
Summary Minutes MARC Advisory Council Meeting 
Thursday October 21, 2010, 4:30 p.m. 

Hall of the States, Room 283 
444 North Capitol Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20001-1512 

 
Attendees: 
MARC Advisory Council: 

Andrea Richardson, Brunswick – Absent 
Chikwe Njoku, Penn & Camden – Absent 
Christopher Field, Penn – Excused 
David Frederick, Brunswick – Present 
Ellen Mayer – Brunswick – Excused 
Ernest Weiss – Penn – Absent 
Laurence Gross, Brunswick – Excused 
Makeda Scott – Penn – Absent 
Mark Dysart, Brunswick – Absent 
Marla Smith, Penn – Present 
Miriam Schoenbaum, Brunswick – Present 
Paul Matino – Penn – Absent 
Rafael Guroian, Penn & Camden – Present 
Rick Bartel – Camden – Present 
Scott Minos, Brunswick – Absent 
Steve Chan, Penn – Present 
Vince Zagorski, Camden – Absent 

Staff: 
Jim Knighton - MTA Director of External Affairs 
John Hovatter – MTA Director of MARC Train and Commuter Bus Service 
Donna Walsh – MTA Customer Service Superintendant 
Ira Silverman – MTA 
Ralign Wells – MTA Administrator 
Simon Taylor - MTA Chief of Staff 
Michael Davis – MTA Senior Deputy Administrator 
Terry Owens – MTA Director of Media Relations 
Joyce Callahan – MTA Internal Compliance Unit, Service Quality Division 

Guests: 
Sharon Daboin – CSX Resident Vice-President State Government & Community Affairs 
John Wright – CSX Division Manager 
Chip Dobson – CSX Director Passenger & Commuter Operations 
Doug Adams – Amtrak Superintendent of Commuter Services 
Al Scala – Amtrak Assistant Superintendant of Commuter Services 
Mike Tierney – Amtrak Assistant Manager Station & Customer Service 
Ben Franz – Amtrak Manager K-Tower 
John Morris – Montgomery County Transit 
Jeff Crooks 
Carol Oberdorfer 

 
Call to Order:  
• The meeting was called to order at 4:33 PM Thursday October 21, 2010 by Vice-Chairman Steve Chan 
 
 



Ralign Wells- Administrator, Maryland Transit Administration 
• Noted that there has been a spike in problems on the Brunswick Line. 
• An analysis has been performed, which has shown there are track issues and interference in trains. 
• CSX has been invited to speak to some of the issues. 
• The CFR239 Report on the breakdown of Train #538 on June 21, 2010 should be ready in a few weeks. 
• Additional equipment has been placed on the MARC trains to handle emergencies.   
• Pictures of bridge plates were distributed, to help clarify what they do, and how much space they take up. 
• Storage cabinets will be built on the MARC trains to house bridge plates, bullhorns, and bottled water. 
• A Passenger Charter – effectively a Bill of Rights for Passengers – is being put together. 
• Mission is to provide clean, safe, appealing, and on-time service. 
• This charter will be presented to the council for review. 
 
CSX 
• John Wright – Division Manager of CSX – Baltimore 

o Mentioned that Chicago has a third main (third track), which enables repairs and maintenance to be 
more easily scheduled. 

o CSX noted that the flagmen have been getting caught in traffic.   
o CSX has changed the time for the flag to be displayed. 
o When there is significant track work, there can be signal issues.   
o This is being better managed by having regional signal manager for CSX in Baltimore working with 

a signal engineer for quicker response in highly congested areas with heavy traffic loads. 
o It was noted that significant delays and two shutdowns of the railroad were caused by two 

trespassers.   
o Metropolitan curfew is starting today October 21st. 
o A curfew will be starting next week and continuing through November 18th on the Camden Line. 
o A curfew occurs when CSX improves/replaces the railroad ties and tracks (infrastructure 

maintenance) to ensure that the trains can operate safely at the rated speed. 
o Work will occur From Sunday through Thursday, 0700-1600 hrs. 
o No major delays are anticipated. 

