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June 20, 2011
Attention:


	VIA RAIL BOARD OF DIRECTORS

	Thomas A. Bennett
	Marc Laliberté (President and CEO)

	France Bilodeau
	Jean-Martin Masse

	Jeffrey R. Clarke
	Donald Mutch

	Denis Durand
	Anthony Perl

	Angela Ferrante
	Paul G. Smith (Chair)

	David Hoff
	Eric Stefanson

	Wendy King
	William M. Wheatley


The majority of us have been commuting on VIA Rail for many years because VIA has offered us a safe, comfortable, efficient and eco-friendly way to get to work.  Over the years, larger numbers of commuters have discovered your service and adopted it as a part of their daily routine. Three to four cars of passengers board every day between London, Woodstock and Brantford. Using the average commuter rate and assuming full-time travel (5 days per week and four weeks annual vacation), the average commuter spends a minimum of approximately $8500 on tickets (HST included) and many purchase snacks and beverages daily. Total revenues from London/Woodstock/Brantford/Aldershot alone (estimating 150 passengers boarding regularly) account for well over a million dollars. This revenue must have been valuable during the recent recession when international travel faded and operating costs of an aging system increased. Since ridership along the Quebec-Ontario corridor accounts for 80% of your clientele and 75% of your revenue, commuters must have contributed greatly to the business case that saw you receive $923 million from the federal government for modernization of the Ontario-Quebec corridor.  VIA is always receptive to discussions with commuters when concerns arise and we hope that it is in this same spirit, we can engage you today to discuss a concern.

Recently , VIA announced the option to purchase commuter passes online and offered a 10% discount as an introductory offer.  Currently, on the West corridor, only commuters from London have this option.  However, we understand that commuters from the East have purchased passes using this service only to learn that they still had to go to the station and receive the tickets from a VIA service desk (not able to use the kiosk either). The “catch” to this new pass is that commuters will not hold the open-ended tickets that allow them to board trains over a one-month period without specifying a date, train number and time for their ride. Not only that but while booking reserved seats, they were told that trains they regularly travelled were “full” and that they would have to travel later.  While reserved seating may seem like the only rational approach to understanding resource allocation, commuters travel with the explicit understanding that they will stand if full-price ticket holders require a seat. Sales personnel do not acknowledge this rule when booking seats. Quite often, when reservation staff advises that the train is full, there are many empty seats. Booking and relying on a computerized count does not work. Seasonal trending of ridership may be more fiscally useful.

The other “glitch” with this approach is that if a commuter has to work late, they have to know in advance, change the booking at least an hour prior to the train departure and try to rebook a seat on a later train. If the next available train is full, the commuter may find themselves arriving home at midnight or stranded in Toronto overnight.  This is very problematic.
Another concern is that because the cost of a monthly VIA pass is not economical, commuters purchase the “commuter” tickets and are finding that they cannot claim their costs as personal tax credits. The monthly VIA commuter pass for Brantford to Toronto costs over 5% more than two 20 ride tickets. (E.g. Brantford: VIA monthly commuter pass prior to HST: $682 while 2 – 20 ride tickets prior to HST: $648.)  This applies also to the Woodstock and London commuters.
In keeping with the VIA Rail Mission, Vision and guiding principles, you aim to provide excellent customer service. Your front–line staff work hard to accomplish these goals and we appreciate their service. We the undersigned hope you will receive these concerns and revisit your policies for the new e-service commuter pass and monthly pass pricing. Specifically we ask the following:

· keep the open-ended tickets (no reservations),
· make the price of the monthly pass the same as two 20 ride packets
· negotiate with the Ministry of Finance to create a ticketing system that will be acceptable for tax-credit submission.
· investigate extending the Presto pass for VIA commuters on the London-Toronto corridor
· Include us in your communications plan for changes to service and/or policies that impact our ridership.
Please reply to our contact: Debra Graham at debra.graham@sympatico.ca by June 29th, 2011.

Thank you,
VIA Commuters

London-Woodstock-Brantford

c: 

http://viacommuters.info
The Honourable Denis Lebel, Federal Minister of Transportation
Phil McColeman, MP Brant
Dave MacKenzie, MP Oxford

Susan Truppe, MP London North Centre

Ed Holder, MP London West

Irene Mathyssen, MP London-Fanshawe

Brantford Expositor
London Free Press

Woodstock Sentinel Review
VIA RAIL SENIOR MANAGEMENT 


John Marginson, Chief Operating Officer, Operations


Denis Pinsonneault, Chief Customer Experience Officer


Steve Del Bosco, Chief Marketing and Sales Officer


Robert St-Jean, Chief Financial and Administration Officer


Yves Bourbonnais, Chief Information Officer


Yves Desjardins-Siciliano, General Counsel and Secretary 
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