February 25, 2020
Senate Education Committee Testimony

I’m Gerri Songer, an educator from Township High School District 214, and I’m here to
testify as a proponent for SR 982 Hazardous Material Near School.
I’d like to thank Senator Julie Morrison for sponsoring SR 982, and Senator Laura Murphy
for co-sponsoring. I greatly appreciate the time the Senate Education Committee is taking to
consider this legislation today.
SR 982 is a very important resolution calling for actions that will help protect our students and
staff from hazardous materials that are stored and transported within proximity that can
negatively impact our schools.
I first learned of the dangers associated with the transport of hazardous materials in May of 2014
when trains traveling past my home increased from 2-3 a day to 20 that were over a mile long.
When I first moved into my home, one would hardly know the trains were there. Now, my
entire home vibrates as they pass, a window well pulled away from its foundation, and a pane
of glass broke in my neighbor’s window.
When researching what these trains carried, I learned that 47 people, including children, were
incinerated by a Canadian National (CN) train in Lac-Mégantic Quebec, Canada, a unit train
that very likely travelled right past my home on its way there, and that most of this village was
decimated in an explosion and fire that burned for three days.
My first thought went to a recent derailment just up the tracks from me. My community
depends of well water, and an unreported spill, for which CN is well known, would have
devastating consequences. I had my water assessed, and it did, in fact, contain methane.
My next horror was that of my pregnant daughter who regularly drank water from my home.
I’ve had medical issues, as have my two grandsons, but I’ll never know if these are related to the
methane found in my water, or if the methane came from the derailed CN train, because I never
had the opportunity to take a baseline, and the EPA refused to assess if CN did not report a spill
- so the very company with a history of not reporting, not disclosing, minimizing, and lying
would first have to file a report against itself in order for me to get help from the EPA.
I spent what little savings I had on a political campaign to raise public awareness. I used this
campaign to give my community something the people of Lac-Mégantic wish they would have
had - knowledge, and I’m here to do the same for my State today.
• I’m here to bring to your attention the six derailments in which my Lake County community
has miraculously escaped an atomic bomb-sized explosion such as that of Lac-Mégantic.
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• I’m here to bring to your attention the couple in Northbrook, IL who were trapped beneath
the rubble of a bridge that collapsed under the weight of these mile-long trains. No one even
knew they were there until the following day.
• I’m here to bring to your attention Zoila Tellez in Cherry Valley, IL who survived the initial
explosion from a derailed train when she and her pregnant daughter were stopped at a railgrade crossing, but who couldn’t outrun a fireball thrown by the blaze. Neither she nor her
unborn grandchild survived.
• I’m here to bring to your attention the rail engineers who signed witness slips in support of
this resolution. If they say our students aren’t safe, perhaps we should believe them.
• I’m here to bring to your attention the fact that we’re currently living in an era of
deregulation, and the oil and rail industries have made it perfectly clear that, in their eyes,
profits far outweigh people in value, as has our President.
The love of money is ruling our nation today.
The transport of hazardous materials, including highly explosive Bakken Crude oil, is on the rise.
Exposure to more than 50 ppm of hydrogen sulfide triggers shock, convulsions, and coma;
pushed beyond 700 ppm, and death is likely within two breaths. Enbridge discovered Bakken
crude containing 1,200 parts per million of the gas. Exposure to hydrogen sulfide, no matter
how seemingly insignificant, can lead to internal organ failure, infertility, immune system
suppression, blood disorders, cancer, birth defects, and genetic mutations. Even without
derailing, spilling or exploding, doctors have warned that proximity to oil trains poses a
serious health risk with increasing rates in cancer, asthma, and cardiovascular disease through
exposure to particulate matter released as emissions from trains.
Last April, President Trump ordered the Department of Transportation to authorize the
movement of Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) by rail. Putting LNG into rail cars and moving it
through highly populated communities also presents a significant risk to the safety of the public
and the environment, with the possibility of catastrophic consequences. The rail shipment of
spent nuclear fuel and anhydrous ammonia are also of significant concern. An editor at
Railway Age called the Canadian oil trains a "clear and present danger." These are the same
oil trains that are traveling through the United States today.
Two of the nation’s top five most highly congested interchanges are located in Chicago.
Illinois has 41 freight railroads covering 7,028 miles across the state—2nd in the nation by
mileage. Chicago is the busiest rail hub in the U.S. with nearly 1,300 trains passing through
the region each day on turn of the century rail lines that are not configured for the volumes and
types of freight currently carried. Chicago is the largest freight rail choke-point in the country.
It’s not a question of IF a Lac-Mégantic rail disaster will occur in Illinois; without appropriate
and responsible regulation of the oil and rail industries, it’s a matter of WHEN, WHERE, WHO,
and HOW MANY will die.
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We’re living at a time that requires us to evaluate what’s in our hearts and to qualify our
character through the actions we choose to take. The people of this country, and those in our
state, need leaders. We need our elected officials to do what is just and what is moral, and our
children need the protection that only our elected officials can ensure. We’re adults, and they
depend on us to keep them safe.
Please be the leaders we desperately need you to be and vote in support for SR 982
HAZARDOUS MATERIAL NEAR SCHOOL.
Thank you.

Anyone interested in a full presentation on this topic can contact Gerri Songer at 847-875-1567.
______________________________________________________________________________

Below are aerial views of schools and other public locations in my area and near my place of
work within hazardous proximity to High Hazard Flammable Trains (HHFTs) and petroleum
storage facilities (this is by no means a complete list).

Page 3 of 8

Page 4 of 8

Page 5 of 8

Page 6 of 8

Page 7 of 8

Page 8 of 8

