
 
 

January 13, 2025 

Brendan Masterson 

Commissioner  

Ulster County Department of Public Works 

317 Shamrock Lane  

Kingston, NY  12401 

 

RE: CMRR Operating Results 2024 

 

Dear Mr. Masterson, 

 

This letter summarizes the CMRR’s ridership numbers for 2024. Our ridership results for 2024 compared 

to 2023 and 2022 are as follows: 

 

   Ridership   Trains   Riders per Train 

   2024 2023  2022  2024 2023 2022 2024 2023 2022  

Easter Trains  1,474 1,742 917  12 12 12 123 145 76  

Summer Trains  8,186 6.099 5,844  164 147 160 50 41 37  

Fall Trains  16,821 12.180 11,139  65 70 69 259 174 161  

Subtotal   26.481 20,021 17,900  241 229 241 110 87 74  

Polar Express  34,172 31,589 28,845  89 79 74 384 400 390  

Total   60,653 51,610 46,745  330 308 315 184 168 148  

 

Ridership in 2024 was 60,653, 17.5% more than 2023.  Our total pre-Polar ridership was 26,481, 32% 

more than 2023.  Our fall trains reached an all-time high of 16,821, 38% more than 2023.  Our Polar 

Express totaled 34,172, 8.2% over 2023.  

 

Seasonal Ridership Summary 

 

Easter Trains.  In 2024, we carried 1,474 passengers for the Easter Bunny Express, up from 917 in 2022. 

Our Easter Bunny Express lets passengers detrain at an Easter Egg patch before returning to Kingston.  

The Easter Bunny rides the train with the passengers. 

 

Summer Trains. In the summer of 2024, we ran Ice Cream Sunday trains on Sundays, and our Catskill 

Flyer trains on all other days. We also ran four evening  Twilight Limited trains in 2024. Our summer 

trains totaled 8,186 an increase of 34% from 2023.  We plan to do additional events in the summer of 

2024. 

 

The Ice Cream Sunday train ran every Sunday from Memorial Day to mid-September. Our ridership for 

the Ice Cream Sunday train ran at 2,286 in 2024 up from 2,205 in 2022.   

 

Our Catskill Flyer totaled 5,406 passengers in 2024, up 55% from 3,468 passengers in 2023. We ran four 

Twilight Limited trains in 2024, up from 3 in 2022, for a total of 223 passengers, up from 141 in 2022. 

 
Fall Trains.  In the fall of 2024, we ran Fall Foliage Adventure trains from late September to mid-

October, and Pumpkin Express trains the last two weeks of October. 

Catski l l  Mountain  Rai l road Company,  Inc.  

P .  O.  Box 1415  

Kings ton,  NY 12401  

(845)  332-4854 

www.catski l lmountainrai lroad.com  
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Our fall trains totaled 16,821 in 2024, up 38% from 12,180 in 2023.  2024 was an all-time high for the 

CMRR. Nearly all of our October Fall Foliage Adventure and Pumpkin Express trains were completely 

sold out.   

 

Our Fall Foliage Adventure ridership was 11,815 up 49% from 7,909 in 2023.  Pumpkin Express 

ridership was 4,829 in 2024, up 14% from 4,235 in 2023.  Like the Fall Foliage Trains, most trains were 

completely sold out. 

 

Polar Express. The CMRR ran its ninth Polar Express in 2024. Ridership was 34,172 in 2024, up 8.2% 

from the 31,589 in 2023. Every train was sold out from Thanksgiving until the end of the season.  There 

was an average of 384 riders per train.  

 
Geographic Reservation Ridership Summary (see attached breakdown by zip code) 

 

Geographic dispersion of ridership in 2024 is shown compared against prior years: 

 

Distance from Kingston  2024   2023  2022  2021   

Over 251 miles   3.8%   3.5%  3.1%  6.0% 

250 to 101 miles  6.4%   5.8%  11.6%  11.1%   

100 to 51 miles    47.0%   46.2%  48.2%  51.5%   

50 to 26 miles   24.2%   25.4%  25.7%  17.4%   

25 to 11 miles    12.0%   12.4%  10.4%  11.8%   

10 to 0 miles    6.5%   6.7%  1.1%  2.2%  

    

