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This submission represents a formal request by the Island Corridor Foundation (ICF) to the 
Province of BC and Government of Canada for $7.5 million each to fund repairs necessary to 
ensure the safe and continued operation of the historic Vancouver Island Rail corridor (formerly 
known as the E & N).    
 
The $15 million is requested immediately and will be used for essential repairs and replacement 
of worn ties, tie plates and anchors, loose and worn joints and frozen bolts as well as a bridge 
safety assessment that have been ordered by the BC Safety Authority (BCSA), the provincial 
government railway regulatory authority.  This work will correct all areas of non-compliance on 
the 139.7 mile Victoria subdivision (Victoria to Courtenay) and 5 mile Wellcox spur in 
Nanaimo.  The work will directly respond to the orders of the BCSA, Ministry of 
Transportation and Infrastructure’s Corridor Review Study report on the railway condition as 
well as on site inspection by contracted state-of-the-art load simulated track geometry test 
equipment. 
 
The $15 million requested will fund: 
 
 $12.5 million for replacement of 104,400 track ties (including bridge ties and deck 

replacement) as well as tie plate and joints; 
 $2.0 million for re-surfacing and grading of the track profile, including supply and   

placement of 60,000 tonnes of new crushed rock ballast; and, 
 $0.5 million for engineering inspection and assessment of 50 railway bridges to provide 

information necessary to establish current load limits and future maintenance upgrade 
priorities. 

 
Once approved, the work program can start immediately taking approximately 12 months to 
complete and will generate: 
 
 164 direct and indirect jobs (FTEs);  
 $7.7 million in wages and salaries;  
 more than $4 million in goods expenditures on Vancouver Island; and, 
 potential job training and business opportunities for First Nations on Vancouver Island.  

 
It will also generate:  
 
 $1.7 million in federal income taxes and sales tax (HST), having the net effect of 

reducing the requested contribution by 23%; and,  
 $1.0 million in provincial income taxes and sales tax (HST), having the net effect of 

reducing the requested contribution 13%. 
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This request is critical to ensure the continued safe operation of the rail line, extended 
economic life of this historic transportation asset, and preservation for the future of this 
important transportation alternative  upon which a variety of Island industries and both inter-
city and tourist passengers rely.  This investment will also support the $10 million investment 
made by VIA Rail for new passenger rail equipment as well as the more than $37 million in 
facilities improvements on and around the rail corridor (e.g. public crossing improvements 
and walking / cycling trailways) that have been made or proposed (e.g. Johnston Street Bridge) 
by local governments, including grants from the federal government and the Province of  BC.   
It will also lay the foundation for proposed new VIA service improvements and securing various 
new and expanded lines of business that are currently being developed. 
 
Without the $15 million requested for funding these essential repairs, continued rail 
operations cannot be sustainable.  As the result will inevitably be the cessation of rail service 
on the Island, the ICF and SVI will be forced to immediately formulate an exit plan that will 
mitigate the negative impact on the rail passengers and industries they serve.  It will also result in 
the loss of tourism business and an inter-city travel option provided by VIA rail, higher cost 
for goods shipment, loss of access to the Asia Pacific and North American Gateways for 
Island industries and other lost economic development opportunities.  It will also result in: 
 
 loss of 50 direct Island based jobs, $3 million per year in wages and salaries and over 

$2 million per year in goods and service expenditures associated with rail operations; 
 
 cancellation of the new VIA Rail trains that are already in the process of being 

rehabilitated and for which there are no other immediate markets where they could be put 
into service;1 

 
 elimination of the growing Island rail tourism market that complements the more than 

$14 million spent on trail development by local government and the Province of BC 
through its LocalMotion program. 

 
 potential layoffs and/or closure of more than a dozen industries that depend on the rail 

service to carry over 116,00 tonnes of goods each year valued at approximately $3.5 billion; 
and, 

 
 loss of a valuable and irreplaceable freight transportation alternative to trucking on 

Vancouver Island; and, 
 
 addition of a minimum of 6,000 truck trips per year and 90 to 160 tonnes of 

greenhouse gas emissions annually on the Island. 

