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My first visit and first impression is that
Alaska is about the most highly
organized intermodal operation that I
have ever seen. The visit wild Alaska
theme takes a huge amount of skill and
coordination to bring off properly
especially when you have a large
number of private and public entities
involved. Cruise lines have a lot of
experience in the skill and coordination
required to get large groups to port
destination for the local and uniquely
Alaska experience. Alaska just by its
size requires a geographic reach way
beyond the local port to make the vast
and varied connections work within the
time limits of the schedule.
The State of Alaska owned railroad
Alaska Railroad is a very key element
in the success of tying most land and
sea tourist adventures together. My
first day in Alaska was all business as I
met with two top officials of the Alaska

railroad. I came away from my tour of the
facilities very impressed with the way this
railroad is run and maintained. The
shops in Anchorage are impressive in
amount of track under roof and the
scope of maintenance facilities. It’s not
surprising that big buildings are
necessary with the harsh temperatures
and varied weather condition. Being
disconnected from the North American
railroad interchange system except by
barge has caused the railroad to look at
best practices and most cost effective
ways of getting things done. The
elimination of maintenance craft barriers
has been a quantum leap in employee
productivity and an encouragement for
an individual to excel. The locomotive
shop has the capability to rebuild
locomotives and trucks as well as
rebuilding all types of rotating electrical
equipment from alternators, traction
motors and fans. The savings in AR
(Continued on page 3)

ECP Brakes from a Car Owner’s Perspective
At one time I thought that Electronic
Controlled Pneumatic Braking (ECP)
brakes would be a quantum leap for
railroad operations. I went as far as
trying to perfect a universal air electrical
brake hose only to find someone else
had patented something along the lines
of what I had envisioned.
On a recent inspection trip I had a
conversation with a very proactive car
fleet owner who has been testing an
ECP brake equipped unit train for a
number of years measured against a
standard brake equipped base train.
“The benefits of ECP braking are all for

the railroads. They see better arrival
times, faster recovery from brake
applications and lower operating
costs from fewer inspection intervals
(Based on Waivers). The cost of
operating ECP brake equipped
trains is almost double that of the
sister conventional brake equipped
train. The costs include wheels and
brake shoes and brake
components.” “ As an early tester of
ECP brakes we thought that the
higher costs may be attributed in
part to the train crews experimenting
with how well ECP brakes perform
but even after the early days the

ECP brake equipped trains
maintenance expenses are well above
those of the base standard brake
train.”
The fact that the Department of
Transportation (DOT) is trying to force
ECP braking on the rail industry as an
industry safety improvement in
regards to tank cars is counter to what
most rail industry professionals believe
that ECP can deliver in regards to
safety. So if a car owner says that all
of the benefits of ECP are to the
(Continued on page 2)
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ECP Brakes from a Car Owner’s Perspective
(Continued from page 1)

railroads and the railroads believe that ECP braking is
ineffective after significant testing it makes one scratch
their head on why the Feds are pushing this so hard.
Norfolk Southern Corp. Chief Executive Charles W. “Wick”
Moorman said he was surprised by the requirement that oil
tank cars have electronically controlled pneumatic brakes.
He said his company has found them ineffective in testing.
“It is very expensive, it doesn’t work well,” he told the Wall
Street Journal. “We are committed to safety. The last thing
in the world we want is a derailment, but this technology
just doesn’t do anything.” 1
Thanks to record investment in the rail network and
advanced safety technologies, 2014 had the lowest train

accident rate in history. According to Federal Railroad
Administration data, less than 1 percent of reportable train
accidents in 2014 were brake related. Still, the federal
government is considering regulations that would require the
installation and use of electronically controlled pneumatic
(ECP) brakes on certain trains. ECP brakes would not result
in fewer accidents — over the last 10 years only one main line
train accident would have been prevented by these brakes —
and would not provide significant safety benefits. In fact, ECP
brakes are costly and have issues with reliability that could
erode network efficiency.2
If you own or net lease tank cars that might be impacted by
the inclusion of ECP brakes in the DOT regulations and have
been sitting on the fence on this subject maybe it’s time for
you to make your views known to the DOT.

1

Rail Executive Blasts Oil-Train Rules, Laura Stevens, Wall Street Journal, May 5, 2015

2

Association of American Railroads, Federal Railroad Administration Train Accident database through 2014,
https://www.aar.org/Charts/Safety
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Intermodal Alaska
(Continued from page 1)

being able to rebuild electrical components is huge.
One example of the savings is AC traction motors
are being rebuilt in house for less than the round trip
transportation cost to a rebuild shop in the lower 48.
It is obvious that doing things yourself requires some
expensive infrastructure and personnel training.
Selling these projects to the board takes the
involvement many levels of management and the
results are impressive.
In order to talk intermodal Alaska I wanted to take
the full journey. Time was at a premium so I flew to

Anchorage. Yes! I booked a land and seas tour with
a royal cruise line that made me feel like I was on a
Star. The intermodal part started with the safety
briefing on the bus from the airport to the hotel which
was repeated several times on the bus to the lodges
at Mt McKinley and Denali and to and on the Alaska
railroad train to the deep water port of Whittier. The
trains consist was of cruise line and Alaska Railroad
bi-level passenger cars with the upper level having

table seating in a full car length dome and the lower
level in a more formal dining car set up with 2 and 4 top
tables and a full galley kitchen. Service is cruise line top
notch with the travel guide very knowledgeable about
what you are seeing during the 8 hours en route to the
ship. The Alaska railroads track and infrastructure is
well maintained and the line and level of the track gave
us a very smooth ride overall. On our train ride we saw
as much wildlife from the train as we saw on an eight
(Continued on page 4)
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hour bus ride in Denali. On our train the Alaska
railroad provides dedicated locomotives and crew to
run the train on a schedule to meet the ship within the
window of port opportunity. While this is no big deal
with just one ship, we were seeing as many as five
ships in some of the ports.
In the port of Skagway our ship was one of five that
arrived within an hour and a half. Skagway’s main
attraction is the White Pass and Yukon Railway. This
is a narrow gauge railroad that helped get the gold
miner supplies up to the summit and on the way to
the Yukon. The modern day gold rush in the form of
tourists it accommodated with 1890’s period original
and replica passenger cars that take cruise ship size
trains of 15 to 18 cars up to the summit and back.
During our trek up the mountain our train was in the
company of four other similar sized trains that all
departed within an hour and a half.
One of the common passenger complaints was how
scheduled their vacation seemed to be. Taking into
consideration the number of destinations that get
packed into these trips and the Alaska sized distance
between destinations it would not be possible to pull
these seamless adventures without scheduling to the
forth power.
I was very impressed with my varied intermodal land
and sea experience in Alaska. The Alaska Railroad

may be rated as a class two carrier but it certainly is a
First Class Operation in my book. The Alaska Railroad
also hauls significant amounts of freight. Coal deposits
in Alaska are huge and much of this coal goes to
export and in Alaska power generation. I saw many
types of freight cars in Alaska that make the trek North
via the barge. Tourist season in Alaska is from May to
October. I asked at the station in Skagway how often
they had large numbers of cruise ships come in. The
answer was every day in season. Alaska tourism is a
huge highly organized intermodal operation that works
very well and should be high on your bucket list.

