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Chapter 4:  Economic Development 

Introduction 

Rail has a significant impact on Wisconsin’s mobility and economic prosperity. Freight, intercity 
passenger and commuter rail benefit the economy by 
moving freight and passengers farther than automobiles 
and trucks, using the same amount of fuel while emitting 
fewer pollutants. Rail continues to be a mobility option 
that supports the state’s transportation needs. With nearly 
half of Wisconsin’s gross domestic product derived from 
three major industries – manufacturing, agriculture and 
tourism – important sectors of Wisconsin’s economy 
depend on freight rail to deliver low-value, high-volume, 
heavy commodities. Among these are the manufacturing sector’s heavy machinery, auto assembly, and 
pulp and paper products. In such freight-dependent industries, train cars serve as rolling warehouses, 
allowing manufacturers and producers to reduce inventory and warehousing costs while improving their 
competitive positions in the global marketplace. In national and international trade, freight rail 
transportation helps to link raw materials and finished products to markets throughout North America 
and overseas. The railroad industry also contributes to Wisconsin’s economy through the purchase of 
supplies and goods to support local rail needs, as well as through payment of wages and benefits to 
thousands of employees. By 2030, rail tonnage is forecast to increase by 16 percent statewide and truck 
tonnage is forecast to increase by 14 percent statewide. 

In addition to the economic benefits of freight rail, intercity passenger and commuter rail help to reduce 
passenger travel times and costs, lower congestion levels, and generate new jobs and additional 
potential household income. Other economic benefits include higher property values, as well as new 
retail, office, residential, and other transit-oriented development near the rail stations. 

Intercity passenger rail ridership in Wisconsin has grown substantially during the past 10 years. 
Ridership on Amtrak’s Hiawatha Service, which operates between Chicago and Milwaukee, rose from 
426,652 in 2000 to 792,848 in 2010, an 86 percent increase. Connections 2030 included locally-proposed 
fixed-guideway transit, which includes commuter rail, in Wisconsin’s largest urban areas; providing an 
alternative to congested roadways, increasing transportation options and promoting economic 
development. See Chapter 7: Commuter Rail, for more information. 

  

WisDOT’s vision for transportation 
and economic growth continues to 
be to partner with communities and 
industry to maintain and improve 
the state’s transportation system so 
it is responsive to global and 
regional economic needs and 
changing conditions. 



 

4-3 

 

This chapter provides an overview of 

• The overall state economy 
• Wisconsin’s economy by sector 
• Economic significance of the railroad industry 
• Industry sectors dependent on rail 
• Freight commodity flow analysis 
• Intermodal freight activity 
• Economic significance of intercity passenger and commuter rail 
• Rail assistance programs 
• Role of rails-to-trails in Wisconsin’s economy 

Overall State Economy 

Wisconsin’s economy is diverse, led by an array of industrial, financial, educational, and trade-based 
businesses in all parts of the state. While southeastern Wisconsin remains the most densely populated 
portion of the state, cities such as Appleton, Beloit, Eau Claire, Green Bay, Janesville, La Crosse, Superior 
and Wausau reflect the continuing importance of their historic industrial operations. This statewide 
dispersal of manufacturing sites continues to facilitate the growth in service-related and other 
professional sectors across the state. 

At the start of 2010, Wisconsin slowly began to recover from the worst national economic recession 
since the Great Depression. This recession ran from December 2007 through November 2009. As a result 
of the recession, 163,800 jobs, approximately five percent of the state’s job base, were lost.1 The 
manufacturing, trade, transportation and utilities, and professional and business service sectors bore 
the brunt of the job losses. Since the recession, “Wisconsin’s economy has continued to grow at a 
moderate pace. The forecast for jobs and income calls for growth in the immediate future. 2” 

  

                                                      

1 http:/www.revenue.wi.gov/ra/econ/2009/wioutlk.pdf 
2 http://www.revenue.wi.gov/ra/econ/2013/summer/fullrpt.pdf 



 

4-4 

 

