railroad revenue) by the Post 
Office in 1968. Intercity passenger trains were 
discontinued at a rapid pace during this decade. 
The Pennsylvania Railroad sold the air rights 
above Penn Station in New York City and it was 
demolished in 1964. Demolition of the Chicago 
Union Station Concourse Building followed in 
1968 (the Penn Central Railroad, product of the 
1968 merger of the Pennsylvania and New York 
Central Railroads, was still the majority owner of 

During World War II 100,000 passengers per day 
passed through Chicago’s Union Station

(Jack Delano, 1943 - Library of Congress)

The Union Station design reflected the 
fact that almost all trains used to carry 
U.S. Mail and express packages. 
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Union Station). By that time, neither the Penn Central, nor its partners in the ownership of CUSCo, had a 
long term interest in continuing passenger train service and they allowed the developers of the air rights 
building built on the site of the Union Station concourse to provide minimal facilities for the handling of 
passengers -- in what was obviously the basement of their building.  It was quickly apparent that passenger 
facilities that remained were woefully inadequate. 

Amtrak and Metra
In 1970 Congress passed the law that created Amtrak, the quasi-governmental agency that now operates 
all intercity passenger trains in the United States. The law’s most immediate impact was a moratorium 
on the discontinuance of passenger trains. The U.S. Department of Transportation issued its map of the 
“Basic System” to be operated. Amtrak started service May 1, 1971, consolidating almost all of its service 
in Chicago at Union Station (the final Amtrak service relocation to Union Station was completed in 1972). 

In 1976 the freight railroads of the northeastern United States were also consolidated into a government 
owned railroad called Conrail. The Milwaukee Road entered bankruptcy in 1977.  In 1981 Congress passed 
key legislation resulting in major regulatory changes to Conrail and the entire freight rail industry. One 
result was that the ownership of CUSCo was turned over to Amtrak in 1984. 

Meanwhile, a similar process occurred in the commuter rail field. In the Chicago area, the Regional 
Transportation Authority (RTA) was created in 1974. It took responsibility for funding operations of the 
commuter services previously provided by the private railroads. Over the next few years it purchased 
railroad assets used predominantly for commuter operations and in some cases directly hired the operating 
staff (this approach was utilized in the case of the Milwaukee Road’s commuter lines at Union Station).  In 
other cases, commuter railroad ownership remained with the private railroads but the operations were 
supported using purchase of service contracts (this applies to the former Burlington commuter service at 
Union Station, now operated by BNSF). In 1983 there was a major reorganization of the RTA which included 
the creation of Metra, a semi-autonomous “service board”, with its own Board of Directors. This agency 
continues to have responsibility for Chicago’s commuter rail network, including the six routes operated 
from Union Station (BNSF, Milwaukee District North, Milwaukee District West, SouthWest Service, North 
Central Service, and Heritage Corridor).

When Union Station opened, the majority 
of trains were intercity passenger trains 
traveling across the country. Today, most 
trains serve suburban commuters.

Intercity passenger trains were 
discontinued at a rapid pace           

during the 1960’s.
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Metra opened the Madison Street entrance to six north side tracks in 1987.  Also in 1987, Amtrak began a 
major remodeling of Union Station focused on improving the quality and passenger handling capacity of the 
“basement concourse” that had been created nearly 20 years earlier. This work was completed in 1991. As 
part of this effort all Amtrak and Metra passenger-handling functions (ticketing, waiting, and other support 
activities) were moved out of the Great Hall with the intent of redeveloping that side of the station 
complex separately from the passenger facilities. Since then, three successive developers have attempted 
to accomplish such a redevelopment. Key to all of them has been the concept of constructing 15 or more 
additional stories above the Great Hall. Of course, this was as originally planned by the station’s architects 
and the building’s caissons could support this. All of these redevelopment plans for the Great Hall building 
proposed multi-use facilities, typically combining retail, hotel, office, and condominium elements, but none 
included transportation facilities. However, none of those redevelopment efforts have been successful, 
and Amtrak’s current plans call for re-integrating transportation functions into the Great Hall building in 
addition to mixed-use redevelopment.

Primary Sources of History Section:

DeRouin, Edward M., Chicago Union Station, A Look at Its History and Operations Before Amtrak, Pixels Publishing, 2003.

Kitt Chappell, Sally A., Architecture and Planning of Graham, Anderson, Probst, and White, 1912-1936, University of Chicago Press, 1992.

Review of the draft by Fred Ash is acknowledged with appreciation.
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South Concourse in morning rush hour
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Union Station now often operates at or close to capacity. Weekday rush hour ridership is higher now than 
at any time in the past and growth is expected to continue.  Union Station will also be the hub for the 
planned network of improved and high speed intercity passenger rail routes in the Midwest. This is expected 
to further increase the rate of growth in train operations and passengers. A tabulation summarizing the 
estimated increases in ridership, and associated likely increases in train operations, is presented later in 
this chapter.

The issues that affect the current station facility can be grouped into the following categories:

 * Street Access Issues

 * Station Congestion Issues

 * Track/Platform Issues

Many prior studies and analyses have documented and reflected the need for improvements to Union 
Station. These prior ideas have been recognized and taken into consideration as the Master Plan has been 
developed. The previously developed concepts have ranged from new underground station facilities to new 
office towers on top of a new intermodal transportation center.

An important component of the Master Plan study is the ability to leverage future station area improvements 
to support the economic development opportunities generated by a new intermodal transportation center. 
A supplemental report has been prepared that documents the past trends in real estate development in 
the West Loop area surrounding Union Station and discusses likely future directions and implications (see 
Appendix E).  

Street Level Access Issues
As part of the Union station Master Plan Study a comprehensive Existing Conditions Report was prepared 
(see Appendix B). As the volume of commuters going through the station has increased over recent 
decades, weekday peak period traffic is now busier than ever before. Meanwhile, the capacity of the streets 
surrounding the Station has not changed. 

The purpose of the Existing Conditions report was to document the traffic conditions on the streets and 
sidewalks surrounding Chicago Union Station, based on an analysis of collected data and field observations. 
The focus of this study was on the immediate area surrounding Union Station. This area is bounded on the 
west by S. Clinton St., the east by the Chicago River, the north by W. Monroe St., and the south by W. Van 
Buren Street.

The goal of this analysis was to understand current volumes and operating patterns of all the modes 
that affect street-level traffic operations. As the number of Metra and Amtrak riders grows, there will 
be increased stress on the street-level operations surrounding Union Station. The general behaviors and 
preferences of Union Station users can help determine where to focus street-level improvements.

Union Station now often operates at or close 
to capacity. Weekday rush hour ridership is 
higher now than at any time in the past and 
growth is expected to continue.
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In addition to Amtrak and Metra trains, there are many other modes available to access the area around 
Union Station, including: walking (including walking to CTA rail), CTA bus, taxi, private vehicle, shuttle bus, 
and bicycle. Each of these modes affects the area in its own way. The effects of each mode on the station 
and on each other were examined.

Existing data sets for traffic and pedestrians were obtained from various sources. All the modes that 
contribute to the street-level activity were considered, focusing on weekday peak period and peak hour 
conditions. Because the street-level activity at Union Station is so complex, field observation was an 
important part of documenting the existing conditions.

There are two primary causes for problems in the street-level activity at Union Station: capacity and 
conflict. Capacity involves the supply and demand of each individual mode in the system. Conflict involves 
the interaction between two or more modes in the system. For this study, the area around Union Station 
was separated into seven street intersections and eight street segments and each mode was rated for 
each location based on its capacity and demand as well as its conflicts with other modes. These ratings are 
relative and were developed specifically for this analysis.

The study of existing conditions resulted in several key findings that will help to focus the development of 
solutions. Some problems are limited to specific locations and some locations have multiple problems. All 
of these problems are the result of one or more modes exceeding the capacity available or two or more 
modes conflicting with each other. 

A general problem at several locations in the area around Union Station is that there is not sufficient curb 
space to accommodate all of the modes that use a particular stretch of curb space.  Prime curb space 
adjacent to principal access points for Union Station is limited, and often there is too much demand for the 

Canal Street in afternoon rush hour
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curb space available. Also, the demand is unbalanced. Streets directly adjacent to the 222 S. Riverside Plaza 
office building are the most convenient for station users and therefore have the most demand for use. At 
the same time, streets adjacent to the Union Station headhouse, or located across the street to the west 
or north, are not as convenient and are under-utilized.  There are opportunities for both improving the 
management of existing curb space and increasing the overall supply of curb space.

With so many different modes sharing the area, conflicts also regularly occur even where there is sufficient 
curb space. This is because the intentions of different modes often conflict with each other. Although curb 
space is allocated for each mode, the space available is often insufficient to accommodate the physical 
interactions between modes. The intentions of each mode should be considered when developing proposed 
solutions.  There are also significant temporal variations in curb space demand patterns. The situation 
during weekday peak periods and busy off-peak and weekend times is quite different.  Commuters, who 
dominate the peak periods, follow regular patterns, and the access modes they use operate in a more 
orderly manner.  Traffic at other busy times is dominated by occasional and intercity travelers.  During busy 
off-peak times, traffic problems tend to be limited to Canal Street, where traffic conditions are often very 
chaotic.  

Proposed solutions will also need to consider and address the different levels of ridership during the 
weekday and on weekends, as indicated on the following chart:

Metra

            Amtrak

Union Station Passenger Access Modes (Amtrak: 2008 CUS Modal Access data; Metra: 2006 Survey)
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Passengers Amtrak Metra Total
Weekday 9,000 109,000 118,000

Saturday 9,000 10,500 19,500

Sunday 9,000 7,000 16,000

Even with increased curb space and improved curb space allocation among the different modes, problems 
will still occur if there is not proper signage to direct users and if there is no enforcement to ensure that 
users comply. Supplying information is particularly important for private vehicle drop-offs and pick-ups, as 
these users are not as familiar with the area. Enforcement is particularly important for taxis and intercity 
buses, as these modes have a direct financial stake in the activity around Union Station. Signage and 
enforcement should be important components of all proposed solutions.

Some short term ideas and medium term ideas for improvements to street-level access issues have been 
developed.

Congestion Issues Inside the Station
Over the years there have been major changes to the way Union Station functions from the point of view 
of the passenger. The most significant change was the demolition of the concourse building in 1968, near 
the end of the period of private ownership of the Station. Prior to this time the concourse had been a wide 
open space, with a 90-foot high ceiling and skylights providing abundant natural light. Navigating through 
the Station was simplified by direct sightlines to primary destinations (train gates, waiting rooms, exits, 
etc.). In case of uncertainty, an information counter staffed with well-trained agents was located in the 
center of the space. When the 222 S. Riverside Plaza office building was completed in 1970, the concourse 
had become a basement with bare concrete floors and unpainted concrete block walls. The former wide 
open spaces with high ceilings and natural light were replaced by a forest of columns, an obstacle course 
of restaurants and stores, and low ceilings with fluorescent light. The space had become very difficult for 
visitors (especially infrequent train riders) to navigate. By this time commuter rail ridership had begun 
to increase steadily, so the new station layout also suffered from rush hour congestion. By 1972 Amtrak 
had taken over nearly all remaining intercity train operations in the U.S. and had consolidated all Chicago 
service at Union Station, leading to an increase in intercity passengers – rather than the continued decline 
that had been anticipated when the old concourse was demolished. 

After Amtrak gained control of Union Station, they began a major renovation that was completed in 1992. 
An effort was made to provide more direct routes from the gate areas to the street, in an attempt to 
facilitate commuter movements through the Station and separate commuters from intercity travelers. 
Several new escalators were installed to improve circulation. Station finishes were greatly upgraded. The 
restaurants were moved to a new food court on an expanded mezzanine. However, the low ceilings 
and forest of columns supporting the building above remained. In addition, much of the space in the 

Prior to the demolition of the concourse 
building in 1968, the concourse had been 
a wide open space with a 90-foot high 
ceiling and abundant light.
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concourse that was freed up by creating the mezzanine food court was re-filled with the creation of a large 
Amtrak waiting room and moving the ticket offices and other customer service facilities from the historic 
headhouse into the concourse area.

With the continuing increase in both Metra and Amtrak ridership during the past two decades, conditions 
in the concourse side of Union Station have become very congested. Poor performance of station facilities 
is particularly notable in the following areas:

 * Morning rush hour congestion at the foot of the bank of three escalators on the south side, 
especially when more than one south side commuter train is unloading simultaneously

 * Congestion on the two escalators and single staircase between the mezzanine level and the Adams 
Street exit

 * Inadequate capacity of Amtrak’s waiting rooms lead to an overflow of customers standing for long 
periods in the concourse level hallways during Amtrak’s busiest periods (typically mid-afternoon). 
Some relief to this situation is currently in the works with the planned construction of Amtrak’s 
new Metropolitan Lounge off the Great Hall. Upon relocation, the old Metropolitan Lounge space 
will be used to expand the general waiting room.

 * There is currently no formal waiting area for Metra passengers. Normally, this is not a problem 
because commuters closely coordinate their arrival at the station with their train’s departure time. 
However, when there is a service delay -- particularly in the afternoon rush hour, when thousands 
of commuters descend upon the station every few minutes, the very limited circulation space 
quickly becomes extremely congested with people, making movement very difficult.  

In addition to congestion, the complex layout of today’s concourse building remains very confusing. Sight 
lines and natural light are very limited, there are multiple levels to navigate, and escalator banks only 
operate unidirectionally during peak periods. Overall, the environment is not particularly inviting and it is 
especially difficult for infrequent visitors to navigate through the tide of rush hour commuters.  

Track/Platform Issues
The existing Union Station track and platform layout is, in large measure, unchanged since the station 
opened in 1925. The station has the same number of boarding tracks, and the passenger and baggage 
platforms are the same width. Probably the most significant change was the opening, in about 1987, of a 
Madison Street entrance that provides a second point of access to platforms serving six of the ten north 
side tracks.

In contrast with the physical plant, train operations at Union Station have changed a great deal over the 
years. The biggest change has been the shift in the share of traffic between intercity and commuter trains 
during peak periods -- especially in the AM peak, when many overnight trains used to arrive. Most of these 
overnight trains used to include many cars of mail and express packages which had been serviced from the 
baggage platforms or at the mail platforms. 

The existing track and platform layout 
is, in large measure, unchanged since the 
station opened in 1925. 
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Besides the big increase in number of commuter trains, today’s commuter trains are longer than in the 
past (up to 11 cars) and they consist entirely of high-capacity double deck cars; many of these trains now 
carry over 1500 passengers during peak periods. A number of platforms are too short to accommodate 
the longer commuter trains. Another significant issue is that the platforms, at 12 feet in width, are too 
narrow to quickly unload these trains without overcrowding and delay. This issue also limits flexibility in 
train operations because dispatchers must avoid simultaneously bringing two trains onto tracks that share 
a platform since this could create overcrowding. With the limited number of tracks and platforms available 
for commuter operations, and the short length of several platforms, these factors all add up to a significant 
operational constraint. Similar to the additional egress/access point at Madison Street for three of the 
north side platforms, a second egress/access point could be a partial solution on the south side, where all 
platforms only have the single access point, at the connection to the concourse.

Another result of the increase in commuter operations, which are heavily concentrated during the morning 
and afternoon rush hours, is that there is now an overall shortage of platforms during these periods. This 
is particularly true on the south side of the station which hosts most of Amtrak’s operations as well as 
the busier part of Metra’s operations. It takes a minimum of 20 minutes to turn around a commuter train 

Adams Street exit in morning rush hour

Today’s commuter trains are larger than in 
the past and many now carry over 1,500 
passengers during peak periods.
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including time for, unloading, attaching station power, light cleaning, flipping seats, a brake test, loading, 
detaching station power, and some tolerance for late arrival. There are several additional activities that 
intercity trains are involved in that may require these trains to sit longer in the station, particularly if it 
is turning for another trip, rather than coming from/going to the service/storage yard (activities required 
between runs of intercity passenger trains include longer unloading and loading times than commuter 
trains, as well as food service stocking, filling water tanks, inspection, etc.).

As noted, at one time the handling of mail was an important facet of passenger train operations. Amtrak 
wound down this function about 2002. Since that time the large mail platform (over 100 feet wide and 
1300 feet long), located between the station south tracks and the Chicago River, has sat unused. While the 
only at-grade access to these platforms requires crossing active tracks, there is a below grade walkway 
(currently off-limits to passengers) that connects these platforms to the station’s basement.

Prior Ideas
There have been several alternative concepts proposed for Union Station over the years. They go back to 
the time before the construction of the Union Station facilities that opened in 1925. 

Changes in the Original Design

When construction of the headhouse building was started in 1919 the original design, from about 1913, 
was changed to add a 22 story office tower rising above the Great Hall. Caissons had already been installed 
without provision for this weight and extensive modifications to the foundation were required. Once the 
design was formalized, 192 additional caissons were installed to support the office tower. This concept was 
adapted from the Michigan Central Station in Detroit, built in 1912-13 with 18 floors intended for office 

Passengers alighting from Metra BNSF train in morning rush hour, with unused baggage platform in foreground
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space or a hotel. In the end, the railroads noted that the Michigan Central had been unsuccessful in its 
attempts to find a user for the tower above its Detroit station (it never did) and the Chicago Union Station 
headhouse building was significantly scaled back with the office portion reduced to the eight stories that 
the railroads committed to use themselves. Because the building was designed with this provision, future 
construction of an office tower above the Great Hall remains a possibility and would not necessarily be in 
conflict with Union Station’s historic character. The three rounds of redevelopment proposals that were 
active in the period between about 1990 and 2008 all included plans for such a tower (or, in one case, two 
separate towers). 

West Loop Transportation Center (2001)

A four level multi-purpose subway under Clinton Street, the west side of Union Station, was part of the 
original WLTC concept. Levels would include (from street level down):

Concourse Level – an area from about Van Buren to north of Madison, connected to the basement level of 
Union Station on the south and Ogilvie Transportation Center on the north. This level could, potentially, 
accommodate ticketing, retail/food service, waiting space, and/or connections to other buildings along 
Clinton, as well as access to/from the sidewalks above. 

Bus/Streetcar Level – This facility was proposed to serve transit links to/from the River North/Navy Pier/
North Michigan Avenue area as well as to/from the Central Loop, with stops at Lake Street, Ogilvie, and 
Union Station, and a terminal on the block south of Jackson between Clinton and Canal.  The relative 
merits of building such future links underground versus at street level remains a subject of analysis; current 
transit improvements in these corridors are focused on the street level. 

Proposal for Union Station with office tower (c. 1916)
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Rapid Transit Level – This level was intended to accommodate improved rapid transit system access to the 
West Loop area, which continues to see robust growth in office-oriented development. This facility was 
conceived as supporting either a CTA Blue Line link (which would create a fourth side of an underground 
downtown Loop, and separate the Blue Line’s O’Hare branch from the Forest Park Branch) or a route to 
accommodate a CTA Red Line ”bypass” (which would diverge from the existing Red Line south of North/
Clybourn station and converge back to the existing Red Line north of Cermak/Chinatown station. Two 
stops were proposed: at Ogilvie and at Union Station.

Railroad Level – This level would effectively add through track and platform capacity to Union Station for 
passenger and/or commuter trains. The new tracks would diverge from the Union Station north lead 
tracks at a point east of Racine (now part of Metra’s Milwaukee District) and re-connect at about Taylor 
Street on the south. Through tracks have the potential to greatly increase capacity by eliminating time that 
is lost in changing the direction of a train’s operation (for crew change, seat reversal, inspection, brake test, 
etc.). At the time of this proposal, Amtrak was still in the mail and express business, and a new underground 
alignment appeared to be the only way to significantly increase Union Station’s capacity. 

Consistent with the characterization of the West Loop Transportation Center in the current comprehensive 
regional plan, GO TO 2040, the Union Station Master Plan Study has considered a broader range of 
alternatives for accomplishing the goals of the original 2001 West Loop Transportation Center concept 
(see Introduction). Specifically, a Clinton subway is now identified as one of several possible implementation 
approaches to achieving these goals. 

Four-level subway, part of West Loop Transportation Center plan of 2001
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Old Post Office

There has been some consideration of using a portion of the old Post Office for a new intercity railroad 
station. The original main lobby is an attractive space and the building spans most of Union Station’s south 
tracks. However, there are a number of complications with re-use of this space as a railroad station. A major 
disadvantage is that it would be awkward to provide a convenient connection to Union Station; the two 
facilities would have to function essentially as two separate stations, a major inconvenience for passengers. 
In recent times the building has been sold to a private owner based in the U.K. It is understood that he 
is pursuing a variety of possible paths for possible redevelopment of the building. None that have been 
revealed to date show any connection to the tracks below. Amtrak has indicated that it is not interested 
in pursuing such a connection.

Burnham Prize Union Station 2020 Competition, Chicago Architectural Club (2008)

Illustrated below is the winner of the first prize, a design created by Michael Cady, Elba Gil, David Lillie, and 
Andres Montana, employees of the Chicago office of Thompson Ventulett Stainback & Associates. UNION 
STATION 2020 asked for innovative solutions for the transformation of Union Station into a center of 
high speed rail traffic and related programs. It was not simply a question of designing an efficient and 
functional transit hub. Instead, the questions to address in the design included: how can this intermodal node 
become more than a mere knot of infrastructure? What role can this project play in the reconfiguration 
of Chicago’s West Loop and of the city and region? How can an existing landmark building be transformed 
to accommodate and generate a new combination of activities while welcoming an unprecedented level 
of rail traffic?

Winner of Chicago’s Union Station 2020 Design Competition (2009)
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While the design is attractive, the implied track 
configuration would likely pose significant operational 
challenges relative to the present layout. The 
competition’s assumption was that commuter rail 
service could be shifted somewhere else, which 
would likely prove much more challenging than 
removing the 222 S. Riverside building without an on-
site replacement. 

Proposal for a Separate High Speed Rail 
Station (2010)

This proposal by noted architect Helmut Jahn was 
prepared for Reuben Hedlund, a civic-minded zoning 
lawyer who headed the Chicago Plan Commission 
from 1991 to 1997. Although, it was a very preliminary 
concept, it featured use of tracks in the area now 
occupied by the unused mail platform, an idea featured 
in this study. In his review the Chicago Tribune’s Blair 
Kamin noted that the site’s location, cut off from 
the Loop by its location south of the Expressway at 
Congress, was a major shortcoming. Connections to 
other trains at Union Station might also be difficult under this proposal.

Proposal for Station Replacing 222 S. Riverside (2011)

This proposal was developed by Chicago architecture firm Solomon Cordwell Buenz in cooperation with 
the Midwest High Speed Rail Association. It features a monumental glass structure on the site of the 
former Union Station Concourse Building and current 222 S. Riverside Plaza office building. It features 
8 through tracks located where the concourse is now, with passenger circulation and service functions 
moved up to street level. The effect of so many through tracks on overall station capacity is unclear, and 
possibly negative.  Such a radical change in train operations would also have major operating and capital 
cost implications for the train yards serving Union Station which were not addressed in the proposal.  
Similar to the Burnham Prize Competition winner, this proposal also implies a loss of income from the air 
rights development that currently occupies this space. 

High Speed Rail Hub

The first modern high speed rail system was the initial Japanese “Shinkansen” (literally, New Trunk Line) 
route between Tokyo and Osaka, in 1964. In 1981 European high speed rail service started with the 
opening of the first TGV (Train à Grand Vitesse) route between Paris and Lyon. There a now 15 countries 
that regularly operate trains at speeds in excess of 155 mph (250 kph), although none are in the Americas. 
The newest systems are being built for operation at 220 mph.

The U.S. DOT started designating high speed rail corridors in 1992, with what has now become known as 
the “Chicago Hub Network” of routes in the first group. The Midwest Regional Rail Initiative (MWRRI), 
an interstate compact among State Departments of Transportation, was formed soon afterward and has 
been planning the development of a network of mixed freight and passenger routes (with passenger 
trains expected to operate at 110 mph) since that time. Federal capital dollars for high speed rail first 
became available in 2008, with a $100M program and the passage of the Passenger Rail Investment and 
Improvement Act. A much larger federal high speed and intercity passenger rail investment program ($8B) 

Helmut Jahn proposal for separate high speed rail 
station east of Old Post Office (2010)
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was included in the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), and additional funds 
were included in the FY 2010 federal appropriations bill. The Midwest states (most notably Illinois and 
Michigan) have been very successful in competing for these grants and funding is now in place to bring 
most of the track in the Chicago-St. Louis and the Chicago-Detroit corridors up to 110 mph operation 
using new trains within the next few years. Even without these upgrades, ridership on Amtrak’s network 
of existing Midwest corridors has grown rapidly in recent years.  This growth is particularly apparent in 
Illinois where the state has funded a doubling of frequencies on three routes (Chicago to Springfield/St. 
Louis, Chicago to Champaign/Carbondale, and Chicago to Galesburg/Quincy). The new 110 mph services 
are expected to bring St. Louis and Detroit within about 4½ hours of Chicago, a travel time faster than 
driving, with increased service reliability. In addition to the upgraded track on these two routes, new trains 
are being purchased for the routes to Milwaukee, Champaign/Carbondale, and Galesburg/Quincy. New 

1964 - First modern high speed rail system began in Japan

1981 - European high speed rail service began in France

2012 - 15 countries regularly operate high speed trains over  
           155 mph

Solomon Cordwell Buenz/MHSRA proposal (2011)
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conventional speed (79 mph) service, with new trains, has also been funded for new passenger rail routes 
to the Quad Cities and to Rockford/Galena/Dubuque. Rail service will be very competitive with driving on 
all of these routes.

The State of Illinois has also started a study of a possible future dedicated passenger-only rail system 
designed for 220 mph operation. Such service would bring cities like Detroit, St. Louis and Indianapolis 
within two hours of Chicago (the Twin Cities would be less than 3 hours), making rail very competitive 
with air service in these corridors. 

Ridership 
Projections for ridership on trains arriving and leaving Union Station have been developed for 2020 and 
2040, shown in the table and graph that follow. Different growth rates have been assumed for Metra, 
Midwest regional trains, and long distance overnight trains. The 2040 projection assumes that a 110 mph 
service is in place on the major Midwest Regional routes, while the 2060 estimate assumes that the major 
intercity routes have been upgraded to 220 mph operation.

Midwest Regional Rail Initiative - Connecting the Midwest Map
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Annual Average Weekday Peak Hour

Current Year 2040 Year 2060 Current Year 
2040

Year 
2060 Current Year 

2040
Year 
2060

Metra 30,400,000 41,900,000 46,300,000 109,000 150,000 165,500 27,200 34,400 36,400

Intercity 3,000,000 9,500,000 26,600,000 9,700 30,500 85,800 1,000 3,600 10,300

Total 33,400,000 51,400,000 72,900,000 118,700 180,500 250,800 28,200 37,500 45,000

In the table and graph, numbers are rounded and Metra ridership is based on weekday growth at 0.5% 
annually, with the assumption of a continuation of the long-term growth trend in Metra ridership. Boarding 
and alighting riders are counted separately; thus transfers (or thru riders) are counted twice (per airport 
usage practice). The sharp increase in intercity ridership reflects the significantly faster and more frequent 
Midwest corridor service that is proposed. The HSR portion of the 2040 intercity estimate is based on 
the proposed MWRRI network buildout; the 2060 estimate assumes that routes from Chicago to St. 
Louis, Detroit, Cleveland, Cincinnati, & Twin Cities are upgraded to 220 MPH service with HSR ridership 
projected to be 193% higher than the MWRRI 110 MPH estimates.  These factors have been based on 
examples in Europe and the lower end of estimates for Midwest HSR in recent Siemens and SNCF studies. 
It may be noted that TGV trains carry 128 million passengers per year on a network similar in size and 
scope to that proposed for the Midwest, but with tracks nearly fully dedicated to passenger service. 
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The projected ridership increase has been translated into an estimate of the increased number of trains 
that would have to be accommodated in the morning and afternoon peak hour to estimate how much peak 
train handling capacity may be needed. These estimates are shown in the following table. 

Existing (2011)

Arrivals and Departures

Metra Intercity Total

Peak Morning 38 4 42

Peak Evening 36 5 41

2040 with MWRRI Build Out

Arrivals and Departures

Metra Intercity Total

Peak Morning 53 7 60

Peak Evening 50 6 56

2060 with 220 mph HSR

Arrivals and Departures

Metra Intercity Total

Peak Morning 58 14 72

Peak Evening 55 17 72

The overall increase is projected to be about 16 additional peak hour trains (40% more) in 2040 and 30 
peak hour trains (over 70% more) in 2060. While such long range projections are subject to imprecision, 
they do provide an order of magnitude approximation of likely future capacity needs.

West Loop Development Context
The following map provides insight into the development trend in the area surrounding Union Station. It 
shows that Union Station is in the center of an area with strong potential for high density development. The 
site owned by Amtrak west of 300 South Riverside and the Amtrak-owned garage west of Canal are at very 
valuable locations and have the potential to bring significant income, either on a sale or lease basis. This 
income could help offset the cost of realizing of one of the concepts for a new/improved railroad station 
discussed in this report. For more information, see the Goodman Williams Group report in Appendix E. 

Projections estimate a need for about 16 
additional peak hour trains (40% increase) 
in 2040 and 30 additional peak hour trains 
(70% increase) in 2060 at Union Station.
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A number of ideas for future improvements to Chicago’s Union Station have been incorporated in this 
study. Some ideas were originally developed in other studies and have been adopted, sometimes with 
modifications. Others were initiated in the process of the current study effort. 

The Union Station Master Plan Study worked from the bottom up. The initial focus was on identifying track/
platform layouts that could provide increased capacity for handling trains. Prior to the first meeting of the 
stakeholder’s Technical Advisory Committee the consultant team developed a number of alternatives for 
consideration. These were revised, eliminated, or added to over the course of the study. The ones deemed 
most desirable were advanced to more detailed development and are described in this section. Conceptual 
design drawings for the preferred ideas appear in Appendix C and D. The brief descriptions and drawings 
of alternatives that were not advanced appear in Appendix F. Alternatives for stations were only developed 
in association with the track/platform alternatives that were advanced.

The ideas described in this section have been sorted by their rough time frames for implementation:

 * Short Term

 * Medium Term

 * Long Term / Visionary

Short Term Ideas
These projects currently have funding committed for implementation during the next few years.

 * Amtrak Projects: Amtrak is in the process of undertaking some improvements that will improve 
passenger conditions and amenities within the Station and reduce crowding. The first of these 
projects, announced in 2010 have already been completed. 

 * CDOT Projects: Two upcoming CDOT projects will improve local street traffic flow and curbside 
access to Union Station:

 * Central Area East-West Bus Rapid Transit project 

 * Union Station Transportation Center

Amtrak Projects

The following improvements were announced by Amtrak in October 2010:

 * Installation of air conditioning in the historic headhouse building was completed in 2011. While 
Union Station was one of the first air conditioned buildings in Chicago when it opened, the primitive 
original system failed sometime in the 1960’s. The new system will support re-development of 
the entire headhouse building. The first facilities to occupy redeveloped space in the headhouse 
building were Amtrak’s new Midwest Control Center and the return of Amtrak’s Midwest offices 
from nearby rented office space.  Both facilities opened in 2011.

 * At street level, Amtrak plans to replace the concrete security barriers at major station entrances, 
which currently create an unsightly obstruction for people entering and leaving the station.  The 
barriers will be replaced with more functional and aesthetically pleasing bollards.  In addition, an 
expanded and more visible canopy is planned for the Main Entrance on the east side of Canal 
Street.  These improvements are anticipated to be completed during 2012-13.

 * Amtrak plans to nearly double the number of seats in its waiting rooms. This will greatly relieve 
the overflow conditions resulting from the inadequate capacity of Amtrak’s waiting room off of 
the station concourse, as described in the Background section. The first step in this process will 



Chicago Union Station Master Plan Study

38

May 2012

be to construct a new Metropolitan Lounge in the historic headhouse building. The Metropolitan 
Lounge is a facility for sleeping car passengers to wait before boarding their train. This is very 
important since Chicago is served by more overnight trains than any other Amtrak station. Many 
of these passengers also change trains in Chicago. The new facility will have two levels, connected 
by a circular staircase and elevators. After this is completed the existing main waiting area will 
be renovated, incorporating the space occupied by the current Metropolitan Lounge, greatly 
expanding its seating capacity. 

 * Construction of a new public rest room in the concourse area is also planned. The existing ones 
in the Amtrak waiting room and next to the Metra ticket office are overcrowded and there is 
significant inconvenience when they are closed for cleaning.  The rest room and waiting room 
improvements are currently being budgeted and scheduled.

Central Area East-West Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) project

In July, 2010 the Federal Transit Administration announced the award of a grant to the City of Chicago 
for implementation of “bus rapid transit” improvements in a corridor connecting Union Station and the 
Central Loop. The key improvement is the designation of dedicated bus lanes on Washington and Madison 
Streets across the Loop and on Canal and Clinton Streets south to Union Station. As discussed in the 
Street Level Access Issues section, the blocks of Canal Street near Union Station are very congested. While 
establishing a dedicated bus lane in this block is very important, it is also very difficult due to the many 
other competing uses for the limited street space. 

Providing sufficient space for peak period CTA bus activity is critical to the effective performance of Union 
Station. Among motorized modes, CTA buses account for the highest share of transfer connections by 
Metra customers.  A proposed solution to the issue of insufficient street and curb space adjacent to Union 
Station is to expand off-street capacity to better accommodate peak period CTA bus activity.  This may be 
achieved with the construction of an off-street bus terminal, the “Union Station Transportation Center” 
described further in the following section. 

East-West BRT Corridor
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This Union Station Master Plan Study has also suggested a concept, subject to and contingent upon further 
traffic analysis, for relocating CTA buses that now terminate in the contraflow bus lane located on the west 
side of Canal in the block between Adams and Jackson.  If feasible, this relocation would allow unidirectional 
traffic on this block, and the installation of a mid-street island to provide additional curb space for taxi and 
passenger car pick-up and drop-off at Union Station using the west side of the island. A mid-street island 
would also make it possible to dedicate the traffic and curb lanes east of the island exclusively for bus 
activity. Portions of the curb space in this block would be assigned to CTA, Amtrak’s Thruway Bus service, 
and private shuttle buses. 

The concept of adding an island to provide additional curb space is taken from standard practice at airports 
(such as Chicago’s O’Hare Airport). It is anticipated that the cost of construction of this island will not 
be major and that funding from the East-West BRT grant will be sufficient. A railing on the east side of 
the island, to limit people to crossing to the sidewalk at designated crosswalks, is also proposed for safety. 
If funding permits, it would also be desirable to provide a weather protection canopy on the island. The 
island could be enhanced further in the future by adding vertical circulation to take people directly to/from 
Union Station’s concourse level, which is located directly below Canal Street in this area. It is proposed that 
such vertical access improvements be coordinated with the planned Canal Street Viaduct Reconstruction 
project, described in the medium term projects section of this report.

Union Station Transportation Center

The Union Station Transportation Center project is closely-related to the East-West BRT project and 
is also fully funded from a recent Federal grant to CDOT. The Transportation Center, to be designed by 
CDOT in coordination with CTA, will be an off-street bus terminal located on the site of the existing 
surface parking lot that is south of Jackson, between Canal and Clinton (immediately north of the Amtrak-
owned parking garage). 

