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Delay in line reopening attributable 
to Saint Mary’s Cement, says officials

PORT DANIEL - The Société 
du chemin de fer de la 
Gaspésie (SCFG) and Trans-
ports Québec estimate that the 
major works currently being 
carried out by contractors 
could have allowed a train to 
run between Caplan and Port 
Daniel by the end of the year. 

However, the postpone-
ment of traffic resumption to 
Port Daniel is essentially tied 
to the fact that the silo that 
must be built by Saint Mary’s 
Cement, the owner of the Port 
Daniel cement plant, will not 
be ready before the spring. 

“The major works will be 
completed by the end of the 
year. Operations will not re-
sume until next spring because 
we have nothing to transport 
this winter on the section.  We 
are waiting for work to be 

completed by the cement 
plant. Their loading silos are 
out to tender and it will not be 
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until spring that all of this will 
be operational,” says Éric 
Dubé, the president of the 

SCFG. 
The last works this coming 

winter, such as installing rails 
on culverts or the recommis-
sioning of level crossings, will 
simply be postponed. 

“It’s common sense. Our 
teams worked very hard this 
summer. We did dozens of 
projects. Asking them to do 
work in winter conditions that 
will not be necessary for our 
transportation operations. We 
found that it was not logical,” 
says Mr. Dubé. 

A transhipment centre will 
be built in Port Daniel and 
eventually in Gaspé. “There 
are things that are being con-
sidered so that by springtime, 
if we have requests from cus-
tomers further east, we can 
move the transhipment centre 
to Port-Daniel,” says the 
SCFG president. 

Currently, cement is trans-
ported by truck to the New 
Richmond transhipment cen-

tre, which would still be main-
tained but for other commodi-
ties. “We will remove several 
trucks between Port-Daniel 
and New Richmond next 
spring. For the rest, we con-
tinue to work on business de-
velopment,” says Mr. Dubé. 

The rehabilitation work 
monitoring committee still 
concludes that the railway up-
grading will be completed to 
Gaspé by the end of 2026. 

“That is still the ministry’s 
line of communication. Every-
thing is being done in that di-
rection. The last two calls for 
tenders are being analyzed by 
the Ministry of Transport. 

Does it respect the budg-
ets? The ministry will be able 
to answer that. But a question 
has been raised that if there are 
issues that we do not know 
about, whether budgetary or 

Éric Dubé points out that the SCFG workers will benefit from 
more time to finish track work, considering that Saint Mary’s Ce-
ment’s silo won’t be ready until the spring. 
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technical, the ministry has reit-
erated that the objective of re-
habilitating to Gaspé will be 
achieved,” notes the president. 

Some contracts have al-
ready been awarded on the sec-
tion between Port Daniel and 
Gaspé. “It would be illogical 
not to put this section into serv-
ice after investing tens and tens 
of millions,” stresses Mr. 
Dubé. A retaining wall has al-
ready been built over a kilome-
tre in Gaspé, a large culvert has 
been changed, and the bridge 
over the Grande Rivière is 
under repair. 

“As long as the last major 
contracts have not been 
awarded, we can always have 
questions about the deadlines 
and costs, but we should have 
an answer by early 2025 at the 
latest,” remarks Éric Dubé. 
 

Transports Québec 
 

Transports Québec 
spokesperson Nicolas Vi-
gneault assures that the con-
tractors whose services were 
retained by the ministry would 
have completed their projects 
before the end of the year, 
whether or not there was a 
delay in developing the silo. 

“In fact, we are in the 
process of finalizing the sec-
tion. In this type of project, 
there are verification audits. If 
we had opened the section im-
mediately, there would have 
been speed restrictions at cer-
tain level crossings (…) Since 
there is no major impact on the 
operator at the commercial 
level (Saint Mary’s Cement), 
we will complete the work in-
stead of having speed reduc-
tions,” Mr. Vigneault points 
out. 

