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Amtrak by the Numbers 

Notes from a presentation by Larry Chestler, VP of Long Distance Services Business Development at Amtrak 

Amtrak currently has 18,500 Employees, 300 trains and 500 destinations and had 32 million customers in 2019.  

The Amtrak network has 21,400+ route miles.   The state- supported services made one million trips, and has 28 

routes with lengths up to 704 miles.  Masks are required in all stations and on trains. 

The long distance trains made 4.6 million trips in 2019.  The route lengths are from 708 miles to 2728 miles.  

The Northeast Corridor is owned and operated by Amtrak and has 363 route miles and made 18.8 million trips 

in 2019. 

The Acela trains have been refreshed and new equipment that will be in service next year.  Amtrak’s 

commitment is to safety and cleaning.  It is waiving change and cancellation fees and instituting policies for 

contact limited services.  Bookings are limited to permit good social distance.  The seat next to a rider is always 

empty on all trains, unless someone is in one’s party.  Masks are required, unless one is in a private room.   

On-board air filtration provides fresh air every 4-5 minutes in a cabin.   Apps on one’s phone provide boarding 

in groups to end long lines and free up space near departure boards and desks.  On the Acela, capacity indicators 

on smartphones indicate the percentage of bookings on the train, to eliminate crowdedness.  It has only one seat 

in each row that is booked. 

Cleaning on the trains and at stations is done and hand sanitizer dispensers are installed in places.  The long 

distance train roomettes are selling well.  Demand for all Amtrak services is at about 20% of before.  Café cars 

have only carryout services.   In the long distance trains, customers only sit with their traveling companion or 

alone.  There are protective barriers installed where needed, especially where food is sold. 

 Pre-prepared meals are served in rooms, and at every other table in dining cars. Seating with other customers is 

discontinued.   Many passengers choose to dine in their rooms.  Flexible dining with pre-prepared meals has 

been well received.   Tables in café cars are closed.  Mr. Chestler closed by stating that Amtrak’s commitment 

to cleaning is important to it and safety of passengers is a priority. 

 

**** Note:  The comments presented by speakers in this BR issue are taken from video presentations of their 

talks which were given on the internet at the Midwest Rail Conference in August of 2020. 
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WisDOT at the Midwest Virtual Passenger Rail Conference  

Mr. Arun Rao of the Wisconsin Department of Transportation stated that the Hiawatha had over 880,000 riders 

in 2019.   Now during Covid, ridership is down about 95% from what it was.  Telecommuting has become a 

widespread practice now, but there may still be about 300 passengers per day with 4 round trips per week day, 

through the spring of 2021.   Some will work from home some days and commute the other days.  It is unknown 

when ridership will recover.  Covid will make long lasting changes in transportation but we don’t know how 

yet.  Some workers will resume commuting.   Ridership will rebound post-Covid if:  people feel safe enough 

from the virus, robust safety procedures are in place, the convenience of the train remains, and if there are 

enough frequencies in place.   Also important are promotion of improvements to the service and a convenience 

factor for boarding trains without long lines.   

People need not arrive at the station too early and there should be ample low-cost parking and the ability to 

choose the seat they want.  These priorities should be promoted.   Amtrak is working on this now.  Rail service 

is important for the economic competitiveness of small communities.  They need to attract and retain residents, 

businesses and jobs so they have the tax revenue to thrive.  Support for large and small businesses and access to 

higher education are also important for people served by the Empire Builder. 

WisDOT will continue to advocate for the Hiawatha expansion from seven to ten round trips per day.  The need 

for this service is not just to add capacity.  It is to provide travel options for business or other purposes, access 

to Mitchell International Airport service in Milwaukee, access to Universities or the ability to travel for leisure 

or personal business.  Travel alternatives to driving are needed along the I 94 corridor and the Thruway Bus 

between Green Bay and Chicago is a great option.    

There will be about $ 200 million for infrastructure projects.  Over $ 58 million in grants was obtained for 

Milwaukee Airport station improvements, the Muskego Yard bypass of the Milwaukee station, new single level 

passenger cars, and an upgraded signal system.  WisDOT cannot move forward with all of these projects at once 

but are doing so incrementally.  All of the Federal funds for the $ 200 million corridor will come as projects are 

completed.  

Mr.  Rao stated that the Muskego Yard bypass tracks are now funded.   The Milwaukee Airport stop on the 

Hiawatha now has the second platform with overhead enclosed access bridge and elevators.  This improvement 

enables freight and passenger traffic to be dispatched on both tracks.   Amtrak Thruway Bus Service on 

Interstate Highway 41 will be making 3 round trips daily post- Covid to Milwaukee from the Fox Cities and 

Green Bay with connections to the Hiawatha.   As for Midwest regional improvements with better schedule 

connections, joint efforts of the Midwest states to connect to each other are underway.  Illinois, Michigan, 

Missouri routes will be connected.  Eighty-eight new state-owned cars have been acquired and shipped to 

Chicago. 

