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Quebec has committed about half of $871M rail budget

® NELSON SERGERIE

GASPE — After numerous at-
tempts to obtain the amounts
committed to the Gaspé rail
project since the announce-
ment of the start of construc-
tion in 2017, the Ministry of
Transport has finally indi-
cated that $433 million has
been allocated so far for this
extensive project between
Matapedia and Gaspé.

After refusing in March to
disclose the amounts invested
in the three railway sections,
SPEC filed a request under
the Freedom of Information
Act to obtain this informa-
tion.

As a result, we now know
that the total amount commit-
ted as of April 24 was $433
million.

In detail, $27.5 million
has been committed for sec-
tion 1 between Matapedia
and Caplan, $269.8 million
for the Caplan-Port-Daniel-
Gascons section, and $135.5
million for the Port-Daniel-
Gascons to Gaspé section,
often referred as section 3.

The ministry specifies in
its response that these
amounts represent contrac-
tual commitments, including
investments made and not
just amounts spent.

Furthermore, the ministry
also refused to disclose esti-
mates prepared for tenders
cancelled in 2024, citing con-
fidentiality.

“The documents identified
as meeting the terms of your
request cannot be provided to
you. Indeed, these documents
cannot be disclosed because
they constitute confidential
financial information whose
disclosure would likely hin-
der negotiations, cause a loss
to the Ministry of Transport
and Sustainable Mobility, or
provide a significant advan-
tage to another person, as
they constitute confidential
financial information whose
disclosure would likely hin-
der negotiations,” states
Marie-Lou Anctil, the Access
to Information Officer, in the
response.

The ministry justified the
cancellation due to a signifi-
cant discrepancy with the es-
timates without specifying
the amount.
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The renovated tunnel approaches in Port-Daniel-Gascons.

The three cancelled bids
totalled $430 million.

Local Members of Na-
tional Assembly (MNAs)
have suggested cost overruns
of nearly $200 million, while
former transport minister
Geneviéve Guilbault had an-
nounced $517 million in June
2023 for section 3 alone.

Combining  committed
amounts and cancelled bids
would place section 3 costs at
approximately $565 million,
which is $47 million more
than what former minister
Guilbault had announced.
The total budget allocated in
2023 stood at $871.8 million
for the three sections.

Reactions

The mayor of Gaspé notes
that there is a shortfall of
$440 million ahead of the
provincial government’s an-
nouncements regarding road
investments for 2026-2028.

“Where did the missing
$440 million go between the
announcement and the actual
investment? [ hope they’ll go
toward the Gaspé railway and
not elsewhere in Quebec,”
says Daniel Coté.

“Where did the rest of the
money go? Following the
$872 million announcement,
if those funds had remained
available for the rail upgrade,
we might not be far from
completion,” says Eric Dubé,
president of the Société du

chemin de fer de la Gaspésie.

“Seeing actual figures
confirmed by official govern-
ment bodies, seeing the $433
million, really strikes me be-
cause the public narrative is
that $871 million was allo-
cated to the railway. That re-
ally strikes me,” continues
the mayor of Gaspé.

The mayor says he wants
a clear and realistic picture
from government authorities.

“We’ll have to sit down
and get the real picture. There
is a duty of transparency.
We’ve had firm commitments
from political parties and two
premiers, Philippe Couillard
and Francois Legault, who
promised a complete over-
haul of the rail. If all the
money that was announced
and promised had been spent,
perhaps there would be less
of a shortfall. If we stopped
tripping over our own feet by
multiplying the processes,
perhaps we would have man-
aged to complete the work at
a lower cost,” Mr. Coté con-
tinues, noting that the im-
posed standards are driving
up construction costs.

“At least we’ll have a
clear picture if the figures are
accurate and complete. This
seems to contradict the polit-
ical talking points we were
given, which suggested a
$200 million overrun during
the last round of bidding. If
we look at the ministry’s fig-
ures, we’re perhaps talking

about $50 to $60 million on a
project of nearly a billion; if
my math is correct, that’s a
5% or 6% cost overrun. Did
we put the brakes on all in-
frastructure projects in Que-
bec that exceeded the budget
by less than 10%? The an-
swer is no. We were used as a
scapegoat in this matter,” be-
lieves Gaétan Leliévre, the
former Minister for the
Gaspé Peninsula.

A bill to settle

Last fall, the Société du
chemin de fer de la Gaspésie
was asked to redo a business
plan to justify the invest-
ments needed to complete
work on the Port-Daniel—
Gascons—Gaspé section.

“We were asked to invest
$180,000 that we didn’t have
to conduct this study, which

was originally paid for by the
Ministry of Transportation.
We had questions and de-
cided to wait for the appoint-
ment of a new premier and
transportation minister be-
fore proceeding,” says Mr.
Dubé.

“We find it frustrating at
the regional level that we’re
once again forced to justify
this project we’ve been
working on for 10 years,”
continues Mr. Dubé.

“It’s unacceptable. It’s un-
usual. We really haven’t seen
this very often. It seems to be
a fairly common reflex of the
CAQ government over the
past year. Take this example
of asking the Railway Corpo-
ration—composed of four
MRCs in the Gaspé Penin-
sula, which has already saved
the railway, carried out work
in place of the government
that generated tens of mil-
lions of dollars in savings be-
cause the work was done
intelligently—and then ask-
ing them to pay for a study?
This is an attempt to derail
the project, to look for ex-
cuses to find scapegoats in
the region. It’s unaccept-

able,” thunders Gaétan
Leliévre.
With major potential

clients like Osisko, LM Wind
Power, Dellner, or a tourist
train for cruise passengers
via Escale Gaspésie, this sup-
port doesn’t seem to be taken
seriously by the Quebec gov-
ernment.

“That’s what we realize,
but with the new premier tak-
ing office, that’s where we
have hope of bringing this
back to the forefront,” be-
lieves Mr. Dubé.
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