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Watco teams conclude a successful Summer Spike program
by Tracie VanBecelaere
Managing Editor

One of the main tenets of Watco’s Cus-
tomer First Principles is to not only put our 
Customers First, but that everything must 
be done in a safe manner throughout the 
process. Each season brings with it certain 
hazards and distractions and the summer 
months have always been a troublesome 
time of year for the rail industry as a whole.  
Because of this fact, Gary Vaughn, Watco’s 
senior vice president of safety and envi-
ronmental health, implemented a Summer 
Spike program to place awareness on the 
hazards summertime brings and to reduce 
the number of incidents that occur because 
of those hazards.

“I’m proud to say that this has been our 
most successful Summer Spike ever,” said 

Vaughn. “Our number of RPI’s (reportable 
personal injuries) was reduced by more than 
50 percent this year.  Although one injury is 
too many, it’s encouraging to see how focused 
our team was throughout the summer.”

The switching team came out on top, mak-
ing it through the entire summer without 
any injuries.  There are a total of 23 different 
locations that provide switching services who 
have been able to maintain their high safety 
standards.  The transload and intermodal ser-
vices division had one incident this summer 
and as they ramp up to provide more services 
at various locations, it is imperative that they 
continue this focus on safety. 

The mechanical division showed the most 
improvement this summer, reducing their 
RPI’s by 67 percent over last year.  

“The mechanical team has really stepped 
up and made safety a 

by Tracie VanBecelaere
Managing Editor

It’s always an honor to be recognized for a job well 
done but when you receive that recognition from 
someone who sets the bar in that area it’s icing on the 
cake.  ExxonMobil is known throughout the industry 
as a leader in safety so it was a big honor when they 
called the team at the Baton Rouge 
Southern Railroad (BRS) to let them 
know they wanted to treat them to a 
lunch for their attention to safety and 
detail when switching  the company’s 
tank cars.

BRS team members,  Daniel 
Pinkston, engineer and conductor 
Dillon Hall were out working in the 
yard this past March when they heard 
a muffled bang and noticed smoke 
coming from the top of a hopper car.  
They immediately reported it to their 
supervisor who contacted the Exxon-
Mobil Baton Rouge Area Rail Manage-
ment group.  

It was determined that the team 
members had observed what is referred 
to in the plastics industry as a “cool 
flame”, where the residual hydrocar-

bons released from the plastic pellets inside the car 
had built up and been ignited by what is believed to 
have been a static discharge.  The result was a flash 
burning of the hydrocarbons that left bits of the 
vented hatch cover smoldering on top of the car.

Because of Pinkston and Hall’s attention to detail, 
and reporting of the issue, the Customer determined 
the root cause of the issue and established changes in 

their manufacturing process that have eliminated the 
chance of this recurring.  

Amy Parady, vice president of sales and market-
ing, Gulf Region, said, “We are proud of the BRS 
Team and their commitment to ExxonMobil and our 
Customer First Foundation Principles.  We are truly 
appreciative of the communication and relation-
ship  that we have with ExxonMobil and through 

that relationship we have been able to 
implement best practices that benefit 
both parties.” 

Pat Quint, Baton Rouge Area Rail 
Logistics Group Lead said, “Exxon-
Mobil is both proud and appreciative 
of the actions taken by the BRS team.  
At ExxonMobil, we place the highest 
priority on the safety of our people and 
the quality of our products in all facets 
of our operations, including transpor-
tation.  We want to thank the Baton 
Rouge Southern team for their prompt 
reporting of the issue they observed 
that demonstrates their commitment 
to the same beliefs and standards that 
we are committed to on a daily basis.  
We’ve all been able to take learnings 
from this event and improve our every 
day processes.”

ExxonMobil thanks Baton Rouge Team with luncheon

Standing left to right: Kevin Cutrer, EM; Irvin Heatly, EM; Alvin Maney, BRS; Scott 
Henderson, BRS; Kendrick Bates, BRS; Cliff Wilbert, EM;  Pat Quint, EM;  Stephanie 
Ard, EM; Roderick Gardner, BRS; Paul Schacht, EM; Mary Jo O’Dear, EM; Rita Gut-
tirrez, EM.  Sitting left to right: Errol Flint, Jr., BRS; John Anderson, BRS; Richard 
Ryder, BRS; Jeffery Poole, BRS; Johnny Smith, BRS; Leslie McCoy, BRS; David Riley, 
Jr., BRS.

