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By Candace Gwaltney T
urn on the light switch and there is electricity. Go to the grocery store and your 
favorite cereal is lined up with dozens of other options. Both are expected norms of 
everyday life.
 Behind each of those simple commodities is a long chain of carefully planned 
and executed logistical decisions. Tons of coal were mined and transported by rail 
to a power plant to ensure that light would glow. Trucks traveled Indiana 

highways from factories to stores to deliver that breakfast of champions.
 Borrowing from an industry adage: If you bought it, a truck (or train) brought it.
 “It’s a very silent industry; it supports everything,” asserts Keith Bucklew, director of freight 
mobility for the Indiana Department of Transportation. “If stuff didn’t move, we wouldn’t move 
either.”
 Gov. Mitch Daniels identifies logistics as a top economic engine for the state (other industry 
focus areas include life sciences, energy, agriculture and advanced manufacturing). By air, water 
and land, 724 million tons of freight travel through Indiana annually, ranking it fifth among 
states in volume, according to the Indiana Economic Development Corporation. 
 When it comes to ground logistics, deciding between trucks and trains becomes a matter of 
how far the freight is traveling and which system provides better connectivity. Each has faced 
challenges (when manufacturing declines, so does freight volume), while also finding ways to 
sustain and grow.
 “There’s always been that notion that they (trucking and rail) compete because they are two 
different modes, and they haul sometimes similar things,” Bucklew surmises. In fact, trucking 
companies are among the biggest customers for major railroads. “It’s very advantageous for 
trucking and rail to work together.” 
 From 1980 to 2005, the volume of freight doubled nationally; it is projected to double 
again by 2035, Bucklew shares. 

Workin’ on the railroad
 Last fall, rail received a huge endorsement from the world’s second richest man. Investor 
Warren Buffett purchased the nation’s largest railroad operator, Burlington Northern Santa Fe 
Corporation, for $26.3 billion. 
 It was Buffett’s biggest deal yet – and a move The Wall Street Journal (WSJ) noted as a bet “that 
in an era of high fuel costs, railroads will perform better than the trucking industry. More broadly, 
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the investment is a wager on the long-term strength of the U.S. 
economy as it emerges from a prolonged recession.”
 Buffett told the WSJ: “It’s an all-in wager on the economic 
future of the United States. I love these bets.”
 John Rickoff, executive vice president of marketing for 
The Indiana Rail Road Company (INRD), says Buffett’s move is 
appropriate. “Despite the economic downturn, our belief is 
that this industry has a strong future. We still see growth 
coming our direction despite what the economy is doing. 
There’s plenty of opportunity.”
 While rail may be poised for growth, a place (and opportunity) 
for trucking remains. 
 Truck logistics makes more sense for shorter hauls and 
longer trips where there is no rail connectivity. Truck and rail 
industry leaders agree – it’s not likely new rail lines will be 
built. And never at the rate of highway expansions.
 Celadon Chairman and CEO Steve Russell states it simply: 
“In most areas to ship from, say, Pittsburgh to Little Rock, 
Arkansas, you virtually have to go by truck. If you are shipping 
from Chicago to Los Angeles, you’re much better off by rail.”
 While INRD does move freight short distances for some 
customers, “typically in the rail industry, short haul (anything 
less than 100 miles) is the harder part to be competitive,” 
Rickoff acknowledges. 

Eyes on the road
 In an industry that relies on strong showings from other 
companies, logistics experienced the woes of declining 
production.
 “Logistics doesn’t exist unto itself; it supports 
manufacturing, mining and agriculture,” Bucklew comments.
 For the trucking industry, the impact was quick. Starting 
in October 2008 – what Russell describes as the post-Lehman 
Brothers implosion – trucking volumes dropped by about 18% 
month after month, according to American Trucking 
Association statistics. Trade between the United States and 
Mexico and Canada experienced a steep decline, he adds.
 Celadon, though, has performed better than the industry 
average. Other fleets that were not financially strong got caught 
up in problems with their banks, causing them to park trucks 
and reduce capacity. Strong companies, like Celadon, 

benefited from that, Russell explains.
 “In the September quarter, we were actually up in volume 
year over year largely due to the addition of customers and the 
fact that other fleets have been cutting back,” he notes.
 The company increased its number of trucks by about 5% 
from 2008 to 2009. Celadon now runs approximately 3,000 
tractors and 10,000 trailers; it employs nearly 4,000 people. 
 Russell has seen signs the industry is recovering. “I think 
in the last six or eight weeks it looks like things are getting 
better,” he shared in late November.
 The industry continues to benefit from the state’s 
adoption of Daylight Saving Time in 2006 – a change that 
Russell helped lead along with the Indiana Chamber.
 “Certainly everyone who is in any interstate business – 
and this includes General Electric, Eli Lilly, UPS, FedEx – is 
thrilled with the change,” he asserts.
 Russell credits Daylight Saving Time for attracting new 
companies – and more business for Indiana’s logistics industry 
– to the state.

