
Imagine! Five of  the last seven 
years!!......That’s how many 
times MRL employees have 
been selected as the ASLRRA 
“Safety Person of  the Year”.

Some essential underlying 
reasons must exist as to why 
MRL employees stand amongst 
the “Best of  the Best” in the 

railroad industry.  Personal commitment and attitude 
are two key ingredients that allow each of  us as 
individuals to rise to the top.  In the words of  the 
2000 and 2003 recipient D. K. Roth, “MRL consis-
tently sets realistic goals for our employees and then 
slowly raises the bar, allowing them to reach higher, 
but yet, attainable standards.  For each of  us as 
individuals to maintain a positive attitude and reach 
our personal objectives, we must ask “What can I do 
to make MRL a better and safer railroad?”  

Our newly-hired employees are told from day 
one that at MRL, working safely is a condition of  
their employment.  Richard Dawes, 2005 winner, 
states, “If  an employee understands from the begin-
ning that working safely is a condition of  his employ-
ment, he will develop every-day habits to reflect this 
attitude.  A large part of  MRL’s safety culture relies 
on all levels of  management allowing employees to 
be involved in safety related matters and decisions as 
a natural part of  our daily job tasks.”

Exceptional cooperation between management 
and labor is ranked as an essential element in our 
safety successes by Dale Virts, 2006 ASLRRA 
winner.   Dale says, “In small steps over the years, our 
safety culture has grown.  Employees are provided 
with the necessary tools and are encouraged to 
promptly resolve safety issues.” 

Our past winners are examples of  many 
hundreds of  MRL employees who demonstrate 
safety awareness and consistent roles in our safety 
programs.  In addition to those qualities, a key 
element of  the “Safety Person of  the Year” nomina-
tion criteria is a strong commitment to promoting 
off-duty community safety and involvement in social 
and civic service.  These traits are the foundation 
which will allow each of  us as individuals and MRL as 
a group entity to truly become the “Best of  the Best” 
in the railroad industry.

Company News for MRL Employees 
Dispatch Staff:   Lynda Frost ● Anne Marvin ● Ted Hagemo ● Pete Lawrenson ● Mark Smith ● Jennifer Hathaway
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MRL remains committeed to striving for safety excellence

Jennifer Hathaway ● Executive Administrative Assistant
What makes MRL employees 

Winners?
What makes MRL employees 

Winners?
What makes MRL employees 

Congratulations to Dale Virts, the recipient of  
the 2007 American Short Line and Regional 
Railroad Association (ASLRRA) Safety Person 
of  the Year award! Dale, a Mechanical Depart-
ment carman and safety champion for Montana 
Rail Link, was selected for this prestigious award 
from a field of  entries submitted by ASLRRA 
member railroads and was chosen by a panel 
made up of  representatives from railroads, labor, 
shippers and suppliers. 

Dale has been with MRL since 1988 and has 
been working for the railroad industry since 
1977.  A dedicated safety and community 
advocate, he has served as a member of  the MRL 
safety audit team for the last 12 years and has 
been a Safety Committee member and leader 
since 1991. He was elected to several two-year 
terms as Safety Committee vice chairman. 

Dale is also a frequent volunteer for MRL-
related activities (like the MRL Santa Train) and 
for charities such as United Way, Special Olym-
pics, the American Heart Association and the 
American Diabetes Foundation. Additionally, he 
rebuilds bikes for needy children through a 
program called Free Bikes Missoula.

As a motivating force behind SAFE Days 
(Safety Assessment of  Fellow Employees), Dale 
assists in organizing safety audit teams and 
coordinating employee barbeques that provide 
an opportunity for safety talks. He also takes 
pride in mentoring to newly hired employees and 
apprentices on such things as track awareness 
and safety policy/procedures. He even organizes 
yard clean-up programs at MRL to boost facility 
appeal and eliminate tripping hazards; maintains 
yard ATV routes and crossings for carmen, and 
helps to run periodic hazardous materials spill 
drills.

Dale notes that the safety culture of  the 
railroad industry has helped propel these 

changes, as the railroad and employees work 
cooperatively  when addressing safety concerns. 
MRL President Tom Walsh credits Dale with 
playing a part in improving  MRL’s long-term 
safety record.  “He leads by example. His enthu-
siasm and honesty inspire others around him and 
demonstrates the spirit of  the Montana Rail Link 
safety culture.”

Congratulations Dale for all your hard-work, 
and for being a dedicated employee and commu-
nity volunteer. You are truly committed to safety!

