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Resetting HS2: What will be different this time around? – ICE presidential roundtable summary
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Background
Britain’s High Speed 2 (HS2) rail line has been under intense public scrutiny for some time. But despite the headlines and the turbulence, the project’s fundamental value has not changed. It still has transformative goals: connecting Britain’s largest cities; supporting national growth; opening up opportunity; and offering faster, more reliable, zero-carbon journeys. These benefits remain essential to a fair, thriving, and sustainable economy.
It is not the first major infrastructure project to be beset by bad headlines and political doubts. It is a familiar narrative, but importantly, one that has been turned around before. Crossrail, national rail upgrades, and major station redevelopments have all been through resets. And each one has provided lessons. When leadership stabilises, delivery is sequenced properly. The client behaves as a capable and informed commissioner, the industry is empowered to perform, and projects regain momentum. When they open, they become part of daily life in ways that genuinely change how people move, connect, and access opportunity. Once the public uses the service, it quickly becomes something they rely on.
More recently, the government announced a new plan for Northern Powerhouse Rail with a clear emphasis on ‘getting it right’. HS2’s reset sits firmly within this same shift: a more disciplined, more intentional approach to delivering the national infrastructure people depend on.
The ICE held this roundtable with Mike Brown, Chair of High Speed 2 Ltd (HS2), who was brought in alongside Mark Wild, HS2’s CEO, to oversee the reset. The aim was to identify lessons from other major project resets and help ensure HS2’s new approach reflects operational realities, market capacity, and the expectations of those who will ultimately use the railway.
Background to HS2’s reset
Last year, the government commissioned an independent review of governance on major transport projects, focused on learning lessons from HS2. The findings of the Stewart Review aligned with the ICE’s own programme on learning lessons from the cancellation of HS2’s northern leg. The government fully accepted the 89 recommendations of the Stewart Review.
It also tasked HS2 CEO Mark Wild, with leading a reset of the project across three areas: first, to establish a credible, sustainable cost envelope and delivery schedule; second, to ensure its commercial relationships with the main works contractors balance shareholder returns with value for money for taxpayers; and third, to ensure HS2 Ltd’s organisational structure, skills base, controls and relationship with the government are fit for purpose. The outcome of that reset, including a new cost envelope and timeframe, will be announced shortly.


Key discussion points
· The significance of the HS2 reset, which may be a last chance to fix the project.
· Building momentum and celebrating successes to change the narrative through incremental delivery.
· Building trust through a common purpose, finding the right governance arrangements and being transparent.
· Operating a major project under uncertainty caused by domestic election cycles, changes in rail policy and geopolitics.
· Identifying and embedding lessons for wider infrastructure delivery.
Under the spotlight
It is important to recognise the significance of the HS2 reset. This could be the only chance to get the project right. There is real jeopardy for the project, given the fiscal pressures and the future political uncertainty, so there is unlikely to be an opportunity for another reset.
HS2 also has a huge global profile, which impacts the attractiveness of funding infrastructure in the UK. The cancellation of the northern leg damaged that reputation.
The spotlight is therefore on the government, HS2 and the supply chain. They have a collective responsibility to focus on excellence and delivery to restore the UK’s commercial standing globally.
Changing minds
That spotlight means the project needs to build momentum. It must show early demonstrable successes and build on them with steady, incremental progress on costs, schedule and real-world benefits. Quietly getting on with competent delivery and celebrating successes will build confidence and reduce uncertainty.
The narratives around projects change. London’s Elizabeth Line and Northern Line extension are now seen as valuable and celebrated additions to the city’s infrastructure, but that wasn't always the case when they were being built. However, people care about what infrastructure means for them – like waiting on a platform and knowing a train will arrive. The narrative around the cost of HS2 may fade in the public’s mind as the main story becomes the infrastructure itself and its impact on people.
Successes
There is progress to build a more positive narrative around HS2. For example, when the current government came into power, there was also huge uncertainty about the link from Old Oak Common to Euston. The government has since brought forward plans to reinforce its commitment to the Euston link and ensure there is value added from the development around the station. These include delivering the tunnel boring machine ahead of schedule and committing to setting up a delivery company for the Euston redevelopment.
There are other positive stories to tell about the project. HS2’s safety performance is close to best in class. Productivity has improved, with the last six months of 2025 being the most productive period of the project, through working collaboratively and collectively with the supply chain. In terms of jobs and skills, there are currently 34,000 people working on HS2, although women remain underrepresented in the project’s workforce. However, the project is training over 2,000 apprentices, with 70% aged between 16-24, which is positive for the future talent pipeline. It has employed 5,645 people who were previously unemployed, including 40% from the local area in the West Midlands. In total, over 3,500 UK companies are in the project’s supply chain.
