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This year’s See Tracks 
Think Train kick-off 
event, formally known 

as Rail Safety Week, was held 
in Ann Arbor on September 15.

Each year we work with 
Operation Lifesaver, state legislators, MDOT, MSP, 
local officials, prosecutors and law enforcement 
to promote safety near rail tracks. Area Rep 
Jennifer Conlin spoke to the gathering about 
safety near UM’s campus. We appreciate Rep 
Conlin promoting rail safety efforts.

We can never do enough to spread the word 
regarding not trespassing on active rail lines 
and being safe when crossing rail tracks as a 
motorist. Thank you to those who have helped 
in this effort.
Staying on the theme of safety, the MRA 
partnered with legislators to promote the Blue 
emergency sign at rail crossings in June. This 
was part of the first national awareness day for 
the blue ENS sign.
This blue sign has the emergency phone number 

THE ROLE OF INNOVATION & TECHNOLOGY IN A SAFE  
& EFFICIENT RAIL SYSTEM

President’s Message

At first glance, today’s freight railroads may 
appear unchanged: locomotives pulling 
a string of rail cars across steel rails and 

wooden ties. But beneath that familiar exterior 
lies a remarkable technological evolution. 

Billions of dollars in reinvestment by the railroads 
have transformed the systems that support, 
operate, and optimize freight railroads over 
the last few decades, and advances in digital 
technologies, automation, data analytics, and 
safety systems have revolutionized the industry. 

As a result, railroads are safer, more reliable, and 
more cost-effective than ever before, and the 
industry is continuing to develop and deploy new 
technology to continue that trajectory. Safety 
has always been, and will continue to be, at the 
forefront of everything the railroads do, and the 
industry will continue to invest in new technology 
that improves the safety of rail operations for 
our employees, customers, and communities. 

Railroads have identified a path to take the 
industry into the future that combines the 
power of innovative technology with the grit 

and expertise of our workers. That path will only 
come to fruition in a regulatory environment that 
supports innovation.

Freight Cars and Defect Detection
Over the last 50 years, railroads have invested 
billions of dollars in developing and deploying 

technology to help identify potential problems 
with railcars before they cause safety concerns 
like derailments. Research, data, and years of 
experience show safety outcomes improve with 
a layered approach combining visual inspections 
with technology that identifies problems invisible 
to the naked eye.

For example, several decades ago, railroads 
began voluntarily deploying detectors along 
tracks to identify defects on passing rail cars 
before structural failure. These trackside systems 
measure the temperature or the “acoustic 
signatures” of freight car wheel bearings as 
they pass, identifying bearings that are nearing 
failure and alerting train crews to respond when 
necessary. 

While wayside detection has dramatically 
improved safety on the mainline, railroads are 
continuing to invest in new, more advanced 
technologies for identifying problems faster 
and more consistently. That investment includes 
onboard condition monitoring systems that 
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Hot Wheel Detectors use an infrared scanner looking 
for heat in the wheel. Credit: CN.
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continuously collect and report data on wheel 
bearing health to identify problems and alert 
train crews earlier than ever. 

Track and Other Infrastructure 
Railroads are continuing to improve the safety 
of their track, bridges, signals, and other 
infrastructure through new technology that 
inspects, maintains, and predicts issues with 
more accuracy and efficiency than ever before. 
These tools reduce the risk of derailments and 
service disruptions, lower maintenance costs, 
and improve the overall resilience of the rail 
network. 
Defect detector vehicles are a key component 
of these systems. Advanced track geometry 
cars use sophisticated electronic and optical 
instruments to inspect track alignment, gauge, 
curvature, and other track conditions. 
On-board computer systems provide 
sophisticated analyses of track geometry and 
predict the response of freight cars to track 
deviations to help railroads determine when 
tracks need maintenance. 
In addition, ground-penetrating radar and terrain 
conductivity sensors have been developed 
that identify problems underground—such as 
excessive water penetration and deteriorated 

ballast—that make track less stable. Similarly, 
railroads inspect bridges for stability using sonar 
technology to detect underwater erosion and 
structural weaknesses. 
To improve employee safety and ensure safe 
operations, railroads also use drones across the 
network to conduct aerial inspections of tracks, 
bridges, and rail yards, providing real time data 
and reducing the need for employees to enter 
dangerous areas.

