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Katie Farmer 
joined Burlington 
Northern’s 
management 
training program 
in 1992. In 
January, she 
becomes BNSF 
President and 
CEO—the first 
woman at a Class 
I to hold that title.

“We know how to do hard,” says Farmer, 
whose railroad recovered from last year’s 

flooding in the Midwest and is on the 
rebound from the pandemic.

BY MARYBETH LUCZAK, 
EXECUTIVE EDITOR
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WOMEN IN RAIL

Engaging with employees, 

customers, short lines and 

the communities BNSF 

serves: For Kathryn M. 

“Katie” Farmer, it’s about 

listening and involving, and inclusion. 

That approach will remain key to her lead-

ership when she takes over the top spot in 

2021—and works to ensure the railroad 

continues to evolve through the pandemic 

and into the future. 

Soon after news broke Sept. 14 that 

Farmer had “broken the glass ceiling” as 

the first woman ever named chief executive 

of a Class I, Railway Age Editor-in-Chief 

William C. Vantuono contacted her and 

BNSF executives to offer congratulations. 

He noted: “This is historic. Encouraging. 

Positive. Significant.” 

Farmer knows the railroad inside and 

out. She’s held leadership positions in 

every major function of the company, 

starting as a management trainee at 

predecessor Burlington Northern in 1992. 

On Sept. 22, nearly 30 years later, she cele-

brated the 25th anniversary of BN’s 1995 

merger with Atchison, Topeka and Santa 

Fe Railway as Executive Vice President 

Operations. 

On Jan. 1, Farmer takes over as President 

and CEO of BNSF from the retiring Carl R. 

Ice, a mentor, along with former Executive 

Chairman Matthew K. Rose, who retired 

in 2019. She will oversee the 32,500 route-

mile network that spans 28 states and three 

Canadian provinces for parent company 

Berkshire Hathaway, Inc., and lead the 

Board of Directors. 

Among Farmer’s priorities: driving 

productivity and delivering the kind of 

service customers have come to expect; 

modeling the way for communication 

across the railroad and ensuring that 

connections continue to be made with 

all the constituencies it touches; and 

supporting employees—some 36,000—so 

they, too, can reach their full potential 

by taking advantage of the professional 

development opportunities she was 

afforded.

Farmer is looking forward to working 

with her team to shape the legacy of BNSF, 

she told Railway Age. It’s about helping the 

company and the workforce, railroaders 

who “know how to do hard,” thrive for the 

next 25 years and beyond. 

RAILWAY AGE: What prompted you 

to go into railroading? 

KATIE FARMER: I am a proud gradu-

ate of Texas Christian University (TCU) 

here in Fort Worth, and I learned about 

an opportunity for an internship with 

what was then the BN. I was awarded the 

internship working in the engineering 

department [between my junior and senior 

year], and that began what is now a 28-year 

career. 

What attracted me to the rail industry 

back then and what’s true today is the 

importance of what the rail industry does 

and the relevancy. The railroad is really 

the backbone of the U.S. economy, and I 

liked that aspect. Through the pandemic, 

we have seen that with great clarity. 

BNSF has delivered critical PPE [personal 

protective equipment] to the front lines; 

we’ve helped restock the shelves. We make 

a difference, and that’s because of our 

employees—the hard-working men and 

women at BNSF. 

On a personal note, I have a son who is 

a senior in college and a daughter who is 

a freshman in college, and as they think 

about their careers and what they want to 

do, doing something that makes a differ-

ence is a big draw.

RA: How can you, as a leader, encour-

age more people to consider a career in 

railroading? And how do you retain talent? 

KF: It’s about helping more people to see 

the importance of railroading. I work hard 

to do that. As an example, I talk to college 

students several times a year. Oftentimes, 

they’re really surprised to learn what it is 

that we do and the impact that we have on 

the economy and the day-to-day things 

that they might take for granted. 

What I tell them is if you look back to 

our predecessor history—170 years—we’re 

as relevant and as important today as we 

were then. So I think that’s a big draw and 

will help to encourage people to want to 

join our railroad. 

As far as retention, we focus on that a lot 

at BNSF. It is about creating an environ-

ment that talented people want to come 

and work in. When you combine talented 

people who enjoy what they do, like the 

environment they work in, and feel like 

they’re making a difference, then typically 

we find that those are the folks who want to 

make a career out of railroading. 

RA: How will you approach diversity—

not only within the company, but also 

through recruitment? 

KF: BNSF employees should expect to 

be treated with dignity and respect. That 

is foundational. Diversity and inclusion is 

foundational to what we do. It’s a part of 

our recruiting efforts. It is not only foun-

dational to what we do; it’s really been key 

to our success. 

We absolutely, through our recruiting 

efforts, are looking to bring in talented 

employees, who bring a diversity of back-

ground and experiences to the railroad. 

We’ve been very fortunate that we’ve been 

able to attract really talented folks. We also 

know that all of this is a journey, and we 

want to continue to make an impact. 

Among the things we share with folks 

when we’re recruiting is that we provide 

mentoring programs. We have business 

resource groups and diversity councils. 

Those don’t just exist in Fort Worth; they 

exist across our system. We have 36,000 

employees across the country, so we focus 

on giving them resources; and through B
N
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“BNSF employees 
should expect to  
be treated with  
dignity and respect. 
That is foundational. 
Diversity and inclu-
sion is foundational 
to what we do. It’s a 
part of our recruiting 
efforts. It is not 
only foundational  
to what we do; it’s  
really been key to 
our success.” 
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WOMEN IN RAIL
recruiting efforts, they can feel comfort-

able that when they come to work for the 

railroad, we’re creating a network and 

connection for them. 

We make it personal because retention is 

personal. You don’t often hear people say 

in an exit interview that they left because 

of money. People leave because they don’t 

feel a connection, and so that’s what we 

focus on at BNSF. 

RA: How will you keep communica-

tion open and engage with employees, 

customers, short line connections and the 

communities BNSF serves?

KF: Communication is one of the five 

key tenets of our leadership model. We 

train our leaders every year on this model. 

If you look at the description of that key 

tenet, the first thing it says is: Listen and 

involve. It’s engrained in our culture, and 

it’s an expectation that as leaders, we will 

do this with our employees, we will do it 

with our customers, and we’ll do it with 

the communities we serve. 