According to data from the United States Bureau of Economic Analysis, in 2008, the state’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) was $240.4 billion, or about 1.7 percent of the nation’s total. Compared to 
other Midwestern states, during 2007-2008, Wisconsin’s 0.7 percent growth rate was slightly higher 
than Illinois (0.3 percent), Michigan (-1.5 percent), Indiana (-0.6 percent), and Ohio (-0.7 percent). 
However, Wisconsin’s growth rate trailed that of its western neighbors, Minnesota (2.0 percent) and 
Iowa (2.1 percent).3 

Wisconsin’s 2008 per capita real GDP (real GDP divided by the state population)4 is also in the middle of 
its Midwestern neighbors, as seen in Map 4-1. Among the Great Lakes States, Wisconsin’s per capita real 
GDP ($35,239) is nearly the same as that of the region ($35,280).5 Wisconsin’s per capita real GDP is 
higher than Michigan’s ($32,601), Indiana’s ($32,917), and Ohio’s ($33,568), but was markedly less than 
Illinois’ ($40,006). Wisconsin’s western neighbors, Minnesota ($41,573) and Iowa ($36,773) also fared 
better.6 

Map 4-1: Per Capita Real Gross Domestic Product by State, 2008 (chained 2000 dollars)

 

                                                      

3 Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA), Regional Economic Accounts, accessed at: 
http://www.bea.gov/newsreleases/regional/gdp_state/2009/gsp0609.htm 
4 Data in chained 2000 dollars. 
5 http://www.bea.gov/scb/pdf/2009/06%20June/0609_gdp_state.pdf 
6 http://www.bea.gov/scb/pdf/2010/07%20July/D%20Pages/0710dpg_i.pdf 
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Wisconsin’s 2008 per capita income (real per capita income divided by the state population) of $37,770 
was very close to the Great Lakes Region’s average of $37,571. Illinois’ per capita income of $42,953 led 
the region. Per capita income is shown in Map 4-2. 
 
 

Map 4-2: Per Capita Personal Income by State, 2008 (chained 2000 dollars) 
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Wisconsin Economy by Sector 

The U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis compiles data that includes GDP for 
specific and broad economic sectors. This provides a means to gauge the contribution of specific sectors 
to the state’s overall economy; and to determine the level of growth (or decline) in each sector. Detailed 
GDP and employment by sector tables are provided in Appendix 4-A, Tables A-1 and A-2. Wisconsin’s 
economy has several sectors that contribute large shares to the state’s economy in GDP and 
employment. (See Figures 4-1 and 4-2.) Transportation-dependent sectors include durable 
manufacturing at over 12 percent, non-durable manufacturing at over eight percent, retail trade at six 
percent, wholesale trade at 5.7 percent, construction at 3.9 percent, and transportation and 
warehousing at 3.3 percent. Together, these sectors comprise almost 40 percent of Wisconsin’s GDP 
and employment. 

Figure 4-1: Wisconsin Gross Domestic Product by Sector, 2008 Dollars (Billions) 
Total GDP: $240.4 Billion 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis 
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With almost 500,000 employees7 and about $49 billion in contributions to the state’s GDP, 
manufacturing (durable and non-durable) accounts for about 15.8 percent of employment and 20.3 
percent of the state’s economic output. Wisconsin’s major manufacturing categories include fabricated 
metal products, machinery manufacturing, transportation equipment manufacturing, electrical 
equipment manufacturing, computer and electronic product manufacturing, food manufacturing, paper 
manufacturing, printing, plastic and rubber products manufacturing, and chemical manufacturing. 

Figure 4-2: Wisconsin Employment by Sector, 2009 Averages 
Total Employment: 2,748,200 

 
Source: Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development 

                                                      

7 Wisconsin Detailed Industry Employment Projections, 2006-2016, Office of Economic Advisors, Wisconsin Department of 
Workforce Development, May 2008. 
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These industries rely on truck, rail, air and water transportation to receive raw materials and ship 
finished products. 

The finance and insurance and real estate sectors are the next largest contributor to the state’s 
economy. Combined, they account for almost 19 percent ($45 billion) of the state’s economic output, 
with nearly six percent of the employment. 