• Chip Dobson – CSX Director Passenger & Commuter Operations 
o Based in Jacksonville, Florida  
o Acts as a liaison with Amtrak and other commuter agencies that operate on CSX rail lines. 
o Over last six weeks, there has been a spike in delays. 
o Combination of freight train interference, maintenance delays, and switch/signal delays. 
o Perfect storm – all trended up over the past six weeks. 
o There was no one specific issue that could be easily fixed. 
o Both Florida and Baltimore CSX divisions are working together to improve service and reduce 

delays. 
• Council member Miriam Schoenbaum – Brunswick Line 

o This morning – Thursday October 21, 2010 – Miriam’s train sat at Georgetown Junction for 20 
minutes to wait for a freight train to go by, and then followed that freight train into Washington DC. 

o The MARC passenger train can go much faster than the freight train. 
o Why did the MARC passenger train have to wait for the freight train, and then be forced to go 

behind the freight train at a much lower speed than a normal MARC passenger train? 
o John Wright responded: 

 CSX is running in a constrained environment, with only two tracks.  
 To operate passenger service efficiently, a third track (like in Chicago, Illinois) is necessary. 

o Chip Dobson responded:  
 That particular freight train had some issues.   
 That crew was nearing end of legal work limit. 
 A conscious decision was made to put the freight train ahead of the MARC passenger train. 



 The major concern was that if the freight train was delayed for any reason, the crew would 
hit their legal daily work limit.  The freight train would then be stalled on the track, causing 
much more serious delays for many other passenger trains as well as freight trains. 

o Miriam Schoenbaum responded: 
 A Brunswick train was forced to wait until a westbound gravel train passed her MARC train.   
 The MARC train was then forced to follow the gravel train at 35 MPH.   
 If the MARC train was allowed to travel in front of the gravel train, no delays to the gravel 

train would occur, since the MARC train travels much faster than 35 MPH. 
o John Wright responded: 

 John assured the council that passenger trains are a priority. 
 In Washington DC, there are four to five subdivisions, with trains coming from Richmond, 

Baltimore, Cumberland, power plants, and elsewhere. 
 John could not directly address the situation involving the gravel train. 

o Council Chairman Rafi Guroian responded: 
 At best, there is a rider perception that CSX dispatch decisions favor the freight train. 
 The onus is on CSX to work with Maryland MTA to communicate CSX’s reasons when 

delaying MARC passenger trains in favor of freight trains. 
 Rafi emphasized that this topic has been repeatedly brought before the council over the past 

4+ years, and the council is still having these discussions. 
 The council has repeatedly asked for clarification over the past several years. 
 The council has repeatedly asked for a tour of the CSX operations center, and has been 

denied multiple times.  A tour of this center would help the council members when talking to 
the constituency.   

o Miriam Shoenbaum responded: 
 The passenger perception is that CSX owns the tracks.   
 Freight trains make money for CSX.   
 MARC passenger trains clutter up the tracks. 
 MARC passenger trains are last in priority. 
 It grates to hear CSX state that passenger trains are a priority. 

o John Wright responded: 
 MARC train passengers don’t see cases where a freight train has been delayed by a passenger 

train. 
 Regarding the request for a tour of the operations center – there has been a security concern.  

Admission is tightly controlled.  John will follow up on this request. 
o John Morris inquired: 

 Camden line will have a high replacement program next week?  Will start on October 31st. 
 Brunswick line will have this replacement – capitol = Camden – mat=? 

o Guest Thomas Paquelet (sp.?) reported: 
 For the past 3 weeks straight on the Brunswick line, the same signals have been out of 

service on every morning and afternoon commuter runs. 
 Asserted that CSX is not paying attention. 
 When you add these repeated signal problems to the problems cited by council member 

Miriam Schoenbaum, the riders become furious. 
 Thomas commutes in from Martinsburg, West Virginia.   
 Once the train hits Point of Rocks, Maryland, the question asked is – Will the train be late 15 

minutes or ½ hour? 
 Over the past 1.5 months, Thomas has lost 4 hours per week, not due to track work, but due 

to signals, freight trains breaking down. 
 A coal train broke down at the end of last week on the morning commute, which managed to 

cause a ½ hour delay.   
 Noted that while CSX may be maintaining their tracks, they are not maintaining their signals. 



