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The UK rail sector enters 2026 facing a pivotal moment. Rail Industry Connect’s 
UK Rail Industry Insight for Early 2026 indicates a period of continuity rather 
than change – with delivery decisions and funding discipline shaping the 
industry rather than structural overhaul.

We delve into the key topics shaping the UK rail industry as it stands – to keep you informed and 
help you, as a business, make the right decisions. This feature takes stock of the current state 
of UK rail, drawing on recent briefings and government evidence, to highlight key themes and 
strategic insights for stakeholders ranging from Tier 1 contractors and SMEs to public authorities. 
It also offers practical takeaways for these groups and flags upcoming forums where the 
industry can align and collaborate in the months ahead.

So, where do we currently stand?

Ambitious reforms are underway and passenger demand is gradually rebounding, but these 
positives are tempered by intense financial pressures and the need to deliver projects in a 
constrained environment. 

The direction of travel is clear – a more unified railway under Great British Railways (GBR) and a 
focus on long-term outcomes – yet the day-to-day reality demands pragmatism. 

Industry leaders across the supply chain are shifting from grand expansion plans to the 
practical work of “doing more with less”. 
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INFRASTRUCTURE:
Financial Pressures Reshape
Investment Priorities

After years of heavy subsidy during the 
pandemic, public finances for rail are under 
strain. The government has made it plain 
that rail must live within tighter budgets, 
emphasising affordability and value for 
money in all decisions. In practice, this means 
investment is being channeled into renewals, 
safety, and efficiency improvements over 
flashy new expansions. This is something we, 
as an industry, have come to expect over the 
latest Control Period, and that is not expected 
to change.

Operators and Network Rail have received 
funding settlements for the new control 
period that cover essential maintenance 
and incremental upgrades, but big-ticket 
enhancement projects are fewer and carefully 
sequenced. High inflation in construction 
and materials has also eroded what each 
pound can buy. As one industry briefing noted, 

spending is staying roughly on track but rising 
costs mean “output is less” – a sobering reality 
that forces tough prioritisation.

Budget pressure has triggered an explicit 
efficiency drive inside the industry. For 
example, Network Rail has launched a 
Management Efficiency Programme to root 
out waste and cut internal costs without 
reducing the scope of work. This signals to 
suppliers that cost discipline and delivery 
certainty will be paramount in winning and 
retaining contracts. 

The critical question for 2026 is not whether 
money will be spent on rail (significant 
investment is still committed), but how 
selectively and smartly it will be deployed. 
Every proposal is being scrutinised for clear 
value and this is an important consideration 
for anyone tendering for work. 

Rail Industry Connect takeaway: Suppliers that 
can demonstrate reliability, cost certainty, and 
tangible benefits will stand out as public clients 
decide where to allocate limited funds. In short, the 
sector’s financial climate has shifted from one of 
expansion at any cost to one of consolidation and 
cost-effectiveness.
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GOVERNANCE:
Great British Railways:
Reform Progress and Reality 

The long-awaited rail reform is moving from 
concept to reality, centered on the creation of 
Great British Railways (GBR) as a new guiding mind 
for UK rail. The government’s Railways Bill, currently 
making its way through Parliament, sets out the 
framework for GBR to absorb Network Rail and take 
charge of track, trains, and ticketing in a unified 
public body.

Key milestones have already been reached: a 
dedicated Public Ownership Bill passed in late 
2024, allowing remaining private train operating 
companies to be brought under public control as 
their contracts expire. Indeed, 2025 saw the first of 
these transitions, and early 2026 will witness major 
operators like West Midlands Trains and Govia 
Thameslink Railway moving into the public fold. By 
May 2026, the majority of commuter and intercity 
services will be run by a government-owned 
operator on behalf of GBR, ending the franchise 
era’s fragmentation.

The GBR brand launched nationally in late 2025, 
signaling unity and a fresh identity even as the 
organisation’s formal “Day One” is planned for 
2027. This brand launch – accompanied by 
public-facing initiatives like a “Great British Rail 
Sale” in January 2026 to promote affordable 
travel – aims to build positive momentum with 
passengers and staff. 