Retail trade contributes about six percent ($14.6 billion) of the state’s economic output and provides 
just over 10 percent of the employment. Its counterpart, wholesale trade, contributes about 5.7 percent 
($13.6 billion) of the state’s economic output and 4.2 percent of employment. Construction contributes 
3.9 percent ($9.4 billion) in output and provides about 3.71 percent of Wisconsin’s overall employment. 
The transportation, warehousing and utilities sector itself (which includes approximately 50,000 truck 
transportation employees) accounts for 5 percent ($12.1 billion) in economic output and 3.7 percent of 
state employment. Efficient transportation is important to all four of these sectors. Ensuring that freight 
rail remains a viable transportation mode for shippers in these industries is critical to the entire state 
economy.  

Other service sector components also provide a substantial portion of the state’s employment and GDP. 
These include health care and social assistance (8.7 percent of GDP), professional and technical services 
(4.7 percent of GDP), information (3.1 percent of GDP), other non-government services (2.3 percent), 
accommodations and food services (2.3 percent of GDP), administrative and waste services (2.3 percent 
of GDP), and management of companies and enterprises (2.2 percent of GDP). Combined, these 
components provide almost one third of the state’s employment. 

Two other important sectors in Wisconsin’s economy are highly reliant on transportation. Agriculture 
contributes approximately $4.5 billion in GDP to the state’s economy each year. It uses trucking, rail and 
waterborne transportation to ship and receive large volumes of grain and other products. Utilities, 
which rely on rail to supply large quantities of coal for power generation, contribute approximately $4.3 
billion annually and provide almost 11,100 jobs. 

Economic Significance of the Railroad Industry 

In 2006, Wisconsin’s freight railroads directly contributed $392 million to the state economy through 
wages and retirement benefits to current and former railroad workers living in the state. Railroads also 
contribute millions of dollars to the economy annually through investments, purchases, and taxes. Table 
4-1 shows the key rail-related statistics for Wisconsin. 

  



 

4-9 

 

Table 4-1: Wisconsin Railroads-Vital Statistics 
Number of Railroads 11 
Rail Miles Operated  
(Less Trackage Rights) 3,503 
Carloads of Freight  2,848,131 

Tons of Freight  172,461,080 
Employees  3,213 
Rail Wages (per employee) $73,200 
Rail Retirement Benefits $153,276,000 
Source: Association of American Railroads, www.aar.org, 2007 

State Industry Sectors Dependent upon Rail Service 

Rail is heavily used to transport commodities for the following major industrial sectors:8 

Agricultural products 

Agriculturally-based firms using rail or with the potential to use rail are producing and processing various 
grains with outbound and inbound movement. Many of the state’s grain producers, particularly 
agricultural cooperatives, such as those served by Wisconsin & Southern rely on rail to transport their 
product to lake and river ports, as well as to end users within and outside of Wisconsin. Many of the 
state’s breweries and food processors rely on rail for their inbound supply of various field crops, 
especially corn, wheat and barley. 

Transportation equipment 

This industry category includes manufacturers of automobiles, trucks, motorcycles, trailers, bicycles, 
motors, seats, and other parts. These manufacturers use primary metals and depend heavily on rail for 
the transport of vehicles, parts and related transportation accessories. These firms account for some of 
Wisconsin's biggest manufacturing export categories, typically represent larger-than-average sized 
employers, and offer higher-than-average weekly wage levels. The closing of General Motors’ plant in 
Janesville in 2008 has sharply reduced this category of rail shipments for this sector. 

  

                                                      

8 www.aar.org 

 
 

http://www.aar.org/
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Mining products 

Coal and petroleum products 
Coal fueled 42 percent of electricity production in Wisconsin in 2008. Most of Wisconsin’s coal-fired 
power plants depend on rail for coal shipment. Motor carriers are not viable competitors in the coal 
hauling market. Since coal is a low value and high volume commodity, the cost of trucking large volumes 
of coal would increase the transportation cost and therefore increase utility rates. Low utility rates 
benefit both households and businesses in the state. Consequently, coal receivers, mostly electric 
utilities such as WE Energies and Wisconsin Public Service Corporation and some paper mills, must rely 
on the rail industry. 

Iron, steel, and metallic ores9 
Iron, steel and other metallic ores and products are transported by rail from northern Minnesota and 
Upper Michigan. These are the basic metals of any industrial society and are vital to the United States 
for national security and economic well-being. 