It is anticipated that the Transportation Center would relieve some of the nearby street congestion by 
expanding space for additional transit connections surrounding Union Station for buses that currently 
must lay over at the end of their routes on the streets near Union Station. Passenger access to buses 
using the Transportation Center would be provided at street level as well as via a direct stairway/elevator 
connection to the existing below grade walkway between the station’s concourse level and the Amtrak 
parking garage.

A bus rapid transit (BRT) route will allow 
passengers to quickly move between 
Union Station and the Loop.  

An off-street bus terminal located on an 
existing parking lot will help relieve traffic 
congestion around Union Station.  
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Conceptual rendering of the future Transportation Center proposed to be located on an existing parking lot on the 
southwest corner of Canal Street and Jackson Boulevard 

Union Station Transportation Center concept plan
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While current plans call for this site to be converted relatively quickly to function as an off-street bus 
terminal, the potential also exists to construct a major new office/commercial building on air rights over 
the transit center sometime in the future. Such a future development could also be integrated with re-
development of the site now occupied by the Amtrak parking garage, immediately to the south. 

Medium Term Ideas (see Appendix C for more detailed plans)
 * Widen selected Metra platforms (using the area now occupied by unused baggage platforms) and 

add direct access to/from street level

 * Create new station tracks and passenger platforms by converting unused former mail platform 
space

 * Modify existing passenger station facilities to improve passenger flow and simplify wayfinding

 * Coordinate further street access improvements with CDOT’s planned Canal Street Viaduct 
reconstruction project 

Widen Selected Metra Platforms

A unique characteristic of Union Station is that it features special platforms that were designed specifically 
for the handling of baggage, mail, and packages. These baggage platforms alternate with the passenger 
platforms on either side of the terminal tracks. Each of these “baggage platforms” leads to a ramp into the 
Station’s basement. At the time Union Station was built most trains at the station were for longer-distance 
travel and handled checked baggage, mail, and express packages. As such, it was very useful to have platforms 
where these items could be handled without conflicting with passengers boarding or alighting from trains. 
Today, however, most trains at Union Station are Metra commuter trains. Some tracks are now almost 
exclusively used by Metra and there is no need for baggage platforms on those tracks. Meanwhile, Union 
Station’s existing 12-foot wide passenger platforms are very narrow given the volumes of commuters they 
must accommodate.  Some of Metra’s peak period commuter trains operate with up to 11 cars, carrying an 
average of about 150 passengers per car. In addition, Union Station’s south side platforms only have exits/
entrances at one end. This can result in platform overcrowding during peak periods and extended times 
for commuter trains to load and unload.

It is proposed to remove two of the baggage platforms (on the south side, between tracks 6 and 8 and 
between tracks 10 and 12). These tracks are currently used exclusively by Metra commuter trains. Tracks 
8 and 12 would then be re-located to the east, into the space now occupied by baggage platforms. This 
would allow the passenger platforms to be widened to about 22 feet, which would be wide enough to 
permit the construction of stairs, escalators or elevators to provide direct access between the platforms 
and street level (i.e., the south side of Jackson Blvd). Together, the platform widening and addition of direct 

Union Station’s existing 12-foot wide 
passenger platforms are very narrow. 
Changes could allow the platforms 
to be widened to 22 feet to alleviate 
overcrowding.
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As shown in the BEFORE (top) and AFTER (bottom) images, eliminating unused baggage platforms would allow 
for passenger platforms to be widened and vertical circulation to be added.

Baggage
Platform

After

Before
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vertical access would relieve the overcrowding by both adding space and providing the opportunity for 
passengers to exit without going through the Station concourse. Three north side platforms at Union 
Station already have a secondary access/exit point at Madison Street, relieving what would otherwise be 
similar overcrowding issues for most north side commuters. 

Discussions and analysis as part of this study have also suggested that it may be possible to construct direct 
vertical access to street level from the track 2 and 4 platform. Although this would require shortening this 
platform slightly, it is currently longer than needed for Metra’s longest trains.

Such improved platforms could also increase Metra’s operating flexibility. Associated changes in track 
geometry could also make the track 6-8 and 10-12 platforms one to two cars longer, and the wider 
platforms would make it possible for two trains to unload simultaneously or in rapid succession on both 
sides of the same platform, an operating practice that is used only sparingly today due to the overcrowding 
that results. 

Convert Mail Platform

Another vestige of an earlier time is the large “mail platform” located between the station’s south tracks 
and the Chicago River. This platform space was extremely busy during the years when large amounts of 
mail were transported as part of the railroads’ passenger train business, but Amtrak wound down this 
function about ten years ago. Since that time the large platform (over 100 feet wide and 1300 feet long, and  
raised four feet to match the floor height of the mail cars), has sat unused. 

It is proposed to convert this space to passenger platforms, which could add critical capacity to accommodate 
growth in intercity passenger train operations while also potentially freeing up some existing platform 
capacity for growth in commuter train use during peak periods. Parts of the old mail platform lie under 
various buildings: the old Post Office, the new Post Office, and 300 S. Riverside Plaza.  It would be physically 
possible to extend two tracks that bisect the south end of the platform through to its north end, which 
would divide the existing extra-wide platform into two platforms of ample width to serve passengers, each 
served by tracks on both sides. This platform is also interrupted by numerous columns supporting the 
structures above, but relatively few would require relocation to make this proposed track and platform 
reconfiguration possible (these columns are located at the south end of the proposed east platform and 
support a portion of the 5-story new Post Office building). 

Although it’s located on the south side of Union Station, the mail platform – unlike nearly all existing 
passenger platforms – is served by tracks that run through to the north side of the station. Thus, the mail 
platforms, repurposed for passenger use, could become through-service platforms. Because of existing 
physical constraints, it would require substantially more work to run both tracks serving the eastern-most 
of two new platforms through to the north side.  Therefore, it is proposed to initially construct the eastern 
platform tracks as stub tracks, accessible only from the south (which is the more congested portion 
of the station). At such time as a need for more through tracks is identified in the future, it would be 
physically possible to extend them to the north (although this would require additional column relocations 

New station tracks and passenger 
platforms could be created by converting 
unused former mail platform space.
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Converting the unused mail platform provides the 
opportunity to add passenger platform capacity and 

create new through tracks
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and relocation of a segment of the river wall in 
this area). This additional work is proposed to be 
considered part of a Long term alternative. 

Under the mail platform there is an existing 
underutilized basement area with high ceilings, 
as well as a below-grade passageway connecting 
this area to the basement under the existing 
passenger waiting areas. This space under the re-
purposed mail platforms could be redeveloped 
into a departure lounge and food service areas 
for the new passenger platforms – a particularly 
useful amenity given that they will be over a block 
south of the existing Union Station concourse 
facilities. Vertical circulation (escalators/stairs/
elevators) and gate control would be provided 
between the new lower-level departure lounge 
and the re-purposed mail platforms. 

The existing below-grade passageway could be 
renovated as a formal walkway connection to the 
existing station’s concourse and waiting areas, allowing rail customers to avoid needing to cross active 
tracks to reach the new departure lounge and platforms. The future plans should also consider how to 
possibly introduce natural light into the long below-grade walkway and the proposed new lower level 
departure lounge.

Emergency exits from the new platforms, required to meet current codes, could be placed closer to their 
south ends, which would allow them to open onto the area of the plaza on the north side of the new Post 
Office (on the south side of Harrison Street).

Additional alternatives for accessing these platforms may be possible in the 300 South and/or 400 South 
(old Post Office) blocks.  See the discussion of the New Station in the 300 S. Riverside Plaza block in the 
Long Term/Visionary Ideas section for further details. Amtrak has indicated that it is not interested in 
pursuing a connection to the old Post Office due to numerous complexities involved.

Improvements to the Existing Station

The Background Section featured a discussion of the factors contributing to severe peak period congestion 
and the difficulties in navigating within Union Station, especially in the passenger concourse areas east of 
Canal Street. As a first step towards addressing these issues, Amtrak has started to move some passenger 
waiting area functions out of the concourse level and back into the historic headhouse (see discussion in 
Short Term Ideas). This study has developed some further ideas to more boldly reconfigure space within 
the existing concourse area to increase capacity and overall station utility for peak period crowds (see 
conceptual space plan layout in Appendix C). The goals would be to open up the concourse to:

 * Improve circulation and relieve congestion, particularly during peak periods and in the event of a 
major train delay

 * Improve sight lines, so that people can more easily see where they want to go

 * Expand capacity to allow for bi-directional access at major points of vertical circulation (currently 
major escalator banks need to operate uni-directionally in order to accommodate peak demand, 
and the “contraflow” escalator is difficult to find). 

Existing below-grade passageway could be upgraded for 
passengers using converted mail platforms
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Key existing facilities on the concourse-level that may be candidates for relocation include: 

 * Amtrak Ticket Office – This could be returned to the historic headhouse building on the north 
side of the corridor connection to the concourse area under Canal Street.  This space is now used 
by a restaurant, and is located across the corridor from where Amtrak’s ticket windows had been 
prior to the start of the 1987-1991 station renovations – the area that is now to be repurposed 
for the new Metropolitan Lounge. Relocation of the ticket office may be facilitated by the fact 
that the number of ticket windows in service has gradually declined with the advent of automated 
“Quik Trak” ticket machines. This reduction is expected to continue with Amtrak’s systemwide 
rollout of E-ticketing, planned for 2012.

 * Passenger Service Area, Rental Car Counter, and Newsstand – These can be relocated to places 
out of the concourse level’s main circulation area.

Using some of the space occupied by the current ticket counter it is proposed that the central (Canal 
Street) escalators be relocated north and south of the adjacent staircases, thereby opening up clear east-
west sight lines between the soon-to-be expanded Amtrak waiting area on the east and the walkway to the 
Great Hall on the west. The information counter could be moved to the now more visible center of this 
space (perhaps about where the fountain is now), and much more room would be available for passenger 
movement. 

Conceptual plan for concourse area reconfiguration
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Above: View looking north from southwest corner of concourse BEFORE proposed 
modifications including relocation of Amtrak ticket office.

Below: The effect of modifications is shown in the yellow area in the AFTER image. Relocation of the Amtrak 
ticket office could open up sight lines and allow more room for passenger movement.  

Before

After
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Conceptual illustration of Union Station concourse passenger flows in PM rush, when there are delayed Metra 
departures and late arrival of an Amtrak train
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One positive feature of the existing concourse configuration is the way it subtly, but effectively, separates the 
main flow of commuters moving between trains on the west (lower numbered) tracks and the doorways 
next to the Adams and Jackson bridges from Amtrak’s customers, most of whom arrive and depart through 
the Canal Street entrance or the Great Hall and use trains on the east (higher numbered) tracks. The 
problem is that the number of commuters has increased by more than 50% since this existing configuration 
was introduced during the 1987-1991 renovations. The current vertical circulation is also dependent on 
operating all of the station’s escalators in the peak direction, except for one difficult to find contraflow 
escalator. Three of the station’s four escalator banks have stairs that can be used by people traveling in 
the opposite direction from the commuter peaks, but there are no stairs between the concourse and 
mezzanine levels on the south side, which is the busiest escalator bank.  By relocating some of the existing 
concourse-level facilities as described above there should be room to install additional vertical circulation 
between the mezzanine and concourse levels, facilitating station navigation, especially for travelers who are 
less familiar with the station. 

It should also be noted that the platform widening project described earlier will provide additional 
congestion relief in the station by creating direct exits to the street level from three busy south side 
platforms used overwhelmingly by Metra trains. 

Canal Street Viaduct Reconstruction

Key segments of Canal Street are on a viaduct structure over Union Station’s tracks. Constructing station 
tracks under the viaduct was an original design feature to increase the capacity of Union Station. The 
viaduct structure runs from Madison Street on the north to Taylor Street on the south. North of Harrison 
Street the structure generally runs only under the east half of the street, the section south of Harrison 
extends the full width of the street. In the block between Adams and Jackson the viaduct also spans the full 
width of Canal Street and forms the ceiling over an integral part of Union Station’s passenger concourse. 
The viaduct was constructed in conjunction with the station, so it is nearing 90 years old, at the end of 
its design life. It needs and has received extensive maintenance attention and is prone to leaking during 
wet weather; it no longer fully protects facilities and passengers on station platforms from such weather 
conditions.

The Master Plan Study team has investigated whether some modifications could and should be made to 
the future replacement viaduct design to help in achieving the study goals, rather than simply replacing 
the structure exactly as it was originally built.  As such, the main focus of this analysis has been on the 
portion of the viaduct structure north of Van Buren Street. In the Street Access portion of the Background 
section it was noted that a major problem is a lack of curb space proximate to major station entrances for 
vehicles of all types to drop off and pick up passengers. The concept of creating an island in Canal Street 
was suggested among the Short Term Ideas section to be implemented as part of CDOT’s ongoing East 

The aging Canal Street viaduct will need 
complete replacement soon, providing 
an opportunity to incorporate vertical 
access and curbline changes to improve 
Union Station. 
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Reconstruction of Canal Street will provide an opportunity for improved street access as shown 
in the BEFORE (top) and conceptual AFTER (bottom) images above
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West BRT project. This would be similar to pick up lanes at an airport terminal, with channelized traffic 
and parallel curbs. 

An enhancement to this Short Term idea would be to add vertical circulation between street level along 
Canal Street and the track/concourse level below (especially in the block between Adams and Jackson, as 
well as immediately north and south). In this study two conceptual alternatives have been developed, one 
based on street operations remaining as they are (i.e., Canal continues to be a northbound street and 
Clinton southbound) while the other is based on reversing this traffic pattern (i.e., Canal southbound and 
Clinton northbound). Opportunities for additional islands with vertical circulation, in the blocks of Canal 
immediately north of Adams and south of Jackson, are also included in these alternatives.

Because the viaduct structure will need complete replacement, the incremental expense of incorporating 
vertical access and potential changes to curblines at the same time should be relatively small as a proportion 
of that project’s overall costs.

Details of the design of the new Canal viaduct could and should also facilitate other possible projects 
identified in the Master Plan Study. For example, it appears that two existing Canal viaduct columns conflict 
with the location where a track would need to be shifted in conjunction with the Metra platform widening 
opportunity, another medium term idea. Careful placement of columns could also facilitate potential future 
construction of Canal or Clinton subways, two of the long term/visionary proposals. 

Long Term / Visionary Ideas (see Appendix D for more detailed plans)
The study has developed concepts for increasing passenger handling capacity and improving the traveler 
experience by significantly expanding or completely replacing the existing intercity and/or commuter 
station facilities.  These plans are described as: 

 * A new facility in the 300 S. Riverside block, to be constructed on air rights over Union Station 
tracks (which are owned by Amtrak) and integrated with the existing office building on this block 

 * Redevelopment of the 200 S. Riverside block with new intercity and commuter station facilities 

 * Construct a new fourth lead track on the north side of the station

The study has also developed two concepts for adding additional track and platform capacity in underground 
alignments that bypass and augment Union Station’s existing track and platform infrastructure. These plans 
are described as:

 * Clinton Subway (per the original West Loop Transportation Center concept) 

 * Canal Subway

New Intercity Station in 300 S. Riverside Block

This concept would create a new intercity passenger train station in the 300 S. Riverside block (see space 
plan layout). It would not involve the demolition of any buildings, but rather would be constructed on 
the Amtrak-owned air rights on the west side of the block. This concept would also repurpose the lobby 
space of the existing 300 S. Riverside Plaza Building (which runs through from Jackson to Van Buren) into 
additional train station space, with a new office lobby constructed one floor up. This building is located 
above the mail platform that is proposed for conversion to two wide intercity passenger train platforms 
as a medium term idea. 

Primary access to all of the south side platforms would be from above, requiring the widening of the 
existing platforms to provide room for stairs/escalators/elevators. A similar platform widening concept 
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A new intercity passenger train station could be constructed in the 300 S. Riverside block, 
integrating the existing office building as well as Amtrak-owned air rights
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was also proposed as a medium term idea to 
serve Metra trains and riders, meaning a total of 
four more platforms would need to be widened 
as part of this project. Service access to these 
four platforms could be provided by constructing 
ramps to the existing but little-used “cross 
connect tunnel” which runs east-west under 
the south side platforms just south of Congress. 
This concept would provide opportunities for 
attractive and functional circulation space, waiting 
areas, and restaurant spaces along the riverfront 
at street level as well as one level up. 

This new intercity passenger train station would 
be connected to the existing Union Station 
concourse below street level via a new wide 
walkway under Jackson Boulevard.  The existing 
concourse would then be dedicated entirely to Metra passengers and could be reconfigured to optimize 
its utility for commuter train passenger and operations needs. 

Amtrak owns the parking garage west of Canal Street, also in the 300 South block. Redevelopment of this 
prime parcel could also be integrated with the station facility, possibly including an above ground walkway 
across the street, a street-level bus transfer terminal, some Amtrak customer parking, and loading docks 
servicing both the new station site development as well as the parking garage site redevelopment. Such 
future redevelopment of the Amtrak parking garage site might also integrate air rights development over 
the adjacent transportation center currently being planned by the City of Chicago DOT, along with the 
potential for an expanded bus terminal.    

New Intercity and Commuter Station in 200 S. Riverside Block

The demolition of Union Station’s original Concourse Building in 1968, and its replacement by an office 
building that confined Chicago’s most important railroad station to a column-filled basement, has been 
widely lamented. The Prior Ideas section of this report includes two visionary concepts for new stations 
proposed for the site of the old concourse building. Both would have replaced the existing 35 story 222 
S. Riverside Plaza Building with an architecturally dramatic and visually iconic station structure. Both were 
based conceptually on linking most of the north and south side station tracks across the existing track-
level concourse, thus shifting all of the passenger movements that now take place on the concourse, 
mezzanine, and street levels, to the street level. These ideas also called for not replacing the office space 
and would therefore have given up the associated economic impact from that existing asset.

This Study has assessed these prior proposals but has not found a feasible way to develop a track and 
platform layout plan that is operationally functional with so many and such long through tracks and 
platforms.  Instead, this study proposes a somewhat different long term/visionary approach (see space plan 
layout in Appendix D) to removing the existing building and starting over on this site. This study’s concept 
calls for largely retaining the current general track and platform configuration at Union Station, with most 
tracks remaining as stub-end tracks. However, it would provide the ability to have up to five through tracks, 
a significant increase from the one through track on a platform now available (there is another through 
track that does not have access to a platform), or the two through tracks that would be available in the 
mail platform conversion concept described under medium-term ideas. It should be noted that Metra has 

New building and station concept at 300 block of 
S. Canal / Riverside Plaza
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indicated that commuter demand for through tracks is very limited. Stub tracks serve its needs best and 
two through tracks would be sufficient for future commuter needs.

In this concept, intercity operations would be moved to street level, leaving commuter services full use of 
the track level concourse area.  The existing intercity passenger train ticketing and other support activities 
would be removed from track level, and the waiting room would be reconfigured to allow the track level 
commuter concourse to be largely open circulation space, as it was in the original concourse building. 
Some of the street level space could be left open, allowing daylight to reach the commuter concourse. 
Two small mezzanines would allow most commuters to walk to the Adams and Jackson bridges without 
disrupting the intercity passenger area. The new 
intercity train tracks converted from the mail 
platforms would be accessed from the new street-
level intercity station via escalators as well as the 
re-purposed below grade walkway, as discussed in 
the medium term ideas section. 

The new station facilities would be designed in a 
manner that would also allow a new office building 
to be constructed on air rights above the station, 
only this time with the needs of railroad users in 
mind (for example, with far fewer columns than 
the present building). The office building lobby 
would be one level above street level. Station food 
service, with a view of the Chicago River, might 
also share this level. 
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New High-rise
Above
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Office Lobby 
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Lower Com
m
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Basem
ent Level

Canal StClinton St

New 222 S. Riverside Block Headhouse Section0’ 50’ 100’ 200’

A new station in the 200 S. Riverside block could retain the current general track and 
platform configuration while also providing additional through tracks.  

New building and station concept at 
200 block of S. Canal / Riverside Plaza
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Construct a New Fourth North Lead Track

One aspect of increasing the train handling capacity of Union station involves the ability to accommodate 
through train movements for regional intercity passenger trains. As discussed in the Railroad Level portion 
of the West Loop Transportation Center description, through tracks can have a higher train handling 
capacity than stub-end tracks, as through trains do not need to be turned around and a through platform’s 
approach and departure tracks may be operated uni-directionally. However, through train movements 
could mean an increase in the number of trains using the north side approach tracks of Union Station. 
Additionally, commuter demand for through tracks is very limited, and the increased use of through tracks 
may require additional passenger waiting area in the station. Historically, the north side of the station has 
been much less busy than the south side and, as a result it has fewer lead tracks (there are currently 3 
lead tracks on the north vs. more than 5 on the south). These three tracks are currently used to handle 
all of the Metra Milwaukee District and North Central Service trains (including movements to/from the 
Western Avenue train maintenance/storage facility for these trains as well as Heritage Corridor trains) and 
Amtrak’s service to/from Milwaukee (seven daily Hiawatha service round trips and the daily Empire Builder 
train to/from Seattle/Portland). Future through trains could go to any of these destinations, or possibly to 
a future intercity passenger train station/terminal at or near O’Hare International Airport.  A passenger 
train station at O’Hare would serve passengers connecting to air service for longer distance (including 
international) trips, as well as serving the 2+ million residents and the many businesses based in Chicago’s 
Northwest suburbs.

This study analyzed the potential for adding future track capacity to the northern approach to Union 
Station. There were originally four north lead tracks when Union Station was built. This number of tracks 
was needed for the Pennsylvania Railroad and Milwaukee Road to serve the many freight customers then 
located alongside the route (a flour mill on Carroll Avenue, east of Ogden, is the last one remaining and 
the fourth track now ends at Morgan St. – 1000W). Space for restoration of a fourth track is available west 
of Clinton Street. However, former railroad right-of-way has been sold off in the segment between Clinton 
and Lake Street and the existing right-of-way width through this curve is very restrictive. Nevertheless, 
it should still be geometrically possible to re-establish four approach tracks through this curve on an 
alignment that has been developed as part of this study. This new approach track alignment would require 
some right-of-way acquisition, and it would also conflict with a pier of the bridge that carries the Ogilvie 
Transportation Center north lead tracks. This bridge is over 100 years old and at such time as it may be 
replaced, the new span should be designed to accommodate a future four-track section below. 

Subway Alternatives

Two alternatives have been developed based on constructing subterranean alignments, one with platforms 
under Clinton Street, the other with platforms under Canal Street. These would involve tunnels that 
completely bypass Union Station’s existing tracks/platforms, connecting with Union Station’s existing 
lead tracks on the south at Taylor Street and to the north and west at Racine and, thus, could be built 

Potential long term changes to Union 
Station could significantly improve capacity, 
enhance the passenger experience, and  
enrich the vitality of the Chicago region.
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completely independently of the other ideas described earlier in this section. Either of these alternatives 
would be substantially more expensive to build than the previously-described Ideas. Thus, it is anticipated 
that the surface level projects would be constructed first. The subway alternatives would become most 
important in the long term, after the limits of the capacity added by the surface track/platform projects 
is no longer adequate. The subway alternatives have two primary features that distinguish them from the 
surface alternatives:

 * Because the new tracks and platforms would be located west of the concourse (or west of the 
Great Hall, through which a direct pedestrian connection is assumed, in the case of the Clinton 
subway) it would be able to more fully take advantage of the historic headhouse building’s great 
spaces for transportation-related functions.

 * The north end of the tunnel’s railroad platforms would extend as far north as Ogilvie Station, 
making it convenient to develop direct connections to both Union Station at the south end of 
the new underground platforms as well as Ogilvie Station, Chicago’s second-busiest commuter 
terminal, at the north.

Most of the right-of-way identified as being required for the subway concepts is already in public ownership 
(i.e. City, IDOT, Amtrak, or Metra).

Clinton Subway 

The concept for a multilevel subway under Clinton Street was first introduced by CDOT as part of the 
original West Loop Transportation Center proposal in 2001. The vision for this project is described in the 
Prior Ideas section. In 2001 Amtrak was still in the mail and express business, so the mail platform area 
was thought to be unavailable for future conversion for passenger use.  It appeared that the only way to 
add significant track and platform capacity to Union Station would be by constructing a subway routing 
for tracks and platforms that would bypass the existing station tracks. It was further envisioned that the 
new subway tunnel under Clinton Street could be built with multiple levels, and thereby also be able to 
accommodate other transit services, such as a new CTA rail rapid transit route (although such connections 
were assumed to be ultimately developed as part of separate projects.)

In the course of the current Study, the Clinton Street subway idea has been further refined. These 
modifications include:

 * Removing the bus subway level, since current CDOT and CTA plans call for keeping bus operations 
on the surface to the greatest extent possible

 * Adding a second railroad level, to increase capacity (providing a total of four platform edges served 
by four through tracks)

 * Moving the rapid transit level to the bottom of the multi-level subway, eliminating a geometric 
conflict between the railroad and the existing CTA Blue Line tunnel under the River at Congress.

Trains on the upper level would encounter ruling grades of 2.5%; trains on the lower railroad level would 
face grades of close to 4% (see profile). About 1.3 miles of the route would be in tunnel. Because of the 
grades and the tunnel operation, electrified operation is likely to be essential to the future viability of this 
plan. The near 4% grades in particular would probably require use of electric multiple unit equipment as is 
used in many international high speed rail trains. 

Canal Subway

Another alternative developed as part of this study is a concept for a subway tunnel carrying through 
tracks bypassing Union Station, with passenger platforms under Canal Street. It would be similar in function 
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and operations to the Clinton Subway; the alignment would actually be the same north of Fulton Street, 
crossing over between Canal and Clinton Streets under the Ogilvie Transportation Center platforms. An 
advantage of using Canal Street for such a subway connection is that the street width is 100 feet, rather 
than 80 feet in the case of Canal. This is wide enough that it would be possible to construct four tracks 
and two island platforms on a single level, providing the same railroad capacity as the Clinton subway with 
a simpler design and less restrictive grades for all tracks (the ruling grade would be 2.5%; see profile). It is 
assumed that a CTA rapid transit route could still be built under Clinton Street, as proposed in the Clinton 
subway idea, but the projects would in this case be completely independent of each other.

Cost
The following table summarizes the costs associated with the improvements discussed. 

Summary List of Improvement Ideas with Estimated Construction Cost Range
(in 2011 dollars)
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Medium Term Ideas
X

X

X

Estimated Total Cost of Medium Term Ideas X
Long Term/Visionary Ideas

Create a New Station Building Facility
New Intercity Station in 300 Block*  
Includes widening and adding direct vertical access to the platforms between tracks 14 and 28, 
and creating a modern high capacity station at street level above the existing south approach 
tracks with commercial joint development above (requires repurposing the street level of the 
existing commercial building on this block).

X

Complete repurposing old mail platform for passenger use
Phase 2: Create two additional through tracks (four in total)

X

Add a fourth lead track on the north side of the station X
Estimated Total Cost of New Station Building Facility - 300 Block X

or
New Intercity and Commuter Station in 200 Block*  
Includes removal and replacement of existing structures on this block and creation of a modern 
high capacity station with commercial joint development above.

X

Complete repurposing old mail platform for passenger use
Phase 2: Create two additional through tracks (four in total)

X

Add a fourth lead track on the north side of the station X
Estimated Total Cost of New Station Building Facility - 200 Block X

Add Track and Platform Capacity in a New Underground Alignment
Clinton Subway X
or
Canal Subway X

* Assumes that widening of Platforms 6/8 & 10/12 and Phase 1 of the Mail Platform conversion are already complete

Reconfigure Existing Concourse to improve capacity and flow
Widen Platforms 6/8 & 10/12 and add direct vertical access to street level
Begin repurposing old mail platform for passenger use
Phase 1: Create connecting pedway, new waiting area, and two through tracks



South Concourse in morning rush hour
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A public meeting was held as part of the Union Station Master Plan study on Thursday, December 15, 
2011 at Union Station’s Union Gallery Room between 4:00-7:00 PM. The meeting utilized an open house 
format so that attendees could browse through numerous exhibits and discuss issues individually with 
staff from stakeholder agencies and the consultant team. A narrated presentation was made at 4:30 
PM and 6:00 PM. Approximately 200 people attended throughout the event and 67 of those attendees 
completed questionnaires on site. The comments of 30 people were also submitted by the Midwest 
High Speed Rail Association at the meeting. Finally, 30 comments were submitted online at the project 
website UnionStationMP.org as of January 26, 2012. Feedback on the project from these 103 individuals is 
summarized below.   

Goals and Issues
The public meeting and the website highlighted the project goals and key issues for the public, listed below. 

Goals

 * Provide sufficient capacity for significant increases in Metra and intercity ridership

 * Estimated 40% increase in trains by 2040

 * Possible significant further increases

 * Make the terminal more inviting for passengers

 * Provide more direct and convenient transfers to buses, CTA trains, taxis, shuttles, pick-up/drop-off

 * Create a terminal that is vibrant, a civic asset, and a catalyst for growth in the West Loop and region

Issues and ideas for improvements were divided into those related to:

 * Street access

 * Station congestion

 * Tracks/Platforms

In addition to these goals and issues, meeting attendees and website respondents were encouraged to 
comment on any Union Station topic that they felt was important.

Public Meeting Attendees
Of the 67 people who provided information on questionnaires at the public meeting, 46 (69%) indicated 
that their primary interest in the study was because they were a “Metra rider”. The second most common 
response, “Amtrak rider”, was made by 24 people, or 36% (note that individuals could choose more 
than one interest). “Employer/employee working near 
Union Station” was another common response, made by 19 
people (28%).

When asked how they usually access Union Station, the 
majority of respondents said that they walked.  The second 
and third most common responses were “CTA Bus” 
followed by “CTA Train”, as shown in the figure below.

Union Station Master Plan public meeting
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Comment Overview
In order to get an overview of what topics were of most interest to the public, comments were transformed 
into a word cloud.  A word cloud is a visual representation that gives greater prominence to words that 
appear more frequently in a given set of text. A word cloud generated from written comments submitted 
at the public meeting or online is shown below. The word cloud provides an introduction rather than a 
detailed perspective on comments.        

One can see that “trains” and “platforms” were some of the most popular words used in written public 
comments. Perhaps the most interesting result of the word cloud is the prevalence of “platforms”, which 
indicates that regardless of what people think about the platforms, the fact is that they commented about 
platforms more than many other topics. This is consistent with one of the key study issues – platforms that 
are insufficient for existing and future demand.      

Word cloud of public comments (wordle.net)

3 
 

























                                                           
1 Only responses that revealed interesting differences among types of riders are shown with a breakdown of 
responses in graphical form. For responses in which preferences did not vary between types of riders, only the 
responses for all respondents as a single group are displayed.      
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Other popular words (beyond “Chicago”, “Amtrak”, and “Metra”) mentioned in comments included 
“access” and “HSR (High Speed Rail)”. “Access” highlights another key issue of the project. This could 
include “access” between the street and the station, station and platforms, or station and other modes of 
transportation. “High speed rail” is not directly listed in a project goal or issue, but it was on the minds of 
the public as shown in their comments.   

For a transportation mode comparison, the word “trains” was mentioned six times more than “car” and 
eight times more than “bus”. This could imply that transfers to cars and buses were not as important to 
the public as issues relating directly to trains at Union Station.    

More detailed evaluation of comments is included in subsequent sections.

Questionnaire
At the public meeting, the questionnaire asked respondents if they agreed or disagreed with several 
statements about existing conditions at Union Station. The statements were phrased in a positive manner 
(e.g. “it is easy for me”) so if respondents agreed, then they were affirming that the existing Union Station 
is adequate. Responses below are divided into sections based on positive opinion, negative opinion, split 
opinion, and statements in which a majority of respondents did not have an opinion. 

Responses were further evaluated for differences between riders who primarily ride Metra and riders 
who primarily ride Amtrak. Only responses that revealed interesting differences among types of riders are 
shown with a breakdown of responses in graphical form. For responses in which preferences did not vary 
between types of riders, only the responses for all respondents as a single group are displayed.      

The questionnaire is included iat the end of this section.  

Positive Opinion

The question that received the most positive feedback, and the only statement in which over 50% of all 
respondents agreed or strongly agreed, concerned entrances as shown in the graph below. While 51% of 
all respondents answered that it is easy to enter the station, those who primarily ride Amtrak had a more 
favorable view of entering than those who primarily ride Metra.  

A questionnaire asked for public input 
regarding Union Station, including 

questions about entering and exiting the 
station, navigating the station interior 

and exterior, transferring to other 
transportation modes, directional signs, 

and amenities. 
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Negative Opinion

The statement that received the most negative feedback concerned directional signs outside of the station, 
as shown in the graph below.  Three-quarters of respondents felt that directional signs outside of the 
station were lacking. Riders of Amtrak and Metra had similar negative opinions about this issue.
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Perhaps the seemingly contradictory responses to the two questions above can potentially be reconciled 
by stating that if a person already knows where they are going, entering Union Station from the street is 
easy.  If a person does not know and is looking for guidance from signs, then finding a way into the station 
is difficult.  

Similarly, the graph below shows that respondents also think that signs inside the station are not sufficient.  
Respondents who primarily ride Amtrak had the most negative opinion of signs inside the station.
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Another strong negative response was given regarding transferring to CTA trains, in which 70% of people 
thought it was difficult to do from Union Station (shown in the graph below). Given that a 5 minute to 8 
minute walk across several city blocks is required to transfer, and the public believes that directional signs 
are insufficient, it is not surprising that people said that it is not easy to transfer to CTA trains. Improving 
transfers between modes is a goal of the project that the public clearly thinks is an important concern.    
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A smaller majority of questionnaire respondents, between 50%-59%, disagreed or strongly disagreed with 
the statements below:

 * Traveler information services in Union Station are sufficient for my needs 

 * 59% disagreed/strongly disagreed

 * Amtrak riders had a more unfavorable opinion than Metra riders

 * It is easy for me to move around within Union Station 

 * 58% disagreed/strongly disagreed

 * Metra riders had a more unfavorable opinion than Amtrak riders

 * The dining options in Union Station are sufficient for my needs 
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 * 58% disagreed/strongly disagreed

 * Amtrak riders had a much more unfavorable opinion than Metra riders

 * The retail services in Union Station are sufficient for my needs 

 * 57% disagreed/strongly disagreed

 * The waiting room within Union Station is sufficient for my needs 

 * 57% disagreed/strongly disagreed

 * Amtrak riders had a more unfavorable opinion than Metra riders

 * Traffic congestion on streets near Union Station is not a problem for me 

 * 55% disagreed/strongly disagreed

All of the above statements relate to the project goal to make Union Station “more inviting to passengers”. 
Simply put, across a variety of customer experiences, the public believes that Union Station is currently 
inadequate.   

Split Opinion

On some topics, respondents did not provide a clear consensus regarding their collective opinion.  In these 
cases, responses were split without a clear majority between “agree”/”strongly agree”, “neither agree nor 
disagree”, and “disagree”/”strongly disagree”.  These questionnaire statements include:

 * It is easy for me to exit Union Station to the street

 * It is easy for me to get to the train platforms before boarding the train

 * It is easy for me to transfer between Union Station and taxis 

One statement, “It is easy for me to leave the train platforms after getting off the train”, also yielded a split result 
for the respondents as a whole.  However, almost 70% of Metra riders disagreed or strongly disagreed with 
that statement, almost twice the percentage of Amtrak riders.  This could potentially be explained by the 
overcrowding that occurs more frequently when Metra trains arrive than when Amtrak trains do.  

Majority Neutral

More people chose “neither agree nor disagree” than other options for the following statements in the 
questionnaire, potentially implying that many respondents had no knowledge about the experience. 