Locomotives
Numerous railroads are testing alternative fuel 
locomotives to reduce emissions and improve 
fuel efficiency, enhance performance and 
sustainability, and support safer operations. While 
these locomotives are not commercially viable 
for broad deployment on the vast rail network, 
they hold significant promise for railroads to 
continue providing safe, low-emission, and cost-
effective service in the future. 

Rail Operations 
Railroads today rely on sophisticated technology 
to manage the flow of traffic across vast 
networks, optimize train routing and scheduling, 
and help ensure efficiency and safety. Many 
of these technologies have been around for 
several years, including the Rail Corridor Risk 
Management System (RCRMS), which identifies 

the most secure routes for trains carrying 
hazardous materials, and Positive Train Control 
(PTC), which automatically stops or slows trains 
before certain accidents can occur using GPS, 
wireless radio, and onboard computer systems. 
All major railroads also rely on advanced network 
optimization systems to improve efficiency, 
reduce delays, and conserve fuel. These systems 
calculate the most fuel-efficient speeds over 
specific routes; determine optimal train spacing 
and timing; and minimize meet-and-pass 
conflicts. 
Using real-time data, they provide dispatchers 
and rail personnel with dynamic runtime 
forecasts and decision-support tools that enable 
faster, more accurate adjustments to network 
conditions. 

Conclusion 
By investing billions in infrastructure and 
innovation, railroads are constantly modernizing 
operations to improve safety while meeting 
rigorous global supply chain demands. Railroads 
look forward to working with members of this 
committee and other policymakers to ensure 
that these new technologies complement the 
expertise and ingenuity of the rail workforce 
in making our workers, customers, and 
communities safe while serving as the engine of 
America’s economy.	

Rail Transportation & the U.S. Economy: Fueling Growth, Trade, & Opportunity

President’s Message

and crossing ID number for each crossing. If 
you have an emergency at a rail crossing or 
rail property, look for the blue sign and call the 
phone number.

Big thanks to those legislators who created 
social media content to increase awareness: 
Reps Ron Robinson, Kathy Schmaltz, Rylee Linting, 
Jamie Thompson, Brian BeGole and Tyrone Carter.

The highly popular Local Surface Crossing 

Program is in its eighth year. This program allows 
local road authorities to partner with railroads 
and MDOT to improve the surface condition at 
rough crossings.

Thank you to the House, Senate and MDOT for 
continuing to support this valuable infrastructure 
program. We highlight a local project in Ada, MI in 
this newsletter.

We always enjoy having elected officials out on 
the rail lines. In this issue we highlight recent 

visits with Cong Barrett & Slotkin. State Reps 
Wortz, Slagh and Outman toured the Indiana 
Northeastern Railroad. The Northern Michigan 
legislative caucus will host a tour on the Lake 
State Railway in October. Thank you for taking the 
time to come out and see the value of shipping 
freight by rail
Last, thank you to Sen. Victory and Rep Schmaltz 
for introducing Rail Advocacy Resolutions in their 
respective chambers to highlight Michigan Rail 
Day, May 14 2025.
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Hot Bearing Detectors located on the side of railway tracks monitor the wheel bearing 
temperature on passing rolling stock. Credit: CN.

Acoustic Bearing Detectors assess wheel bearing sound signatures to identify 
compromised components well in advance of a heat-generating failure. Credit: CN.
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Consolidated Rail Corporation (“Conrail”) 
is a Class III switching and terminal 
railroad delivering “first and last mile” 

rail service to customers on behalf of its 
owners, Norfolk Southern and CSX.  Conrail 
was formed by Congress in 1976 as a means to 
consolidate and preserve the rail lines of several 
bankrupt railroads throughout the eastern and 
midwestern United States.  
In 1999, Conrail was acquired by Norfolk Southern 
and CSX.  The Conrail that exists today operates 
in what we know as the Shared Assets Areas, 
which include Northern New Jersey and the New 
York Ports, Central and Southern New Jersey, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Detroit, Michigan.  
Although Conrail doesn’t have its own rail 
customers, it does play a critical role for its 
owners by providing safe and efficient rail 
service in the geographic regions that it serves, 
including serving customers located off of lines 
that it owns, switching Norfolk Southern and CSX 
road trains, supporting intermodal services, and 
dispatching freight and passenger trains in the 
Shared Assets Area.  