Nonmetallic minerals 
Nonmetallic minerals include sand, gravel, and stone. In this industry, certain industrial minerals that are 
neither metals nor fuels are processed into useful products such as sand extracted by Badger Mining, 
used in the metal casting process. More than 50 percent of the total value of these products is shipped 
to the highly cyclical construction industry. Crushed stone, for example, is one of the most accessible 
natural resources, a basic raw material used by construction, agriculture, and other industries in 
complex chemical and metallurgical processes. Despite the low value of its basic products, the crushed 
stone industry is a major contributor to and an indicator of the economic well-being of the nation.10 

The frac sand mining expansion has resulted in rapid growth of freight movements from western 
Wisconsin. This expansion has led to the development of new transload facilities and the reactivation of 
out-of-service rail lines. 

Pulp and paper/Lumber and wood 

Wisconsin has been the top pulp and paper producer in the U.S. for more than 50 years. Since the late 
1860s, numerous paper mills have been founded in the Fox Valley, harnessing its transportation, water 
power, and sewage disposal capacity to establish it as a major paper production area.11 Lumber is 
shipped from northern Wisconsin to the paper mills, turned into wood pulp, and converted into paper, 

                                                      

9http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2005/1254/2005-1254.pdf 
U.S. Geological Survey, Mineral Commodity Profiles—Iron and Steel,  By Michael D. Fenton 
“Of the ferrous metals used to make a typical 2002 U.S. family vehicle, 45 % was recycled metal. The steel industry recovered 
and recycled about 12.8 metric tons of iron and steel scrap for recycling in 2002—enough steel to produce about 14 million new 
cars.” 
10 http://minerals.usgs.gov/minerals/pubs/imii/0901/scgjan09.pdf 
11 http://www.foxriverwatch.com/history_fox_river_green_bay_2.html 

http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2005/1254/2005-1254.pdf


 

4-11 

 

tissue and toweling, and other specialty papers by such companies such as Neenah Paper, Procter & 
Gamble, and Wisconsin Tissue Corporation. 

Wood is also used for home construction, as well as paper products for packaging and newsprint, and 
scrap paper for recycling. Wisconsin paper manufacturers also account for typically larger-than-average 
sized employers and higher-than-average weekly wage levels. 

Chemicals 

In this sector, organic and inorganic raw materials are formulated and transformed into products used 
for consumer, institutional and industrial products. Examples of such products include, but are not 
limited to, ethanol (such as produced by Badger Ethanol in Monroe), water purification, agricultural uses 
(pesticides and fertilizers), food packaging, pharmaceuticals and medicines, cosmetics, paints, coatings 
and adhesives, and cleaning supplies. This subsector does not include mining operations or crude 
petroleum.12 Research and development funding comprises a major component of this industry.  

Wisconsin Freight Commodity Flow Analysis 

Second to freight truck transportation, in 2007, rail shipments accounted for a third of Wisconsin’s 
freight movement by tonnage (179,146,000 tons) and 15 percent by value ($182.6 billion). A breakdown 
by originating, terminating, and overhead13 freight movement (all modes) by value is provided.14 The 
types and amounts of commodities in Wisconsin moving by rail are shown in Figure 4-3. Coal, at 45 
million tons, was the top commodity shipped in the state. The Wisconsin Department of Transportation 
(WisDOT) acknowledges the increase in movement of frac sand and oil products by rail in Wisconsin 
since 2007 and its impact on the rail system. WisDOT will continue to study the impacts of these 
commodity flows and address them in updates to the Plan. 