Farther down the line 
 The 500-mile INRD regional rail system provides 
connectivity within the state and to Kentucky, Illinois and 
Michigan. It serves grain, oil refinery, metal and coal customers 
among others.
 While grain production and logistics needs remain steady, 
INRD felt an impact from reduced coal consumption by major 
and minor utilities. That’s a reflection of decreased electric demand 
from companies that reduced production, Rickoff shares.
 Still, the company’s growth remains at 13.7% since the 
inception of the railroad in 1986. As a regional railroad, 
Rickoff credits the company’s success to being able to provide 
a high level of service to customers. The company also has 
reduced costs by operating small crews and remote control 
locomotives “where it is practical and safe to do so.”

Rail transportation often is more cost efficient than trucks when 
moving large amounts of goods long distances.

Indianapolis-based Celadon transports truckloads throughout North 
America. About 40% of the company’s business crosses into Canada 
or Mexico.
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 Technology allows INRD and other rail 
systems to improve speed of delivery and 
increase the amount of goods a single train 
can move.
 “Most likely you won’t see a new 150-
mile line built, but what you will see is more 
capacity capabilities, larger trains, maybe 
some double tracking of a rail line where a 
single track becomes two tracks – that’s the 
kind of thing that will happen so we can 
continue to service the needs of the 
customer,” Rickoff contends.
 INRD has upgraded tracks so trains that 
once could travel only 10 mph now move at 
40 mph. Capacity improvements are an 
ongoing effort, he shares.

Perfect harmony
 Until 2005, Indianapolis-based waste 

disposal company Heritage Environmental Services relied on its fleet of trucks to move waste 
across the country to disposal sites in Indiana and Ohio.
 When that model became too expensive, the company decided to add rail logistics, which 
proved a huge advantage, explains Dean DeSantis, president of Heritage Transport and vice 
president of logistics for Heritage Environmental Services.
 Heritage Transport is a solely owned subsidiary of Heritage Environmental Services. The 
transportation portion of the company moves waste to a treatment plant in Indianapolis, a 
landfill in Roachdale, Indiana, and an incinerator in East Liverpool, Ohio. It operates in 46 states 
with a fleet of about 200 trucks and drivers.
 Prior to working with INRD, Heritage struggled to gain and retain customers past a 250- to 
400-mile radius around its waste facilities. 
 “Any time we tried to venture past those points, it became a financial disadvantage … 
because the truck transportation costs had gotten so expensive that we could not compete with 
other competition that might be closer to our (waste) generators,” DeSantis explains.
 Now rail and trucking are both important pieces of the company’s logistics model. For a 
customer in Raleigh, North Carolina, Heritage trucks waste to a rail loading facility within the 
city. It is then transported by train to an INRD location, where it is moved back to trucks to take 
it to disposal facilities.
 “The trucks played a key role on the front end as well the back end, but it was the rail 
transportation piece in between that allowed Heritage to get competitive in the Carolina market.”
 He credits the rail initiative for allowing the company to sustain during the down economy. 
Business remained mostly flat through 2009, while many competing companies saw large 
decreases in volume.
 “Now that we’ve added rail, we once again think of ourselves as a 46-state service provider,” 
DeSantis asserts. Rail logistics opened markets in North Carolina, South Carolina, Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, New York and Arizona.
 The company also expanded its reach to international markets in 2005 by adding barge traffic – 
it now moves silicone recycling material to the West Coast by rail, where it is placed on a barge 
to China.
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Resources: Keith Bucklew, Indiana Department of Transportation, at www.in.gov/indot

Dean DeSantis, Heritage Transport and Heritage Environmental Services, at www.
heritage-enviro.com

John Rickoff, The Indiana Rail Road Company, at www.inrd.com

Steve Russell, Celadon, at www.celadontrucking.com

Heritage Transport uses a 
combination of truck and rail 
logistics to move materials from 
across the nation to its facilities 
in Indiana and Ohio.