Building trust
The reset will only succeed if the project avoids the toxic relationships, confrontation and lack of trust that have beset it in the past. It needs everybody from HS2 Ltd, its supply chain partners and the government working together in a spirit of collaborative partnership. HS2 has never enjoyed a period where that has been the case. But that is changing. 
Common purpose
One of the lessons Mark Wild brought from Crossrail was the belief in one purpose, not one team. That shared vision is often missing on major projects. At HS2, 400 back-office roles have been recalibrated to be frontline-facing to demonstrate its commitment to building a railway that delivers for people.
It helps to have ministers who are committed to the success of projects and their intended outcomes (like better public transport). A lot of the HS2’s problems link to the operating environment and the government system in which it is situated. There are signs that the current government is moving towards project advocacy rather than project criticism. It was notable that the government commissioned and then immediately accepted all the recommendations of the Stewart Review, which included how oversight within government works. That forced a rethink and recalibration between HS2 and the government.
The right operating environment
Personnel changes in the government and civil service have brought fresh perspectives. The reset has also reduced the layers of assurance across government. A new cross-government mechanism, the Major Projects Delivery Panel, brings together the Cabinet Office, HM Treasury, and the Department for Transport to look at assurance in much more granular detail. It is an exemplar of how future major public sector projects could be handled.
Another opportunity, notwithstanding the talent that does exist in government, would be to add more private sector experience into government to bring different perspectives to projects. HS2 has some freedoms compared to some other arm’s length bodies to offer better pay to attract talent. But given the pay constraints in the public sector, this may require more use of secondments, for example. 
The government is also making progress in other areas like planning reform and joining up different infrastructure investments, for example, the East-West Rail and the Oxford-Cambridge Arc. But there are still many constraints on major projects, particularly publicly funded ones, that make it difficult for them to operate in an agile fashion.
Transparency
Major programmes can tend to present data on progress, time and costs in a way that is shrouded in mystery, or to present different reports to different parties (boards, executives, government, etc.) which can, inadvertently or not, hide the true picture. If projects are behind schedule, it can be easy for engineers and project leaders to convince themselves they will catch up, but usually they will run out of runway. Politicians prefer to hear positivity and good news.
To avoid those pitfalls, it is important to build relationships that are honest. Getting an early indicator of problems through the data and communicating consistent information to different parties is fundamental to getting it right.
Manging uncertainty
How projects plan for uncertainty is crucial, but often overlooked. For example, questions such as whether and how cost estimates will stand, or how contractual mechanisms will work in different potential scenarios, are often not talked through at the outset. 
HS2 is operating amid domestic and geopolitical uncertainty. A spike in materials costs is likely due to the conflict in the Middle East. Domestically, election cycles and changing UK rail policy, particularly the transition of Network Rail to Great British Rail, are happening in parallel to the project’s construction.
One of the keys to successful major public sector capital programmes is how effectively they transcend the democratic cycle. London has benefited from a succession of mayors committed to maintaining and enhancing its status as a global city, recognising the importance of committing to long-term, strategic infrastructure projects that cross political cycles to achieve that goal. However, this has often left those mayors in conflict with national governments.
Managing uncertainty also requires honest dialogue between clients and supply chain partners. These need to happen early when issues emerge, and how to manage them collectively and collaboratively, rather than defaulting to hard-nosed commercial discussions. That is helped by having a common purpose while recognising the imperative that supply chain companies have to make a reasonable profit that keeps them sustainable.
The human factor
One factor that can get lost amid external politics, uncertainty and turmoil about costs is the human factor on infrastructure projects. 34,000 people are working on HS2. Projects need to protect their people and encourage them to feel energised and motivated.
Wider lessons
While each major project throws up lessons, those lessons are not always embedded in future projects. Leaders need to find better ways to do this and avoid repeating the same mistakes.
It’s important to think about the context that projects exist in and the causes of problems, as well as the symptoms themselves. HS2’s northern leg was vulnerable to cancellation because the narrative was focused on cost overruns. However, many of HS2’s problems were caused by contextual factors, such as political pressure for shovel-ready projects, the need to demonstrate progress, and rampant inflation due to the COVID-19 pandemic and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. If these factors were given greater prominence, the narrative surrounding the project might have changed.
Questions to take away
· Is the government thinking differently enough about the structures, frameworks and policies that exist around major projects to improve delivery?
· How can long-term strategic infrastructure projects benefit from more certainty to insulate them from shorter-term political cycles?
· How can lessons be better passed on and embedded from major project to major project?

Further reading
· ICE briefing paper: the cancellation of HS2’s northern leg – learning lessons – ICE, September 2024
· Major transport projects governance and assurance review – James Stewart, June 2025
· Governance and decision‑making on mega‑projects – National Audit Office, March 2025
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