                                                 
1 VIA Rail operates only two services using RDC’s; one on Vancouver Island and the other in Ontario between 
Sudbury and White River. 
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The following report provides the background and justification for this request as well as details 
on the work to be undertaken using these funds.
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1. Background 
 
Built in 1886, the Vancouver Island Rail Corridor has served the Island’s population and 
industries for 124 years and continues to be an essential support to those industries it serves and 
growing numbers of rail passengers who use the Island’s VIA Rail service.  Unfortunately, 
decades of under-investment and insufficient maintenance by the railway’s former owners greatly 
diminished its ability to carry freight and passengers efficiently and effectively and undermined 
its potential to attract new business and economic development.   
 
In 2006, the Island Corridor Foundation (ICF) was established in response to public concern 
over the potential loss of Island rail service to assume ownership of the line.  The ICF represents 
an unprecedented coalition of fourteen local municipalities, five regional districts and thirteen 
First Nations, all united in the goal to preserve rail service on the Island and the conviction that 
it represents not only an essential support for existing Island customers but also an invaluable 
resource for future economic development.  This commitment and belief endures to this day, 
buoyed by strong, continued public support from Island residents and industries, including the 
over 3,500 person “Our Corridor Coalition”.   
 
Progress to Date 
 
Since 2006, the ICF has made considerable strides towards its goal and has both stabilized and 
turned around the decline in rail service and its use.  Notably, it has: 
 
 attracted SRY Rail Link, a BC based and highly experienced short line rail provider, to be 

the Island’s rail operator, known as SVI Rail Link (SVI); 
 
 obtained property tax exemptions from local municipalities and regional districts totalling 

$1.8 million over the past four years ($460,000 per year); 
 
 secured $2.4 million for reconstruction of the historic Nanaimo railway station;  

 
 invested more than $4 million in tie replacement, new ballast, signal repairs and other 

costs over the past three years;  
 
 along with its member municipalities (including grants from the federal government and 

Province of BC), already invested over $25 million in related infrastructure 
improvements (See Table 1) with another $12.5 million proposed by the Capital 
Regional District to ensure that rail access is maintained in the reconstruction of the 
Johnston Street Bridge; and,  

 
 stabilized annual freight tonnage and increased passenger volumes by 25% since 2006. 
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Table 1 – Local Investments related to the Rail Line 

 
 
 The Town of Esquimalt and BC Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure have 

invested over $5 million to replace and upgrade the Admirals Road  public 
railway crossing and signal system;  

 
 The City of Langford and BC Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure are 

investing $4 million to construct a new Four Mile joint rail and trail bridge over the 
Old Island Highway in Langford. 

 
 The City of Langford and BC Transit have invested approximately $2.0 million for 

the development of the Langford transit exchange located adjacent to and in 
anticipation of  future rail service improvements and development. 

 
 The Cowichan Valley Regional District have invested $110,000 to improve the 

Cobble Hill rail stop and The Town of Esquimalt is currently developing plans for a 
new rail station; 

 
 To promote rail/cycle tourism, $12.5 million has been invested to construct 

cycle/walking trails by Greater Victoria local municipalities, the Capital Regional 
District and the BC LocalMotion Fund and another $1.8 million by the Cowichan 
Valley Regional District. 
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2. Infrastructure Requirements & Provincial Review 
 
Notwithstanding the progress that has been made, numerous years of neglect by the railway’s 
former owners and the deteriorated condition of the rail line remains the primary obstacle to 
substantially improving service and realizing the line’s full potential.  To this end, the ICF 
approached the province of BC in 2007 with a request for financial assistance.  The Province in 
turn asked that the ICF develop a capital investment plan to bring the line to a self-sustaining 
condition.  SVI subsequently developed this plan and it was submitted to the Province for 
consideration.    
 
A BC Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure’s study of the railway released earlier this 
year concluded between $70 million to $371 million could be required depending on the scope 
of the upgrades and that “without increasing freight and passenger volumes …(the substantial) 
investment in rail infrastructure (to reach this goal) is not sustainable (but)…several potential 
business lines ...could expand significantly provided the right conditions are in place.”2  It went 
on to recommend that a strategy to this end be developed.  
 
