HAPPY TRAILS
From Ballast and Bumpy to Buttery Smooth
An Update on the OVRT
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By Lesley Cassidy

Track ballast is only good as a track bed to support railway ties, and it’s a far cry from
what is needed on a multi-use trail. It makes a good route, but the surface is almost
unpassable

Trail separation at Carleton Place with paved side only for
cyclists and pedestrians. All others including dogs and horses
stay on the gravel. If you bring an animal, please, pick up after
them.

Smooth as butter, you say? If
you ride a bicycle or an ATV along
the Ottawa Valley Recreational Trail
(OVRT) in Lanark and parts of Renfrew County, the trail is wide, uniform, without coarse black stones
and overhanging brush. The idea of
a path smooth enough to be used by
cyclists, runners and walkers, as well
as ATVers and snowmobilers was just
a dream a few short years ago, and it
is now fast becoming a popular trail
in the Ottawa Valley.
We decided to test it out. Setting out one rainy morning in late
June, I convinced a friend to cycle the
OVRT from Smith Falls to Arnprior.
There was supposed to be a short rain
shower, but the downpour continued
for almost an hour. We had arranged
a ride at the other end, so we couldn’t
delay any longer. It took a bit of time
to find the start of the trail, but just
north of the train station, off Highway
15, the OVRT starts. As we mounted
our bicycles, the rain turned into a
fine mist that settled on our brightly
coloured cycling gear. Within less
than a few kilometres of pedaling,
we flew along faster than we had ever
cycled on a rail trail – this new stone
dust surface was our friend. Stone
dust is a coarser version of sand, and
our tires didn’t sink in, even with the
wet weather, and it wasn’t rough like
gravel. Fishing holes and marshes

Above: This is not the OVRT trail, but the very popular 600-kilometer-long
In a few short years, the OVRT has gone from a dream and purchase from CP Rail, to Kettle Valley Rail Trail in BC. Compare the smooth surface on the OVRT trail
a section of 94 continuous kilometers of firm, smooth stone dust surface.
to this and you will appreciate just what a gem we have here.

pushed up against the trail, and a
blue heron stood silently observing
us when we stopped for a sip of water.
Carleton Place, our first town along
the path showcased its charms with
water swirling under the bridge and
views of the town hall clock.
It’s hard to believe that only
nine years ago the Canadian Pacific
(CP) railway discontinued the line
between Smith Falls and Sudbury.
Three municipalities (County of Lanark, Renfrew and the Township of
Papineau-Cameron) purchased the
section between Mattawa and Smith
Falls and the new Ottawa Valley Recreational Trail (OVRT) was born.
Nearly 94 continuous kilometres of
the wide stone dusted trail is now
fully multi-use and accessible to cyclists, pedestrians, horses, dog sledding, cross-country skiers, ATVs,
and snowmobiles from Smith Falls to
Renfrew. Between Laurentian Valley
and Pembroke and a few other shorter segments work has been completed
on widening the trail and resurfacing.
Jason Davis, the Forestry and
GIS Manager in Renfrew County,
shared that feedback regarding the
OVRT has overall been positive.
People have been commuting by bicycle between Petawawa and Pembroke. And this past winter, one hotel
in Pembroke was fully booked three
weekends in a row with a parking

lot stuffed full of snowmobiles. This
is good news for tourism in the area.
Davis also commented that counters
have been installed near Arnprior
and Pembroke/Petawawa to confirm
how many people are using the trail
which will help with decision making and future funding support. Darin McRae, President of the Beautiful
Eastern Association of Snowmobile
Trails (BEAST) in Lanark County,
received feedback from numerous
snowmobilers about how much safer
riders feel travelling on the OVRT
rather than beside the roads. With
the OVRT Partners Group winning
the Lieutenant Governor’s Award for
Economic Development Excellence
this past year, this confirms how vital the trail is for tourism, developing stronger economies and healthier
communities in the Ottawa Valley.
But the question on every
trail user’s mind is simple - when will
it be complete and open to Mattawa?
This requires a longer explanation.
Establishing a trail of this distance requires a significant amount of funding and work to brush, clean-up, resurface, improve bridges, and install
signs and gates. And that’s only the
physical, visible work to be completed - there is a substantial amount of
work happening behind the scenes to
finish the few gaps along the trail and
the last long stretch north.