The Gaspé SPEC asked 
him when, in the spring, train 
traffic could resume, since 
there is a significant difference 
between March 23 and June 
19, for example. “We don’t 
have a date, but we will know 
in a few weeks,” he adds. 
 

VIA Rail 
 

No discussions have been 
held since the summer for a re-
turn, even partial, of Via Rail. 

“They are still sticking to 
the same old story: it’s Gaspé 
or nothing,” says Mr. Dubé. A 
year ago, on November 1, 
2023, representatives of the 
Coalition of Gaspesians for the 
return of VIA Rail’s passenger 
train met with the president of 
VIA Rail, Mario Péloquin, 
who committed to coming to 
the Gaspé Peninsula by the end 
of January 2024. That commit-
ment has been postponed a few 
times since. 

At the time, VIA Rail cited 
issues to staff recruitment, 
rolling stock, the state of the 
stations and safety, since the 
line was and remains under 
work. Members of the Coali-
tion suggested over the ensuing 
winter that some of the issues 
such as staff recruitment, 
rolling stock and the state of the 
stations, could be dealt with 
while contractors take care of 
the railway refurbishment. 
 

The size of the investment 
   

As for critics who question 
the investment of nearly $1 bil-
lion, Éric Dubé is not overly 
concerned. 

“I have always said, for 
nearly 10 years, that this will be 
a wonderful development tool 
for the region. We will have a 
highway for the next 100 years 
with immense potential. We are 
talking about climate change, 
the (St. Lawrence) river level 
that will drop (which could ad-
vantage ports like Gaspé), and 
the reduction of GHGs (Green 
House Gases). We are part of 
the solution. At that point, 
everything will depend on the 
local political will to take steps 
to develop it,” explains Mr. 
Dubé, who is also mayor of 
New Richmond and Bonaven-
ture MRC prefect. 

He points out that the com-
pany operates the railway and 
does not do economic develop-
ment.  

A lot of progress has been 
made in the last 10 years, when 
the company went technically 
bankrupt and the railway was 
bought by the Quebec govern-
ment. 

“I arrived in February 2014 
and, in the space of a year, we 
managed to convince the gov-
ernment to (save) the company 
that was technically bankrupt. 

We had revenues of 
$700,000. This year, we have 
exceeded $15 million and we 
have 60 employees. That’s a lot 
of spinoffs. I have a hard time 
understanding when people say 
it’s a fiasco or that it costs too 
much,” says Mr. Dubé, who 
points out that people wanted 
to turn it into a bike path in 
2015. 

“Would the economy be 
better off with a nice bike path? 
I will never know, but once all 
the investment is made and 
economic activity is developed 
around it, I hope people will 
judge all that,” says Mr. Dubé. 
 

Tourist train 
 

The tourist train project 
with the acquisition of 12 auto-
motive passenger cars from a 
Vermont firm remains in the 
plans. A purchase offer was due 
to expire in September.  

“We gained a delay to work 
on our file,” specifies Éric 
Dubé. The SCFG has a project 
of nearly $14 million, includ-
ing $8 million for the acquisi-
tion and redevelopment of the 
12 automotive Budd cars 
stored in Vermont. The SCFG 
hopes to obtain $5 million from 
the Quebec government. 

“The challenge is really to 
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seek financing. We understand 
that the economic issues of our 
governments are known,” says 
Mr. Dubé about the recent 
Quebec government decision 
to adopt cost-cutting measures. 

The purchase option costs 
$12,000 per month. “It’s still a 
significant investment because 
it’s a great project that would 
bring traffic in a different way 
on the railway because our 
goal is to run trains,” he says. 
 

Background  
 

On June 27, 2023, in 
Gaspé, Quebec’s Transport 
Minister Geneviève Guilbault 
confirmed a total investment of 
$872 million to rehabilitate the 
railroad, including approxi-
mately $517 million for section 
three between Port Daniel-
Gascons and Gaspé. In total, 
21 infrastructures must be re-
paired or rebuilt on that Port 

Daniel-Gaspé stretch. The rail-
road must be moved to two lo-
cations on this segment. 

