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The current situation can be summarised as follows:

· The consultation period on the proposed Invitation to Tender (ITT) for the West Midlands franchise ended on 7th August. Both HCC and the CRP responded similarly, asking for the passing loop and service enhancement to be included in the base specification of the ITT, rather than as a priced option.

· DfT has been reviewing the evidence submitted, including some revisions to the business case which have improved the viability of the project. As yet we have no confirmation as to what will be in the final ITT.

· The next stage will be the announcement of the shortlisted bidders for the West Midlands franchise, which we expect in w/c 18th September. The National Express Group (current owners of the Silverlink franchise) has submitted the required Accreditation Questionnaire for consideration.

· We then expect the ITT to be formally issued to bidders in late October or early November. From the issue date, bidders will have 120 days to finalise and submit their bids. During this period they are expected to carry out consultations with local stakeholders, including HCC and the CRP. If the recent experience on the Island Line with the South West Trains franchise is repeated, bidders will probably want to visit the line and talk to local stakeholders. Phil Robbins will help to facilitate such visits and will brief bidders on Community Rail issues, including the Pilot Project. Silverlink, as the existing operator, may be involved in this process, which requires some separation of the day to day management of the route from the National Express Bid Team, to avoid conflicts of interest or risk of bias.

· Discussions between the local authorities (HCC, Watford and St Albans) have already confirmed the need to present a united positive response to bidders.

· If the ITT specification contains the Abbey Line Pilot within the base, the process will be quite straightforward, and the focus will be on maintaining the new franchisee’s commitment to the CRP.

· If the Pilot is set out as a priced option, the local authorities and CRP may wish to adopt a more proactive stance, to encourage bidders to take a more innovative approach in their bids. The local authorities have agreed to meet again within the next 2 months to finalise a common approach. It is suggested that Abfly are also involved in this, in view of their important role in support of the line.
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