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“A shortline railroad has a unique capacity for home-grown success thanks to its entrepreneurial 
spirit and long-standing commitment to the customers and communities it serves.” — Justin 
Broyles, EVP Commercial Affairs, R. J. Corman Railroad Group, LLC 

“In the last year we have been able to onboard nine new customers at six transload locations 
along our railroad. Together, they represent nearly 18,000 carloads of new business, virtually all 
of which is a modal shift from trucking.” — Mike Stickel, EVP and COO, Lake State Railway 

“Share buybacks are back with a vengeance. In the third quarter of 2021, S&P 500 companies 
spent a record $235 billion on buybacks, adding to the $6.3 trillion spent on stock repurchases in 
the decade before the pandemic. In a time of supply chain snafus, a justifiably restive workforce, 
and great economic transitions, corporate America could be investing that money in the future of 
our economy — in logistics, workers and productive capacity. Instead, buybacks are artificially 
tipping the scales of skittish markets, while rewarding executives unjustifiably.” — Barron’s, 
December 20 

“About two percent of Class I employees in the US are now sidelined with either an active case 
or in quarantine as omicron begins to make its presence felt. This is the third sequential week of 
ten basis-point upticks. The prior 2.3 percent peak on September 4 could be breached in the 
near-term.” — Rick Paterson, Loop Capital Markets, December 22 

The Railway Age Short Line of the Year Award goes to the R. J. Corman Memphis Line. 
Purchased from CSX in 1987, this 113-mile railroad is well-positioned to withstand the rigors of 
the COVID pandemic, finding new solutions to its customers’ supply chain challenges. The 
traffic base is some 17,000 carloads a year;  major commodities are chemicals, aluminum, steel, 
wallboard, and paper products.  

Half a dozen major infrastructure upgrades — among them a major bridge rehab; adding 
capacity to the Memphis interchange with CSX; upgrading MHE at an aluminum distribution 
facility; and arranging a storage-in-transit agreement with a Korean tire manufacturing facility — 
worked well to sustain the business base. 

Clearly the common thread among all these projects and others too numerous to mention is  R. J. 
Corman’s ability to recognize customer logistical requirements that the railroad could serve 
without a lot of internal process changes. Says Broyles, “Our analysis of customer supply chains 
showed not only could the railroad bring a significant competitive advantage but also more 
efficient operations at their facilities.” 
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Michigan’s Lake State Railway earned the Railway Age Regional Railroad of the Year Award 
by not only creating a large pipeline of new business but also by expanding its franchise beyond 
trackside with new transload facilities. There is a wide range of commodities, limited only by the 
customer’s imagination: inbound cement, outbound agricultural products and automobiles, 
inbound forest products, inbound propane and outbound waste materials.  What I find truly 
remarkable is the balanced flow of loads both ways. 

Like the Corman Memphis line, the LSRC has tapped federal and state sources of funding for 
their infrastructure projects. The traffic base has doubled to some 65,000 cars a year on its 375 
route-mile railroad. Two CRISI grants on the north end by themselves represent a $33 million 
investment.  Goes to show what local management can do to breathe new life into a property.  

Railway Age also handed out two Honorable Mention awards, Both recipients are relatively new 
additions to the shortline community— Mississippi’s Grenada Railroad (GRYR) and the 
Belpre Industrial Parkersburg Railroad (BIPR) in West Virginia and Ohio. The former is one 
of two former IC mainlines running south of Memphis and acquired by a local development 
authority after CN left town. The latter runs on bits of the old B&O and is owned by the group 
that has the Bucyrus Railcar Repair facility and its related Bucyrus Industrial Railroad.  

