Richard Desmond’s lottery bid mired in £1.3bn legal dispute over contract process
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Billionaire media tycoon Richard Desmond's quest to secure a lucrative contract to oversee the UK National Lottery has taken a contentious turn as his companies face scrutiny in a £1.3 billion lawsuit against the UK Gambling Commission. According to recent court arguments from Allwyn, the successful bidder for the contract, Desmond's firms — Northern & Shell and The New Lottery Company — reportedly lack the liquid assets necessary to cover potential legal costs, which could reach £55 million should they lose the case scheduled for October.
The legal drama features allegations from Northern & Shell that the bidding process for the National Lottery contract was riddled with flaws, ostensibly leaving Desmond at a disadvantage. The firm contends that the Gambling Commission's actions during the procurement process were not only opaque but also unfairly favoured Allwyn, a Czech-owned operator whose ultimate beneficiary is billionaire Karel Komárek. This assertion underlines a growing tension in the gambling sector, where the stakes are high and reputations on the line.
In a recent court session, Allwyn urged the judge to impose a 'security for costs order', which would necessitate that Desmond's companies set aside funds for potential liabilities. The situation has been complicated by the claim that Northern & Shell does not possess sufficient liquidity — a matter disputed by Desmond's legal representatives, who argued that to suggest the companies would abandon their financial responsibilities would be "fanciful". They stated that Northern & Shell, with £20.8 million in cash reserves, could certainly cover any adverse costs, although the New Lottery Company reported a loss before tax of £127,000 in 2023.
Adding to the complexities, a High Court ruling recently allowed Northern & Shell to utilise internal documents mistakenly disclosed by the Gambling Commission, which could bolster its case. Presented as a ‘bombshell’ by their legal counsel, these documents include over 4,300 items, although only certain materials were deemed usable by the court. This unexpected turn could provide crucial evidence to challenge the validity of the commission's process, heightening the stakes for all parties involved.
Meanwhile, Northern & Shell has also raised concerns regarding a potential conflict of interest involving NM Rothschild, which advised the commission during the bidding process. The firm has sought disclosure of relevant documents from Rothschild and Allwyn, suggesting that their intertwined relationships compromised the integrity of the selection process. Rothschild has dismissed these requests as intrusive, while Allwyn has labelled them an unfounded fishing expedition.
Desmond's legal strategy is notable not only for the financial impact it may have but for its implications on future contracts awarded by the Gambling Commission. He has vowed to leverage EU laws retained post-Brexit, alleging that the commission's procedures contain "numerous manifest errors". The fallout from this lawsuit could ultimately redirect funding away from charitable causes traditionally supported by Lottery revenues, an outcome that has raised concerns among stakeholders.
Critics of Desmond's approach contend that the lengthy litigation could diminish the public’s trust in the Lottery's governance. The Gambling Commission has remained tight-lipped on these ongoing proceedings, heightening the sense of uncertainty that surrounds this contentious legal battle.
As the trial approaches, all eyes will be on the court’s rulings — not only to determine the fate of Desmond’s allegations but also to assess the future landscape of the National Lottery, a cornerstone institution in British public life that has generated billions for good causes since its inception in 1994. The outcome could redefine how contracts in this highly competitive sector are awarded, setting a precedent for accountability and transparency that may resonate for years to come.
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