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Photography on railroad tracks is a dangerous 
and growing trend across Michigan and 
the entire country. It can be deadly. In 

significantly increasing numbers, photographers 
are putting their clients, and themselves, at great 
risk using railroad tracks as a backdrop for their 
photo shoot. 

One of the frequent responses shared is that “we 
had no idea that being on the tracks was illegal.”  
To be clear, trespassing on railroad property by 
being on train tracks is illegal and can be fatal.  
Over the last couple years here in Michigan, 20 
people have been either killed or injured while 
trespassing on railroad tracks.

Young people taking selfies on tracks is also a 
rapidly growing problem.  Tragedies unfold when 
they try to take photos next to an approaching 
train – and then post on social media.  Or maybe 
they’re trying to get a dangerous video clip to 
share with friends.  Sadly, many of these risky 
endeavors end in loss of life or serious injury. 

Maybe you’ve seen high school senior class 
photos on rail property.  Perhaps it was wedding 
or engagement photos of a couple joyously posing 
on rail tracks.  There have been infants in baskets 
and pregnant women laying across the tracks, as 
well. 

In almost every case, this is being done on private 
property. This is trespassing.  Not only is it illegal 
to shoot on railroad tracks, but it also sends a 
terrible message to young people that it is safe to 
be on rail tracks.  In Michigan, you can be fined 
up to $100 for trespassing on railroad tracks 
plus additional court costs.  Remember, you are 
snapping a photograph and sharing it on the 
Internet.  Law enforcement can still fine you for 
this trespassing offense – even after the fact.

Even if you think certain tracks are abandoned 
or unused, they are still private property.  Unless 
you have written permission from a railroad, you 
shouldn’t be there.

Another misconception is that you can hear the 
train coming in time to get out of the way.  This 
simply is not true.  A recent national television 
news program highlighted how quiet a train 
can be – especially when it is approaching from 
behind.  

Don’t make the mistake of believing a train will 

Taking Photos On The Tracks: Bad Idea

In this edition of the MRA newsletter we 
address different areas of rail safety and 
this involves shining bright lights on the 

growing problem of photography on railroad 
tracks.  This includes the increasingly popular 
“selfie” photo or video that is commonly 
shared on social media.

Take a minute to search online for “railroad 
track photos” and you will find an endless 
assortment of high school senior class 
photos, engagement photos and even 
children being staged on railroad tracks as 
if they were in a studio.  

Photography companies proudly stamp their 
company name on the photos – even though 
they can receive a misdemeanor offense for 
trespassing.  This explosion of photography 
on rail property is extremely unsafe and 
we’re hopeful that photographers across 
Michigan can help share the word and help 
curtail this activity.

Social media enters the conversation, as well.  
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Featuring

Adrian & Blissfield Rail Road

Adrian & Blissfield Rail Road Company, 
headquartered in Westland, Michigan 
is the parent company of five short-

line railroads in Michigan.  These railroads 
include:  the Adrian & Blissfield Rail Road, 
the Charlotte Southern Railroad, the Detroit 
Connecting Railroad, the Jackson & Lansing 
Railroad, and the Lapeer Industrial Railroad.

• The Adrian & Blissfield Rail Road 
 operates in eastern Lenawee County 
 between the cities of Blissfield and 
 Adrian.  
• Charlotte Southern Railroad operates in 
 the City of Charlotte in Eaton County.
• Detroit Connecting Railroad operates 
 in the Eastern Market District of the City 
 of Detroit (near the intersection of I-94 
 and I-75) in central Wayne County.
• The Jackson & Lansing Railroad 
 operates in Jackson and Ingham   
 Counties between the City of Jackson 
 (at I-94 and US-127) north through  
 the City of Lansing (at I-496 and M-99).
• Lapeer Industrial Railroad operates in
 the City of Lapeer in Lapeer County.
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Jackson & Lansing Railroad
Photo Courtesy of Brenda Rice

In 2016, Adrian 
& Blissfield Rail 
Road celebrated 
25 years under the 
same ownership.  
Prior to 1991, 
the railroad was 
subsidized by the State of Michigan (and 
operated as Lenawee County Rail Road), 
which had purchased the railroad from the 
Penn Central and Conrail. 