The Eastern Idaho track and locomotive departments celebrated a suc-
cessful Summer Spike program. Standing - Sean Crowe, Matt Fetzer, 
Landon Williams, Jim Pelton, Doug Kerley, John Anderson, Shane 
Martin, Damien Williams, Dion Dedrick, Steve Gonzalez, Lee Dempsey, 
Troy Tracy and Ken Parkin. Kneeling - Jack Lisle, Jordan Hitt, Keith 
Goodsell, Efrain Ramirez, Robert Deluna and Sean Corr. (Continued on page 2)
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The old saying is that the grass is always greener on the other side, and that’s 
what Gary Bernhardt, locomotive manager for the Kansas and Oklahoma Rail-
road (KO), is hoping as he embarks on his retirement.  The grass he hopes to be 
greener is that which lies on the putting greens at his local golf course. 

Bernhardt shared his post-retirement plans to play golf with his fellow team 
members at a retirement party that was held for him on September 22.  The 
third generation railroader began his career in 1971 as an electrician with the 
Great Western Railway in Loveland, Co.  During Bernhardt’s tenure in the rail 
industry he performed locomotive maintenance for 13 
years for the Adolph Coors Company; managed leased 
locomotives for the Livingston Rebuilt Center, in Liv-
ingston, Montana; provided quality assurance for wreck 
repairs for Mid-America Car in Kansas City, Mo.; and 
managed locomotive and cane car repair for US Sugar 
in Clewiston, Fla.  

In July of 2006 Berhardt joined the KO team in 
Wichita as the locomotive manager and has held that 
position ever since. Bernhardt stated that the best thing 
about working for Watco was the opportunity to work 
for Shane Stalford, locomotive director for the Central 
Region.

“Shane is the most knowledgeable boss that I’ve ever had,” said Bernhardt, 
“When it comes to locomotive mechanical and electrical work he really knows 
what he’s doing.”

In additional to getting some playing time at the golf course, Bernhardt also 
plans to travel north to Montana to visit his son Dan, his daughter-in-law Leah 
and his grandson Wyatt.  He will also be spending more time with his wife 
Barbara as well.  

“Gary has been a great manager and will definitely be missed,” said Stalford.  
“Not only has he been an asset to both the locomotive department for the KO 
and the Central Region, he has been a key part of training the young managers 
that are now running the KO and we owe him greatly for that.”

priority.  Their numbers keep 
dropping and safety numbers are like golf scores, the 
lower the better. In our industry 0 would be par.  We look 
forward to seeing each one of our teams turn in a score-
card showing they’ve met par,” said Vaughn. 

The good news for the short line group is that their 
number didn’t increase, but they didn’t decrease either.  
The group added one more short line to the mix since 
last years program. 

Vaughn said, “The bottom line is, we need to work to 
improve this number next year.  There are many different 
variables that can be safety factors for each service; the 
addition of new properties, weather related issues, and so 

on. It’s imperative to focus on being safer each day than 
we were the day before regardless of the obstacles that 
may be thrown our way.”

To celebrate their success many of the different ser-
vice areas held dinners and barbecues to thank the team 
members for their continued focus on safety.  Many of 
the events included spouses and family members because 
they are the ones who we do this all for so that our team 
members can go home to them at the end of the day, or 
night, depending on the various work schedules.  

Gary Vaughn, senior vice president of safety and envi-
ronment, treated his assistant Michele Howard and her 
son Troy to a Royals game to thank her for all the work 
that went into tracking and organizing the program.  
Vaughn also treated many television viewers to a display 
of how not to catch a foul ball. 

“Congratulations on a very successful Summer Spike 
period performance which 
resulted in a new historic 
low in RPI’s,” said Watco 
president, Terry Towner. 
“This also follows the 
recent report that Watco 
as a whole is on course 
to achieve an RPI  below 
2.00. We are very proud 
of these achievements 
and know the hard work 
and diligence it takes 
to earn these improve-
ments. Thanks to all for 
your dedication to this 
effort and lets continue to 
achieve even more by clos-
ing out 2011 on an even 
higher note.”
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The Austin Western Railroad celebrated the success of their Summer Spike 
program with a family get together.  The event was held on September 11 at 
Main Event Entertainment in Austin, Texas.  Team members and their families 
enjoyed arcade games, billiards, bowling, laser tag, putt-putt golf and all-you-
can eat barbecue.  

