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Background 

The Abbey Line Community Rail Partnership (CRP) was launched in June 2005.  It brings together a range of people from the local community, businesses, local government and the railway to help secure the long term future of this local branch line that runs between St Albans  and Watford.

The CRP is led by a steering group which meets about six times a year. Organisations represented on the steering group of the CRP are, Hertfordshire County Council (which is the lead) , Watford Council, St Albans Council, St Stephen’s Parish Council, the Train Operator - Silverlink, the Rail Users Group ABFLY  Network Rail and more recently the Campaign for Real Ale (CAMRA) and a local business the Building Research Establishment ( BRE).

The CRP is managed on a day to day basis by a part-time CRP Officer who is employed by Hertfordshire County Council. 

Through a series of funded projects in the  Annual Action Plan  the CRP aims to :

· Raise the profile of the line in the community it serves.

· Encourage more people to use the line through a  range of promotional and marketing activities.

· Enhance the service offered to the community through small scale environmental improvements at stations.

· Improve the links with local businesses and schools that may benefit from the service.    

Success of the CRP is ultimately measured in terms of numbers of people who are travelling on the line. Recent surveys and passenger counts have shown that already the CRP’s activities have resulted in a marked increase in passenger numbers.   

Passing  Loop and enhanced service. 

The Abbey Line has  been identified as a DfT  Pilot Project aimed to demonstrate delivery of a  low cost infrastructure improvement to facilitate an enhanced service. Implicit in this is the construction of a passing loop at Bricket  Wood to increase the frequency of the service to half hourly.   

Over the last 18 months a strong business case has been drawn up and developed with a team of professional technical expertise from, DfT, Network Rail, Hertfordshire County Council and the current Train Operator – Silverlink.  It had been anticipated that the proposal concerning the passing loop with enhanced service would be placed in the base line specification and not as a priced option. 

Hertfordshire County Council under the Local Transport Plan has committed £2 million towards providing the passing loop. It is imperative that any new franchise holder should work closely with the County Council and Network Rail on the delivery  of such an important project within the agreed timeframe, and should in turn meet the requirement for an enhanced service that is a condition of this grant funding from HCC. The time frame for this LTP allocation of funds is 2007 – 2009. If there was a  delay  in the scheme of two or more years it is highly likely that  that the LTP funding would be unavailable for the passing loop scheme. 

The Abbey Line CRP would therefore urge the bidders for the West Midlands franchise to submit innovative solutions as part of the required priced option for Abbey Line service enhancement. The County Council can supply copies of the Business case spreadsheet to bidders, and will welcome further discussions on delivery of the proposals. 

The CRP fully supports the County Council’s proposals for the enhanced service, which are broadly:

· Half-hourly service from 0600 to 2000 (M-F) or 1900 (Sat), with an hourly service in the evenings to at least 2300 from Watford.

· Hourly Sunday service from 0800, with the same evening service as the rest of the week.

Community  Rail Package.

As part of the “community rail” package for the line, there are two major issues which the Abbey Line CRP would like to see the new franchisee addressing and taking forward, these are:

· Customer security 

· Ticket collection 

All stations on the Abbey line (apart from Watford Junction) are isolated and unstaffed.  A  crime prevention survey was recently carried out on the Abbey Line by the British Transport Police and a  key recommendation in order  to alleviate the crime and the fear of crime, was for the installation of CCTV. Therefore the Abbey Line CRP would strongly recommend the installation of CCTV at all stations, monitored in real time from a staffed call centre as part of wider proposals for the whole franchise. We believe it is important to be able to take preventative measures backed up with speedy enforcement to enhance customer security.  

Related to the unstaffed nature of the stations along the line, there is need for a more vigorous revenue collection mechanism to improve the financial position of the line. As journey times are short, the present pay on train system, which struggles to cope at peak times, will be further pressured by growth in passenger numbers. The CRP and the present TOC have concluded that a higher proportion of off-train sales is required to minimise lost revenue.. The Abbey Line CRP would also recommend the introduction of self-service ticket machines at each of the stations and the introduction of a simpler fares structure with local carnets and possible travel cards.             

Other key issues:

The CRP would like to see a new franchise implementing the following:

· Onward transport links – the CRP would welcome proposals concerning onward bus travel between St Albans Abbey Station and St Albans City Station, as it is a key  issue that continuously  arises in St Albans.

· Access from the platform to the train at St Albans Abbey station is not DDA compliant as there is a 750mm vertical step. The CRP would want to see the new TOC promoting a solution to this, with Network Rail.  

Local Management 

The  Abbey  Line CRP has a  steering  group established  with clear  management responsibilities which can make quick decisions in respect of CRP issues for the line. The present TOC has a dedicated Group Station Manager for Community Rail routes and a Stakeholder Relations Manager, both of whom play an active role in the management of the CRP. The Abbey Line CRP, would therefore welcome a commitment from the successful franchisee, for a local management operation to be in place to deal with Abbey Line  community rail issues, decisions and actions.      
Financial Commitment from New TOC 

The current TOC commits a financial sum of money to the partnership. This contributes to the total financial sum required to fulfil the project identified in the CRP’s  Action Plan.  The CRP would like to see the new TOC  contribute   £20,000 per year towards the partnership and this will be reviewed on an annual basis in accordance with projects being implemented by the  TOC.  

The following reports will be made available to the franchise bidders:

· Abbey Line – Service Enhancements – Review of Business Case – April 2006, including Business Case spread sheet. 
· Abbey Line Passenger Survey May 2006, plus latest count Nov 06
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