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Introduction 
The importance of this focus group meeting was to gauge the interests and opinions of 
individuals and businesses who have previously benefited from and utilized the train 
service. As we begin the revitalization of this train service under Missanabie Cree 
ownership, there are a number of benefits to the Missanabie Cree community, including 
access to their traditional territories, numerous Indigenous tourism opportunities as well 
as providing First Nations employment opportunities. Ultimately, Mask-Wa Oo-Ta-Ban, 
will be Ontario's 1st, First Nation's owned and operated train. 

Executive Summary 
Our goal with the completion of this focus group was to understand the perspective of a 
representative sample of key stakeholders in regards to scheduling, times, and stops for 
Mask-Wa Oo-Ta-Ban, previously the Algoma Passenger Train. By collecting rich, 
descriptive detail through qualitative questions, we have been able to interpret and 
analyze the key opinions and concerns towards the future of the train for regular and 
loyal users, and how it affects their businesses and operations in remote and isolated 
northern locations. In carrying out this project, we intend to contribute to the mission of 
the Missanabie Cree First Nation, in conjunction with the Mask-wa Working Group to 
the logistics and operation of the passenger train in order to provide and enhance 
efficient access to Northern Ontario in a safe and reliable manner. Ultimately, the results 
of this focus group will contribute to our strategic operations plan by bringing together 
key business organizations and individuals who have a vested interest in providing rail 
service to all the communities between Sault Ste. Marie and Hearst. 
 

Procedure and Method 
In terms of collecting data, we chose to conduct the focus group in a round-table fashion 
so that all participants would have the opportunity to speak. This was the most efficient 
way for us to gauge and fully observe what each participant was saying, both verbally 
and non-verbally. The process of choosing and creating our questions was driven by the 
need to present a schedule scenario to train users to see how feasible the plan we 
drafted is an actuality.  

Attendees 
Donna Cushley – Trout Lake Community 
Don Muscatello – Trout Lake Community 
Joan Johnston – Ogidaki Lake Community 
Al Johnston – Ogidaki Lake Community 
Linda Savory-Gordon – Achigan Lake Community 
Len Piccolo – Eton  
John Parr – Eton  
Andrei Spazier – Oba Lake Community 
Dean Anderson – Catalina Motel in Sault Ste. Marie 
Sylvie Fontaine – Hearst  
Al Errington - Lake Wabatongushi Community 
Kathy Bain – Hawk-Junction 
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Riley Smith – Moderator 

Interview Guide 
 

1) Where do you permanently reside? 
 

2) When utilizing the Algoma Passenger Train service, what is the route that you 
would normally take? 

 
 

3) Was your use of the passenger train seasonal or year-round? Please specify 
 

4) How often have you used the passenger train? 
 
Summer Schedule 

 
 

5) How do you feel about this schedule? 
 

6) What variations would you make to this schedule? 
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Winter Schedule

 
 

7) What do you like about this schedule? 
 

8) What variations would you make to this schedule? 
 
Fare Schedule – Zoning Fee 
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Fare Schedule – Boarding Fees 

	
Fare Schedule – Baggage Costs 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mask-Wa	Oo-Ta-Ban	Focus	Group	Report	
	

	 7	

Fare Schedule – Baggage Proposal 

 
 

9) We will now have a discussion about open ticket prices, premiums, and baggage 
costs. 
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Analysis of Results 
The members of our focus group were diverse in the sense that they are representative 
of passenger train users between Sault Ste. Marie to Hearst, and therefore we received 
a comprehensive perspective of what would work for passengers and businesses based 
on where they and their prime/target market get on and off the train. The key stops for 
their user base along the rail corridor consisted of Hearst, Oba Lake, Ojidaki Lake, 
Achigan Lake, Hawk Junction, Eaton, Trout Lake, as well as Mile 212, Mile 206, Mile 
58, Mile 57, Mile 48 ½, and Mile 44.5. The need for the train varied from participant to 
participant. While some participants and their market bases utilized the train seasonally 
to access remote locations from May to October, there were many participants who 
expressed the need for a train all year long. The argument for a winter train stems from 
a rider base need access to their homes in remote locations along the rail corridor as 
well as those who participate in winter recreational activities and tourism. Even people 
in communities such as Hearst, Hawk-Junction, Wawa and Dubreuilville who have 
roads to their communities, travel for work, education and healthcare on a year-round 
basis do not feel comfortable driving on the highway in harsh winter conditions. This 
concern is not unwarranted, as there have been a number of fatal accidents over the 
highways from Sault Ste. Marie to Hearst (via Wawa and Hornpayne).  
 
For a number of stakeholders, the train is the only way for them or their guests and 
customers to access their residences and businesses not only from Hearst, Sault Ste. 
Marie, and Hawk-Junction, but from across Canada and parts of the United States, due 
to insufficient lake size to land amphibious aircraft, or no road access. Lastly, 
stakeholders need the train to access their residences because they or their key user 
base either have physical mobility issues or are not comfortable with utilizing the unsafe 
methods that people have resorted to in order to access these remote locations along 
the rail corridor, such as trespassing by driving All-Terrain Vehicles (ATV) on the rail line 
or on private, unsafe and often unpassable industrial roads. 

