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WISCONSIN AMTRAK RIDERSHIP UP FY2019 
Some stations up… 

  Some stations down 
 

Before Christmas 2019 you 

likely saw press about higher 

ridership for the Amtrak 

Hiawatha.  That’s excellent 

news, but that train is just 

between Milwaukee and 

Chicago.   

     Perhaps you heard the 

passenger numbers on the 

Empire Builder were up for 

Fiscal Year 2019.  But that was 

for the entire corridor.   

     What about the five 

Amtrak stops west of 

Milwaukee?  This would 

consist of LaCrosse, Tomah, 

Wisconsin Dells, Portage and 

Columbus.   

     Overall the numbers for 

these five stations together was 

up two percent.  The Empire 

Builder ridership was up one 

percent throughout.  But the 

increase for the stations west 

of Milwaukee hide individual 

stories for each stop.   

 

 

Leading the way was Columbus 

with a stunning 10 percent 

increase.  Wisconsin Dells also 

turned in a great increase of 

eight percent.  But the story 

isn’t as rosy the rest of the way.   
     LaCrosse had just slightly fewer 

riders through their station; 35 to 

be exact.  Statistically, that 

qualifies as even.   

     
Unfortunately, Portage at a 

three percent decline and 

Tomah at a four percent drop 

are at the bottom end of this 

story.  Historically speaking, the 

rider numbers these two towns 

had for 2019 are still good 

numbers.  Amtrak is in no way 

interested in removing these 

stops from the Empire Builder. 

   

What is the TCMC train? 

The acronym is derived from 

the endpoints with Milwaukee 

in the center:  Twin Cities- 

Milwaukee- Chicago.  The 

TCMC project will add one 

daily round-trip regional train 

between these cities and serve 

all current Empire Builder 

stations in-between.  The 

TCMC service will be 

considered a regional 

passenger rail corridor (as 

opposed to Amtrak long-

distance) because it’s under 

the 750 mile-standard set by 

the Passenger Rail 

Investment and Improvement 

Act of 2008.  This train will be 

state supported like the 

Milwaukee to Chicago 

Hiawatha trains.  The cost of 

the TCMC Train will be split 

among the state sponsors 

Minnesota, Wisconsin, and 

Illinois. 
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Amtrak Ridership FY2019 (continued from page one.) 

For the purpose of making the case for the TCMC train, 

overall these numbers must be viewed as good.  More passengers used 

the Empire Builder as a regional train, which has been the rationale for 

the second Amtrak train along this route.  The TCMC train would be a 

regional train beginning and ending in St. Paul, MN and Chicago.   

AMTRAK IN WISCONSIN  
EMPIRE BUILDER WEST OF 

MILWAUKEE  

     

BOARDING AND DETRAINING   

 FY2018 FY2019 change percent 

Columbus 11414 12537 10% increase 

Portage 7266 7061 3% decrease 

Wisconsin Dells 13631 14722 8% increase 

Tomah 11914 11394 4% decrease 

LaCrosse 25622 25587 0% decrease 

totals 69847 71301 2% 
increase 
overall 

 “I think it is amazing,” says Julie Hornbacher, station Caretaker 

for Columbus.  “I think the word is out train travel is awesome.”   

 Columbus should benefit as the unofficial designated stop for 

Madison.  But bus service from Madison through Columbus to Green 

Bay gave up trying to coordinate with the erratic Empire Builder 

eastbound train.  Columbus does still benefit from Madison traffic, but 

has to get travelers from elsewhere to show this nice increase.   

 “I have seen a lot of first-time riders booking a vacation,” 

continues Hornbacher.  “(They) didn’t realize all the places they can go 

by rail.”  Credit Amtrak for this one.   

 These numbers are a welcome sight compared to the Across-

The-Board decreases in ridership for the Empire Builder stops in 

Wisconsin in 2018.  Believe it or not, inexpensive gasoline leading 

many people to use their own cars was one of the prime reasons given 

for the drop in 2018 passengers.  With relatively similar priced fuel, 

several stops in Wisconsin between the Minnesota and Illinois borders 

saw more travelers boarding trains in 2019 than 2018.   

 

Check Out WISARP ON THE WEB at www.WisARP.info 

Check Out the WISARP YOUTUBE CHANNEL. 

Search for WISARP WISCONSIN. 

Videos from October 2019 are being added 

weekly.   

 

You can check the status  

of your Amtrak train by visiting  

www.Amtrak.com 

and click TRAIN STATUS on the 

upper right.  