We have a pretty robust communication 

package. We have an app, BNSF Connect, 

to give employees important information 

they need. As a part of that, often we have 

communication from the CEO. [For our 

customers and short line community], we 

send out an advisory every other Friday; 

we try to be as transparent as possible 

with information about the health of our 

network and what customers can expect 

to see. We talk about expansion projects 

we’re working on—anything that can help 

our customers and help us integrate more 

closely into their supply chain. We also do 

numerous customer symposiums. 

With that said, the most important 

communication that we need to focus 

on is the day-to-day communication 

that happens between, for example, our 

commercial folks and a customer—again, 

back to listening, understanding what our 

customers need. It’s the communication 

that happens between our frontline super-

visors. As they’re doing a safety briefing, 

how does that frontline supervisor make 

safety personal for that employee? 

And that’s what, as a leader, I need to 

“Retention is 
personal. You don’t 
often hear people 
say in an exit 
interview that they 
left because of  
money. People
leave because 
they don’t feel a 
connection, and so 
that’s what we focus 
on at BNSF.” 

to Katie Farmer on being 
named BNSF President and 

Chief Executive Officer,  
from your friends at Watco.

Congratulations

watcocompanies.com



WE TOUGHEN THE BACKBONE OF TRANSPORTATION.
Class 1 railroad networks do the heavy hauling—we help them deliver.  
WVCO creates tough solutions that extend the service life  
of crossties and structures to minimize track downtime. 

WVCORAILROAD.COM  |  541-484-9621  |  SALES@WVCORAILROAD.COM

WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH,  
WVCO RAILROAD SOLUTIONS GET GOING.

WVCO  
WOULD LIKE TO  

CONGRATULATE

FOR BEING NAMED THE 
FIRST FEMALE PRESIDENT 

AND CEO OF BNSF.

CONGRATULATIONS ON 
YOUR TRULY HISTORIC 

ACHIEVEMENT!

KATIE FARMER
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continue to model the way on, because 

what our customers tell us is that we differ-

entiate ourselves in the industry by the way 

we communicate and interact, both with 

each other and with our customers.  

RA: What are your thoughts about PSR 

(Precision Scheduled Railroading)? 

KF: Well, let me start by saying that I 

don’t like to comment on other railroads’ 

operating philosophies. But what I can 

tell you is how we think about our rail-

road and our operating philosophy. 

We are tied very closely to the industrial 

and consumer economies, and if you look 

back over time, there have been peaks and 

valleys in volumes. What we believe at 

BNSF is we have to have a bias for growth. 

That means we position ourselves to be 

f lexible enough that when we have oppor-

tunities for growth, we capture them. 

To do that, you have to have a competi-

tive cost structure. So we have a relent-

less focus on efficiency, productivity, and 

having that competitive cost structure. 
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In unprecedented times, an unprecedented achievement:

Congratulations to BNSF’s Katie Farmer on 
becoming the first woman CEO of a Class I railroad. 
On behalf of everyone at our 27 connecting railroads, Genesee & Wyoming 

wishes Katie every success and looks forward to strengthening 
our partnership of more than 300,000 annual carloads interchanged.

BNSF
G&W 

www.gwrr.com
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And when you have a competitive cost 

structure and a focus on growth, you 

have a great opportunity to have a return 

that justifies investment in capacity. And 

when you invest in capacity, it positions 

you to be able to say “yes” to customers. 

That’s our business model. We want to be 

able to say “yes” to customers. 

RA: As service recovers in a post-

COVID-19 world, where are the opportu-

nities for BNSF? 

KF: In the depth of the pandemic, we 

were loading about 150,000 units a week. 

Fast-forward, we are now [early October] 

in the 200,000-unit-a-week range. What has 

helped lead us out has been our consumer 

products business—our domestic inter-

modal, our international intermodal and 

automotive business. We have seen volume 

increase quickly. Over-the-road capacity 

has tightened. There is a restocking going 

on in the supply chain, so we are helping to 

refill the distribution centers. 

Something that we were seeing in this 

country before the pandemic was the 

move from bricks-and-mortar to online 

retailing; we have seen that accelerate as 

we’ve moved through the pandemic. We’re 

excited about that. We think that is a great 

fit for our railroad. We have the largest 

intermodal network in the world—the 

fastest, most consistent network—and 

that’s a great match for what our customers 

need. Working closely with the large retail-

ers, the steamship companies, the trucking 

companies, we believe that’s going to be 

a great mutual opportunity. Parcel ship-

ments, truckload shipments, anything 

in our consumer products business will 

continue to be strong through the balance 

of the year. 

That hasn’t been the case across the 

board for us as far as those kind of peak-

like volumes. In our industrial products 

business, we have seen a more gradual 

increase. Anything tied to energy has really 

struggled to rebound; for us, that’s sand 

for fracking, any kind of petroleum prod-

ucts. Anything related to construction or 

housing, we have seen a nice increase. So 

it’s kind of a mixed bag.

The agricultural commodities side was 

probably the part of our business that was 

least impacted by the pandemic; so we have 

seen strong volume. 

We would anticipate, moving into the 

fourth quarter, that we will see a strong 

export program, and that will continue to 

be a mainstay for BNSF.

Finally, coal. We saw a structural decline 

that was happening prior to the pandemic. 

Unfortunately, we saw reduced demand for 

electricity and low natural gas prices, and 

while we, at the railroad, were happy to 

see a mild winter, that didn’t bode well for 

coal. Those volumes have stabilized now 

coming out of the pandemic, but they were 

certainly impacted by the shutdown. 

RA: Going forward, where do you stand 

in terms of capital investments in assets 

and infrastructure? 

KF: We want to continue to invest in 

places where it helps us to be able to say 

B
N

SF



16  Railway Age  //  November 2020 railwayage.com

WOMEN IN RAIL
“yes” to our customers, as well as it helps 

with the efficiency and productivity of our 

railroad and drives improved service and 

ease of doing business for our customers. 

That’s our long-term perspective. In the 

short term, we have to work to match our 

resources with the demands—our loco-

motives, our track, our terminal capacity, 

our workforce. 

One of the things that we are consistent 

about and that BNSF has demonstrated 

over a long period of time is the commit-

ment to investing in the integrity of our 

infrastructure. So even through periods 

when volumes have been lower, we have 

continued to maintain that part of our 

capital plan. 