Behind the scenes, governance structures are 
taking shape. There is greater clarity on how GBR will 
interface with devolved authorities and metro mayors, 
acknowledging that cities and regions have a stake 
in rail planning. For instance, Combined Authorities 
(city-region governments) are being given a voice 
in shaping local rail priorities alongside the national 
operator. The emerging model suggests decision-
making will be more collaborative, balancing national 
strategy with regional needs.

Despite this progress, 2026 is very much a transitional 
year. Structural reform is underway, but it remains 
largely “on paper” for now – no immediate overhaul 
of procurement or project delivery will occur until GBR 
is fully stood up. The existing Network Rail and DfT 
processes will continue to run the railway through the 
year. Industry briefings advise that early 2026 will be a 
period of “bedding-in rather than transformation.” 

In practical terms, suppliers and contractors should 
not expect sudden changes in how contracts are 
tendered or managed this year. However, they should 
pay attention to the reform’s direction of travel. Signals 
from within the industry hint at potential changes to 
delivery models down the line (for example, capital 
projects might be bundled or managed differently 
once GBR is in charge). 

Rail Industry Connect takeaway: As GBR’s leadership and priorities 
crystallise, those in the rail business will want to be ready to adapt 
– whether that means engaging with new regional client bodies or
aligning offerings to GBR’s unified objectives. Reform is on track, but its
real-world impacts will unfold gradually.
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CAPACITY, INFRASTRUCTURE 
& ROLLING STOCK:
Passenger Demand Shifts and Capacity Planning 

Understanding today’s passenger trends is critical 
for planning tomorrow’s railway. The early 2020s 
radically altered travel patterns, and by 2026 the 
industry has adjusted its assumptions to this new 
reality. Commuter rail traffic has not fully returned 
to pre-pandemic peaks – the traditional rush hour 
is less intense, reflecting increased remote working 
and more flexible schedules. On the other hand, 
leisure travel by rail has proven resilient and even 
grown: weekends and off-peak hours often see 
busy trains as people take advantage of rail sales 
and rediscover train travel for holidays and day 
trips. Overall ridership is on a recovery trajectory, 
but the mix of journeys is different, and growth is 
uneven across routes and regions.

These shifts mean capacity planning requires 
a more nuanced approach. Rather than simply 
ramping up infrastructure for maximum peak 
demand, planners are focusing on optimising 
existing capacity and improving service reliability 
to attract riders throughout the week. For example, 
there is renewed emphasis on all-day performance 
(not just peak punctuality) and on right-sizing 
timetables to match demand patterns. 

Some lightly used services may be restructured 
to improve efficiency, while capacity freed up by 
fewer commuters opens opportunities to run new 
or longer trains for leisure routes or freight. The 
government’s upcoming Long-Term Rail Strategy 

– a 30-year vision that will be published once
the Railways Bill passes – is expected to address
these patterns explicitly. It aims to provide a
strategic framework that links rail to broader goals
like economic growth, decarbonisation, housing
development, and regional connectivity.

Crucially, this long-term plan will be flexible, 
updated periodically to accommodate changes 
in technology, the economy, or travel behavior. 
Industry leaders acknowledge that trying to fix a 
plan in stone (as if 2019’s world would last forever) 
would be a mistake. Instead, the strategy will guide 
investment while allowing course corrections as 
“the world is uncertain and things will happen.”

In the near term, passenger-focused initiatives are 
geared toward rebuilding confidence and ridership. 
Efforts like the discounted fare promotions, and 
a push for better passenger information and 
ticketing (GBR will eventually unify ticketing 
systems), are meant to entice people back to rail. 

This is not just goodwill – higher ridership 
improves fare revenue, easing the financial strain. 
It also justifies future capacity enhancements 
where they’re truly needed. The net effect is 
that passenger trends now directly influence 
what projects get funded and how the railway is 
operated. 

Rail Industry Connect takeaway: Capacity planning in 2026 is about 
making smart choices: targeting investments that solve present 
bottlenecks or reliability issues, preparing for future growth where it’s 
most likely, and avoiding over-build where demand may never return 
to past highs. By aligning services with actual travel needs and being 
ready to adapt, the industry hopes to steadily grow its passenger base 
in a sustainable way.
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INFRASTRUCTURE
Major Projects and Network Upgrades 

Despite the tighter purse strings, major 
infrastructure programmes continue to move 
forward, albeit with adjusted scopes and 
schedules. These big projects remain the backbone 
of rail investment, intended to add capacity, 
improve connectivity, and modernise the network. 
The difference in 2026 is that they are being 
delivered with a sharp eye on phasing and cost 
control – as we have come to expect over this 
Control Period.

