


REM ridership growth could trigger review of capacity, financing provisions

Faster-than-expected growth in ridership on Montreal’s Réseau express métropolitain could eventually trigger a contractual review of the system’s capacity and financing, but public records do not establish that Quebec taxpayers are already committed to paying for additional trains or infrastructure.
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Faster-than-expected growth in ridership on Montreal’s Réseau express métropolitain could eventually trigger a contractual review of the system’s capacity and financing, but public records do not establish that Quebec taxpayers are already committed to paying for additional trains or infrastructure.
The issue stems in part from the original ridership forecasts prepared for CDPQ Infra by Steer Davies Gleave and from agreements signed in 2018 governing the integration of the REM into Greater Montreal’s transit system. The information comes to light via Rejean Benoit of Tramworld.net, an online information page on modern trams and public transport.
The 2018 integration agreement subsequently established the framework for integrating REM fares and services into the metropolitan network. The agreement also contains a provision dealing specifically with unusually high ridership and the need for additional investment.
Under article 4.1.3, “if actual annual passenger-kilometres exceed 140 per cent of the ridership forecast in the contractual base scenario and there is a need for reinvestment, Projetco can request that the Quebec government, the Autorité régionale de transport métropolitain, examine an economic and financial rebalancing of the project to adjust REM capacity.”
That provision does not automatically require Quebec to purchase additional trains or pay a particular amount. Rather, it establishes a mechanism for the parties to consider a financial and operational adjustment when the specified ridership threshold and reinvestment conditions are met.
The agreement also places limits on competing transit services in areas served by the REM, although those restrictions contain exceptions, including circumstances in which REM service is significantly insufficient to accommodate the number of passengers contemplated by the ridership forecasts.
A 2024 report by Quebec’s auditor general provides important context. It found that REM ridership during the first nine months of operation, from July 2023 through March 2024, was approximately 57 per cent of the original forecast. That means the contractual 140-per-cent threshold had not been reached during that period.
The auditor general also reported that subsequent CDPQ Infra forecasts anticipated substantially higher ridership over the longer term. Those revised projections raise a different question: whether future passenger growth could eventually create a need for additional capacity and activate the contractual mechanisms negotiated in 2018.
A separate Steer report (a ridership forecast) released publicly by CDPQ Infra through access-to-information disclosures examined different REM service frequencies and identified four levels of service for the fully operational network.
Among the scenarios examined are peak service intervals of three minutes on the Deux-Montagnes branch and 1.5 minutes on the common section toward Brossard. The report treats those frequencies as modelling assumptions for testing ridership impacts, rather than as a commitment to operate the REM at those frequencies.
The documents therefore provide evidence of long-term capacity planning and of a contractual mechanism that could be used if ridership eventually exceeds the original forecast by a substantial margin.
They do not, however, publicly establish that CDPQ Infra ordered an insufficient number of train cars because of a demonstrated forecasting error, that fare integration has already caused the contractual threshold to be exceeded, or that Quebec has agreed to finance a specific expansion of the REM fleet, maintenance facilities, or other major infrastructure.
However, this strategy by CDPQ-infra stems from a major flaw in the promoter’s initial ridership study: CDPQ-Infra failed to allow Steer Davis Glaves’ experts to consider that STM users would benefit from fare integration (regular fares) rather than having to pay two cumulative fares. As a result, actual ridership is already higher than initially projected, saturating the network.
CDPQ Infra says ridership on the Réseau express métropolitain (REM) is exceeding its current forecasts, following the questions about the network’s capacity and performance.
Francis Labbé, assistant director of media relations at CDPQ Infra, told Montreal radio station 98.5 FM on Sept. 28 that “weekday ridership had reached about 130,000 passengers, roughly 40 per cent above current projections.” He suggested that the recent study “may have been prepared before all relevant data were available.”
The response addresses ridership forecasts but does not directly resolve concerns about overcrowded trains, insufficient rolling stock or service schedules that fail to meet published times.
Under agreements published by the Autorité régionale de transport métropolitain (ARTM) in 2018, CDPQ Infra is responsible for delivering and managing the REM, while the ARTM oversees regional transit planning and integration.
The agreements provide a framework for coordinating the network with the wider public transit system. However, the available statements do not establish whether reported capacity and scheduling problems constitute breaches of specific contractual obligations.
Questions remain about whether train capacity and service frequency can keep pace with growing ridership.
From the Gazette Officielle du Quebec, July 2, 2025, 157th year, no. 27, the REM is much more expensive than initially previewed to operate. The 2026 cost to taxpayers is being kept from the pubic as CDPQ Infra has protection of disclosure through confidentiality clauses. But here are the annual subsidies for previous years:
Decree 770-2025, June 11, 2025: a maximum of $160 million from April 1, 2025 to March 31, 2026;
Decree 921-2024, May 29, 2024: a maximum of $124 million from April 1, 2024 to March 31, 2025;
Decree 743-2023, April 26, 2023: a maximum of $97 million from April 1, 2023 to March 31, 2024.
The central issue for taxpayers is consequently forward-looking: if ridership continues to rise and eventually exceeds the contractual threshold while additional capacity is required, how the parties apply the 2018 rebalancing provisions — and how any resulting costs are allocated — could become a significant public policy and financial question. n