This year, we have a capital plan that’s 

around $3 billion. We’ll spend about $2.4 

billion of that on infrastructure. 

The challenge for us is when we look 

at projects, we can’t look at capital on a 

one-year timeline; we have to look at it 

with more of a 5- to 10-year lens. Even 

in a period like this year where volumes 

are lower, we’re involved in multi-year 

expansion projects. We think it’s the right 

thing to do—again, to position ourselves 

to be able to say “yes” in the future for 

customers. 

An example of a project that improves 

service for customers along with consis-

tency and efficiency for the network is 

a fourth main track that we in-serviced 

in Winslow, Ariz., earlier this year. The 

value is that Winslow is a crew-change 

point on our Southern Transcon. It allows 

us to be able to handle different profiles 

of freight, meaning we can handle grain 

trains, high-speed intermodal trains, all 

through the terminal, and make crew-

changes, do inspections, without impact-

ing the velocity for any of our customers. 

Why we’re particularly excited is we now 

have that kind of capability at every one 

of our crew-change locations across the 

Southern Transcon. 

RA: What other projects are on the horizon?

KF: We believe that we will continue 

B
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On your recent promotion to
President & CEO of BNSF and
for becoming the first woman
to lead a Class 1 railroad.

herzog.com  • 

KATIE FARMER
Congratulations 
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to see growth in the parcel business, the 

truckload business, international busi-

ness, so we will continue to invest in our 

network for that. We are in the process of 

adding additional main track along our 

Transcon—50 miles. More than 99% of 

our Transcon is double-tracked today. 

This project will give us not only addi-

tional capacity, but it will give us addi-

tional recoverability in our network; so 

when we have service interruptions, this 

gives us additional capabilities to run 

around interruptions and deliver the kind 

of service that our customers require. 

RA: BNSF has embraced advanced tech-

nology in preventative equipment main-

tenance, for example. (See Railway Age’s 

September feature, “You Can Fix What 

You Can’t See.”) Where do you see this 

technology expanding?

KF: When we look at technology, we look 

at it through the lens of: Does it improve 

safety for our employees, the communi-

ties we serve or the freight we move? Does 

it improve asset utilization? And does it 

generate either ease of doing business or 

improved capacity and service for our 

customers? That’s how we start as we think 

about where we make capital investment. 

An example is our use of machine 

vision systems to look at wheels as they 

move across our system. Every day, we get 

750,000 images. We now have artificial 

intelligence that can quickly sort through 

all of those images and detect where there’s 

an issue. [If] there’s an issue, it sends an 

alarm to a mechanical desk in our network 

operations center that’s manned 24 by 7. 

[Mechanical] employees diagnose what 

they’re seeing and they’ll make a call 

as to whether we need to stop the train 

immediately. 

We are going to continue to look at where 

we can roll that out across our system for 

additional equipment components. 

But as great as the data and artificial 

intelligence is, it takes really good people 

to understand what to do with it. And I 

think that’s important because you get 

a lot of data, and what we need is our 

talented people who know how to railroad 

and know what to do with the informa-

tion to really make an impact and make 

it actionable. 

 

RA: What has been your greatest accom-

plishment at BNSF? 

KF: I want my greatest accomplishment 

to be ensuring that every BNSF employee 

has the opportunity to develop to their full 

potential and to have the resources and 

the opportunities that I’ve been afforded 

through my career. Our culture at BNSF is 

a culture that is focused on development, 

it’s focused on giving people resources 

to meet their full potential, and I am a 

product of that culture. I feel incredibly 

blessed that I am now in a position to 

ensure that happens for our employees well 

into the future. 

(This story has been edited for length; 

listen to the Rail Group On Air Podcast for 

the entire interview.)  

B
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WOMEN
IN RAIL

BY MARYBETH LUCZAK, EXECUTIVE EDITOR

The fourth-annual Railway Age
Women in Rail awards recognize not 

only a continued commitment to service 
in the historically male-dominated 

freight, transit, government and 
supplier sectors, but also a 

demonstration of leadership, 
collaboration and innovation on the job 

and in the community. These 24 
visionaries, selected from a field of more 
than 60 strong nominations, are from all 

levels of North American railroading. 
And these motivated, results-driven 

women are making an impact—
for themselves, their peers, their 
companies and the rail industry.
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BRIDGETTE BEATO
Founder 
and CEO 

Lumenor Consulting Group
Beato’s organizational change management 

experience is among the reasons the safety 

and operations projects her certified DBE/

WBE/SBE firm handles succeed, from imple-

menting enterprise asset management at 

NYMTA to improving maintenance tracking 

and reporting at MARTA. Beato is active in 

the Women’s Transportation Seminar; APTA; 

and International Council for Systems Engi-

neers, where she is helping to create a standard 

approach to managing COVID-19 for transit.

KELLYANNE GALLAGHER
KAG Strategic Advisory

Executive Director, Commuter Rail Coalition

Gallagher is a public transportation policy 

professional and a strategic advisor to indus-

try leaders. With more than 20 years serving 

across industry sectors, in 2019 Gallagher 

founded the Commuter Rail Coalition, where 

she is shaping policy and driving the agenda 

of the association, which serves as the singular 

voice of the commuter rail industry. Previ-

ously, Gallagher was a member of the New 

York Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s 

senior leadership team, which she joined after 

16 years with the American Public Transpor-

tation Association.

BARBARA WILSON
President and CFO

RailUSA, LLC

At RailUSA, a short line holding company that 

acquires and operates North American freight 

railroads, Wilson provides strategic leader-

ship and is responsible for implementing long-

range goals, strategies, plans and policies. Prior 

to joining RailUSA in 2019, she was President 

of Wells Fargo Rail, the rail equipment operat-

ing leasing subsidiary of Wells Fargo Bank. She 

led business growth by acquiring three indus-

try competitors to build the largest railcar 

leasing business in North America. She holds a 

B.S. in Business Administration from Boston 

College and an MBA from Babson College.

RHEA ADAMA
Assistant Vice-President 

Procurement 
Canadian Pacific

Adama pulled together a previously disbanded 

procurement group in two years. During the 

pandemic, she led her team to source 30,000 

face coverings (two per employee) in four 

hours, and mailed them in less than three. 