Detroit Terminal Operations
Conrail operates approximately 356 miles of 
track in the Detroit Terminal, serving 74 industries 
along its lines.  Conrail’s operations focus on the 
corridor that connects Carleton/Trenton, Detroit, 
and Sterling Heights.  
Trains operate out of the following four main 

yards: Livernois Yard, 
North Yard, River Rouge, 
and Sterling Yard. 
In 2024, Conrail handled 
almost 89,000 carloads in 
Detroit alone.  As of mid-
October 2025, Conrail 
hosted over 105,000 lifts 
for Norfolk Southern 
alone in the Livernois 
intermodal facilities.  The 
primary commodities 
that Conrail hauls in the 
Detroit Terminal include 
finished autos, auto 
and truck parts, coal, 
minerals, paper, scrap, 
chemicals, and steel.
Terminal Superintendent, 

Kory S. Johnson, leads Conrail’s operations in 
the Detroit Terminal and oversees 241 employees 
who keep the Terminal running efficiently.  
Conrail strives to build a young, career-oriented 
workforce, ensuring strong roots for long-term 
growth.

Safety, Service, Value, Leadership
Since its rebirth as a Class III switching and 
terminal railroad, Conrail has improved its 
performance in the areas of safety, service, and 
efficiency, and continues to provide value to its 
owners.  Employee injuries have been reduced 
by 55% year to date, derailments in the Detroit 
Terminal have been reduced by 35% year to date, 
and through collaboration with the Michigan 
Department of Transportation (“MDOT”), grade 

Moving
Michigan Featuring

Continued page 4   Conrail crews install new track on their Michigan network. Photo credit: Conrail.

Brian Gorton
Conrail President & CEO
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crossing accidents have been reduced by 33% 
year to date.

Technology has also played an important role in 
improving safety and service.  Remote control 
technology was first introduced in Conrail’s 
Detroit Terminal in 2002.  The years since remote 
control implementation have averaged 68% 
fewer human-factor derailments than the years 
before implementation.  

Conrail train crews use handheld computer 
devices, which enable conductors to immediately 
document train and car movements, which 
increases reporting speed and accuracy, in turn, 
providing better information to customers.  

Beyond technological improvements, Conrail 
now services every customer a minimum of five 
days per week.  Cars are delivered to customers 
as soon as possible after arrival on Conrail’s 

network, leading to a reduction 
in overall car cycle times.
On the engineering side, 
Conrail’s physical plant 
continues to be strengthened 
with smart and timely capital 
investments in infrastructure 
to maintain existing utility and 
add capacity to the network as 
needed.  
Conrail actively participates in 
public-private partnerships with 
MDOT, the City of Detroit, and 
other governmental agencies 
and is grateful for the support these entities 
provide. This helps enable Conrail to maintain 
safe and reliable infrastructure for its current 
needs and future growth.
Conrail’s achievements over the past 26 years 
are a reflection of what dedicated people can 

accomplish by seamlessly working together.  
By continuing to strengthen its safety, 
performance levels, and physical plant, Conrail 
looks forward to continuing to provide the best 
service achievable for the growing customer 
base that it serves on behalf of its owners in the 
Detroit Terminal. 

  �Continued from page 3

Moving
Michigan Featuring

A person or vehicle is hit by a train roughly 
every three hours, and that is the reality 
we at Michigan Operation Lifesaver are 

committed to help change. Our vision is to 
provide the public with rail safety education and 
awareness programs that end death and injuries 
due to trespassing and collisions. 

When OLI started in 1972 there was an average 
of 12,000 incidents per year, nationally. In 
Michigan there were over 200 crashes annually 

with 40 fatalities in 1972. The average number 
of crashes in Michigan has been reduced to 
approximately 35 annually with four killed. In 
addition, in Michigan, there is an annual average 
of eight trespassers killed, with five suicides 
statewide. 
Year-to-date - preliminary reports through 
August 2025 show there have been 17 crashes, 
with three fatalities and 2 injuries. 
This year, we kicked off See Tracks, Think Train 

safety event in Ann Arbor with local and state 
law enforcement, Ann Arbor Fire Dept., railroad 
law enforcement and State Rep Jennifer Conlin. 
We appreciate Rep Conlin speaking to the topic 
of increasing awareness and safety at rail 
crossings.

Michigan Operation Lifesaver Update

Rep Conlin and Jon Cool at STTT kickoff in Ann Arbor.  
Photo credit Blair Nelson.

Rep Jennifer Conlin, Ann Arbor fire dept., state, local, university and railroad law enforcement, gather to 
promote rail safety at the See Tracks Think Train event in Ann Arbor. Photo credit Blair Nelson.