Successful Summer Spike program
(Continued from  page 1)

The Vicksburg Southern and Mississippi Southern Railroad 
Teams celebrated the ending of the Summer Spike program 
with a dinner for them and their spouses at the Lone Star 
Steakhouse and Saloon in Jackson, Miss.  Pictured left to 
right are: Terry Snell, VSOR conductor; Justin Dempsey, 
VSOR assistant trainmaster; Danny Sims, MSR engineer; 
Milo Jackson, VSOR engineer; Stacy Swinford, VSOR con-
ductor; Jay Anthony, MSR conductor; Justin, Rhodes, VSOR 
trainmaster; Randy McIntire, VSOR electrician and Darrell 
Thompson, VSOR, MSR and ARS general manager.

The organizers of the Summer Spike program 
enjoy a Kansas City Royals baseball game. 
Left to right are Gary Vaughn, SVP safety 
and environmental heath, his wife Monica,  
Michele Howard, administrative assistant 
and her son Troy. 

Locomotive manager goes where the grass is greener

Above: Members of the KO locomotive team with retiring  Steven 
Reida, Eric Slimp, Kyle Moody, Gary Bernhardt, George Villa, Ray 
Russell, Mike Pyeatt, Jason Hislop, Craig Stansbury). Left: Gary Bern-
hardt cuts into his retirement cake.
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by Ted Kadau
Marketing Manager, Great Northwest Railroad & 
Palouse River and Coulee City Railroad

The team on The Palouse River & Coulee City 
Railroad (PCC) works each and every day to follow 
Watco Companies’ Foundation Principles – and each 
and every day they follow those values safely. 

As evidence of this, on June 29 the PCC team cel-
ebrated three years of working injury-free – a huge 
milestone in the railroad business or in any other 
industry.  In celebration of this landmark event, the 
PCC team was treated to a jet boat ride for them-
selves and a guest on the Snake River near 
Lewiston, ID, last month. The boat ride was 
followed by a dinner and the presentation 
of wristwatches commemorating the occa-
sion. 

“This is a huge accomplishment,” Rob 
Thrall, Vice-President of Operations for 
Watco’s West Region, said. “It takes every-
day effort and focus to achieve this monu-
mental goal. I just want to thank the team 
members on the PCC for making safety 
part of their culture and making the goal of 
working injury-free their top priority every 
day.”

The jet boat ride and dinner included team mem-
bers from the PCC’s operations, track, car repair and 
locomotive repair departments. 

“It is a pleasure to recognize the hard work and 
safety awareness by our team members on the 
PCC,” Brian Simpson, General Manager, said. “It’s 
not every day a railroad goes three years without a 
single injury event. So, it’s a special day when we can 
recognize the team that brought us to this milestone. 
The boat ride was a lot of fun, but this really was a 
day for our team members. They kept safety in mind 
every minute of every day for three years. I can’t 
thank them enough for their commitment to safety 
and the Watco Foundation Principles.”

The  PCC  has been moved mainly agricultureal 
related products for nearly 20 years in the state of 
Washington.  

“I really enjoyed the event,” Mike Burley, PCC 
engineer, who has worked nearly 15 injury-free for 
Watco, said. “It was great to be recognized. It was 
one of the most enjoyable activities I can remember 
while working for the PCC.” 

Burley said the he believes a key component to 
working safe every day is communication. 

“We hold job briefings. We report anything un-
safe, any unsafe conditions. We work to keep safety 
foremost in our minds,” he said, adding that he and 
his team members on the PCC have also known and 
worked together for years and, as such, are able to 
anticipate many safety hazards on the job. 

“You need attention to detail, a good knowledge of 
your surroundings. That helps a lot,” he added. 

Rick Swinney, track inspector on the PCC, said he 
believes a key component to operating safely is to 

have a plan, follow that plan and then communicate, 
communicate, communicate.

“We start out with a job briefing every morning,” 
Swinney said. “With track inspecting, you never 
know what you are going to run into. We have a plan 
and we communicate. Communication is the big 
thing. If it takes five or 10 minutes longer, let’s do it 
the safest way we can. I am getting too old to not be 
safe. We look for what things can go wrong. We try 
to perceive it before it becomes unsafe.”

In 37 years of railroading, 15 of those with Watco, 
Swinney has only been hurt once – a back injury 
many years ago. 

“And that was one too many,” he added. 
Swinney noted that he has carried over a culture 

of safety into his life off the job, being aware that 
most injuries can be prevented with awareness and 
forethought. 

“I carry it over into my home life,” he said. “You 
can use it in all parts of your life. You just have to 
slow your brain down and think about what could 
happen. If you can eliminate 99% of what could hap-
pen, you are going to do well. And, God gave you a 
noodle - you should use it once in a while.”