Breakdown by Region:  2024   2023  2022  2021   

Kingston   1,492 2.5%  3.0%  3.2%  3.2%   

Ulster County (not Kingston) 4,264 7.0%  7.1%  5.8%  6.7%   

Long Island and NYC  12.225 20.2%  21.0%  21.3%  22.9%   

Rockland and Sullivan  2,273 3.7%  4.2%  3.8%  2.7%   

Orange  County   6,320 10.4%  10.1%  9.6%  5.4%   

Westchester and Putnam 6,265 10.3%  11.0%  10.2%  5.8%   

Dutchess County  5,858 9.7%  10.6%  9.9%  7.0%   

South Capitol Region  3,894 6.4%  7.5%  7.8%  5.3%   

North Capitol Region  1,548 2.6%  3.2%  3.2%  1.5%   

Other NY State   815 1.3%  1.6%  1.8%  2.0%   

New Jersey   4,826 8.0%  6.3%  7.0%  11.7%   

Other US   4,862 8.0%  7.5%  7.6%  9.0%   

International   123 0.2%  0.1%  0.1%  0.1%   

Total Reservations:  54,765 92.3%  93.2%  91.4%  83.1%   

Walk-Ons   5,888  9.7%  6.8%  8.6%  16.9%   

Total Riders   60,653  100%  100%  100%  100%   

 

UC/Non-UC Riders*  8,700/51,953  6,953/44,657 6,211/40,535 4,338/19,414  

Percentage Non-UC  85.7%   86.5%  86.7%  81.7%  

*Assumes ½ of walk-ons are non-UC 

 

Reservations % of Pre-Xmas 79.8%   82.3%  77.9%  79.8%   

 

Conclusions 

Geographically, most of our customers come from outside Ulster County, many from downstate New 

York and New Jersey.  These non-Ulster County customers generate net economic benefits to the County, 
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by patronizing local businesses for food, entertainment and shopping, especially in Kingston Plaza, 

Midtown and Uptown Kingston. 

 

In 2024, 51,953, or 85.7% of our riders came from outside Ulster County (assuming half our walk-ons are 

from outside the County). Non-local visitors spend at least $25 per person and overnight visitors spend at 

least $200 per person.  While most of our summer and fall passengers are day visitors, about half of our 

Polar Express customers spend the night in Ulster County.  This equates to an economic benefit of $6 

million per year on Ulster County businesses. 

 

Adding the economic benefit from the CMRR’s own expenditures in the County in 2024, which we 

estimate were at least $1,000,000 (including $570,000 in payroll) creates an additional economic benefit 

of $2.0 million (via a RIMS factor of 1.97).  This totals $8.0 million or $132 per passenger or $1.7 

million per mile of track (4.75 miles in the current permit). 

 

This compares to the Ulster County Trail system, per their 2024 “State of the Trails” report as follows: 

 

User Origin    less than 25 Miles Other NY State  Non-NYS 

CMRR     19%   65%   16% 

UC Trails    70%   20%   10% 

 

Economic Value Users  Miles  Value  Per User Per Mile 

CMRR   60,653  4.75  $8 million $132  $1.7 million 

UC Trails  1,400,000 80  $17 million $12  $212,500 

 

As seen above, trail users are 30% non-local and train riders 81% non-local. Economic Value is created 

mostly by non-local and overnight users/riders. Combining the railroad with the ART will create a 

combined attraction greater than each is by itself.  With a greater full-day attraction, combined with 

visiting Kingston, non-local and overnight users will increase and therefore so will economic contribution 

to Ulster County. 

 

The Catskill Mountain Railroad contributes over 50% of the economic value of the Ulster County Trails 

system at no cost to the County.  At $1.7 million of economic contribution per mile, the extension of the 

Catskill Mountain Railroad to Basin Road represents the best economic value increase for Ulster County 

tourism and Ulster County businesses at the lowest cost. 

 

Summary 

The CMRR had an extremely successful year in 2024, with an increased ridership of over 17% from 

2023. Polar Express ran at record ridership levels, and we increased pre-Polar ridership 32% over 2023 

levels. We have 35 paid staff, of which 4 are full time, and hired an additional 90 temporary staff to assist 

us with Polar Express in 2024, including over 60 local high school students. 

 

The CMRR paid its full annual rent of $60,000 to Ulster County in 2024. It has paid $430,901 in rent 

since its new permit was issued in August 2016. 

 

From its inception in 1983 the employee-owned CMRR has always put 100% of its operating profits back 

into the CMRR’s railroad equipment and the County’s railroad infrastructure. The entire mission of the 

company is to restore and improve rail service on the U&D Railroad corridor. 

 

As an example, the CMRR spent over $850,000 from 2017 to 2024 rebuilding nearly five miles of the 

County’s railroad track from MP 3.58 in Kingston to MP 8.33 in Stony Hollow.  The CMRR also 

upgraded the Route 209 crossing with new flashers and gates in 2022 with funding from NYSDOT and 

replaced the Washington Avenue crossing in 2023. 

 

https://legislature.ulstercountyny.gov/sites/default/files/2021-2023%20UC%20Trail%20updates_FINAL_Compressed.pdf


In March 2024, Catskill Mountain Railroad was awarded three grants from NYSDOT totaling $4.5 

million dollars, an obvious endorsement of the CMRR’s economic contribution not only to Ulster County 

but also to New York State. 