On a historical note, the Adrian & Blissfield 
Rail Road was originally known as the 
Erie & Kalamazoo Rail Road.  Construction 
began in 1835 as the first railroad west of 
the Allegheny Mountains (prior to Michigan 
statehood, while Michigan was still a 
territory).  At that time (1836), there were 
only 200 miles of railroad in the entire United 
States, located primarily in New York and 
South Carolina.

Prior to the Civil War, today’s Adrian & 
Blissfield Rail Road was part of the only rail 
link between New York City and Chicago.  

After the Civil War, the railroads completed 
a line across northern Ohio and Indiana 
connecting Toledo with Elkhart into Chicago, 
without crossing into Michigan. The new 
railroad was known as the “Air Line”, the old 
line became known as “The Old Road” (the 
logo and nickname of the Adrian & Blissfield 
Rail Road).   

During the late 1990s, the Adrian & Blissfield 
Rail Road acquired three former Grand Trunk 
Western properties:  Charlotte Southern 
Railroad, Detroit Connecting Railroad, and 
Lapeer Industrial Railroad.  Although these 
are the smallest of our railroads (in track 
miles) they provide a service to industries 
that would otherwise be unable to have 
a cost-effective means of delivering their 
commodity. 

Then, in October 2010, the Adrian & Blissfield 
Railroad Company acquired 47 miles of rail 
formerly operated by Norfolk Southern.  The 
line became known as the Jackson & Lansing 
Railroad Company.  This acquisition enabled 
existing customers to ship and receive by rail 
according to their schedules and shipping 
and/or receiving needs.  It has also provided 
former rail customers the option of shipping 
by rail once again. 

We have a diverse collection of customers 
over our five railroads.  Our customers 

MOVING 
  MICHIGAN

(Continued on page 3)

Lapeer Industrial 
Railroad

Detroit 
Connecting

Railroad

Adrian & Blissfield
Railroad

Jackson & 
Lansing
Railroad

Charlotte
Southern
Railroad



  Special Report from Sam Crowl

On Saturday January 28, 2017, Michigan 
Operation Lifesaver coordinated a 
Snowmobile Enforcement detail with 

the cooperation of the Lake State Railway, 
Michigan State Police, Otsego County Sheriff, 
Crawford County Sheriff and the Department 
of Natural Resources.

The event was set up with the support of 
MSP Sgt. David Johnson from the Houghton 
Lake State Police Post and John Rickoff, 
president of the Lake State Railway.  
   
Prior to getting started, a job safety briefing 
was held at the office of Kirk Wakefield with 
the Crawford County Sheriff’s office outlining 
the objective of the operation.  The team was 
divided up so that an officer was located 
near as many crossings and problem areas 
as possible. The officers would then move 
ahead after the train passed by. 

There had been some snow the days 

(Continued from page 2) Moving Michigan
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Operation Lifesaver Snowmobile Enforcement
before and on Saturday, so that the trail 
along Old Rt. 27 was in nice shape.  As the 
train moved north, over 100 sleds were 
observed traveling in both directions. As we 
approached Fredrick three riders were on 
the tracks and one had broken off his muffler 
on the rail as he trespassed to the other side. 
All were cited.  There was one other citation 
for trespassing issued nearing Gaylord.    

In addition, we observed at 
least 8 crossing violations 
and the officers were able to 
write citations for four drivers 
pertaining to the crossing 
violations. 
    
WPBN TV reporter Raphael 
Pires accompanied us for the 
entire trip, filming much of the 
run for publication on Monday 
January 30 on channel 7 & 
4. This was a special report for Up North 
Live.  Mr. Pires, a Florida native, was on his 
first train ride and was enthusiastic in his 

effort to help Operation Lifesaver and law 
enforcement promote safe snowmobiling 
near the railroad tracks.  
 