Among her strengths: leading and learning by 

questioning and identifying ways to approach 

gaps. As GM Locomotive Shops, she improved 

the metrics of an already well-run organiza-

tion. Adama developed her expert staff, main-

tained high expectations—and delivered.

Women In Rail
JUDGES     
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 STEPHANIE DAVIES
Executive Vice President, GO Expansion, 

Capital Projects Group
Metrolinx

Davies is accountable for delivering $11 billion 

in capital investment for GO Transit, including 

corridor expansion, new stations and station 

improvements. She leads a team of 250 on proj-

ects, ensuring the consideration of operational, 

customer and community impacts. Davies 

works effectively with external stakeholders 

and fosters relationships with staff, peers and 

leadership, fueling the momentum needed 

for GO Expansion. She co-sponsors the new 

Women in CPG Employee Resource Group.

RUTH BROWN
Regional Engineer, Structures

Norfolk Southern
 (Women in Rail honorable mention 2018)

Brown has advanced quickly in 12 years at NS. 

She spent five in the field as Bridge Supervisor 

and Assistant Division Engineer Bridges. As 

the only woman managing men conducting 

bridgework, she earned respect with her exper-

tise and leadership. She has overseen large and 

small bridge projects; handled emergencies; 

and taken on additional roles at Women in NS 

and AREMA, as subcommittee chair of Tech-

nical Committee 15, Steel Structures.

JENNIFER COYNE
Global Additive 

Manufacturing Leader 
Wabtec

Coyne hired and leads the team that built 

the Additive Manufacturing portfolio, which 

includes three global facilities. In 2019, 1,250-

plus prototypes were made and Wabtec used 

metallic 3D printed parts in the production of 

rolling stock. Coyne, who holds five patents, 

was the co-inventor of and project leader 

for a locomotive adhesion technology now 

deployed at all Class I’s. She also led efforts to 

improve battery system reliability. She serves as 

a mentor/industry advisor for college students.

LORA CHEATUM
Senior Vice President, HR

Kansas City Southern 
(Women in Rail Honorable Mention 2017)

The highest-ranking woman on the execu-

tive team, Cheatum ensures KCS leverages the 

talents of 8,000 employees (U.S. and Mexico) 

and allows their voices to be heard. She worked 

with the CEO to develop KCS’ Vision, Values 

and Culture; sponsored a global HR system; 

instituted a rotational career development 

program; and modifies policies to align with 

governmental rules during the pandemic. She 

serves on boards to cultivate interest in railroad 

careers and support breast cancer awareness.

DEBORAH BITTNER
Head of Transportation and PTC Systems 

CSX
Bittner is responsible for developing and 

deploying systems for rail safety and operating 

efficiency, from customer service to dispatch-

ing technology. Integral to CSX’s leadership in 

PTC development, she helped shape the PTC 

infrastructure that enabled Class I’s to adopt 

compatible technologies and meet federal 

implementation deadlines. At CSX, the project 

integrated 1,800 locomotives, 423 radio towers 

and 4,400 trackside communication units, and 

centralized control center technology systems.

ANN D. BEGEMAN
Chairman

Surface Transportation Board
Begeman helped draft the ICC Termination 

Act of 1995, leading to STB’s formation. Before 

joining STB in 2011, she spent 20-plus years 

garnering transportation policy experience 

in roles such as Republican Staff Director and 

Deputy Staff Director for the Senate Commit-

tee on Commerce, Science, and Transporta-

tion. Designated STB Chair in 2018, she led 

the effort to reform rail rates in a transpar-

ent, equitable way by creating a task force to 

propose solutions, which she implemented.

Congratulations to CP’s Rhea Adama 
and all of the outstanding recipients 
of the 2020 Women in Rail award. 

At CP, we believe our differences make us stronger. That is why 
we embrace a culture of diversity and inclusiveness that leads 
to exceptional results.

Rhea Adama
Assistant Vice-President, Procurement

cpr.ca/careers
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SARAH E. FEINBERG
Interim President

MTA New York City Transit

Feinberg, a former Federal Railroad Admin-

istrator, assumed her role in March, at the 

pandemic’s start. Under her swift leader-

ship, NYCT has spearheaded efforts to clean 

all vehicles and stations, including during 

unprecedented subway closures, and properly 

equip personnel with PPE; she is working to 

assure riders of system safety and reliability. 

Undaunted, Feinberg instituted a freeze on 

out-of-state travel and employee use of MTA 

vehicles for private trips and travel to work.

“When you combine people who enjoy  
what they do, like the environment they work  

in, and feel like they’re making a difference, then 
typically we find that those are the folks 

who want to make a career out of railroading.” 
— Katie Farmer, BNSF incoming President and CEO

CLARELLE DEGRAFFE
Director of Rail Transit

Port Authority of New York and New Jersey
General Manager, PATH

A 30-year Port Authority veteran and civil 

engineer by training, DeGraffe is the first 

woman to serve as PATH’s GM. She leads the 

$1 billion PATH Improvement Plan to upgrade 

trains and stations, streamline train service, 

and improve customer service. Her work over-

seeing capital program implementation has 

included the ongoing project to replace equip-

ment and rebuild tunnels that were damaged 

during Superstorm Sandy in 2012, as well as 

completion of the remaining phases of CBTC.

JANET DRYSDALE
Vice President, 

Financial Planning
CN

Throughout six years, three CN CEOs have 

relied on Drysdale’s expertise in investor rela-

tions, business development, mergers/acquisi-

tions, ESG and other critical financial planning. 

In her role, Drysdale has shaped the vision for 

CN’s broader, more forward-looking agenda. 

She is on the Advisory Board of the National 

Research Council of Canada, Automotive & 

Surface Transportation Research Centre, and 

was recognized as best IRO among all publicly 

traded large-cap Canadian companies.

Celebrating our heritage 
and the values that 

make us BNSF.

bnsf.com
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ELIZABETH (BETH) GREENE
Communications Manager

Urban Rail Signalling, Thales Canada

For five years, Greene, the first Urban Rail 

Signalling communications lead, has empha-

sized the technology’s importance to the public, 

government and stakeholders. Among her 

efforts: working with NYCT on article, video 

and press release communications for a pilot 

of Next Generation Train Control using Ultra-

Wideband; managing the Thales Global Urban 

Rail Signalling Showroom opening (Toronto); 

and handling communications for North 

American employees during the pandemic.