High Speed 2 (HS2), the largest project in UK rail 
at the moment, is progressing on its initial phase. 
Construction from London to the West Midlands 
is ongoing, and 2026 will see further tunneling, 
viaduct building, and station works for Phase One. 
Political decisions in recent years have curtailed 
the extent of HS2 (for example, plans for the line 
beyond Birmingham were put on hold or altered), 
but there are emerging indications that some HS2-
related work could begin earlier than previously 
expected in certain areas. These might include 
enabling works or related upgrades in the North 
that lay the groundwork for future high-speed 
connections. While nothing is confirmed yet, 
contractors and local authorities are watching 
closely – any green light for early works would 
create opportunities, even if the full project scope 
remains in flux. The lesson for the supply chain is 
to stay flexible: be ready to mobilise if parts of HS2 
(or its alternatives) accelerate, but also plan for the 
long haul as big decisions are still being ironed out.

In the North of England, Northern Powerhouse 
Rail (NPR) has been reiterated by government 
as a strategic priority to improve east-west links 

between major cities. However, concrete details 
and funding for NPR are limited at this stage. It 
stands as a goal rather than a detailed plan, 
which makes it important but not yet a source of 
immediate contracts. Conversely, projects that are 
already well-defined, like the Transpennine Route 
Upgrade, continue to provide steady work. The 
Transpennine upgrade – involving electrification 
and modernisation of routes between Manchester, 
Leeds, and York – has been re-scoped to fit 
budget constraints but is proceeding with clear 
government backing. Similarly, East West Rail, 
aimed at restoring a rail link between Oxford and 
Cambridge, has survived recent reviews and is 
moving ahead in phases. These programs offer 
relative stability within the national portfolio, giving 
contractors and suppliers ongoing work and a 
pipeline of deliverables that they can count on in 
the near term.

Elsewhere, the focus is on incremental 
improvements and state-of-good-repair rather 
than grand new lines. Electrification projects, for 
example, are being pursued in bite-sized segments 
after past cost overruns – targeted schemes 
that contribute to decarbonisation and better 
performance will likely get priority. Upgrades to 
digital signalling and train control (ETCS) are 
another important investment area, as they can 
boost capacity and reliability without massive civil 
engineering. However, even these enhancements 
are being phased carefully. In 2026, expect to see 
ongoing work on such projects where already 
funded, but any new starts will be judged against 
the affordability yardstick. 

Rail Industry Connect takeaway: For industry players, the mantra on 
infrastructure delivery is “timing over intent.” The intent – to eventually 
deliver HS2’s benefits, to build NPR, to enhance capacity where needed 
– remains in government strategy. The uncertainty lies in when each
piece will happen.
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This places a premium on risk management and scheduling flexibility for contractors: being able to 
scale teams up or down as project timelines shift. It also means suppliers should keep an ear to the 
ground for early signals (for instance, rumours of an early works package being tendered) and be 
prepared to respond. 

Rail Industry Connect has partnered with Contract Finder Pro to 
help businesses achieve exactly that. 

Despite the challenges, the continued commitment to core projects like TRU and East West Rail suggests 
that the industry will not be standing still. There is significant work to deliver; it just must be done with 
close attention to budget and perhaps over a longer horizon. By excelling in delivering the current slate of 
projects efficiently, the rail industry builds credibility to make the case for the next round of improvements 
when the time is right – but for many businesses the right time needs to be soon before businesses, and 
its skilled workforce, are lost to other industries.

INFRASTRUCTURE
Major Projects and Network Upgrades 

continued 
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BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT: 
Procurement Outlook and Supply Chain Considerations 

Want to win more work and plan your opportunities? Explore how 
Contract Finder Pro can help you achieve your goals by clicking here.

On the surface, the pipeline of rail investment 
opportunities is substantial. Recent government 
procurement pipelines list hundreds of upcoming 
contract opportunities across operations, 
maintenance, and enhancements – amounting to 
tens of billions of pounds in value.  

