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TCMC SPRING UPDATE & COVID-19 
What news source can you 

tune in without hearing a 

multitude of Coronavirus 

(COVID-19) news?  Let’s make 

this brief and specific to 

Amtrak. 

   
News10-ABC 

Most if not all Amtrak 

trains are running, but maybe 

with fewer frequencies than 

scheduled at the beginning of 

the year.  If you plan on 

travelling by Amtrak this 

summer and likely throughout 

the rest of the year, expect to 

wear a facemask while on the 

train.           
Reports from the stations 

indicate Empire Builder ridership is 

about 1/3rd of last summer, which 

is higher than the numbers 

reported during April 2020.    

If you are travelling by 

Amtrak this summer, please verify 

your schedule itinerary at 

Amtrak.com or by calling 1-800-

USA-RAIL 

MINNESOTA BUDGET UPDATE 
ALL TCMC EYES ON MINNESOTA  

By law Minnesota should 

finish their annual budget bonding 

process by June 30.  (Minnesota 

fiscal year is July 1 through June 

30.)  The death of George Floyd 

and subsequent unrest in the Twin 

Cities area became a serious 

distraction for the entire state 

government.   

Minnesota Governor Tim 

Walz (D) budget requested $10 

million for Minnesota’s share of 

the TCMC train.  Indications over 

the spring were bipartisan support 

for funding the train existed from 

both the House of Representatives 

and Senate.  But income shortfalls 

due to COVID-19 were affecting 

final budget discussions during 

May before the George Floyd 

death.   

Both Wisconsin and 

Minnesota are counting on 

Federal grants to help with the 

Final Design and Construction 

process of the TCMC.  But the 

states must have their share of 

funding allocated before any 

award of the Federal Railroad 

Association (FRA) CRISI grants are 

allocated.  Continued next column. 

Dan Krom tells TCMC 

Newsletter “We are continuing to 

work on securing funding and 

planning for TCMC.” Krom is the 

Freight and Rail Planning Section 

Manager with the Minnesota 

Department of Transportation.  “I 

don’t think anybody has a good 

sense on the long-term impacts on 

funding due to the pandemic at 

this time.”  <updated July 17-tb> 

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. 

TCMC NEWSLETTER 

Is created and written by 

Terry Brown, Vice President 

Public Relations for WisARP 

and is solely responsible for 

its content.  

WisARPWisc@Gmail.com  
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ARE THE HIAWATHA AND TCMC TRAINS MERGING?   The two trains are not 

exactly merging.  The proper description would be the TCMC is becoming an 

EXTENSION of the Hiawatha.   

This discussion began in the March 26, 2020 edition of the TCMC 

Newsletter.  The expectation is differences in the resistance from Glenview and Lake 

Forest, IL against 10 Hiawatha round trips will be worked out.  When passengers 

return to the Hiawatha post-COVID, hopes are everything will be ready for three 

more daily runs increasing the total trips to 10 between Milwaukee and Chicago.   

One of those northbound trains will not stop at Milwaukee and reverse 

direction.  It will stop at Milwaukee and continue to LaCrosse and end at the Twin 

Cities.  One of those Hiawatha southbound trains will not arrive from Chicago and 

turn around.  It will originate in St. Paul and pass thru LaCrosse stopping in 

Milwaukee.   

If you possess a Northeast Corridor schedule dated before COVID-19 

reductions, you will notice several of the NE Corridor trains extend north beyond 

Hartford, CT. and Boston, and others 

extend south past Washington D.C.  The 

drama surrounding the passenger train to 

Madison in 2010 was technically The 

Madison Extension.   

The Extension label would finally 

be coming to Wisconsin once the TCMC is 

fully approved for operation.  For those 

in Western Wisconsin that are solely 

focused on the Empire Builder, it would mean Amtrak projects along the Hiawatha 

route could create time improvements for the Empire Builder and the TCMC 

Extension.   

The Muskego Yard Bypass discussed in the March 26, 2020 TCMC Newsletter 

is a construction project that was conceived for the purpose of the Hiawatha 

increasing to 10 runs per day.  But certainly, the Empire Builder and TCMC Extension 

would benefit getting through the Milwaukee Intermodal Station without having CP 

freight train interference as well.   

Passengers for the TCMC train will become interested in the developments 

of Glenview and Lake Forest as time marches on, in addition to the construction of 

rail enhancements around LaCrosse and Winona, MN.  The LaCrosse and Winona 

projects are necessary before the actual running of the TCMC train.  

 

EMPIRE BUILDER SWITCHING TO THREE TRAINS WEEKLY It was recently 

announced by Amtrak the Empire Builder will switch to three trains per week 

beginning OCTOBER 1, 2020.  William Flynn, new Amtrak CEO and 

President has commented this switch to a tri-weekly schedule will affect all 

Long-Distance trains.   
It is no secret the long-distance trains have fewer riders over the winter 

months compared to summer.  With the low counts of passengers since the onset of 

COVID-19, Amtrak is attempting to reduce the amount of losses.   

But the lack of a definitive date returning the Empire Builder to a daily 

schedule has most skeptics concerned.  Will this be the event that Amtrak uses to 

reduce its Long-Distance train franchise permanently?    

Follow future editions of TCMC Newsletter and Badger Rails for more 

Wisconsin reaction to this developing story.   

 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. 

 

 

 

With the continuing additions and 

reductions in all Amtrak trains, it is 

strongly suggested if you are 

planning travel by train, that you 

follow the timetable advice at 

Amtrak.com and the Amtrak App 

on your Smart Phone. 