Michigan Operation Lifesaver is grateful to 
all those who helped make this a successful 
enforcement effort.   For more information 
about Operation Lifesaver see www.oli.org.  
     

Adrian & Blissfield
Rail Road

Old Road Dinner Train 
Blissfield

Old Road Dinner Train 
Charlotte

Track Miles:

74.5Adrian & Blissfield Rail Road
Charlotte Southern Railroad
Detroit Connecting Railroad
Jackson & Lansing Railroad
Lapeer Industrial Railroad

Major Commodities:
Grain, Ethanol
Paper Products
Plastic Pellets

Steel, Scrap Metal
Ceramics

Heavy Machinery

Headquarters:

Westland, MI
734.641.2345

Employees:

50

include:  an ethanol facility, grain elevators, paper product (cardboard 
container) manufacturer, steel (bar, coil, plate) processor, as well as 
processors of scrap metal, plastics for injection molding, plastic pellets, 
ceramics, and fertilizer.  These customers are located across all our railroads, 
which minimizes seasonal and economic volatility.

Additionally, the railroads of the Adrian & Blissfield Company connect with all 
three of the eastern Class 1 railroads:  Adrian & Blissfield Rail Road connects 
with NS in Adrian, Michigan and CSX through IORY (Indiana and Ohio 
Railway) in Riga, Michigan; Charlotte Southern Railroad connects with CN in 
Charlotte, Michigan; Detroit Connecting Railroad connects with CN in Detroit, 
Michigan; Jackson & Lansing connects with NS in Jackson, Michigan and 
CSX and CN in Lansing, Michigan; and, Lapeer Industrial Railroad connects 
with CN in Lapeer, Michigan.

These interchanges provide our rail customers expanded logistics 
options.  Also of note, each railroad has an assigned superintendent 
who is able to interact personally with the customers on that line, 
as well as provide local and immediate customer service.

As a side note, we also operate two dinner trains/excursion trains.  
Our Blissfield dinner train (The Old Road Dinner Train-Blissfield) 
operates year-round, every Saturday night out of a historic depot in 
Blissfield, Michigan.  The Old Road Dinner Train-Charlotte operates 
one Saturday a month.

Adrian & Blissfield Rail Road - Blissfield Michigan
Photo Courtesy of Brenda Rice

(L-R) Sam Crowl, OL State Coordinator, Kevin Flick, 
MSP and David Murringer, Lake State Railway 
finalize plans prior to the enforcement effort.

Photo Courtesy of Michael O’Sullivan
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Everyone likes to share a good photo or video 
on Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat etc. WARNING! 
Creating a photo or video by posing right next 
to rail tracks waiting for a train to come by for 
an action shot is incredibly dangerous, and not 
worth risking death or life-changing injury.

Operation Lifesaver, a nonprofit rail safety 
& education entity, plays an integral role in 
sharing the dangers of trespassing on railroad 
property.  They partner with the Professional 
Photographers of America to spread the word 
that trespassing on rail property is illegal and 
extremely dangerous.

Let’s help share the safety message that taking 
photos on railroad tracks is unsafe and sends 
the wrong message to children.  

Local Surface Crossing Program Gets Rolling

The new Local Grade Crossing Surface 
Program recently wrapped up its first call 
for applications.  The cost-share program is 
administered by the Michigan Department of 

Transportation Office of Rail with the goal of 
reducing the number of rough crossings in 
Michigan.

By all accounts, the program was successful, 
receiving great interest from local road 
jurisdictions and railroads.  MDOT received 
applications well surpassing the available 
funding for this program.  Applications must be 
submitted jointly by the road authority and the 
railroad company to be eligible.

Look for construction crews this summer to 
be out working on crossings across the state.  
The next call for applications is expected to 
happen this Fall.  Notify your local road agency 
to recommend a rough crossing to be included 
in the next round of applications.

The MRA will be working with legislators this 
year on broadband expansion concepts.  There 
is a great deal of interest among  elected 
officials to find ways to expedite the process for 
bringing broadband to rural areas across our 
state.  The rail industry has a specific process 

for those seeking to cross rail ROW.  We will 
continue to communicate the safety aspects 
and protocols for those looking to dig under rail 
property with legislators.

