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From Rail Bed to Trail Head: Update on the OVRT
By Lesley Cassidy
Cycling along the K&P towards Renfrew, 
crossing a wooden rail bridge, I imagine 
the sound of the trains, chugging along 
the tracks, carving through endless miles 
of bush and wetlands. And the screeching 
and grinding of brakes as the train stops 
at a station.

 �ose sounds and images are 
rare in the Ottawa Valley now, but a won-
derful outcome of rail lines being discon-
tinued is the recycling of these corridors 
into recreational trails. �e good news is 
that the Ottawa Valley is home to the lat-
est one and longest in Ontario, the Ottawa 
Valley Rail Trail (OVRT), which travels 
almost 300 kilometres from Smith Falls 
to Mattawa. Only two trails in Canada are 
longer, the Newfoundland T’Railway and 
the Kettle Valley Rail Trail in British Co-
lumbia. �e trail is multi-use and acces-
sible to cyclists, pedestrians, horses, dog 
sledding, cross-country skiers, All Ter-
rain Vehicles (ATVs), and snowmobiles. 

 Travelling through three mu-
nicipalities - Renfrew County, Lanark 
County and Papineau-Cameron Town-
ship – the OVRT connects Eastern On-
tario with communities considered the 
gateway to Northern Ontario. Renfrew 
County, with the most extensive section 
of the trail at 218 kilometres has called 
their portion the Algonquin Trail. La-
nark County owns 61 kilometres fol-
lowed by Papineau-Cameron Township 

with just under 20 kilometres. �e three 
municipalities formed a partnership in 
2011 to discuss the discontinued CP rail 
corridor with the goal of acquiring it in 
one continuous piece. Lanark County 
fully purchased its section, and Renfrew 
County is in the process of completing 
land transfers and �nalising ownership. 
Papineau-Cameron Township is still in 
the early phases of acquisition and work 
has not physically started on the trail. For 
the other two partners, construction of 
the OVRT is ongoing and depending on 
the type of trail user you are, a number of 
sections are already open for recreation. 
  So, when will the trail fully 

open? Unfortunately, the answer is not 
as simple as circling a date on the calen-
dar. Jason Davis, the Manager of Forestry 
and Geographic Information Systems, 
in Renfrew County, clari�es: “Residents 
and visitors are excited to use this trail, 
but it is really in the starting stages.” He 
shares that developing the trail for all us-
ers will take many years to complete. 
 �e easy part is that rail cor-
ridors make natural linear pathways as 
they travel over gentle grades, have rela-
tively standard widths, connect many 
communities, and carve through the 
countryside with trestle or metal bridges 
built over rivers and creeks. �e rail bed 

itself is a stable well-constructed base 
for many recreational activities. How-
ever, once the metal tracks and rail ties 
are removed, how does a blackened un-
even aggregate surface become a trail for 
multi-use recreation, both motorized and 
non-motorized? 
  Municipalities have their work 
cut out for them at this point. �ey usual-
ly start by cleaning up the rail bed, clear-
ing ditches of debris including broken 
glass and rusty metal accumulated over 
decades of use. Trees, gnarly vines and 
weeds grow and narrow the width of the 
trail. �is greenery is cut back to a stan-
dard width. Between the three partners 
of the OVRT, there are 37 bridges and 
many underpasses that are inspected, and 
if they are not structurally safe, rebuilt. 
As well, some bridges require new deck-
ing so that wheels, snowmobile tracks or 
human feet do not get caught in the gap 
between rail ties. Approaches to bridges 
must be raised gradually with a ramp of 
gravel and road crossings require similar 
treatment. Speci�c requirements outline 
heights for bridge railings that are di�er-
ent for each user, and these are upgraded 
to ensure everyone from cyclists to snow-
mobilers are safe. Grading and compact-
ing the trail are two other activities that 
may be required depending on the condi-
tion of the rail bed. Signs, gates, fencing 
and other safety features are installed as 

A section of the Ottawa Valley Rail Trail before and after road work was done. Although rail beds have a good 
base, once the rails are torn out the surface becomes very uneven and rail debris, including glass needs to be 
cleaned up. 
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well. However, the surface of the trail af-
fects everyone’s enjoyment and is the one 
element most users are concerned about. 
Surfaces of rail trails in Canada range 
from heavy gravel or coarse stone to 
stone dust, which is a � ne crushed rock 
covering. As well, a small number of rail 
trails are paved. Heavy gravel or aggre-
gate is suitable for ATV use but not ap-