 

                                                      

12 http://www.census.gov/econ/census02/naics/sector31/325.htm 
13 Much of the overhead tonnage involves goods passing through the state on the Union Pacific between Chicago and the Twin 
Cities, and on the Canadian National between Chicago and Duluth/Superior. Of the 18 million tons of intermodal rail traffic, 
only 678,000 tons (3.8%) originate or terminate in Wisconsin. 
14  

Freight Movement –  
All Modes 

Value 
(Millions of $) 

Originating Value $434,537 
Terminating Value $460,411 
Originating & Terminating (Internal) $188,504 
Overhead Value $477,907 
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   Figure 4-3: Wisconsin Commodities Moving by Rail, 2007 (Millions of tons) Total: 179.1 Million Tons 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Source: 2007 Global Insight TRANSEARCH data 
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Rail freight in Wisconsin can be further segregated into four categories: 

• Originates in Wisconsin and terminates outside Wisconsin 
• Terminates in Wisconsin and originates outside Wisconsin 
• Originates and terminates outside Wisconsin (Overhead) 
• Originates and terminates in Wisconsin (Internal) 

Figure 4-4 indicates the number of tons for originating, terminating, and overhead rail. Originating and 
terminating rail figures include those for internal rail. Terminating rail shows the tonnage for all 
terminating rail including that which originated in Wisconsin. The same is true for originating rail. 
Detailed tonnages and percentages for each category are provided in Figures 4-5 through 4-8. 

Figure 4-4: 2007 Wisconsin Rail Tonnage (Millions) 
 

 
 
Source: 2007 Global Insight TRANSEARCH data15 

 
  

                                                      

15 Note: Internal rail movements that have both an origin and a destination within the state must be subtracted from the total 
to avoid “double counting.” i.e., Total Tons = (Originating + Terminating + Overhead) – Internal. For this reason percentages add 
to slightly over 100%. 
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      Figure 4-5: Wisconsin Commodities Originating by Rail (Millions of tons) Total: 19.1 Million Tons 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: 2007 Global Insight TRANSEARCH data 
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Figure 4-6: Wisconsin Commodities Terminating by Rail (Millions of Tons) Total: 79.2 Million Tons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Source: 2007 Global Insight TRANSEARCH data 
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Figure 4-7: Wisconsin Overhead Rail Commodities (Millions of Tons) Total: 86.3 Million Tons 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Source: 2007 Global Insight TRANSEARCH data 
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Figure 4-8: Wisconsin Internal Rail Commodities (Thousands of Tons) Total: 3.7 Million Tons 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: 2007 Global Insight TRANSEARCH data 

 

The top three destinations of rail shipments that originate in Wisconsin are Illinois, at 30 percent; 
Wisconsin, at 20 percent; and Texas, at nine percent of the total originating rail tonnage. (See Appendix 
4-1, Table A-3.) The top three originations of commodity rail shipments that terminate in Wisconsin are 
Wyoming, at 38 percent; Minnesota, at 19 percent, and Montana, at 15 percent. (See Appendix 4-1, 
Table A-4.) 

Map 4-3 depicts the rail density in Wisconsin, illustrating the tonnage of freight transported on the 
state’s rail corridors.  
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Map 4-3: Wisconsin Rail Density 2007, Annual Gross Tons 

         Source: Federal Railroad Administration 
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Wisconsin’s busiest rail line in 2007 was BNSF’s route along the Wisconsin side of the Mississippi River. 
Trains on this route carry a variety of goods, including intermodal shipments from the ports in Seattle, 
Washington and Portland, Oregon to the Chicago area; and coal from Montana and Wyoming.  

The mainlines of CN and CP also carry a large amount of traffic through Wisconsin. CN’s mainline 
through northwest, central, and southeast Wisconsin is providing a growing intermodal service between 
Chicago with western ports in Vancouver and Prince Rupert, British Columbia. CP’s mainline through 
western and southeast Wisconsin also connects Chicago with the port in Vancouver, British Columbia. 
For a more extensive discussion of freight routes and densities, 
please see the Chapter 3: System Inventory. Coal from western 
coal fields and iron ore from Minnesota’s Iron Range make up 
the largest percentage rail tonnage terminating in Wisconsin. 

Intermodal Freight Activity 

Intermodalism – the seamless movement of goods by several 
transportation modes on the same journey – is one of the fastest 
growing segments of the rail industry. Today’s ever-evolving 
economy places greater demands on the “Just-In-Time” delivery 
of goods. Intermodal rail service, where rail and any other mode 
of transportation (air, road and/or water) are involved in a 
shipment, is suited to meet this demand. Intermodal shipping 
combines the low cost of long-haul rail service with the flexibility 
of local truck delivery. The main type of equipment used for 
intermodal shipping is eight foot-wide wide steel containers that 
are placed on rail cars, trucks, ships or in airplane cargo holds. 
Containerized transport reduces cargo handling and damages 
and improves security. 