JOCELYN GABRYNOWICZ HILL
General Counsel and Corporate Secretary

Consolidated Rail Corp. (Conrail)

Gabrynowicz Hill plays an integral role in 

establishing and maintaining key stakeholder 

relationships. She has led high-profile transac-

tions, such as the cleanup of Richmond Indus-

trial Track in Philadelphia. She also secured 

$42 million in grants for capital infrastructure 

investment. Among the supported projects: 

improving Delray Interlocking (Detroit) fluid-

ity and New York Metropolitan Freight Area 

capacity. She became a certified conductor in 

2019 to better understand this key function.

ROHINI GANESAN
Director of Applications Engineering

Railinc Corp.

Ganesan is essential to Railinc’s efforts to build 

out its infrastructure and provide applica-

tions addressing asset management/health for 

industry stakeholders. She has a penchant for 

creating IT solutions to address customer pain 

points. In 2019, she facilitated 300-plus success-

ful project/product releases. She has provided 

tech leadership for the Location Management 

and Gateway Operations Services programs 

and a PTC initiative. Also, her guidance led to 

Railinc’s shift to cloud computing.

CSX IS POWERED
TO PERFORM.

CSX provides comprehensive 
freight transportation solutions with 
an unyielding focus on safety and 
reliability. We bring cost-effective 
service to core eastern markets and 
diverse offerings to meet your supply 
chain needs. 

We are innovators, relationship 
builders, and logistics experts who 
go the distance to ensure a great 
customer experience. Backed by a 
record of strong performance, 
CSX’s forward-thinking railroaders 
are taking customers to new levels of 
ef� ciency and growth – moving your 
shipments with greater ease, speed, 
and sustainability. When you need a 
transportation partner that delivers, 
CSX is powered to perform.

COUNTONCSX.COM

CSXT-000235_RailwayAgeAdNov2020_7x4.85_RsG.indd   1 10/26/20   11:52 AM
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SARA JOHNSON
General Manager, Montana Division

 BNSF Railway

During her 17 years at BNSF, Johnson has 

become the railroad’s first female GM; played 

a significant role in BNSF’s petition to FRA for 

a waiver that ultimately increased the distance 

for which coal, grain, taconite and intermo-

dal trains can travel before undergoing inter-

mediate Mechanical inspection, providing a 

model for the industry; and was instrumental 

in growing market share through unit train 

strategies. Johnson’s “people” focus continu-

ally allows her to earn trust and respect.

VERONIQUE (RONNIE) HAKIM
 National Transit and Rail 

Market Sector Leader
HNTB Corp.

Whether it’s negotiating contracts, over-

coming political issues or handling budgets, 

Hakim gathers data, talks with experts and 

forms recommendations. This approach has 

succeeded over 33 years—from Managing 

Director, New York MTA and EVP/General 

Counsel, MTA Capital Construction to Exec-

utive Director, NJ Transit. At HNTB, Hakim 

has collaborated on strategic planning and the 

firm’s response to demands for social justice.

CAROLYN 
HAYWARD-WILLIAMS

Director, Office of Railroad Systems 
and Technology, Office of Safety

Federal Railroad Administration

Hayward-Williams joined FRA in 2017 and 

inherited the PTC Division. She put in place 

processes for providing regulatory/technical 

guidance to help industry meet statutory dead-

lines for PTC implementation. Three months 

prior to the final deadline (Dec. 31, 2020), all but 

two of the 41 railroads required to be compli-

ant were ready or on track. She received the U.S. 

DOT’s highest honorary award for her work.

CONGRATULATIONS
to Lisa Matta for being named among the Railway 
Age 2020 Women in Rail for her accomplishments 
in the rail industry.

Lisa Matta 
Wi-Tronix VP of 

Product Management

www.Wi-Tronix.com

www.Wi-Tronix.com
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KRISTIN LEESE
Director Business Improvements

Engineering, Amtrak

Leese’s 10-year Amtrak career has included 

leading a team to test electronic train approach 

warning systems, magnetic inter-track barri-

ers and watchmen platforms. She was respon-

sible for planning, coordination and execution 

of the reconstruction of a 1000 LF concrete 

block tie station track at Penn Station New 

York. At track 10, work was completed ahead 

of schedule, within budget and without injury/

incident, and her team developed procedures 

for use in subsequent renewals at the station.

 LISA MATTA
Founder and VP Product Management

Wi-Tronix LLC 
(Women in Rail honorable mention 2018)

Matta has been at the forefront of locomotive 

onboard technology for 16 years. Wi-Tronix’s 

IoT platform integrates data acquisition with 

AI, video analytics and machine learning. 

Matta, named in five patents, is instrumental 

in spearheading the design, development, test 

and launch of new software and products. She 

cultivates student engineering skills through 

the Society of Women Engineers and STEAM 

youth organization Destination Imagination.

EILEEN REILLY
Founder and CEO

Global Train Services LLC

A 30-year railroad industry veteran, Reilly 

was a member of the FRA Rail Safety Advi-

sory Committee that created 49 CFR 236, 

Subpart H and Subpart I. She was a PTC fore-

runner, participating in initial train control 

system research in the 1990s, and she led the 

Alaska Railroad through its implementa-

tion of PTC. Reilly is currently working with 

BNSF, tech companies and the U.S. govern-

ment to improve satellite positioning (GNSS) 

for the rail industry.

www.amstedrail.com
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CHRISTINE TORRIJAS DEARING 
Chief Financial Officer, South Shore Line

Northern Indiana Commuter 
Transportation District

Dearing has been instrumental in SSL’s 

pursuit of double track between Michigan City 

and Gary, Ind., and a new corridor between 

Chicago and Dyer, Ind. She has effectively 

balanced revenue challenges and subsidies 

in 2020, and helped negotiate an innovative 

trackage rights agreement with Metra. NICTD 

and SSL have received the Excellence In Accu-

racy In Financial Reporting Award from the 

Governmental Finance Officers of America.

LESLIE RICHARDS
General Manager

Southeastern Pennsylvania 
Transportation Authority

Richards has a public- and private-sector back-

ground in strategic planning and manage-

ment of transportation projects, including 

as PennDOT Secretary. She is committed 

to finding common ground and engaging 

communities. She took on her current role in 

January, leading SEPTA through the pandemic 

and focusing on meeting the region’s chang-

ing needs and preparing for future demands 

through “SEPTA–Move Better Together.”