“Despite the cost overrun 
on the call for tenders men-
tioned (the last of the four 
major calls for tenders), the 
project is currently within the 
established budgetary guide-
lines and no additional funding 
is required. We know how im-
portant the railway is for the 
people of our region, not only 
for goods, but for passengers as 
well. We promised the railway 
and we’re going to do it!”, says 
Bonaventure Member of the 
National Assembly Catherine 
Blouin. 

After nine deadlines for the 
opening of bids for the call for 
tenders launched on March 21, 
the envelopes for two propos-
als received by the Ministry of 
Transport were opened on Sep-
tember 18. 

Pomerleau is asking for 
$258 million and Partenariat 
Ferroviaire Gaspésie is sug-
gesting $286 million to carry 
out the projects within the esti-
mate. 

The work consists of re-
pairing two bridges in Gas-
cons, one between Gascons 
and Newport, which is one of 
the longest structures of the 
whole line, and another in 
Newport and the one between 
Douglastown and Haldimand. 

In addition, one of the two 
bridges between Grande-Riv-
ière and Sainte-Thérèse-de-
Gaspé must be replaced. 
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Extensive work is underway on the Grande Rivière bridge. 

Saint Mary’s Cement aligned construction 
schedule to that of  Transports Québec 
Gilles Gagné 
PORT DANIEL – Who is right? On one side, Transports Québec and the Société du chemin de fer 
de la Gaspésie spokesperson affirm that the railway will not reopen to Port Daniel until the spring be-
cause Saint Mary’s cement silo, required to load railcars, won’t be ready until the second quarter of  
2025. On the other side, Saint Mary’s Cement replies in writing to the SPEC questions stating that the 
company aligned its schedule with Transports Québec’s timeline. Here is the question-answer ex-
change between the newspaper and the cement producer. (Q: SPEC   A: Saint Mary’s Cement) 

Q - Why was St Mary's call for tenders for the silo not issued earlier? What is your estimate of  the 
delivery date? 

A - We have aligned our timeline with the Ministry of  Transportation’s, given that construction of  
the silo, scale and associated equipment cannot start until the Ministry has completed its work, par-
ticularly on the onsite railyard. Our engineering work on the silo is underway, and we are awaiting bids 
for the equipment, and the silo’s construction and installation. As part of  our preparation work, we 
have also requested a permit from the MELCCFP (SPEC’s note: Ministry of  the Environment, Fight 
against Climate Change, Wildlife and Parks) for the installation of  a new dust collector, which will be 
required for the silo. We are awaiting the Ministry’s approval before the equipment can be put into op-
eration. 

Q - Does Saint Mary's Cement expect a higher volume of  traffic by rail, given that railcars will now 
be loaded at the Port Daniel facility, and considering the transshipment cost associated with using 
trucks between Port Daniel and New Richmond and the load transfer to railcars? 

A - St Mary’s Cement distribution network leverages various combinations of  trucks, ships and rail-
ways to minimize the environmental impacts associated with transporting cement. Although there 
might be a slight increase in the volume of  cement transported by rail once the Caplan – Port-Daniel-
Gascons leg of  the railway is completed, our main objective is to reduce truck traffic from Port-
Daniel-Gascons to New Richmond and its related impacts. We consistently look at all options to 
improve traffic flow and material efficiencies. As always, these evaluations will be ongoing in the fu-
ture once the system is operational. 

Q- How much will the silo cost? 
A - This project is part of  the 80 million dollar investment that St Mary’s Cement is making to main-

tain and improve the productivity, efficiency and environmental footprint of  the plant since assum-
ing responsibility for its operations in 2021. 

Q - Will it be made in the Gaspé Peninsula? 
A - As the construction bid has not been awarded yet, we cannot say yet, but it’s a factor. Our calls 

for tenders consider local, regional and First Nations companies. 
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