 * It is easy for me to transfer between Union Station and CTA buses

 * It is easy for me to transfer between Union Station and non-CTA buses

In order to discover more information about public opinion on these topics, a survey specifically directed 
at bus riders who transfer at Union Station may be needed.  

Across a variety of customer experiences, 
the public believes that Union Station is 
currently inadequate.
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Written Comments
The questionnaire asked respondents to state the one thing they would change about Union Station. The 
common themes across several written comments related to the following:

 * Increase the capacity of train platforms because they feel overcrowded 

 * Sample comment: “Increase platform foot traffic volume”

 * Provide direct access and improve transfers between Union Station and CTA trains and buses

 * Sample comment: “Seamless connection to trains and buses”

 * Improve wayfinding and directional signs to reduce confusion

 * Sample comment: “Vastly improved signage - every day I assist confused/lost passengers to the 
Amtrak or Metra gates”  

 * Enhance the overall customer experience: better dining options, improved waiting areas, a more 
welcoming atmosphere, and elimination of the feeling that people are walking through a “basement”

 * Sample comment: “More passenger friendly - better waiting areas & wayfinding” 

 * Better use of the Great Hall, which many respondents thought was an architectural gem that is 
currently underutilized 

 * Sample comment: “It’s very frustrating to go from the wonderful volume of the Great Hall 
down into the maze of the concourse”

When the questionnaire asked what dining or retail options people wanted in Union Station, the most 
respondents (12) wrote that they wanted an establishment in the style of a nice full-service sit-down 
restaurant.  This was followed by requests for a pharmacy or grocery.

Comments also included those in favor of through-routing commuter rail service and improved bicycle 
amenities at Union Station. Among website comments, one of the most prevalent opinions related to the 
desire for high-speed rail at Union Station. High-speed rail was particularly of interest in comments made 
by people who live outside of the Chicago region.  

Only two people mentioned diesel exhaust as an issue of concern.  This is surprising due to the relatively 
recent media attention that has focused on this issue.

Public comments commonly focused 
on the desire for a modern, grand, and 
efficient Union Station that is a suitable 
welcome for commuters and visitors to 
downtown Chicago.
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Across all comments, people commonly focused on the desire for a modern, grand, and efficient facility that 
is a suitable welcome for commuters and visitors to downtown Chicago. For a variety of reasons described 
above, the public feels that Union Station needs various improvements to achieve these objectives. 

Midwest High Speed Rail Association Letters
In addition, for several years the Midwest High Speed Rail Association has maintained a website 
downtownairport.com dedicated to promoting improvements to Chicago Union Station. It has always 
provided the opportunity to send a supporting email to Chicago’s mayor. A copy of the email template that 
has been posted since December is shown in the appendix to this report. It calls on Mayor Emanuel “to think 
big as the master plan is developed, combining short-term fixes while seeking the funding to dramatically 
expand the station”. Since December, 753 people have submitted the letter.  Of these supporters, 269 live 
in Chicago, 188 are from Illinois residents from outside Chicago, and 159 are from other Midwest states. 
The rest are mostly travelers from other cities passing through Chicago whose impression of the City is 
formed by their experience at Union Station. The Association has recently submitted about 150 of these 
letters that have been personalized by the supporters, adding their own experiences and specific concerns 
beyond those mentioned in the template. The ones found to be mentioned most often included the 
overcrowded, hot Amtrak waiting room (21), Chicago’s need for a world class station (11), the confusing 
layout of the station (5), the need for better ‘L’ connections (5), the importance of preserving the Great 
Hall (3), making the Great Hall more active (3), and the crowded platforms (3).  

Common themes across several public comments:

 * Increase the capacity of train platforms because they feel overcrowded 

 * Provide direct access and improve transfers between Union Station and 
CTA trains and buses

 * Improve wayfinding and directional signs to reduce confusion

 * Enhance the overall customer experience: better dining options, improved 
waiting areas, a more welcoming atmosphere, and elimination of the 
feeling that people are walking through a “basement”

 * Better use of the Great Hall, which many respondents thought was an 
architectural gem that is currently underutilized 
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Survey of Public Meeting Participants - Chicago Union Station Master Plan Study – December 15, 2011

Public input is an important component of this study. Thank you for sharing your input below.  This information will be used to further 
assess opportunities in preparation for performing more detailed analysis in the future. 

I am interested in this study because: Primary Secondary 
Interest Interest 

I am a Metra rider during peak periods (rush hours) ______ ______ 
I am a Metra rider during off peak periods (mid-days, evenings, weekends) ______ ______ 
I am an Amtrak rider ______ ______ 
I am an employer/employee working near Union Station ______ ______ 
I am a building owner/representative for a building that is near Union Station ______ ______ 
I am a representative of a public sector agency ______ ______ 
I am a representative of a transit advocacy group ______ ______ 
I live nearby ______ ______ 
Other (please specify):  _____________________________________________ ______ ______ 

In the downtown, I mostly access Union Station by (check one): Foot CTA bus non-CTA bus CTA train   Taxi 
  Other____________________________________________ 

Please circle the number below that best represents how strongly you  
agree or disagree with each of the following statements:

Strongly
Agree Agree 

Neither
Agree nor 
Disagree Disagree 

Strongly
Disagree 

It is easy for me to enter Union Station from the street. 1 2 3 4 5

It is easy for me to exit Union Station to the street. 1 2 3 4 5 

It is easy for me to move around within Union Station. 1 2 3 4 5

It is easy for me to get to the train platforms before boarding the train. 1 2 3 4 5 

It is easy for me to leave the train platforms after getting off the train. 1 2 3 4 5

Traffic congestion on streets near Union Station is not a problem for me. 1 2 3 4 5 

It is easy for me to transfer between Union Station and CTA buses. 1 2 3 4 5

It is easy for me to transfer between Union Station and non-CTA buses. 1 2 3 4 5 

It is easy for me to transfer between Union Station and CTA trains. 1 2 3 4 5

It is easy for me to transfer between Union Station and taxis. 1 2 3 4 5 

The directional signs inside Union Station are sufficient for my needs. 1 2 3 4 5

The directional signs outside Union Station are sufficient for my needs. 1 2 3 4 5 

The waiting room within Union Station is sufficient for my needs. 1 2 3 4 5

Traveler information services in Union Station are sufficient for my needs. 1 2 3 4 5 

The dining options in Union Station are sufficient for my needs.* 1 2 3 4 5

The retail services in Union Station are sufficient for my needs.** 1 2 3 4 5 

*I would most like to see this dining option added to Union Station (type of food or name of restaurant): ____________________________________ 

** I would most like to see this retail service added to Union Station (e.g. grocery, pharmacy, clothing, etc.): ________________________________ 

If I could change one thing about Union Station, it would be: ___________________________________________________________ 

(Please write any additional comments or clarifications on the reverse side of this sheet.) 

Questionnaire for public input
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This master planning study has advanced and developed numerous ideas that are intended to address 
major functional and operational issues affecting Chicago Union Station in the short, medium, and long 
term.  The next steps for these ideas vary, but all involve proceeding with further planning, design, and/or 
construction to achieve the benefits identified in the preceding chapters.  The overarching objective is to 
move each of these projects from ideas into construction and operation. 

The Short Term ideas described in this report are already well advanced in planning and design, and in the 
case of CDOT’s off street bus terminal and improved bus lane projects grant funds have been obtained 
for their construction. Several near term Amtrak customer facility improvement projects have also had 
their design work largely completed, but construction is not yet funded. Obtaining funding to complete 
these initiatives, as well as addressing Amtrak’s outstanding “state of good repair” needs throughout Union 
Station should be a priority next step. 

The Medium Term projects that have been identified are all focused on resolving serious operational 
shortcomings (including train operations, congestion in the concourse, and street level access needs) 
that have a direct impact on the ability of Union Station to serve a growing number of passengers. These 
projects will require further planning analysis and design work before they are ready to be funded for 
construction. The following next steps are proposed for these ideas:

* Test each of the proposed ideas using simulation models to evaluate their ability to increase 
passenger and/or train capacity consistent with the projected increases in travel demand. This will 
be the focus of the next stage of the CDOT-led Union Station Master Plan Study.

* Once these ideas are refined further using the simulation models, the stakeholder agencies will 
need to identify which organization(s) will serve as the lead sponsor for each of the individual 
projects. These organizations in turn will: 

* Perform additional feasibility studies, as needed – especially to better understand any structural 
implications of the proposed improvements on the buildings above

* Lead the preliminary engineering and final design efforts for individual projects, including 
obtaining any required environmental clearances

* Secure funding for both design and construction, and oversee construction 

* Continue public outreach for individual projects.

The next stage of the Union Station Master Plan Study, involving simulation of train and station operations, 
will more precisely quantify the capacity increase that may be expected from each of the Medium Term 
ideas.  Once the scale of these potential capacity improvements is known, the Union Station stakeholders 
will be able to compare the projected future growth in travel demand through the station with the 

“Medium Term” ideas in this study are 
focused on resolving serious operational 
shortcomings that have a direct impact 
on the ability of Union Station to serve a 
growing number of passengers. 
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cumulative potential capacity increase from these projects 
and effectively determine how many years worth of growth 
the Medium Term improvements will provide.  In essence, 
the upcoming modeling analysis will define just how long 
the “medium term” is likely to be, and how soon the 
stakeholders will need to begin more serious consideration 
of the “long term/visionary” ideas for increasing capacity 
and improving the station’s functionality.

The Medium Term ideas have thus far been conceived such 
that each of them would complement and not preclude 
or make more difficult the implementation of any of 
the more complex and expensive Long Term/Visionary 
ideas.  However, the Long Term/Visionary ideas include 
two mutually exclusive alternatives for adding track and 
platform capacity via new underground alignments, as well 
as two other mutually exclusive alternatives for creating new station building facilities in either the 200 
or 300 block of South Canal Street.  Further analysis and public/stakeholder consultation will be needed 
to assess and determine the relative merits of each of these long term/visionary proposals and to decide 
which alternatives should advance towards implementation.

In addition to increasing capacity at Union Station, a primary function of the alternatives among the Long 
Term/Visionary proposals is placemaking. Either of the new/expanded station alternatives are intended to 
increase Union Station’s visibility and provide a stronger sense of arrival than the current basement-level 
station which is difficult to navigate. In either of these new station alternatives, space would be available 
to create passenger facilities and customer amenities with appropriately grand views of the Chicago River 
and the surrounding downtown Chicago environment. Furthermore, the redevelopment of the station can 
serve as a catalyst for much needed adjacent development as well. In addition, the project will require the 
use of some innovative financing tools which are not well utilized in Chicago. The Union Station Master 
Plan Study team has worked closely with a Civic Advisory Committee established by the Metropolitan 
Planning Council to advance the placemaking goal and an innovative financing strategy. 

The Civic Advisory Committee believes the station’s redesign should favor the creation of vibrant public 
spaces that have the potential to transform an imposing historic structure into one that invites interaction 
with its users and the surrounding city. In other words, the station should evolve into both an efficient 
intercity and regional railroad hub, with easy connections to other transit modes, and a truly great place 
that attracts transit users and non transit users alike. Union Station should be transformed into an iconic 
destination that takes advantage of its riverfront location with places for people to gather, as well as 

Trains departing Union Station

“Medium Term” ideas can improve 
Union Station without precluding 

future implementation of “Long Term / 
Visionary” ideas. 
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internal spaces that draw people for dining and shopping as well as boarding trains. As major employers 
deliberately relocate to the area to be part of a dynamic urban fabric and be proximate to transportation, 
the station can act as an economic engine that has a positive impact not only on nearby blocks in the West 
Loop area, but on the City and the Chicago area as a whole. 

New or expanded station facilities would be a large scale project, likely costing in the hundreds of millions 
of dollars that will increase the value of surrounding property. It therefore behooves the Union Station 
stakeholders and the civic community to seriously explore innovative approaches to project financing 
that will most effectively leverage the value that these improvements will add to nearby real estate.  The 
analysis of Real Estate Issues and Opportunities (presented in Appendix E) and the report on Chicago 
Union Station Concepts in Context (presented in Appendix H) conducted as part of this Study, provide 
information regarding other major rail station projects around the U.S., and the world, including some 
discussion as to the methods used to finance these projects. Prospective new Chicago Union Station 
facilities could, for instance, be designed in a manner to allow an office tower to be constructed on air 
rights above the station and/or on adjacent Amtrak- and City-owned parcels, creating an iconic mixed-
use development that is sensitive both to the needs of rail passengers as well as commercial real estate 
development opportunities.

The Metropolitan Planning Council, and its Union Station Civic Advisory Committee, is proactively assessing 
such Union Station-related development opportunities, with particular focus on methods of financing. 

In addition to being a transportation hub, Washington D.C.’s Union Station features multi-level                      
retail and dining opportunities (Marcin Wichary)
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Tools such as value capture financing have been used successfully throughout the country to finance 
new or existing transportation infrastructure. It is good policy precisely because it connects the benefit 
(and benefactors) of the investment with its cost. Financing options under exploration include various 
forms of Public Private Partnerships (PPP), Tax Increment Financing (TIF), Special Assessment (SSA and 
SA), air rights, and federal infrastructure loan programs such as those available through the Transportation 
Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act (TIFIA) program. Union Station’s redevelopment could be part 
of a larger transportation district that would leverage opportunities on multiple transit-related sites to 
provide financial support for transportation improvements and other enhancements. At this stage of study, 
it appears that developing the air rights above the transportation improvements on the 300 south block 
and the Amtrak parking garage block should be a high priority. These two blocks represent attractive 
sites for future high-density office development. If structured appropriately, a portion of the proceeds 
from future private-sector development on these sites could help fund transportation improvements and 
advance the City’s economic development objectives as described in the Central Area ACTION Plan.

“Long Term / Visionary” ideas will create 
an iconic railroad station that integrates 

placemaking principles and drives 
economic development.  



Chicago Union Station Master Plan Study

77

May 2012

Credits
City of Chicago, The Honorable Rahm Emanuel, Mayor

Chicago Department of Transportation

Jeffrey Sriver, Chicago Dept of Transportation, Chair 

Richard Hazlett, Chicago Dept of Transportation,       
Past Chair 

Akheel Ahmed, Chicago Transit Authority 

Sid Birckett, Amtrak 

Claire Bozic, Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning

Lynnette Ciavarella, Metra

Richard Cogswell, Federal Railroad Administration 

Jon Czerwinski, Chicago Transit Authority 

Wynne Davis, Federal Railroad Administration 

Peter Fahrenwald, Regional Transportation Authority 

Mike Franke, Amtrak 

Allen Fugate, Coach USA

Josel Gonzales, Metra 

Miriam Gutierrez, Illinois Department of Transportation 

Benet Haller, Chicago Dept of Housing and Economic 
Development

George Hardwidge, Metra 

Joe Iacobucci, Chicago Transit Authority

Derrick James, Amtrak 

Jan Jantzen, Free Enterprise System

Harold Kirman, Amtrak

Daniel Klaiber, Chicago Dept of Housing and Economic 
Development 

Dave Klouda, Amtrak 

David Kralik, Metra 

Walter Lander, Amtrak 

Ray Lang, Amtrak

Rosie Leal, Amtrak/Jones Lang LaSalle 

Joe Lorenzini, Metra

Marc Magliari, Amtrak

Wendy Messenger, Federal Railroad Administration 

Mark Minor, Regional Transportation Authority

Yadollah Montazery, Chicago Dept of Transportation

Charlie Monte Verde, Amtrak

Marisa Novara, Metropolitan Planning Council

Don Orseno, Metra

Todd Popish, Illinois Department of Transportation

Andy Roth, Metra

Malihe Samadi, Chicago Dept of Transportation 

Moe Savoy, Amtrak

Jim Schwartz, Coach USA

Joe Shacter, Illinois Department of Transportation

Peter Skosey, Metropolitan Planning Council 

Joanna Trotter, Metropolitan Planning Council 

Frank Tverdek, Amtrak/Jones Lang LaSalle

Robert Vance, Chicago Transit Authority 

Stephen VanGalder, Coach USA 

Doug Varn, Amtrak 

Pete Zwolfer, Metra

Gabe Klein, Commissioner

Luann Hamilton, Deputy Commissioner

Jeffrey Sriver, Project Manager

Richard Hazlett, Past Project Manager (retired)

Technical Advisory Committee



Chicago Union Station Master Plan Study

78

May 2012

Cassandra Francis, Kariatid LLC, Co-Chair

Benet Haller, Chicago Department of Housing and 
Economic Development, Co-Chair

Peter Skosey, Metropolitan Planning Council, Staff

Marisa Novara, Metropolitan Planning Council, Staff

Alderman Bob Fioretti, 2nd Ward

Alderman Walter Burnett, 27th Ward

Alderman Brendan Reilly, 42nd Ward

Lee Bey, Chicago Central Area Committee

Mark Bookman, Ernst & Young, LLC

Kevin Brubaker, Environmental Law & Policy Center

Lynnette Ciavarella, Metra

Michael Cornicelli, Building Owners & Management 
Association of Chicago

Bob Dean, Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning

Jon DeVries, Roosevelt University

Madeline Doering, Office of Alderman Brendan Reilly

Ann Drake, DSC Logistics, Inc.

Jim Farrell, Infrastructure First 

Bernard Ford, McDonough Associates, Inc.          

Linda Goodman, Goodman Williams Group

Rick Harnish, Midwest High Speed Rail Association

Jennifer Henry, Natural Resources Defense Council

Joe Iacobucci, Chicago Transit Authority

Dan Klaiber, Chicago Department of Housing and 
Economic Development

Ray Lang, Amtrak

Michael Mini, Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce 

Paul Nowicki, BNSF Railway Company

Stephen R. Patterson, Drinker Biddle & Reath, LLP

Mike Payette, Union Pacific Corporation  

David Phillips, TranSystems Corporation

Michael Prussian, General Parking Corporation

Jorge Ramirez, HACIA

Gerald Roper, Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce

Joe Schacter, Illinois Department of Transportation

Jeffrey Sriver, Chicago Department of Transportation

Marty Stern, U.S. Equities Realty, LLC

Tim Stevens, Office of Alderman Bob Fioretti

Ty Tabing, Chicago Loop Alliance

Michael Tobin, U.S. Equities Realty, LLC

Brian Urbaszewski, Respiratory Health Association of 
Metropolitan Chicago

George Weber, Illinois Department of Transportation

Tom Wolf, Illinois Chamber of Commerce

Kathleen Woodruff, T4 America

Ferhat Zerin, Gingko Planning

Civic Advisory Committee

TranSystems Corporation

EJM Engineering, Inc.

Ross Barney Architects

Hatch Mott MacDonald

Big Picture Marketing, Inc.

Goodman Williams Group

Planning and Design Team





www.UnionStationMP.org



 
 
 
 

 
Chicago Union Station Master Plan Study  May 2012 
Final Report 

 

 

 

 

Appendix A 

Historical Items 

 
Article from Railway Age, July 4, 1925, regarding Union Station 
1950s Union Station promotional brochure (collection of Dennis Popish) 
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1 Executive Summary 
 

 

The purpose of this report is to present the traffic conditions on the streets and sidewalks 

surrounding Chicago Union Station, based on an analysis of collected data and field 

observations. The goal of this analysis is to understand current volumes and operating patterns 

of all the modes that affect the street‐level operations. As the number of Metra and Amtrak 

riders grows, there will be increased stress on the street‐level operations surrounding Union 

Station. The general behaviors and preferences of these riders can help determine where to 

focus improvements. 

The focus of this study is on the immediate area surrounding Union Station. This area is 

bounded on the west by S. Clinton St., the east by the Chicago River, the north by W. Monroe 

St., and the south by W. Van Buren Street. 

In addition to trains, there are many available modes of accessing the area around Union Station 

including walking, CTA bus, taxi, private vehicle, shuttle bus, and bicycle. Each of these modes 

affects the area in its own way. The affects of each mode on the station and on each other were 

examined. 

Existing data sets for traffic and pedestrians were obtained from various sources. All the modes 

that contribute to the street‐level activity were considered, focusing on weekday peak period 

and peak hour conditions. Because the street‐level activity at Union Station is so complex, field 

observation was an important part of documenting the existing conditions. 
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There are two primary causes for problems in the street‐level activity at Union Station: capacity 

and conflict. Capacity  involves  the supply and demand of each  individual mode  in  the system. 

Conflict involves the interaction between two or more modes in the system. For this study, the 

area around Union Station was separated into seven intersections and eight segments and each 

mode was rated for each location based on its capacity and demand and its conflicts with other 

modes. These ratings are relative and were developed specifically for this study. 

The  study  of  existing  conditions  resulted  in  several  key  findings  that  will  help  focus  the 

development of solutions. Some problems are  limited to specific  locations and some  locations 

have multiple problems. All of these problems are the result of a mode exceeding the capacity 

available or the result of two or modes conflicting.  

A  general  problem  at  several  locations  in  the  area  around Union  Station  is  that  there  is not 

sufficient  curb  space  to  accommodate  those modes  that  use  the  curb  space.  Because  it  is 

located  in the central business district, Union Station does not have the  luxury of space. Often 

there is too much demand for the curb space available. Also, the demand is unbalanced. Streets 

directly  adjacent  to  222  S.  Riverside  Plaza  are  the  most  convenient  for  station  users  and 

therefore  have  the most  demand  for  use.  At  the  same  time,  streets  adjacent  to  the  Union 

Station headhouse are not as convenient and are under‐utilized.   Both improved management 

of existing curb space and increased loading capacity need to be pursued. 

With  so many different modes  sharing  the area, conflicts  regularly occur even where  there  is 

sufficient curb space. The intentions of different modes often conflict with each other. Although 

curb  space  is  allocated  for  each  mode,  the  space  is  often  not  big  enough  to  account  for 

interactions  between  modes.  The  intentions  of  each  mode  should  be  considered  when 

developing proposed solutions. 

The  situation  during  weekday  peak  periods  and  busy  off‐peak  and  weekend  times  is  quite 

different.  Commuters, who dominate the peak periods, follow regular patterns, and the access 

modes they use operate  in an ordered pattern.   The situation at other busy times  is driven by 

occasional and intercity travellers.  While problems are limited to Canal St. during these periods 

the  situation  is  more  chaotic.    Proposed  solutions  will  need  to  consider  these  different 

situations. 
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Even with  sufficient  curb  space  and  a  plan  for  how  this  curb  space  should  be  used  by  the 

different modes, problems will  still occur  if  there  is not proper  signage  to direct users and  if 

there  is  no  enforcement  to  ensure  that  users  comply.  Supplying  information  is  particularly 

important  for private  vehicle drop‐offs and pick‐ups, when users are not as  familiar with  the 

area.  Enforcement  is particularly  important  for  taxis  and  intercity buses, which have  a direct 

financial  stake  in  the  activity  around  Union  Station.  Signage  and  enforcement  should  be 

important components of all proposed solutions. 
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2 Introduction 
 

 

This  report  presents  the  existing  traffic  conditions  on  the  streets  and  sidewalks  surrounding 

Chicago Union Station, based on an analysis of collected data and field observations. The goal of 

this  analysis  is  to  understand  current  volumes  and  operating  patterns  of  all  the modes  that 

affect the street‐level operations.  

Located in the central business district on the west side of the Chicago River between Adams St. 

and  Jackson Blvd., Union Station  is  just blocks away  from  the  Loop. The  station  is downtown 

Chicago’s busiest transportation hub and one of the busiest terminals in America, handling over 

100,000  passengers  every  day. Metra  commuter  trains, Amtrak  intercity  trains,  and  intercity 

buses bring in people from all over the region and the country. The ability for Union Station to 

accommodate future growth is crucial to the success of the downtown area, the City of Chicago 

and Northeastern Illinois as a whole. 

Efficient  street‐level  access  to Union  Station  ensures  that  the  public  views  the  station  as  an 

attractive transit option. As the number of people who use Union Station grows, there will be 

increased  stress  on  the  street‐level  operations  surrounding  the  station.  In  order  to  propose 

improvements to these street‐level operations, it is important to understand the existing traffic 

conditions. 

In addition  to  trains,  there are many available modes of accessing  the area  including walking, 

CTA bus, taxi, private vehicle, shuttle bus, and bicycle. Each of these modes affects the area in its 

own way.  In  addition  to  these modes of  access,  the  area needs  to  accommodate  the  typical 

operations of Chicago’s Central Business District. This  includes normal  local and through traffic 
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not associated with Union Station as well as delivery operations. The way these different modes 

of access interact with each other affects the efficiency of the street‐level operations.  

 

This report will achieve the following: 

 Describe the project location, including limits and primary access routes 

 Summarize  the  volume  of  Metra  and  Amtrak  ridership  and  the  modes  their 

passengers use to arrive at and leave Union Station 

 Define  the modes  of  transportation  that  affect  street‐level  operations,  including 

their behavior and volumes 

 Evaluate the factors that affect street‐level operations by location 

 Identify critical issues that need to be addressed 
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3 Project Location Description 

 

3.1 Study Limits 

The  focus  of  this  study  is  on  the  immediate  area  surrounding  Union  Station.  This  area  is 

bounded on the west by S. Clinton St., the east by the Chicago River, the north by W. Monroe 

St., and the south by W. Van Buren Street. 

 

Figure 1. Study Area Limits 
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3.2 Key streets 

The  following  is a description of  three key streets within  these  limits: Canal St.,  Jackson Blvd., 

and Adams Street. 

Canal  St.,  in  the  project  vicinity,  is  primarily  a  northbound  one‐way  street.  Between  Jackson 

Blvd. and Adams St., in the northbound direction, Canal St. has two through lanes, one bike lane, 

a curbside  taxi stand  for nine  taxis, a curbside  intercity  (and shuttle) bus stop, and a curbside 

CTA bus stop. There are also two southbound contraflow lanes for use by CTA buses only. These 

lanes are separated from the northbound  lanes by concrete barriers. Figure 2 shows Canal St., 

looking  north  to Adams  Street. Between Van Buren  St.  and  Jackson Blvd.,  Canal  St.  has  two 

northbound through lanes, a northbound bike lane, a curbside bus stop for intercity buses and a 

curbside CTA bus stop on the east side, and one southbound through lane.  

 

Figure 2. The various modes of accessing Union Station can be 

seen here in this view of Canal St. looking north to Adams St. 

 

Adams  St.,  between  Clinton  St.  and  the  Chicago  River,  is  a  three‐lane,  one‐way westbound 

street.  The curb lane on the north side is a dedicated bus and right turn lane and there are two 

through lanes. The curb lane on the south side, between Canal St. and the Chicago River, is wide 

enough  to  serve as a  through  traffic  lane, but  is primarily used  for  taxi drop‐off and pick‐up, 

although there is not a designated taxi stand at this location. Adams St. serves as a link between 
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the Loop and Union Station, as well as the Loop and the Kennedy Expressway  (I‐90/94) to the 

west of the study area.  

Jackson Blvd.,  between  Clinton  St.  and  the  Chicago River,  is  a  four‐lane,  one‐way  eastbound 

street. The curb lane on the south side is a dedicated bus lane and there are two through lanes. 

The  curb  lane on  the north  side, between Canal  St.  and  the Chicago River,  consists of  a  tow 

zone, access to a loading dock, a loading zone and a designated taxi stand for up to five taxis.  

3.3 Pedestrian Access to Union Station 

Union  Station  is  comprised  of  two  buildings:  the  Union  Station  Headhouse  and  the  222  S. 

Riverside  Plaza  complex.  The  Union  Station  Headhouse,  completed  in  1925,  is  the  original 

structure located on the west side of Canal St. between Adams St. and Jackson Boulevard. In the 

past this served as the Station’s main waiting room and had several food service and other retail 

activities, but  is now  largely vacant. The Great Hall  is used for large special events but remains 

available  as  a  waiting  room  when  none  are  scheduled.  This  building  is  primarily  accessed 

through two doorways on Canal St., and two doors on Clinton Street. There are also very lightly 

used doors on Jackson Blvd. The Adams St. doors are closed.  The trains are accessed through a 

walkway under Canal Street. Today, there is relatively little demand for access to this building.  

The original concourse building,  located on  the east  side of Canal St. between Adams St. and 

Jackson Blvd., was demolished in 1968. It was replaced with a multi‐use complex consisting of a 

35  story  office  tower with  retail  (Gateway  Center  III,  222  S.  Riverside  Plaza)  and  a  separate 

building originally  constructed  to house  the Mercantile  Exchange which  is now  a health  club 

(444  W.  Jackson  Blvd).    As  part  of  the  redevelopment  of  this  area  Riverside  Drive,  which 

provided bus and auto access to the east side of the original concourse building, was replaced 

with a pedestrian plaza. Train operations remain on the  lower  level. Access  is provided by one 

doorway on Canal St.  (225 S. Canal St.), one doorway on Riverside Plaza at  Jackson Blvd., and 

one doorway on Riverside Plaza at Adams Street. For simplicity, all references  in this report to 

the buildings on the block bounded by the Chicago River and Canal St., between Jackson Blvd. 

and Adams St., are referred to as 222 S. Riverside Plaza. All of the doorways in 222 S. Riverside 

Plaza are connected to the concourse level, where the train platforms are located, by escalator. 

There is also access to three north side platforms used by Metra at the southeast corner of the 

intersection at Canal and Madison. Pedestrians generally access the Loop by the Adams St. and 
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Jackson Blvd. bridges. A more  in‐depth description of pedestrian behaviors,  including data,  is 

given in Chapters 6 and 7. 

3.4 Vehicular Access to Union Station 

Several types of vehicles access Union Station on a daily basis including CTA buses, taxis, private 

autos, private shuttle buses, and delivery trucks. From the Loop, access is available on Adams St. 

or Canal  St.  (from Van Buren).  From  the  expressway,  access  is  available on Clinton  St.  (from 

Monroe), Jackson Blvd., and Canal St. (from Jackson). A more in‐depth description on vehicular 

behavior, including data, is given in Chapters 6 and 7.  
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4 Methodology 

 

 

The limits of the study were chosen to focus on the area that is most greatly affected by Chicago 

Union Station (CUS). The study was restricted to the streets and sidewalks, and did not consider 

the operations inside Union Station except for when they affect the streets and sidewalks.  

Existing data sets for traffic and pedestrians were obtained from various sources. New data on 

taxi and private bus operations was also collected. All the modes that contribute to the street‐

level activity were considered, focusing on weekday peak period and peak hour conditions. 

It is important to determine a “peak hour” condition that properly describes the busiest hour of 

the morning and evening rush. Once the peak hour is determined, all the various types of data 

can be presented in a uniform manner. When all the data is formatted consistently, it becomes 

possible to draw relationships between the different modes that affect the street‐level traffic. In 

addition to drawing relationships, a baseline condition can be created from the peak hour. This 

baseline  condition provides a basis  for  comparison between present and  future  conditions.  It 

will be used to measure the effectiveness of proposed alternatives.  

The  study  drew  primarily  on  data  compiled  for  prior  studies  or  for  specific  transportation 

operating purposes. As a  result, a  large variety of data was  collected  in many  formats. Some 

data was  presented  as  an  annual  sum  or  percentage,  others  in  three  hour  intervals  to  five 

minute intervals. The first step was to identify which pieces of data could be displayed in a peak 
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hour format. The  individual peak hour was then determined for each  item. Some data, such as 

vehicle and pedestrian movements at intersections, were only available for a given peak hour of 

8:00‐9:00 a.m. and 5:00‐6:00 p.m. Other data, such as the Metra passenger volumes, were given 

in 15 minute increments and a peak hour could be determined by finding the busiest hour in the 

morning and  the busiest hour  in  the evening. Chapter 5 provides detailed  information on  the 

data sources and the data analysis for the various modes.  

It was decided to choose a peak hour that represents the time period with the most street‐level 

activity. The chosen peak hours were determined from pedestrian counts performed in 2010 by 

Legion  International  for Amtrak. These  counts were executed using  closed‐circuit TV  cameras 

throughout Union  Station  to  track  pedestrian movements.  This  data was  chosen  for  several 

reasons.  The  pedestrian  counts  are  the most  comprehensive  and  current  data  available  for 

estimating the operating volume of Union Station. They reflect the patterns of both Metra and 

Amtrak passengers.  Most importantly, this data provides detailed information on the number of 

people who  enter Union  Station  at  all  street‐level  doorways  for  2  hours  during  each  of  the 

weekday peak periods. Also  included were platform  level boarding and alighting counts which 

permitted street‐level exiting volumes to be estimated.   Based on the Legion counts, the chosen 

peak hour for the a.m. period is 7:30 to 8:30 a.m. The main movement of people in the a.m. is 

from the concourse level to the street. The chosen peak hour for the p.m. period is 4:45 to 5:45 

p.m., with the main movement of people being from the street to the concourse. 

As noted, because data  for  the  various modes was  collected  independent of  this  study,  time 

periods  for which  data was  available  varied  among modes.  In  addition,  peaking  of  demand 

varies among modes. The study team elected to set a “peak” hour that could reflect the busiest 

period within the study area, even if that meant slightly shifting the peak hour for some modes. 

For example, 296  taxis served  the area between 4:30 and 5:30 p.m., and 269  taxis served  the 

area between 4:45 and 5:45 p.m. The worst case scenario assumes that 296 taxis  (the highest 

number) served the area between 4:45 and 5:45 p.m. (the chosen peak hour). This was assumed 

to  represent  the  worst  case  scenario  peak  hour.  Similar  adjustments  were made  for  other 

modes. Chapter 5 provides detailed  information on the data sources and the data analysis  for 

the  various modes. Graphical descriptions of  the peaking patterns  for  the major  contributing 

factors are presented in the following two figures. 
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Figure 3. A.M. Peaking Pattern 

 

Figure 4. P.M. Peaking Pattern 
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After data was compiled, the study area was separated into intersections and segments. These 

locations were analyzed and given ratings for each mode. The ratings are relative and based on 

the apparent effect of that mode on the overall system. 

Because  the  street‐level  activity  at  Union  Station  is  so  complex,  field  observation  was  an 

important  part  of  documenting  the  existing  conditions.  Most  of  the  critical  issues  were 

identified  during  these  field  observations.  Traffic  modeling  software  was  not  used  for  this 

analysis because of its limitations: the function of such software is to measure roadway capacity 

and delay for vehicles. It does not account for pedestrian activities or on‐street drop off and pick 

up. 
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5 Metra and Amtrak Riders 
 

 

This  section  describes  the  volumes  of  passengers  for Metra  and  Amtrak  and  their  general 

behaviors. 

5.1 Metra Ridership Volumes 

On an average weekday 108,870 passengers board or alight Metra trains at Union Station. Most 

of this activity (85%) occurs in the two peak periods (start of service to 9:15 a.m. in the morning 

and  3:30  to  6:45  p.m.  in  the  evening), when  92,275  board  or  alight.  The  a.m.  peak  is  very 

concentrated.  The p.m.  is peak  is  longer  and  smaller  in  total  volume, with  some  commuters 

traveling before or after the peak period.   

Metra data used in this report is drawn from counts done in the fall of 2006 and from an origin‐

destination survey done  in 2006.     Since 2006 Metra system ridership has been relatively  flat, 

growing  by  0.7%  overall. Growth  has  occurred  in  the  off‐peak  and  on weekends, with  peak 

volumes declining. The Metra  lines that terminate at Union Station have fared better than the 

system‐wide average, exhibiting overall growth of approximately 3 percent.   Given that much of 

the growth is occurring outside the peak periods, the 2006 data is a reasonabled representation 

of today’s peak period situation at Union Station. 
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5.2 Metra Passenger’s Modes of Access and Egress 

Walking is the predominant mode of access to and egress from the station, accounting for more 

than three‐quarters of the passengers, followed by 11% on CTA Bus, 5% on private shuttle bus, 

3%  in  taxis,  1%  in private  autos,  and 1% using other modes.  The  exact percentages  vary by: 

passenger destination, direction of travel and time of day. Looking at Metra’s a.m. peak period, 

which extends  from  the  start of  service  to 9:15 a.m., combined egress and access modes are 

presented in the following table. 

