Cargo rail service expected by July 

Cranford-Linden line restoration near end 
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Rail freight service on the old Staten Island Railroad line should be up and running by July, nearly four years later than officials originally said service would be restored. 
Funding delays and controversy over restoring service to the Cranford-to-Linden line and the Rah way Valley Line between Cranford and Summit resulted in significant delays, said railroad officials. 
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Gordon Fuller, chief operating officer of the Morristown & Erie Railway, which was contracted by Union County to rehabilitate the two lines, said the $2.9 million needed to complete the Staten Island portion was not released until three weeks ago, six months after state transportation officials approved the funding. 
"By July, we'll be running real trains," Fuller said. 
Now that the M&E has the funds to pay for signal crossing systems, it can order the materials, he said. Some final work tamping the rail bed to get it in shape for regular train runs also needs to be done. 
While most of the rail crossings on the 7-mile line do not involve major roadways, the line does cross South Avenue in Cranford, one of the heaviest-traveled east-west arteries in the county. 
Fuller said the South Avenue crossing would be getting signal gates that would be visible from a considerable distance to give motorists sufficient warning of a train crossing. 
Once the Cranford-to-Linden line is operational, local rail freight would be shipped out to Bound Brook, where rail cars would be handed off to national carriers, such as the Norfolk-Southern. 
Work on the Staten Island line, along with portions of the Rahway Valley Line, from Cranford to Summit, was suspended in 2006 when funding dried up. 
In March, DOT Commissioner Kris Kolluri told county officials the state would consider allocating additional funds after a full review of the project's costs and benefits. The county's economic development staff reported to Kolluri that restoring rail freight service had the potential of generating at least 500 jobs and more than $10 million for the towns along the rail line. 
While the Linden-to-Cranford portion is part of an overall project to restore north-south freight rail service through the heart of the county, the state has given no indication as to when funds would be available to continue the Rahway Valley portion of the project. 
State and county officials have already hinted that while rail access may be completed through Union, the final link through Springfield and Summit, connecting to NJ Transit's Morristown line, may be years from completion, if that portion is even finished. 
Fuller has wanted the full run, in part, to be able to transport pelletized plastic from Linden to manufacturing facilities in Morris County. The Staten Island and Rahway Valley lines would enable trains to make the run in 90 minutes as compared with nearly five hours via the next closest connection. 
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