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Coalition for the Return of the Passenger Train pushes
to have service restored before the end of 2023

Gilles Gagné

@

NEW CARLISLE - The mem-
bers of the Coalition of
Gaspesians for the return of
the VIA Rail passenger train
are pushing for the resumption
of service between Matapedia
and New Carlisle before the
end of 2023.

They are convinced that
the line repairs currently tak-
ing place between Caplan and
New Carlisle can be com-
pleted before the Christmas
holidays. Although this phase
approach would be beneficial
in returning some service to
the Gaspé Peninsula, Cynthia
Patterson, who is an adminis-
trator for the coalition, is
quick to point out that the ulti-
mate goal is to have the serv-
ice fully restored to Gaspé.

She stresses that between
December 2011 and Septem-
ber 2013, VIA Rail served
Gaspesians by only covering
the stretch between Matapedia
and New Carlisle due to
bridge repairs in the Chandler
area. In September 2013, the
whole service was suspended
because of the state of the line.

“The process can be ap-
plied the other way around,
considering that ridership will
improve with the eventual ad-
dition of the rest of the line.
The regional population is ris-
ing again; we saw it this year
once more. Up to 25% of our
greenhouse effect emissions

are transportation related. Our
policy decisions are not con-
sistent. Here in the region,
considering what we have lost
partially or wholly: bus, train
and plane services over the
years, we have little choice
but to buy cars,” points out
Rev. Patterson.

VIA Rail served the Gaspé
Peninsula daily until January
15, 1990, when the service
was reduced to three weekly
round trips between Montreal,
Matapedia and Gaspé.

“Way back in the 1990s,
we were making it an envi-
ronmental issue. Politically,
economically, socially and en-
vironmentally, there are mul-
tiple reasons to bring it back.
There must be political will,”
she adds.

So far, that political will-
ingness has mainly come from
the Quebec government,
which announced $100 mil-
lion in May 2017 to repair the
line it acquired in March
2015. Another sum of $135
million was added in February
2020.

Cynthia Patterson men-

tions that Transports Québec
has been slow in initiating line
repairs. Still, she stresses that
since February 2022, the pace
of line renewal has acceler-
ated significantly.

The federal side of the
issue has not moved accord-
ingly, considering that VIA
Rail’s administration has over
recent years mentioned that
the passenger train would only
come back once the line is
open to Gaspe.

“VIA Rail is very busy
with other projects, with the
new material that is brought in
the (Quebec City-Windsor)
corridor. There is an office to
do all that. It is a matter of or-
ganizing their budget and al-
locating the money to the right
places,” says Rev. Patterson.

The Coalition of Gaspe-
sians for the Return of the
Passenger Train is therefore
compelled to remind the pub-
lic transporter’s management
that other parts of the country
need a service.

“We can be left in the cold
if we don’t move. It has to be
put in the other context as
well. We were abandoned dur-
ing the pandemic, transport-
wise. The bus service was
phased down, like the train
and air services. We used to
have a daily (round trip) train
service and two bus round
trips. The context we are liv-
ing in now is a lot worse,” she
points out.

VIA Rail still
receives money for
the Gaspé Peninsula

VIA Rail’s budget for op-
erating the Montreal to Gaspé
train used to hover between $6
million and $7 million annu-
ally, with revenues ranging
between $2 million and $3
million. With a cost recovery
ratio of between 30 and 35%
most of the years, sometimes
more, the Gaspesian train was
often at the top of VIA Rail’s
regional services in that re-
gard. Some other trains don’t
reach 15%.

Cynthia Patterson remarks
that since the suspension of
the VIA Rail service in Sep-
tember 2013 in the Gaspé
Peninsula, the public trans-
porter has still received the an-
nual budget earmarked for the
region’s train.

“They have to put it (the
money) in a trust account. We
pay our taxes. Have our taxes
diminished? No. They have
the mandate to serve the re-
gions and they have aban-
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In August 2018, prior to the Quebec electoral campaign, Cyn-
thia Patterson questioned Pierre Moreau, who at the time was
the Minister responsible for the region, about the acceleration
of refurbishment work along the region's line.

doned it in our case. They
can’t keep the money and
abandon the mandate. They
can’t use the upgrade of
equipment elsewhere to leave
us neglected and abandoned,”
she declares.

Can the money saved for
the peninsula’s regional serv-
ice, between $40 million and
$50 million over a decade, be
used to cover some clientele
losses before returning to
Gaspé? “That’s how I view
it,” she says.

Pressure to be put
on the federal
government

Cynthia Patterson has con-
ducted many battles to protect
VIA Rail services in the
Gaspé Peninsula and else-
where since she was, for
years, the national coordinator
of Rural Dignity. She knows
that the coming months will
require political pressure in
order to regain the Matapedia-
New Carlisle service in time
for the Christmas break.

“We want to focus on the
federal government, to con-
vince those groups to do that
(to have VIA Rail in a return
mode in the region),” says
Rev. Patterson. She is
adamant that VIA Rail should
be advancing their part of the
work and that Gaspesians
must insist that rail service
will return. “We have the
potential for new customers,
(because) people are more
aware of the environmental
stakes. We have new regional
tools that were not around 20
or 30 years ago,” adds Cynthia
Patterson. One of those
new regional tools is the
RéGIM commuter service.
That service could serve as a

link between New Carlisle
and Gaspé until the line is re-
opened over its entire length.

Cynthia Patterson hopes
that Gaspé Peninsula and
Magdalen Islands Member of
Parliament and Minister of
National Revenue, Diane
Lebouthillier will be more
proactive in the railway file,
even though she repeatedly
expressed doubts about the
possibility of the line being re-
paired between Port Daniel
and Gaspé. This is despite the
opinion of experts who say it
is perfectly feasible.

So far, the federal govern-
ment has contributed $45.8
million to refurbishing the
line, a sum mainly earmarked
to adapt the work to deal with
erosion and available for the
use by Transports Québec. It

is not clear whether the grant
has been used as of yet.

The Coalition of Gaspe-
sians for the Return of the
Passenger Train has produced
a 15-page brief that sets out a
history of the absence of pas-
senger trains and the reasons
that necessitate a rapid re-
sumption of service.

Between 2000 and Decem-
ber 2011, VIA Rail on average
transported between 26,000
and 30,000 people annually
on its Montreal-Gaspé train,
despite many service incon-
veniences such as delays dur-
ing busy summer days and the
fact that the train was often
short-turned at New Carlisle
due to those delays.

The ridership of the Gaspé
Peninsula train back then was
higher than the total of VIA
Rail’s two other regional
trains in Quebec, which serve
Abitibi and Saguenay-Lac-
Saint-Jean.

Having retired in 2022,
from her church duties, Cyn-
thia Patterson now has more
time for the railway file. She
has been vocal about the issue
of train services for 37 years,
first getting involved when
VIA Rail decided to eliminate
13 railway station stops be-
tween Mont-Joli and Gaspé.

“There were public hear-
ings back then. They closed
12 (stations). We saved the
Barachois station. VIA Rail
was saying that it wanted to
keep open the stations located
along Highway 132. That’s
exactly the case of the Bara-
chois station,” she underlines.
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