Larry Smith, engineer on the north end of the 
PCC, has been a Watco team member for 16 years – 
and has worked each of those years injury-free. He 
noted that working safely isn’t just an important part 
of railroading, it’s the most important part of the job. 

“Number one, you don’t want to get hurt. We do 
job briefings and we work hard to follow the rules 
and look out for each other every day,” he said. “We 
work to keep safety foremost in our minds to make 
sure we never get hurt.”

Joe Bennett, trainmaster on the PCC, said the 
best part of the celebration event was that it allowed 
team members and their families the opportunity to 
interact and have a great time away from the work 
environment. 

“It was a great team-building experience,” Bennett 
said. “It was great to get away, in a casual atmo-
sphere, and have a great time. I really appreciated it.”

Bennett has been a team member with 
Watco for 18 years. And, he’s worked 
injury-free every day during his tenure with 
the company. He added that his family is 
the driving force for his focus on safety. 

“My family is my focus,” he said. “What it 
would do to them if I did not come home. 
I want to make sure my boys have a father 
around. I work hard to not get complacent. 
I don’t want to get hurt. That’s what keeps 
my focus on safety.”  

When asked the secret to operating 
injury-free, Simpson noted that each PCC 
team member cares about their fellow team 

members and works on keeping each other pro-
tected. 

 “I think this is a close, tight-knit team which cares 
about and looks out for each other,” he said. “Their 
primary goal every day is to go home safely to their 
families.”

Simpson added that he is looking forward to an-
other celebration commemorating four years injury-
free, and many celebrations to come.   

“I would view the PCC team as stewards of safety 
and role models for the rest of the Watco team with 
regard to safety and service,” he said.

Jerry Carter, director of operations for Watco’s 
West Region, said he is looking forward to many 
more injury-free years of outstanding safety and ser-
vice on the PCC. Carter noted that although this was 
a celebration commemorating three years injury-free 
on the PCC, many PCC team members have gone 
more than 16 years without an injury.

“This team is just unbelievable,” Carter said. “For 
them to go three years injury-free is just outstanding 
and we appreciate the effort and time spent meeting 
this achievement. We thank them and their families 
for their commitment and look forward to going 
many more years injury-free.”

PCC team members are: Scott Lynas, track em-
ployee; Shawn Gatlin, track inspector; Ty Gatlin, 
track employee; Joe Bennett, train master; Larry 
Smith, engineer; Joey Gallegos, engineer; Rick Swin-
ney, track inspector; Mike Burley, engineer; Loren 
Parr, Chief Mechanical Officer; AJ Mee, locomotive 
mechanic; Dan Paul, car repair supervisor; Mike 
Kincart, car repair; Taylor Carter, car repair; and 
Cameron Jarvis, car repair.

Palouse River and Coulee City Railroad 
celebrates three years injury-free

Top photo front row, from left: Cameron Jarvis, Taylor 
Carter, Katrina Baune, Misti Lewis, Matt Lewis, Amy 
Carter, Jerry Carter, AJ Mee, Mandy Mee, Dan Garrett, 
Ted Kadau, Joe Bennett. Second row, from left: Trisha 
Gatlin, Jan Smith, Rose Grant, Candy Kadau, Wendy 
Heitter-Keatts, Liesbeth Garrett, Teri Parr.  Third row, 
from left: Shawn Gatlin, Larry Smith, Stacy Grant, Dan 
Paul, Brian Simpson, Mike Burley, Loren Parr
Bottom photo: The jet boat travels down the Snake 
River with PCC team members.
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It’s been said that they do everything bigger in Tex-
as and the Refugio Transload Team’s newest member 
is proof of this.  She weighs in at a whopping 415,000 

lbs. She would appear to be a candidate for the Big-
gest Loser contest but this she, a SD40-2 locomotive, 
is the first ever locomotive to be put into service for a 
Watco transload facility.

Originally built in 1980, the former BNSF locomo-
tive will be used to switch railcars of sand within the 

facility.  The sand will arrive in unit trains and the 
transload team will switch and take approximately 
25 railcars at a time to unload.  The train will then 
be reassembled, air tested and released to the Union 
Pacific.  

The Refugio site is a 24/7 operation that features 
six unit train tracks, a repair shop and locomotive 
fueling tracks.  This facility will be North America’s 
largest sand transload facility.  Watco is providing the 
transload,  switch and utility crews and switch en-
gines and will be responsible for performing running 
repairs and track repairs. 