 

$667,000 was awarded to develop a future terminal at Basin Road as part of a proposed extension of the 

Railroad from Stony Hollow.  See links below: 

 

CMRR Stony Hollow to Basin Road Extension 

 

An additional $1.518 million was awarded to the CMRR to build a desperately needed indoor passenger 

car and engine repair facility in Kingston, and $2.3 million was awarded to rebuild one of its engines to 

modern emissions standards. 

 

These grants represent a ringing affirmation of the CMRR’s plan to extend the railroad to Basin Road 

with a parallel trail beside it by New York State DOT. 

 

Ulster County and the Catskill Mountain Railroad. 

 

The CMRR was unanimously awarded a new five-year permit by the Ulster County Legislature in 

December 2023.  Also in 2023, the Ulster County Chamber of Commerce awarded the CMRR its 

“Tourism Business of the Year Award”. 

 

Miriam “Mo” Gibbons, president of the Kingston Uptown Business Association has warmly endorsed the 

CMRR’s extension plan, stating “As President of the "Kingston Uptown Business Association we are 

proud of the Catskill Mountain Railroad and their dedication to extend the rail line. The initiative aimed at 

revitalizing the local economy and enhancing the vibrancy of our business district, further solidifying the 

dedication to fostering growth and prosperity within our community." 

 

In May 2024, the UC Legislature formed an Advisory Committee, the U&D Corridor Committee, to 

decide the highest and best use for the U&D Railroad Corridor for the 1.7 miles from Stony Hollow to 

Basin Road, which was left undetermined when the policy for the U&D Corridor was decided in 2015.   

 

The CMRR made two presentations to the Committee in August and October 2024: 

 

CMRR Stony Hollow to Basin Road Extension 

https://catskillmountainrailroad.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Stony-Hollow-to-Basin-Road-

December-2024.pdf 

 

CMRR Rail with Trail Review 

https://catskillmountainrailroad.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/CMRR-Rail-With-Trail-Review-

102424.pdf 

 

The CMRR also asked Stone Consulting, which the previous U&D Corridor Committee hired in 2015, to 

update its report to include the segment from Stony Hollow to Basin Road. 

 

Stone Consulting Highest and Best Use Recommendations - U&D Railroad Corridor – 2015 

https://catskillmountainrailroad.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/FINAL-Ulster-combined-report-from-

STONE-12-15.pdf 

 

Stone Consulting report Update – 2024. 

https://catskillmountainrailroad.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/2024-update-of-the-Catskill-Mountain-

Railway-Rail-with-Trail-cost-estimates-and-concept-10-24-final.pdf 
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The CMRR proved conclusively that Rail with Trail was not only affordable, but practical from Basin 

Road to Stony Hollow and on to Kingston. 

 

Stone’s estimates of the costs of building trail-only from Kingston to Basin Road compared to Rail with 

Trail are summarized below: 

 
 

The Trail-only estimate is similar to Open Space Institute’s estimate of $15 to $17 million which they 

presented to the U&D Corridor Committee in September 2024.  

 

The CMRR has long advocated Rail with Trail from Kingston to the Ashokan Reservoir, and looks 

forward to the committee formally making this the official County policy from Kingston to Basin Road 

when it meets later in January. 

 

 

A New Path Forward for Rail and Trail 

 

The CMRR would like to build on its 2024 ridership success by investing in the track extension, a new 

yard, and new equipment to make the railroad a truly world-class operation that can attract far more 

passengers when combined with a destination such as the Ashokan Rail Trail.  We have publicly 

committed to assisting in building a trail next to the tracks from Kingston to the Ashokan Reservoir.  We 

advocate that the U&D Corridor Committee vote to make Rail with Trail the official policy from 

Kingston to the Ashokan Reservoir, as quickly as possible so we can proceed with the extension. The 

CMRR will pay for 100% of the extension cost with its own funds and will start once permission is given 

by the County. 

 

The extension will also allow the CMRR to compete for Rail Events’, the licensor for Polar Express, 

newest event as well as future dinner train service to the Ashokan Reservoir: 

Harry Potter™: A Hogwarts Express Adventure 
https://harrypottertrainadventure.com/ 

 

We look forward to rolling up our sleeves and working with the County and the Trail Community to 

make this vision happen – of a railroad that connects to the Ashokan Reservoir with a parallel trail from 

Kingston to Basin Road.  The time is now to make this happen. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Ernest E. Hunt 

President, CMRR 

 

Cc:  Hon. Jen Metzger, Ulster County Executive 

 Amanda LaValle, Deputy County Executive 

 Lisa Berger, Director, Ulster County Tourism 

 Hon. Peter Criswell, UC Legislature Chair 

 Hon. Jeff Collins, U&D Corridor Committee Chair 
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