For most regional trains and some 

long-distance trains, the 

timetables dated before March 11, 

2020 are most likely invalid and 

should not be referenced. 

Amtrak now requires passengers 

to wear a face mask or face 

covering while at stations and on 

the trains.   
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MORE TCMC SUMMER UPDATES 
WI PASSENGER RAIL UPDATE 

Many things in life have changed because of 

COVID-19.  One positive change has been the advent of 

Zoom and Microsoft Groups.  This software has allowed 

quick organization of a meeting to dispense with news 

and information.   

All Aboard Wisconsin and ProRail (Madison) 

organized such a Zoom meeting on June 27, 2020 for 

the purpose of getting updates across the Passenger 

Rail front in Wisconsin and some news and updates 

within the Wisconsin Freight railroads as well.   

It was learned at this meeting on June 19 

WisDOT submitted a CRISI Application (Consolidated 

Rail Infrastructure and Safety Improvements) for the 

Final Design and Construction phase of the TCMC train.  

This includes the Minnesota portions of this project.   

“We’ve got extensive legislative support (in our 

final design application),” according to Arun Rao, 

Passenger Rail Manager for WisDOT.   

“And we have support from numerous                 

communities across the 

state.  It has really 

brought an impressive 

level of support for that 

(application),” Rao said 

in the June 27 Zoom 

Meeting.                                          Arun Rao, WisDOT 

WisDOT supplied 45 letters of recommendation 

for the TCMC train with the CRISI application.  

Considering the COVID-19 environment we have been 

in since mid-March, the amount of support for this train 

in Wisconsin despite those head winds is nothing short 

of impressive.  The list of legislators endorsing the 

TCMC train includes Senator Luther Olson (R- Ripon), 

Vice-Chair for the Joint Committee on Finance and Vice-

Chair on the Senate Committee on Finance.   

Reminder: This CRISI Application for Final Design and 

Construction is anticipating Minnesota will approve 

their share of the funding necessary to complete this 

project.   

Another FRA grant awarded for the TCMC train 

was for Operating Assistance.  It was announced in May 

2020 that WisDOT and MNDot will be recipients of a 

grant to reduce the state’s operating payment on an 

annual basis for the TCMC train.  This grant covers up to 

the first three years of operation.  This grant was 

discussed in the March 26 edition of the TCMC 

Newsletter.   

Both grants were discussed in the June 27 Zoom 

Meeting.  Several videos of this meeting are available 

for the public to view on the WisARP YouTube Channel.  

Search for WisARP Wisconsin to find our channel.  

Subscribe to this 

channel to receive 

notifications any 

time a video is 

added to the 

WisARP YouTube 

Channel.   

ON TIME PERFORMANCE (OTP) 
UPDATED from the March 26, 2020 TCMC Newsletter.   

It should be obvious the TCMC train will not 

satisfy all train traveling passengers within the State of 

Wisconsin.  East bound travelers have been dealing with 

poor on-time performance with the #8 Empire Builder 

for several years and have long sought relief.   

There is some good news, albeit first stage 

work, coming out of Washington D.C. regarding work to 

ultimately hold Amtrak and the freight railroad hosts 

accountable for On-Time Performance (OTP).     

Metrics and Minimum Standards for Intercity 

Passenger Rail Service was the name of the Federal 

Railroad Administration (FRA) sponsored legislative 

work in March through May earlier this year.  The FRA 

desires to have OTP data judged for every station stop 

on an Amtrak train, not just the station stop as is the 

practice now.   

At the end of June, the FRA reached out to 

Amtrak and all Class I railroads hosting at least one 

Amtrak train to get together and begin a process of 

evaluating all schedules for realistic on time 

performance.   The FRA understands when extra time is 

added to a schedule to allow for known and repetitive 

delays or interference.   

A major complaint by most of the Class I 

railroads during the testimony and public comment 

periods was scheduling that was so tight, it was 

impossible for the freight railroads to dispatch the 

passenger train and keep it on time.  Another complaint 

from several freight railroads was being penalized for a 

late train when it was handed off to them by another 

freight railroad already hours late, and impossible to 

makeup the time.  This is the prime problem with the 

eastbound Empire Builder.  



 

Wisconsin Association of Railroad Passengers (WisARP) 

New member sign-up form 2020 

Since 1977, WisARP has been the voice of the rail passenger in Wisconsin. Our strength is in the 

strength of our membership. A one-year trial WisARP membership is free. Besides our quarterly newsletter, 

WisARP also has email groups to provide members with the latest news.  

 It’s been almost 10 years since the Walker administration turned back federal money that WisDOT had 

applied for to continue development of the Madison extension.  The work of WisARP goes on. We are still 

focused on: 

(1) You are seeing this New Member Sign-Up sheet in a newsletter keeping Wisconsin citizens informed over 

developments of the second train on the current Empire Builder route between the Twin Cities and Chicago 

(called the TCMC train.); 

(2) Getting Improvements to the existing Hiawatha service and  

(3) Implementation of the Midwest Regional Rail System.  

If you would like to join WisARP for the journey ahead, it’s simple.  Just fill out the form below.   Your 

first year is FREE with this special TCMC Newsletter form!  Just $10 per year afterwards. 

Jim Sponholz  

WisARP VP-Membership  
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

   
Name  _____________________________________________________________ 

 

Address   _________________________________________________________________ 

 

City  _____________________________  State  ___________  Zip __________________ 
 

Please add your email address below to receive the latest WisARP news including Badger Rails.    

 
Email address ____________________________________________________      

Mail To: Jim Sponholz, WisARP  

  4858 N. Berkeley Blvd.   

  Whitefish Bay, WI   53217 

 

 