The three municipalities continue to discuss OVRT trail management issues and held a meeting late
this past summer. Renfrew County is
negotiating a long-term lease to open
the Garrison Petawawa section, which
is an approximately 12-kilometre
segment that will require signage and
bridge work. Renfrew County and
the Township of Papineau-Cameron
are building partnerships with other
organizations to help fund and support more trail work. Renfrew County applied to a Federal Government
program - the Canadian Experience
Fund - which focuses on projects that
promote tourism in communities. As
well, the County is applying to other
federal programs that support infrastructure for recreation.
Another critical partnership
is the Counties’ work with the Discovery Route Trails Organization,
founded in the 1990s and based in
North Bay. Discovery Route connects
communities in the Near North by
multi-use trails and has developed
and linked more than 1000 kilometres of paths through work with
trail clubs, economic agencies and
government departments. One of
their current projects, the Voyageur
Cycling Route, launched in 2017 to
connect Northern Ontario to Eastern/Southern Ontario through the
Ottawa Valley. Much of the planning
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There are so many beautiful stopping places along the OVRT, such as this bridge over the Mississippi
River in Carleton Place.

Bridge over the Mississippi River in Almonte

All aspects of the OVRT are designed around safety and a Of course it’s not just about the trail, it’s the things you see beside the trail that are the reason for getting Above: Bridge at Pakenham
memorable cycling experience, but people need to observe and out and exploring the trail in the first place.
Below: Some sections of the OVRT are paved.
obey the rules to make it work as designed

work has been completed, including
an assessment using the provincial
Ministry of Transportation criteria
and traffic data of potential safe cycling roads between the North and
Eastern Ontario. The final Voyageur
Cycling route will link together paved
shouldered roadways, quiet country
roads and multi-use trails.
Unfortunately, 123 kilometres
of the cycling route travels on Highway 17 between Mattawa and Deep
River. There are no alternative cycling
roads or pathways. And this is where
the OVRT shines – it is a safe option
to travel between Mattawa and Deep
River for cyclists, as well as ATVers
and snowmobilers who would like
to access the North and the many
trails it offers. Talks between all the
partners including this northern trail
group support the idea that 195 kilometres of the trail could be used as
part of the Voyageur Cycling Route
and larger Ontario motorized and
non-motorized network connecting
the Ottawa Valley to Northern Ontario. Particularly for cyclists, sharing
the pavement on Highway 17 where
high speeds reach over 110 km/h and
commercial and truck traffic is heavy,
safety is a grave concern.
Close to Mattawa, the OVRT

follows remote and rugged country
along the curves of the Ottawa River.
Jason McMartin, the Chief Administrative Officer and Treasurer of
the Township of Papineau-Cameron
commented: “there is strong interest
in seeing the trail open by snowmobilers and the Discovery Route Trails
Organization that started the Voyageur Cycling project”. The Township
in partnership with the Discovery
Route organization (who provided
significant funding) completed an
engineering assessment in late 2018
to determine how to bring the trail
to cycling, as well as multi-use trail
standards. The report revealed that to
fully complete about 23 kilometres of
the OVRT would cost $2 million to
repair and replace two bridges, improve the surface and complete trail
work. Another challenge is that the
OVRT ends about two kilometres
outside of the Town of Mattawa in
the bush. For access to the trail and
potential tourism, this doesn’t work.
The Township is working with CP to
develop a solution.
The next 67 kilometres of
the OVRT, at the northern end of
Renfrew County in the Township of
Head, Clara and Maria, is in rough
condition with coarse black rock

(ballast) and a narrow and uneven
surface. The same applies to the next
23 kilometres through the Laurentian
Hills between Deep River and the
Garrison Petawawa, though a short
section near Chalk River has been
resurfaced. The last stretch between
Pembroke and Renfrew has several
short, improved segments, but most
parts are still covered in sharp ballast
rock.
As the three partners continue to manage the trail and search for
funding opportunities, a recent conversation could be the catalyst to help
complete the northern end of the trail
sooner rather than later. Mayor Bob
Sweet of Pembroke and the Director
of Development and Property in Renfrew County, Craig Kelley met with
the Minister of Transportation at a
recent conference. Presently, there
is a plan to harden the shoulders on
Highway 17 between Pembroke and
Mattawa at the cost of $24 million.
This is part of improving traffic flow
management and providing a safer
option for cyclists. They discussed
the OVRT and how it is a safer alternative for all trail users through this
northern section. The Minister committed to exploring the idea.
As you can see, it is busy be-

hind the scenes. And there are still
many subjects that the OVRT trail
managers must contend with including noise complaints, signage, assessing bypasses around towns, and horse
and dog excrement.
It’s a massive undertaking.
As we cycled toward Renfrew on the
smooth surface, the sun came out and
reminded us of why we love the trails
of the Ottawa Valley!
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.

