Drax power station faces scrutiny over renewable energy claims and whistleblower allegations
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The Drax power station, a towering presence in North Yorkshire, has sparked significant controversy as it generates approximately five per cent of Britain’s electricity from its expansive facilities, which have been operational since 1974. Originally fuelled by coal from nearby Selby, Drax has transitioned to using processed wood pellets, known as biomass, since 2012. This switch allows the UK Government to categorise the electricity produced by Drax as ‘renewable’. However, critics challenge this classification, describing it as a ‘great green hoax’. They argue that the station, having consumed the equivalent of 300 million trees in wood pellets shipped largely from North America, is one of the largest carbon emitters in the UK, undermining its renewable status.
In the latest developments surrounding Drax, the company recently revealed that its parent firm received £869 million in government subsidies over the past year, equating to over £2 million daily. This financial support adds approximately £10 to the energy bills of every household in the UK. Critics contend that such public funding is unjustifiable given Drax's reported profits of £850 million last year, along with £97 million distributed in dividends to shareholders.
A recent employment tribunal has brought to light serious allegations made by Rowaa Ahmar, a former civil servant and top lobbyist for Drax, who claimed she was unfairly dismissed after raising concerns about the company's operations. Ahmar, who served as the head of public affairs and policy for the UK at Drax from August 2022 until January this year, alleged that she was fired for whistleblowing against company practices that misrepresented the sustainability of its biomass fuel. Speaking to the Daily Mail, Ahmar asserted that Drax had attempted to ‘silence’ her to conceal the truth regarding the sourcing of the wood pellets it burned.
The case gained traction after the release of a BBC Panorama documentary, "The Green Energy Scandal Exposed", in October 2022. The documentary claimed that Drax was sourcing wood from ancient primary forests in Canada, contradicting the company's public assertions that it exclusively used sustainable materials. Although Drax has denied many allegations made by the documentary, Ahmar maintains that these claims were grossly misleading. In her extensive testimony, she outlined a corporate atmosphere marked by a disregard for transparency and public funds, highlighting efforts by senior management to navigate the fallout from the documentary in ways that prioritised financial stability over accountability.
During the tribunal hearings, it was revealed that Drax had hired KPMG to investigate the allegations following the documentary's release. Ahmar stated that KPMG’s interim findings indicated that the company had indeed used unsustainable wood and that she was advised against discussing these results with senior management. On November 2, she sent a letter to Drax's CEO, Will Gardiner, alleging that the firm had misrepresented the sustainability of its biomass to secure government funding.
The repercussions of these allegations led to heightened tensions within the company, including a chaotic atmosphere following the documentary's airing that Ahmar described as unprecedented. Internal communications reflected a culture of denial, with Drax's responses to government inquiries, in some cases, allegedly being inaccurate. 
In a turn of events, the tribunal concluded abruptly when both parties negotiated a settlement, preventing further revelations from being made public. The agreed statement between Drax and Ahmar acknowledged her protected disclosures, whilst asserting that the case resolved without admission of liability. Previous independent investigations into the allegations disclosed by Ahmar have resulted in fines imposed on Drax, including a notable £25 million penalty for breaches relating to the disclosure of wood sourcing.
The outcome of the tribunal has left many unanswered questions surrounding Drax’s environmental claims, corporate governance, and the broader implications for the renewable energy sector in the UK. As Drax continues to benefit from significant public funding, scrutiny over its practices and the legitimacy of its sustainability claims remains a pressing issue in the energy debate.
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