Earlier this spring, MRA Chairman John Rickoff 
of Lake State Railway and Great Lakes Central 
President Chris Bagwell spoke with the House 
Transportation and Infrastructure Committee.  
Mr. Rickoff and Mr. Bagwell shared freight 
railroad information with legislators, specifically 
as it relates to shortline railroads, growth areas 
in Michigan, an emphasis on safety and overall 
company investments in their infrastructure.

The Michigan Railroads Association is planning 
various legislator visits to freight railroads 
across the state this spring and summer.  We 
view this as an educational opportunity to 
share how railroads serve customers and 
move commodities in Michigan.  We will seek 
to highlight these visits in upcoming editions of 
the newsletter.

The MDOT Rail Safety Section has regulatory 
responsibility for: all public at-grade railroad 
crossings in the state, as well as governing 

clearances in the vicinity of railroad tracks, and 
ensuring safe space along railroad rights-of-ways.

In compliance with federal and state law, the Section 
performs on-site reviews at the state’s 4,600 public 
at-grade crossing approximately every two years.  
The purpose of these reviews is to collect crossing 
inventory data and to inspect for maintenance 
deficiencies.  Railroads and road authorities are 
then notified of any maintenance deficiencies and 
requested to resolve them in a timely manner.

The Section also performs over 100 diagnostic study 
team reviews (DSTRs) a year to review crossings 
for potential safety enhancements.  Railroads and 
road authorities are required by state law to send 
representatives to DSTRs that are knowledgeable 
and empowered to make decisions on crossing 

Tina Hissong - MDOT Rail Safety Section
enhancements.  Together the team determines 
what, if any, safety improvements are needed at the 
crossing.  The Section issues legal orders to railroads 
and road authorities specifying who is responsible to 
perform and fund the ordered work.

Michigan’s public grade crossing inventory is 
equipped with warning devices in the following 
categories: 32% have active flashing-light signals 
and half-roadway gates; 19% have active flashing 
light signals; 31% have standard traditional passive 
crossbuck sign; and 17% have the traditional passive 
crossbuck sign supplemented with a stop sign. 
Beginning in December 2019, all passive locations 
will be required to have the standard crossbuck sign 
with either a yield sign or a stop sign.   

Since the mid 1970’s Michigan annual vehicle/train 
crashes have decreased 90%, from an average of 
500 crashes per year down to around 45 crashes per 
year.  From January 1, 2016, to November 30, 2016, 

Michigan had 
40 vehicle/train 
crashes, 16 at 
passive crossings, 
16 at flasher/
gate locations, 
and 8 at flasher 
only locations, 
resulting in 5 
fatalities and 14 
injuries.  

While the number 
of vehicle/train 
crashes has decreased, train/pedestrian crashes 
continue to increase.  Per the Federal Railroad 
Administration, trespassing along railroad rights 
of ways is the leading cause of rail-related deaths 
in America.  In 2015 Michigan had 7 train related 
pedestrian casualties, in 2016 we saw that number 
rise to 15. 

Mike Stickel - 2017 Rail Industry Rising Star - Lake State Railway

Mike Stickel of the Lake State Railway 
Company (LSRC) was recently named a 2017 
Progressive Railroading Rising Star.  Each 

year Progressive Railroading magazine recognizes 
industry professionals who are considered “up-and-
comers.” 

Mr. Stickel was most recently Vice President of 
Business Development for LSRC and previously 
held marketing positions with Watco and Indiana 
Rail Road.  He has been with the LSRC since 
2013.  Mike is instrumental in working with new 
business prospects looking to connect with the 

LSRC.  Additionally, Mr. Stickel was recently named 
Executive Vice President and Chief Operating Officer 
of Lake State Railway.