The TCMC new regional state-supported train will make two round trips per day when it is running.  The 

schedule will complement that of the Empire Builder.   It will have better on-time-performance than the Empire 

Builder and create more regional travel with only one overnight between the Twin Cities and Chicago.   All of 

these projects will provide a multi-modal network in the Midwest region, connecting rural communities with 

economic epicenters.  Sixty percent of the Wisconsin population will be within 3 miles of a station or15 miles 

of a shuttle stop.    A grant for operating support, has been awarded.    A CRISI grant for final design and 

construction has been applied for.   Planning may finish in October 2020, with possible service in 2024.                                                                                                                                                                          
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Passenger Rail Service Between Eau Claire and St. Paul 

Notes from a Presentation with Scott Rogers of the West Central Wisconsin Rail Coalition  

The West Central Wisconsin Rail Coalition provides leadership and coordination to develop passenger rail 

service through west central Wisconsin.  This would be part of a regional and balanced transportation system to 

support long term economic growth.   This strategy is led by the business and educational communities and 

others for economic competitiveness.   Eau Claire County has about 100,000 people in the area of the Chippewa 

River Valley and has about 200,000 people and is about 90 miles east of St. Paul. 

In the later 1990s and 2000s, Wisconsin was one of several leaders working to develop a Midwest Regional 

Rail Network, to have a system of passenger rail service in the Midwest.  Until this time the area had only bus 

service between Eau Claire and St. Paul.     This is a fast-growing region with a good economy and quality of 

life, housing affordability and easy access to the Twin Cities.   

This rail route also will have good access to the University of Wisconsin campuses.  It is a good alternative to 

driving on  I 94.  The cities in this part of the state have one of the fastest growing economies with a high 

percentage of travelers to and from St. Paul on this corridor.    

The Minnesota Rail Plan has a corridor between these two cities and recognizes Eau Claire as a part of the Twin 

Cities metro area with high commuter traffic.  Eau Claire was also in the Wisconsin Rail Plan in 2014 and a 

passenger rail service would connect Eau Claire as a real destination.  

Eau Claire has low unemployment, bringing talent to the area as the economy grows.  Companies like Royal 

Credit Union and Jamf Software could use a train for their employees to travel between the cities. 

To move the project forward, business leaders established a business led organizing council in 2010.  They 

looked at other successful projects similar to the objectives here, like Bright Line in Florida and the transit – 

oriented development project in Normal, Illinois.   Local advocacy is important to create an even better service.  

The project would use the Union Pacific track with PTC signaling and track improvements.    

 For a business plan, a self-sustaining passenger rail service would have 4 round trips per day.    There would be 

a public -private partnership for development, operations and marketing to keep costs down.  Union Pacific has 

said that if the operator pays market rate for access, it would be treated like a freight rail customer and not 

require a large amount of capital up front. 

 The Plan also creates a multi-county commission along the route for governance and will apply for funding to 

programs like CRISI prime grants.   Promoters are working with Corridor Rail Development, a private operator.   

The organizers have funding to complete an engineering study and an assessment of capital improvements for 

the project.  A local governance body is established and will begin its activities.   

It is known that local support is crucial for the project and one cannot get the support of lawmakers without it.  

Local leaders and business groups share this vision of service extending through the region.  Some areas in the 

corridor might even be higher speed rail in the future.  The Wisconsin Rail Plan connects Eau Claire with other 

states like North Dakota and Iowa, a regional perspective. 

See:   http://www.westwisconsinrail.org/overview,  for maps and details 
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The Present and Future of Amtrak 

Notes from a presentation by Joe McHugh VP for State Supported Services and Business Development at Amtrak 

Mr. McHugh discussed the future of Amtrak and how Covid’s presence will make long-lasting changes in the 

US.  He thinks that more people will set up home offices and the US will change to respond better to crises and 

may build an apparatus to cope with epidemics.   

Transit is losing a lot of money now, such as the Metro in Washington DC.  There could be more tolling on 

some highways and people may not want to move to densely populated areas.   Amtrak has constantly fought 

cuts to its routes and advocated for money from Congress.  Transportation should be adequately funded for all 

modes.  Amtrak was on the cusp of making a profit until Covid.  But there are about $ 700 Million in loses now. 

New high speed trainsets are ordered because the Acela and other trains are selling well.  Coaches were added 

to some trains.   Amtrak is also improving some facilities and service centers and getting new train sets, yards 

and hopefully a new station in New York City.    He seemed optimistic that ridership will come back. 

More conferences are held on Zoom but is this just a fad ?  However, personal relationships are very important 

and cannot be had the same from home.  But what is the right mix working from home and office ?    

