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TCMC IS FUNDED!
FINAL DESIGN AND CONSTRUCTION 

PROCESS IS UNDERWAY 
At the end of June there was this jubilant 

celebration in the Twin Cities when funding for the 

second daily train between St. Paul and Chicago finally 

passed into law.   

Meanwhile, Wisconsin’s officially designated 

funding for the TCMC train finally became official in 

August with a whisper of a celebration.  And it wasn’t 

because it was the middle of the night with nowhere to 

celebrate.     

In the 21st 

Century in Wisconsin, 

intercity passenger rail 

expansion has been 

limited to the Hiawatha 

service between 

Milwaukee and Chicago.  

No more.   

The second daily 

train running along the 

Empire Builder route will open passenger rail 

transportation options in south-central Wisconsin not 

seen since the 1970s in the early Amtrak days.  It’s likely 

an opportunity that’s not been appreciated or valued in 

Wisconsin going back to the 1950s.   

At the moment of publication, all the parties 

involved in making this train possible were still working 

on completing all operating agreements and contracts.  

The parties involved include the States of Wisconsin, 

Minnesota, and Illinois; Canadian Pacific Railway and 

Amtrak, not to mention others.   

The latest estimation on the completion of this 

project, when the first TCMC train can travel the rails is 

still 2024.  TCMC Newsletter and www.WisARP.info will 

provide regular updates on the Final Design and 

Construction process up to the first scheduled train.   

The final numbers for state shares of the Final 

Design and Construction phase are $10 million for 

Minnesota and $6.5 million for Wisconsin.  Amtrak has 

agreed to contribute $5 million towards this project.  

The TCMC train was awarded $31.8 million by the FRA 

through the CRISI- 

Consolidated Railroad 

Infrastructure and Safety 

Improvement grant 

program.   

The Wisconsin 

Department of 

Transportation was the 

lead agency in applying for 

the grant funding.   

The Empire Builder will continue to operate 

during the construction phase of the TCMC.  It is 

considered one of the daily trains along this Canadian 

Pacific owned corridor in Wisconsin, scheduled to run a 

little over four hours apart from the TCMC train.  The 

Empire Builder will continue to pass through the 

Sturtevant and Milwaukee Airport Stations without 

stopping once the TCMC begins service.    
Empire Builder near Fall River, WI. by tb
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CRAIG THOMPSON 

CONFIRMED AS WISDOT 

SECRETARY 
It took over two years, but 

Craig Thompson can finally say 

he’s no longer the Secretary-

designee of the Wisconsin 

Department of Transportation.   

As of 

Tuesday, 

September 28, 

Thompson is 

now the 

Secretary of 

WisDOT.  The 

Wisconsin 

Senate approved 

Thompson on a 

27-4 vote.   

Thompson and 

three others of 

Gov. Evers’ 

Cabinet 

appointees were 

confirmed 

during this session, leaving one 

appointment still unconfirmed.   

“I know they’ve been real 

busy,” Gov. Evers was quoted as 

saying to the Associated Press.  

“It’s about time.”   

Prior to his appointment 

at WisDOT, Thompson, 52, was 

the Executive Director at the 

Transportation Development 

Association, or TDA.     

Thompson and TDA were 

critical players in the 2010 

referendum where voters 

approved a 

motion that 

mandated all 

gas sales tax 

income was 

to remain in 

the 

transportation fund.  Prior to the 

referendum, it was common for 

some gas sales tax income to be 

shifted to the general ledger.   

In the middle 2010s TDA 

under the leadership of Thompson 

was active in the “Just Fix It” 

campaign.  The poor condition of 

many state roads and highways 

was the target, with the program 

calling for a long-term funding 

solution.   

Some Senate 

Republicans remember 

this campaign, noting 

that “Just Fix It” 

suggested raising taxes 

to create this long-

term funding solution.   

TDA used to 

have a train icon in 

their logo during the 

2010s, but it was 

obvious their focus 

was with the road 

builders.  When you 

look at the TDA 

website today, the 

sponsors almost read like a Who’s 

Who of highway builders in 

Wisconsin.  Almost.   