The magazine defines a “Rising Star” as someone 
under 40 years of age who has made, or is making, a 
positive impact on his or her company, organization, 
department or team, and is viewed by others — 
peers, colleagues, supervisors, clients or associates 
— as an up-and-coming leader in the rail industry.

Mike will receive his award at the 2017 Rising Stars 
Recognition Dinner in July.  Congratulations Mike!

Mike Stickel of Lake State Railway, 
recipient of 2017 Rising Star Ward

Photo Courtesy of LSRC
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Operation Lifesaver Announces Rail Safety Week

Operation Lifesaver Inc., along with 
Michigan Operation Lifesaver, have 
announced that the week of September 

24 – 30, 2017 will be ‘Rail Safety Week’ 
across the nation and in Michigan.  The 
goal is to raise safety awareness pertaining 
to highway/railway crossings and along rail 
rights-of-way. 

   Michigan Operation Lifesaver (MI-OL.com), 
along with its volunteers and supporters, 
will work on this project by using radio, TV 
advertisements, posters and signs to increase 
awareness.  In addition, presentations and 
special event,  at local and statewide locations 
will be expanded during Rail Safety week.

Michigan Operation Lifesaver continues to 
promote its awareness and prevention efforts 
at as many special events and meetings as 
possible.  This is in addition to its regular 
presentations to local groups and school 
children.

Recent OL appearances:

• ‘A’ Train Show in Auburn Hills at the
 Avondale High School auditorium for 
 over 2,500 in attendance.  

• Snowmobile  Enforcement Detail
 between Grayling and Gaylord on the 
 Lake State Railway line with Michigan 
 State Police riding the locomotive and  
 the DNR and Crawford County Sheriff  
 chasing the violators.  This ‘Officer 
 on the Train’ (OOTT) sting operation  
 resulted in numerous warnings and  
 citations. 

• MI-OL has three card   
 carrying members of 
 ‘Michigan Association of 
 Chiefs of Police’ that 
 attended the annual COP 
 convention held in Grand 
 Rapids. Many contacts 
 were made with interested 
 police and sheriff personnel.  

• Two classes were held for a 
 total of 12 new Operation 
 Lifesaver Authorized   
 Volunteers (OLAV). There  
 are now 44 OLAVs in   
 Michigan. 

• 5  OLAVs manned the MI-OL booth over 
 two days at the Ann Arbor Train Show   
 held in Saline.  About 2,000 people were 
 in attendance. 

• Baker College has now 
 invited MI-OL to make
 monthly presentations at the Flint   
 Campus for its new truck drivers 
 classes. 

• MI-OL attended and participated in 
 the annual “GoRail’ “Meet your 
 Legislator” event held at the State
 Capitol in Lansing.  This event is to
 lobby legislators to continue supporting 
 railroad causes. 

• Michigan Railroads Association (MRA) 
 hosted its annual ‘Legislative Reception’ 

 where MI-OL had a table top display   
 and  OLI material to attract attention to   
 our cause and mission. 

• MI-OL attended and participated in the 
 Michigan Teen Drivers Safety 
 Conference held in Sterling Heights by 
 the Transportation Improvement 
 Association (TIA).  Over 300 students 
 and teachers were in attendance. 

• The Suburban Mobility Authority for 
 Regional Transportation (SMART) has 
 invited MI-OL to give presentations on 
 a monthly basis to its new bus drivers 
 There are generally 25 or more in 
 attendance at each class of new drivers 
 in the Detroit area.      

• City of Zeeland Police have once again 
 invited OLAVs to make a presentation 
 at its Day of the Young Child (DOYC) 
 special event.  Presenters showed OLI 
 films and made contact with over 200 
 youth and parents who attended.    

• In April and May, MI-OL will have a 
 presentation table in the Round House 
 at the Henry Ford Museum and
 Greenfield Village for ‘A Day out with 
 Thomas’ over 3 weekends.