 Education may hold classes more on line.  Amtrak emails its employees often and meets on line regularly.  

Amtrak is still working on growing the service.  The House of Representatives is also very interested in 

improving infrastructure for rail.  Amtrak is asking for $ 3.5 Billion in supplemental funding for service and 

infrastructure.    For example, Amtrak will expand services to get people into New York faster.   

Also, Amtrak is working on improving services in and out of Chicago without the back-up movements, and 

with improved track development.  Amtrak has good people running the company who look at the Midwest as a 

whole connected region.  The freight industry knows that it is in its best interest to have Amtrak running on 

time. 

Congress wants to know when Amtrak’s reduced services to three times per week will return to full service, but 

Congress has a “big say” in the matter.  There is much support on Capital Hill for the national system, from 

both parties.  As for On Time Performance, many trains are running well, maybe because of reduced service.   

Mr. McHugh asked questions about what is the state of the industry is at present.  Will freight shipping move 

significantly to trucking, especially Amazon’s business ?   This outcome will depend on many factors like price 

and speed of delivery to the customer.  This remains to be seen.  He stated that the balance between the freights 

and passenger rail is good and they want to keep Amtrak moving.   Amtrak does not want to lose the state 

supported services and has had to ask Congress for more money, that would not in the form of a continuing 

resolution at this time.  A balance can be worked on between the freight industry and passenger rail.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Save The Date:   For the WisARP Fall Membership Meeting, on Saturday, October 24th via Zoom in the 

morning.  Time to follow.   

To attend, or if you have questions, please contact Mark Weitenbeck   as soon as possible at:   

weitenbeck@sbcglobal.net.      Mark needs to plan now the for the available slots on Zoom. 
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At the Depot: 

 

Rail Station Photographs by Floyd M. Rose, Railroad Photographer 
 

Greetings again, fellow Rail Fans!!   We continue our journey looking for existing Wisconsin train 

depots along the current Amtrak “Empire Builder” route.  This issue we make a scheduled stop in       

Oconomowoc WI.   Built in 1896, by the Milwaukee Road, this depot was designed by famous Chicago 

architect Charles Sumner Frost, in a Tudor Revival style.   It is currently believed to be the only remaining 

granite stone depot still standing today.  

 

 As the Milwaukee Road crews were building west toward the Pacific, they were instructed, as they were 

blasting tunnels through the Rocky Mountains, to load flat cars with the most colorful rocks found.  They would 

then be used to build this depot. 

This unique stone depot is on the National Register of Historic Places.   Like others along this route, passenger 

service ended here in the early '60's.   

 

Canadian Pacific freight and Amtrak passenger service continues today, but this location is not an Amtrak stop. 

This depot can be seen from a train window. 

      

Today it's a popular restaurant, where the main dining room, originally the covered waiting 

pavilion, is now seating for diners, watching trains go by.   There are many railroad pictures and 

artifacts, plus an HO scale Oconomowoc layout located inside.      

        

 

Dine at a Depot:  Maxim's Oconomowoc Depot Restaurant                                                                                     

115 Collins Street       262-569-0072        https://www.maxims1.com 

 

Mr. Rose is a contributing member of the Railroad Station Historical Society, amateur photographer 

with a love of train depots, lighthouse's   and old theatre marquees. 
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Rail Service in the Midwest 

Notes from a presentation by Robert Guy, Chairman of the Midwest Interstate Passenger Rail Commission 

Mr. Guy discussed what the region, as a whole, needs for passenger rail service.   He has long advocated for 

state and national passenger rail and for passenger rail in Illinois.  He explained about how rail workers in 

freight and passenger rail service employees are essential.   They know the risks of getting Covid and bringing it 

home to their families.  But they are dedicated and love their work and come to work to serve.  Remember that 

masks and social distancing are very important to Amtrak staff.   

The Commission develops plans for better passenger rail service, advocates for passenger rail development, 

supports the plans of the Wisconsin Department of Transportation to expand rail service, and takes leadership in 

the FRA’s planning efforts.  MIPRC is an eight-state compact to support passenger rail in the region with 

Chicago as the Midwest hub.   

Expanding service from Chicago to the Quad Cities is a major goal.  MIPRC seeks to expand service, 

frequencies, new routes and decreasing travel times.  The Commission began with the Midwest Regional Rail 

Initiative in 1996 with ridership analysis for economic impact and implementation studies. 

