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Today, we are surrounded with many technological advancements that assist us in our daily routines. 

The development of the Apple iPhone, the first realized smartphone, in 2007 had a tremendous impact 

in society and continues to spur changes in the way technology is developed. Part of the changes 

observed in technology was with the advent of mobile applications that are designed to run on mobile 

devices. These mobile applications have transformed the way society and business function. The 

development of mobile applications has placed information at our fingertips and helped businesses 

enhance safety, improve efficiency, and transform the customer experience. This article will examine 

how mobile applications are impacting the rail industry. 

 

 

Evolution of Mobile Applications 

Mobile applications for smartphones have been around since 1993 mainly in the form of built-in 

applications such as Address Book, Calculator, Calendar, Mail, Note Pad, etc. Although these initial 

applications were basic, they spurred the technology sector to consider how mobile applications could 



evolve and be useful. The introduction of the iPhone in 2007 by Apple, initiated the growth of mobile 

applications. In 2008 Apple released the App Store that provided society with 522 applications, thus 

creating what is now a booming technology industry. The Covid-19 Pandemic further ignited mobile app 

development as companies pivoted to adapt to the changing environment. The sharp rise in app 

development was driven by limited access to purchase goods and services in person. Today, there are 

over 4.8 million apps available between Apple and Android devices. These apps provide the end user the 

ability to perform multiple functions in their daily routines. Apps can be used to read the news, order 

food and goods, gain directions with built in estimate time of arrival, and track shipments. With so much 

information and ability in the palm of our hands, it has driven businesses to make modifications to their 

technology road maps and consider how mobile apps can be used by employees and customers.  

 Mobile Applications in the Rail Industry 

Technology innovations are no strangers in the rail industry. As the rail industry has strived to develop 

solutions to problems or improve processes it has led to many innovations. Over a long history, the rail 

industry has seen the invention of the steam locomotive, electric locomotives, innovative braking 

systems, PTC, and more. Recently we have begun to see the shift in thought on how technology, 

particularly mobile applications are used in the railroad. More railroads are placing an emphasis on using 

mobile applications to increase safety, improve efficiency of processes, and create a customer 

experience. 

Safety has always been at the forefront for railroads. Year after year, railroads have focused on reducing 

fatalities, injuries, and accidents/incidents. An individual may ask the question, how do railroads use 

mobile applications to improve safety of the employee? The NS provides an example. In 2019, the NS 

partnered with GE to develop and launch the UTCSLite mobile track authority app. This mobile app 

allowed Maintenance of Way and Communication & Signals employees to obtain track time from 

dispatchers. Using the mobile app will reduce the chances of human error in the recital and scribing the 

track limits.  

In 2018, the Long Island Railroad and Waze partnered to develop a safety feature within the Waze app 

to alert users of upcoming grade crossings. The project was not without much time and effort to gather 

and input grade crossing data but in the end, it was successful in reducing incidents at grade crossings in 

the first year by 85%. Other class 1’s, including the NS, took note of the success in reducing accidents 

and have partnered with Waze to develop their own projects. This is yet another example of how mobile 

apps are utilized to increase safety. 

Mobile applications are a form of technological progress that have allowed railroads to become more 

efficient in various aspects of the business. As the railroads become more efficient, this can lead to 

increased productivity and a reduction in costs not only for railroad workers but for railroad customers. 

For instance, the BNSF developed a mobile application, Display Lot Location, to assist intermodal 

customers in managing their shipments within BNSF Yards. The application aims to expedite the 

trucker’s experience and time in a rail yard by providing the ability to locate equipment from their 

smartphone device. With accurate information, trucks can efficiently enter and leave a facility with 

minimal time spent searching for their equipment.  

The Norfolk Southern’s Virtual Crew Room mobile app takes efficiency to a new level and was 

accelerated by the Covid-19 Pandemic. This technology interface is aimed at eliminating the Train & 



Yard Engine crew rooms where employees are working in proximity to each other and share computer 

terminals. The app provides the employee the ability to use their mobile device to check in, retrieve 

work orders, and other pertinent information needed to begin the job for the day. The use of this app 

has reduced the time employees spend gathering information and will reduce NS cost on devices that 

were used in the crew rooms.  

Railroad employees aren’t the only ones that love to see technological advances improve their 

experience at work, railroad customers want to see technology have a positive impact on their 

experience with the railroad. Many of the Class 1 railroads have developed apps that will allow 

customers to trace equipment and location of trains. For instance, CSX has their ShipCSX mobile app, 

BNSF has Unit Trace, Switch, and Release, and NS has accessNS. These are all examples of how the rail 

industry has strived to provide the customer with information on shipments so they can coordinate their 

transportation logistics.  

What does the future hold? 

As technology continues to make advances, we will see the railroads leverage the technologies to 

improve on safety, efficiency, and customer experience. Some of the advances associated with 

augmented reality and virtual reality may drive more mobile app features. For instance, with the 

improvement of mobile devices, LiDAR technology could allow an individual to use their mobile device 

to scan an area of interest (bridge, section of track, etc.) and leverage the app to load data into the 

company system. Mobile apps could possibly be used for training and distance learning due to the 

accessibility and shift to employees wanting the ability to learn and work from anywhere. If companies 

shift to a mobile app learning platform, they are likely to observe high engagement and increased 

completion rates. 

As multiple technologies converge this will drive the growth of the Internet of Things (IoT). IoT is the 

integration of people, processes, and technology with connectable devices and sensors to enable 

remote monitoring, status, and manipulation of devices. We already see some of this impact in our daily 

routines with the ability to use a mobile device or app to control devices in our home. For instance, 

home automation that provides ability to control lighting, heating and air conditioning, media, and 

security systems.  From a transportation perspective, could there be advances in the ability to control 

locomotives, track infrastructure (powered switches) or other vehicles autonomously using mobile 

apps? Only time will tell what advances the industry will make.   

Conclusion 

The development and use of mobile applications will continue to grow within the rail industry and other 

industries that work with the rail industry as it allows the companies to be faster, smarter, and more 

efficient. The prior NS Chief Executive Officer, James Squires, commented that the mobile applications 

“are part of a comprehensive technology vision that touches operations, customer service, employee 

engagement and virtually every area of our business.” As society continues to use mobile apps for 

everyday processes, the railroad industry will have to adapt and keep pace with society. The railroads 

that embrace technology will have the ability to differentiate themselves from the pack.   
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