Over 1,700 contracts are “live” across the rail 
system at present. Yet the optimistic numbers 
belie a more cautious industry mood. Many 
suppliers report that pipeline volume isn’t 
translating into on-the-ground confidence about 
new work. The reason comes back to those 
financial and cost pressures: the money is largely 
spoken for by existing programmes, and high costs 
are eating into scopes, so few completely new 
projects are coming out to market quickly.

For large contractors, the message from Network 
Rail and other clients is that current spending 
levels will be maintained, but they will largely 
sustain ongoing projects or necessary renewals. 

The opportunities for new bids in 2026 may be 
limited mostly to framework renewals, smaller 
enhancement packages, or early contractor 
involvements rather than mega-projects. 
Workloads at major firms remain steady – 
companies engaged on HS2, Transpennine 
upgrades, or network maintenance have 
continuity – but there’s little sign of a surge in 
tender invites compared to late 2025. Essentially, if 
you have work, you are likely to continue with it; if 
you’re seeking work, you might face a competitive 
fight over fewer new contracts.

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in 
the rail supply chain continue to face barriers in 
accessing opportunities. Industry groups have 
been pushing for easier SME participation (for 
example, breaking contracts into smaller lots or 
simplifying procurement processes), and these 

conversations are ongoing. However, tangible 
changes have yet to be felt. Procurement routes 
and contract models in early 2026 look much the 
same as before – heavily focused on established 
frameworks and suppliers, which can inadvertently 
lock out newer or smaller players. This is an area 
to watch as GBR forms: a unified rail body might 
eventually overhaul how procurement is done 
(there are whispers that some traditional capital 
delivery models could be replaced under GBR to 
integrate track and train work better). But in the 
meantime, SMEs often must rely on subcontracting 
or niche specialisations to get involved.  

We have seen this through our interview with 
Christian Fry last year – where the majority of the 
contracts sit with a small group of contractors, 
while the rest of the supply chain has to focus on 
niche support to win work.

One bright spot is that clients are increasingly 
receptive to innovation that lowers costs or 
improves productivity, and this could create 
openings for suppliers who bring fresh solutions. 
If a company – big or small – can show a new 
method or technology that delivers quicker, 
cheaper, safer results, now is the time to pitch 
it. Just be aware that the bar is higher for 
“innovation” now: rail clients want tools and 
techniques that are deployment-ready and 
proven at least in pilot form. The era of innovation 
for its own sake is waning; it’s now about 
innovation as a means to an end (solving today’s 
delivery challenges). 

Rail Industry Connect takeaway: For the supply 
chain at large, resilience in 2026 will depend on 
transparency and realism. Companies should 
seek as much clarity as possible on upcoming 
work (through published pipelines, client 
engagement, and industry forums) and plan for 
various scenarios. 
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It’s wise to assume that lead times for major new projects could be long, and to focus on excellence 
in executing what’s already on the books. Building a track record of dependable delivery under tough 
conditions will position firms well when the market eventually picks up.

Conversely, overextending or banking on a sudden rush of work could be risky. The competitive 
environment will reward those who stay agile, control costs, and collaborate willingly – whether through 
partnerships, joint ventures, or early engagement with project planners. In summary, the procurement 
outlook is cautiously steady: opportunities are out there, but capturing them requires strategic 
positioning and a bit of patience.

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT: 
Procurement Outlook and Supply Chain Considerations 

continued 
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Practical Takeaways for 
Industry Stakeholders 
Different players across the rail industry will need to tailor their strategies 
to thrive in this climate. Here are some practical takeaways and action 
points we’ve identified for key groups in the rail supply chain: 

Major Contractors (Tier 1): Double down on delivery excellence and cost control. In 
bids and project execution, emphasise your ability to finish on time and within budget, 
given clients’ affordability focus. Maintain flexibility in your resource planning – be 
ready to scale teams or adjust timelines as major project schedules evolve. It’s also 
important to engage early in project planning phases; offering value engineering 
or alternative solutions can set you apart as a partner in an era when every penny 
counts. 

Specialist Suppliers and SMEs: Focus on the niches where you can have outsized 
impact. Whether it’s a technological innovation (e.g. using digital tools for efficiency) 
or a specialised service, tie your offering to immediate challenges clients face, like 
reducing costs, improving reliability, or cutting carbon.  

