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VIA Rail: we will soon know if
good faith is displayed

Since the March 11 hearing of the House of Com-
mons’ Standing committee charged to scrutinize the
quality of VIA Rail services, many Gaspesians are
wondering when the public transporter will return east
of Matapedia.

It is a valid question. Just days after a snowy end
of March and beginning of April, a time when passen-
ger trains would have greatly facilitated travel to and
from New Carlisle, Port-Daniel or another destination
along the south part of the region, the question bears
considerable weight.

On March 11, the interim president of VIA Rail,
Mathieu Paquette, committed to gradually restoring
service east of Matapédia. He affirmed that the public
transporter had the material to resume its service be-
tween Matapedia and a point that remains to be deter-
mined, whether it will be New Carlisle, where a train
can be turned, or Port-Daniel, where tracks have been
operational since early January.

This commitment raises another valid question:
can Gaspesians trust VIA Rail’s management?

The regional population has experienced a rough
half-century, 49 years to be precise, with VIA Rail,
which was created in 1977 because Canada’s two
main passenger carriers at the time, Canadian National
(CN) and Canadian Pacific (CP), wanted no part of
that type of service. They wanted to concentrate on
hauling freight, where more money was to be made,
despite the rising importance of road transportation.

By 1977, CN, a public corporation at the time, pri-
vatized in 1995, and CP had already made huge cuts
to their passenger train network, as well as cuts to
some freight lines.

VIA Rail was created in that context, inheriting
mostly outdated rolling material, paying CN and CP
employees according to collective agreements the
“newborn” had no control over, and giving priority to
freight trains, as the Canadian government was not
smart enough back then, as well as now, to consider
people before freight!

Barring few exceptions, VIA Rail never received
the attention rail passenger services deserve.

In that context, Gaspesians were not alone to suf-
fer, starting in the mid-1970s, from a rather uneven
service, during CN’s last years and during most of
VIA Rail’s 49-year history. Other regions had to deal
with CN and CP’s last years as people movers, be-
cause it became evident during the Pierre-Elliot
Trudeau years that a “solution” would be imple-
mented to satisfy them.
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Other regions suffered from the ups and downs of
the rail passenger service. However, Gaspesians likely
experienced more severe disruptions than most.

Alook at
history confirms it

It is tempting to say that since the mid-1970s, CN
and VIA Rail managers, neither the stations agents nor
the train crews, used the Gaspé Peninsula and its in-
habitants as a test bed for human tolerance.

The implementation of automotive cars, also called
Budd cars, first in the mid-1960s and again at the end
of the 1970s, a waiting time of two-and-a-half hours
at the Matapedia station for travellers going towards
Gaspé because their train was leaving from Campbell-
ton and had to wait for the passage of the Ocean train,
which had just dropped the Gaspesians at Matapedia,
are examples of poor decision-making.

That is not counting schedule changes that were
far from optimal for Gaspesians, more outdated equip-
ment, the pulling out of the dining car in the 1980s,
and again 25 years later.

That is not counting station closures, and service
reductions like baggage checking in a limited of an al-
ready downgraded number of stations, all that suppos-
edly to better serve people!

That is not counting VIA Rail’s refusal to run sep-
arate trains for the Gaspé¢ Peninsula and the Maritimes
during summer’s peak ridership periods, which was
forcing train crews to make three or four stops at each
station between Montreal and Matapedia, where the
two trains were separated. The consequence was ac-
cumulated delays, disgruntled passengers and a
Gaspesian train that would be turned in New Carlisle
instead of going all the way to Gaspé. For travellers
who had paid a premium for one of the most scenic
rail journeys in North America, this meant completing
the trip by bus.

The list of VIA Rail’s bad decisions in the Gaspé
Peninsula could honestly fill a book.

So, room for
skepticism or optimism?

On November 1, 2023, Mario Péloquin, who was
running VIA Rail at the time, and not in an interim
role, promised to come to the Gaspé Peninsula over
the first two months of 2024 in order to assess what
needed to be done to gradually resume the service.

At the time, it was permitted to think, for the first
time since 2019, that there was open-mindedness for
a passenger train that could serve part of the region

even if the railway was not repaired to Gaspé, which
is mainly a Quebec government issue.

Can we believe Mathieu Paquette now, the replace-
ment of Mr. Péloquin, who never made it to the Gaspé
Peninsula for reasons that remain mysterious, except
if we think in terms of considerations, precisely a lack
thereof?

One advantage Gaspesians currently have is the
presence of Member of Parliament (MP), Alexis De-
schénes, who has closely examined every aspect of
the VIA Rail file over the past 11 months since his
election in April 2025. Mr. Deschénes, who began de-
fending the passenger train issue during the 2022
provincial election, has accomplished more in that
time than former Gaspé MP Diane Lebouthillier did
in nine and a half years as a cabinet minister.

Mr. Deschénes flatly told the truth when he af-
firmed that a public transporter like VIA Rail, receiv-
ing $2.3 billion in public funds for the current
budgetary year, should find a way to serve a line and
a population that is part of its network, even more con-
sidering that the Gaspé Peninsula train has been sus-
pended since September 2013.

Technically, several obstacles remain. Grade cross-
ings must be upgraded to meet new regulations, par-
ticularly in the Paspebiac area. However, close to 57
years after men walked on the moon, and given the
ability of the Société du chemin de fer de la Gaspésie
(SCFQG), the region’s freight transporter, to resolve
similar issues, solutions are clearly within reach.

Trains can’t turn in Port Daniel? It is possible to
do like in Europe, and put a locomotive leased from
the SCFG for the trip back to New Carlisle, where a
train can turn.

Are the stations fit for service resumption? The
Matapedia, Carleton, New Richmond, Bonaventure,
New Carlisle and Port Daniel stations have all been
used over the last years for different purposes. Within
days or weeks, they can greet passengers.

Will VIA Rail be able to recruit? If they try, of
course! Competent people will apply, especially given
the wage conditions offered by the public transporter.

The only major obstacle to restoring service at this
point is uncertainty surrounding VIA Rail manage-
ment’s good faith.

It is permitted to dream a little bit. Mathieu Paque-
tte appeared sincere during the March 11 hearings,
speaking at length and addressing concerns directly.
In any case, we will soon find out. VIA Rail is ex-
pected to send representatives from its head office to
the region in April.

We are in April.
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