Table 1. Number of Metra Passengers for a.m. Peak Period by Mode of Access and Egress 

Mode  # of Passengers  % of Total 

Walk  36,376  78% 

CTA Bus  5,312  11% 

Private Bus  2,504  5% 

Taxi  1,322  3% 

Auto Driver  404  1% 

Auto Passenger  372  1% 

Other  342  1% 

Total  46,631   
Source: Metra 2006 Survey 

These volumes are  taken  from Metra’s  fall 2006 boarding and alighting counts and passenger 

origin‐destination survey and provide a good summary of the patterns Metra passengers exhibit.  

The count and survey data have been adjusted to reflect the focus of this study. The mode of 

egress presented above is the one used to cross the study area boundary. The 1,200 passengers 

who  reported using CTA Rapid Transit  for  travel between CUS  and  their  final destination are 

included  in the walk mode, since the two closest stations are outside the study area. Similarly, 

the 450 passengers who transferred to/from another Metra Line and the 1,500 who work at 222 

S. Riverside were excluded from the total, since they do not cross the study area boundary on 

the surface or exit the buildings. 

The  final destinations and origins of Metra passengers alighting and boarding  trains at Union 

Station in the morning are shown in the following two maps.  These locations are from the 2006 

origin‐destination  survey  responses  for  the  entire morning  period.    The  first map  shows  the 

central area destinations of alighting passengers with their egress mode.  The walk mode (green) 

dominates  for  destinations  in  the  Loop  and  near west  Loop.    Bus  (orange)  and  taxi  (yellow) 
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modes  are  strongest  at  greater  distances  from Union  Station,  in  Illinois  Center,  along North 

Michigan Ave, in Streeterville, and River North.    

 

Source: Metra 2006 Survey 

Figure 5. Destinations of a.m. Metra Passengers Alighting at Union Station by Mode 

 

 

The pattern of origins and access mode of the 2,300 passengers boarding trains at Union Station 

in the morning is strikingly different. These passengers include reverse commuters, workers with 

night time hours, and non‐work travellers.  Access mode shares are more evenly distributed and 

the origins are generally at greater distance from Union Station. The walk mode (including rapid 

transit users) accounts for 45%, followed by bus at 20%, taxi and auto passenger at 8% each. As 

in the previous map, walk access predominates for the closer distances, with bus, taxi and auto 

modes stronger at greater distances.  
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Source: Metra 2006 Survey 

Figure 6. Origins of a.m. Metra Passengers Boarding at Union Station by Mode 

 

5.3 Amtrak Passenger Volumes and Modes of Access and Egress 

Union  Station  serves  as  the  Midwest  hub  for  Amtrak  operations,  with  28  arrivals  and  28 

departures per day.  In FY 2008 Union Station handled 3.1 million Amtrak passengers. Average 

weekday boardings and alightings are estimated at 9,700, using an annualization factor of 310. 

As was the case with Metra passengers, the 3% of Amtrak passengers who transfer to another 

Amtrak train at Union Station have been excluded from this daily number. Although the number 

of  Amtrak  passengers  is  considerably  smaller  than Metra  passengers,  Amtrak  riders  play  an 

important  role  in  the  street‐level  activities  at  Union  Station.  This  is  because  of  the  large 

percentage  of  users who  take  a  private  vehicle,  taxi,  or  rental  car  and  the  large  amount  of 

baggage involved. Amtrak passengers are also frequently less familiar with the area around the 

station and may spend some extra time walking around the area. 
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The most common access and egress modes are other train and auto / taxi.   Almost one third of 

Amtrak passengers access or depart  the  station  via Metra or CTA  trains.   This  is  followed by 

private auto and taxi/rental car at 27% each. 

Table 2. Number of Amtrak Daily 

 Passengers by Mode of Access and Egress 

Mode   # of Passengers  % of Total
Metra / CTA  3,089  32% 

Private Auto  2,575  27% 

Taxi / Rental Car  2,585  27% 

Walk / Bike  1,051  11% 

Other Bus  234  2% 

Amtrak Bus  164  2% 

Total  9,696   
Source: Amtrak CUS Modal Access 2008 

Amtrak  has  a  different  peaking  pattern  than  Metra,  with  arrivals  concentrated  in  the  mid 

morning hours and departures in the late afternoon and early evening.  Thirteen of the 28 daily 

arrivals occur between 8:45 a.m. and 1:00 p.m., with only one arrival occurring before 8:45 a.m.  

Twelve of  the 28 departures occur between 4:05 and 9:30 p.m.   Since  the arrivals are mostly 

occurring after the Metra a.m. peak, they do not tax Union Station’s egress capacity.  The period 

of the day with the most potential access issues is the two hour period from 5:00 to 7:00 p.m., 

when  there are eight  scheduled departures  including  two overnight  trains which have higher 

passenger loads. 

As the number of Metra and Amtrak riders grows, there will be  increased stress on the street‐

level  operations  surrounding Union  Station.  The  general  behaviors  and  preferences  of  these 

riders can help determine where to focus improvements. 
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6 Street‐Level Modes: Data 

 

 

The  traffic  conditions  surrounding Union Station are a  result of many modes acting  together. 

This section will describe the modes which play the biggest roles  in street‐level operations. On 

the next page, Exhibit 1 gives a graphical representation of how all these modes relate to each 

other.  

6.1 Pedestrians 

For  this  report, pedestrians  are  those  entering  and  exiting Union  Station  and  the  study  area 

(bounded by Clinton/Chicago River, Monroe/Van Buren) on foot, as well as those entering and 

exiting  the  study  area  by  vehicular  means,  but  circulating  within  the  study  area  on  foot. 

Examples of pedestrians include someone who walks from Union Station to an office outside the 

study area, someone who walks out of Union Station, crosses the street to a CTA bus stop, and 

then  leaves  the study area on a bus, and a worker  from 222 S. Riverside Plaza completing an 

errand  in  the  study area. Seventy‐eight percent of Metra passengers  reported walking  to and 

from  the  station during  the  a.m. peak period  (this  includes passengers who use  the CTA  rail 

system). 

In general, pedestrian paths are determined by the origin and destination of the pedestrian. The 

relationship between train operations and street‐level pedestrian activity is represented by how 

many  people  use  each  doorway.  Table  3  shows  the  number  of  passengers  who  use  each 
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doorway  during  the  peak  hour.    The  Adams  Street Doorway  has  the  largest  share, which  is 

consistent with  the  final  destinations  of Metra  passengers  discussed  earlier.    This  pattern  of 

relative usage of the different doorways has been quite stable over time.  Counts conducted by 

the Chicago Area Transportation  Study  in 1979 had Adams  St.  accounting  for 44.8%,  Jackson 

Blvd – 19.8%, and Canal St. east – 13.8% of a.m. peak exiting pedestrians.   One change  since 

1979 has been the addition of the Madison Street doorway accessible from three of the north 

platforms.  This doorway, which is outside our study area, now handles 3,000 pedestrians over 

the two hour a.m. peak, providing significant additional capacity.  

Table 3. Number of Peak Hour Union Station Passengers at Union Station Portals by Location 

Portal  a.m. Volume  % of Total  p.m. Volume  % of Total 

Adams Street  6,616  40.3%  6,769  42.5% 

Jackson Blvd  3,950  24.0%  4,221  26.5% 

Canal Street east   3,196  19.4%  1,768  11.1% 

Canal Street west  245  1.4%  384  2.4% 

Clinton Street north  1,498  9.1%  1,882  11.8% 

Clinton Street south  878  5.3%  839  5.3% 

Other exits  40  <1%  56  <1% 

Total  16,423    15,919   
Source: 2010 Legion International   

 

Pedestrians  play  a  large  role  in  street‐level  operations.  Sidewalks,  crosswalks,  and  entrances 

must have the capacity to handle the number of pedestrians who use them; traffic signals must 

accommodate pedestrians crossing the street; and the  locations where taxis and private autos 

prefer to drop off passengers is based on how far the passenger is willing to walk after they have 

been dropped off.   And most  importantly, from a vehicle flow perspective, turning movements 

by  vehicles  are  restricted  by  pedestrians.    Figure  7  on  the  next  page  shows  the  pedestrian 

volumes for each movement during the peak hours, which for this data set are 8:00 to 9:00 a.m. 

and  5:00  to  6:00  p.m.  These  volumes  are  assumed  to  represent  the  conditions  for  the  peak 

hours used in this study: 7:30 to 8:30 a.m. and 4:45 to 5:45 p.m. 

There  are  also  approximately  2000 Metra  passengers  who  use  CTA  trains  each  day.  These 

people will be treated as pedestrians because they enter and exit the study area by foot. There 
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are  two  CTA  rail  stations  in  the  vicinity  of Union  Station: Quincy/Wells  (Brown,  Purple,  and 

Orange lines) and Clinton/Congress (Blue line).   

 

 

Source: 2008 Metro Transportation Group Traffic Counts and 2007 CDOT Pedestrian Counts 

Figure 7. Peak Hour Pedestrian Counts by Movement 

                     

6.2 CTA Buses 

There are eighteen CTA bus routes serving eighteen stops within the study area. Table 4 on the 

next page shows a list of the bus stops located in the study area and the peak hour boarding and 

alightings for each stop. Eleven percent of Metra passengers reported using a CTA bus to get to 

and  from  the  station  during  the  a.m.  peak  period.  Based  on  the  number  of  boardings  and 

alightings,  the peak hours  for CTA buses occur  from 7:30  to 8:30 a.m. and 4:30  to 5:30 p.m. 

These volumes are assumed  to represent  the conditions  for  the chosen peak hours of 7:30  to 

8:30 a.m. and 4:45 to 5:45 p.m. The number of buses in the total includes some double counting 

because some routes make more than one stop in the study area. 
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Table 4. Number of CTA Buses and Passengers Boarding and Alighting During Peak Hour for CTA Bus 
Stops in the Study Area 

CTA Bus Stop (Stop ID) 

a.m. Peak Hour p.m. Peak Hour 

Buses Passengers Buses Passengers
Clinton at Van Buren (6362) 27 38 29 25 

Canal at Van Buren (6351) 22 32 16 74 

Van Buren at Canal (84) 5 7 3 3 

Jackson at Clinton (14484) 9 13 4 2 

Clinton at Jackson (6361) 26 277 22 35 

Jackson at Canal (67) 19 206 14 41 

NB Canal at Jackson (6352) 16 86 19 166 

SB Canal at Jackson (6592) 18 177 18 149 

Jackson at Chicago River (14461) 50 470 38 251 

Clinton at Quincy (4992) 32 276 32 199 

SB Canal btw. Adams/Jackson (1109) 19 101 23 126 

NB Canal at Adams (5009) 26 392 23 218 

Adams at Clinton (15288) 8 45 5 9 

Adams at Canal (12713 19 198 21 228 

Adams at Chicago River (14462) 9 48 14 284 

Clinton at Monroe (5007) 23 142 21 56 

Canal at Monroe (5010) 24 18 22 65 

Monroe at Canal (16181) 4 25 11 166 

 Total 356 2551 335 2097 

         Source: Fall 2010 CTA Strategic Planning Division, Bus Schedule and CTA bus counts 

 

Figure 8 shows the number of buses that serve each stop during the peak hour. At the stop on 

Canal between Adams St. and Jackson Blvd., and the Canal at Jackson stop, routes #1, X28, and 

151 use the contraflow bus lane as a layover point.  CTA calculated layover space requirements 

by adding  the  lengths of standard  (40’) and articulated  (60’) buses based on scheduled arrival 

and departure times. During the a.m. peak hour, these routes are scheduled to require as much 

as 220 feet of curb space at one time for layovers.  In the p.m. peak hour the scheduled layover 

requirement is 260 feet.  Available curb space handles this demand with enough extra space to 

accommodate one additional articulated bus, if necessitated by deviations from schedule.  This 

bus facility operates smoothly with no observed problems. Passengers of these routes typically 
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use  the Canal St. entrances  to  the Headhouse  to access  the  station. There are dedicated bus 

lanes  (shared with  right  turns) on Adams  St.  and  Jackson Blvd. At  the  Jackson  at Canal  stop, 

routes 121, 123, 132, and some route 156 trips, use the Jackson St. bus lane as a layover point. 

During the a.m. peak hour, these routes require as much as 180 feet of curb space at one time 

for layovers.  In the p.m. peak hour the maximum scheduled layover requires 160 feet. 

 

 

Source: Fall 2010 CTA Strategic Planning Division Bus Schedule 

Figure 8. Number of Peak Hour CTA Buses by Location 

 

6.3 Private Shuttles 

There are a number of private  shuttle  services  that operate between Union Station and  local 

office buildings, schools, and hospitals. Most are operated by contractors, with Coach USA the 

predominant operator at the time that data was collected for this study. The firm gave up this 

service  effective  July  15,  being  replaced  by  Free  Enterprise  System,  Aries  Charter,  and Mid‐

America. They primarily use two designated areas for boarding and alighting. One area is on the 
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east side of Canal St., mid‐block between Adams St. and Jackson Blvd., and the other  is on the 

west side of Clinton St. between Adams St. and Jackson Boulevard. Some services require users 

to present tickets and Coach USA has two people on Canal St in the a.m. peak to direct boarding 

and punch  tickets  (the  replacement operators have  continued  this practice).    Five percent of 

Metra passengers reported using a private shuttle to get to and from the station. Shuttles were 

counted for the a.m. and p.m. peak periods on Wednesday, January 26th and Thursday, January 

27th, 2011. The number of shuttles that serve each location during the peak hours of 7:30 a.m. 

to 8:30 a.m. and 4:45 p.m. to 5:45 p.m. is summarized in Table 5. Although many of the private 

shuttles use one‐door over‐the‐road coaches,  the dwell  time  for private shuttles was  typically 

less  than  two minutes. A  full  summary  of  these  counts  is  contained  in  the  Appendix  of  this 

report. 

 

Table 5. Number of Private Shuttles During Peak Hour by Location 

 

 

Source: 2011 EJM Data Collection (More information in Appendix A1)     

 a.m. Shuttles p.m. Shuttles 

Clinton St. 37 44 

Canal St. 32 13 
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Source: 2011 EJM Data Collection (More information in Appendix A1) 

 

6.4 Taxis 

Taxis play an important role in the street‐level operations around Union Station. There are three 

areas where  taxi pick‐ups and drop‐offs primarily occur. Canal St. has a designated  taxi  stand 

between Adams St. and Jackson Blvd. for nine taxis and Jackson Blvd. has a designated taxi stand 

between Canal St. and the Chicago River for five taxis.  In addition, several hundred people get 

dropped off and picked up each day on Adams St. between Canal St. and the Chicago River, even 

though there is no designated taxi stand at this location. Taxi use at this location exceeds that at 

both the designated taxi stands. Three percent of Metra passengers reported using a taxi to get 

to or  from  the station during  the a.m. peak period. Taxis were counted  for  the a.m. and p.m. 

peak  periods  on  Wednesday,  January  26th  and  Thursday,  January  27th,  2011.  The  average 

number of taxis during the peak hours of 7:45 to 8:45 a.m. and 4:30 to 5:30 p.m.  for the  two 

days is summarized in Table 6. These volumes are assumed to represent the conditions for the 

chosen peak hours of 7:30 to 8:30 a.m. and 4:45 to 5:45 p.m.  A full summary of these counts is 

contained in the Appendix of this report. 
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Table 6. Number of Taxis Picking Up and Dropping Off Passengers the During Peak Hour by Location 

 a.m. Taxis p.m. Taxis 

Adams St. 164 151 

Canal St. 112 94 

Jackson Blvd. 109 39 

Source: 2011 EJM Data Collection (More information in Appendix A1) 

 

 

Source: 2011 EJM Data Collection 

Figure 9. Number of Taxis Picking Up and Dropping Off Passengers the During Peak Hour by Location 

6.5 Intercity Buses 

As a major regional transportation hub for the City of Chicago, Union Station is served by several 

intercity bus companies. Megabus operates between Chicago and eighteen Midwestern cities. 

Their pick‐ups and drop‐offs occur on  the curb on  the east side of Canal St. between  Jackson 

Blvd.  and  Van  Buren  Street.  LEX  operates  between  Chicago  and  Champaign‐Urbana; 

Bloomington, IL; St. Louis; and Indianapolis from the same stop. Van Galder/Coach USA operates 
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between Chicago and Madison, WI. Van Galder/Coach USA picks up and drops off passengers on 

the east side of Canal St. midblock between Adams St. and Jackson Boulevard. There are also a 

small  number  of Greyhound  buses  that  stop  at  this  location  on  Canal  St.,  in  addition  to  the 

Greyhound station located at Harrison St. and Des Plaines St. Bus trips stopping at this location 

are Amtrak Thruway routes, which have thru ticketing arrangements with Amtrak. All of these 

services load directly at the curb. There are no passenger amenities such as shelters, benches, or 

trash cans at these locations. All intercity bus operations are spread out evenly throughout the 

day, with buses arriving and departing at all times. However, each company has several buses 

arriving or departing during  the peak hour. During  the private shuttle counts,  it was observed 

that  three  intercity  buses  used  the  designated  Amtrak  Thruway  bus  stop  /  shuttle  drop  off 

location on Canal Street during the p.m. peak hour. Dwell times for these buses ranged from a 

couple minutes  to as much as a half an hour. Complete  schedules  for  these bus  services are 

included in the Appendix. 

Although ridership data was not available  for the  intercity services was not available  from the 

private operators,  field observation  found periodic  large crowds of passengers waiting on  the 

sidewalk, particularly on Fridays and Sundays. In addition, passengers using these services have 

their own modes of access and egress with  considerable  volumes of pick‐up and drop‐off by 

private  autos.  While  Megabus  now  provides  stationary  “warming”  and  “cooling”  buses  for 

waiting passengers during the most extreme weather, conditions are often very unpleasant with 

no shelter provided.  

6.6 Private Auto Drop Offs and Pick Ups 

Private auto drop offs and pick‐ups account for a small percentage of the total street‐level traffic 

on weekdays, but they affect the area greatly. This is because private autos drop off and pick up 

people wherever possible, and are often unfamiliar with the other operations around them. Two 

percent of Metra passengers  reported using  a private  vehicle  to  get  to  and  from  the  station 

during the a.m. peak period. At twenty seven percent, a significant portion of Amtrak riders use 

a private vehicle to get to and from the station. These Amtrak riders typically carry baggage and 

take  longer to  load and unload than Metra passengers. As noted,  intercity bus passengers also 

generate this type of traffic.  ‘Trailblazer’ signs on surrounding streets direct drivers to the block 

of  Canal  between  Jackson  and  Adams  for Union  Station.    Although  there  is  no  signage  that 
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permits private autos to stand or, even, stop on this block, it is heavily used for that purpose in 

afternoon, evening, and weekend periods.  

6.7 Delivery and Service Trucks 

Delivery  and  service  trucks  access Union  Station  at  two  points.  Functions  for  the  headhouse 

occur  from  the  loading dock beneath  the building, which  is  accessed  from entrance  and  exit 

ramps off Clinton St. The 222 S. Riverside Plaza building  is served from the  loading dock  in the 

444 W.  Jackson  St. building. This dock  is accessed off  Jackson Blvd.  just east of Canal  Street. 

There is a curbside loading zone just east of the dock access to store trucks that will not fit in or 

do not need to be in the loading dock. 

6.8 Local and Through Traffic 

In  addition  to  the  operations  associated  with  Union  Station,  the  study  area  also  needs  to 

accommodate normal local and through traffic not associated with the station. Vehicles coming 

from the Loop use Van Buren St., Canal St., and Adams St. to access the Eisenhower (I‐290) and 

Kennedy  (I‐90/94)  Expressways.  Vehicles  coming  from  the  expressways  use  Jackson  Blvd., 

Monroe St., and Clinton St. to access the Loop. Clinton St. and Canal St. are important corridors 

for north‐south travel, and provide direct links to and from Ogilvie Transportation Center. Figure 

10 shows the volumes for each movement during the peak hours of 8:00 to 9:00 a.m. and 5:00 

to 6:00 p.m. These volumes are assumed to represent the conditions for the chosen peak hours 

of 7:30 to 8:30 a.m. and 4:45 to 5:45 p.m. These volumes do include all modes of transportation 

such as private autos, taxis, CTA buses, and private shuttles. 
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Source: 2008 Metro Transportation Group Traffic Counts 

Figure 10. Peak Hour Vehicle Counts by Movement 

6.9 Bicycles 

There are two bike lanes in the study area. One is a northbound route on Canal St. between the 

curb  lane and the next through  lane. The other  is a southbound route on Clinton St. between 

the  curb  lane  and  the next  through  lane. The  location of  the bike  lane  increases  the  friction 

between  curbside  operations  and  through  traffic.  The  bike  lanes  on  both  streets  are  often 

occupied by buses loading / unloading during the weekday peak periods. While there are not a 

high number of people who report using a bike to get to and from Union Station, there is some 

through traffic on bicycles.  

6.10 Curb Designations and Management 

A crucial aspect of the street‐level operations is the designated curb use and the way in which it 

is managed. Exhibit 2 on  the next page highlights  the some of  the  important curb uses  in  the 

area.  These  are  enforced  by  several  agencies  including  the  Chicago  Police  Department,  City 

Office of Emergency Management and Communications, and the CTA, as well as Metra Police, 
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Amtrak  Police,  and  staff  from  the  private  shuttle  bus  operators.  However,  there  is  no  one 

directly responsible for managing all street‐level operations. 
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7 Street‐Level Modes: Capacity and Conflict 

 

 

There are two primary causes for problems in the street‐level activity at Union Station: capacity 

and conflict. Capacity  involves  the supply and demand of each  individual mode  in  the system. 

Conflict involves the interaction between two or more modes in the system. 

Capacity problems arise when the existing transportation facility  is not sufficient to handle the 

demand of  traffic. For  this  report, a  transportation  facility can be defined as any  structure or 

system  designed  for  a  particular  traffic  use.  Sidewalks  for  pedestrians,  roadway  lanes  for 

through  vehicles,  and  designated  taxi  stands  for  taxis  are  all  examples  of  transportation 

facilities. When  the  demand  for  using  a  traffic  facility  is  greater  than  the  capacity  available, 

traffic does not progress as intended. This can be a problem in and of itself. It creates queuing, 

breakdowns  in  flow, user discomfort, and potential safety hazards.  It can also cause problems 

for other modes. 

Conflict problems arise when there is friction between the intentions of two or more modes in 

the system. An example of a conflict is when pedestrians crossing a street at a crosswalk prevent 

vehicles from making a right turn. When considered alone, neither pedestrians crossing a street 

or vehicles making a  right  turn  create a problem. However,  the  interaction between  the  two 

activities does create a problem.  

Location plays the biggest role  in capacity and demand as well as the conflict between modes. 

For  the purposes of  this evaluation,  the area around Union Station was  separated  into  seven 

intersections and eight segments, as seen  in Figure 11, and each mode was analyzed  for each 

location. The mode was then given a rating for that location based on the capacity and conflicts 

observed. Table 7 describes the rating system used to evaluate each  location and Table 8  lists 

the locations. These evaluations are based on weekday peak period conditions.  
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      =    Segments        =    Intersections 

Figure 11. Intersection and Segment Locations 
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Table 7. Description of Rating System 

Highest 5 Mode is operating as efficiently as possible and not causing problems 

Efficiency 4 Mode is operating at average efficiency and not causing problems 

 3 Mode is operating at below average efficiency and causing some problems 

Lowest 2 Mode is operating poorly and causing major problems 

Efficiency 1 Mode is operating at an unacceptable level  

 

 

 

Table 8. Eight Segment and Seven Intersection Locations 

Segments 
 Canal St. – Monroe St. to Adams St. 
 Canal St. – Adams St. to Jackson Blvd. 
 Canal St. – Jackson Blvd. to Van Buren St. 
 Clinton St. – Adams St. to Jackson Blvd. 
 Adams St. – Clinton St. to Canal St. 
 Adams St. – Canal St. to the Chicago River 
 Jackson Blvd. – Clinton St. to Canal St. 
 Jackson Blvd. – Canal St. to the Chicago River 

 

 

 

 

 

Intersections 
 Adams St. and the Chicago River 
 Jackson St. and the Chicago River 
 Monroe St. and Canal St. 
 Adams St. and Canal St. 
 Jackson Blvd. and Canal St. 
 Adams St. and Clinton St. 
 Jackson Blvd. and Clinton St. 
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7.1 Canal St. –Adams St. to Monroe St.  

Mode Rating Description 
CTA Buses  5   
Private Shuttles  N/A   
Taxi loading / unloading  5   
Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick ups  

5   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in Street 5   
Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

5   

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

5  

 

 

 

7.2 Canal St. – Jackson Blvd. to Adams St. 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  3 
NB CTA buses at stop (ID 5009) block through lane when 
they cannot pull up to the curb completely 

Private Shuttles  2 
Private shuttles frequently block through lane when they 
cannot pull up to the curb completely.  Higher volume of 
shuttles in a.m.  peak, but with usually short dwell times. 

Taxi loading / unloading  1 

Taxi stand overflows blocking crosswalk; taxi loading and 
unloading in through lanes block through traffic and bike 
lane; taxis queue on Jackson and Canal and challenge 
each other for spots in the taxi stand and along curb 

Intercity Buses  3 
Intercity buses with long dwell times prevent CTA buses 
and private shuttles from pulling up to the curb completely 

Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick ups  

2 
Private autos block through traffic and bike lane when 
dropping off / picking up, situation is chaotic at times 

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in Street 2 
Passengers of private auto and taxi drop offs unload in the 
street presenting a safety issue 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

3 
Pedestrians with luggage and jersey barriers on sidewalk 
often cause congestion at the Canal St. east doorways 

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

1 Only 1 thru lane available at times 
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7.3 Canal St. – Van Buren St. to Jackson Blvd. 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  4 
Access to bus stop is sometimes blocked by intercity 
buses and private vehicle drop-offs and pick-ups 

Private Shuttles  N/A   

Taxi loading / unloading  5   

Intercity Buses  3 
Bus operations block northbound through traffic when 
there are too many buses to fit on the curb properly and 
when private autos block bus stop 

Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick ups  

3 

NB private autos dropping off and picking up for bus block 
the curb space designated for intercity and CTA Bus 
operations as well as through lanes; SB private autos 
sometimes block single through lane 

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in Street 5   

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

2 

Intercity bus passengers wait on sidewalk with no 
amenities (such as trashcans or shelters) and there is very 
little organization in the boarding process, causing the 
passengers to block normal sidewalk traffic. 

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

4  

 

 

7.4 Clinton St. – Adams St. to Jackson Blvd. 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  4 
On occasion too many CTA buses and private shuttles 
arrive at the same time and the shuttles block one through 
lane 

Private Shuttles  3 
On occasion too many CTA buses and private shuttles 
arrive at the same time and the shuttles block one through 
lane 

Taxi loading / unloading  5   

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick ups  

5   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

5   

Pedestrians in Street 2 
Pedestrians exiting Clinton St. North doorway going to 
shuttles do not use crosswalk, but cross mid-block, 
presenting a safety concern. 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

5   

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

4  
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7.5 Adams St. – Canal St. to Clinton St. 

Mode Rating Description 
CTA Buses  5   
Private Shuttles  N/A   

Taxi loading / unloading  5   

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick ups  

5   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in Street 5   
Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

5   

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

4  

 

 

 

7.6 Adams St. – the Chicago River to Canal St.  

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  3 
Two CTA bus stops (ID's 12713 and 14462) in bus only 
lane occasionally block next through lane 

Private Shuttles  N/A   

Taxi loading / unloading  1 

Unofficial and unorganized taxi stand blocks through traffic 
in both curb lane and next lane. Taxis challenge each other 
for spots along curb and in next lane, backing up into 
pedestrian crossing 

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick ups  

4  Some private vehicle drop-offs occur in the thru lanes. 

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in Street 2 
Pedestrians crossing street outside of crosswalk and 
disobeying traffic signal to get to bus stop presents a 
safety issue and slows through traffic 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

3 
High peak period pedestrian volumes sometimes exceed 
capacity  near the Adams St doorway 

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

2  
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7.7 Jackson Blvd. – Clinton St. to Canal St. 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  4 
Layovers in bus lane force thru buses to use adjacent 
travel lane 

Private Shuttles  N/A   

Taxi loading / unloading  4 
 Taxis waiting for spots in the Canal St. taxi stand form 
queues on Jackson Blvd. during weekend and weekday 
off-peak hours 

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick ups  

5   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in Street 5   
Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

5   

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

4 Narrow lane widths 

 

 

7.8 Jackson Blvd. – Canal St. to the Chicago River 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  3 
Busy CTA bus stop (ID 14461) in bus only lane creates 
friction on through lanes 

Private Shuttles  N/A   

Taxi loading / unloading  2 
Taxi stand overflows into loading zone and blocks through 
lane 

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick ups  

3 Private autos block taxi stand and bus lane operations 

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

2 

Taxi stand overflows into loading zone and blocks through 
lane and when delivery trucks back into loading dock they 
slow through traffic.  Delivery trucks observed parking in 
bus lane 

Pedestrians in Street 2 
Pedestrians crossing street outside of crosswalk and 
disobeying traffic signal to get to bus stop presents a 
safety issue and slows through traffic 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

4   

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

3 
Taxi and loading activity reduces capacity.  Congestion 
may be spilling back from Wacker  intersection 
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7.9 Adams St. and the Chicago River 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  3 
CTA bus stop (ID 14462) in bus only lane creates friction 
on through lanes 

Private Shuttles  N/A   

Taxi loading / unloading  1 
Unofficial taxi stand blocks through traffic, crosswalk, and 
proper operation of pedestrian traffic signal 

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick Ups  

4   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in 
Crosswalks  

2 
High number of pedestrians disobeying signal and crossing 
outside crosswalk prevent proper operation of traffic signal 
and present a safety hazard 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

2 
High volumes of pedestrians, especially  on south side,  
Adams St. bridge sidewalks causing congestion 

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

2 
Friction from buses and taxi loading activity reduces 
capacity 

 

 

7.10 Jackson Blvd. and the Chicago River 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  3 
CTA bus stop (ID 14461) in bus only lane creates friction 
on through lanes 

Private Shuttles  N/A   

Taxi loading / unloading  2 
Taxi stand blocks through traffic, crosswalk, and proper 
operation of pedestrian traffic signal. 

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick Ups  

5   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in 
Crosswalks  

2 
High volumes of pedestrians disobeying signal and 
crossing outside crosswalk prevent proper operation of 
traffic signal and present a safety hazard 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

3 
High volumes of pedestrians, especially  on north side of 
Jackson Blvd. bridge sidewalks causing congestion 

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

3  

 

 



     

 

Chicago Union Station  Street-Level Operations Existing Conditions Report  39 

7.11 Monroe St. and Canal St. 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  2 
 Near side bus stop hinders right turns onto Monroe.  Right 
turning activity hinder buses entering stop 

Private Shuttles  N/A  

Taxi loading / unloading  5   

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick Ups  

5   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

5   

Pedestrians in 
Crosswalks  

4 
High volumes of pedestrians prevent right turns from Canal 
to Monroe 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

5   

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

4  

 

 

7.12 Adams St. and Canal St. 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  3 
CTA buses  block right through lane when they cannot pull 
up to the curb completely 

Private Shuttles  3 
Private shuttles block right through lane when they cannot 
pull up to the curb completely 

Taxi loading / unloading  5   

Intercity Buses  3 
Intercity buses block right through lane when they cannot 
pull up to the curb completely 

Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick Ups  

5   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in 
Crosswalks  

3 
High volumes of pedestrians impede left turns from Canal 
to Adams and right turns from Adams to Canal 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

4   

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

2  
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7.13 Jackson Blvd. and Canal St. 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  4 
CTA Bus stop on Canal (ID 6352)  prevents efficient right 
turn movement from Canal to Jackson 

Private Shuttles  N/A   

Taxi loading / unloading  3 
Taxis waiting to use stand on Canal often block pedestrian 
crosswalk and sometimes block the entire intersection 

Intercity Buses  4   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick Ups  

4  

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

N/A   

Pedestrians in 
Crosswalks  

2 
High volumes of pedestrians limit left turns from Jackson to 
Canal and right turns from Canal to Jackson 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

4  

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

3  

 

 

 

7.14 Adams St. and Clinton St. 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  4 
 On occasion too many CTA buses and private shuttles 
arrive on Clinton at the same time and shuttles block one 
through lane 

Private Shuttles  3 
On occasion too many CTA buses and private shuttles 
arrive on Clinton at the same time and shuttles block one 
through lane 

Taxi loading / unloading  5   

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick Ups  

5   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

5   

Pedestrians in 
Crosswalks  

4 
High volumes of pedestrians impede left turns from 
Adams to Clinton 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

5   

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

4  

 

 



     

 

Chicago Union Station  Street-Level Operations Existing Conditions Report  41 

7.15 Jackson Blvd. and Clinton St. 

Mode Rating Description 

CTA Buses  5   

Private Shuttles  N/A   

Taxi loading / unloading  5   

Intercity Buses  N/A   
Private Vehicle Drop Offs 
/ Pick Ups  

5   

Delivery and Service 
Trucks  

5   

Pedestrians in 
Crosswalks  

4 
High volumes of pedestrians impede left turns from 
Clinton to Jackson 

Pedestrian volumes on 
Sidewalks 

5   

Local and Through Traffic 
volume capacity  

4  

 

7.16 Weekend and Weekday Off‐Peak Conditions 

Traffic volumes during the weekend and weekday off‐peak times are much lower than they are 

during  weekday  peak  periods,  but many  problems  still  occur. Most  of  these  problems  are 

restricted to Canal St. between Adams St. and Van Buren St., where the majority of activity  in 

the weekend and weekday off‐peak times takes place.  

Since  there  are  so  many  fewer  Metra  passengers  on  weekends,  Amtrak  and  intercity  bus 

passengers play the  largest role  in the street‐level operations at this time. Over half of Amtrak 

passengers  reported using a private vehicle,  taxi, or  rental car  to get  to and  from  the station. 

They also carry more baggage than the typical Metra passenger, causing a  longer time to  load 

and  unload.  As  a  result,  Canal  St  in  front  of  the  222  S.  Riverside  Plaza  has major  conflicts 

between  taxis  and  private  autos  dropping  off  and  picking  up  passengers.  They  are  typically 

pushed  into the second  lane, which raises a safety concern. During the busiest weekend travel 

periods,  all  north  bound  lanes  on  Canal  St.  between  Jackson  Blvd.  and  Adams  St. may  be 

blocked, as well as the Jackson Blvd. and Canal St. intersection. 

Intercity  buses,  their  passengers,  and  related  drop‐off  and  pick‐up  activity  cause  congestion. 

Particularly on Canal St. between Van Buren St. and Jackson Blvd., intercity buses block the bike 
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lane and create friction between the curbside operations and through traffic, dwelling for more 

than 15 minutes at times.  