The ICF and SVI had also developed an incremental approach to increasing both freight and 
passenger services, which they are actively pursuing.  The elements of this plan were 
subsequently reviewed by the Province as the second stage in its corridor review.  The review 
outlined performance measures as a general guide to meet capital and operating expenses to 
support the full upgrade of the rail line and concluded that “(these) do not preclude the rail 
corridor continuing on a more modest basis, with incremental improvements made and business 
built-up in stages.”3  The present request for $15 million for essential repairs is consistent 
with this recommendation. 
 

                                                 
2 IBI Consultants, Evaluation of the E & N Railway Corridor: Foundation Report. 
3 IBI Consultants, E & N Railway Corridor: Development Strategies for the Island Corridor Foundation.  
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3. Phase One of the Incremental Approach 
 
The first phase in the ICF’s strategy to increase use of the Island rail corridor involves improving 
both freight and passenger usage of the line (which has increased by 25% since 2006).  The first 
stage builds upon two significant investments: 
 
 VIA Rail’s decision to upgrade its service on the line by investing in new railcars that offer 

improved amenities, including full accessibility and bicycle storage facilities; and, 
 
 SVI’s parent company, SRY Rail Link (SRY) construction of a new marine-rail terminal  on 

Annacis Island in Delta, BC, (completed in January 2010) that results in increased service 
capacity for Island freight traffic, increased efficiency, lower cost and improved access to 
Canada’s gateways to Asia- Pacific and North America for Island shippers. 

 
It also complements investments made to the Port of Nanaimo by the local, provincial and 
federal governments. 
 
New VIA Rail Cars & Potential Service Adjustments 
 
VIA Rail has acquired three self propelled Rail Diesel Passenger Cars (RDC’s) to replace the old  
RDC’s now serving Vancouver Island.  They have committed approximately $10 million to 
refurbish the RDC’s, including the ability to carry bicycles.  This capability complements the 
trail development program in which the ICF and its member local governments are well 
advanced and will add further tourism interest and potential to the corridor.  The cars are 
expected to be in service by the fall of 2011.  
 
VIA Rail, in conjunction with SVI, is also exploring a service expansion, involving a trip before 
and after its current daily Victoria-Courtenay service.  The expansion would introduce a new 
service between Nanaimo and Victoria to serve commuters and day trippers and involve 
changing the terminus of the VIA service to Nanaimo.  An advantage of this expansion is that its 
cost is marginal given that it leverages the existing service capital and operations and requires 
minimal ridership to cover or exceed the added operating expenditure.    
 
A second train option is also being discussed that is based on serving work trips to and from the 
CFB Esquimalt’s  Naden Naval Base from Nanaimo and communities between the Base and 
Nanaimo.  This train would also be able to accommodate other commuter and day trippers.  
The financial model for the second train option would include a contract fee for the service 
provided to Base users that would significantly offset to its cost thus mitigating ridership risk 
typically associated with new service. 
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Gateway Connections for Island Industries 
 
In January 2010, SRY Rail Link completed construction of a new $11 million rail-marine 
terminal at Annacis Island, which included a $4.6 million federal contribution.  This facility 
was developed by SRY specifically to address inefficiencies, added costs and lack of competition 
for rail goods flowing to/from the Island.    
 
The new terminal, for the first time, provides Island shippers with neutral access to all four Class 
One railways (BNSF, CN, CP and UP) serving BC, opening up competition in both rates and 
service for customers.   This investment is an important access improvement to Canada’s Asia 
Pacific and North American gateways.  Opening of the terminal in January 2010 was the first 
step toward achieving needed impetus to increase rail freight traffic to/from the Island according 
to  the recently released BC Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure’s study4 of the 
railway. 
 
SRY, in cooperation with its sister company Seaspan, has also increased and enhanced rail 
marine  service and capacity to/from Vancouver Island.  On May 1, 2010, the larger vessel 
Carrier Princess, a joint truck trailer and rail vessel, which had been re-fitted, was reintroduced 
into service.  This new service is aimed at handling mixed rail-truck-car traffic four times per 
week and both increases capacity and enhances rail service for Island shippers. 
 
New Cruise Ship Terminal & Tourism Market Potential 
 
The Port Authority of Nanaimo are constructing a $22 million cruise ship terminal that 
benefited from $3.5 million from the Island Coastal Economic Trust, $5 million from the 
Province of BC and $8.5 million from the federal government.  The new cruise terminal is 
expected to immediately draw approximately 31,000 visitors plus crew annually.   
 