 

 

Download the Amtrak app for 

Android or iOS at your phone’s 

App Store. 

STURTEVANT

& MILW AIRPORT 
Do you need to go to the 

Twin Cities?  These two 

stations, currently NOT 

stops on the Empire 

Builder,  

will be stops on the  

TCMC train. 

 

PLEASE CONTACT 

YOUR WISCONSIN 

STATE LAWMAKERS  

and let them know you want 

to see the TCMC train on the 

rails.  We need your help to 

make this train become a 

reality. 

about:blank
about:blank
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THE TCMC TRAIN 
A Great Fit for Amtrak 

A Great Fit for Wisconsin 
This story reflects on the October 16, 2019 speech by Derrick James, Amtrak, 

at the LaCrosse Area Development Corporation.   

 Over 30 years ago, this Midwest region 

and the State of Wisconsin struggled to 

economically fill a passenger train running 

between St. Paul, MN and Chicago.  It was a 

separate train in addition to the long-distance 

Empire Builder continuing to Portland and Seattle.   

 As discussed in the September 2019 issue 

of TCMC Newsletter, Amtrak in October of 1981 

finally ceased operating the second train and the 

Empire Builder became the only train running 

between St. Paul and Chicago.  Fortunately for 

Wisconsin, the 

route chosen for 

the Empire 

Builder ran 

through 

Milwaukee and 

LaCrosse.   

 Fast forward to the beginning of the third 

decade in the 21st century, and a movement is 

gaining strength in creating a second train along 

the Empire Builder route between MSP and CHI.   

 

THE MILLENNIAL EFFECT – There are numerous 

studies in just as many places about how younger 

generations are more comfortable riding a passenger 

train, than driving a car places like their parents or 

grandparents do.  There is value in the time it takes to 

travel somewhere via ground transportation.  It can 

either be spent navigating an auto or reclining in an 

Amtrak passenger train.   

 Car ownership with Millennials is widely 

acknowledged to be less than Generation Y.    More 

public transportation options will be necessary away 

from the large metro areas of Milwaukee and Madison.  

Do the smaller cities of Columbus and Portage, or 

Tomah have a transportation network strong enough 

to draw and keep Millennials in their local work force?  

Or will the median age of these communities and its 

workforce continue to age?   

 

ADDITIONAL CHOICES DO MATTER - The 

TCMC train will add just one frequency to the Empire 

Builder corridor in Wisconsin.  But previous examples of 

similar circumstances elsewhere in the Midwest have 

revealed a second train can increase the total ridership 

150 percent or more when combining the two trains.  

This premise was demonstrated in the May 2019 issue 

of the TCMC Newsletter using the Saluki train from 

Illinois. 

 “(A second train) will add to 

your travel capacity,” says Derrick 

James, Senior Manager for 

Government Affairs of Amtrak.  

“We’re not trying to peel away at 

other modes, we’re trying to make 

it easier for folks to get (to and 

from) LaCrosse.”  LSE currently 

serves over 25,000 passengers a 

year, per fiscal year 2019 statistics.  

James expects to see that number exceed 50,000 per 

year when the TCMC train becomes reality.   

 James entire speech is now available on 

YouTube at WISARP WISCONSIN. 

 Future editions of the TCMC Newsletter will 

continue this discussion of the benefits of adding a 

second train along the Empire Builder route. 

 

WITC HAS DISOLVED 
 The Western Intercity Trains Coalition 

ceased functioning at the end of 2019.   
Call it best of intentions, but lack of support 

funding caused leader Tony Trifiletti to resign at the 

end of November.  No other leader stepped forward, 

so the organization folded. 

Trifiletti helped the coalition create a nice 

splash for a start last summer with the YouTube 

video “Make America’s Trains Great Again.”  This 

video is still active on YouTube.   

WITC 

intended to 

organize 

resistance 

west of the 

Mississippi 

River against 

Amtrak 

dismantling the long-distance train network.  The 

goals WITC outlined are still valid, but without any 

leadership, RailPassengers.Org will no doubt 

continue to shoulder the cause along with individual 

state RPAs.   

For us in the upper Midwest, WITC helped 

spread the word from All Aboard Minnesota last fall 

that Amtrak had considered creating a bus bridge for 

the Empire Builder between St. Paul, MN and 

Spokane, WA.  Amtrak has assured the TCMC 

Newsletter the Empire Builder will continue solely as 

a long-distance train.   