Informal  “taxi  starters”  are  civilians who  offer  to  get  a  taxi  for  people  coming  out  of Union 

Station,  then  request  money  for  their  service.  During  the  mid‐day  and  weekend  they  are 

constantly harassing people, creating an unpleasant situation. 

Overall the situation during busy off‐peak and weekend times  is quite different from the peak 

periods.   Commuters, who dominate the peak periods, follow regular patterns, and the access 

modes  they use operate  in an ordered albeit  congested pattern.   The  situation at other busy 

times  is driven by occasional and  intercity  travellers.   While problems are  limited  to Canal St. 

during these periods, the situation is more chaotic.  
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8 Conclusions 
 

 

The  study  of  existing  conditions  has  resulted  in  several  key  findings  that will  help  focus  the 

development of solutions. Some problems are  limited to specific  locations and some  locations 

have multiple problems. All of these problems are the result of a mode exceeding the available 

capacity or the result of two or more modes conflicting.  

A  general  problem  at  several  locations  in  the  area  around Union  Station  is  that  there  is not 

sufficient  curb  space  to  accommodate  those modes  that  use  the  curb  space.  Because  it  is 

located  in the central business district, Union Station does not have the  luxury of space. Often 

there is too much demand for the curb space available. Also, the demand is unbalanced. Streets 

directly  adjacent  to  222  S.  Riverside  Plaza  are  the  most  convenient  for  station  users  and 

therefore have the most demand for use. At the same time, street curbs adjacent to the Union 

Station Headhouse are not as convenient and are under‐utilized.   Two of  the  four block  faces 

around the Headhouse have paid street parking.  One has a contraflow bus lane. Both improved 

management of existing curb space and increased loading capacity should be pursued. 

With  so many different modes  sharing  the area, conflicts  regularly occur even where  there  is 

sufficient curb space. The activities of different modes often conflict with each other. Although 

curb space  is generally allocated  for each mode,  the space  is often not adequate  to serve  the 

needs of all modes. All modes should be considered when developing proposed solutions. 
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Even with  sufficient  curb  space  and  a  plan  for  how  this  curb  space  should  be  used  by  the 

different modes, problems will  still occur  if  there  is not proper  signage  to direct users and  if 

there  is  not  adequate  enforcement  to  ensure  that  users  comply.  Supplying  information  is 

particularly important for private auto drop‐offs and pick‐ups, when users are not familiar with 

the  area.  Enforcement  is  particularly  important  for  taxis  and  intercity  buses,  which  have  a 

financial  stake  in  the  activity  around  Union  Station.  Signage  and  enforcement  should  be 

important components of all proposed solutions. 

8.1 Critical Issues by Location 

Critical  locations were  identified  in order  to highlight  the areas of greatest concern. Proposed 

solutions should focus on these locations. 

Canal St. between Adams St. and Jackson Blvd. is the busiest segment in the study area and also 

contains the most problems. Private shuttles consistently block through lanes and the bike lane 

and  taxis  trying  to  leave  the cab stand when  they cannot pull up  to  the curb completely. Taxi 

loading,  unloading  and  staging  blocks  through  lanes  and  the  pedestrian  crosswalk,  and  also 

raises safety concerns when taxis drop off passengers in the middle of the street. Also, informal 

“taxi  starters”  create  an  unpleasant  situation  for  station  users.    Private  autos  block  through 

lanes and result in drop‐offs and pick‐ups in the middle of the street.  Private autos often park in 

bus stops during off‐peak periods.   Intercity buses with  long dwell times occupy  large amounts 

of curb space forcing other modes off the curb and into the through lanes. The primary reason 

this segment operates very poorly  is that demand for curb space on the east side of the street 

exceeds capacity by a  factor of  two during peak  times.   This  imbalance exacerbates all of  the 

conflicts  observed  between  the  different  modes.    During  the  p.m.  peak  hour,  curb  space 

demand  totals  approximately  682’,  and  there  is  only  350’  of  existing  curb  on  the  east  side.  

Demand is composed of: 

 23 CTA buses serving 218 passengers 

 13 private shuttles serving approximately 240 passengers 

 3 intercity coaches, averaging 19 minutes of observed dwell time 

 94 taxis handling 49 passenger drop‐offs and 45 pick‐ups 

 Private auto passenger drop‐offs and pick‐ups 
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Accommodating  this demand would  require  curb  space  for 2 CTA buses, 2 private  shuttles, 2 

intercity coaches, 3 taxi drop‐offs, 9 taxis for pickups, and 7 private autos simultaneously.  High 

demand  results  in  the curb  lane and  the bike  lane being occupied at all  times and one of  the 

thru lanes occupied for much of the peak period.   

As  noted  in  the  performance  ratings,  there  are many  conflicts  between  the modes  at  this 

location.  Buses are generally unable to fully berth at the curb resulting in blockage of the bike 

lane.   The taxi stand  is posted for 9 cabs, but  in practice queues of 7 to 8 cabs were observed, 

with  the 8th encroaching on  the north pedestrian  cross‐walk.   Private auto and  taxi drop‐offs 

often occur in the first thru lane.  Private autos waiting to pick‐up passengers and shuttle buses 

waiting to load can trap vehicles in the curb lane ready to depart.  

Relocation of some of these modes and / or the creation of more loading space, combined with 

enforcement  and  clearer  signage,  will  be  necessary  to  improve  the  performance  of  this 

segment. 

Adams St. at the Chicago River and at the intersection of Canal St. has problems that result from 

two major  factors.  Taxis  that  use  the  south  curb  lane,  to  drop  off  and  waiting  to  pick  up 

passengers, block that south lane and the first through lane to the north. Taxis often back up in 

this area in an effort to get closer to the exit from the Station exit. Higher peak period volumes 

of both passenger drop‐off and pick‐ups were observed at this undesignated taxi stand than at 

either of the two designated Union station stands. This often chaotic operation prevents proper 

flow of through traffic. On some days Chicago or Amtrak Police monitor this location, prohibiting 

taxi pick‐ups or limiting particularly egregious operations. 

This area has the highest pedestrian volumes in the study area.  The Adams St. portal accounts 

for over 40% of all entries and exits to CUS during the peak periods.  Pedestrian volumes on the 

Adams St. Bridge are extremely high.  The south sidewalk, busiest in the study area, carries 2200 

pedestrians  in  the p.m. peak 15 minutes.     These pedestrian volumes are at capacity and  the 

sidewalks very congested during the peak.  Interruptions to flow cause backups and delay.  The 

two  CTA  bus  stops  on  the  north  side  of  Adams  between  Canal  and  the  River  handle  large 

numbers of passenger alightings and boardings, 500 in the p.m. peak hour but only half that in 

the  a.m. peak.       Buses  in  the  stop  impede  right  turns by other  traffic.   Pedestrians  crossing 
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Adams St. on the crosswalk at the Chicago River create a conflict with street traffic and prevent 

proper  operation  of  the  traffic  signal.  These  pedestrians  often  cross  against  the  signal  and 

outside the designated crosswalk. 

Jackson Blvd. at the River also presents similar issues. Like Adams St. west of the Chicago River, 

high volumes of pedestrians on the bridge result  in congested conditions.   The north sidewalk 

carries almost 1300 pedestrians  in  the p.m. peak 15 minutes.   The CTA bus stop on the south 

side of  Jackson  is  the busiest  in  the study area, with 50 buses stopping  there during  the a.m. 

peak hour, serving 470 passengers. Pedestrians often cross Jackson Blvd. against the signal and 

outside the designated crosswalk. 

The taxi stand on the north curb  is very active  in the a.m. peak, with 107 pick‐ups  in the peak 

hour.   This stand is posted for 5 taxis, even though only 4 taxis actually fit between the posted 

signs.  However, queues of 9 to 11 cabs are common during the a.m. peak.  This results in taxis 

occupying  the  loading zone, or  if  that  is being used, backing up  into  the  travel  lane.     Private 

autos occasionally stop in both the bus lane and the taxi stand / loading zone area.   In spite of 

these  incursions, the segment operates better than Adams Street, with most congestion  likely 

due to downstream constraints. 

The  intersection  at  Jackson  Blvd.  and  Canal  St.  has  problems  resulting  from  the  interaction 

between  pedestrians  and  vehicles.  Taxis  queuing  on  Canal  St.  back  up  into  the  northern 

pedestrian  crosswalk  crossing  Canal,  causing  pedestrians  to  cross  outside  the  crosswalk  and 

creating a safety concern. The pedestrians on this crosswalk and the eastern crosswalk crossing 

Jackson can impede vehicle movements, preventing proper operation of the traffic signal. 

8.2 Critical Issues by Mode 

Critical problems for each mode were identified to highlight the user behaviors which cause the 

most problems. Proposed solutions should focus on these problems. 

Taxis  at  all  locations  do  not  typically  follow  the  guidelines  they  are  supposed  to  follow. On 

Adams St. they stop where there is no designated taxi stand, on Canal St. they fight for positions 

on the curb and drop off in the middle of the street (sometimes picking up there, as well), and 

on Jackson Blvd. they overflow into the loading zone and block through lanes.  The taxi issues on 

Canal St. appear to be worse during busy off‐peak and weekend times.  
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Intercity bus passengers wait for buses, as well as board and alight from buses (and check and 

retrieve their baggage) with no weather protection. Intercity buses with long dwell times occupy 

large  amounts  of  curb  space. Also,  private  autos  dropping  off  and  picking  up  passengers  for 

intercity buses often dwell illegally while they are waiting.  

Private auto users are often unfamiliar with the area and drop off and pick up passengers in the 

middle of the street or in areas designated for other modes. 

Pedestrians  crossing  crosswalks  impede  vehicle movements  and  raise  safety  concerns.  High 

volumes of pedestrians on sidewalks create congestion and discomfort.  

CTA buses occupy  large amounts of curb space and conflict with movements of private autos. 

The  longer  dwell  times  at  layover  locations  scheduled  for  certain  periods  contribute  to  curb 

space being under‐utilized at other periods. 

Understanding the existing conditions  is  important to developing solutions. Proposed solutions 

to the problems in street‐level operations around Union Station should focus first on the critical 

locations and critical  issues discussed  in  this  report. As  the number of people who use Union 

Station grows,  there will be  increased  stress on  these operations. Providing  safe and efficient 

street‐level access ensures that the public views the station as an attractive transit option and 

maintains Chicago Union Station as one of the Midwest’s most important transportation hubs. 
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9 Appendix 

Appendix A1. Photo Log 

Appendix A2. Taxi and Private Shuttle Counts 

Appendix A3. Inter‐city Bus Schedules 
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Appendix A1. Photo Log 
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1. Informal "Taxi Starter" 

2. Taxi Blocking Crosswalk 

3. Looking north on Canal St. 
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5. Looking south on Canal St. 

4. Intercity bus unloading in the
middle of the street

6. Shuttle unloading in the middle of  the street 
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8. Intercity bus passengers crowd sidewalk on Canal St. south of Jackson Blvd. 

7. Intercity bus operations on Canal St. 
south of Jackson Blvd. 
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10. Taxi unloading in bus lane on Jackson Blvd. east of Canal St. 

9. Taxi stand on Jackson blocking through lane.
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11. Autos on Canal turning right onto Monroe, blocking CTA bus stop. 
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Appendix A2. Taxi and Private Shuttle Counts 
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Key
Location C: W. Adams between S. Canal and the Chicago River Drop Offs: Number of taxis that drop off customers in the location area
Location D: S. Canal between W. Adams and W. Jackson Pick Ups: Number of taxis that pick up customers in the location area
Location E: W. Jackson between S. Canal and the Chicago River

Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups
Time Time
7:00 - 7:15 6 26 7 11 2 20 72 7:00 - 7:15 13 22 6 15 0 28
7:15 - 7:30 7 24 12 17 2 22 84 7:15 - 7:30 5 24 4 12 0 25
7:30 - 7:45 10 25 2 15 0 21 73 7:30 - 7:45 10 38 2 13 0 14
7:45 - 8:00 5 33 1 24 0 27 90 7:45 - 8:00 8 36 4 27 0 35
8:00 - 8:15 3 32 1 20 1 27 84 8:00 - 8:15 6 38 2 40 1 40
8:15 - 8:30 2 30 1 19 0 33 85 8:15 - 8:30 6 34 5 28 1 11
8:30 - 8:45 2 38 1 20 1 17 79 8:30 - 8:45 9 46 5 25 0 23
8:45 - 9:00 6 24 1 21 0 33 85 8:45 - 9:00 9 35 0 20 0 24
Total 41 232 26 147 6 200 Total 66 273 28 180 2 200

Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups Drop Offs Pick Ups
Time Time
4:00 - 4:15 27 4 20 15 2 9 77 4:00 - 4:15 25 4 10 8 0 5
4:15 - 4:30 29 5 5 20 1 6 66 4:15 - 4:30 26 5 10 6 0 4
4:30 - 4:45 36 13 5 16 4 6 80 4:30 - 4:45 27 10 18 20 0 12
4:45 - 5:00 28 12 12 6 1 8 67 4:45 - 5:00 27 8 21 10 0 7
5:00 - 5:15 26 9 14 15 2 14 80 5:00 - 5:15 21 5 6 10 0 8
5:15 - 5:30 31 8 14 8 1 7 69 5:15 - 5:30 26 14 8 4 0 7
5:30 - 5:45 23 9 7 6 0 8 53 5:30 - 5:45 34 6 13 7 0 5
5:45 - 6:00 24 9 7 9 0 6 55 5:45 - 6:00 25 9 8 10 0 12
6:00 - 6:15 22 10 10 5 1 4 52 6:00 - 6:15 22 10 8 23 0 10
6:15 - 6:30 24 8 8 3 0 3 46 6:15 - 6:30 27 5 9 4 0 7
Total 214 78 77 68 9 56 Total 209 67 91 88 0 68

Location E

Location C Location DLocation D Location E
January 26, 2011 PM

Location E

Location C Location D

Location C

Chicago Union Station Study
Taxi Stand Data Collection 

January 26, 2011 AM
Location E

January 27, 2011 AM

January 27, 2011 PM

Location C Location D

 

Chicago Union Station Study
Private Buses Data Collection 

Key
Location A: S. Clinton Between W. Adams and W. Jackson
Location B: S. Canal between W. Adams and W. Jackson

Time Time
7:00 - 7:15 7:00 - 7:15 7 11
7:15 - 7:30 7:15 - 7:30 7 8
7:30 - 7:45 7:30 - 7:45 10 8
7:45 - 8:00 7:45 - 8:00 9 7
8:00 - 8:15 8:00 - 8:15 9 6
8:15 - 8:30 8:15 - 8:30 8 11
8:30 - 8:45 8:30 - 8:45 4 6
8:45 - 9:00 8:45 - 9:00 9 11
Total Total 63 68

Time Time
4:00 - 4:15 4:00 - 4:15 9 2
4:15 - 4:30 4:15 - 4:30 6 4
4:30 - 4:45 4:30 - 4:45 12 1
4:45 - 5:00 4:45 - 5:00 11 3
5:00 - 5:15 5:00 - 5:15 10 3
5:15 - 5:30 5:15 - 5:30 15 3
5:30 - 5:45 5:30 - 5:45 12 2
5:45 - 6:00 5:45 - 6:00 10 1
6:00 - 6:15 6:00 - 6:15 15 4
6:15 - 6:30 6:15 - 6:30 7 2
Total Total 107 25

# of Shuttles # of Shuttles

# of Shuttles# of Shuttles

7070
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9
7
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9
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Appendix A3. Inter‐city Bus Schedules 
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Van Galder Schedule

Madison to Chicago Chicago to Madison
5:50 AM 10:30 AM
9:30 AM 12:35 PM
11:00 AM 2:00 PM
12:30 PM 5:00 PM
1:45 PM 6:00 PM
3:30 PM 7:00 PM
5:15 PM 8:30 PM
6:45 PM 10:15 PM
8:30 PM

*All buses are through routes
**Van Galder buses pick up and drop off at Jackson and Canal (on Canal St, North of Jackson)
*** During data collection it was observed Van Galder buses would stay at Union station for up to 30-40mins at a time.

 

 

LEX Schedule

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Friday
Departing 
from CUS Route

Departing 
from CUS Route

Departing 
from CUS Route

Departing 
from CUS Route

3:55am Champaign 3:55am Champaign 3:55am Champaign 3:55am Champaign
9:00am Bloomington 6:30am Champaign 6:30am Champaign 7:10am Champaign
9:30am Champaign 9:00am Bloomington 9:00am Bloomington 9:00am Bloomington
12:30pm Champaign 9:30am Champaign 9:30am Champaign 9:45am Champaign
12:55pm Bloomington 12:30pm Champaign 12:30pm Champaign 12:30pm Champaign
3:30pm Bloomington/Champai12:55pm Bloomington 12:55pm Bloomington 3:30pm Bloomington/Champaign
6:30pm Bloomington 3:30pm Bloomington/Champai3:30pm Bloomington/Champai6:00pm Champaign
6:40pm Champaign 6:30pm Bloomington 6:30pm Bloomington 6:20pm Bloomington
9:30pm Bloomington 6:40pm Champaign 6:40pm Champaign 6:15pm Champaign
10:10pm Champaign 9:30pm Bloomington 9:30pm Bloomington 8:00pm Champaign
12:00am Champaign 10:10pm Champaign 10:10pm Champaign 8:35pm Bloomington

12:00am Champaign 12:00am Champaign 9:30pm Bloomington
10:10pm Champaign
10:20pm Champaign
12:00am Champaign

Summary:

Mon-Wed Friday
AM Peak (6:30-9:00) 2 2
PM Peak (4:00-6:30) 1 3

* All buses arrive at CUS 5mins before departing to allow for both drop off and pick up. (Phone conversation with LEX)
** All buses pass through CUS and do not begin or terminate at CUS (phone conversation with LEX)

Departing/Arriving
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Megabus 
Schedule      

       
 Departing From CUS  Arriving At CUS  
 Mon-Wed Friday  Mon-Wed Friday  

Ann Arbor (Detroit) 

8:30 AM 8:30 AM   12:40 PM 11:10 AM  
  10:30 AM    12:40 PM  

4:45 PM 2:00 PM  8:40 PM 8:40 PM  
  10:25 PM     11:10 PM  

Champaign 
11:30 AM 11:30 AM   9:00 AM 9:00 AM  
10:15 PM 10:15 PM   7:45 PM 7:45 PM  

Cincinnati 
(Indianapolis) 

7:00 AM 7:00 AM     6:20 AM  
11:00 AM 11:00 AM  2:00 PM 2:00 PM  
3:30 PM 3:30 PM  7:15 PM 7:15 PM  

  10:00 PM   11:15 PM 11:15 PM  

Cleveland 
8:15 AM 8:15 AM   1:45 PM 6:15 AM  
4:15 PM 4:15 PM    1:45 PM  

  11:30 PM   11:00 PM 11:00 PM  
Columbia (Kansas 

City) 8:45 AM 8:45 AM   9:40 PM 9:40 PM  

Columbus 
9:00 AM 9:00 AM   4:30 PM 6:20 AM  

  10:00 PM     4:30 PM  

Des Moines 
9:30 AM 9:30 AM   2:00 PM 2:00 PM  
5:00 PM 5:00 PM   11:00 PM 11:00 PM  

Detroit 

8:30 AM 8:30 AM     11:10 AM  
  10:30 AM  12:40 PM 12:40 PM  
  2:00 PM  8:40 PM    

4:45 PM 4:45 PM     11:10 PM  

Indianapolis 

7:00 AM 7:00 AM     6:20 AM  
9:00 AM 9:00 AM  12:00 PM 12:00 PM  
11:00 AM 11:00 AM  2:00 PM 2:00 PM  
1:30 PM 1:30 PM  4:30 PM 4:30 PM  
3:30 PM 3:30 PM  7:15 PM 7:15 PM  
6:00 PM 6:00 PM  9:15 PM 9:15 PM  

      
  10:00 PM   11:15 PM 11:15 PM  

Iowa City (Des 
Moines) 

9:30 AM 9:30 AM   2:00 PM 2:00 PM  
5:00 PM 5:00 PM   11:00 PM 11:00 PM  

Kansas City 
8:45 AM 8:45 AM   6:50 AM 6:50 AM  
11:55 PM 11:55 PM   9:40 PM 9:40 PM  

Madison (Minneapolis) 
12:00 PM 2:30 PM   6:30 AM 6:30 AM  
10:30 PM 1:00 AM   7:30 PM 7:30 PM  

Memphis 
11:30 AM 11:30 AM   9:00 AM 9:00 AM  
10:15 PM 10:15 PM   7:45 PM 7:45 PM  

Milwaukee 
(Minneapolis) 

6:30 AM 6:30 AM   3:00 PM 3:00 PM  
3:00 PM 3:00 PM   1:15 AM 1:15 AM  
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Minneapolis 

6:30 AM 6:30 AM   6:30 AM 6:30 AM  
12:00 PM 12:00 PM  3:00 PM 3:00 PM  
3:00 PM 3:00 PM  7:30 PM 7:30 PM  
10:30 PM 10:30 PM   1:15 AM 1:15 AM  

Normal (St. Louis) 4:30 PM 4:30 PM   2:10 PM 2:10 PM  

St. Louis 
8:45 AM 8:45 AM   6:50 AM 6:50 AM  
4:30 PM 4:30 PM  2:10 PM 2:10 PM  
11:55 PM 11:55 PM   9:40 PM 9:40 PM  

Toledo (Cleveland) 
8:15 AM 8:15 AM   1:45 PM 6:15 AM  
4:15 PM 4:15 PM  11:00 PM 1:45 PM  

  11:30 PM     11:00 PM  
       
       
Summary:       
   Departing From CUS   Arriving At CUS 
    Mon-Wed Friday   Mon-Wed Friday 
AM Peak (6:30-9:00)   7 7   5 5 
PM Peak (4:00-6:30)   5 5   2 2 
       
AM Peak Hour (8-9 
am)  6 6  2 2
PM Peak Hour (8-9 
am)  2 2  0 0
       
       

*Megabuses pick up and drop off on Canal St., facing northbound, 
between Jackson and Van Buren. 
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Appendix C 

Medium Term Ideas 
• Widen Tracks 6/8 and 10/12 platforms 

• Convert mail platform – Phase 1 

• Space planning concepts 

• Canal St. viaducts concepts 
o Adams-Jackson block island, plan and section 
o Union Station area plan (assuming Canal operates southbound) 

 
 
Note: 
The Double Lane Concept exhibit for the Canal Street Island is a concept drawing only and will 
require further detailed analysis.   
 
Note: 
Due to the limited budget virtually no survey was performed specifically for this study. Rather, 
surveys, as-built drawings, and construction drawings were requested from owners and others. 
The primary grid for all of the project's work was created for the Central Area Survey 
(provided by CDOT). It establishes the street right-of way grid. All other surveys and drawings 
have been referenced to that. 
 
The following sources are acknowledged, with great appreciation: 
 

• CDOT (and its consultant – AECOM, and other City Departments, including the 
Departments of Planning, Water Management, and Buildings) 

• Amtrak (and its contractor and consultants - Jones Lang LaSalle, Jacobs Engineering, 
Goettsch Partners, and Legion America)  

• Chicago Transit Authority 

• Metra (and its consultant Parsons Brinckerhoff)  

• U.S. Postal Service  

• Fifield Companies (and its consultants Pappageorge/Haymes  and Chicago Guarantee 
Survey) 

• Metropolitan Planning Council 

• Skidmore Owings and Merrill 
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Passenger flows in PM Rush (peak half hour)
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Union Station Concourse
Passenger flows in PM Rush 
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Appendix D 

Long Term/Visionary Ideas 
 New 300 Block Station 

o Convert mail platform – Phase 2 
o Widen all platforms 
o Space planning concepts 
o Fourth North lead track 

 New 200 Block Station 
o Space planning concepts 

 Canal/Clinton Subway 
o Clinton Subway Profile 
o Clinton Subway Plan View (north-south segment) 
o Canal Subway Profile 
o Canal Subway Plan View (north-south segment) 
o Clinton & Canal subway plan view (east-west segment) 
o Constructability Analysis 
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Hatch Mott MacDonald 
4301 Hacienda Drive (Suite 300)  Pleasanton CA 94588  T •925-469-8010 •  F 925-469-8011 
www.hatchmott.com 

To David Phillips, TranSystems 

From Derek Penrice 

Date November 18, 2011 

Project # 268208 

Page 1 of 197 

CC Mike Vitale 

Subject Chicago Union Station Master Plan Project
 
1. Introduction 

 

This Memo provides technical discussion related to the provision of capacity expansion at the 

existing Union Station in Chicago. Opinions of probable construction methods and 

construction costs for two underground construction options, on Canal Street and Clinton 

Street Respectively are provided.  All assumptions made relative to the extent of the 

construction methods and used in the calculation of the construction costs are presented 

herein. 

Based on the assumptions, the calculated costs for excavating the tunnels, constructing the 
tunnel linings and provided associated ventilation facilities and tunnel operating systems are 
estimated to be as follows: 
 

 Canal Street ‐ $823‐million 

 Clinton Street ‐ $841‐million 

 

These figures exclude contingency, soft costs and other elements of construction as described 

in Section 4. 

 

2. Existing Conditions  

General assumptions used in the development of approximate construction cost estimates for 
the underground construction options on Canal Street and Clinton Street are as follows: 
 
a. Ground Conditions 

Existing soil and groundwater conditions are as presented in the West Loop Transportation 
Center Corridor Right of Way Proofing Exercise, prepared on behalf of TranSystems 
Corporation by Arup in December of 2004. 
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As measured from the surface, the site geology is generally expected to comprise of the 
following: 
 

 Fill: 0‐10 feet depth 

 Clay, soft to medium: 10‐50 feet 

 Clay, hard: 50‐100 feet 

 Hardpan/limestone bedrock: 100 feet plus 

The Arup report states that groundwater can be expected to be encountered at depths of 5 to 
15 feet below ground surface, though the report goes on to state that groundwater was found 
within the fill in almost all borings, suggesting groundwater is generally at the shallower end 
of the range indicated.  Correspondingly for the purposes of this study, groundwater is 
assumed to be 5 feet below ground surface. 
 
b. Existing Infrastructure 

From north to south, both the Canal Street and Clinton Street alignments pass under or 
adjacent to the following infrastructure, which must be protected in place during 
construction: 
 

 The proposed alignment will pass under a structured parking deck between Union 

Street and Desplaines Street, and the Desplaines Street bridge/overpass. This may 

necessitate grade lowering, or the use of low headroom equipment to install the 

required support of excavation. The actual tunnel is proposed to start by entering a 

portal on the east ROW line of Desplaines Street. 

 High rise rental apartment buildings have been constructed in the block bounded by 

West Kinzie Street to the north, Clinton Street to the east, Metra tracks to the south, 

and Jefferson Street to the west on both sides of the proposed passenger rail below 

grade alignment under a park and Jefferson Street. The towers were developed to 

accommodate the future guideway construction. 

 The alignment passes directly under the Metra‐owned three track surface passenger 

rail route (the north leads to Union Station). 

 The alignment passes directly underneath the Fulton Station Condominiums, a 

recently constructed residential development comprising a series of 3, 5 and 7 story 

structures, all of which are supported on shallow foundations. The condominiums are 

bounded by Clinton Street to the east, the Metra tracks to the north and Fulton Street 

to the south.  
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 The proposed tunnel crosses the existing CTA Blue Line subway tunnel, which crosses 

Clinton Street at Fulton Street, at a 45˚skew. The proposed alignment will pass over 

the top of the subway tunnel. The Blue Line will require instrumentation/monitoring 

during construction.  

 The alignment passes under the northeast corner of Clinton Lofts, a 5 story residential 

development located at the intersection of Clinton Street and Fulton Street. This 

building is estimated to be over 100 years old and is assumed to be supported on 

shallow foundations.  

 The existing former C&NW railroad powerhouse is located on a site next to the Ogilvie 

Transportation Center track on a site east of Clinton Street, south of Milwaukee 

Avenue and north of Lake Street. The structure was built about 1910 and includes a 

chimney of approximately 10‐12 stories in height. The condition of the chimney is 

unknown, but it is assumed that this structure is vulnerable to tunneling induced 

settlement. While abandoned for a number of years the site was recently redeveloped 

as a restaurant/bar, and includes a small amount of office space. 

 At Lake Street, the alignment crosses under the CTA Green Line Clinton Street ‘L’ 

station. The station span of Clinton Street is supported on caissons which extend to 

the hardpan layer, consistent with standard City practice.  

 The alignment passes under the Old Post Office Building, a historic structure 

supported upon caisson foundations. The building is currently unused, but has been 

purchased by a developer. Based upon the original alignments indicated in the March 

2007 West Loop Transportation Center Conceptual Design Plans, several of the 

caissons appear to be in direct conflict with the track alignment. To mitigate this 

impact, some reframing of the superstructure, underpinning and installation of new 

foundations will likely be required to transfer load from the caissons, to permit 

removal during tunneling. 

 The alignment also passes under the New Post Office Building.  This structure is 

similarly supported on a series of columns aligned with the Union Station Platform 

locations which are in turn supported on caisson foundations. Again based on the 

March 2007 alignments, some of the caissons conflict with the tunnel construction. 

Per the Old Post Office a combination of reframing, underpinning and new 

foundations will be necessary to accommodate the tunnel construction. 

In addition the Canal Street alignment impacts the following infrastructure: 
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 The alignment crosses the trainshed/platform area of the Ogilvie Transportation 

Center at a skew angle.  The trainshed/platform area comprises a column supported 

elevated deck supported on columns and shallow footings.  

 The alignment passes under the existing Union Station tracks (both north and south of 

the Station concourse. The trainshed area appears to be supported on a mat 

foundation. The trainshed will be partially demolished to support the Canal Street 

Station construction. The platforms/track and structure will be reinstated at the 

conclusion of the new Guideway and station construction. 

The Clinton Street alignment has conflicts with the following infrastructure located 
immediately south of the Clinton Street Station. 
 

 The southwest corner of the historic Great Hall building of the existing Union Station. 

 The Amtrak parking garage located between Clinton and Canal Streets. However, the 

garage is proposed for demolition. 

 The northeast corner of an approximately 15 story office building, located south of 

Van Buren Street immediately south of the parking structure. 

These impacts are primarily a result of the Guideway widening to a four track alignment. It 
may be possible to revise the alignment such that some of the structure impacts can be 
avoided, in particular to the Great Hall, a historic structure of considerable importance. 
 
The Arup Report indicates that for ease of construction, much of the existing infrastructure, 
particularly at the north of the alignment should be demolished. We would concur with that 
sentiment. However, understanding that there are also community issues to be taken into 
consideration, for the purposes of this study it is assumed that the identified infrastructure 
must remain, and be protected in place during tunnel construction. However, based upon the 
proposed rail profile, the difficulty of tunneling under the Fulton Station Condominiums at 
shallow depth cannot be understated. 
 
c. Ventilation/Fire Life safety 

The tunnels will be ventilated in a push‐pull method. Ventilation plant will be provided at each 
end of the underground station at concourse level, and near each portal. These fixed 
ventilation facilities can be supplemented by jet fans as necessary, located within sections of 
cut and cover or stacked drift tunnel. 
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Emergency egress requirements will comply with NFPA 130. For the most part the tunnels and 
cross passages will comprise of two separate bores, or cells in cut and cover areas. 
Correspondingly emergency egress will be provided by means of cross passages located at a 
maximum of 800 feet on center.  
 
3. Proposed Construction Methods  

The underground sections of the Canal Street and Clinton Street Options each have an overall 
length of approximately 8,125 feet. As a result of the site and alignment constraints a number 
of different construction methods will be necessary to complete the Guideway. For the 
purposes of the study it is assumed that the following construction methods will be required: 
 
a. U‐Wall: 
 
U‐wall structures will be used to transition the rail profile from grade to a point where the 
structure can be fully buried. U‐Wall concepts and their corresponding construction cost 
estimates shall be developed by TranSystems. 
 
b. Cut and Cover Construction:  
 
Cut and cover structures will be used in areas where the track profile is relatively shallow, in 
areas of complex track geometry, and for excavation of the Canal and Clinton Street Stations, 
the cross sectional openings for which are too large to be safely mined in the prevailing 
ground conditions at the profile depth indicated.  
 
For the station and transition structures to either side, the sequence of construction will be 
complex. For the purposes of the study the following sequence of construction is assumed. 
This sequence has been developed relative to station concepts depicted for the Canal Street 
Station in exhibits EXI1‐EXI6. 
 

 Close Eastern side of Canal Street to surface traffic 

 Take CUS north and south tracks 1, 2, 3, and 4 out of service, install safety barrier in 

trainshed at platform edge.  

 Partially remove deck/surface local to east slurry wall location.  

 Install east slurry wall. Soldier piles to project above trench to street level 

 Shift traffic to east side of street (above tracks 1& 2 & west) 

 Install west slurry wall 

 Install temporary surface traffic decking, restore surface traffic pattern 

 Sequentially excavate &install internal bracing to excavation invert 
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 Place invert waterproofing and cast permanent base slab 

 Place partial internal walls (or use precast/other finishes to disguise slurry wall), 

columns, concourse slab and roof slab 

 Reinstall CUS tracks 

c. Stacked Drift Construction:  
 
Stacked drift construction is a process of mining whereby a series of small adits are excavated 
in sequence to form a structural perimeter. The core of the arch can be subsequently 
excavated in safety to allow the construction of the permanent structure. This process is not 
often used due to its associated slow progress rates and correspondingly high costs. However, 
it is useful in areas where control of ground movements is essential. A representation of the 
stacked drift concept is included as Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1: Stacked Drift Option 
 
 
 

 
 

The construction sequence for the stacked drift tunnel will be as follows: 
 

1. 

2. 

3. 4. 

5. 
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1. Perform permeation grouting, or other appropriate ground improvement methods, to 

stabilize fill and loose materials  

2. Excavate left and right Adit 1 simultaneously from both ends. Once excavation is 

complete, concrete Adit 1. 

3. Repeat for Adit 2 

4. Excavate Adit 3. In conjunction with Adit 3 excavation and initial support, turn and 

excavate Cross Adits 4. Concrete cross adits as they are completed  

5. Concrete 3.  

6. Excavate core, including any part of Cross Adit 4. 

7. Construct permanent structure. 

As indicated this method of construction has been used infrequently. However there is 
precedent for its use. Specific examples of this type of construction include the Rio Pedrio 
Station, constructed as part of the Tren Urbano Project in Puerto Rico, and the Central 
Artery/Tunnel Project in Boston, where stacked drift methods were employed to underpin the 
existing Red Line subway tunnels prior to construction of the highway tunnels. This method of 
construction was also originally proposed for the Downtown Extension Project, part of the 
Transbay Transit Center Program in San Francisco. The construction process is indicated in 
Figures 2 and 3 below. 
 
Figure 2: Excavation of Individual Drift 
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Figure 3: Excavation of Central Core 
 

 
 

d. Sequential Excavation Methods (SEM):  
 
Where greater ground cover exists between the surface and the crown of the tunnel, SEM will 
be adopted. It is assumed that each track will be maintained in a separate bore, to help 
minimize construction risk from ground movements. The full tunnel cross section will be 
excavated in a series of smaller adits for the tunnel crown, bench and invert. Additional 
ground support measures – pipe canopy, grouting, dewatering will also be required. A 
representation of the two track SEM configuration is presented in Figure 4.  
 