The Nanaimo Port Authority recognize that the key to maximizing the tourism benefits and 
attractiveness of the terminal as a destination to cruise lines will be land excursions that can 
engage ship passengers.  As a result, it is developing plans for a ship, bus, rail and plane land 
terminus.  It has  approached the ICF and SVI to assist in development of plans to construct the 
necessary rail infrastructure, including a rail spur and equipment maintenance and storage 
facility that will provide cruise passengers with rail excursion options.  Planning is currently 
underway to provide such a link. 

                                                 
4 IBI Consultants, Evaluation of the E & N Corridor; Foundation Paper, October 2009. 
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4.  Urgent Need for Immediate Infrastructure Investment  
 
Continued operation of the rail line has reached a critical point.  Despite the many 
accomplishments of the past four years, basic investment for replacement and repairs is essential.  
Subsequent to the Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure’s study of the railway’s 
condition cited earlier in this report, the BC Safety Authority (BCSA), the provincial railway 
safety regulatory authority, issued a letter of non-compliance.  This letter directed SVI to 
develop a plan by September 7, 2010 “to correct all items identified as non-compliant with 
BCSA Regulations and Transport Canada Rules Respecting Track Safety.” 
 
The proposed repair work and the basis for this funding request constitutes the plan submitted 
to the BCSA.  The work is designed to ensure continued safe operation of the line, extended 
economic life of an historic transportation asset, and preservation for the future of an 
important transportation alternative upon which a variety of Island industries and both inter-
city and tourist passengers rely.  This investment will also support the $10 million investment 
made by VIA Rail for new rail cars as well as over $37 million in facilities improvements 
made or proposed by local government.  It provides the foundation for the VIA service 
improvement being proposed and allow various new and expanded lines of business to be 
developed. 
 
The Proposed Work Program 
 
The proposed work program consists of essential repairs and replacement of decayed ties, worn 
tie plates, loose and worn joints and frozen bolts as well as re-ballasting and surfacing of the line 
and a bridge engineering assessment.  The work involves repairs on an as needed and priority 
basis based on the orders of the BCSA, Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure’s Corridor 
Review Study report on the railway condition as well as site inspection by contracted state-of-
the-art track load and condition test equipment.  Table 2 provides a detailed breakdown of the 
work program. 
 
Preference will be given to sourcing new materials from Vancouver Island suppliers to both 
maximize value for money and local economic development spin-off benefits.  In addition, there 
are potential opportunities to develop a local First Nations hiring and training program to serve 
this procurement.  The production of 104,400 rail ties represents an output of over 3.3 million 
board feet of lumber or more than four months sustained production at a typical Vancouver 
Island sawmill.  This material supply alone would translate into 10,400 person days or 29 FTEs 
of employment, which would provide a much needed boost to the Island’s hard hit forest sector.   
 
Tie replacement will be carried out by rail contractors, using some equipment but this work is 
also heavily labour intensive.  Again, preference will be given to local Islanders, including 
potential local First Nations hiring and training as part of this contracted work. 
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Timeframe for the Work Program 
 
Once approved to proceed, tie procurement would commence immediately and tie replacement 
and bridge inspection in preparation for bridge work could proceed within four weeks.   The 
total time required to complete the work is estimated to be 12 months.  Track rehabilitation is 
proposed to proceed on the following basis: 
 

 30,000 ties will be replaced on a priority “spot” basis over the length of the entire 
line, focusing on rail joint areas.  This work will be performed in conjunction with 
replacement of “full toe angle bars” with “toeless joint bars”. 

 
 Engineering inspection and assessment of 50 bridges along the length of the Victoria 

Subdivision and Wellcox Spur will provide information necessary to establish current 
load limits and future priorities for maintenance and upgrade of bridge structures. 

 
 Pending a satisfactory bridge engineering assessment, the remaining 74,400 ties will 

be replaced on a priority basis as follows: 

 
Table 2 – Detailed Breakdown of Work Program  

 
 

 $12.5 million for track tie renewal  
 

-  replacement of 104,400 track ties (including bridge ties and deck replacement), 
representing approximately one-third of all ties on the 139.7 mile Victoria subdivision 
between Victoria and Courtenay and the five mile Wellcox spur in Nanaimo; 
 
-  replacement of existing tie plates with double shoulder plates and all “full toe angle 
bars” with “toeless joint bars” 
 

 $2.0 million for track re-ballasting and surfacing 
 

- re-surfacing and grading of the track profile, including supply and placement of 
60,000 tonnes of new crushed rock ballast on the total 139.7 mile Victoria  
Subdivision from Victoria to Courtenay and the 5 mile Wellcox Spur.  