MI-OL will hold its regular meetings for 
Volunteers and Supporters on August 11, 
2017 in Ann Arbor at the Washtenaw County 
Sheriff’s complex and on November 10, 
2017 at the Durand Union Station.  Anyone 
interested in getting involved in Operation 
Lifesaver is invited to attend.  Contact 
Sam Crowl – State Coordinator - for more 
information.  Contact info: 248-823-7037 or 
samcrowl@comcast.net.
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Sam Crowl (R) with Michigan Operation Lifesaver is pleased to welcome MSP Trooper Scott Carlson (L) to the OL Board of Directors.  Welcome Scott!

Photo Courtesy of Rahn Stokes

Robert Friel (L) accepts the OL Outstanding Volunteer award from 
Sam Crowl (R) at the recent OL meeting in Durand, MI.

Photo Courtesy of Rahn Stokes



Schuette and Clemente Tour Rail Operations

The Michigan Railroads 
Association enjoys hosting 
public officials at various 

railroad operations across Michigan 
to highlight what the industry moves 
through, and out of, our state.  In 
recent months, we were honored to 
host a couple of informational tours 
in Lansing and Melvindale.

In February, Attorney General Bill 
Schuette toured the CN autoloading 
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(L-R) Attorney General Bill Schuette, David Woodruff – CN, 
Lance Osmond – CN, and Jon Cool – MRA tour 

CN auto-loading facility in Delta Twp.
Photo Courtesy of Megan Hawtthorne

(L-R) Marc Higginbotham – NS Consultant, Steve Myrick – NS Terminal 
Superintendent, Rep. Cara Clemente and former Rep. Paul Clemente 

tour the NS Oakwood Terminal.

operation at the Delta Twp. (Lansing) GM 
facility.  AG Schuette spoke with rail and 
auto employees who help ship these locally 
assembled automobiles across Michigan, the 
United States and to ports and destinations 
worldwide.  Thank you Attorney General 
Schuette for spending time with the CN team 
to see how they move finished automobiles 
out of our state.

In March, Norfolk Southern invited state 
representative Cara Clemente (D-Lincoln 
Park) to their Melvindale operation, known 
as the NS Oakwood Yard.  

Norfolk Southern representatives provided 
a tour of their yard and discussed what 
commodities they ship out of the state – 
including automobiles.  

Thank you very 
much Rep. Cara 
Clemente for 
spending time 
with Norfolk 
Southern.

Local Surface Crossing Program Rolls Out

The Local Surface Crossing Program 
wrapped up its first call for applications 
in recent months and has awarded 

projects.  This new program, which has 

been discussed and debated for over 
a decade, will help communities fix 
more crossings across Michigan. This 
has been a part of the state’s overall 

transportation efforts.

The program provides funding 
assistance for surface 
improvements through a 
competitive call for projects 
open to road authorities. The 
program can cover 60% of project 

costs, with 
the railroad 
respons ib le 
for the 
remaining 40%. 
The 2017 call for 
projects ended up 
drawing over 130 
applications from 40 
road agencies, 76 
crossings will receive 
funding in 2017.

The next call for projects will open in 
September 2017.

Should you have a crossing in mind that could 
use surface improvements, contact your local 
road agency to make a recommendation.  
The road authority and railroad will review 
possible projects and submit applications 
together to MDOT.

Post-Construction
Photos Courtesy of Ann Arbor Railroad

Rough Crossing Work

AROUND 

75% 
OF ALL NEW  

AUTOMOBILES  
LEAVE MI  
ON RAIL 
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always blow an audible horn or device. There may 
not be time to do so, depending on the situation.  
If curves, trees, or hills are involved, an engineer 
might not see you in time.  Also, the sound of the 
train warning isn’t always heard until it is too late.

Just last year here in Michigan, someone 
photographing an approaching train was hit 
and injured by a train traveling in the opposite 
direction.  This photographer was standing on 
active railroad tracks and didn’t see or hear the 
second train coming.  In this case, the individual 
was fortunate to survive.

A parent who lost her children when they were 
struck on railroad tracks while taking selfies 
commented, “the accident that took my daughters’ 
lives was preventable and a good illustration 
of how close a train can be without hearing it.”  
Sadly, this was yet another devastating example 
of a trespassing tragedy – all for a simple photo.
Keep in mind that trains cannot stop quickly, 

either.  Trains traveling at 55 mph can take more 
than a mile to come to a complete stop after the 
emergency brakes are applied. 