Conrail crews install new track on their Michigan network.  
Photo credit: Conrail.
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Come Visit The Railroad

As part of our mission at the Michigan 
Railroads Association, we seek to invite 
public officials to see rail operations. Our 

goal is to show what a strong and vibrant rail 
network means for Michigan.
Railroads serve businesses across the Great 
Lakes State. From the auto industry, household 
goods retailers, and the timber industry, 
railroads play a critical role in North America’s 
logistics network. 

Having public officials witness freight railroads 
fulfilling this important role up close is valuable, 
and we appreciate each opportunity that allows 
us to do so.
In this section, we highlight photos from state 
legislators and members of Congress who have 
recently joined Michigan’s railroads to observe 
rail operations and how goods are transported 
across the state’s rail network.

Congressman Tom Barrett on board a CN locomotive in 
Delta Township, Eaton County. Photo credit CN.

From left, State Reps Brad Slagh, Jennifer Wortz and 
Pat Outman on a tour with the Indiana Northeastern 

Railroad through Branch and Hillsdale Counties.  
Photo credit: MRA.

Rep Jennifer Conlin rides the Ann Arbor Railroad as part 
of See Tracks Think Train kick-off event in Ann Arbor. 

Photo credit: Rep Jennifer Conlin.Rep Jerry Neyer visits the Huron Eastern Railroad. Photo credit: Huron Eastern Railroad.

Congresswoman Hillary Scholten visits the Grand Elk Railroad in Grand Rapids. From left, Watco’s Curtis Sloan, 
Scholten, and Scholten aide Leila Fleming. Photo Credit MRA.
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MDOT’s Surface Crossing Program

Did you know that MDOT provides funding 
assistance to local road agencies for 
crossing surface improvements on local 

roads? This program, in its 8th year, has proved 
to be very popular with county and local road 
authorities.
Through this annual program, local road agencies 
may apply for grants in cooperation with railroad 
companies. This is a 60/40 cost-share program.
A recent project under this program was 
completed in Kent County in partnership with 
the Kent County Road Commission (KCRC), Ada 
Township and the Grand Rapids Eastern Railroad 
(GRE). The MDOT program has a grading system 
to determine worthy projects.
“The Kamp Twins crossing resurfacing was 
a collaboration between GRE, KCRC and Ada 
Township using the MDOT Surface Crossing 
Program,” stated Tim Haagsma, Dir. of Traffic and 
Safety at KCRC. 
“MDOT Rail agreed to use the MDOT Surface 
Crossing Program funds to pay 60 percent of the 
costs with GRE picking up the remainder. KCRC 
paid to repave the approaches to the crossing.”
The Grand Rapids Eastern Railroad, owned by 
Genesee & Wyoming, shared, “The MDOT Local 
Grade Crossing Surface Program has been 
important to address a state of good repair 
backlog of public at-grade railroad crossings.”
“The program allows railroads to work closely 
with local road agencies to prioritize projects 
for much-needed surface improvements that 
benefit motorists, cyclists, and pedestrians.  By 
providing 60% in state funding, this allows the 
railroad’s own capital funds to be stretched, 
allowing more projects to be completed in a 
shorter period of time.” 
Applications for the 2026 program must be 
received by close of business on September 30, 
2025.

US Trackworks crew installs new crossing on the Grand 
Rapids Eastern line in Ada. Credit: MRA.

Completed Grand Rapids Eastern Railroad project by US 
Trackworks in Ada, MI. Credit: MRA.

Cong Hillary Scholten visits the CSX Grand Rapids 
Wyoming Yard. In this photo, Scholten talks with CSX’s 

Scott Karcher regarding the rail industry’s safe shipping 
of hazardous materials. Photo Credit: MRA.

US Trackworks crew builds 
new crossing for the Grand 
Rapids Eastern Railroad in 
Ada, MI. Credit: MRA.

Barrett - ScHolten TRANSPORT Jobs Act 
Passes House

The US House of Representatives has passed 
HB3055, the Transitioning, Retiring and New 
Service Members to Port, Ocean, Rail and 

Truck (TRANSPORT) Jobs Act. The TRANSPORT 
Jobs Act will connect military veterans with 
supply chain employment, meeting critical needs 
in America’s transportation and supply chain 
workforce while helping veterans secure careers 
that put their skills and experience to use.
The TRANSPORT Jobs Act would direct the 

Department of Transportation to collaborate 
with the departments of Defense, Veterans 
Affairs, and Labor to develop a “Veteran to Supply 
Chain Employee Action Plan.” The plan would 
also recommend steps the federal government 
can take to reduce barriers to entry and help 
veterans enter supply chain careers.
“With one in six railroad employees having 
served in our Armed Forces, we are proud to 