 Stated that the passengers he rides with are not happy with CSX, MARC, or Amtrak in Union 
Station. 

 Passengers are very, very upset. 
o Ralign T. Wells – MTA Administrator responded: 

 MTA has engaged a study to look into how the MTA can better manage its own destiny. 
 The MTA is committed to working with CSX and Amtrak. 
 Currently, the MTA takes the complaints and passes them on to the appropriate 

organizations. 
 At some point, the MTA needs to be in control of our own destiny. 

o Guest Thomas Paquelet (sp.?) responded: 
 The CSX conductors /engineers are the ones who are taking the brunt of the complaints from 

the riders.   
 The CSX employees state that the passenger need to talk to CSX management.  The CSX 

employees state they have absolutely no control.  Their hands are tied. 
 When coming into work, 15 minutes late is a good day.  On the way home, delays are not as 

critical. 
 His boss has frequently told Thomas to take 15 minutes or 30 minutes of leave, due to his 

repeated late arrivals at work. 
 Thomas cannot schedule a morning meeting at work earlier than 9 AM because he is not sure 

he cannot arrive at work on time. 
 People are angry, are upset, and are considering living with those in Rockville, where they 

can use the DC Metro to commute in. 
o Guest Chuck Smith, Brunswick Line  

 Newly relocated from Alaska  
 On October 14th-15th – the dates where there were trespasser issues – rail personnel could not 

find any reason why the two early trains  - the 5:15 and the 6:05 – did not run. 
 There was a group of passengers who were quite concerned. 
 Chuck noted that the notices about those trains came out after the fact. 

o Simon Taylor – MTA Chief of Staff 
 The Frederick station is staffed by a Greyhound employee, and the MTA needs to get better 

information to the Greyhound employee. 
o John Hovatter – MTA Director of MARC Train and Commuter Bus Service 

 New Public Address/LED System is operational on the Frederick Branch, and the MTA is 
working on the line to DC. 

 This new PA/LED System is tied to the MARC Tracker system. 
 Seven stations are completed on the Brunswick side.   
 Hopefully the rest of the Brunswick stations will be done by the beginning of 2011.   
 The email alerts will help. 
 The existing cars are single level cars with 2 seats on one side, 3 seats on the other side.  
 These cars were built in the 1980’s for one set, 1990’s for the second set. 
 Goal is to have all bi-level cars with 2 seats on each side of the aisle. 

 
Brunswick Line Discussion 
• Discussions were held regarding track assignments at Union Station. 
• Ben Franz – Amtrak Manager K-Tower – reported that sixteen MARC train sets, not including any inbound 

train sets, sit at Union Station during the day. 
• Four to five additional train sets per day are stored on outlying tracks. 
 
 
 
MTA Mystery Rider Program 



• Joyce Callahan – MTA Internal Compliance Unit, Service Quality Division 
• There are about 1,000 observations per month, across all modes of MTA transportation. 
• The MTA is looking to add volunteers to help monitor MARC service. 
 
Tie Replacement Project 

• Simon Taylor reported this will be completed around November 13th. 
• Amtrak reported that renovation to the Acela Lounge has been completed. 

 
VRE/MARC Cross Honoring Program 

• Chairman Rafi Guroian inquired about improving the VRE/MARC cross honoring program. 
 

Followup from the September Meeting: 
• MARC sends out about 16,131 email alerts. 
• There are about 9,000 commuter bus email alerts that are sent out. 

 
Adjournment: The meeting was adjourned at 6:06 PM Thursday October 21, 2010. 
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