In addition, it is difficult to gauge the speed of 
a train.  Its speed can be very deceiving.  Don’t 
assume that you’ll have plenty of time to get out of 
the way. This is a common misperception.  Trying 
to judge the speed of a train coming down the 
tracks – especially passenger trains that travel 
at higher speeds – can easily result in tragedy 
related to a false sense of miscalculated security.

Being on railroad property can also place the 
people who operate the trains in harm’s way.  
It is dangerous to place a train into emergency 
stop mode.  Derailments can occur, placing even 
more people at risk.  A photographer causing 
an accident would be responsible for resulting 
injuries, fatalities and property damage.

Traumatic Occurrence

Train crews also mourn the loss of life, carrying a 
unique burden caused by witnessing catastrophic 
accidents. It is not just the person taking the 
photo – or the client – that is potentially impacted.

Rail employees are connected with support 
programs to help them cope if they’re involved in 
an accident. Many respond well, others struggle 
for years.  Train crews who experience these 
traumatic occurrences live with them for the rest 
of their lives.  The train personnel, their families 
and co-workers all must deal with the horrific 
aftermath of one of these needless events.

How To Get The Message Out?

Operation Lifesaver, a nonprofit national rail safety 
organization, has worked with the Professional 

Photographers of America to discuss the dangers 
of track photography and to explore safer 
alternatives.  They have an annual educational 
program to alert photographers and young people 
of the dangers of snapping pics on railroad right 
of way. 

Operation Lifesaver also highlights that social 
media plays a large part in the alarming upward 
trend of taking photos on tracks.  Whether it is 
Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat or other social media 
platforms, going out on the tracks for a photo can 
be fatal.  Sharing photos and videos is fun and 
entertaining, but railroad tracks are not the right 
place for this activity.  Don’t risk your life or your 
client’s life – always be safe.



Q:  WHAT WOULD YOU SAY IS THE TOP ISSUE FACING 
FREIGHT RAILROADS IN MICHIGAN AT THIS TIME?

As you all know, the rail business is very dynamic. I see 
this continuing until we see where the energy sector will 
land and of course what the economy continues to do. 
With the auto and agricultural industries strong, I see 
railroads continuing to do well in Michigan.

Q:  WHAT ABOUT A NATIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON 
FREIGHT RAIL?

I just got back for a meeting of state rail officials in 
Washington, D.C., where the big issues were positive 
train control (PTC) implementation and how the new 
administration would regulate the railroads as well as 
federal funding for all infrastructure including railroads.

Q: IF THERE WAS 1 ITEM THAT YOU SEE COMING IN MI 
FOR FREIGHT RAILROADS TO LOOK OUT FOR, WHAT 
WOULD IT BE?

Michigan’s continued economic rebound and good rail 
service go hand in hand. As our economy grows, there 
are going to be opportunities for the railroads and some 
of this is going to be in non-traditional opportunities. 
Creativity will offer opportunities for the railroad industry 
in Michigan.

Q: WHEN DID YOU START WITH MDOT?

I started with MDOT in June 1980 and was assigned to 
Road Design. While I worked there, I had the opportunity 
to   design I-69 north of Lansing toward Perry, I-75 
(including the Zilwaukee Bridge), and I-696 west of M-1 
(Woodward Avenue). Afterward, I then moved into the 
Local Services Division and then to the Freight Division, 
which used to be part of the now-defunct Bureau of 
Urban and Public Transportation (UPTRAN).
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Rail Insider Spotlight

Deb Brown, Manager 
Economic Development, 
Budget and Contracts

MDOT Rail Office

Q: Share a railroad story from growing up: 

I grew up in Nebraska and remember 
that trains seemed to be everywhere.  I 
remember a rail car derailed alongside 
my cousin’s farm, scattering beer kegs and 
cases all over the place.
Q: Tell us about your position.  

