
 
     
     RAILROAD POLLUTION 

 
 
People don’ t think of trains as major polluters, 
but many locomotives that travel through our 
cities and neighborhoods are powered by 
highly-polluting diesel engines which lack 
pollution controls1.     
 
Diesel exhaust from locomotives contains 
over  40 toxic air  contaminants, carcinogens, 
ozone smog-forming compounds, and fine 
par ticulate matter  (“ soot” ).  Exposure to 
fine particles is known to cause asthma 
attacks, heart attacks, lung cancer, strokes, and 
even premature deaths2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
The scope of problem is centered in Illinois, as 
Chicago remains the “Rail Hub of the Nation” .   
Chicago is the busiest rail gateway in the United  
States and accounts for one-third of the nation’s  
freight rail traffic3.   
 
Chicago is also the only city where all six major  
US and Canadian railroads converge, making  
Chicago an important switching yard for  
America’s eastern and western railroads.  
 

 

 

 

Each day the city of Chicago handles more than 
37,500 rail freight cars. 
 
Due to the high volume of freight, Chicago creates 
more locomotive pollution than any city in the 
country.  In fact, the amount of smog-forming 
nitrogen oxides (NOx) emitted from 
locomotives in Chicago is equal to the 
emissions of more than 25 million cars.   
 
In 2002, locomotives in Chicago emitted 
approximately 23,000 tons of smog-forming 
nitrogen oxides (NOx) and 800 tons of soot 
(particulate matter) into Chicago’s air. 
 
Over the next 20 years, demand for freight service 
in Chicago is expected to nearly double.  The 
burgeoning growth in rail traffic may exacerbate 
Chicago’s already unhealthy air quality4. 

Table:  Smog-forming (NOx) emissions from 
locomotives in six major  cities 
Urban Area Locomotive Nox 

Emissions (tons/year) 
Chicago 23,000 

Los Angeles 12,000 

Houston-Galveston 6,500 

Dallas-Fort Worth 4,500 

Baltimore 2,600 

Detroit 2,100 

 



What are the Different Types of Locomotives? 
There are two main types of locomotives:  line haul and switcher engines.  Line haul engines 
move freight across the country, while switcher engines are located in the rail yards and are 
used in assembling and dissembling trains within the rail yard or carrying the rail cars short 
distances between the yards. 
 

Chicago’s Rail Yards 
There are over 40 rail yards in the Chicagoland metropolitan area.  These railroads are 
populated with scores of older “switcher”  engines, some more than 50 years old, which rarely 
if ever leave the region.  Several yards are adjacent to low income minority communities that 
have high asthma rates. 
 

Map of Chicago Rail Yards 
    What are the solutions? 
·  Cleaner  Fuels—Using ultra-low 

sulfur diesel fuel in locomotives can 
reduce “soot”  pollution. 

·  Install Anti-Idling Technology— 
Installing automatic controls, such as 
auxiliary power units (APUs) and 
stop/start technologies can limit 
engine idling, reduce pollution and 
save fuel. Tests have shown that 
installing anti-idling technologies on 
locomotives can reduce pollution by 
up to 90%5. 

·  Cleaner  Engines—Engines built 
today emit 50% less soot pollution 
than engines built over a decade 
ago6.  Companies can ensure their 

entire line haul or passenger engine fleets are compliant with today’s “Tier 2 EPA”  standard for 
new engines.  Upgrading older engines to current emissions standards can cut soot pollution by 
50-60%.  Furthermore, companies can clean up their switcher engines by using either “Gen-Set”  
or diesel-electric hybrid engines. “Gen-Set”  switcher engines can reduce smog-forming (NOx) 
and soot pollution (particulate matter) by up to 80% and achieve up to a 40% reduction in fuel 
use.  Diesel-electric hybrid switcher engines can reduce air emissions by up to 90% and reduce 
fuel use 70%. 
·  Install Pollution Controls— Installing diesel exhaust control technologies, such as 

diesel particulate filters or diesel oxidation catalysts, can achieve immediate and 
significant pollution reductions.  Diesel particulate filters or “soot”  traps can reduce soot 
pollution (particulate matter) by up to 90%7. 

 

For more information about railroad pollution or the I llinois Campaign to Clean Up Diesel Pollution, 
please contact Ashley Collins, Respiratory Health Association of Metropolitan Chicago, at 312-628-
0202 or Andrea Rincon, Citizen Action/I llinois, at 312-427-2114 ext. 5. 
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