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Stan Thompson (right) on board the first hydrail train with German Federal Minister of Transport and Digital 

Infrastructure Alexander Dobrindt at the 2016 Berlin transit trade fair. 

Nearly 15 years ago, two Mooresville residents introduced an idea that could have put the Iredell-Mecklenburg 

area on the map for reducing diesel use in transportation, one of the biggest contributors to air pollution. 

The plan: Use hydrogen-powered railcars for an expansion of the Charlotte Area Transit System (CATS). The 

project, called the Red Line, would have linked Mooresville and Charlotte. The initiative was branded 

“hydrail.” 

The players: Stan Thompson, a retired BellSouth planner and transportation futurist, and Bill Thunberg, who 

would later become Mooresville’s mayor. Jason Hoyle, a research analyst at Appalachian State, also joined in 

the initiative. They called themselves the Mooresville Hydrail Initiative. 



For several reasons, including the expense, the concept didn’t catch on here. But it exploded in popularity 

overseas thanks in part to the group’s continued efforts. 

“We would rather have made it happen in North Carolina and the USA, but we just couldn’t get word to the 

public about the technology and the economics,” Thompson said. “Folks overseas were and are willing to listen 

and then to act.” 

Now Thompson believes that North Carolina - and the United States — is being left behind. 

THE WORLD LISTENED 

After interest waned locally, Thompson and Thunberg started the International Hydrail Conferences in 

Charlotte in 2005 to engage international experts and speed its adoption. 

Thompson said he has spoken in 10 countries since the events began. 

“The use of the hydrogen-powered railcars was inevitable,” Thompson said, “and our annual conferences may 

have hastened the adoption by as much as 15 years.” 

The 2017 conference is being held in Graz, Austria. 

Two factories in China and one in Germany are producing hydrail trains, Thompson said. With international 

adoption, hydrail is an industry, not just a concept. 

The wind energy-rich German state of Schleswig-Holstein is in the process of converting its entire commuter 

system to hydrail after hosting the Hydrail Conference in 2014. 

Hydrogen powered rail now exists in China and, within four years, hydrail trains will serve five German states. 

Japan, Canada and the UK are likely to follow soon, Thompson said. 

So why aren’t things happening in the United States? 

Thompson said the Federal Transit Administration’s policy of funding only legacy technology is a main culprit. 

LOCAL IMPLEMENTATION STILL POSSIBLE 

Thunberg said the Metropolitan Transit Commission - CATS’ policy board responsible for reviewing and 

recommending all long-range public transport plans — is now looking at alternative routes for the Red Line. 

If CATS implemented a self-powering railcar system on future track expansions, it could save 40 to 50 percent 

of the infrastructure costs versus overhead wires, said Brad Read, president of TIG/m, a California-based 

company that designs self-powered streetcar systems, including those powered by hydrogen. 

Read’s business is almost exclusively done overseas due to the lack of federal specifications for domestic 

projects, he said. 

Capable builders are in the United States and there is a vast market for cheaper wireless transit equipment, 

Thompson said. 

If an alternative route is determined and CATS is willing to use hydrail now that systems are running overseas, 

the Iredell-Mecklenburg connector could still be the United States’ first-adopter, some experts believe. 



GROUP'S EFFORTS CONTINUE 

Thompson said he works daily with the world’s governments and scientists to “broker the innovation of hydrail 

as rapidly and broadly as possible.” 

Just this week, he said he accepted the Environmental Protection Agency’s invitation to address the 

Southeastern Diesel Collaborative in Atlanta as well as the SmartRail World's railway industry trade conference 

in Baltimore. 

“I love doing this, but I've spent close to $25,000 of my retirement savings on hydrail speaking trips,” he said. 

“The Mooresville Chamber has a hydrail travel fund account, but it's drained. Hopefully some environmentally 

committed businesses may help top it up so we can keep getting the word out.” 

But he won’t stop spreading the word in hopes that his hometown may reap some of the benefits of more than a 

decade of work. 

“We’ve lost three chances to bring hydrail manufacturing plants to North Carolina because no one here knew 

about the existence and nature of hydrail,” Thompson said. “The Iredell County (Board of Commissioners), 

especially, needs to know about hydrail so that we can bring related jobs to the county.” 

-- 

WANT MORE ON HYDRAIL? 

Jason Hoyle, a research analyst at Appalachian State and part of Stan Thompson and Bill Thunberg's hydrail 

initiative, maintains www.hydrail.appstate.edu. 

 

http://www.hydrail.appstate.edu/