Since direct procurement routes can be tough for smaller firms, consider forming 
alliances with larger contractors or consortium bids to get your foot in the door. 
Participate in industry initiatives (for example, Network Rail’s SME engagement 
programs or innovation competitions) to increase your visibility. Being proactive and 
networked is vital – make sure regional and national rail bodies know what you can 
deliver. 

Consultancies and Advisors: With organisations in flux and under pressure, your 
advisory skills are in demand – but you must align them with the new reality. 
Prioritise services around efficiency improvement, strategic planning under financial 
constraints, and change management as GBR takes shape. Help clients (be they DfT, 
Network Rail, or city transport authorities) to sequence projects optimally and build 
robust business cases for when funding does become available.  

Also, engage with the devolution agenda: many regions are crafting their own 
transport plans, so consulting firms should be ready to support Combined Authorities 
and councils in rail scheme development and integrating rail with broader economic 
plans. A slightly improving outlook in parts of the consulting market suggests those 
who have the right insight – on funding mechanisms, innovative delivery models, or 
data-driven planning – will find opportunities to contribute. 
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A wish-list for Public Sector Stakeholders (Government and Authorities), on behalf of 
the industry: For the Department for Transport and emerging GBR leadership, as well 
as regional transport bodies, the priority should be to provide clarity and confidence to 
the market wherever possible. Continue to communicate medium-term plans – if large 
projects are delayed, publish revised timelines to help industry adjust. Likewise, ensure 
that the upcoming 30-year rail strategy is developed with industry input and is shared 
transparently so all parties can align their long-term investments.  

In 2026, also lean into collaboration: use forums with suppliers (like the quarterly 
supply chain updates) to exchange information on risks, and be open to industry ideas 
for cost savings or revenue generation. For devolved authorities, early engagement 
with rail companies and Network Rail on local priorities will make it easier to secure 
support for those projects. Essentially, public sector leaders should act as enablers and 
communicators, keeping the sector informed and unified around common goals during 
this transitional period.

Practical Takeaways for 
Industry Stakeholders 

continued 
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One encouraging sign as 2026 begins is a dense programme of industry events and 
engagements on the horizon. These offer valuable chances to gather intelligence, network, and 
even influence the way rail plans are implemented. For a broad rail sector audience, staying 
involved in these forums can provide a competitive edge and ensure your voice is heard in 
shaping the future. Some key engagement opportunities in the coming months include: 

Network Rail National Supply Chain Update (February): A quarterly briefing 
where Network Rail shares its latest plans and procurement updates with 
suppliers. This is an important session to understand upcoming work packages, 
performance priorities, and any shifts in Network Rail’s approach (for example, 
changes resulting from their efficiency programme). Contractors and 
consultants should attend or tune in to catch signals about where the client is 
heading. 

RIA SME Group & Consultants Group Meetings (Q1 2026): The Railway Industry 
Association (RIA) hosts regular forums tailored to SMEs (February) and to 
consulting practices (March). These gatherings are a platform to discuss 
common challenges – such as procurement barriers for SMEs or the pipeline of 
advisory projects – directly with peers and sometimes client representatives. 
They’re also an opportunity to formulate industry responses to government 
initiatives (RIA often channels member feedback to DfT and Network Rail). 
Engaging in these groups can help smaller companies stay visible and influence 
reforms that affect them. 

Rail Industry Conferences and Summits: Several conferences in 
early 2026 will bring together public and private stakeholders:

All-Island Rail Summit (Belfast, spring) – a notable event focusing on rail 
development across Ireland and the UK, tied to a networking reception  
co-hosted by RIA and the British-Irish Trading Alliance. This forum will discuss 
cross-border opportunities, supply chain collaboration, and investment in  
rail infrastructure in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.  
Firms looking beyond Great Britain or interested in wider partnerships  
should watch this space. 

RICA Forum (London, March) – For RICA members only, this is an opportunity 
to understand latest industry changes affecting contractors, as well as a talk 
from Rob Cairns, Regional Managing Director – Wales & Western, Network Rail. 
Become a member by visiting ricaltd.co.uk 

Engagement Opportunities 
for Industry Alignment 
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Rail in the Midlands (Derby, February) and Rail Scotland Conference (Glasgow, 
March) – regional conferences highlighting projects and policy in those areas. 
With regional bodies gaining influence, these events are great for understanding 
local priorities (like Midlands Engine Rail plans or ScotRail’s enhancement 
program) and meeting the decision-makers driving them. 