RailUSA became the GRYR contract operator in 2018 with the stated goal of getting all 200 
miles up to FRA Class 2 track standards for 286,000 lb. loading.  The $6.2 million CRISI grant 
lately awarded will help, along with RailUSA matching funds. It seems to be working. Old 
customers who are coming back and new customers together have rebuilt the traffic base to 
11,000 carloads a year. In fact, the RailUSA team had done such a good job rehabilitating the 
property that one of the Macquarie infrastucture funds aspires acquire the line — see WIR 
December 3. (However, on December 22 the STB issued a stay on the sale, citing a complaint by 
a previous owner.) 

BIPR is a 48-mile FRA Class 3 railroad cobbled together out of the southern half — 40 miles —
of the ex-B&O Marietta Sub (Parkersburg-Zanesville) and the first eight miles west of 
Parkersburg along the former B&O Cincinnati main line, route of the National Limited back in 
the day (see page 424 in the June, 1953 Official Guide). 

As one might expect, the BIRP customer base is mostly on the Marietta side. Principal 
commodities are aggregates, asphalt, plastics, metals, carbon black, met coal, and —until 
recently —  frack sand. According to Railway Age, customers praise BIPR for providing service 
designed to fit the customer’s process, being reliable and safe, and upgrading the railroad — 
track, power, crews — to the point where carload volumes at the end of their first year were half 
again when they opened the doors. 

I mention these four properties because they are excellent examples what one can do with the 
railroad if you design service around customer supply chain requirements and understand how 
the customer’s business really works. One must always look at the whole process — the 
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commodity itself, the origins, getting the delivered product from the railroad freight car to the 
processing area and then to loading the outbound finished goods and making sure they arrive at 
the customer’s customer in a timely fashion, absorbing any Class I service wobbles along the 
way as far as possible. 

Commenting on last week’s remarks about Class I reliability not always being what one might 
desire, a long-time WIR subscriber writes that one reason the new breed of branch lines are 
successful is they pay attention to customers. We are reminded that the Class I local service 
deteriorated in the first place because management had deemed the lines unprofitable and not 
worthy of further investment.  

It was a simple process. Run off the low-rated commodities — aggregates, wood chips — first, 
then work your way up the food chain until all that was left were the plastics. These alone 
couldn’t support the operation, so the line was closed the minute the ink was dry on the Staggers 
Act. Enter the local Class I/III railroad operator. 

The new management provides proper service and rebuilds the business to a level where those 
carloads once lost are not lost forever. The franchise grows to a point where carload volumes are 
once again attractive to a Class I, especially if the non-Class I road’s divisions can readily be 
absorbed into the Class I’s rate-making. Economies of scale plays a big part. 

It has happened that a collection of spun-off line segments has worked so well that the original 
Class I could find the reborn traffic base attractive and buy the railroad back. All’s well until the 
OR starts creeping up, and the benefits of the Class I’s lower avoidable cost are lost once again, 
so much so that the Class I again is looking for an exit. Lather, rinse, repeat.  

Watco has won the STB’s consent to its acquisition of  “approximately 652 miles of rail line in 
Wisconsin and Michigan” from CN’s Wisconsin Central subsidiary. The December 20 Decision 
states succinctly, “The Board finds that the issues raised do not demonstrate regulation is 
necessary to carry out the rail transportation policy (RTP) and that it is appropriate to allow 
Applicants to proceed with the exemption process.” Congratulations are in order. 

You have before you the very last Week in Review for 2021. It’s been a challenging year to say 
the least; however, doing WIR has been very gratifying because of the strength I am seeing 
among entrepreneurial non-Class I railroads. I suspect we will see still more of this as the Class 
Is continue to shrink their core franchises, especially in so far as the merchandise carload 
business is concerned. Cheers. 

The Railroad Week in Review, a compendium of railroad industry news, analysis, and comment, is sent 
as a PDF via e-mail 50 weeks a year. Individual subscriptions and subs for short lines with less than 
$12 million annual revenue are $175. Subscriptions for Class I railroads and shortline/regional  
operators with more than $12 million annual revenue are $599 per year. To subscribe, click on the 
Week in Review tab at www.rblanchard.com.  © 2021 Roy Blanchard 
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