
SPEAKING NOTES:              
YVES DESJARDINS-SICILIANO, PRESIDENT AND  

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER  
 

Welcome to this Annual Public Meeting. It's with great pleasure that I, for the second 

time, address all of you as the President and Chief Executive Officer of VIA Rail Canada. 

As mentioned by our Lead Director, 2015 was a great year for VIA Rail. We increased 

both our ridership and our revenues throughout the year. During two of the four 

quarters ridership and revenues actually increased as a standard. And so although we 

still have challenges, specifically in Southwest Ontario where our schedules are not as 

easy as they could be for passengers, and the Canadian which was off service between 

Winnipeg and Toronto for over 30 days last year due to a freight train derailment, the 

performance of both ridership and revenue is one to be remembered. 

 

Such results are directly correlated to the quality of service offered by VIA Rail 

employees onboard our trains, in our stations, at our call centres. VIA Rail employees 

know better than anyone else how to make our passengers feel welcome and well-

treated regardless of circumstance. 

 

Many more passengers travelled with VIA last year, more than ever before. It’s not 

because trains are younger, (they're getting older every day); and it's not because time-

to-destination is faster, (it's actually slower than it was at Confederation in 1867); and 

it's not because we bring them to their destinations more reliably, (as matter of fact, 

although things are improving, on-time performance it is still not what it used to be); it 

is because our employees make a difference in our stations, at our call centres, and on 

our trains, and that is why more Canadians choose to travel with VIA. 
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And that is also why we revisited our vision and mission statements, and as our Lead 

Director hinted at with her words, "to be a smarter way to move people" is what we 

want VIA Rail to be, and that is the choice we want Canadians to make.  

 

Why is it smarter? Each of us may have a different reason, but one reason that all of us 

share is the betterment of this planet. There is no planet B. We can all make a difference 

every day. When we have to make a trip between major urban centres in this country 

we can choose to continue the deterioration of this planet by jumping in our cars, or 

make the smarter choice to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and opt for public transit 

and take on the VIA Rail offer. If you have to travel between cities served by VIA Rail we 

want more Canadians to realise and act on the fact that the best way to travel, the 

smarter way to travel, is by train. 

 

And so passenger first is what we use at VIA to remind us of our purpose, which is to 

serve those who make that smart choice. That’s why in 2015 we also made many 

improvements to our services, including renovations of our stations, improvements to 

our menus and meal offerings, and renovation of some of our train cars, all to make the 

travel experience simpler and more enjoyable. Like most transportation companies, we 

have opted for the mobile trends, and so we deployed a mobile application that allows 

passengers not only to book their VIA Rail tickets online on their mobile device but also 

to follow their trip in real time and be accompanied by VIA along their journey. 

 

We continue to be active on social media: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram. Across social 

media we offer snapshots of the VIA Rail travel experience, through our clients’ 

comments on Facebook or Twitter, or the photos that several of our passengers put on 

Instagram to show the emotional advantage of travelling with VIA Rail. 

 

 But at the end of the day, taking the train must remain the safest way to travel. That is 

an imperative that we remind ourselves of and commit ourselves to every day at VIA. 

Whether it be in our maintenance centres, our whether it be in our train stations or on 



our trains, safety first is what we are reminded, as we are not only the keepers of each 

other as workers in this network, but we're also the keepers of people who trust us to 

travel from town to town. 

 

And it's very honouring to see the recognition that VIA's received through the years, 

and again last year, from many organizations, for our quality of our safety 

commitments, whether it’s for our safety policies and procedures, or our enterprise risk 

management processes and policies. 

 

As was mentioned by our Lead Director, we published our first sustainable mobility 

report in which we outlined the six pillars of what we believe makes up sustainable 

mobility. First and foremost, it is about the customer, the customer experience, and so 

as I mentioned earlier, we strive to always enhance that experience in our stations, in 

our trains, in our call centre, and in our service offerings. 

 

We must not forget that greater mobility of population is at the heart of economic 

prosperity. The same way that through intermodality and interoperability, freight is 

moved efficiently across a country and creates economic growth, facilitating through 

intermodality and interoperability the mobility of people can also increase and grow 

the economy, and that is what we are dedicated to doing here at VIA. 

 

Operating safely and efficiently is, as I've just mentioned, an imperative that we remind 

ourselves every day and reducing our impact on the environment is another imperative 

on which we founded our sustainable mobility strategy. 

 

To be an employer of choice, is especially important at this moment in VIA Rail’s 

history. Over the next five years, half of our workforce will be leaving VIA on well-

deserved retirements, and therefore recruiting the best of Canada to come and serve 

Canadians at VIA is an imperative, and that is why it is our fifth pillar.  