Freight commodity flow analysis shows that in 2007, intermodal 
shipments comprised approximately 10 percent of total 
Wisconsin rail tonnage. Table 4-2 shows the proportion of 
intermodal tonnage in Wisconsin. By value, intermodally-
transported commodities account for less than one percent of 
the value of all commodities originating in Wisconsin. 

  

Just-In-Time Inventory (JIT) System 
-A business model designed to 
reduce carrying costs to a 
minimum. A firm only orders what 
it expects to need for its immediate 
needs; it therefore keeps a low 
inventory. For example, if a retailer 
believes it will sell 1,000 widgets in 
a week, it orders precisely 1,000 
widgets from its manufacturer. JIT 
systems require the retailer at the 
end of the supply chain to be able 
to accurately predict demand for its 
products. They also require each 
stage of the supply chain to know 
exactly how much time it takes to 
fill an order when it is made.” 
 

Multimodal - Affecting or involving 
more than one mode of 
transportation. 

Intermodal - Relating to the 
connection between any two or 
more modes of transportation (rail, 
air, road, water). An intermodal 
transportation system allows 
travelers to conveniently complete 
a journey using more than one 
mode. In Wisconsin, intermodal 
facilities exist in Chippewa Falls and 
Arcadia. Both locations support 
truck-rail intermodal connections. 
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Table 4-2: Wisconsin intermodal container movements 
Rail Movement Type Tons 
Railcar 162,854,399 
Intermodal container or TOFC 18,037,080 
Total Rail Tonnage 180,891,479 
Source: 2007 Global Insight TRANSEARCH data 

E-commerce (business and sales conducted over the Internet) is an emerging business practice 
in the intermodal freight business. Advances in communication and Internet-based retail operations 
have fine-tuned the supply chain. Suppliers, producers, shippers and businesses have been using 
innovative approaches and regularly adopt new technologies to communicate and collaborate on faster 
movement of products to their destinations. Disruptions in this system impact everyone along the 
supply chain, from the shippers, producers and manufacturers to the consumers. As a result, a 
transportation system that flows from mode to mode without disruptions or congestion increases 
profits for businesses and lowers product costs for consumers. 

Additional chapters in the Wisconsin Rail Plan 2030 also address intermodal transportation: 

Chapter 3: System Inventory, provides an overview of Wisconsin’s existing intermodal and multi-modal 
facilities. 

Chapter 5: Freight Rail, discusses the importance of intermodal freight in Wisconsin’s transportation 
network. 

Chapter 8: Livable and Sustainable Communities, Provides information related to Wisconsin’s 
multimodal and intermodal transportation facilities; the challenges to improving accessibility; and goals 
for enhancing economic growth, productivity and the quality of communities.  

Wisconsin’s intermodal connections are limited, leaving it to rely on neighboring Minnesota and Illinois 
facilities. Connections 2030, the state’s long-range transportation plan, recognizes this challenge and is 
committed to improving the state’s intermodal connections. 

Economic Significance of Intercity Passenger and Commuter Rail 

The same freight rail benefits over automobile and air travel extend to intercity passenger and 
commuter rail. Intercity passenger rail plays an important role in supporting the economy and will play 
an increasing role into the future. 

There are both user and non-user economic benefits of intercity passenger rail. User benefits are those 
that accrue to train passengers or companies using rail for business trips for their employees, such as 
shorter travel time, increased personal productivity, and reduced transportation cost. In addition, rail 
travel can provide improved service levels (frequency and travel time) compared with other existing 
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transportation services, which can reduce pressure for expenditures on other modes and create non-
user benefits (benefits to members of the general public that are not using the train). 

Non-user benefits include decreased congestion and improved performance on other modes, crash 
savings in other modes, increased tourism, joint development (development encouraged by the 
presence of the rail service), increased employment and economic activity resulting from the 
construction and ongoing operations and maintenance of the rail service, improved economic 
competitiveness, and property value increases to name a few.16   In addition, similar to freight rail’s fuel 
efficiency and emissions advantage over trucks, the same benefits over automobile and air travel extend 
to intercity passenger and commuter rail. 

