Hertfordshire County Council statement on Abbey Line – May 2006


St Albans Abbey to Watford Junction (Abbey Line)

Statement by Hertfordshire County Council

The following statement sets out Hertfordshire County Council’s position on its financial contribution to the St Albans Abbey to Watford Junction line and its aspirations for service standards on this route.

1.
Funding

Hertfordshire County Council has allocated £2.0 million from its Local Transport Plan (LTP) programme to the Abbey Line project, split evenly between 2007/08 and 2008/09. The level of funding assumes that the Council will receive the full LTP allocation in these years. However, in the event of a lower overall LTP allocation the amount of funding to this particularly project is likely to be given a high priority provided that Network Rail has provided sufficient commitment.

The level of funding from HCC is capped at £2.0 million due to pressures on the overall LTP programme. Any increase in the overall scheme cost would need to be borne by the railway industry. The funding from HCC will also be provided on the basis as a grant to the Network Rail project, and therefore the County Council would not be expected to contribute to design resources, project management or procurement.

The funding is committed on the basis that the franchise will have firm commitments to deliver the level of service set out in Section 3 below. Given the scale of the investment and the need to deliver long-term increases in patronage, the County Council would wish to see these service levels built into the West Midlands franchise until at least 2021.

In the event of the overall scheme cost being less than the current estimates, the County Council would expect to reduce its funding commitment by a proportionate amount. Whilst the County Council would look to reallocate any funding released in this way to other rail schemes, this cannot be guaranteed.

The timing of the funding (2007/08 and 2008/09) is based on the best information on the scheme programme available at the time that the LTP was published. There is scope to change the timing of this funding if there are any revisions to the overall programme. However, any changes would need to be notified to the County Council well in advance, and the funding would need to be completed by the March 2011. There is, however, a much higher chance that any funding delayed until 2009/10 and beyond will be subject to cuts as other commitments accumulate.

In the event of substantial delay or an absence of any firm programme, the total committed funding is likely to be re-allocated to highway schemes in the LTP programme. The funding will not be ring-fenced to railway schemes. There is considerable pressure on the overall LTP programme, and therefore an early decision on the scheme is advisable.

Funding has also been allocated to the Community Rail Partnership (CRP) project that will help promote the Abbey Line. The total funding set out in the County Council’s LTP submission (March 2006) is shown in the table below.

TABLE 1
LTP ALLOCATION TO ABBEY LINE

	
	2006/07

(£’000)
	2007/08

(£’000)
	2008/09

(£’000)
	2009/10

(£’000)
	2010/11

(£’000)

	Passing Loop
	40
	1000
	1000
	-
	-

	Community Rail Partnership (Small enhancements and promotion)
	55
	60
	60
	65
	65


2.
LTP Target

The County Council has included a target to “double the annual number of journeys made on the Abbey Line” between 2004/05 and 2010/11 in its Local Transport Plan. This demonstrates the authority’s commitment to improving and promoting the line through the CRP project, as performance against this target will help determine future LTP scores and financial allocations.

However, the LTP submission also includes “programme delay to passing loop scheme” as one of the risks to achieving the target, and therefore the County Council would not expected to be penalised for missing the target if this was caused by delays to the scheme outside of its control.

Improvements to the service will help to deliver the mandatory LTP target of reducing growth in peak period traffic flows in Watford and St Albans, and will contribute to the future congestion target.

3.
Service Specification

In order to ensure the future success o the line, and to meet the LTP target, the County Council would wish to see the following level of train service provided on the route:

· On Monday to Fridays a minimum half-hourly service from 0600 to 2000 hrs, and then hourly to provide last train from Watford Junction at 2300 hrs;

· On Saturdays a minimum half-hourly service from 0600 to 1900 hrs, and then hourly to provide last train from Watford Junction at 2300 hrs;

· On Sundays a minimum hourly service from 0800 hrs, with the last train from Watford Junction at 2300 hrs.

This service pattern is generally in accordance with the County Council’s basic service parameters set out in its “Rail Strategy 2006/07 – 2010/11”, although the requirements for late night services have been reduced in recognition of the route’s role.

It is expected that the County Council’s current financial support for Sunday services should end when the West Midlands franchise commences in November 2007 and the money saved would be used for the CRP project.

Connections with the semi-fast services to and from London Euston at  Watford Junction should be maintained.

4.
Promotion and Integration of the Service

The County Council is committed to maintaining and developing the Abbey Line in recognition of the role it plays in providing local commuting between St Albans and Watford and longer-distance commuting into central London with interchange at Watford Junction. 

The County Council’s investment in the Community Rail Partnership for the line is part of a wider commitment to rail and bus services in the Watford area. Hertfordshire is promoting two “Major” schemes in its Local Transport Plan for Watford Junction Interchange (which will provide enhanced access to the station for all modes of transport) and the Croxley Link (which will increase local services from Watford Junction to the west of the town and into central London).

The promotion of the Abbey Line and connecting bus services will be undertaken through the County Council’s Intalink partnership with local bus and rail companies. In addition, there are specific funds allocated through the Community Rail Partnership for promotion and small enhancements to the line (see Table 1). The Rail Strategy sets out the County Council’s proposal that the Abbey Line could be used as a pilot scheme for real-time information for bus and train interfaces in Hertfordshire.

5.
Overall Standards

In line with the overall aspirations set out in the Rail Strategy, the County Council would wish to see the following improvements and standards for the Abbey Line. These should be considered for inclusion in the Invitation to Tender document for the West Midlands franchise.

· Improved security at stations e.g. through CCTV

· Enhanced passenger information through CIS

· Improved access for disabled passengers

· Rolling stock with modern standards of comfort, access and security (“heritage” stock would only be considered if current standards were not compromised by its use)

· New passenger ticket purchase facilities at all stations
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