RENAY J. ROBISON
 AVP Real Estate and Development

RailPros

Robison has been involved in real estate and 

economic development for more than 25 years 

and has extensive experience pursuing federal, 

state and local funding. She oversees RailPros’ 

real estate and development services in the 

national railroad market, including contract 

preparation/management and acquisition/

property sales. She is Real Estate Section Chair 

of the American Railway Development Asso-

ciation, and helped bring together railroads 

for an annual Utilities Roundtable.



November 2020  //  Railway Age  29  railwayage.com

Women In Rail

KELLE WILLIAMS
Senior Director of Railroad Real Estate

OmniTRAX

As the head of the Railroad Real Estate group, 

Williams has doubled revenues in four years 

by improving processes and building/training 

a formidable team. She leads the company’s 

GIS project, a central element of the Omni-

TRAX Property Engineering Network that 

provides users with track, milepost, locomo-

tive and weather data. Among the challenges 

she’s successfully faced with her team: During 

OPEN’s development, they spent hundreds of 

hours ensuring system data was accurate.

HONORABLE MENTIONS

•	 Sonia Bot, Chief Executive, The 
BOT Consulting Group Inc.

•	 Catherine (Cat) Dobbs,           
Senior Environmental Project        
Manager, HDR

•	 Julie Eddy, Assistant Vice 
President - West District, G&W 
Northern Region Railroads, 
Genesee & Wyoming Railroad 
Services, Inc.

•	 Jennifer Guillette, General 
Manager, Operations and 
Maintenance, Bombardier 
Transportation

•	 Lori Katzman, Senior            
Project Manager, Engineering,      
HNTB Corp.

•	 Jeannie Kwon, Senior Vice 
President and Chief Adminis-
trative Officer, NJ Transit

•	 Carole Morey, AVP, Capital 
Program Cost Management, 
Environment, Design and   
Construction, CN

•	 Martita Mullen, Assistant Chief 
North, Track, CN

•	 Larisse Nana-Kouadjo,        
Manager, Rail and Transit 
Canada, WSP Canada Inc.

•	 Kim Schwab, AVP Comp, HR 
Digital and Talent Acquisition, 
Kansas City Southern

•	 Stephanie So Hyun Park,       
Acting Assistant Division       
Engineer, Engr. Maint. East NY 
Track, Amtrak

Duane Morris joins in congratulating
Jocelyn Gabrynowicz Hill

General Counsel and Corporate Secretary  
of Consolidated Rail Corporation (Conrail)

on being named one of the  
2020 Women in Rail by Railway Age

For more information, please contact:
Sharon L. Caffrey, Co-chair, Trial Practice Group 

215.979.1180 | SLCaffrey@duanemorris.com
Phil Cha, Partner 

856.874.4253 | pcha@duanemorris.com
Jeffrey S. Pollack, Partner 

215.979.1299 | jspollack@duanemorris.com
www.duanemorris.com

 Duane Morris LLP – A Delaware limited liability partnership
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WOMEN IN RAIL

Cindy Sanborn 
brings more than  30 
years of experience 

at two Class I’s to 
Norfolk Southern.

SHE
GOES

STEADY AS

BY DAVID C. LESTER, MANAGING EDITOR, 
RAILWAY TRACK & STRUCTURES

30  Railway Age  //  November 2020
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C indy Sanborn, a seasoned 

railroader who Norfolk 

Southern Chairman, Presi-

dent and CEO Jim Squires 

described as “one of the 

freight rail industry’s leading opera-

tions experts,” became the railroad’s 

Executive Vice President and Chief 

Operating Officer on Sept. 1, 2020. Mike 

Wheeler, Sanborn’s predecessor, retired 

on Oct. 1, 2020, after a 35-year career at  

the railroad.

Before coming to Norfolk Southern, 

Sanborn spent 30 years in operating posi-

tions at CSX, culminating in service as 

the EVP and COO of the Jacksonville-

based railroad. She left the company in 

2017. She joined Union Pacific in 2018 

as Regional Vice President Transporta-

tion  Western Region, then was promoted 

to Vice President Network Planning, 

overseeing all activities in UP’s North-

ern Region. Sanborn holds a bachelor’s 

degree in computer science from Emory 

University and an MBA from the Univer-

sity of Miami.

In his announcement of Sanborn 

joining NS, Squires said, “When we began 

the search for our next chief operating 

officer, we looked for an experienced 

executive who could lead our operations 

and build on our successful implementa-

tion of Precision Scheduled Railroading.” 

Sanborn comes from a railroad family. 

Her father was the legendary Richard 

Sanborn (1936-1989). “Mr. Sanborn 

was only 52 when he died,” the Journal 

of Commerce wrote in a February 1989 

obituary. “He had been chief executive 

of Conrail for only six weeks. [Sanborn] 

spent a lifetime preparing to head up a 

major railroad, working his way into top 

management positions at Seaboard Coast 

Line Industries, Inc. and CSX Corp., and 

then going to Conrail [in March 1988] 

when it appeared that he was no longer 

in line for the top spot at CSX. [Sanborn] 

patiently waited nearly a year at Conrail 

for the legendary L. Stanley Crane to 

retire, so he could pick up the reins. Few 

railroad men were better prepared to 

operate a major transportation company. 

Few were better suited to lead. Mr. 

Sanborn was intelligent, knowledgeable, 

patient, and considerate of others, espe-

cially those he managed.”

“I knew Cindy when she was just 

cubbing at Rocky Mount, N.C., as an 

assistant trainmaster,” recalls Doug 

Riddell, the retired Amtrak locomotive 

engineer and company photographer 

who hired on initially as a switchman 

at the Seaboard Coast Line in 1977. “She 

is a wonderful railroader. Cindy came 

out on her nights off as a new assistant 

trainmaster and got qualified running 

Amtrak’s Silver Meteor between Rocky 

Mount and Florence, and went through 

engineer training at Cumberland. She’s 

the real thing. Her mom met her dad 

while working in passenger services, 

and she’s just as proud of her mom’s role 

as her dad’s. She’s amazed at how few 

people remember her dad and once told 

me that a lot of people don’t even make  

the connection.”  