Figure 4: Twin Cell SEM Option 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Structure 
clearance 
profile 

Vehicle 
dynamic 
envelope 

Pipe canopy 
over crown of 
excavation 

Track 
centerline 

Cast-in-place 
concrete final 
lining 

Waterproofing 
membrane 

Initial 
shotcrete 
lining 

Track separation varies 



MEMO 
 

Page 9 
 
 

 

4301 Hacienda Drive, Suite 300 Pleasanton CA 94588  T •925-469-8010 •  F 925-469-8011 
www.hatchmott.com 
 
 

Variations on the tunnel configuration indicated in the figure are achievable. The ‘pillar’ 

between the two bores can be reduced to zero, such that both bores would have a common 

dividing wall. This may be achievable but would necessitate more detailed analysis to confirm. 

Where the two single cell option may not be achievable, due to alignment constraints 

produced by existing building columns etc, then the configuration could be adjusted as 

necessary to a single bore section with both tracks located in a single opening . 

 

e. Construction Methods ‐ Canal Street Option 

Based upon a review of the existing conditions, and the infrastructure on and adjacent to the 
alignment, a number of different construction methods are proposed for the construction of 
the Canal Street option, at least for cost estimating purposes. As the design continues, there 
may be opportunities to optimize the number of technologies proposed. The extent of each of 
the construction methods is presented in the Table below.  Additional 
requirements/assumptions relative to the use of each of these construction methods are also 
provided. 
 

Canal Street Option 
Approximate 
Stationing 

Construction 
Method 

Additional Requirements/Assumptions 

54+90 – 59+00  U‐wall 
Construction within operating rail environment. 
Will require closure of tracks on the u‐wall alignment and 
temporarily of tracks adjacent to the alignment. 

59+00 – 62+50  Cut and cover 

Transition from U‐wall to SEM construction. 
Structure will widen from a basic two track U‐wall configuration to 
accommodate the required bore separation of the SEM tunnels. 
A vent plant will be located over the cut and cover transition. 
The transition to SEM is assumed to be located immediately south 
of Polk street to minimize traffic/utility impacts. 

62+50 – 78+50  SEM 

SEM construction is proposed for tunneling under the existing and 
former Post Office facilities. A two track alignment is assumed, 
with each track in a single bore. This configuration shall be 
maintained until the alignment emerges into Canal Street. 

78+50 – 82+00  Cut and cover 

Transition from 2‐track SEM tunnel to 4‐track, 2‐platform station 
similar to that indicated at the north of the station. 
Accommodate transition to 2‐tracks within Canal Street to 
minimize SEM tunneling risk. 

82+00 – 97+00 
Canal Street 

Station  

4‐track, 2‐platform station box.
Station comprises a concourse level and platform level. 
Ventilation structures and other ancillary spaces will be provided 
at concourse level, either within the station or over the cut and 



MEMO 
 

Page 10 
 
 

 

4301 Hacienda Drive, Suite 300 Pleasanton CA 94588  T •925-469-8010 •  F 925-469-8011 
www.hatchmott.com 
 
 

Canal Street Option 
Approximate 
Stationing 

Construction 
Method 

Additional Requirements/Assumptions 

cover transition structures. A separate ventilation plant will be 
provided at each end of the station. 

97+00 – 100+50  Cut and cover 

Transition from 2‐track SEM tunnel to 4‐track, 2‐platform station.
Station comprises a concourse level and a platform level. 
Transition to 2‐track tunneling within Canal Street to minimize 
surface impacts – traffic and utilities. 

100+50 – 
116+70 

SEM 

SEM construction is proposed for tunneling under the existing 
Ogilvie Transportation Center to a limit at the south of Fulton 
Street. A two track alignment is assumed, with each track in a 
single bore. 

116+70 ‐ 
118+50 

Cut and cover 

This structure will be used both as a construction shaft, and to 
enable a transition between the SEM and stacked drift 
construction methods to be made. 
The excavation will be decked over to maintain surface traffic. 
Construction will be directly over the existing Blue Line tunnels. 
Structure wider than regular 2‐track tunnel to accommodate SEM 
tunnel bore separation. 

118+50 – 
121+50 

Stacked Drift 

Stacked drift tunnel under Fulton Street Condominiums,
Single bore tunnel with 2 tracks within bore. 
Central dividing wall can be constructed to maintain ventilation 
flows. 

121+50 – 
129+00 

Cut and cover 

2‐track cut and cover.
Existing Metra tracks to be sequentially removed, underpinned 
and replaced, to allow construction under tracks. 
Development on Site A and Site B will accommodate cut and cover 
construction. 
A ventilation/egress structure will be provided at Station 122+00 
approximately. 

129+00 – 
135+25 

U‐Wall 

2 track transition from cut and cover portal to grade. 
Low headroom equipment may be necessary to construct 
excavation support under existing supermarket parking deck 
between Desplanes Street and Union Street 

 
f. Construction Methods – Clinton Street Option 

Between the following limits, the Clinton Street Option will be per the Canal Street Option: 
 

 Station 54+00 and Station 77+00 (face of the Old Post Office Building)  

 Station 118+50 at Fulton Street and Station 135+25 
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Between Station77+00 and Station 113+75, all construction will be by cut and cover methods 
to accommodate the proposed track and platform configuration. The two track leads split 
horizontally to provide a four track alignment. Once this is fully developed, the inner two 
tracks drop to accommodate a stacked platform arrangement. The extent of the various 
construction methods required for the Clinton Street Option is as follows: 
 

 Clinton Street Option 
Approximate 
Stationing 

Construction 
Method 

Additional Requirements/Assumptions 

54+00 – 59+00  U‐wall 
Construction within operating rail environment.  
Will require closure of tracks on the u‐wall alignment and 
temporarily of tracks adjacent to the alignment. 

59+00 – 62+50  Cut and cover 

Transition from U‐wall to SEM construction.  
Structure will widen from a basic two track U‐wall configuration to 
accommodate the required bore separation of the SEM tunnels.  
A vent plant will be located over the cut and cover transition.  
The transition to SEM is assumed to be located immediately south 
of Polk street to minimize traffic/utility impacts. 

62+50 – 77+00  SEM 

SEM construction is proposed for tunneling under the existing and 
former Post Office facilities. A two track alignment is assumed, 
with each track in a single bore. This configuration shall be 
maintained until the alignment emerges into Canal Street. 

77+00 ‐87+00  Cut and cover 

The cut and cover structure will transition from 2‐tracked SEM to a 
four track vertically stacked (2+2 tracks) configuration in the 
following steps: 

 Turnouts transition the 2 tracks to a four track alignment. 

 Once the four track alignment is developed, the center tracks 
drop at maximum gradient to provide vertical separation. 

 One full vertical clearance/separation is achieved, the lower 
tracks move under the upper tracks to align with the station 
platforms. 

87+00‐102+00 
Clinton Street 

Station 

2‐track, 1‐platform wide station box. Platforms on 3 levels for 
commuter rail and CTA Red Line. 
Station comprises a concourse level and three platform levels. 
Ventilation structures and other ancillary spaces will be provided 
at concourse level, either within the station or over the cut and 
cover transition structures. A separate ventilation plant will be 
provided at each end of the station. 
Station and cut and cover construction to each side will include 
stubs for future CTA Red Line connections, which can be 
constructed with minimal impact to the ongoing station operation. 

102+00‐113+75  Cut and cover 
The track configuration transitions to the 2 track stacked drift in 
the opposite sequence as that described for the cut and cover 
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 Clinton Street Option 
Approximate 
Stationing 

Construction 
Method 

Additional Requirements/Assumptions 

section between Station 75+00 and 87+00. 
In addition the cut and cover section will include provision for a 
future CTA Red Line connection.  
Excavation will be as deep as for the Clinton Street station & the 
amount of structure required will be similar (approximately). 

113+75 – 
116+70 

SEM 

SEM construction is proposed for tunneling under the Clinton 
Lofts. A two track alignment is assumed, with each track in a single 
bore. 
At station 113+75 sufficient vertical separation can be maintained 
between the rail tunnel and the future CTA Red Line tunnels to 
allow the latter to be safely mined. 

116+70 ‐ 
118+50 

Cut and cover 

This structure will be used both as a construction shaft, and to 
enable a transition between the SEM and stacked drift 
construction methods to be made. 
The excavation will be decked over to maintain surface traffic. 
Construction will be directly over the existing Blue Line tunnels. 
Structure wider than regular 2‐track tunnel to accommodate SEM 
tunnel bore separation. 

118+50 – 
121+50 

Stacked Drift 

Stacked drift tunnel under Fulton Street Condominiums, 
Single bore tunnel with 2 tracks within bore.  
Central dividing wall can be constructed to maintain ventilation 
flows. 

121+50 – 
129+00 

Cut and cover 

A 2‐track cut and cover structure.
Existing Metra tracks to be sequentially removed, underpinned 
and replaced, to allow construction under tracks. 
Development on Site A and Site B will accommodate cut and cover 
construction.  
A ventilation/egress structure will be provided at Station 122+00 
approximately. 

129+00 – 
135+25 

U‐Wall 

2 track transition from cut and cover portal to grade. 
Low headroom equipment may be necessary to construct 
excavation support under existing supermarket parking deck 
between Desplanes Street and Union Street 
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4. Construction Cost Estimate Basis 
 

a. Assumptions 

 

The cost estimate assumes the following:  

 Prices and rates provided are in $2011. 

 Rates are assumed to be inclusive of Contractors other indirect costs, overhead and 

profit. 

 It is assumed that appropriately sized construction staging areas can be made 

available for the Tunnel Contractor, and that the City will not enforce unusually 

restrictive conditions upon the Contractors means, methods, and hours of operation. 

b. Inclusions 

The construction costs developed for the cut and cover and mined tunnels are inclusive of the 
following: 
 

 Contractor mobilization, capped at 5% of the General Construction Cost figure 

 Excavation support wall, bracing, temporary traffic decking, excavation and backfill for 

cut and cover structures 

 Excavation and initial ground support for mined tunnels 

 Waterproofing system 

 Final cast‐in‐place reinforced concrete lining for all structures 

c. Allowances 

Allowances have been made for items which will likely be required, but which cannot be 
accurately quantified at this stage in the project development. Allowances are based upon 
projects currently in design and construction, based upon relative percentages of the total 
construction cost for these projects.  Allowances have been provided for the following items: 
 

 Ventilation Structures and equipment 

 Preconstruction surveys 

 Instrumentation and monitoring 

 Ground Improvement: Dewatering, permeation/consolidation grouting 

 Contaminated soil removal and disposal 
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 Underpinning  or  other  protection  of  adjacent  and  overlying  buildings,  including 

reframing  of  building  superstructures  and  addition  of  new  columns/foundation 

elements. 

 Reconfiguration  of  existing  building  basements  to  provide  access  to  Canal  Street 

Station  

 Remedial cosmetic repairs to buildings 

 Tunnel operating systems including lighting, blue light station, standpipe etc 

 Tunnel and station finishes and fit out (architectural finishes, escalators, elevators etc) 

d. Exclusions 

The estimate does not include the following items: 
 

 Utility relocation, replacement or support work 

 Street restoration – paving curbs etc. 

 Track and rail 

 Rail systems including overhead contact system, train control and communications 

 Costs associated with Metra/Amtrak track outages, or force account work 

 Soft  costs  such  as  Owner’s  administration  and  engineering  staff,  Financing  costs, 

professional  services  (final  design,  construction  management,  etc),  cost  of  legal, 

permits and interagency review,  

 Financing costs 

 Escalation 

 

e. Unit Prices  

Unit rates provided for major quantity items for the tunnel construction have been derived 
from a database of unit prices for recent, similar projects in the US maintained by Hatch Mott 
MacDonald. The estimates used to generate the comparison include figures from contractors 
bid tabs, construction cost estimates prepared by contracting firms, and Engineers Estimates 
for projects currently in design.  
 

f. Contingency 

Contingency has not been applied to the estimate to account for unanticipated costs, arising 
from uncertainties in the project scope, refinements in the design as it progresses through the 
DD, FD and Construction Documents phases of the project, unexpected material or labor cost 
increases, the bidding climate or level of competition at the time of bid, and to account for the 
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potential for change orders and claims during construction. It is recommended at this stage in 
planning that a contingency of at least 35% be adopted. 
 

5. Cost Estimates  

More detailed construction cost estimates for the Canal Street and Clinton Street Options are 
included as Appendix A and Appendix B respectively. The construction cost totals for the 
options are as follows: 
 

 Canal Street ‐ $823‐million 

 Clinton Street ‐ $841‐million 

While the geometry at and around the central station areas is significantly different, the cost 
differential is minor. While this may appear unusual, it can be explained as follows:  
Of the 8,125 foot alignment, between Station 54+00 and 77+00 and between 113+75 and 
Station 135+25, or over a length of 4,450 feet the construction methods and costs are 
identical. 
 
The Station box at 1,500 feet long itself comprises a significant portion of the remaining 
alignment. The price per foot and overall price of the two station concepts is similar. While 
the Clinton Street Station requires a very deep excavation to accommodate the concourse and 
platform levels, the Canal Street Station is 33% wider, and almost as deep as the Clinton Street 
Station based upon the track profiles developed. Correspondingly the costs of construction 
are similar. The costs of fitting out the Clinton Street Station are increased due to the 
increased number of levels, additional requirements for escalators, elevators, ventilation, 
finishes etc. 
 
Of the remaining alignment there is little difference in unit price of the construction methods. 
For Canal Street SEM is required to pass under the Ogilvie Trainshed. For Clinton Street cut 
and cover construction is necessary to accommodate the changing track and structure 
geometry. The costs for each method are similar. The SEM excavation is expensive, to account 
for anticipated slow production rates, and the high level of risk associated with this 
construction – at relatively shallow depth under sensitive and important infrastructure.  
 
It is expected that the cost differential between the two concepts will increase when other 
project cost elements, such as utilities, and surface reinstatement are introduced.  
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6. Conclusions/Recommendations 
 

 Based upon the assumed construction methods indicated herein, the construction of 

the physical infrastructure necessary to support rail operations for the Canal Street 

and Clinton Street Station alignments may be in excess of $800‐million, with the Canal 

Street Option priced at $823‐million and the Clinton Street Option priced slightly 

higher at $841‐million. 

 A significant proportion of each of the estimates is made up of allowances. Many 

allowances are based upon similar level of effort for similar projects. However, the 

extent of the scope and work required within other allowances such as requirements 

for building protection and reconfiguration cannot be easily identified and quantified 

at this time. Correspondingly such allowances are considered as ‘placeholders’, and 

have been assigned a value which feels appropriate based upon the type of adjacent 

construction, the extent of the conflict, and the nature and significance of the existing 

facility.  

 As the study is progressed, it is recommended that the track alignment be refined 

such that impacts upon existing infrastructure can be minimized – such as at the Great 

Hall, and the tower block south of the Amtrak parking garage.  Correspondingly 

allowance figures can be reduced. 

 Similarly, one of the major issues for construction contractors in this area will be the 

location of appropriate construction staging and laydown areas. Further consideration 

should be given to the acquisition/demolition of some of the structures noted as 

being at high risk of damage from construction such as the Clinton Lofts. While 

expensive, the costs would be offset by a corresponding reduction in construction 

costs through the ability to alter construction methods, and ultimately by the resale of 

the properties post‐guideway construction. 

 The above figures are exclusive of contingency. It is recommended that a contingency 

of at least 35% be included in the determination of an overall project cost/budget. 

7. References 

The following were used in the development of the construction methods and construction 
cost estimates: 
 

 West Loop Transportation Center Conceptual Design Plans, TranSystems, March 2007 
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 West  Loop  Transportation  Center  Corridor  Right  of Way  (ROW)  Proofing  Exercise, 

Arup, December 2004 

 Exhibits EXI1‐EXI6, Clinton Street Station, TranSystems, November 2010 

 Transbay Transit Center Project, Final Tunnel Alternatives Evaluation Report,  Jacobs 

Associates, July 2006 

8. Limitations 
 
This document has been prepared for the titled project or named part thereof and should not 
be relied upon or used for any other project without an independent check being carried out 
as to its suitability and prior written authority of Hatch Mott MacDonald being obtained.  
Hatch Mott MacDonald accepts no responsibility or liability for the consequence of this 
document being used for a purpose other than the purposes for which it was commissioned.  
Any person using or relying on the document for such other purpose agrees, and will by such 
use or reliance be taken to confirm his agreement to indemnify Hatch Mott MacDonald for all 
loss or damage resulting therefrom. Hatch Mott MacDonald accepts no responsibility or 
liability for this document to any party other than the person by whom it was commissioned. 

To the extent that this report is based on information supplied by other parties, Hatch Mott 
MacDonald accepts no liability for any loss or damage suffered by the client, whether 
contractual or tortious, stemming from any conclusions based on data supplied by parties 
other than Hatch Mott MacDonald and used by Hatch Mott MacDonald in preparing this 
report. 
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I. Introduction  
 
 
TranSystems is under contract with the City of Chicago Department of Transportation (CDOT), 
to develop concepts to increase rail capacity at Chicago Union Station.  The initial alternatives 
under investigation have identified a number of key parcels located near Union Station that may 
be impacted by enhancements to the rail infrastructure.  Some of these sites are improved with 
multitenant office buildings and other commercial structures, while others represent 
underutilized parcels with future development potential. 
 
Goodman Williams Group has been retained as a subcontractor to TranSystems to provide real 
estate market input to the Chicago Union Station Master Plan Study.  This report provides some 
development context as well as specific information on current ownership, recent transactions, 
and other relevant plans involving a number of properties near Union Station, including: 
 

 222 South Riverside Plaza and 444 West Jackson 
 

 300 South Riverside Plaza and the half block immediately west of this office structure 
 

 The Union Station head house 
 

 The block south of the Union Station head house (south of Jackson, between Clinton 
and Canal) 

 
 The Old Post Office and adjacent properties south of Van Buren and West of the 

Chicago River 
 
This report also provides information on recent sales of improved office buildings and 
developable land in the West Loop that can be used to inform future cost estimates and 
financial models for the various short- medium- and long-term transit alternatives presented in 
the TranSystems report.   
 
A number of other cities in the U.S. have created districts around their rail stations and 
established public-private partnerships to construct major transportation terminals, enhance the 
surrounding neighborhoods, leverage the benefits of the transportation improvements, and help 
generate revenue to offset costs.  Brief case studies on such efforts in San Francisco, Denver, 
and Atlanta are included in this report.  This information is intended to foster discussion on how 
best to finance the improvements identified in the Master Plan Study, leverage future 
development, and enhance the area around Chicago’s Union Station. 
 
The following map shows Union Station and the adjacent properties in the West Loop and 
provides some historic context on office market development. 
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II. Development Context 
 
 
Overview of the West Loop Office Market 
 
LaSalle Street is the traditional backbone of the Downtown Chicago office market.  Beginning in 
the 1980s, however, Wacker Drive gained prominence as a business address, and the office 
market continued to grow in a primarily western direction.   

Most real estate firms define the West Loop office submarket as extending from Wells Street on 
the East to the Kennedy Expressway (I-90/94) on the West.  Jones Lang LaSalle’s 3rd Quarter 
2011 office market report stated that the West Loop submarket has a total of 40.9 million square 
feet of multitenant office space, 15.0% of which was vacant (excluding available sublease 
space).  The entire Central Area has an inventory of 136.8 million square feet with a direct 
vacancy rate of 14.1%. 
 
Office Development West of the River 
 
The buildings at 10, 120, and 222 S. Riverside Plaza were built in the 1960s and 70s.  
Development of new office buildings west of the Chicago River gained momentum in the 1980s 
with the construction of 300 S. Riverside Plaza in 1983.  In the ensuing decades, millions of 
square feet of new office space were constructed on the blocks between Canal and Clinton and 
later between Clinton and Jefferson.  (Sites shown in a pink color on Development Context 
map).   
 
As office development moved west, the buildings generally became smaller in size, and were 
less speculative in nature, with a single tenant occupying most or all of the space.  As shown on 
the following table, Table 1, the five buildings constructed after 2000 all are about 500,000 
square feet in size or less. 
 
Residential Development 
 
While most of the recent West Loop development has been office buildings, several significant 
residential buildings have established it as a mixed-use neighborhood.  In 1986, construction 
was completed on Presidential Towers, a four tower apartment complex with 2,346 rental 
apartments located at 555 W Madison.  Walmart Neighborhood Market recently opened a 
27,000 square-foot store on the ground floor of this development. 
 
Metropolitan Place, located at 130 S Canal Street, is a renovation of the former Florsheim Shoe 
Company headquarters.  The project includes 212 condominium units and 22,000 square feet of 
first floor retail space leased to tenants including CVS, Starbucks and Kinko's.  Other new 
construction residential towers have since been built on sites further to the north and west. 



Building Address
Year Built/ 
Renovated Square Feet Stories Occupancy Rate Owners Anchor Tenants

10 S Riverside Plaza 1965/1999 685,000 22 93% Behringer Harvard REIT Meijer;
Zurich North America

120 S Riverside Plaza 1966/1984 692,778 22 91% Behringer Harvard REIT CDW; 
Arnstein & Lehr

222 S Riverside Plaza 1971/2001 1,184,432 35 96% Behringer Harvard REIT Deutsche Bank; Fifth Third 
Bank

444 W Jackson 1970/2001 51,000 2 100% Behringer Harvard REIT Fitness Formula Clubs

300 S Riverside Plaza 1983 1,048,357 23 97% The Mizrachi Group AIG, FDIC

Citigroup Center  
500 W Madison

1987/2005 1,457,470 40 89% GE Asset Management Citicorp; 
Orbitz Worldwide

500 W Monroe 1991 973,099 44 67% Piedmont Office Realty Trust GE Capital

525 W Monroe 1983/2004 904,000 25 84% Tishman Speyer Katten Muchin Rosenman

Congress Center  
525 W Van Buren

2000 522,000 16 93% Grubb & Ellis General Services 
Administration

Quaker Tower  
555 W Monroe

2002 420,000 18 100% Principal Financial Group PepsiCo's Quaker Tropicana 
Gatorade division

USG Building
550 W. Adams

2006 479,000 18 92% SEB Immobilien USG;  Humana

550 W Jackson 2001/2007 405,968 18 98% 601W Companies Newedge USA

Union Tower
550 W Van Buren

2001 332,608 17 83% Principal Financial Group Kaplan University; 
Ticketmaster

Source:  CoStar, October 2011

Table 1: INVENTORY OF SELECTED WEST LOOP OFFICE BUILDINGS
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Future development sites 
 
The Chicago Central Area Action Plan, which was adopted by the Chicago Plan Commission in 
2003, noted: 

“Given the importance of the West Loop rail stations to commuters, and the increasing 
scarcity of available sites in the traditional core (of the Loop), continued westward 
expansion seems likely.”    

The Plan, in fact, promotes office over residential uses on sites west of the River. 
 
The Development Context map shows the sites near Union Station where future office 
developments have been announced.  As can be seen, the yellow sites are located between 
Jefferson and the Kennedy Expressway, extending a block further west from the previous wave 
of office development.  The redevelopment of the Old Post Office, which is likely to include an 
office component, would extend the West Loop to the south. 
 
Table 2 presents information on 8 proposed new office developments in the West Loop 
submarket, both east and west of the River.  These eight buildings represent more than 8.5 
million square feet of space, a significant increase in the Downtown office inventory.   
 
Union Station lies at the geographic center of this next generation of office development.  
Proximity to this major commuter rail station will represent an important advantage as 
developers compete for anchor tenants and financing over the coming years.   
 
Tax Increment Financing Districts 
 
Union Station is located in the Canal Street/Congress Expressway Tax Increment Financing 
District.  This irregularly shaped district that abuts the LaSalle Central and Jefferson/ Roosevelt 
TIF Districts.  TIF funds may be used to support certain aspects of approved redevelopment 
projects. As of December 31, 2010, the balance in the Canal Street/Congress TIF was 
$53,766,168. 
  



Building Developer Stories Square Feet Comments

222 W Randolph John Buck Company 40 800,000 NW corner of Randolph and Wells

301 S  Wacker Trammell Crow Co., InSite Real Estate 34 1,000,000 North of 311 S Wacker building

401 S Wacker Development Resources Inc. 31 885,304 South of 311 S Wacker building

400 W Randolph (150 N Riverside) John O'Donnell and Drew Nieman 54 1,900,000 In process of purchasing property from Reschke

Disucssing plans with the City

444 W  Lake Hines Interests 52 1,100,000 William Blair was to be anchor tenant

601 W Monroe Fifield Companies, CB Richard Ellis Investors 26 470,000 Purchased site in 2007 for $25 Million

740,000 Second office tower proposed on site

625 W Adams Alter Group, White Oak Realty Partners 20 490,000 Old St. Pat's property

645 W Madison MR Properties 34 764,000 Partners with Park One Inc.

24 422,000 Second office tower proposed on site

Source:  Goodman Williams Group

Table 2: PROPOSED OFFICE DEVELOPMENTS IN WEST LOOP SUBMARKET
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III. Key Parcels Related to Union Station Master Plan 
 
The following pages present photos and information on several of the previously identified 
properties located proximate to Union Station.  Some key features of these developments are 
highlighted below: 
 

 222 S Riverside Plaza.  The Union Station concourse is located in the basement of this 
fully-occupied 1.2 million square foot office building.  It is currently owned by a Behringer 
Harvard REIT. 

 
 300 S Riverside Plaza is also a fully-occupied office building constructed on air rights 

over the south tracks of Union Station.  Originally known as Gateway IV, this 1-million-
square-foot building is owned by a private investment group.  In 1980, this development 
was permitted as the first phase of Business Planned Development No. 27.  A second 
phase of the development called for a 47-story office building to be constructed with 1.2 
million square feet of space fronting on Canal on air rights which are still owned by 
Amtrak.  This second phase was never built, and prior approvals have expired. 
 

 Old Post Office.  The Old Post office is a 2.7 million square foot landmark that has been 
vacant for nearly two decades. It is also built on air rights over Union Station’s south 
tracks.  In 2009, it was purchased by International Property Developers for $24 million, 
and redevelopment planning is in process. 
 

 Union Station Headhouse.  The historic Headhouse is owned by Amtrak and managed 
by Jones Lang LaSalle.  In 1991 Amtrak relocated all passenger facilities out of the 
building with the Great Hall remaining available as a waiting room when it is not rented 
out for events.  Since then, several major redevelopment plans for the property have 
been announced, but subsequently abandoned.  In fall 2011, Amtrak completed a 
renovation of two of the eight upper floors, and relocated its Chicago offices into the 
space.  Plans for the remaining six upper floors have not yet been determined, but hotel 
and residential uses are being considered.  Additional retail is planned for The Great Hall 
and street level spaces. 

 
 Amtrak Parking Garage Block.  Facing Jackson on the northern portion of this block, 

the City of Chicago is finalizing plans to build the Union Station Transportation Center.  
This bus station will serve as the terminus for several CTA bus routes, including the 
proposed East-West Bus Rapid Transit that will traverse the Central Area.  On the 
southern portion of the block, Amtrak owns a five-story parking deck.  Ultimately, this 
entire 85,000 square foot block represents a redevelopment site. 
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222 S. Riverside Plaza (Gateway Center III) 
 

Address 222 S. Riverside Plaza 

Year Built/Renovated 1971/2001 

# of Stories 35 

Sq. Footage 1,184,432 

Reported Occupancy Rate 96% 

Owner Behringer Harvard REIT I, Inc. 

Sales History In 2006, Behring Harvard purchased the building from Beacon 
Capital Partners.  Purchase price of $290 million included the 
222 S Riverside Plaza Building and 444 W Jackson, an 
adjacent three-story building that now houses Fitness Formula 
Club.   The purchase price equates to $222 per square foot for 
both buildings. 

Management/Broker Behringer Harvard REIT I, Inc. 

Tenants 85 tenants.  Fifth Third Bank leases 218,135 square feet and 
recently expanded and extended their lease through 2024.  
Other large tenants include Deutsche Bank and Trading 
Technologies International. 
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300 S. Riverside Plaza (Gateway Center IV) 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Address 300 S. Riverside Plaza 

Year Built/Renovated 1983 

# of Stories 23 

Sq. Footage 1,048,357 

Reported Occupancy 
Rate 

97% 

Owner Group of Investors led by Joseph Mizrachi and David Werner 

Sales History In December 2010, the investment group purchased the building from 
Brookfield Office Properties reportedly for $190 million or $180 per square foot. 
 
In 2006, Brookfield Office Properties purchased the building for $135,003,500 
or $129 per square foot.  At the time, the building was only 76% leased. 

Management/Broker Cushman & Wakefield 

Tenants JP Morgan Chase; FDIC; US FDA; US SBA; US Treasury Dept. Counsel; AIG 
Rail Services 
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Old Post Office 
 

Address 433 W Van Buren 

Year Built/Renovated 1921 / 1932 

# of Stories 9 

Sq. Footage 2.7 million 

Owner International Property Developers 

Tenants Vacant 

Recent Sales Purchased in 2009 for $24.8 million 

 
The following redevelopment concept appeared in a July 26, 2011 Chicago Sun-Times article.  
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Union Station Headhouse 
 

Address 210 S. Canal St. 

Year Built/Renovated 1925 / 1991 

# of Stories 8 floors 

Sq. Footage 515,835 

Owner Chicago Union Station Company, a wholly-owned subsidiary 
of Amtrak 

Management/Broker Jones Lang LaSalle 

 
Amtrak recently relocated into two of the upper floors in this facility.  Redevelopment plans for 
the remaining six upper floors and the Great Hall and Concourse have not been finalized.  .
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Amtrak Parking Garage 

 

Address 310 S Canal St 

# of Stories 5 floors 

# of Spaces 1,660 

Owner Amtrak 

Management Central Parking System 

 
The Union Station Transportation Center is planned for the northern end of the block.  It will 
serve as an off-street bus terminal for the proposed East-West Bus Rapid Transit and other 
CTA bus routes.   
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IV. Land and Building Values in the West Loop 
 
 
Land Sales 
 
Prices paid for land depend on the size and shape of the parcel, location, and base zoning, 
among other factors.  Table 3 presents information on the sale of redevelopment sites in the 
Central Area that closed between 2005 and 2010.  While not indicative of the value of any 
specific parcel related to Union Station, these sales provide a range of values that have been 
paid for sites of various sizes and zoning designations. 
 
Five sales were recorded on the east side of the River, west of Wells Street.  These prime Loop 
sites all had base zoning of 16 FAR (Floor Area Ratio).  The median price for these parcels 
calculated to $503 per square foot of land area.   
 
Twenty sales were recorded west of the River between 2005 and 2010.  These parcels varied 
widely, with base zoning ranging from a low of 3 FAR to a high of 12.  Prices ranged from $54 to 
nearly $400 per square foot of land area, with a median price of $208.   
 
The most recent sale of a development site west of the River closed in December 2011.  The 
Prime Group sold 400 W Randolph to a developer who plans a major office building on the site.  
The $12.5 million price equates to $514 per square foot. 
 
Prices were least expensive in the area south of Congress between Clark Street and the River.  
The seven sales shown on the table are mostly zoned for residential use, with a per-square-foot 
median price of $113. 
 
Building Sales 
 
A buyer of occupied office space is buying an income stream, and the price paid reflects the 
terms of the leases of the building’s tenants and the outlook for future leases.  The occupancy 
rate, condition of the building, and location are important considerations.  Table 4 provides a 
summary of recent office building sales in the West Loop.   
 
222 S Riverside Plaza was purchased as a package with the smaller 444 W Jackson in 2006.  
The price for these two assets was $222 per square foot.  300 S Riverside Plaza was sold in 
August 2006 for $129 per square foot, and then resold in late 2010 for $181 per square foot.  
The more prestigious Hyatt Center, located at 71 S Wacker Drive, also sold in December 2010 
for $419 per square foot.  This range of prices is representative of values for occupied West 
Loop office buildings. 
 
The most recent purchase of a West Loop building will result in a new headquarters for a 
division of Sara Lee.  Sterling Bay purchased 400 S Jefferson, a Class C, four-story building for 
$10 million.  The total development cost is reportedly more than $30.1 million, or approximately 
$151 per square foot.    



Address New or Proposed Use Sale Date Sale Price Land Size
Price per s.f. 

Land Zoning

223 W Lake St Existing Multi Tenant 6-story bldg. 2005 $3,500,000.00 7,200 $486.11 DC-16

235 W Van Buren CMK Condo Tower 2005 $8,071,500.00 22,344 $361.24 DX-16

155 N Wacker & 312 W. Randolph
John Buck Co. development planned                                        
(Assemblage of 2 parcels) 2006 $33,000,000.00 39,600 $833.33 DC-16

28 North Franklin Franklin Hotel 2007 $5,700,000.00 8,100 $703.70 DC 16

205-215 West Washington Mixed use- Residential and Retail 2007 $16,350,000.00 32,509 $502.94 DC-16

Address New or Proposed Use Sale Date Sale Price Land Size
Price per s.f. 

Land Zoning

300 N Canal St
The Left Bank Residences - 450 Unit Apartment 
Development 2005 $9,600,000.00 95,800 $100.21 PD 799

103 S Morgan St Hold for development 2005 $1,450,000.00 8,850 $163.84 DX-3

532 W Roosevelt Rd Harris Bank branch, 522 W. Roosevelt 2005 $2,725,000.00 20,305 $134.20 DS-3

555 W Roosevelt Rd Retail Warehouse Site (Home Depot) 2005 $16,350,000.00 262,342 $62.32 PD 923

318 South Clinton 2006 $4,763,000.00 15,246 $312.41 DX-7

659 West Randolph R+D659 (Condominiums and retail) 2006 $9,800,000.00 30,400 $322.37 DX-7

1035 West Van Buren Rental apartments proposed 2006 $8,208,000.00 37,592 $218.34 PD 867

630 West Washington Catalyst (residential and office) 2006 $5,900,000.00 23,000 $256.52 PD 1005

519 South Clinton Residential 2007 $6,200,000.00 39,848 $155.59 DX-7

108 North Jefferson 108 - 116 N. Jefferson - 350 Rental Units 2007 $7,475,000.00 27,443 $272.38 DC-12

150 North Jefferson Proposed hotel 2007 $4,100,000.00 11,700 $350.43 DX-7

815 West Madison 2007 $10,500,000.00 78,900 $133.08 DX-7

118 North Halsted hold for development 2007 $1,775,000.00 8,734 $203.23 DX-5

524 West Harrison Parking Lot 2007 $950,000.00 4,461 $212.96 DX-7

601-625 W Monroe Proposed 26-story office tower 2007 $25,000,000.00 61,237 $408.25 DC-12

1000 W Madison Parking Lot 2007 $3,100,000.00 19,487 $159.08 DX-5

640 W Washington Vacant 2007 $9,625,000.00 35,485 $271.24 DX-7

630 Washington Proposed Catalyst Condo 2008 $13,535,017.00 33,862 $399.71 PD 1005

1107 W Jackson Former Fannie May Candy Factory - Proposed Target 2010 $9,300,000.00 173,200 $53.70 DX-5

543 W Lake Parking Lot 2010 $1,550,000.00 10,934 $141.76 DX-7

Address New or Proposed Use Sale Date Sale Price Land Size
Price per s.f. 