Patterns and Themes 
Whether our participants and their target markets were riding the train seasonally or 
year-round, one consistent theme is that they used the train frequently within their most 
popular timeframe. In the resort and hotel industry, guests would arrive each week 
during peak season via train, being May to October. For residents and other 
stakeholders, train service was used as frequently as once a week to twice a month 
depending on how often they could go. Since many residents are retirees, they live as 
much as possible in the region, as frequently as they can, regardless of the season. 
 
In terms of attitude, there was a consistent pattern of positivity that train service 
between Sault St. Marie and Hearst Ontario will be reinstated. There was consensus 
that there needs to be consistency and predictability on a year-to-year basis when 
formulating a train and fare schedule for marketing purposes, and so that resorts and 
hotels can sell the experience, and people can plan their lives accordingly. There was 
also a consensus that any schedule can be adapted to work. While some days will work 
well for some and not well for others, all users of the train will be happy to see the 
service running and will do what they can to coordinate around that schedule. In other 



Mask-Wa	Oo-Ta-Ban	Focus	Group	Report	
	

	 9	

words, any schedule is better than no schedule. Whether the situation may be 
retirement, livelihood, or general access, it was evident that all participants were 
experiencing worry and anxiety towards the fact that the train is going on its second 
third summer out of service. All business owners along the rail line who have 
participated in our focus group have suffered from lost business, as many loyal 
customers utilized the train to access these locations. Participants in our focus group 
who are year-round residents have stated that as the train continues not to run, more 
and more property owners are being deprived of any access to their properties. 

Recommendations 
Based on our findings throughout the focus group, we have developed a number of 
recommendations to our schedule and overall business plan. Therefore, we reached the 
conclusion that the best draft of a summer schedule will be as follows; 
 

Saturday Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 
Northbound 
departing 
Sault Ste. 
Marie at 
0700. 
Arrive in 
Hawk-
Junction at 
1300. 
(Likely a 
high-rail bus 
with a 
capacity of 
40 people 
and no 
major 
baggage) 

Southbound 
departing 
Hawk-
Junction at 
1400. 
Arrives in 
Sault Ste. 
Marie at 
2000. 
(Likely a 
high-rail 
bus with a 
capacity of 
40 people 
and no 
major 
baggage) 

Northbound 
departing 
Sault Ste. 
Marie at 
0700. 
Hour rest at 
Hawk-
Junction 
1300-1400. 
Arrive in 
Hearst at 
2000. 

No train 
service. 

No train 
service. 

No train 
service. 

Northbound 
departing 
Sault Ste. 
Marie at 
0700. 
Hour rest at 
Hawk-
Junction 
1300-1400. 
Arrive in 
Hearst at 
2000. 

  Southbound 
departing 
Hearst at 
0800. 
Hour rest at 
Hawk-
Junction 
1300-1400 
Arrive in 
Sault Ste. 
Marie 2000. 

   Southbound 
departing 
Hearst at 
0800. 
Hour rest at 
Hawk-
Junction 
1300-1400 
Arrive in 
Sault Ste. 
Marie 2000. 
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This avoids conflict with the tour train schedule and freight trains, as well as heat-related 
slow orders. 
 
The proposed winter draft is as follows; 
 

Saturday Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 
No train 
service. 

Northbound 
departing 
Sault Ste. 
Marie at 
0800. 
Hour rest at 
Hawk-
Junction 
1400-1500. 
Arrive in 
Hearst at 
2000. 

No train 
service. 

No train 
service. 

No train 
service. 

No train 
service. 

Northbound 
departing 
Sault Ste. 
Marie at 
0800. 
Hour rest at 
Hawk-
Junction 
1400-1500. 
Arrive in 
Hearst at 
2000. 

 Southbound 
departing 
Hearst at 
0900. 
Hour rest at 
Hawk-
Junction 
1500-1600 
Arrive in 
Sault Ste. 
Marie 2100. 

    Southbound 
departing 
Hearst at 
0900. 
Hour rest at 
Hawk-
Junction 
1500-1600 
Arrive in 
Sault Ste. 
Marie 2100. 

 
The winter schedule has been altered to accommodate winter users and those who 
utilize the train year-round.  
  
The schedule has been drafted so that people will be arriving at the station on time 
considering factors such as stops and loading times. This schedule also ensures that 
we are not interfering with Agawa Canyon tour train operations. Additionally, we 
recommend that people be at their stops 15-20 minutes beforehand. This train service 
plan accommodates those passengers who want to go out for weekend ventures, 
shorter trips, visiting family, etc. It is also a great way to give users the option of different 
days to travel depending on what works best for them. While more frequent high-rail bus 
trips and dates are still an option, it is something that may be more viable in the future 
or for more tourist options. This is up for further discussion in the future.  
 