Rail Innovation Conference (March) – focusing on technology and innovation 
in rail, this event will showcase new solutions in everything from automation 
to sustainable materials. Given the industry’s push for practical innovation, 
attending can spark ideas for your own operations and connect you with tech 
providers or pilot programmes. 

Industry Networking Events: More informal but just as useful 
are networking-focused gatherings:

Rail Infrastructure Networking (RIN) London (March) – a meet-and-greet style 
event bringing suppliers and clients together in a casual setting. It’s an efficient 
way to make new contacts across the supply chain. With pipeline visibility 
still limited in some areas, a conversation at RIN could tip you off about an 
upcoming opportunity or partnership. 

Innovation Lab Conference (Liverpool, March) – an event that blends expo 
and workshop, highlighting innovative projects. This can be a fertile ground for 
SMEs and startups to show off ideas to larger industry players, or for established 
companies to scout for that next efficiency tool to adopt. 

Rail Safety Summit (Sheffield, March) – given the ongoing emphasis on safety 
(always a non-negotiable priority), this forum allows practitioners to share best 
practices and new safety technologies. It’s a chance to ensure that as we push 
for cost and efficiency, we do so without compromising on the well-being of 
workers and passengers.

Each of these events and meetings provides a forum to align the industry. Whether you aim to 
influence policy (like in consultations and RIA groups), seek market intelligence (client briefings), 
or build relationships (networking conferences), make the most of these engagements. In a 
year where collaboration and transparency are key to success, being present and active in the 
conversation will help your organisation stay ahead of the curve and aligned with the broader 
direction of UK rail.

Engagement Opportunities 
for Industry Alignment 

continued 
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Outlook: 
 Positioning for a Year of Consolidation 

The overarching theme for the UK rail industry in early 2026 can be summed up in one word: 
execution. After a decade dominated by bold announcements – of new governance models, 
flagship projects, and transformative technologies – the sector now finds itself in a phase of 
delivering on those promises under tighter conditions.  

This is not a setback so much as a necessary period of consolidation. Great British Railways 
will eventually bring structural change, but in the meantime the railway must continue to run 
safely and smoothly. Passengers are returning, but they expect reliability and reasonable fares; 
meeting those expectations will rebuild rail’s reputation and revenue. Big projects are still in 
play, but success will come from managing them pragmatically, on realistic timelines. The key 
for the industry as a whole is to support its supply chain and ensure it is still working well during 
this period. 

For rail professionals across the board, the best strategy this year is to focus on what you can 
control. That means planning around known budgets, engaging with the opportunities at hand 
(even if modest), and building internal capabilities – whether that’s upskilling staff, investing in 
a new digital tool, or strengthening a partnership – so that when the next wave of investment 
comes, you’re ready to ride it. It also means staying aligned with industry direction: keep an 
ear out for policy signals (like the long-term strategy) and align your goals accordingly, be it 
towards decarbonisation, customer experience, or regional connectivity. 

Crucially, 2026 offers a chance for the rail industry to prove its resilience. Delivering well in a 
constrained environment can set the stage for making the case to government and the public 
that rail is a worthy investment. If the sector can show improvements in efficiency, innovation 
in practice, and consistent service to passengers even now, it strengthens the argument for 
future expansion when the economy allows. In that sense, this year is about laying foundations 
– institutional foundations with GBR, financial foundations through controlled spending, and
technical foundations via innovation and skill development.

In summary, the current state of the UK rail industry is one of tempered optimism. There are 
indeed financial and operational challenges, but also clear strategies to address them and a 
unifying reform on the horizon. By pulling together – sharing insights at events, collaborating 
across the supply chain, and each stakeholder doing their part – the rail industry can navigate 
2026 successfully. The journey ahead is about turning vision into reality, one step at a time, so 
that the grand ambitions for Britain’s railways can be realised in the years to come. The signal 
is green for progress, but it will take steady driving to reach the destination of a better, more 
integrated rail system fit for Britain’s future.
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