User benefits 

Economic benefits for intercity passenger and commuter rail users result from accessibility to a greater 
number of new job markets and additional potential household income, reduced travel times and costs, 
and lower congestion levels between communities. User and non-user benefits have been studied in 
depth for the Midwest Regional Rail System. 

The Midwest Regional Rail System (MWRRS) will improve the level and quality of passenger rail service, 
offering: 

• A 3,000-mile system, using existing rail rights-of-way shared with freight and commuter rail 
• Safe, comfortable and reliable service to over 100 Midwestern cities, linking the region’s major 

economic centers 
• Access to approximately 80 percent of the region’s 65 million residents 
• State-of-the-art train equipment capable of operating at speeds of up to 110 mph 
• More and better amenities, including first class seating for all, power outlets at each seat, 

wireless network access and food service 
• Modern stations and intermodal facilities 
• Dedicated feeder bus service connecting communities without direct rail service to the system 

The enhanced regional transportation infrastructure and services could result in economic benefits and 
new Midwest jobs, while strengthening the region’s manufacturing, service and tourism industries, and 
protecting the environment. 

                                                      

16 Vision for the Future: U.S. Intercity Passenger Rail Network Through 2050. National Surface Transportation Policy and 
Revenue Study Commission, Passenger Rail Working Group. December 2007. 
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According to the 2006 Midwest Regional Rail Initiative Economic Analysis study, over the 40-year life of 
the project, MWRRS will generate a $3.5-$4.6 billion user benefit for Wisconsin; this represents the 
overall savings to users of the state’s transportation network derived from the system. Sources that 
produce this benefit are: 

• The reduction in travel times that users of MWRRS receive 
• The reduction in travel times and costs that users of other transportation modes receive as a 

result of lower congestion levels 
• Reductions in emissions as a result of travelers being diverted from air, bus, and auto to MWRRS 

The benefit cost ratio of the Midwest Regional Rail System is estimated at 1.8, which means for every 
dollar invested, $1.80 gets returned in economic and community benefits. 

Other economic benefits (non-user benefits) 

The 2006 Midwest Regional Rail Initiative Economic Analysis study estimates that Wisconsin 
communities would see $704 million in increased joint development potential and $173 million in extra 
household income with full build out of the Midwest Regional Rail System.17 In general, intercity 
passenger rail and commuter rail also make regions more attractive to businesses. 

There are also other economic benefits, including rising property values and new retail, office, 
residential and other transit-oriented development near the stations. When such development around 
public transit transportation hubs is planned as high-density and mixed-use, it can greatly revitalize and 
enhance communities with rail stations.18 Many examples of transit-oriented development particularly 
around commuter rail stations exist in the United States. Metra commuter rail stations in communities 
in northern Illinois provide an excellent example of this type of development potential. Many of these 
communities have newly constructed or renovated vibrant pedestrian-friendly business districts 
adjacent or close to the station, with new condo and apartment development. Developers are attracted 
to stations in part because of their permanence, and lenders are more willing to participate in mixed-use 
higher density development near these stations. In addition to new development, commuter rail and 
intercity passenger rail stations have contributed to the revival of old historic downtowns in smaller 
communities. 

  

                                                      

17 http://www.dot.wisconsin.gov/projects/state/docs/mwrri-economic.pdf 
18http://www.dot.wisconsin.gov/projects/state/docs/mwrri-wi-brochure.pdf  
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Tourism benefits 

Since tourism is a $12 billion industry (2009)19 in Wisconsin, a transportation system that provides 
alternatives to automobile-use to reach tourism hot spots, popular attractions, and surrounding retail 
and recreational establishments is economically beneficial. Implementation of the Midwest Regional Rail 
System (which includes high-speed passenger rail service between Milwaukee and Madison) would 
enhance travel connections throughout the Midwest and the entire country. Map 4-4 shows a map of 
Wisconsin 2009 tourism (traveler) expenditures by county. 