Between 2009 and 2011, Congress appropriated significant funding to the states for passenger rail capital 

improvements of more than $ 10 Billion.  Under the High Speed Passenger Rail Program, the Midwest was 

awarded $ 2.5 Billion.  The Midwest could now begin significant planning for the Midwest rail network.  Now 

they are working on equipment purchases, implementation of passenger high speed rail projects, and continued 

corridor improvements, Midwest planning and advocacy.  Under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 

63 Siemens Locomotives were purchased with 33 for the Midwest.   

Passenger cars are now being manufactured and more will be seen in the coming years.  High speed rail 

implementation and other improvements are planned and will continue throughout the Midwest, including Iowa, 

Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri and Wisconsin, with coordination from state DOTs.   CRISI grants have been 

awarded to the Midwest states.   Also, the federal program State of Good Repair grants have been awarded to 

Michigan, Chicago Metra, and Wisconsin.  Tiger-Build grants have been awarded for the Create Program in 

Illinois which wll unsnarl freight traffic flow and to benefit passenger rail entering Wisconsin through there as 

well.  On-time performance and Amtrak’s right of preference is crucial to minimize freight train interference.   

As for planning, the goal is to create a 40-Year framework for the Midwest for intercity passenger rail including 

prioritizing programs, developing a governance structure and a funding strategy.  Twelve Midwest DOTs are 

involved as well as are freight rail representatives, Amtrak and metropolitan planning organizations and 

universities.  Studies for future improvements include service from Milwaukee to Chicago, including on the 

TCMC train. 

The Commission is now planning for post-Covid times when ridership will improve and travel will be more 

open.  The MIPRC now seeks state and federal-state partnerships for adequate dedicated Federal investment in 

the development of passenger rail service.  This is to preserve the national network, with the long distance 

trains.  They also seek dedicated funding for intercity passenger rail, grants for planning of intercity rail service  

and importantly Amtrak’s right of preference over freight trains on freight rail lines, junctions and crossings in 

busy Illinois locations, among other goals.  Enforcement of this right is crucial as delays affect reliability and 

cost taxpayers millions of dollars.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Amtrak Service Cuts Will Cost Wisconsin $ 29 Million Per Year 

Research has been done by the Rail Passengers Association that shows that Amtrak’s plan to reduce service on 

the long distance routes will cost the State of Wisconsin $ 28.5 million per year.  This loss comes from the loss 

of roughly 63,000 passengers.  These routes constitute an important transportation link to about 40 percent of 

the nation’s small and rural communities that it currently serves.    These cuts will result in a real blow to the 

economies along the Empire Builder route, when people are no longer going and coming from these cities.  

Although RPA states that further research is needed, they will continue to model this economic damage.  RPA 

further estimates that highway wear and tear, along with car crashes would pose loses of another $ 16.9 million 

in direct loses of jobs, and disruption in the hotel, restaurant and travel industry.   RPA urges all of us to contact 

your US Representative and Senators. 

See:   https://www.railpassengers.org/happening-now/news/blog/what-will-amtrak-cuts-really-cost-your-state/ 

 

Chair DeFazio’s Bill To curb Sexual Assault and Harassment in Transportation Clears 

Full House.   Now Moves to the Senate 

See:  https://transportation.house.gov/news/press-releases/chair-defazios-bill-to-curb-sexual-assault-and-

harassment-in-passenger-transportation-clears-full-house 

Washington, DC:   The U.S. House of Representatives unanimously adopted legislation introduced by Chair of 

the House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure, Peter DeFazio (D-OR) that would help track and 

prevent sexual assault and harassment from occurring in different modes of transportation.    H.R. 5139, the 

“Stop Sexual Assault and Harassment in Transportation Act” would require certain transportation carriers, 

including passenger airlines, commuter and intercity passenger railroads, transit agencies, operators of cruise 

ships, certain types of bus companies, taxis, and ridesharing companies to establish formal policies, training, 

and reporting structures regarding sexual assault and harassment.  

******* Links won’t work if the content of the link is changed or moved in the internet 

 

Badger Rails is published 4 times per year by the Wisconsin Association of Railroad Passengers, a not-for-

profit Wisconsin membership association. Eldeen Carpenter, Editor; and James Sponholz, Editorial Consultant.  

 

WisARP President is John Parkyn, Stoddard, WI, (608)788-7004, email: cen10297@centurytel.net  

Send membership questions/address changes to:   Jim Sponholz  4858 N. Berkeley Blvd., Whitefish Bay, WI. 

53217       email: wisarpmembership@gmail.com 

Please send comments or news items to the Editor at: badgerrails@gmail.com 

 

Important Links:  

 
WisARP on the Web:          https://wisarp.wordpress.com/  

All Aboard Wisconsin:        http://all aboardwisconsin.com/                                                                                             

AllAboard Minnesota:         http://www.allaboardmn.org 
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WisARP 

4858 N. Berkeley Blvd. 

Whitefish Bay, WI  53217  
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New to WisARP  ?    Join Us ! 

We would Love to Have You  

 

Send us your name, email address, mailing address, city, state and zip 

Send to:   WisARP, 4858 N. Berkeley Blvd, Whitefish Bay, WI  53217 

 