Land Zoning

601- 637 S Wells St Vetro - 233 Unit Condominium Site 2005 $7,100,000.00 24,174 $293.70 DX-12

600 S Wells St Hold for development - D2 Realy Services 2005 $8,600,000.00 71,500 $120.28 DX-7

900 South Clark AMLI Apartments 2006 $8,758,000.00 95,832 $91.39 PD 523

1000 S Clark Curve on Clark - D2 Realty 2006 $10,400,000.00 110,207 $94.37 PD 523

800 South Clark Three Buildings By AvalonBay Communities (Rental) 2007 $23,000,000.00 141,570 $162.46 PD 1022

Roosevelt & Wells Roosevelt Collection (residential and retail) 2007 $31,500,000.00 522,720 $60.26 PD523

700 S Wells Vacant.  Part of Franklin Point 2008 $32,500,000.00 286,646 $113.38 DX-7

Table 3: SELECT CHICAGO CENTRAL AREA LAND SALES 2005-2010

LOOP SUBMARKET - Between the River and Wells Street 

     WEST SUBMARKET - West of the River

     SOUTH SUBMARKET - South of Congress, West of Clark Street

Source: Goodman Williams Group, October 2011.  This information is obtained from reliable sources, but Goodman Williams Group does not guarantee its accuracy.



Building Address Date of Sale Buyer Seller Price Square Feet Price  / SF Class Bldg

222 S Riverside June 2006 Behringer Harvard REIT I Beacon Capital Partners $277,500,000 1,184,400 $222 B

444 W Jackson 68,000

These two properties were purchased as a single sale.

300 S Riverside August 2006 Brookfield Office Properties JPMorgan Chase & Co $135,003,500 1,048,357 $129 A

500 W Monroe July 2007 Broadway Partners Fund Manager Shorenstein Realty Services $335,000,000 973,000 $344 A

10 S Riverside August 2007 Behringer Harvard REIT I Beacon Capital Partners $832,500,000 685,000 $264 B

120 S Riverside Plaza 692,778 B

200 S Wacker Drive 754,751 A

One Financial Place 1,019,325 A

These four properties were purchased as a bulk portfolio sale.

300 S Riverside December 2010 Mizrachi Group Brookfield Office Properties $190,000,000 1,048,357 $181 A

71 S Wacker Drive (Hyatt Center) December 2010 Irvine Company Pritzker Realty Group $625,000,000 1,490,825 $419 A

500 W Monroe April 2011 Piedmont Office Realty Trust Broadway Partners Fund $22,500,000 973,000 $23 A

The property transferred as a foreclosure on March 31, 2011 with a vacancy of 331,000 sf and an additional 308,000 sf slated to expire in 2012.

200 S Wacker June 2011 Equity Group Investments, Transwestern Behringer Harvard REIT I $95,500,000 754,751 $141 A

 Recapitalization of the outstanding mortgage.  Boston Consulting Group vacated 89,000 sqare feet in 2010.  

Source:  Goodman Williams Group.  This information is obtained from reliable sources, but Goodman Williams Group does not guarantee its accuracy.

Table 4: SUMMARY OF WEST LOOP OFFICE BUILDINGS SALES
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V. Transit-Related Public/Private Development Models 
 
 
As the master planning process for Chicago Union Station continues, discussions will ensue on 
a number of broader topics: 
 

 Transforming Union Station (both the Headhouse and future passenger facilities) into 
great urban spaces; 

 
 Maximizing the economic impacts of these critical transportation assets; 

 
 Leveraging private development opportunities to help pay for transportation and other 

improvements. 
 

A number of other cities in the U.S. have established transit-related districts that include 
passenger rail terminals and surrounding blocks with opportunities for private real estate 
development.  The following pages contain brief descriptions of on-going projects in San 
Francisco, Denver, and Atlanta, focusing on the roles of the various entities and the 
development plans. 
 
While Chicago may ultimately choose a different model for redeveloping Union Station and 
surrounding blocks, elements of these efforts in other cities may merit consideration. 
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A. San Francisco Transbay Transit Center 
 

 
 
 
Project: San Francisco Transbay Transit Center (TTC).  The $4 billion project will replace the 
old Transbay Terminal with a new five-story Transit Center that will serve as a regional 
transportation hub linking commuter buses, BART, Muni city buses, commuter rail service and 
California High Speed Rail.  Ultimately, the project will redevelop the neighborhood into a 
pedestrian-oriented environment that encourages the use of alternative modes of transportation, 
provides new downtown housing, and enhances the connections between the central city and 
Financial District with new office, hotel, commercial and retail development. 
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Partners in establishment: In April 2001, the City and County of San Francisco, the Alameda-
Contra Costa Transit District and the Peninsula Corridor Joint Powers Boards-Caltrain entered 
into a Joint Powers Agreement to create the Transbay Joint Powers Authority (TJPA).  TJPA 
was given the authority to develop, design, construct, renovate/rehabilitate, operate, manage 
and maintain a new regional transit terminal, which will provide expanded bus and rail services 
as well as direct access to transit on the site of the Transbay Terminal and/or property adjacent 
to it. 
 
The San Francisco Redevelopment Authority is another stakeholder in the TTC project.  The 
SFRA is an organization that enhances the urban living conditions and environment through the 
removal of blight.  It is a separate legal entity from the City and County of San Francisco but 
performs certain tasks that are solely for and authorized by the City and County of San 
Francisco.  The SFRA and the City Planning Department are the leads in planning the future 
development in the area surrounding the new Terminal.  
 
Selection of Developer:  In November 2006, TJPA launched an international design and 
development competition to choose a design team for the Transit Center and a development 
team for an adjacent tower development project.  In September 2007, Pelli Clarke Pelli 
Architects was selected for the Transit Center project and Hines was selected for the adjacent 
tower development.  
 
In July 2011, SFRA put out an RFP to buy two parcels near the new TTC and master develop a 
high-density residential project with ground floor retail and a child care center.  The project calls 
for approximately 345 units of market rate rental housing in a 30-story tower and 100 to 150 
affordable units in multiple low-to mid-rise buildings.  The deadline for responses was October 
5, 2011. 
 
Development Plans: In June 2005, the City of San Francisco adopted the Redevelopment Plan 
for the Transbay Redevelopment Project Area, which is a 40-acre site encompassing the 
Transbay Transit Center. The plan calls for:  
 

 2,600 residential units, 35% of which will be affordable.  The plan includes a mix of 
townhomes, low- and mid-rise buildings, and high rise towers. 

 
 3 million square feet of new office and commercial space 

 
 100,000 square feet of retail. 

 
Status:  Construction started in summer 2011.  
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B. Denver Union Station Project Authority 
 

 
 
 
Project: Denver Union Station (DUS).  The goals of the project include transforming DUS into a 
regional transportation hub and encouraging mixed-use redevelopment that complements the 
site and the historic components of the surrounding neighborhood.  The project plans to 
accommodate pedestrian traffic from 10 modes of transportation and six public plazas.  It is 
touted as one of the largest transportation redevelopment projects in the country. 
 
Partners in establishment: Regional Transportation District (RTD), the City and County of 
Denver (CCD), the Colorado Dept of Transportation (CDOT), and the Denver Regional Council 
of Governments (DRCOG) are the main public partners involved in the project.  RTD purchased 
Denver Union Station in 2001 with assistance of CCD, CDOT and DRCOG. 
 
In 2008, the Denver Union Station Project Authority (DUSPA) was established to finance and 
implement the project.  The 13-member agency consists of 6 members and 2 non-voting 
members from CCD, two members from RTD, 1 member from CDOT, 1 member from DRCOG 
and 1 member from DUS Metro District.  
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Selection of Master Developer:  The selection of the Master Developer was an 18 month 
process.  Developer RFQs were due in June 2005; and 11 teams provided responses.  The 
RFP Part 1 was due in February 2006 and 5 teams submitted.  The RFP Part 2 took place in 
July 2006.   
 
In November 2006, Union Station Neighborhood Company, a joint venture established by East 
West Partners and Continuum, was selected as the Master Developer to head the 
redevelopment and preservation of DUS.  The development team includes Kiewit Construction 
Co., SOM, DMJM HARRIS | AECOM, and Hargreaves Associates.  
 
In August 2011, East West Partners formed a joint venture with Starwood Capital Group, a 
private investment firm, to help facilitate redevelopment efforts. 
 
Development Plans: The Master Plan was adopted in September 2004 by the Partner 
Agencies.  The plans for the 19.5-acre station site include the potential development of: 
 

 Approximately 1 million square feet of office space (Class A and Class B) 
 

 300,000 square feet of residential, or about 250-300 units 
 

 Boutique or business-oriented hotel with 120 to 200 rooms 
 

 100,000 square feet of retail and other commercial uses, including restaurant and 
entertainment venues, specialty retail, and TOD convenience retail. 

 
 
  



Goodman Williams Group 
Union Station Master Plan                    Page 21 

C. Atlanta Downtown Multi-Modal Passenger Terminal 
 

 
 
 
Project: Atlanta Downtown Multi-Modal Passenger Terminal (MMPT).  The MMPT stakeholders 
hope that MMPT will ultimately: 
 

 Replace insufficient and disconnected transportation facilities; 
 

 Connect multiple modes of transportations while increasing ridership; 
 

 Facilitate future transportation infrastructure investments 
 

 Spur economic development. 
 
Partners in establishment:  On behalf of various stakeholders, Georgia Dept of Transportation 
(GDOT) conducted the search for a Master Developer to implement MMPT through its Public-
Private Partnership (P3) program.  Stakeholders identified include the City of Atlanta, MARTA, 
Central Atlanta Progress/Atlanta Downtown Improvement District (CAP/ADID), Georgia 
Regional Transportation Authority (GRTA), and the Atlanta Regional Commission (ARC).   
 
Enabled by the Georgia Legislature in 2009, the P3 program allows GDOT to identify and select 
projects, procure proposals and maintain control over construction. P3 encourages competing 
teams of private partners to be innovative with their funding sources.   
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Selection of Master Developer:  The selection of the Master Developer was a 9-month 
process.  Notice of Intent was published at the end of August 2010. Developer RFPs were 
issued by P3 on December 1, 2010 with responses due by January 13, 2011.  The three teams 
that submitted responses were given five weeks to submit their proposal plan.  
 
In March, the team of Forest City/Cousins/INTEGRAL was selected to pursue negotiations with 
GDOT.  The team also consisted of FX FOWLE, Kimley-Horn, Parsons Brinckerhoff, Cooper 
Carry, and Urban Collage.  As of July 2011, negotiations on a Master Development Agreement 
were still proceeding. 
 
Development Plans: The exact location and project area of MMPT will be determined by the 
Master Developer in the Phase 1 Scope of Work. The general location is 119-acres in 
downtown Atlanta, more specifically around the Five Point MARTA station, as determined by the 
MMPT Stakeholders.  Specific uses, such as commercial/office, residential, office, hotel, will 
also be determined in the Scope of Work.  
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VI. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
 
Three key parcels surrounding Union Station are owned by Amtrak.  As part of the longer-term 
planning process, consideration should be given on how best to unlock the near- and longer-
term potential of these properties. 
 

 The Historic Headhouse.  Efforts should continue to generate additional revenue and 
enhance the Headhouse as a destination.  The Great Hall is one of the iconic spaces in 
Downtown Chicago. 

 
 The Amtrak Parking Garage block south of Jackson.  The planned bus terminal on the 

northern portion of this block should not preclude eventual redevelopment of the entire 
85,000-square foot site.   
 

 The 300 block of South Riverside Plaza.  Amtrak owns the western portion of this 
block, which remains undeveloped despite previous plans for an office tower over the air 
rights.   

 
Future enhancements to the passenger facilities, or eventual development of a new station for 
inter-city rail passengers, may impact some of the privately owned real estate on the blocks 
adjacent to Union Station.  These include 222 S Riverside Plaza, 300 S Riverside Plaza, and 
the Old Post Office properties. 
 
These privately-owned properties, together with Amtrak’s development sites, should be master 
planned as a cohesive multi-modal transportation district.  A private developer could facilitate 
commercial development that would support future transportation improvements and 
enhancements to the public spaces.  A governance structure representing key public and 
private stakeholders needs to be established with the purpose of advancing shared 
transportation and economic development goals.  
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Appendix F 

Alternatives Not Advanced 
This Appendix contains drawings and brief descriptions of alternatives that were not advanced in the 
study. 
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Alternative D – Partial Through Track Concept 

This alternative achieved the objective of providing a higher proportion of through tracks, but did not 
increase the number of station tracks on platforms. Thus, its ability to increase Union Station’s capacity 
was quite limited. The new through tracks would conflict with the structure supporting the 222 S. 
riverside building, as well as the mezzanine (including the Jackson exit and, possibly, the Adams exit) and 
the Amtrak waiting room. Ultimately the alternatives based on converting the mail platform were found 
superior. 

Alternative E – Partial Through (Hybrid) Track Concept 

This alternative used the same track layout as Alternative D, but assumed that the 222 S. Riverside 
building would be removed. While this resolved the conflicts identified in Alternative D, the cost would 
be very high. Again, the alternatives based on converting the mail platform were found superior.  

Alternative F – Full Through Track Concept 

This alternative also assumed that the 222 S. Riverside building would be removed. It takes full advantage 
by running most tracks through. The station tracks would be kept to a manageable length by 
constructing crossovers where the concourse now stands. However, a satisfactory scheme for access to 
the station platforms could not be achieved. 

Alternative G – Lower Riverside Through Track Concept 

This alternative assumed that the tracks would be lowered enough to allow trains to run below the 
mezzanine (resolving a major concern of Alternative D). It began the concept of considering conversion 
of the mail platform. However, there were concerns with the concept of having these tracks several feet 
below the other station tracks and below the level of the adjacent Chicago River. 

Alternative H – 222 Riverside Through Tracks 

This concept was based on the idea of selectively removing some of the columns that support the 222 S. 
Riverside building, re-supporting them higher up. The tracks would have crossed the existing concourse, 
requiring a new means of access to the platforms. The tracks would have also have been extremely long. 
The overall effect would seem to require major re-construction of the building and would reduce 
capacity.  
 
Alternative J - Riverside – Mail Platform Through Track Concept 

There were several variations on this concept of converting the mail platform and extending the tracks 
north of Jackson Boulevard, to be accessible from the concourse. It was concluded that this extension 
would require too much structural work and conflict with the existing mezzanine, as well as impinge on 
the concourse. The curves in the platforms were also a concern. It was concluded that the conversion 
of the mail platform, with access provided from new waiting and boarding space below (or, possibly, 
above) would be superior, and was recommended to be advanced. 
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Chicago Union Station Capacity Expansion

Partial Through-Track (Hybrid) Concept
Alternative E:
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Chicago Union Station Capacity Expansion

Full Through-Track Concept
Alternative F:
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Chicago Union Station Capacity Expansion

Lower Riverside Through-Track Concept
Alternative G:
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Chicago Union Station Capacity Expansion

222 Riverside Through-Tracks 
Alternative H:
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chicagotribune.com 
Metra riders subjected to high amounts of diesel soot 
Tribune testing found the air trapped inside the stainless-steel cars contains levels of 
diesel soot up to 72 times higher than on the streets outside 
 
By Michael Hawthorne, Tribune reporter 
8:56 PM CDT, November 5, 2010 
Lead story, page 1, Sunday, November 7, 2010 
 

  
 
Day after day, thousands of commuters are breathing high levels of toxic diesel pollution trapped in Chicago's two major rail 
stations and even inside the trains they ride, a Tribune investigation has found. 
 
Testing by the newspaper found the amount of diesel soot lingering in the air steadily increases as commuters walk deeper into 
Union Station or the Ogilvie Transportation Center. Levels of the lung- and heart-damaging pollution jump higher on platforms, 
where acrid blue clouds of diesel exhaust hover between trains, many of them built in the 1970s. 
 
It gets dramatically worse, not better, after boarding a train. As the doors close and the locomotive pulls out of the station, 
Tribune testing found, the air trapped inside the stainless-steel cars contains levels of diesel soot up to 72 times higher than on the 
streets outside. 
 
Pollution levels remain high during most of the trips away from the city, the Tribune found. Exposure drops sharply only after 
getting off the train. 
 
The testing sheds new light on the amount of pollution many people breathe as part of their daily routine. The U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency considers diesel exhaust one of the most dangerous types of air pollution. Studies have linked exposure to a 
variety of health problems, including cancer, heart attacks, respiratory diseases, diabetes and brain damage. 
 
Yet federal and state officials acknowledge they are woefully behind in assessing how breathing highly polluted air for short 
periods of time every day might affect a person's health. 
 
Air quality on Chicago's commuter lines also isn't expected to improve significantly any time soon. Rather than replacing its 



disco-era locomotives with newer, cleaner models, Metra is refurbishing a third of its aging fleet to keep them chugging for at 
least another two decades. 
 
Lack of ventilation at Union Station and the Ogilvie Center also remains a problem, keeping soot and toxic gases concentrated 
inside stations used by more than 245,000 people every weekday. 
 
"It's horrible sometimes, especially at rush hour when all of those idling trains are backed into the station," said Kurt Kreis, a 
technology specialist at a Loop investment bank who has been riding Metra to and from southwest suburban Orland Park for more 
than a decade. 
 
Metra officials told the Tribune they are doing their best on a limited budget. Locomotives push train cars into the station so the 
engines stay closer to the outside air, they said, and technology soon will allow some locomotives to shut down engines 
automatically after a certain period to reduce idling and save fuel. 
 
"I'd like to do more, but we just can't with the money we have now," said Richard Soukup, Metra's chief mechanical officer. 
 
Reacting to the Tribune's findings, the agency scheduled a meeting Tuesday with federal, state and local officials. 
 
"It is my intention to fully investigate this matter, and assure you that Metra will remain proactive in this area," William Tupper, 
the agency's acting executive director, wrote in an invitation to the meeting. 
 
Prized for their power, durability and fuel efficiency, diesel engines power not only locomotives but also long-haul trucks, school 
buses and construction equipment. Researchers estimate that more than half of people's daily exposure to diesel pollution comes 
during their commute, even though on average it accounts for just 6 percent of their day. 
 
To take a snapshot of the diesel pollution Chicago-area commuters breathe every day, the Tribune rented a handheld device that 
measures black carbon, or soot, a key ingredient in diesel exhaust. 
 
The testing device, manufactured by Magee Scientific, of Berkeley, Calif., is similar to ones used by researchers in peer-reviewed 
studies that pinpointed pollution hot spots near highways, rail yards, shipping ports and quarries. 
 
During walks, drives and train rides, the Tribune found spikes of the pollution that far exceeded normal levels in Chicago and 
other U.S. cities. 
 
For example, on one afternoon the amount of soot measured on Union Station's south platform was 21 micrograms per cubic 
meter of air, a tenfold increase from the street. After the doors closed on a train bound for Downers Grove, the figure jumped to 
39, and then, shortly before the end of the 23-minute trip, to 72 micrograms per cubic meter. 
 
By contrast, normal levels of diesel soot in Los Angeles, which has long suffered some of the nation's worst air pollution 
problems, are 1 to 2 micrograms. 
 
Off the train in Downers Grove, the device registered soot levels of less than 2 micrograms per cubic meter. Other than a short 
burst when an eastbound train pulled into the station, levels stayed low during most of the return trip downtown. 
 
Soot levels varied from trip to trip but always jumped dramatically as outbound trains left the city's crowded stations. Levels 
spiked as high as 50 micrograms per cubic meter on a train from Union Station to Schaumburg, 46 from Ogilvie to Arlington 
Heights and 21 from the LaSalle Street Station to Tinley Park. (Levels on the CTA's electric trains were consistently low.) 
 
Pollution from diesel engines is a complex mix of toxic substances such as benzene, arsenic and formaldehyde, many of which 
can cause cancer. It also is filled with fine particles, commonly called soot, so small that thousands could fit on the period at the 
end of this sentence. 
 
Studies increasingly are raising alarms about soot, which can lodge deeply in the lungs and penetrate the bloodstream. Breathing 
even small amounts can inflame the lungs and trigger asthma attacks, researchers have found. Several studies have linked soot 
exposure with heart attacks and premature death. 
 



California officials estimate diesel exhaust is responsible for about 70 percent of the cancer risk people in that state face from 
breathing toxic air. 
 
The effects of short-term exposure are still being studied, though scientists at Columbia University recently linked bursts of diesel 
soot with respiratory ailments suffered by New York City high school students. 
 
"If you can see what you're breathing, it's especially bad for you," said Scott Fruin, an environmental health researcher at the 
University of Southern California who has studied air pollution during commuting and reviewed the Tribune's findings. "Even 
when you can't see it, these particles are getting into our bodies and causing damage." 
 
The closest thing the EPA has to a standard for diesel exhaust is 5 micrograms per cubic meter of air, which the agency defines as 
a level of average daily exposure that could trigger health problems later in life. 
 
Yet EPA officials acknowledged the agency has done little to track whether people are breathing levels of diesel pollution that 
exceed the safety limit. Agency scientists also said they need to better understand the potential health effects of brief-but-intense 
exposures. 
 
Rather than trying to enforce the safety limit for diesel exhaust, government officials set separate legal standards for overall air 
pollution across entire counties. Federal and state regulations require cleaner factories, power plants, engines and fuels to help 
meet the air quality standards. 
 
Chicago and its suburbs are chronic violators of those broader pollution standards. The region fails to meet federal soot limits, and 
Chicago also is the nation's only major metropolitan area that doesn't meet tough new standards for smog-forming nitrogen oxide, 
an ingredient in diesel exhaust. 
 
Industry representatives and government regulators promise that cleaner diesel engines and fuels are on the way. But loopholes in 
federal rules will allow some of the oldest, dirtiest sources to keep churning out pollution for years to come, making it more 
difficult for Chicago and dozens of other urban areas to clean up the air. 
 
For instance, though manufacturers must start building dramatically cleaner locomotives starting in 2015, rules adopted under 
President George W. Bush are far less stringent for older trains. Since diesel engines can remain on the rails and roads for 
decades, it will take years for people to see the full benefits of rules unveiled in 2008. 
 
Millions of older, dirtier trucks, buses and construction equipment also will be permitted to keep operating without filters that can 
screen out most of the noxious exhaust. 
 
Metra's plans to overhaul its oldest locomotives highlight what critics say are the regulatory shortcomings of the EPA's "clean 
diesel" initiatives, which agency officials hail as one of the most significant bids to improve air quality since the government 
ordered lead out of gasoline during the 1980s. 
 
The rail service is spending federal stimulus money and state bond funds to overhaul 52 of its 1970s-era engines. Its rebuilt 
locomotives will be slightly cleaner, but new trains built to the latest EPA standards would emit 90 percent less soot and nitrogen 
oxide than Metra's refurbished fleet. 
 
Citing stagnant federal and state support and political pressure to avoid higher fares, Metra officials said that a new locomotive 
costs about $4 million, more than twice the amount it costs to rebuild an old one. 
 
"Why would you ever buy a new one?" John Partelow, a Metra director from Naperville, said during a September board 
discussion about the locomotive project. 
 
Top officials at the rail service say their trains, like other forms of mass transit, help the environment in other ways. Metra trains 
reduce tailpipe pollution by keeping more than 62,000 cars off the roads every day, the agency estimates. 
 
There have been some successful efforts between government and industry to reduce diesel pollution by cleaning up the dirtiest 
equipment, buying cleaner models and persuading drivers to limit idling. The EPA estimates it has spent $60 million during the 
past five years to clean up diesel engines in trucks, trains and other vehicles in the Midwest. 



 
"These efforts not only cut emissions but save fuel," said Susan Hedman, the Obama administration's top EPA official in the 
region. 
 
But such programs largely are voluntary. For every fleet of dirty buses and trucks that is cleaned up, scores of others remain on 
the roads with few, if any, pollution controls. 
 
"This is an area where the government really can make a difference," said Brian Urbaszewski, director of environmental health 
for the Respiratory Health Association of Metropolitan Chicago, which helped persuade the Chicago Transit Authority to rely on 
cleaner diesel fuel for its bus fleet well before it was required nationwide. 
 
"Cleaner technology is out there, even for trains," Urbaszewski said. "We just need the money and political will to get it in all of 
the old trains and trucks and bulldozers and tractors still operating. Without it, people will continue to breathe this dangerous 
pollution." 
 
In the case of another notoriously sooty transit system, it took a federal lawsuit to prompt action. In August, two Boston-area 
agencies agreed to spend more than $2 million to settle a complaint from the EPA and the Justice Department about high levels of 
diesel pollution and excessive idling by the region's commuter trains. 
 
The agencies will install equipment to limit idling, switch to the cleanest diesel fuel before it's required elsewhere and install 
cleaner engines on some of the dirtiest locomotives. One of the agencies also is spending federal stimulus money to overhaul the 
ventilation system at Boston's Back Bay station, where the air is thick with diesel exhaust trapped on the platforms. 
 
As at Back Bay, the cramped tunnels of historic Union Station just make the problem worse. 
 
"It's been a huge problem for years," said Doug Davidson, a retired Metra engineer who is a national official for the Brotherhood 
of Locomotive Engineers and Trainmen union. "Since soot builds up in the engine as it idles, you get these thick, black clouds 
blowing out of the locomotives when they power up to leave." 
 
Union Station is owned by Amtrak, which shares the tracks with Metra. In response to questions, Amtrak provided a report on air-
quality testing it conducted on the platforms during two days in July. The tests showed sharp spikes of diesel pollution between 4 
and 6 p.m., when multiple trains are backed into the station. 
 
But Metra and Amtrak officials said they have little control over ventilation systems designed to suck diesel exhaust out of Union 
Station's train tunnels. The giant vents and fans are supposed to be maintained by the owners of eight skyscrapers that rise above 
the tracks. 
 
One of those buildings is 2 North Riverside, the old Chicago Daily News building owned by Sam Zell. Zell is chairman of 
Tribune Co., which owns the Chicago Tribune. David Contis, president of real estate for Zell's Equity Group Investments, said a 
fan at the bottom of the building's ventilation shaft was replaced earlier this year. 
 
In addition to spending money to keep its oldest trains running, Metra is refurbishing its aging train cars, some of which date to 
the 1950s. Floors will be stripped, windows replaced and seats reupholstered. 
 
One thing will stay the same: the old ventilation systems that help trap sooty air inside the cars. 
 
mhawthorne@tribune.com 

Copyright © 2010, Chicago Tribune 
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“Make no small plans.” 
 – Daniel Burnham

Chicago comes by its reputation 
as the nation’s rail capital quite 
naturally. At the turn of the last 
century, the city hosted no fewer 
than seven major passenger rail 
terminals and more than 20 separate 
railroads had significant operations 
within the city. Of those seven 
stations, one remains the city’s 
passenger rail capitol today: Chicago 
Union Station. 

Designed by famed architect 
Daniel Burnham, Chicago Union 
Station was completed in 1925 as 
a dual structure train station — a 
concourse (which was demolished 
in 1969 to clear room for the air 
rights and office buildings) and the 
familiar passenger waiting area and 
grand hall made famous in films 
such as The Untouchables, My Best 
Friend’s Wedding, and Flags of Our 
Fathers. But Chicago’s monument 

to passenger rail has not yet been 
relegated to history. Last year, 
upwards of 100,000 daily passengers 
on the city’s Metra commuter rail 
and Amtrak passed through Union 
Station’s venerable halls, surpassing 
that of its supposed World War II 
heyday. 

What stands today of Union 
Station has come, in many ways, 
to represent rail in Chicago. The 
building guards its greatness 
well, belying the magnificence of 
what’s inside. Tucked in among the 
cavernous buildings that comprise 
Chicago’s central business district — 
known locally as The Loop — Union 
Station has stood silent witness to 
the Windy City’s rail pre-eminence, 
the slow dismantling of much of its 
infrastructure, and its current re-
invigoration. 

The modern incarnation of 
Chicago Union Station is not the 
first. The city’s first Union Station, 
which pre-dates the current one by 
nearly 50 years, was conceived by 
a group of railroads that signed an 

agreement to build a joint station 
on land owned by the Pennsylvania 
Railroad’s Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne 
and Chicago Railway between Van 
Buren and Madison Streets on the 
west side of the Chicago River. In 
addition to the Pennsylvania, the 
Burlington and Quincy Railroad, 
the Chicago and Alton Railroad 
and the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. 
Paul Railway agreed to use the new 
Union Station. But as was often the 
case during this early era, passenger 
rail demand soon outstripped the 
station’s capacity. 

Plans for a second, more modern 
and robust Union Station began well 
before ground was first turned in 
1913 — again along the west side of 
the Chicago River, though this time 
between Adams and Jackson Streets. 
Burnham, whose famed works 
include Washington, D.C.’s Union 
Station and the Flatiron Building in 
New York City, took the design lead 
on the project yet never got to see 
his design take form. He died a year 
before construction began. 

Chicago’s Union Station: 
A Monument to Rail Travel

By Scott Bogren

Union Station’s massive train sheds nearly a century ago, 
as depicted in an early 20th Century postcard.



With Burnham’s untimely passing, 
the job of seeing the project 
through fell to the architecture 
firm of Graham, Anderson, Probst 
and White. At more than nine city 
blocks, the mammoth project ended 
up taking more than a decade to 
complete. Strikes, labor shortages 
due to World War I and economic 
conditions led to these delays, 
but the end product was no less 
spectacular. On May 16, 1925, 
Chicago’s Union Station opened, 
and with it came an entirely new 
approach to passenger rail station 
design with innovations that impact 
rail travel still today.

Chicago’s Union Station is a 
signature structure in what is now 
known as the American Renaissance 
period of architecture — during 
which the concepts of nationalism, 
modernity and technology were 
fused together in a heretofore unique 
meeting of art and function. Among 
the neoclassical Union Station’s most 
innovative features were its internal 
U-shaped driveways that allowed 
for the loading and unloading 
of passengers to avoid further 
entangling the city’s streets. What 
emerged on the west side of the 
Chicago River was a full-service rail 
terminal foreshadowing a broader 
notion of today’s intermodalism. 

Author Janet Greenstein Potter, in 
her book, Great American Railroad 
Stations, notes about Chicago Union 
Station: “It was a micro-city filled 
with stores, restaurants, a nursery, a 
hospital and even a basement jail.”

Union Station’s Great Hall is one 
of the nation’s most memorable 
and historic public spaces — and is 

Chicago’s Union Station through the years. 
Top, the original Union Station pictured in a 
turn-of-the-century postcard; middle, the twin 
structures of the current Union Station soon af-
ter they were finished in 1925, the concourse 
in the foreground of the photo was demolished 
in 1969; bottom, Union Station today. 

Photo courtesy Metra
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today’s the building’s undisputed 
signature. With its Indiana limestone 
façade, vaulted skylight, Tennessee 
marble floors, brass lamps, 
Corinthian columns and sturdy 
wooden benches, the Great Hall 
welcomes visitors to Chicago with 
proper grandeur and purpose. The 
Headhouse enjoyed a similar design 
to New York City’s Pennsylvania 
Station — which is not all that 
surprising given the Pennsylvania 
Railroads central role in crafting 
Chicago Union Station. The structure 
housing the Great Hall remains 
today, having been updated and 
renovated in 1992. But the other 
of the two structures that made up 
Union Station met a different fate.

In 1969, the concourse was 

demolished for its air rights — two 
office buildings now occupy its place 
in the city. The temple-like structure 
sat on land that simply became 
too valuable as passenger railroad 
service ebbed in the 1960s. Today, 
the train concourse is connected to 
Union Station’s great hall through 
a large tunnel with trains running 
parallel to the Chicago River.

A unique aspect of the station is 
that even in a city rich with local rail 
service like Chicago, Union Station 
has no direct connection with either 
subway or the city’s famed El trains. 
Plans have been proposed for an 
entirely underground Circle  Line 
— or outer loop — around the current 
downtown area that would call at 
Union Station. Proponents argue 
that it would help transfer Metra 
and Amtrak riders more seamlessly 
to their final destinations. That said, 
the city’s downtown core is so dense 
that currently Metra riders can walk 
to most of their destinations upon 
disembarking from their trains. 

The 1992 rehabilitation of 
Chicago Union Station was launched 
by the Chicago Union Station 
Company, which had been originally 

Union Station’s majestic Great Hall has been 
the backdrop for several films and exemplifies 
the American Renaissance period of architec-
ture. 
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incorporated in 1913 to oversee 
replacement of the first Chicago 
Union Station. Now owned by 
Amtrak, the Corporation oversaw 
waiting room and restaurant façade 
updates and all-new retail areas for 
both commuter and long-distance 
train passengers.

Today, Union Station is home 
to many of Amtrak’s most famous 
trains, including the California 
Zephyr, 

Chicago’s Union Station is more 
than a symbol of the city’s stature as 
the American rail capitol, it is today 
an apt symbol of rail’s future, with 
millions of people passing through 
its halls every year and a new-found 
intermodal future.

Thousands of Metra commuter rail passengers pass through Chicago’s Union Station everyday. 
Below, photo artist Mike Karlick simulates the spectrum of passenger rail equiment that works 
out of Union Station.

Illustration by Don Jacot
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Metra will clear the air in its train cars 

Railroad to install high-efficiency filters to reduce soot after Tribune investigation 

By Michael Hawthorne, Tribune reporter 

July 20, 2011 

Metra appears to have found a way to dramatically clean up the air inside its stainless-steel 
cars, but spikes of lung- and heart-damaging diesel pollution will remain a lingering 
problem on the platforms at Chicago's major rail stations. 
 
In response to a Tribune investigation, the rail service is switching to more efficient air filters that 
testing shows can reduce the average amount of diesel soot inside its cars by 75 percent during outbound 
trips. The new filters are among several equipment changes studied during the past six months to curb 
exposure to noxious smoke from Metra's fleet of dirty, disco-era locomotives. 
 
The results are promising enough that Metra plans to spend $200,000 a year — less than two-hundredths 
of 1 percent of its $1.04 billion budget — to equip all of its cars with high-efficiency filters that screen 
out diesel pollution. The filters will be installed in every car within 90 days. 
 
"We care about our customers, and we're showing by our actions that we take seriously the concerns you 
brought to our attention," Alex Clifford, Metra's executive director, said in an interview. 
 
Researchers estimate that more than half of people's daily exposure to diesel pollution comes during 
their commute. More than 245,000 commuters move through Chicago's three downtown stations every 
weekday. 
 
Tiny soot particles, so small that thousands could fit on the period at the end of this sentence, can lodge 
deeply in the lungs and penetrate the bloodstream. Breathing in even small amounts can inflame the 
lungs and trigger asthma attacks; chronic exposure can cause cancer, heart attacks, brain damage and 
premature death. 
 
Metra employee unions have raised concerns about diesel pollution for decades. But until now little was 
done in response. 
 
"We've got complaints about the trains at Union Station going back to the early 1970s," said Paul 
Piekarski, a statewide official with the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers and Trainmen union. "It's 
time to fix this problem once and for all." 
 
During the latest round of testing, Metra consultants determined that more efficient filters, classified as 
MERV 13 by an industry rating system, were the only fix that substantially reduced the amount of diesel 
soot breathed in by commuters. Metra also tested hoods over air intakes, shields that deflected exhaust to 
the sides of the engine and equipment that automatically shut down ventilation systems during stops. 
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Without the filters, soot levels averaged about 67 micrograms per cubic meter in the first car behind the 
locomotive, according to a Metra slide presentation. The average amount of pollution dropped to about 
16 micrograms per cubic meter once the more efficient filters were in place. 
 
The filters also smoothed out spikes of diesel pollution to about 24 micrograms per cubic meter, down 
from 92. 
 
By contrast, typical soot levels in urban areas like Chicago range between 1 and 2 micrograms per cubic 
meter. 
 
"Even if we bought a brand-new locomotive, it might not solve the problem without these more-efficient 
filters," Clifford said. 
 
Metra is excited about the filters but acknowledged that they won't help reduce exposure for people 
waiting for trains downtown. 
 
