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RIDERSHIP PROJECTIONS? 

IS CARBONDALE, ILLINOIS A GOOD EXAMPLE? 

For those in attendance at the February Town Hall Meetings, or if you caught the video at the WisARP YouTube Channel, 

you heard about the State of Illinois adding a regional train between Chicago and Carbondale called the Saluki.  Digging 

into numbers and facts has generated an interesting review.   

 First, this cannot be an apples-to-apples comparison.  When the Saluki was inaugurated in October 2006, there 

were already two trains running between Carbondale and Chicago.  There currently is just one train running between the 

Twin Cities and Chicago.   Upon looking at the numbers you will find evidence to back up what was said about escalating 

ridership, and you’ll better understand how the 2015 Amtrak report on the second train proposal predicted higher ridership 

than the first train.   

   The first year of City Of New Orleans numbers is 

fiscal year 2005.  FY2006 is our first look at the Illini 

riders.   

Fiscal Year 2007 was when the Amtrak Saluki 

was born, creating three daily times each direction.  The 

first year of the Saluki created an immediate 50 percent 

increase in ridership over the previous fiscal year 2006.  

The City Of New Orleans had a three percent increase 

during this same year.  A much less impressive bump, 

but still notable with the additional train.  The second 

year of operation for the Saluki netted another large gain 

of 30 percent for the Illini/ Saluki regional train.  

  
To be precise, it was a 96 percent increase in ridership 

for the first two years.  This is an impressive increase,  
Amtrak Illini at Mattoon, IL station while CN freight passes. 

 

just short of doubling passenger train ridership over a 24 month period.  During the same time period the City Of New 

Orleans posted a 13 percent increase.   

This is absolutely amazing numbers that have been duplicated in other instances of Amtrak trains.  Increasing 

train frequency has given customers more choices, typically resulting in increased usage by existing riders, in addition to 

drawing new riders to the trains.  “This is what you see when you add scheduling options,” according to Arun Rao, 

Passenger Rail Implementation Manager for the Wisconsin Department of Transportation.   

The Illini/ Saluki and The City of New Orleans ridership numbers continued rising through the 2007/ 2008 

depression.  It was the eighth year of operation, fiscal year 2014, when all three trains’ rider numbers began a cooling 

period.   Amtrak’s growth in the New Orleans train was just short of 50 percent during this growth period.  The regional 

Illini/ Saluki set registered over 250 percent gain.   

To repeat, this is not an apples-to-apples comparison to the proposed TCMC train.  But it does demonstrate the 

power of additional frequencies along a corridor that has demonstrated a willingness to use passenger rail.   

An additional wild card to the use of the second daily train would be students at the University of Wisconsin at 

LaCrosse.  Many local officials have noted student use of the current Empire Builder train is low.  An eastbound train 

scheduled in the afternoon alone could elevate ridership numbers and easily fill seats. 

WisARP continues to urge members and citizens to contact their state representatives in support of the TCMC 

train.    Contact Terry Brown if you have any questions about this story or continued support of the TCMC train.   



 
 


