
 
 
 

 
 
July 24, 2012 
 
 
Shrikant Jarugumilli 
RAS Secretary 
Shrikant.jarugumilli@bnsf.com 
 
 
Re: Nomination of Ajith Wijeratne for RAS Distinguished Service Award 
 
Shrikant, 
 
I think it is most appropriate to nominate Ajith Wijeratne of Norfolk Southern Railroad for the 
inaugural RAS Distinguished Service Award.  Ajith founded the original Railroad Special 
Interest Group (known as “RASIG” at the time) which evolved into RAS.  It was his foresight 
and energy that the activity exists.  He donated many hours of service organizing the initial 
meetings and setting up the structure of the annual workshops held at the Informs meetings each 
year.  Ajith understood the needs of an industry-based group, and developed a structure that was 
attractive to the rail industry despite the heavy academic presence of Informs. 
 
While I think he deserves the award for these activities alone, I would also highlight his work at 
Norfolk Southern to develop the operations research group which is now headed by Clark Cheng.  
Ajith initiated models in flatcar management, car distribution and locomotive optimization 
(among others), all through my lab at Princeton University.  These projects played a central role 
in the development of approximate dynamic programming for rail operations, offering a 
completely new alternative to the large scale math programming-based models that were popular 
at the time.  His work laid the foundation for the successful solution of the locomotive fleet 
planning problem which was completed under the leadership of Clark Cheng.  However, a fully 
operational version of this system was running at NS just prior to his transition from the 
operations research group to IT.  As part of his role in overseeing this project, he invented the 
locomotive delay curve which remains the primary calibration tool used for validating the model.  
This curve is shown on the website for the model at 
 

http://www.castlelab.princeton.edu/plasma.html 
 
As part of these projects, Ajith pioneered a novel approach to the internal management of 
operations research models, which place significant demands on IT integration.  Unlike other 
companies I have worked with, Ajith created a group under “operations research” which handled 
many aspects of IT integration without placing demands on the corporate IT groups.  Ajith 
recognized that operations research models have significant requirements in terms of data, 
databases, and user-friendly screens, tasks that are normally assigned to IT departments 
accustomed to well-established and stable specifications.  Instead of simply outsourcing these 
needs to an overburdened IT group, Ajith accepted these responsibilities within his own group, 
creating a far more flexible developmental environment that made it much easier to adapt as the 
needs of the organization evolved.  I have worked with other railroads (BNSF and CN), and many 
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other freight transportation companies (primarily in trucking).  I have found the structure of the 
organization that Ajith set up at NS to be the best in terms of handling the linking of models to 
information systems. 
 
Ajith demonstrated energy, passion and leadership which has contributed to operations research 
in the rail industry, both within Norfolk Southern and across the industry.  I think he absolutely 
deserves to be the inaugural winner of the RAS distinguished service award. 
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Warren B. Powell 
Professor 
 
 