Dale Virts named ASLRRA Safety Person of the Year

Jim Johnson ● Training Rules and Safety, Manager

Pete Lawrenson ● Chief  of  Security
Earlier this 
m o n t h , 
s e v e r a l 
members of  
our MRL 
s e n i o r 
management 

team visited the Norfork 
Southern Railroad’s Safety 
Department.  The NS Railroad 
has the distinguished success 
of  winning the Class I Harri-
man Award for Safety the last 
17 consecutive years.  

While there were many 
hours of  direct dialogue and 
learning opportunities of  the 
NS safety process, the primary 

lesson learned is there is no 
guaranteed system, process, or 
“silver bullet” to make safety a 
success.

What was learned is that 
MRL does have a good safety 
foundation, and with manage-
ment and employee commit-
ment, consistency, and involve-
ment, our safety performance 
can reach a level of  excellence. 

MRL employees demon-
strated their ability to achieve 
safety excellence by winning 
the 1998 Harriman Gold 
Safety Award; that excellence 
can be repeated.

Over the next few months, 

we will be evaluating our safety 
process and implementing 
some changes as needed.  
Principally, safety is best 
managed and practiced at the 
field level of  employee and 
supervisor, and our objective is 
to reinforce that philosophy.

Montana Rail Link is 
committed to safety as demon-
strated in the company values 
of  F.I.R.S.T.; Safety is the 
number one company value. 

The commitment of  each 
employee is vital to safety 
success and as a team, we will 
be the “Best of  the Best” in 
safety.

Jim Johnson

2000   D.K. Roth

2002   Dennis Greenwalt

2003   D.K. Roth

2004   Richard Dawes

2006   Dale Virts

The following MRL employ-
ees are past winners of the 
ASLRRA “Safety Person of 
the Year”  award. We once 
again commend them for 
their continued hard-work 
and dedication to safety: 

Past ASLRRA Winners

Photo by Marc Hefty
Dale Virts, a Mechanical Department carman based in 

Missoula, is the recipient of the 2007 ASLRRA Safety 

Person of the Year award!
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Operations updates - safety, re-designs, power

Saturday, May 12
Bike for Shelter - Watson’s Children Shelter

Each year,  MRL sponsors this event, which 
raises funds to help Missoula area children in 
crisis. Volunteers are needed! Contact Dennis 
Meyer at 523-1405 or  dmeyer@mtrail.com for 
further details & to donate your time to a 
worthy cause! 

Saturday, June 23
Missoula Golf Outing

July 15 - July 18
Operation Lifesaver Region 8 Conference

Friday, August 10
Camp Mak-A-Dream Train Trip

Saturday, August 11
Livingston Employee Picnic

Friday, August 17
Laurel Golf Outing

Wednesday, October 31
Montana Rail Link’s 20th Anniversary

Mark Smith ● Terminal Superintendent, Laurel

Talgo acquisition aids
in MRL self-sufficency

Dates to Remember
for 2007!

Community Spotlight
l l

Distributive Power technology will be implemented this year

In August 2006 we acquired all of  
Talgo’s land, buildings, and machin-
ery. The addition of  the Talgo Back 
Shop is helping us become more 
self-sufficient in locomotive repair 
and maintenance, and has added to 
our existing facility repair tracks a 
drop table and overhead cranes for 
generator and engine removal.  
Cleaning up of  the site has taken 
several months with an emphasis on 
housekeeping, painting, and overall 
upgrading to meet MRL standards. 
Plans are to use part of  the facility 
for locomotive repair and consider 
other areas of  opportunity with the 
remaining land and buildings.

As of  April 23 the Operating 
Department has three terminals 
exceeding 100+ days injury-free – 
Missoula at 123, Helena at 139, 
Livingston at 347 – Laurel, 
currently at 86, is rapidly approach-
ing and Billings is over halfway with 
64. As you may remember, the 
Billings group won the Presidential 
Award in 2006. Congratulations to 
each and every one of  you for 
reaching these milestones!  Please 
continue to work safely not only for 
your well-being but the well-being 
of  your fellow workers! 

The next LETP Class 35 will 
begin in June, plus we will be hiring 
another Switchman class in July. 
Time is flying! Speaking of  time 
flying time, Colin Misenar made 
his last shove for Montana Rail Link 

on April 15. Thanks Colin for all 
your years of  service and hard work!

We have some new additions to 
the Laurel/Billings Safety Commit-
tee. Dennis Besel is the new Chair-
man. Les Hull, Mike Turley and 
Tim Bennett are the new commit-
tee members. Welcome aboard 
folks and thank you for wanting to 
make a difference on the safety 
front. We do have room for another 
position if  anyone is interested.

