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The Future of Sustainability in the Railroad Industry: 
AREMA's Sustainability and Resiliency Day with the 
Railroad Environmental Conference 2025 
By Peter Masson, Director, TRC Companies and Chair of Committee 13 - Environmental 

At the end of the Railroad Environmen­
tal Conference (RREC) at the University 
of Illinois (U of I) in October 2024, Trent 
Hudak, the then past President of the 
American Railway Engineering and Main­
tenance-of-Way Association (AREMA), 
suggested we consider providing the 
industry with an annual venue to discuss 
sustainability and resiliency {S&R) and its 
place in the future of the railroad indus­
try. This idea grew out of a very success­
ful S&R Symposium in February 2024 in 
Florida. That event was so well supported 
that attendees had been asking whether 
something could be held annually to keep 
this conversation going and current. The 
RREC S&R Day became that solution. 

The RREC has a history of being the 
premier environmental conference for 
the railroad industry for nearly 30 years. 
Adding anything to a reputation like that 
would take cooperation and good organi­
zation. Thankfully, all of this came together 
at an amazingly rapid pace. Even though 
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the conversation got started between Beth 
Caruso of A REMA and Chris Barkan of U 
of I in November 2024, they were quickly 
able to come to an agreement by the first 
week of January 2025 that would make the 
S&R Day a go. And thanks to the wonder­
ful work of Emma Jean Ehrenhart from the 
U ofl and AREMA's Director of Education 
and Events, Lin Guba, the logistics came 
together without a hitch. 

Of course, the largest thanks go to all the 
speakers who were willing to invest their 
time and energy into presenting, because 
without content, there could be no confer­
ence. While many firms provided valuable 
technical insights into how S&R efforts 
currently support the rail industry, the best 
highlights come from those who this event 
is primarily intended to serve: the railroads. 

The keynote address that morning 
was delivered by Ed Sparks, Chief Engi­
neer, Bridge Design and Construction at 
CSX, and also an AREMA Past President. 
Among other S&R initiatives that CSX is 

working on, his presentation featured the 
restoration of the Blue Ridge Subdivision 
in North Carolina and Tennessee after the 
devastating effects of Hurricane Helene in 
2024, as did the presentation by Rebecca 
Hensley, Senior Manager for Sustainability 
at CSX, later that day. Their presentations 
were especially poignant for a confer­
ence focused on this subject because they 
both highlighted two aspects of S&R: the 
climate change that is driving it and the 
measures we can take to protect against 
that change. While the measures taken 
might seem straightforward, engineered 
solutions like raising bridge heights to 
accommodate future flood events and 
strengthening reinforced river walls to 
prevent erosion all cost money. But when 
asked if these costs were worth the invest­
ment, Mr. Sparks replied that the results 
would be better than ever and cheaper in 
the long run. That theme would be echoed 
time and again throughout the day: engi­
neering S&R solutions makes sense by 
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lowering risk and saving the railroads' 
longer-term costs. (More information on 
the Blue Ridge Restoration project can 
be found at https://www.csx.com/index. 
cfm/about-us/projects-and-partnerships/ 
blue-ridge-subdivision-recovery/). 

While we might think about S&R for 
railroads as being mostly focused on 
engineering solutions and making track 
and bridges bigger and stronger, there are 
also habitat benefits that can be consid­
ered as well. This was first highlighted by 
Ricky Chiu, Manager - Environmental 
Impact from CN Railway. His presenta­
tion focused on the development of the 
Milton Logistics Hub in Ontario. The 
project required the realignment of Indian 
Creek. Such projects in the past may have 
been accomplished in the most expedi­
tious manner by similar developers, often 
resulting in concrete channels that offered 
no habitat for aquatic and benthic organ­
isms. But CN took this opportunity to 
not only restore the habitat, but they also 
enhanced it. By incorporating natural 
channel designs and retention areas that 
encouraged the growth of wetland habitat, 
their development resulted in increased 
diversity of both plants and animals in the 
creek and surrounding wetlands, as well as 
providing enhanced habitat for threatened 
insect species. Moreover, the surround­
ing community appreciated the way CN 
bettered their open spaces, making it 
easier to develop a project that became 
more pleasant in the eyes of the residents 
of Milton. As Ricky said, this is part of how 
CN designs all their projects, and it ulti­
mately results in reduced maintenance and 
thereby reduces long-term costs. 