Continued page 7   
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Michigan Rail Advocacy Day 2025

Every Spring, members of the Michigan 
Railroads Association gather in Lansing to 
meet with legislators, sharing information 

on what a strong freight network means for 
Michigan. 
We discuss rail projects to enhance spurs, 
sidings, transload operations, tie replacement, 
surface improvements, grade separations, and 
other key items. Rail safety initiatives are always 
included in our conversations. 
The morning kicked off honoring 
Sen. Dan Lauwers who received 
the Rail Champion Award for 2025. 
Mike Johnston of the MMA was the 
other recipient. Thank you to both 
awardees for their work on rail 
industry improvements in Michigan.
As you’ll see in these photos, MRA 
membership goes out in teams to 
meet with legislators throughout 
the day. This year, we had an all-
time high number of teams and 
legislative visits. 

We always value the conversations we have with 
House & Senate legislators regarding the rail 
network in our state and how policy decisions 
can impact the industry. 
Last, we thank legislators and staff who joined 
us for the legislative reception to cap off the 
day. This is always a fun event to engage in 
conversations and ideas regarding the railroad 
industry here in our state.

Barrett - Scolten 
TRANSPORT Jobs Act 

Passes House

support the TRANSPORT Jobs Act, which expands 
opportunities for veterans throughout the 
supply chain,” said Ian Jefferies, president of the 
Association of American Railroads.

  �Continued from page 6

Congressman Tom Barrett (center) visits the 
CN auto loading facility in Delta Twp with CN’s  
Matthew McClaren (left) and Barrett staffer 

Charles Rhames (right).  
Photo Credit: CN.

Rep. Rylee Linting meets with members of the MRA during Rail 
Advocacy Day 2025. Credit: Sarah Pawlanta.

Jon Cool, MRA and MRA member Mike Hnatiuk meet 
with Speaker Matt Hall during Rail Advocacy Day 

2025. Credit: Mike Quillinan.

Rep. Kristian Grant meets with MRA members during Rail Advocacy Day 
2025. Credit: Emily Traiforos.

MRA President Jon Cool congratulates 
Sen. Dan Lauwers on receiving the 

2025 Rail Champion Award.  
Credit: MRA.

Senator Jeremy Moss joins MRA members on the south Capitol steps 
during Rail Advocacy Day 2025. Credit MRA.

“A single freight 

train can haul the 

load of several 

hundred trucks, 

reducing highway 

congestion and 

maintenance costs.”
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Metro Detroit 
Auto-Theft 

Recovery Team 
(MDART)

The Metro Detroit Auto-theft and Recovery Team 
(MDART) is a multi-jurisdictional task force 
dedicated to combating organized auto theft 

and related criminal activity. 
Our specialized team operates with unwavering 
commitment, conducting in-depth investigations into 
complex theft networks, recovering stolen vehicles, 
and safeguarding Michigan residents from the 
financial and emotional impact of auto crime. 
MDART’s mission extends beyond enforcement — it is 
rooted in restoring safety, trust, and stability within 
communities and supporting the private sector 
entities that are adversely affected by these offenses.

Post-incident scene of damaged SUVs after criminals 
attempted to drive them off a loaded autorack in 

Detroit. Photo credit: Conrail.

Members of the Michigan Railroads Association are: Adrian & Blissfield Railroad Co., Ann Arbor Railroad, CPKC, Charlotte Southern Railroad Co., CN, Consolidated Rail Corp. (Conrail),  
Coopersville-Marne, CSX Transportation, Delray Connecting Railroad, Detroit Connecting Railroad Co., Escanaba & Lake Superior Railroad, Grand Elk Railroad, Grand Rapids Eastern 
Railroad, Great Lakes Central Railroad, Hamilton Northwestern Railroad Co., Huron & Eastern Railway, Indiana Northeastern Railroad, Jackson & Lansing Line, Lake State Railway Co., 
Lapeer Industrial Railroad Co., Marquette Rail, Michigan Shore Railroad, Michigan Southern Railroad, Mid-Michigan Railroad, Mineral Range, Inc., Norfolk Southern Corp. and West 
Michigan Railroad Co.

120 N. Washington Square
Suite 701
Lansing, Michigan 48933

517.482.9413 
mra@michiganrailroadsassociation.com
michiganrailroadsassociation.com
@MI_FreightRail