TDA did write a letter of 

support for the TCMC train which 

was included in the CRISI 

application in 2020.   

It was reported in Spring 

2021 by JR Ross of Wisconsin Eye 

that the Senate Transportation 

Committee had twice voted 5-0 to 

move Thompson’s confirmation to 

the full senate.   

Thompson’s confirmation 

vote in the Senate was 27-4 in 

favor.  Senate Republicans Julian 

Bradley, Chris Kapenga, Steve Nass 

and Duey Stroebel were the four 

No votes.  That makes for strong 

Republican Party support for the 

new WisDOT Secretary. 
Thompson picture from WisconsinDOT.gov 

   

For additional TCMC information 

see the WisDOT TCMC page: 

https://wisconsindot.gov/Pages/p

rojects/multimodal/tcmc.aspx  

 

WisDOT has also created a TCMC 

Project Booklet available at: 

https://wisconsindot.gov/Docume

nts/projects/multimodal/rail/TCM

C-booklet20210526.pdf 

 

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 is 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- 

Chicago Hiawatha trains.  The cost of 

the TCMC Train will be split mostly 

between the two state sponsors that 

will benefit the most: Minnesota and 

Wisconsin. 

TCMC NEWSLETTER 

Is created and written by Terry 

Brown, Vice President- Public 

Relations for WisARP and is 

solely 

responsible for its content.  

WisARPWisc@Gmail
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PRINTED SCHEDULES 
Are printed schedules a thing of the past?   

On a recent visit to 

the Tomah station, it was a 

revelation finding a stack 

of printed Empire Builder 

schedules from 2016.  

Collectors’ items?   

Do the users of the 

Tomah station have the 

Empire Builder so 

committed to memory 

they don’t need a printed 

version?  It is amazing to 

note the times on the train schedule are still current.   

Through much of the 2010s Amtrak had all 

timetables on their website, easily downloaded as a PDF 

file.  These were easily (and maybe too frequently?) 

updated, and perhaps a source of passenger frustration 

when relying on an outdated and inaccurate schedule 

for train information.   

Most Amtrak riders were aware at the onset of 

the Covid outbreak in 2020 the PDF schedules were 

removed entirely from the website.  Long Distance 

trains ceased being daily, and many Intercity trains 

reduced frequencies if not ceasing operations 

altogether.   

During the height of the Covid restrictions 

passengers were unable to even board a train if they 

had not prepaid their ticket online.  That restriction is 

now lifted but be careful dealing with a conductor that 

is reluctant to take cash.   

If you don’t check the Amtrak website for 

scheduling, you may be missing the train.   

The latest observations of Amtrak trains in 

Wisconsin are looking 

upbeat into the Fall 2021.  

Empire Builder stations 

west of Milwaukee are 

dealing with numbers of 

passengers that are 

drawing close to 2019 

levels.  The Hiawatha train, 

although looking much 

better this fall compared to 

Fall 2020, reports ridership 

is currently about 50 

percent of what it was in 2019.   

The Hiawatha consist is currently four cars, one 

of which is a table car.  The table car was originally 

inserted to help with 

the overflow 

passengers.  The 5pm 

rush hour departure 

from Chicago going 

north had the biggest 

need.  Now the car 

serves in helping the 

entire train have 

better Wi-Fi 

performance 

throughout the ride.   

 

 

At the time of publishing this newsletter Amtrak is still 

requiring all passengers and employees to wear a face 

covering while on 

the train.  Many 

states have lifted 

COVID-19 

restrictions, but 

federal mandates 

still apply for train and airplane travel.   

 Amtrak is no longer limiting capacity on Long-

Distance trains. 

All Amtrak trains are equipped with onboard 

filtration systems with a fresh air exchange rate every 4-5 

minutes.  Amtrak has enhanced cleaning and disinfecting 

protocols onboard trains. 
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Wisconsin Association of Railroad Passengers (WisARP) 

New member sign-up form 2022 

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 has been 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 is simple.  Just fill out the form below.   Your 

first year (2022) is FREE with this special TCMC Newsletter form!   

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 