Another example of the opportunities for 
habitat enhancement came from Nick Pryor 
at CPKC. The presentation highlighted the 
relationship between CPKC and the Rights­
of-Way as Habitat Working Group at U of I 
- Chicago. This group brings together part­
ners from a variety of transportation and 
energy companies that all support enhanc­
ing the benefits of their rights-of-way (ROW) 
as habitat, especially for threatened and 
endangered species. His presentation high­
lighted how, even though the railroad needs 
to manage vegetation in its ROW per Federal 
Railroad Administration safety regulations, 
this can still be done in a way that enhances 
habitat for threatened species like Monarch 
butterflies and a variety of species of bumble 
bees by supporting native plants, removing 
invasive species, reducing fire, and stabiliz­
ing slopes that might otherwise erode. Mr. 
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Pryor showed that external stakeholders, 
customers, and even the employees appreci­
ated this investment by CPKC in a sustain­
able environment for everyone. 

Nicholas Novay, Manager of Engineer­
ing for BNSF, also provided a presentation 
demonstrating how even what have come to 
be considered common S&R efforts make 
sense and save money. He discussed BNSF's 
LED lighting program. While swapping 
older incandescent and high-pressure 
sodium bulbs might seem like a minor 
effort, doing so saves BNSF over $5 million a 
year. Other benefits include better visibility 
and reduced maintenance, so it is a win-win 
solution for all. 

One of the most important calls to action 
came from Kari Harris, Senior Manager 
Environmental Assessment, and Sarah 
Fulton, Senior Manager Climate Change, 
from CN Railway. They both discussed how 
AREMA can best help the railroad industry 
by incorporating these S&R measures, many 
of which the industry is already doing, into 
the AREMA Manual for Railway Engineer­
ing so that all the railroads can benefit from 
this experience. As Ms. Fulton said, CN is 
committed to the United Nations Sustain­
able Development Goals and has been since 
2016. She said they provide a common 
language for everyone to discuss sustainable 
development. So, it just made good sense to 
use them. 

This amazing day ended with a panel 
discussion from Chris Barkan from U of 
I, Rebecca Henlsey from CSX, and Devin 
Sprinkle from the Association of Ameri­
can Railroads. These experienced voices 
supporting the railroad industry for decades 
reflected on the benefits ofS&R and how they 
saw it becoming more and more an element 
of rail design well into the future. But Ms. 
Hensley from CSX probably summed it up 
best. She noted that CSX was not just incor­
porating S&R for the regulators, but because 
their customers expected and wanted them 
to. In the end, it reduces risk and ends up 
costing less. And it just makes sense. As Ms. 
Helsey wrapped things up, she said, "Do 
the right things for the right reason." That 
makes the most sense of all. 

Hoping to see you all at RREC S&R Day 
in 2026! 

For more information about the 
Sustainability & Resiliency Day scheduled 
for October 27, 2026 and the 28th Railroad 
Environmental Conference scheduled for 
October 28 - 29, 2026, visit https://rrec. 
railtec.illinois.edu/. 
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PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

Start 2026 Strong: Get Your 
POHs Early and Make This 
the Year of Your Professional 
Development 

Access to important 
professional development 
content is just a few clicks 
away with ARE MA Education. 
Our On Demand content spans 
many disciplines of Professional 
Development Hours (PDHs) 
accredited courses that 
allow you to get your PDHs by 
learning from experts online 
without leaving your office. 

BENEFITS OF LEARNING ONLINE 

1. LEARN MORE 
Studies show that participants 
learn more while taking On 
Demand courses as you can 
skim through the material you 
understand and take more time 
in the more challenging areas. 

2. GET INSTANT ACCESS 
With ARE MA On Demand 
courses, you don't have to wait 
to learn and get your PDHs as 
they're available instantly after 
purchase. 

J. CONVENIENT AND FLEXIBLE 
Above all things, On Demand 
education is meant to take at 
your own pace and on your 
time. Study from anywhere in 
the world, whether from your 
office or the convenience of 
your sofa. 

4. COURSE VARIETY 
AR EMA On Demand education 
offers a wide variety of topics 
for all studies of the railway 
engineering community. 

Register and Start Learning 
today at www.arema.org. 

BECOME A MEMBER AND SAVE 
Not an AREMA member? Join 
today at www.arema.org and 
get discounts on all AREMA 
Educational Offerings, from Virtual 
Conferences to our Webinars. 
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