The SD40-2 is one of two locomotives that will be 
on site to switch the cars at the new facility. Both cars 
are traveling to Refugio from Houston, Texas, where 
they were recently painted and stenciled with the 
WTIS letters. 

Eddie Garcia, location manager said, “The team 
and I are very excited and honored to start a new 
chapter in the WTIS division.  We look forward to 
these new challenges and hope to set the standard on 
the transloading side”.
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Transload Team has new addition

Left photo: The newly painted SD40-2 is ready to provide switching services at the Refugio, Texas, facility for the 
Transload Team. Right photo transload team members (l-r): Guy Garnette, William Buddemeier, Donald Wilson, 
Jerry Garcia and Richard Buddemeier. 

Mechanical Team 
cleans up
by Tracie VanBecelaere
Managing Editor

When Mike Henderson with The Greenbrier Companies contacted Mike 
McGinn, in early July he was looking for someone who was into some heavy duty 
cleaning.  What needed cleaned were 20 cement cars that had to be made ready 
to be qualified to be put into service as sand cars.  Getting the cars cleaned wasn’t 
going to be a problem, McGuinn, the plant manager of Watco’s Council Bluffs, 
Iowa and Omaha, Neb., mechanical shops, knew his experienced team could get 
the job done, the time frame was the challenge. 

“We didn’t have an opportunity to inspect the cars prior to delivery into the 
shops so we didn’t know what their status really was. Also the cars were in a stor-
age facility so we weren’t sure of actual delivery dates to the local rail yard,” said 
McGuinn.  

Once the cars arrived on site in Omaha, some required extensive blasting while 
others were subject to pressure washing.  Moisture can get into the cement cars 
causing cement to cling to the ceiling and walls of the cars.  When being put into 

service for a different commodity, traces of the 
former commodity have to be removed. The teams 
inspected, repaired or replaced hatch cover gaskets 
as needed and new gate seals were added as part of 
the scope of work.

McGuinn said, “Our team members in Omaha 
and Council Bluffs took on the challenge with 
gusto. We combined our inspection efforts, ad-
dressed the material requirements and kept the 
Customer informed with weekly status updates.  
The effort was well worth it, not only did we meet 
our deadline goal, we received a very nice thank 
you from our Customer.  He stated that as a result 
of our diligence, their customer was very pleased 
with the cars and that the condition of the cars had 
exceeded his customer’s expectations.”   

This photo shows the amount 
of cement that accumulates 
on a typical railcar through-
out a loading cycle.

Tax Credit calls needed
by Tracie VanBecelaere
Managing Editor

In a recent conversation, a young man compared requesting money from 
the government similar to poor Oliver Twist meekly holding out his bowl 
asking for “more porridge please”.  

That’s how we in the short line industry feel, standing in a line of many, ask-
ing our representatives for more tax credits please.  We really don’t even want 
more, just an extension of the existing Section 45G short line railroad reha-
bilitation tax credit that is currently in place.  The extension is needed so that 
short line railroads can better plan for improvements to their infrastructure 
on a long term basis. 

Just as young Mr. Twist needed the porridge to build his strength, the short 
lines need the tax credits to build a strong infrastructure.  The work sup-
ported by this credit includes replacing worn out wood ties, upgrading the 
steel rail, and re-distributing the ballast under the track.  This past year has 
been wrought with tornados, hurricanes and droughts that have impacted the 
infrastructure of many railroads and the tax credits would enable railroads 
to more quickly recover from the damage inflicted by such disasters.  What 
would take years to repair is accomplished in a shorter span of time with the 
aid of tax credits.

In addition, short line tax credits provide nourishment for the economy.  
They allow short lines to continue investing heavily in their infrastructure 
while creating local well-paying construction jobs.  Shippers benefit from the 
efficiencies obtained when using rail and those saving can be passed on to the 
consumers of their products.  Tax payers benefit when rail is used instead of 
trucks because there is less wear and tear on highways, a simple freight train 
can take the load of 280 trucks or an equivalent of 1,100 cars off our crowded 
highways.  This in turn is a benefit to the environment since a ton of freight 
can be moved 484 miles on a single gallon of fuel.

How can you help?  Call your representatives and let them know that you 
would like their support for the short line tax credit.   Ask them to sign on as 
a co-sponsor for the short line tax credit as contained in H.R. 721.  The web 
address for the US House of Representatives is: http://www.house.gov  This 
site is very useful in providing a variety of information on your district’s rep-
resentatives so that you, in turn, can hold out your bowl and ask  “more tax 
credits, please?”