Metra's testing confirmed that high soot levels at Union Station, the Ogilvie Transportation Center and 
LaSalle Street Station lead to higher amounts inside passenger cars during trips away from the city. The 
problem is especially noticeable at Union Station, where trains are cramped inside tunnels below eight 
skyscrapers. 
 
Under agreements with Amtrak, the national passenger rail service that owns Union Station, building 
owners are required to maintain ventilation ducts and fans that suck diesel exhaust out of the tunnels. 
But Amtrak and Metra officials said that at the Old Post Office, just south of the station, the fans 
frequently break down or fail to operate. 
 
The shuttered building was purchased in 2009 by Bill Davies, a British developer. In an email response 
to questions, an engineering firm hired by Davies' International Property Developers said the ventilation 
system is checked regularly, and blamed the problem on idling trains and other property owners. 
 
"The intention is that IPD and Union Station will work together to ensure an increasingly safe 
environment as the development progresses," the email concluded. 
 
In a letter Tuesday to Joseph Boardman, Amtrak's president and chief executive officer, Sen. Dick 
Durbin called for a more aggressive response to the ventilation problems. "Stations without proper 
ventilation, filtration and air flow can keep toxic gases trapped inside stations used by thousands of 
people each day," Durbin wrote. 
 
During a May inspection, Amtrak discovered that two of the Old Post Office's eight fans weren't 
operating. Another inspection has been scheduled for early next month, said Marc Magliari, an Amtrak 
spokesman. 
 
As part of its air quality testing during the past six months, Metra used the same handheld device rented 
by the Tribune to measure black carbon, or soot, a key ingredient in diesel exhaust. Manufactured by 
Magee Scientific, of Berkeley, Calif., the equipment is similar to devices used in peer-reviewed studies.
 
Metra's testing showed the worst pollution problems are on trains leaving the south platform at Union 
Station. The testing also shows that exposure to the dirtiest air depends on where commuters sit. Soot 
levels generally are highest inside the first car behind the locomotive, drop in the second car and decline 
substantially in the last car. 
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Compared with inbound trains, levels are significantly higher during outbound trips, largely because 
diesel pollution from idling locomotives collects inside the open passenger cars before departure. Diesel 
exhaust also is sucked into the cars as locomotives pull outbound trains toward the suburbs. 
 
Metra says it doesn't have enough money to replace its aging locomotives with cleaner models. Instead, 
it is refurbishing a third of its fleet to keep the 1970s-era engines running for at least another quarter-
century without pollution controls found on newer models. 
 
But in response to concerns raised by the Tribune investigation, the rail service already has switched to 
cleaner diesel fuel that has reduced soot emissions by about 8 percent. Metra also is seeking federal 
funding to install technology that automatically shuts down the engines if they idle for longer than 10 
minutes, another change that can reduce the amount of acrid blue smoke hovering inside the downtown 
stations. 
 
Commuters frequently complain about diesel exhaust. One emailed a video to the Tribune this week that 
shows a burst of locomotive pollution enveloping commuters as they walk past a train revving up to 
leave Union Station. 
 
"I try to hold my breath for as long as I can," said Laura Zeitler, a consultant who commutes between 
Naperville and Union Station. "If you wait too long on the platform, you feel like you are choking on all 
of that nasty pollution." 
 
mhawthorne@tribune.com 
 
Twitter: @scribeguy  

Copyright © 2011, Chicago Tribune 
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New master plan emerges to transform Union Station 

 

Commuters wait for an arriving Metra train at Union Station during the evening rush hour in Chicago on Friday, Dec. 9. (Chris Sweda, 
Chicago Tribune / December 9, 2011) 

Jon Hilkevitch's Getting Around 

December 12, 2011 

Extravagant proposals to transform Union Station in Chicago from a 1920s passenger depot into 
a modern transportation center have come and gone like passing trains. 
 
As the result of a lot of plans and little action over the years, Union Station, last remodeled in 
1992, has become increasingly crowded and uncomfortable. Moves like the one announced last 
week by Sara Lee Corp. to soon relocate business offices to 400 S. Jefferson Street will 
undoubtedly attract more commuters who live in the suburbs to Union Station. 
 
If the station, which was designed primarily to serve long-distance trains, continues to be 
virtually left untouched, it will be unable to accommodate planned growth in both Metra 



commuter rail service, Amtrak service and planned 110 mph rail service, officials said. 
 
That's why this time around realistic improvements that can be made in a few years are a major 
focus of a new master plan study that will be presented to the public at Union Station, 210 S. 
Canal St., on Thursday during the evening rush period as commuters are going home. 
 
The goals to create a more vibrant terminal that can be a catalyst for growth in the West Loop 
include: 
 
•Expanding capacity to handle more trains and relieve congestion to make today's crowded 
concourses and mezzanines more inviting. Union Station handles more than 300 trains each 
weekday carrying more than 120,000 arriving and departing passengers. 
 
Building an off-street CTA bus terminal on the existing surface parking lot south of Jackson 
Boulevard; and providing more convenient transfers to CTA trains as well as taxis and shuttles. 
 
Launching an east-west bus rapid transit service from Union Station to Michigan Avenue and 
eventually Navy Pier. 
 
Easing potentially dangerous conflicts with vehicles, pedestrians and bicyclists by reconfiguring 
how Canal Street is used. 
 
Other projects that would follow include converting unused Amtrak baggage and mail-handling 
platforms to wider commuter platforms, adding direct access to and from the street level and 
building new tracks that for the first time would allow trains to pass through the station. (Trains 
currently approach from the north and south, but do not pass through.) 
 
Yes, the master plan still contains a dreamier, long-term vision to build a new station in either 
the 200 or 300 blocks of South Canal and Riverside Plaza with a hotel, restaurants and other 
services, as well as multilevel subways under Clinton and Canal streets. Amtrak, which has 
owned Union Station since 1984, plans further improvements to both the concourses and the 
main building in future years. 
 
But Chicago-area residents who have been around awhile have heard those unfulfilled promises 
before. Remember architect Helmut Jahn's proposal for a separate high-speed rail station east of 
the old post office? Or the original Daniel Burnham proposal for Union Station with an office 
tower? Union Station has seen more deconstruction, like the demolition of the original concourse 
building in 1968. 
 
Amtrak did restore air conditioning to the Great Hall over the summer. It also plans to build 
more restrooms at track level and provide more seating throughout the concourses as part of a 
$40 million rehabilitation project paid with federal funds. 
 
To finally get something major done, the whole idea is to steer away from the type of over-the-
top, exorbitantly expensive proposals made in the past and instead focus on common-sense fixes 
that can be accomplished, officials said. 



 
"There have been a lot of grandiose plans of what the vision could be for Union Station,'' said 
Jeffrey Sriver, project manager at the Chicago Department of Transportation for the Union 
Station master plan study. "Meanwhile, the station today is operating at or near capacity for key 
parts of the day. 
 
"What nobody has done to this stage is to look at maximizing the physical assets we have now, 
then go to more grandiose plans in the future." 
 
The public will get a chance to weigh in Thursday. CDOT and Amtrak will hold a public 
meeting from 4 to 7 p.m. in the Union Gallery, just off the Great Hall in Union Station. It will be 
an open-house format with experts and visuals explaining ideas under consideration. A narrated 
presentation will be made at 4:30 p.m. and again at 6 p.m. 
 
"This is a chance for people to see the thinking that has gone into these issues" and offer 
feedback, Amtrak spokesman Marc Magliari said.  

A final Master Plan report will be issued in early 2012, officials said. 

 

 
 



Union Station is the third-busiest railroad terminal in the U.S. Its passenger traffic levels would 
rank it among the 10 busiest airports in the U.S. The number of trains serving Union Station is 
projected to grow 40 percent by 2040. 
 
Separate from the master plan study, a new website produced by the Midwest High Speed Rail 
Association offers the group's vision for transforming Union Station. It says a revamped Union 
Station served by high-speed trains — eventually 220 mph bullet trains — could provide a strong 
alternative to air travel for many trips. The website isdowntownairport.com. 
 
Contact Getting Around at jhilkevitch@tribune.com or c/o the Chicago Tribune, 435 N. 
Michigan Ave., Chicago, IL 60611; on Twitter @jhilkevitch; and on Facebook, 
facebook.com/jhilkevitch. Read recent columns at chicagotribune.com/gettingaround. 

Copyright © 2011, Chicago Tribune 



Metra board to look at plan for future of Union Station 

BY TINA SFONDELES

Transportation Reporter
tsfondeles@suntimes.com

Last Modified: Apr 12, 2012 11:56PM 

A vision for the future of Union Station — the third busiest railroad terminal in the country — includes 
handling the growing number of riders by running more trains on platforms previously used for mail.

The plan would also handle congestion — that throng of commuters seen packed like sardines in the 
station’s concourse level — by converting some unused baggage platforms into wider passenger platforms 
and even creating access to the platforms from Canal Street.

Orchestrated by several agencies including the city’s Department of Transportation and Amtrak, the 
Chicago Union Station Master Plan was first introduced to the public in December and will be presented to 
the Metra board on Friday. 

No votes or decisions will be made, but board members simply wanted to know a little more about the 
study, Metra spokesman Michael Gillis said.

A top priority is dealing with massive growth, with a 40 percent increase in Metra and intercity ridership 
expected by 2040. The problem: Expansion will be difficult because Union Station is beneath a major 
high-rise office building.

The plan is broken into short-, medium- and long- term projects and hopes to evaluate the capacity of the 
concourse, the tracks serving train operations and the platforms.

One short-term idea has already received funding. The city’s Central Area East-West Bus Rapid Transit 
project will give buses their own priority lanes, and priority at intersections on Canal, Clinton, Washington 
and Madison. 

Also of note as a possible change for Union Station commuters — but not part of the study — is a 
proposal made last month that would allow riders to wait in the Great Hall when unforeseen delays occur.

That comes after a Jan. 9 debacle — caused by a signaling problem — that left hundreds of commuters 
stranded.

Copyright © 2012 — Sun-Times Media, LLC
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Appendix H 

Chicago Union Station 

Concept in Context 

 
This booklet was prepared early in the project to illustrate the wide variety of railroad passenger station 
projects that have been undertaken in recent years. Most are U.S. but selected overseas examples were 
also included.  
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Introduction

This report has been prepared as part of the City of Chicago DOT’s Chicago Union Station Master 
Plan project. There are a variety of capacity and quality of service issues that the study is intended 
to address. A range of solutions is being investigated but most are quite large in scale. This booklet is 
intended to provide local stakeholders with some background regarding railroad and multimodal station 
projects designed to increase station capacity and service quality around the Midwest, the U.S., and the 
world.  It is likely that a project that will resolve the major issues that have been identified at Chicago 
Union Station will be quite large. However the alternatives that are developed should be viewed in 
relation to other major passenger rail projects. In this context it becomes apparent that investments of 
this scale have been, and continue to be made around the world in order to enhance the viability of the 
urban areas they serve. 

This report provides highlights of information regarding a selection of projects that share 
characteristics with the possible solutions that will be considered as part of this study. Some major 
projects that could be considered peers are not considered, simply because they were constructed 
so long ago (i.e. Pennsylvania Station and Grand Central in New York and Washington Union Station). 
For that matter, construction of the present Chicago Union Station, including its approach tracks 
and supporting railyards, was a major undertaking that took many years between conception and 
completion. Each of the peer projects that are shown is unique. Two of the projects that are shown, 
Milwaukee and St. Louis, were chosen not because of their large scale, but because they illustrated 
that even here in the Midwest city governments have recently taken the lead in providing intercity rail 
stations. Two projects from the 1970s (San Francisco’s Market Street subway and Philadelphia’s Center 
City Connection) are included because they have key characteristics similarity to the proposed West 
Loop Transportation Center. 

A key differentiator between projects, the factor that most affects cost, is the scope of changes to 
access tracks which is included in the project. In some cases no work (i.e. Milwaukee), or limited 
revision to the tracks used to access the station were required; the entire project consists of upgrades 
to the station structure itself. In other cases (i.e. St. Pancras, London) the construction of the access 
tracks were part of the cost of another project (the Channel Tunnel Rail Link). At the opposite extreme 
(i.e. the East Side Access Project in New York) the construction of deep, complex tunneling is included 
in the project cost.

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
Introduction



 3 

Milwaukee Intermodal Station

The Milwaukee Intermodal Station reopened Nov. 26, 2007 after a $15.8 million renovation.

The station was one of the last large rail stations built in the U.S. prior to the creation of Amtrak. It is 
located three blocks from Wisconsin Avenue, a main artery in downtown Milwaukee. The station was 
built in 1965 by the Milwaukee Road as part of a relocation of its station to make room for expressway 
construction. The next year the Chicago and Northwestern (C&NW) moved in, vacating its separate 
station. The station has five tracks, accessible from three passenger platforms. Amtrak became a tenant 
after its creation in 1971. Train service to Chicago on the C&NW route via Kenosha and Chicago’s 
North Shore suburbs was discontinued at that time. It is currently served by seven daily Hiawatha 
Service trains to Chicago, as well as the daily Chicago-Seattle/Portland Empire Builder. More than 
500,000 Amtrak passengers per year use the facility. The condition of the station gradually declined over 
the years.

The Wisconsin DOT purchased the station in 2003 for $1.4 million, announcing a plan for a renovation 
using a public/private partnership involving $2.6 million in state and federal funds and an $1.4 
investment by Milwaukee Intermodal Partners, LLC which was assigned the task of managing the 
renovation and given a long term lease to operate the station. Thus the total cost of the project at this 
time was identified as $5.4 million.

Completed Intermodal Station

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
Regional Projects - Milwaukee Intermodal Station
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The City of Milwaukee subsequently expressed concerns regarding the limited scale of the proposed 
renovation. The City subsequently provided Tax Increment Financing (TIF) funding for enhancements to the 
project. As a result, increases were made in the scope of the project, including an expansion of the main 
waiting and the inclusion of a new nine berth facility for intercity buses. There is some retail space and food 
service, as well as some rental offi ce space.  Thus, the total cost of this phase of the project was identifi ed 
as $16.9 millinon. 

Main Waiti ng Room

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
Regional Projects - Milwaukee Intermodal Station
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Additional improvements of the facility continue to be pursued. The DOT plans to updgrade the 
appearance of the trainshed to complement the renovated station and replace the ramps to/from the 
undertrack pedestrian walkway by an ADA compliant overhead walkway.  This phase of the project is 
expected to cost $18 million, bringing the total to about $35 million. Phase 2 should be completed in 2012. 

The station is expected to play a key role in the Midwest High Speed Rail network. Wisconsin DOT is 
hoping that a new high speed route to Madison will be constructed with stimulus funding. A study of 
restoration of commuter rail service on the former C&NW route has been completed and implementation 
efforts are now underway. In addition, the City of Milwaukee is working to implement a downtown 
circulation streetcar route, focused on the station.

 

Rendering showing planned rehabilitated trainshed and new overhead walkways

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
Regional Projects - Milwaukee Intermodal Station
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Amtrak ticket window

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
Regional Projects - Milwaukee Intermodal Station

New station layout
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St. Louis Gateway Transportation Center

After 30 years in temporary facilities, a new multimodal station opened in St. Louis in November, 2008. 

St. Louis Union Station had opened in 1894. The building, listed in the National Register of Historic Places, 
features a clock tower 280 feet high and a barrel-vaulted waiting room with a 65 foot high ceiling. At its peak 
there were 42 active tracks. Amtrak moved out of Union Station in 1978 after it was sold to a developer for 
an adaptive reuse project consisting of a festival marketplace, restaurants, and a hotel. 

For most of the interim period the station was replaced by a double-wide trailer. The City of St. Louis had 
the responsibility for constructing a new permanent station, which was planned as a multimodal facility, 
combining intercity bus, light rail, and city bus. The site, located on a side street adjacent to the main rail lines 
on the edge of downtown, under an interstate highway and its access ramps, was very constricted. The first 
design for a replacement station greatly exceeded the available budget. The situation remained in limbo for a 
number of years.

The new building is based on a completely different, scaled down design. The result is a modern, but modest, 
multimodal facility served by:

• Amtrak intercity trains (2 platforms/4 tracks)
• Intercity buses, primarily Greyhound (10 berths)
• Metrolink light rail east to downtown and Illinois, northwest to Lambert Airport, and west  to 

Clayton and Shrewsbury
• City buses (6 berths/6 routes)

--

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
Regional Projects - St. Louis Gateway Transportation Center

Aerial view of new station
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Total cost of the facility was $28.7 million, funded by a variety of federal (earmarks and FTA), state and local 
sources. This includes trackwork and construction of the adjacent Metro local bus terminal. Rail passengers 
have use of 70 seats in the main waiting room, plus a small first class lounge. Intercity bus passengers have an 
additional waiting area in the bus concourse. There is a food court with two fast food vendors located off the 
main waiting room.

The Chicago-St. Louis route has been identified as one of the top priorities for high speed rail 
implementation of the Midwest Regional Rail Initiative using funding under the Stimulus program.

Intercity bus bays

Main waiting room

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
Regional Projects - St. Louis Gateway Transportation Center
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Los Angeles Union Station  (LAUS)

LAUS was built in 1939, at the end of the Great Depression and just before 
World War II, by two of the railroads that operated long distance trains to LA: 
the Santa Fe, and Southern Pacifi c.  Some Pacifi c Electric interurban routes also 
terminated here and it was served by a number of city streetcar and bus routes. 
It is a stub end station.  It was the last of the great Union Stations to open in 
the U.S. The design tastefully combines elements of Dutch Colonial Revival, 
Mission Revival, and Streamline Modern styles.  Numerous movies and television 
programs have been fi lmed here. 

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - Los Angeles Union Station (LAUS)
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L.A.M.T.A. headquarters (tower on right), East Portal, and Patsaouras Transit Plaza

Through the years usage declined and several tracks were removed. The decline bottomed out with the 
creation of Amtrak in 1971. Service to San Diego has since increased from two to 11 daily trains. The first 
commuter rail service in Los Angeles started in 1992. Ridership has boomed with 59 weekday departures on 
the six routes now operated. The Red Line subway route, which operates west through downtown and out 
Wilshire Boulevard, began service here in 1993. The Gold Line light rail route to Pasadena opened in 2003 
and an extension to the Eastside of Los Angeles opened in 2009. This is the first rail service to operate out 
the south end of the station, with a bridge spanning the 101 Freeway. The station is also served by Bus Rapid 
Transit routes on the El Monte Busway as well as several “Metro Rapid” BRT routes.  

Historic Los Angeles Union Station (west of tracks)

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - Los Angeles Union Station (LAUS)
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Gold Line light rail

Concourse under tracks

Red/Purple Line subway platform

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - Los Angeles Union Station (LAUS)
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The railroads sold 51 acre Union Station site to Catellus Development in 1990. The developer secured 
approval for 5.9 million square feet of new development on the site. Restoration of the landmark-designated 
Station was completed in 1992. A 26 story headquarters building for the L.A. MTA was built on the east side 
of the Station’s tracks; at a cost of about $300M. This included the Patsaouras Transit Plaza, connected to the 
East Portal end of the concourse that provides access to the tracks. The Plaza consists of an open air bus 
plaza with numerous bus berths, most of which are assigned to longer distance express buses serving the 
City of Los Angeles and nearby municipalities. An important route, started by the Airport operator in 2006, 
is the FlyAway service, nonstop to LAX, utilizing carpool lanes most of the way. The route operates 24 hours 
per day, with service at least every 30 minutes all day and evening. Other buildings have been built on the 
site of some of the surface parking that originally surrounded the Station and Catellus continues to market 
remaining undeveloped areas.

Union Station will be the Los Angeles station for the California High Speed Rail System, with routes north 
to San Francisco and Sacramento and south to San Diego and Alameda. To maximize capacity, and to provide 
the most direct service, the dedicated High Speed Rail tracks will be through tracks (rather than the stub 
end arrangement all tracks, except light rail, now use). A new station for the BRT routes, better integrated 
with Union Station, is under design.
 

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - Los Angeles Union Station (LAUS)

Patsaouras Transit Plaza, with L. A. M.T.A headquarters tower
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Philadelphia Center City Commuter Tunnel

The Center City Commuter Connection, commonly referred to as “the commuter tunnel,” is a passenger 
railroad tunnel built to connect Philadelphia’s two separate regional commuter rail systems. These had 
previously been operated by two rival railroad companies: the Pennsylvania Railroad (PRR) and the Reading 
Railroad (RDG). It was built by the Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority (SEPTA) as part of 
its effort to unify the two systems. It was completed in 1984. Almost all of SEPTA’s commuter rail lines are 
now through routed from what was originally a terminal on a PRR route to a terminal on a RDG route, 
passing through the four-track east-west commuter tunnel. One of the routes provides express service 
to the Philadelphia Airport.  All trains serve two underground stations - Suburban Station and Market 
East Station, as well as the above-ground upper-level concourse at 30th Street Station, Philadelphia’s main 
intercity passenger rail station. The intercity tracks are located below grade, in a north-south orientation, 
and are served by Amtrak’s Northeastern Corridor

Suburban Station, located at 16th Street and JFK Boulevard, was the stub end underground terminus of 
the commuter rail lines of the Pennsylvania Railroad (PRR). The Reading Company (RDG) ran trains on 
an elevated approach above city streets into the stub end Reading Terminal, located at 12th and Market 
Streets (one block west of where Market East Station, the only completely new station built as part of the 
project, is located).

Market East was the only new station. It has 4 tracks/2 platforms.

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - Philadelphia Center City Commuter Tunnel
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There already was a 0.8 mile subway from 16th Street to 20th Street, a portion of the trackage connecting 
Suburban Station with 30th Street Station to the west. The tunnel project extended four of Suburban 
Station’s eight tracks 1.7 miles eastward. The tunnel addition turns slightly north as it passes under City Hall, 
one of the most massive buildings in the world, and then passes over the Broad Street Subway. The tracks 
run under Filbert Street, then curve to the north after 11th Street, pass under the Ridge Avenue Subway 
spur line, and run northward under 9th Street, ascending to join the RDG embankment near Spring Garden 
Street. All trains operating through the tunnel are electrically powered; most are operated with multiple 
unit (EMU) cars. Development of the tunnel was made easier by the fact that all PRR and RDG commuter 
lines were already electrified, using the same 11,000 volt AC power supply system. Maximum grades on the 
inclines coming out of the tunnel are 2.8%.

The concept for the project was made part of the city’s Comprehensive Plan in 1960. Groundbreaking for 
the tunnel project was on June 22, 1978. It took six years to complete at a cost of $330 million. Federal funds 
paid for 80 percent of the project, state funds accounted for 16.66 percent of its cost, and city funds covered 
the remaining 3.33 percent. The connection formally opened for business on November 12, 1984. The old 
elevated approach to Reading Terminal was then abandoned. It is still mostly present, and is now known as 
the Reading Viaduct.

A 5 block long underground concourse connects the commuter rail tunnel stations with local subway and 
streetcar lines, both of which run in a parallel tunnel under Market Street, as well as the north-south Broad 
Street rapid transit subway, which also has a pedestrian concourse through the downtown area. The Market 
Street and Broad Street sections of the concourse all meet at the City Hall Concourse. Throughout the 
entire concourse are underground entrances to adjacent buildings, including the “Galleria” shopping center 
and the “MetroMarket,” a group of small shops and eateries near Suburban Station.

Pre-existing 30th Street Station upper level commuter train platform (one of two)

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - Philadelphia Center City Commuter Tunnel
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Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
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SEPTA Regional network with center city tunnerl highlighted
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Maps showing through-routing made possible by Center City Commuter Tunnel.

Galleria Shopping Center 
at Market East Station

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - Philadelphia Center City Commuter Tunnel
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San Francisco Market Street Subway

The Market Street Subway is a tunnel that carries both rapid transit and light rail traffic in San Francisco, 
California. Market Street is San Francisco’s historic Main Street. At one time it had four streetcar tracks (as 
did Chicago’s State St.). The rapid transit service is operated by the Bay Area Rapid Transit District (BART) 
and the light rail service, called Muni Metro, is operated by the San Francisco Municipal Transportation 
Authority (SFMTA, a department of the City of San Francisco). It runs under the length of Market Street, for 
over three miles between Embarcadero Station and Castro Street Station. For about 2 miles the subway is 
used by both Muni on the upper level and BART on the lower level. There are four joint stations, with each 
agency having its own fare area collection on a shared mezzanine located below street level. 

The eastern end of the BART level connects directly to the Transbay Tube, through which service runs to 
and from Oakland and the East Bay. BART service in San Francisco started in 1973, with the opening of the 
Transbay Tube to Oakland. Service now operates to the San Francisco Airport from the west end of the 
tunnel and to four braches in the East Bay. BART serves 43 stations with a 104 mile system.

It was not until seven years later, in 1980, that the Muni Metro level opened, when the first of five streetcar 
routes moved from operation on the surface of Market Street to the tunnel, effectively converting them 
to light rail service. Initially all of the routes terminated at the Embarcadero station. The southwestern 
end of the Market Street Subway connects to the much older Twin Peaks Tunnel used by three routes 
and to a ramp to the surface at Church Street, used by the other two routes. A portal to the surface at 
the Embarcadero was opened in 1998, and is used by two of the routes to serve surface streets along the 
Embarcadero. The western branches have a very basic streetcar alignment, with only two stops having full 
high-level platforms; at several others there are ramps which allow disabled passengers to board at the front 
door. The new branch 
from Embarcadero to 
Sunnydale runs on its 
own right-of-way with 
high-level platforms and 
can thus be properly 
classified as a light rail 
line. In the tunnel, Muni 
Metro vehicles are 
operated in Automatic 
Tran Operation (ATO) 
mode. Serving 156,900 
passengers a day, Muni 
Metro is the second 
busiest light rail system 
in the United States.

It was anticipated that 
when the MUNI Metro 
opened surface tracks 
would be removed from 
Market Street. There 
is also extensive Muni 

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - San Fransico Market Street Subway

Map of Market Street Subway
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Street. However, even before the transition was completed, part time historic streetcar service on Market 
Street had started. When the cable cars were shut down in 1982 for a total system overhaul, which lasted 
for almost two years, this became full-time. The surface tracks were subsequently rebuilt, with safety islands, 
as part of a Market Street streetscaping project. The historic streetcar service was extended north along the 
Embarcadero to Fishermen’s Wharf in 2000, after the removal of the Embarcadero Freeway. This service is 
now extremely popular.

The most recent development involving the Market Street subway is the Central Subway, conisdered to 
be the second phase of the Third Street Light Rail Project, which opened in 2007.  It will be a northern 
extension under Fourth Street, interesting Market Street perpendiculary, and terminating in Chinatown.  
Construction began in early 2010. 

Historical streetcar operating on surface of Market Street

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - San Fransico Market Street Subway
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Photo showing 3 levels:
• Concourse with separate fare 

collection for BART and Muni 
Metro

• Muni Metro 

• BART (BART escalators 
pass through Muni 
Metro level)

Powell Station with 
historical streetcar on surface, 
and entrance to concourse

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - San Fransico Market Street Subway
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Muni Metro light rail 
level with concourse 
above

BART level with 
escalators to 

concourse

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - San Fransico Market Street Subway
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San Francisco Transbay Transit Center

San Francisco’s Transbay Terminal opened 
in 1939. It was built by the California Toll 
Bridge Authority in conjunction with the 
San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge which 
incorporated electric commuter rail tracks 
on the bridge’s lower deck. It was paid for 
by Bridge tolls. The Terminal is located at 
1st and Mission Streets, on the edge of the 
densest part of downtown. 
The Terminal was designed to handle as 
many as 35 million people annually with 
up to 17,000 in the peak 20 minutes 
carried in 10 car trains operating at 63.5 
second headways.  During World War 
II the terminal handled up to 26 million 
passengers per year. Rail ridership declined 
to 4-5 million per year before rail service 
on the Bridge was discontinued in 1958, less 
than 20 years after it opened; the Terminal has been operated as a bus-only facility.  Transbay rail service 
returned when the after which service in a new transbay tube started in 1974. 

Caltrain commuter rail from 
the Peninsula terminates at 
Fourth and Townsend over 
a mile south of the Transbay 
Terminal, a significant distance 
from the heart of downtown.  
A special district, the Transbay 
Joint Powers Authority has 
begun construction of a new 
six level Transbay Transit 
Center on the site of the old 
Terminal. The project includes 
a 1.3 mile below grade 
extension of the Peninsula 
commuter rail service to the 

heart of downtown while continuing to accommodate Transbay buses as well as buses from the Peninsula 
and Marin County (which come into San Francisco over the Golden Gate Bridge), and Greyhound buses. A 
direct pedestrian connection to the Montgomery Street station on the BART/Muni subway under Market 
Street is included.  The railroad level of the Transit Center will also serve as the San Francisco terminal of 
the California High Speed Rail route, which will allow passengers to reach Los Angeles in only 2 hours 40 
minutes. 

Transbay Terminal at opening, with trains in foreground and Bay Bridge in 
background

Transbay Terminal today, with buses

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - San FransicoTransbay Transit Center
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The rail level of the Terminal, located two levels below grade, is planned to have 6 stub end tracks, with four assigned 
to high speed rail and two for commuter rail. Because of the limited capacity of the station it is intended that some 
peak period commuter trains would continue to terminate at the existing Fourth and Townsend station.  The bus 
level is planned to be located two levels above grade. A park is planned for the top level. An office tower is planned 
to be built next to the facility.

Rendering of Transbay Transit Cetner

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - San FransicoTransbay Transit Center
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Most of the Transbay Transit Center and the Caltrain Downtown Rail Extension Program are estimated at 
$4.185 billion, escalated to the year of expenditure (YOE). The project is being funded through local, regional, 
state and federal sources including significant contributions from Metropolitan Transportation Commission, 
the Federal Railroad Administration, Federal Highway Administration, Federal Transit Administration, San 
Francisco County Transportation Authority, San Mateo County Transportation Authority, Caltrans, and other 
sources. A design team was selected in 2007 through a competition.

Cross section of prTransbay Transit Center

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
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Long Island Rail Road East Side Access – New York City

Access to the East Side of Manhattan has long been a wish of Long Island Rail Road (LIRR) riders who work 
there but must use the LIRR’s Manhattan terminal at the congested Pennsylvania Station on the West Side, 
which is shared with Amtrak and NJ Transit riders. A 1998 study showed that only 36% of all jobs in Midtown 
are within walking distance of Penn Station, while almost 70% are within walking distance of Grand Central, 
the other major Manhattan rail terminal. (There is some overlap, and some jobs are not within walking 
distance of either facility.) Direct service to the East Side would allow many more riders to walk to work, 
and others to use fewer subway and bus transfers typically cutting up to 40 minutes off their daily travel time. 
The addition of a new Manhattan terminal will also increase overall capacity on the LIRR. Total cost of the 
project is currently estimated at $7.3 billion. Construction work is ongoing and a 2016 completion date is 
projected.

Construction of the LIRR line to Grand Central was begun in 1969 as part of the project to build a four-
chamber tunnel under the East River to serve both a New York City Subway line and the LIRR.  After a long 
delay caused by New York City’s fiscal collapse of the 1970s, the subway line was completed in 2001.

The current East Side Access Project represents the construction effort to complete the LIRR line to Grand 
Central Terminal.  After voters in New York approved a bond issue to provide state funds to the project, the 
construction contract for a one-mile tunnel in Manhattan west and southward from the long dormant lower 
level of the 63rd Street rail tunnel to the new station beneath Grand Central terminal was awarded in 2006. 
Tunnels to connect to a reconfigured Harold Interlocking, the connection with the existing LIRR route, are 
also under construction.

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - LIRR East Side Access - New York City 
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The new LIRR East Side station under Grand Central Terminal will offer new entrances, a concourse, 
eight tracks on four platforms lower than the existing Metro-North lower level tracks, and a mid-level 
mezzanine. This new station will also allow easier transfers for commuters travelling between Long Island 
and destinations on the Metro-North Railroad (in the Bronx, Westchester County, the Hudson Valley, and 
Connecticut), and much of the New York City subway system. Connections to AirTrain JFK at Jamaica 
Station in Jamaica, Queens, will facilitate travel to John F. Kennedy International Airport from the East Side of 
Manhattan. The new terminal will increase the number of tracks at Grand Central from 67 to 75. 

The project involves over 7.7 miles of 22 foot diameter tunnels, at depths of up to 140 feet below grade. 
Current plans call for 24-trains-per-hour service to Grand Central Terminal during peak morning hours, with 
an estimated 162,000 passenger trips to and from Grand Central on an average weekday. 

Isometric drawing of proposed new ESA station concourse and tunnels under Grand Central Terminal, highlighing four connecting 
escalator banks

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - LIRR East Side Access - New York City 
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Access tunnels connect from railroad level of 63rd Street Tunnel under East River, completed in 1973

Linear section, showing historic Grand Central headhouse on left

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
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Cross section showing 8 new tracks and 4 platforms on 2 levels under existing Grand Central tracks

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
U.S. Projects - LIRR East Side Access - New York City 

Rendering showing mezzanine and lower platform of one of the LIRR station caverns
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Major European Stations

A significant number of major passenger railroad station projects have been undertaken in Europe in recent 
years. Most have been designed to provide more direct routings for intercity trains, often replacing legacy 
stub terminal tracks with through tracks. Major passenger service upgrades and high quality architecture are 
universal features. 

London St. Pancras - 2007

This major renovation was constructed as part of the completion of the new, largely underground, high 
speed rail link from London to the Channel Tunnel. Previously, the station was underutilized. Platforms 
are also used by domestic service on this line and are available for future high speed service to the 
British Midlands. Lower Level platforms are provided for early phases of the Thameslink suburban train 
service.  Station Building Renovation cost £800M /$2B.

New pedestrian 
walkways under 
restored historic 
trainshed

Model showing St. Pancras 
and adjacent King’s Cross

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
European Projects - Major European Stations
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Berlin Hauptbahnhof - 2005

New north-south line (8 tracks) in tunnel meets the elevated main east-west line (6 tracks) 1200 trains/
day are served. Total project cost €10B/$13B
.

Cross section 
shows multiple 

levels

Photo illustrating multiple levels 
and open design.

East-west tracks on lowest 
level open to concourse and 
trainshed above.

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
European Projects - Major European Stations
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Antwerp (Belgium) Centraal - 2007

Trains on 3 levels (total of 10 stub tracks and 4 through tracks) constructed under existing 
historic Centraal Station. €720M/$940M. Reconstruction of Centraal was a key element of the 
European high speed rail network.

Chicago Union Station Concepts in Context
European Projects - Major European Stations
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Maps of Projects Under Construction

London Crossrail - 2017

15 miles of new tunnels will connect suburban routes that now terminate on west side of central 
London to those now terminating on the east side. 7 new below grade stations will connect with 10 
different Underground routes, in addition to several intercity rail stations. £15.9B/approx $25B today. 
Crossrail is considered to be the largest and most expensive urban passenger rail project underway in 
the world today. 
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Stuttgart 21 - 2020

16 grade level stub end tracks are being 
replaced by 8 lower level through tracks 
on a different alignment under the historic 
Hauptbahnhof.  €4.1B/$5.4B

Zurich Durchmesserlinie 2015

New 5.9 mile link, mostly below grade, is being 
built to relieve congestion for both 
suburban and 
intercity trains, 
utilizing existing 
main station 
(H.B.).  A cross-
city connection 
for suburban 
trains opened in 
the late 1980s. 
CHF2.03B in 
2005/ approx. $2B 
today
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