 
 $0.5 million for railway bridge engineering inspection and assessment 
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i. Freight / Passenger Zone from Parksville to Courtenay – Victoria Subdivision 

Mile 95.2 to 139.7 > 44.5 Miles 
ii. Passenger Zone from Victoria to Duncan – Victoria Subdivision Mile 0.0 to 

39.7 > 39.7 Miles 
iii. Freight / Passenger Zone from Duncan to Parksville – Victoria Subdivision Mile 

39.7 to 95.2 >  55.5 Miles 
iv. Freight / Future Passenger Zone – Wellcox Spur > 5.0 Miles 

 
Assuming an approval to proceed in  Spring 2011, the work would be completed by Spring 
2012 as illustrated below: 
 
 Activity by Month   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Track & Bridge Rehabilitation              
Tender Contracts             
Procure Track Ties             
Hire & Train Personnel             
Replace Track Ties             
Inspect Bridges              
Procure Bridge Materials             
Replace Bridge Ties, Decking, etc.             
 
Benefits 
 
The following benefits will be derived from this program: 
 
 Approximately 164 direct and indirect jobs (FTEs) will be generated by the rail line 

rehabilitation and station reconstruction as well as additional induced employment. 
 
 More than $7.7 million in direct and indirect wages and salaries will accrue through this 

employment with further benefits from induced employment income. 
 
 Over $4 million in goods will be procured on Vancouver Island alone. 

 
 Over $1.7 million in federal income tax and goods and services taxes will be generated, 

having the net effect of reducing the federal contribution to the cost of rail line 
rehabilitation by 23%. 

 
 Approximately $1.0 million in BC Provincial income and sales taxes (HST) will be 

generated by the rail line rehabilitation program,  having the net effect of  reducing the 
provincial contribution to the cost of rail line rehabilitation by 13%.   
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 Preferential contracting, hiring and training of Vancouver Islander residents, in 

particular First Nations individuals and businesses, will add economic capacity for these 
individuals and Island as a whole putting them in a position to competitively bid for future 
rail construction work around the province and elsewhere in Canada and the Pacific 
Northwest. 

 
 Rehabilitation of the rail line will improve running times and consistency of rail service due 

to the removal of slow orders along the line that currently impede faster and more efficient 
operating speeds. 
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5. Consequences of Not Approving Safety & Repair Funding 
 
ICF are requesting a contribution of $7.5 million each from the Province of BC and federal 
government.  Without the $15 million requested for funding these essential repairs, continued 
rail operations are not sustainable.  As a result, the cessation of rail service on the Island is 
inevitable and will force the ICF and SVI to immediately formulate an  exit plan to close down 
the railway, while mitigating the impact on its customers.  It will also mean the loss of tourism 
business and the VIA Rail inter-city rail passenger service, higher cost for goods shipment, lost 
Asia Pacific and North American Gateway access for Island industries and other lost economic 
development opportunities.  It will also result in: 
 
 loss of 50 direct Island based jobs, $3 million per year in wages and salaries and over 

$2 million per year in goods and service expenditures associated with rail operations; 
 
 cancellation of the new VIA Rail trains that are already in the process of being 

rehabilitated and for which there are not other immediate markets for this equipment;5 
 
 elimination of the growing Island rail tourism market that complements the more than 

$14 million spent on trail development by local government and the Province of BC 
through its LocalMotion program; 

 
 potential layoffs and/or closure of more than a dozen industries that depend on the rail 

service to carry over 116,00 tonnes of goods each year valued at approximately $3.5 billion; 
 
 loss of a valuable and irreplaceable freight transportation alternative to trucking; and 

 
 addition of a minimum of 6,000 truck trips per year and 90 to 160 tonnes of 

greenhouse gas emissions annually on the Island. 
 

                                                 
5 VIA Rail operates only two services using RDC’s; one on Vancouver Island and the other in Ontario between 
Sudbury and White River.  