 



And lastly, the sixth pillar of sustainable mobility is maintaining public trust. As was 

mentioned earlier, we are a government agency and therefore we understand and 

accept that Canadians have high expectations of our performance, of not only what we 

do, how we do it, and why we do what we do. And that is a challenge, a challenge that is 

unique to the public sector. 

 

Let me move then to the first quarter results. The first quarter continues the trend set 

in 2015, and therefore it allows me to say that with these first quarter result we've had 

15 months of continuous revenue growth, since, as I indicated earlier, over 2015 and 

the first quarter of 2016 we have known growth both in revenue and ridership. Again, 

that is an achievement that is very difficult to come by and has not come by VIA in a 

very long time. It is the direct result of the efforts and commitment of all our employees 

and for that I thank all of them, and I thank all of them every day. 

 

Another important statistic is on-time performance. Attaining 79% on on-time 

performance is much better than the 60s we were at last year, but it's still well below 

the top 80s that we're aiming for. And that result is the direct result of the efforts of our 

freight railway partners who have to juggle both maintaining an efficient freight railway 

system that is at the heart of Canada's economy, while at the same time facilitating the 

movement of Via Rail passengers. We understand their challenge and we really 

appreciate their support. 

So looking forward to 2016, what is ahead for VIA Rail? Well, the focus will be on the 

Quebec City-Windsor Corridor in terms of enacting the statements contained in Budget 

2016. That means firstly planning for a new Corridor fleet, and so we're hoping to be in 

a position to bring to the government a state of readiness for the government to make a 

decision on funding for the new fleet and issue an RFP for that new fleet as early as the 

fall or whenever the government deems it appropriate. 

Secondly, we will continue to finalize the feasibility studies regarding the building of a 

railway corridor dedicated to passengers within the Quebec-Windsor Corridor. We 

believe that the modernization of VIA Rail, as stated in the budget, comes through 



tripling its ridership and increasing its relevancy through more frequencies and better 

trip times, and that can only be achieved through a dedicated rail infrastructure for 

passengers. 

Because at the end of the day, it's all about delivering innovative and sustainable 

mobility. As I mentioned earlier, we are all facing climate change and we are trying to 

enable Canadians to make the smarter choice in trying to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions and the negative impact of climate change on our planet. To do so we have to 

hand them innovative ways for them to get around. We must recognize the needs of our 

customers in term of simplicity of transport, fluidity between different modes of 

transport, accessibility for passengers with reduced mobility, system efficiency, that is 

to say the most frequent and shorter trip times, and ultimately on-time performance 

that you could almost set your watch to.   

 

Transporters have to commit themselves to two strategies in order to make sustainable 

mobility a reality in Canada. First: intermodality. As my predecessor Marc Laliberté did 

in 2012 by launching an intermodality strategy, we are pursuing partnerships with 

intermodal partners, whether they'd be airlines, bus companies, or other providers of 

transportation for people. There are too many situations in Canada where an airport, 

train station, or bus stop are visible to one another but too far away to walk to with 

your baggage.  By making those services, those schedules, and those ticketing initiatives 

simple and fluid, we enhance the attractiveness of public transport for all Canadians.  

The second element is interoperability. As Canadian governments deploy funds to build 

public transportation infrastructure, these infrastructures have to do the work that 

allows them to work together to try to limit the burden on the taxpayer for these 

infrastructures, but also to avoid creating islands for the systems that are incompatible. 

 

VIA Rail's contribution will contribute with the dedicated tracks project. The benefits of 

that project are many: tripling the frequencies available for travel, which means a train 

every 40 to 60 minutes, which would result in tripling the ridership from what it is 

today; it would also reduce trip times by 30 to 40% of what they are today; ultimately, 



serving the greater public purpose, it would reduce carbon footprint by over 11 million 

tonnes of CO2. Building this track would create close to 46,000 person years of work, 

and ultimately for the taxpayer it would eliminate the deficit for the corridor services, 

which today is north of $200 million per year. 

 

That is a transformational project for VIA, but more importantly it is a transformational 

project and a generational project for Canadians. So we are confident that as we finalize 

the feasibility studies of this project a case will be made and actions will be taken. 

In the future VIA Rail aims to continue to make service improvements, to add 

frequencies where we can with the continued cooperation of our partners, the freight 

track owners, in order to provide a more reliable service. As we demonstrated in the 

first quarter of 2016, by working together we can grow the on-time performance of our 

trains and ultimately have shorter trip times. 

 

I thank you for your encouragement over the last few years. As Canadians we can look 

forward to cleaner air as more of us leave our cars behind to opt for train service, we 

can look at being more productive by working on trains while we travel versus being in 

car where your productivity takes a huge hit as you cannot do anything else but drive, 

and we can also look forward to a better future for ourselves and our children. 

 

For each of you who have chosen to travail with VIA Rail last year, thank you for your 

patronage.  

 

I look forward to seeing you on the train.  

 

 

 

 
 
 