Railway Age recently had the opportu-

nity to talk with Sanborn about her new 

role at NS, her work with Hunter Harri-

son while at CSX, and other topics related 

to her career thus far. 

RA: As Chief Operating Officer, what 

is the number one item you think/worry 

about at the beginning of each day?

Sanborn:  The first item I think about 

each morning is safety. Did anything 

happen overnight? Are we doing every-

thing we can to keep the railroad safe? 

I also think about how we can improve 

our efficiency in serving our customers. 

We’re trying to stay competitive in the 

transportation space, and our efficiency 

is crucial. I’ve found that some of the effi-

ciency measures here are slightly differ-

ent, and they help us maintain internal 

and external focus. We’re trying to be 

competitive in the transportation space, 

and our efficiency is crucial. 

RA: How do you compare running 

operations of Eastern roads (CSX and 

NS) with doing so at Union Pacific?

Sanborn: I look at it from two perspec-

tives. First, the people were the same at 

UP as they were at CSX. If I closed my 

eyes and just focused on the issues under 

discussion, I could have been at either 

railroad. Second, the scale of operations 

at UP and BNSF is much larger than those 

at NS and CSX. At UP, though, there 

was a lot of heavy motive power in use 

because of grades. And, we often had to 

deal with snow. If we received four inches 

of snow over 72 hours, that was manage-

able. Yet, if we received four inches of 

snow in 24 hours, that was a problem. We 

also had to deal with avalanche warnings, 

wind warnings and fires. Mother Nature 

often dictated how well we could run  

the railroad.

RA: What was it like working with 

Hunter Harrison?

Sanborn: Hunter and I had a mutu-

ally respectful relationship. Hunter was 

into all of the details, which made it diffi-

cult to determine where I fit in. I learned 

a lot from him, and he taught by story-

telling. I’m a better operating person, 

having seen things through his eyes. He 

was very intense and focused. Working 

with Hunter was a useful experience and 

was one of those situations where you 

have to go where life takes you.

RA: When you joined NS, did anything 

about the company surprise you?

Sanborn: During my time at CSX, I 

worked closely with many people at NS, 

and I knew a lot of folks here. I knew 

Mike Wheeler for a long time when we 

worked at Conrail together. I’ve been N
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“The first item I 
think about each 
morning is safety. 
Did anything 
happen overnight? 
Are we doing every-
thing we can to keep 
the railroad safe? I 
also think about how 
we can improve our 
efficiency in serving 
our customers.”
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impressed with the progress made on the 

efficiency side at NS—dwell time, train 

speed, switching cars within six hours 

of arrival, and removing costs from the 

operation. I bring my experience and 

ideas from other railroads to my job here. 

We have a very energetic, focused team 

that is willing and able to move forward.

RA: Do you think today’s railroad 

“Railroading is a 
vital industry for the 
U.S. economy, and 
there is a lot of 
opportunity for 
promotion into many 
different areas. One 
learns about the rail-
road business and 
the businesses you 
are serving.”
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Wabtec congratulates  

on being honored by Railway Age as one of 
2020’s Top Women in Rail

Coyne 
Jennifer 

Jennifer Coyne 
Global Additive Manufacturing Leader

WabtecCorp.com

RailwayAge_WomenInRail_JenCoyne_10.19.2020.indd   1 10/23/2020   3:17:02 PM



34  Railway Age  //  November 2020 railwayage.com

WOMEN IN RAIL

industry continues to offer good oppor-

tunities for college graduates, along with 

high school graduates?

Sanborn: Absolutely! Railroading is a 

vital industry for the U.S. economy, and 

there is a lot of opportunity for promo-

tion into many different areas. In many 

positions, one learns about the railroad 

business and the businesses you are 

serving. Many customers have complex 

operations, which must be clearly under-

stood to provide them with the service 

they need and expect. At NS and the 

other Class I roads, if you work hard and 

do your job, the benefits will come your 

way. My jobs over the years were oppor-

tunities, not things for which I had to 

apply.

RA: When you travel aboard inspec-

tion trips, what do you look for? What 

can you see and evaluate? 

Sanborn: There are many things. 

We evaluate the track charts for the line 

and look at things stacked on the right-

of-way that need removal (e.g., bundles 

of old ties). We evaluate the quality and 

completeness of signage along the road, 

the ride quality of the track, and look 

at trouble spots where slides occur. We 

also look at crossing gates to ensure that 

they’re working, the freight trains we 

meet and what they’re carrying, and the 

various locomotives on these trains. We 

also check to see if any trains are sitting 

on the road, finding out why and looking 

at local yards and the cars in them. These 

trips are like rolling staff meetings, and 

they are comprehensive experiences. 
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and all of the other outstanding  
candidates for being selected as one  
of the 2020 Women in Rail winners!”

“Empowering Clients with Innovative Solutions”

CERTIFIED DBE, WBE AND SBE FIRM | WWW.LUMENORCONSULTING.COM

CONGRATULATIONS  
to Lumenor’s Bridgette Beato

Halfpage_Lumenor_V2.indd   1 10/29/20   10:12 AM
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hntb.com

HONORABLE MENTION 

Lori Katzman
Senior Project Manager Engineer 

WINNER

Ronnie Hakim 
National Transit/Rail Market Sector Leader

Congratulations  
Ronnie Hakim and 
Lori Katzman  
on being honored among Railway Age’s Women in Rail. 

Thank you for your leadership in advancing public 
transportation and mobility across the country.
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W ith technology 

supporting more 

of the economy 

and our daily 

lives, the need for 

skilled workers in software development, 

architecture and other tech-focused 

fields grows exponentially. It is difficult, 

however, for most tech companies to find 

the talent they need.

One approach that can help address the 

shortage of these skilled workers, while 

also promoting equality and opportunity, 

is to create better pathways for women to 

work in technology.

As a technology company that supports 

the railroad industry, we have worked 

hard at Railinc to bring more women into 

tech and promote those who succeed into 

leadership roles. Our company is based 

in the Research Triangle area in North 

Carolina—a notoriously competitive 

place for companies to recruit and retain 

tech talent. But, we’ve been able to meet 

our talent needs in two ways. 

First, as a tech company that is aligned 

with a unique industry, we are able to 

appeal to potential employees with our 

ability to really get things done. Railroads 

are the backbone of the U.S. economy. 

The work our software engineers and 

developers do at Railinc won’t end up 

being research that sits on the shelf.