I’m still trying to figure it out myself…kind 
of a little bit of everything.  
Q: How many years have you been with 
the MDOT Rail Office?   

A little over 18 - in one capacity or another.
Q: How does your position impact  
freight rail? 

My staff and I are responsible for putting 
funding and contracts in place for 
almost every rail project the Department 
undertakes, but the most direct impact is 
probably through the Freight Economic 
Development Program and MiRLAP.

Q: Tell us something we don’t know about 
the MDOT Rail Office.      

We’ve only been in existence as a combined 
office for a little over a year…prior to that 
rail functions were spread around in four 
separate areas of the Department.
Q: Does the freight rail industry interact 
well with MDOT?     
Yeah, I think so, but we would probably 
both benefit from some more organized 
interaction (joint meetings, conferences, etc).
Q: How can readers follow you (or the 
MDOT Rail Office)?  

We’re on Twitter at 
@MDOT_Rail.
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Rail Insider Spotlight
Q: AT WHAT POINT DID YOU START HEADING UP THE 
RAIL OFFICE?

I have worked in rail at MDOT since 1990 and 
continued through various assignments until moving 
into the director position in January 2012. At the time, I 
suggested to Director Kirk Steudle we should reconsider 
consolidating all the rail functions in one area. He agreed 
and told me, “Now do it.” 

Q: DO YOU HAVE ANY RAIL STORIES/INCIDENTS 
FROM GROWING UP?

Not really, but growing up during the 1960s and 1970s, 
I was always interested in transportation and big 
infrastructure projects like the interstate system, the Soo 
Locks, lake freighters, freight trains, and new pipelines.  

Q: HAVE YOU EVER CONSIDERED WORKING FOR A 
RAILROAD?

I did. When I graduated from college in 1980 with a 
Bachelor of Science in civil engineering, the economy 
tanked my senior year, so all the private work dried up 
overnight, but transportation departments and railroads 
were still hiring. I had offers from BN, the newly created 
Missouri Pacific Railroad, and the Southern Railroad, as 
well as MDOT, the Illinois Department of Transportation 
(IDOT) and the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA).



2017 Midwest Rail Conference in Kalamazoo Aug. 15-17

This year’s rail conference will be a little different.  We are partnering with other Midwest states 
to host the 2017 Midwest Rail Conference at the Fetzer Center on the campus of Western 
Michigan University. We look forward to a robust conversation and sharing of ideas regarding 
the rail industry.

The 2017 Rail Conference theme is, "Midwest Connections: Passenger and Freight Rail Look to 
the Future." The gathering will be held August 15-17 in Kalamazoo, MI.

Class 1 and shortline carriers will participate with panel and group discussions – examining a
variety of topics.  The Norfolk Southern band “The Lawmen” are scheduled to perform at the 
conference as well.

Please contact Michigan Tech for conference registration and other key information.  The 
primary contact is Dave Nelson and he can be reached at 906.487.1734 or dannelso@mtu.edu
To register online, please go to: www.rail.mtu.edu.



US & Michigan Rail Safety Week Sept. 24-30, 2017

Operation Lifesaver, Inc. (OLI), the national rail safety education nonprofit, is working in partnership with the U.S. 
Department of Transportation, state and local law enforcement agencies, the Michigan Railroads Association and other 
organizations to observe the first national Rail Safety Week (RSW), September 24-30, 2017.

As OLI celebrates its 45th year in 2017, launching a national Rail Safety Week fits with our ongoing mission of reducing 
collisions, fatalities and injuries at highway-rail crossings and preventing trespassing on or near railroad tracks.

While the number of highway-rail crossing collisions, deaths and injuries has dropped over the past five decades, it’s still a 
startling fact that about every three hours in the U.S., a person or vehicle is hit by a train. The goal of RSW is to raise 
awareness across the United States of the need for rail safety education and empower the general public to keep 
themselves safe near highway-rail grade crossings and railroad rights-of-way.

Together, we can save families and communities from enduring these heartbreaking tragedies.