propriate for pedestrians, wheelchairs 
or cyclists. � e � ner crushed stone or 
pavement provides a smoother surface 
that many non-motorized users enjoy. 
As an example, a rail trail across the Riv-
er in Lowe, Quebec - the Veloroute des 
Draveurs - has 21 kilometres of pave-
ment out of its 71-kilometre length and it 
joins several communities together. � e 

paved section has plenty of cyclists and 
pedestrians enjoying the smooth sur-
face. Other rail trails like the K&P, have a 
coarser gravel surface on many sections 
of the trail that ATVs users enjoy but 
require sturdy mountain or gravel bikes 
with wide bicycle tires for cyclists to ap-
preciate the pathway. It’s a balancing act 
for municipalities between meeting all 

users’ expectations, cost and opening the 
trail as quickly as possible. 
 How much of the OVRT is cur-
rently accessible to trail users? Renfrew 
County is focusing on developing the 
trail from the urban areas outwards. 
� is translates into smoother surfaces 
near communities, and given it passes 
through Arnprior, Pembroke, Petawawa, 
Renfrew, and ten municipalities in total, 
pedestrians and cyclists will be able to 
access these sections easily. Currently, 65 
kilometres of various surface types (stone 
dust or coarse stone) are open in Renfrew 
County with several kilometres around 
communities open or accessible later this 
fall. Kurt Greaves, the Chief Administra-
tive O�  cer of Lanark County shares that 
they are “moving forward with putting 
stone dust on the entire corridor”. All 61 
kilometres will open this fall, and it will 
be open to snowmobiles December 1st. 
 In Carleton Place, where the 
junction of two rail lines used to meet, 
the building of a paved section for non-
motorized uses and a gravel section for 
ATVs and snowmobiles is proceeding, 
as well as an outdoor rink and theatre 
space. Jason McMartin, the Economic 
Development Director of Mattawa-Bon-
� eld, observes that Renfrew and Lanark 
Counties are “a lot further ahead than we 
are”. � e trail is not open yet at their end, 
and a timeline for when it might be is not 
known. McMartin indicates that they will 
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There is a lot of work to do on the trails, including 37 bridges and many underpasses 
that need to be made safe for everyone from cyclists to snowmobilers.

The trail will need signs, gates, and fencing to keep trail users safe - things 
that weren’t necessary for trains.  
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Lesley Cassidy has been 
cottaging near Calabogie 
for over 40 years.  She 
grew up spending her 
summers in the area and 
visiting family in Ashdad 
and Mount St. Patrick.  
Her favourite passtimes 
are exploring gravel roads 
in the Valley by bike, 

hiking its many trails and canoeing/fishing.  Lesley is 
married to Andre Mickovitch and brings him on her 
many adventures.  Together they love travelling but 
Lesley always feels most at home closest to her family 
roots in the Ottawa Valley.

start working with local recreation clubs 
(snowmobile, ATV, cycling, and eques-
trian) to develop the trail once they have 
moved passed the initial phase.

Trail development requires 
funds. Funding directly impacts how 
much of the trail can be completed each 
year because on average, it costs approxi-
mately $20,000-$25,000 per kilometre to 
convert from a rail bed to a path that is 
suitable for both motorized and non-mo-
torized users. Municipal budgets, federal 
grants, Ontario Municipal Commuter 
Cycling program and snowmobile and 
ATV club partnerships provided fund-
ing for the past year in Renfrew County 

and Lanark County. Unfortunately, the 
Commuter Cycling Program funding is 
tied to the cap-and-trade program that 
was recently cancelled by the Ontario 
government. Local snowmobile clubs 
provided $360,000 for brushing, grading, 
and signage, which resulted in opening 
up a section from Renfrew to White-
water Road in Renfrew County. Davis 
highlights that “partnerships with local 
skidoo clubs are really bene�cial; other-
wise this section would not have opened 
up for a while”. Funding has come from 
other local sources as well. In Renfrew 
County, a running event in Pembroke in 
2017 raised more than $36,000 to fund 

the Algonquin Trail. 
 �ere is excitement and inter-
est in seeing this trail open for all users. 
With bene�ts ranging from connectivity 
to other trail networks to new tourism 
and economic opportunities, opening up 
sections for recreation as they are ready 
can’t happen soon enough for many trail 
users. Check out the website (http://
www.ottawavalleytrail.com/) to see what 
section of the new OVRT is open near 
you. And later this fall, if you like to ride 
your bicycle and live in Pembroke or 
Petawawa, you will be able to cycle the 
OVRT between these two communities 
for work and play. 

What was safe for trains isn’t necessarily safe for hikers, cyclists, etc. Each use has its own safety standard that must be upheld. Above: A lot of work and money goes into every kilometer. Work is starting closest to cities.