We are tasked with solving big chal-

lenges, we move aggressively to develop 

the solutions, and we put them into 

production. For tech employees coming 

from large, bureaucratic companies, or 

those focused on small scope products 

or solutions, our goals, approach, and 

outcomes are different and incredibly 

attractive.

Second, we are laser-focused on finding 

the best talent for our open positions 

and perfecting our search and hiring 

processes. This may sound like common 

sense, but it takes commitment to put 

the right people and processes in place 

to ensure talent selection is equitable  

and successful.

In 2019, The Economist reported: 

“Women hold just 25% of jobs in comput-

ing and leave the tech and engineer-

ing sectors at twice the rate of men.” 

At Railinc, we’re proud of the fact that 

women make up 28% of our workforce 

and fill 25% of management positions. 

Two of Railinc’s top IT positions and two 

of Railinc’s executive team positions are 

held by women.

These numbers track with the trends 

the rail industry is seeing overall with 

female workers and managers. One of the 

most recent high-profile successes came 

in September when BNSF named Kathryn 

Farmer as its President and CEO—making 

her the first woman to lead a Class I rail-

road in North America.

When I joined Railinc in 2006, I was 

a seasoned senior software engineer, but 

had no background in rail. I immediately 

immersed myself into railroading. Railinc 

rewarded my efforts. I rose through the 

ranks, and I’m now the company’s CIO. 

In my 14 years with Railinc, I’ve been 

joined by many other talented women, 

and the entire company is proud of our 

accomplishments to improve gender 

diversity among our workforce, including:

•  The number of female employees at 

Railinc has increased by 72% over the 

past 10 years.

•  One in four senior or managerial posi-

tions is held by a female employee.

•  Railinc has increased its popula-

tion of women of color working at 

the company by 150% over the past  

10 years.

Not everyone comes to us ready to 

move into an executive role—and that’s 

not a bad thing. Employees who are hired 

at entry level jobs and work their way 

up are valuable resources. They learn 

the company from the inside-out and 

make for more knowledgeable leaders  

and executives.

That’s why it’s important to have a 

strong onboarding program that includes 

internships or apprenticeships, and most 

important—mentorships. I encour-

age female senior leaders on my team to 

mentor their junior female colleagues, 

and I am active in mentoring women 

throughout the company. 

More than 20% of all employees begin 

their Railinc careers in the Customer 

Support Center (CSC)—where they work 

with individual customers who have a 

problem or need. Then, they move on 

to positions such as product develop-

ment manager, business analyst, software 

developer, and solutions engineer.

A few years ago, I met a new CSC 

employee who had recently graduated 

with a degree in computer science. She 

was uncertain of her ability to take on P
ho

to
 o

f J
o

an
 S

m
em

o
e 

co
ur

te
sy

 o
f R

ai
lin

c

“I encourage 
female senior 
leaders on my 
team to mentor 
their junior 
female colleagues, 
and I am active  
in mentoring 
women throughout 
the company.”

The industry is making progress, bringing more women into tech, 
training the next generation, and showing younger girls that  

anything is possible. BY JOAN SMEMOE, CIO, RAILINC
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technology work and hesitant to follow 

that path out of CSC. I worked with her 

over a period of months, helping to build 

her self confidence and encouraging her 

to put her training to use. She ended 

up being hired out of CSC as an associ-

ate software developer and has become a 

thriving, successful member of our team.

When I mentor younger workers, I tell 

them the best way to prove themselves is 

to show their ability to execute, develop 

good ideas, and demonstrate technical 

competency. This is especially true for 

women entering tech, where they have 

been historically under-represented. 

But while mentoring is a strong lever for 

helping women in tech succeed, we need 

to do more to encourage women to train 

for and enter the field.

I’ve found that women who chose 

to go into tech are often strong in logic 

and math and have a healthy balance of 

humility and self-confidence. Addition-

ally, I’ve found my female engineers also 

are very empathetic, good listeners, pay 

strict attention to detail and are full of 

creativity. These are really important 

traits in our field, where we often have 

heated debates or are brainstorming how 

to solve complex issues. Having these 

intelligent, strong women brings in differ-

ent perspectives and allows us to arrive at 

the best solutions.

With a shortage of tech workers, why 

isn’t more being done to encourage and 

prepare women to join the field?

As employers, we need to start 

outreach early on at schools and job fairs. 

Instead of advertising single jobs, illus-

trate the career path available both at the 

company and in the industry. Set up paid 

internships. Have formalized mentoring 

where veteran employees are matched 

with new hires. Put images of women 

working in recruitment and marketing 

materials to illustrate a commitment to 

gender diversity.

Senior leaders also should look for 

possibilities in their professional commu-

nity. In the local CIO peer groups I belong 

to I’m always on the lookout for oppor-

tunities to support getting more women 

into tech or to recruit talented women  

for Railinc.

These approaches will help to bring 

more tech workers into the talent pool 

and do a great deal to promote equality 

in the technology industry, which has 

traditionally struggled with that achieve-

ment. Equally important, however, is 

what happens at our companies once we 

hire talented women onto our teams. 

Creating a culture of diversity and inclu-

sion is important. Supporting employees 

through mentoring and clearly identified 

career paths will help them to succeed. 

Research done by LinkedIn shows 

that tech has one of the highest turnover 

rates of any industry. In an article for the 

Harvard Business Review, managers at 

Facebook said they tracked why people 

were leaving their company. They found 

out most left when their job wasn’t enjoy-

able, their strengths weren’t being used, 

or they weren’t growing in their careers.

Recruiting female and other employ-

ees is only half the battle—we need to 

ensure they understand the value they are 

providing and support them as they work 

to grow, develop their skills, and build 

a career.

The tech talent shortage is not an 

insurmountable challenge. It will take 

commitment from those of us in the 

industry who have the power to promote 

and enact change. 

I know we are not resting on our accom-

plishments to date at Railinc, because 

there is still so much work to be done. 

But, I’m confident that we will continue 

to make progress, bringing more women 

into tech, training the next generation, 

and showing younger girls that whether 

it’s CIO, founder, developer, engineer, or 

CEO—for them, anything is possible in 

this industry.

Joan Smemoe is CIO of Railinc, based 

in Cary, North Carolina, and was a 2019 

Railway Age “Women in Rail” honoree. N
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