
Sunday, July 19 
 11:30am Golf Tourney Registration Opens The Classic 

 Noon-1:00pm Best Ball Golf Scramble Tee Times The Classic 

 4:30-6:30pm Registration & Resort Check-In The Madden Inn 

 5:30-6:30pm Opening Reception Wilson Bay Lobby & 
Deck 

 6:30pm Dinner & Golf Awards 

Sponsored by BNSF 
Pemmican Room 

 7:30-8:30pm The Initials Game from Trivia Mafia 
Join us for “The Initials Game Live,” an exciting showdown 
based on the addictive trivia game made famous on KFAN 
radio’s “Power Trip Morning Show,” where quick wits and 
fast fingers win the day. 

Pemmican Room 

Monday, July 20 
 7:00–8:30am Breakfast Served Fairways Restaurant 

 8:30am Conference Opening and Welcome Golf Villas A/B 

 8:45-9:30am Railroads and the Elephant in the Room 
Tony Hatch 
Hear from the always entertaining and informative Tony 
Hatch about the state of the industry and the 
developments (and elephant) shaping its future.  

Golf Villas A/B 

 
 

9:30-9:45 am Refreshment Break 

Sponsored by CN 
Golf Villas Kiosk 

 

MIDWEST REGIONAL & SHORT LINE RAILROADS 
ANNUAL CONFERENCE 
 Madden’s Resort 

Brainerd, Minnesota 
  

 July 19-21, 2026 
 

 



  BREAKOUTS  

 9:45-11:45am Tabletop HazMat Exercise 
Matt Stokes, Safety Training and Response Strategies 
 

Matt and his team will lead a two-hour tabletop exercise to 
demonstrate how to be compliant with PHMSA and MN 115E 
regulations. “Players” will move first responder vehicles, 
equipment, and train cars to provide strategic response and 
reinforce the proper chain of command and communication 
channels along the way. 
 

Golf Villa D 

 

 9:45–10:30am Training Your Managers on Best Practices in Handling 
Employee Safety Reports and Other FRSA-Protected 
Activity 

Tracey Donesky, Stinson LLP 
In a work environment of ever-increasing claims of 
whistleblower activity, are your managers well-equipped 
and trained to handle safety reports raised by your 
employees who might also claim such activity constitutes 
legally protected activity under the Federal Railroad Safety 
Act (“FRSA”)?  During this breakout, learn how to train and 
educate your managers on best practices when receiving 
and handling safety reports, injury reports, requests for 
medical treatment and other potentially FRSA-protected 
activity that can help your company avoid – or defend - 
potential legal claims.  This interactive session will include 
several fact-based scenarios to help illustrate guiding 
principles to train your management workforce. 

 

Golf Villas A/B 

 

 9:45-10:30am Images from Below Direct Decisions from Above 
Kyle Nicks, COLLINS ENGINEERS, INC. 
Aislyn Ryan, COLLINS ENGINEERS, INC. 
 
Railroad owners are frequently required to make rapid, high-
impact risk decisions following extreme events such as 
flooding, vessel impact, or suspected foundation instability. In 
these scenarios, assessing submerged bridge components 
using traditional dive methods can be unsafe, impractical, or 
too slow to support timely operational decisions. This 
presentation highlights the application of high-resolution 
acoustic imaging as a critical tool for emergency underwater 
railroad bridge inspections. Building on lessons learned during 
recent flood response efforts and multiple railroad specific 
incidents, including impact and high flow conditions, this 
session demonstrates how sonar-based imaging can provide 
clear, actionable data when traditional methods are limited 
and time is critical. 

Golf Villa C 

  Breakout Sessions Repeat  

 10:45-11:30am Training Your Managers on Best Practices in Handling 
Employee Safety Reports and Other FRSA-Protected 
Activity 
Tracey Donesky, Stinson LLP 

Golf Villas A/B 

 



 10:45-11:30am Images from Below Direct Decisions from Above 
Kyle Nicks, COLLINS ENGINEERS, INC. 
Aislyn Ryan, COLLINS ENGINEERS, INC. 

Golf Villa C 

 12:00pm Lunch 

 

Wilson Bay Dining 
Room 

 12:30-1:30pm Signal vs. Noise 
Blois Olson, fluence media 
“Signal vs. Noise” cuts through the headlines, hot takes, 
and political chatter to focus on what the data actually tells 
us. As Minnesota heads toward the 2026 election, a new 
governing landscape in 2027, and major economic and 
demographic shifts, the challenge for leaders isn't keeping 
up with the noise—it's knowing what matters. Signal vs. 
Noise provides the insights and public sentiment that help 
decision-makers navigate with confidence, using data as 
their compass rather than the day's loudest voices. 

Wilson Bay Dining 
Room 

 1:30-5:30 Free Time 
 
Take advantage of the resort amenities, including the Spa, 
Pools & Beaches, or rent a boat at the Marina. 
 

 

 5:30-6:30pm Evening Reception The Pavilion 

 6:30pm Dinner 

Sponsored by CPKC 
The Pavilion 

 
 



Tuesday, July 21 
 
 7:00-8:30am Breakfast Served Fairways Restaurant 

 8:30am General Session Reconvenes Golf Villas A/B 

 8:30-9:30am Changes Ahead for Grants and Infrastructure Funding 
Libby Ogard, Prime Focus LLC 
The Highway Transportation Bill is due for reauthorization 
in September. This session will explore new program 
priorities and will highlight a new Build America Program 
which will provide technical assistance for freight and 
passenger, rail, intermodal and marine/port development 
assistance. Are you ready to leverage these new 
programs?  

Gold Villas A/B 

 9:30-10:15am DC Update  
Mike Ogborn, ASLRRA 
Arielle Giordana, Genesee & Wyoming Railroad Services 
Larry Lloyd, CPKC 
 

As Congress looks to re-up the Surface Transportation Bill, 
new railroad regulations are in play. Get the latest from the 
folks on the ground in Washington, D.C., who will share the 
good and the bad of legislative and regulatory policy 
impacting the industry. 

Golf Villas A/B 

 10:15-10:30am Refreshment Break 

Sponsored by UP 

Golf Villa Kiosk 

 10:30-10:45am 2026 MN Legislative Session Recap 
Amber Backhaus, MN Regional Railroads Assn 
 
Transportation and rail issues largely took a backseat to 
fraud, public safety, and health care. Find out what didn’t 
get finished – and will likely return in 2027.  

Golf Villas A/B 

 10:45-11:30am Policymaker Panel 
Amber Backhaus, MN Regional Railroads Assn 
Senator John Jasinski (R-Faribault) 
Representative Larry Kraft (DFL-St. Louis Park) 
 

A closely divided Legislature made bipartisanship 
necessary, but it wasn’t always easy. Get the inside take 
from two influential Transportation Committee legislators 
about the 2026 session, what they viewed as successes, 
where things came up short, and what they hope to 
accomplish in the next biennium. 

Golf Villas A/B 

 11:30am Conference Adjourns  

 