 It was also suggested that we come to an agreement in terms of baggage, and instead 
of having very low fares and additional baggage costs, to have raised fares which 
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include two pieces of luggage per person, weighing 50 pounds each. Anything 
additional would be an excess baggage charge. Moreover, all totes and coolers must be 
stackable – no cardboard boxes or similar. This will be worked out further in future 
discussions. Loading luggage needs to be a quick and efficient process in order to keep 
the train on time. Additionally, only allowing two pieces of luggage per person, at 50 
pounds a-piece, encourages people to pack lighter and make better use of the 
space/totes that they do have. This will ensure that the train is running efficiently and 
safely. 
 
We also agreed on four zones instead of the traditional five that the ACR used more 
recently. The zones and their respective fees will be as follows; 
 

Origin Age 
Group 

1 Zone Return 2 
Zones 

Return 3 
Zones 

Return 4 
Zones 

Return Tour of 
Line 

Hawk 
Turn 

Station Adult $25.00  $50.00  $40.00  $80.00  $55.00  $110.00  $70.00  $140.00  $130.00  $70.00  
Other Adult $35.00  $70.00  $50.00  $100.00  $65.00  $130.00  $80.00  $160.00      
Station Senior $20.00  $40.00  $32.00  $64.00  $44.00  $88.00  $56.00  $112.00  $104.00  $56.00  

Other Senior $27.00  $54.00  $39.00  $78.00  $51.00  $102.00  $63.00  $126.00      

Station Student $20.00  $40.00  $32.00  $64.00  $44.00  $88.00  $56.00  $112.00  $104.00  $56.00  
Other Student $27.00  $54.00  $39.00  $78.00  $51.00  $102.00  $63.00  $126.00      
Station Child $13.00  $26.00  $21.00  $42.00  $29.00  $58.00  $37.00  $74.00  $69.00  $37.00  
Other Child $18.00  $36.00  $26.00  $52.00  $34.00  $68.00  $42.00  $84.00      

 
Adults 18-59  
Sault/Hearst/Hawk Station Boarding Fee $10.00  
Boarding Fee all other stops $20.00  
Zone Fare $15.00 
Seniors 60+  
Sault/Hearst/Hawk Station Boarding Fee $8.00  
Boarding Fee all other stops $15.00  
Zone Fare $12.00  
Students 5-17  
Sault/Hearst/Hawk Station Boarding Fee $8.00 
Boarding Fee all other stops $15.00  
Zone Fare $12.00  

Child 2-5  
Sault/Hearst/Hawk Station Boarding Fee $5.00  

Boarding Fee all other stops $10.00  

Zone Fare   $8.00  

 
The reason for splitting the zones and having zone 2 begin at Frater, Mile 102, is 
because it makes the most logistical sense, as it is the busiest passenger stop between 
Sault Ste. Marie and Hawk-Junction, and the closest possible stop to Mile 120, Eton. 
The areas adjacent to Eton include at least 50 residences whose residents have relied 
solely on the passenger train, as it is almost entirely isolated. Therefore, a nearby 
location where they can take the train at a lower fee is critical to restoring and 
rejuvenating that area. 
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In terms of Frater, we have determined that they will not be charged to load on luggage 
so long as it is two pieces under 50 pounds. However, if they have more than two, or if 
either parcel weighs more than 50 pounds, we recommend to them that they load on at 
the Sault, otherwise they will be paying extra baggage fees.  

Evaluation 
In terms of evaluation, we have every intention of continually evaluating our efforts (at 
least once every six months, but preferably quarterly) in order to improve the train 
service. This will be done on a regular basis through; 
 

• Evaluating ROI (return on investment) 
• Public opinion surveys/customer experience and satisfaction 
• Meetings and focus group with key stakeholders 
• The quality and quantity of media coverage/media mentions 
• Open conversation, meetings, and feedback form from Mask-Wa Oo-Ta-Ban 

Transport employees/investors 
 
This will help us to ensure that we do not fall into patterns that do not suit the needs of 
our users and stakeholders, and that the schedule is adapted in areas where it may 
need to be changed/is not optimal in terms of service to the passengers. This goes for 
the fare or baggage fee structure as well. Primarily, it will help us to distinguish whether 
there is a need for a second train day in the winter months. 
 
This focus group helped us to verify that, ultimately, we were on the same page as 
many of our key stakeholders in the development of this project. As such, it helped us to 
finalize, or at least come closer to finalizing, some elements of our operations plan and 
business plan. It also brought up a number of creative marketing, event, and tourism 
ideas that we had not previously considered.  
 
Next, we intend to have meetings and open communication with local hoteliers to 
discuss tourism development opportunities and marketing initiatives. All of these 
logistical factors are key in restoring the passenger train to full service, as well as 
maximizing its potential to the Algoma region, to the Missanabie Cree, and to key 
stakeholders such as yourselves. 
 
 
 