Remember in the last issue we 
talked about DP (Distributed 
Power)? Over the course of  the 
next several months we will be 
sending our Roadforeman and Ted 
Hagemo through training in 
Kansas City to become better 
familiar with the operation. With 
knowledge in hand, they will return 

and begin the process of  training 
our employees on the use of  DP. 
We will also be requesting the aid of  
BNSF Roadforeman and as well to 
speed up the training process (see 
related article).

Over the past several months 
we've been able to enhance the 
clerical work station in the Laurel 
Yard office to better fit the needs of  
our clerical staff. With input from 
the clerical group and help from 
Radio Tech Mike Blohm, we were 
able to create a design which was 
more user friendly. We added 
ergonomically friendly desks with 
electric monitor elevators and 
modernized the rest of  the equip-
ment. The cubical design also 
added a little bit of  privacy!

Claude Van Winkle 
●

Chief  Mechanical Officer

Over the past several months you may have heard that 
Montana Rail Link has been exploring the possibility 
of  operating trains, primarily coal and grain, utilizing 
distributed power.  Distributed power (DP) trains are 
operated with locomotives on the head-end of  the 
train along with locomotives on the rear-end, or within 
the train.  Radio communications allow the locomotive 
engineer to operate the other locomotives from the 
leading locomotive.

Prior to implementing DP the tunnels on Mullan 
and Bozeman Passes will be wired to allow the lead 
locomotive to remain in constant communication with 
the DP locomotives.  Our Signal and Communications 
Department has determined what type of  equipment 
is required and the order has been placed.  Delivery is 
scheduled for mid-July followed by approximately two 
weeks of  installation time.  

The following are a few of  numerous advantages 
to DP operations:

● Air is provided to the brake pipes from both 
locomotive sets, which allows engineers to utilize 
better train handling procedures and also enhances 
winter operations. 

● Stopping distances are reduced since brakes are 
applied and released simultaneously from both 
locomotive sets. Also, coupler forces are reduced on 
the head-end of  the train reducing the likelihood of  
coupler or drawbar failures. 

Two test trains were operated across MRL several 
months ago with positive feedback and results from 
engineers and the supervisors involved.  Roadforemen 
attended classroom instruction in Kansas City recently 
and will be available to provide engineers with the 
training required to operate DP trains.  

Although new to MRL, this technology has been 
used for many years in our industry.  The use of  DP 
locomotives will help to better serve our coal and grain 
customers.

Keeping Track

On the Move
Harlan Penninger ● Now Mechanical 
Foreman (Laurel) from relief  foreman

Eric Jensen ● Now Trainmaster (Laurel) 

Rodney Kaufman ● Now Signal Laborer 
from Track Laborer

Russ Young, Forest Norby, Dallas 
Deardorff  ● Now Assistant Roadmaster

Look Who’s New

Signal Laborer
Chris Chaussee, Adam Elsenpeter, Matt 
Mozingo 

Carman Apprentice
Jeff  Tucker 

Track Laborer
Nick Arnold, Brandon Babbitt, Stephen 
Banks, Paul Bollman, Emery Boyer, 
Marvin Burrell, Jeff  Cardarelle, Don 
Chlarson, Cory Cromwell, Gene Dally, 
Josh Diesen, Dwain Edwards, Dodd 
Elverud, Mark Hale, David Houghton, Pat 
Kluesner, Brad Larson, Fletcher McIntire, 
Toby McCartney, Kyle Munier, Derek 
Munguia, Aaron Nelson, Jim Nelson, 
Cody Opp, Brian Palmer, Jeremy Schwa-
derer, Darin Snook, Kirk Tennant, Corey 
Thiel, Chris Thomas, Derek Wandler, Nick 
Werner

Retirements
Delbert L. Abromeit        November 2006
Linda M. Thomson          December 2006
Robert W. Wilkinson             January 2007 
Scott A.Whaley                   February 2007         
Robert P. Guest                      March 2007

Ted Hagemo ● Training Rules and Safety Director

Gerald Marshall, Christy Cheff, and Dennis Meyer were part of a large MRL crew 
which helped revitalize the Tom Roy Home’s yard by clearing away brush, wood 
and garbage. The Tom Roy Home is one of several youth homes in Missoula 
dedicated to caring  for children and youth who are at risk or whose families are in 
crisis. Melissa Marno from the Tom Roy Home said, “I just wanted to thank you 
again for helping us. Our yard looks so much better and your crew made short 
work of a project that would have taken us much longer to complete. MRL folks 
know how to get a job done, thanks! 

Photo by Tom Roy Home