Map 4-4: Wisconsin Tourism (traveler) Expenditures by County ($ Millions) – Year 2009                                 

 

Source: Expenditure data from Wisconsin Department of Tourism 

                                                      

19 Wisconsin Department of Tourism 
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Economic competitiveness 

Fast, frequent, convenient and comfortable intercity and commuter transportation options can improve 
the economic competiveness of a region and help to attract new businesses and skilled professionals. 
On the macroeconomic level, both the U.S. and global economy have recently been examined in the 
framework of “mega-regions.” A “mega-region” is defined as a network of rapidly growing, economically 
competitive metropolitan regions connected by commuting, linked economies, environmental systems 
and geography, infrastructure systems, settlement patterns, and shared culture and history. Mega-
regions typically face increased highway congestion, overcrowded airports and seaports, loss of open 
space, and aging infrastructure. Intercity passenger rail has been identified as the mode that can best 
enable personal mobility and economic interaction across mega-regions for distances less than 500 
miles. This improved access and mobility can contribute to the economic success of a mega-region 
within the global economy. Wisconsin lies within the Midwest “mega-region,” which has been identified 
as stretching from Minneapolis/St. Paul to Buffalo, N.Y., and including major Midwestern cities such as 
Milwaukee, Chicago, St. Louis, Detroit, Indianapolis, Cleveland and Pittsburgh. 

Direct and indirect job creation from passenger rail 

Investment in passenger rail can create jobs both directly from the construction and operation of 
passenger rail service and indirectly from spin-off businesses – for example business in new 
development near stations. The Midwest Regional Rail Initiative estimated the implementation of the 
full Midwest Regional Rail System would lead to 9,570 new permanent jobs in Wisconsin. In addition, 
design and construction of individual passenger rail projects would lead to immediate direct job growth. 

Rail Assistance Programs 

To support rail infrastructure investments that facilitate the economic development and 
competitiveness of shippers, railroads, and local governments, WisDOT administers three assistance 
programs for rail transportation. Two of them, Freight Infrastructure Improvement Program (FRIIP) and 
Freight Railroad Preservation Program (FRPP), are designated for rail projects undertaken by local units 
of government, industries and railroads. The Transportation Economic Assistance Program (TEA) is an 
all-mode grant program, providing grants to governing bodies and private businesses for road, rail, 
harbor and airport projects that help attract employers or retain firms in Wisconsin. While these 
programs have been modified in eligible financial assistance recipients and focus since the first 
program’s (FRPP) inception in 1977, over 200 projects were completed within these three programs, 
granting or loaning more than $215 million in assistance. Figure 4-9 and Map 4-5 show the distribution 
of these projects by industry type and the locations of communities with TEA, FRIIP and FRPP projects. 
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Figure 4-9: Wisconsin Grant Projects for Rail, 1985-2009 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Source: WisDOT 
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Map 4-5: TEA, FRIIP and FRPP Rail Projects 1985-2009 

 

Source: WisDOT 
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Role of Rails-to-Trails in Wisconsin’s Economy 

Historic changes in the railroad industry resulting in abandonment of rail lines have prompted public 
initiatives to preserve rail service to affected communities. In today’s transportation system’s realities of 
congestion, mobility constraints, and finite expansion potential, preserving the integrity of the right-of-
way presents an important opportunity to a community. To achieve this, Wisconsin has been converting 
rails into trails since 1964 and currently has more trail miles on rail corridors than any other state. 

With the enactment of the National Trails Act in 1988, Wisconsin continued its history of turning rails 
into trails under the new federal program. The act allows the preservation of rail corridors that would 
otherwise be abandoned for future rail use while being used on an interim basis for trail or other 
transportation purposes. These trails provide places for us to enjoy outdoor recreation, education, 
exploration, and much more. 

A benefit of preserving these former rail rights-of-way as trails is the option of converting them back to 
active rail use in the future, if such a consideration were warranted. Wisconsin is aware of the economic 
benefits of the trails and has yet to convert any of them back to active rail lines. Future decisions about 
converting trails back to railways will weigh all potential economic benefits and tradeoffs between the 
trail and rail alternatives, with rail banking and land banking possible options to be considered. 
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