US warns Labour over potential sale of Thames Water to Chinese‑linked bidder
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US politicians have warned Labour that a prospective sale of Thames Water to a firm with links to China would pose a national‑security risk, fuelling a fraught debate as ministers step up contingency planning for the beleaguered utility. According to reporting in the UK press, Hong Kong‑listed CK Infrastructure Holdings (CKI) has emerged as a leading contender to acquire the debt‑laden company should it be placed into a Special Administration Regime. A spokesman for Congress’s select committee on China told The Times that the Chinese Communist Party has a “long history of using corporate fronts… to gain strategic control over foreign infrastructure,” and that firms with ties to Beijing “should not be anywhere near assets that underpin the security and resilience of our nations.” 
Thames Water’s finances and environmental record have underpinned the urgency. Industry and regulatory reporting set out a multi‑billion‑pound debt burden, a string of large pollution penalties and the collapse of a private rescue after preferred investor KKR withdrew from a proposed deal. Ministers have appointed insolvency and restructuring advisers to plan for the worst; FTI Consulting has been engaged to develop contingency measures and could act as special administrators if a private rescue cannot be found. The contingency work is intended to ensure water services continue while directors, creditors and the regulator consider restructuring options. 
Under the Special Administration Regime being prepared, the government could temporarily place Thames into public ownership to stabilise supply and restructure the business. Reporting suggests such a move would protect customers and keep services running while much of the company’s reported £16.8 billion debt was addressed, clearing the way for a later sale or reorganisation. Officials and advisers are understood to be discussing the technical and legal steps required to staff and operate any special administration and to balance taxpayer exposure against wider systemic risks. 
CKI’s candidacy has intensified the controversy because the group already owns a number of UK utility assets, including Northumbrian Water and a tranche of power networks. Critics say that history of UK holdings, combined with CKI’s Hong Kong base and corporate links across Greater China, make the prospect of it gaining control of Britain’s largest water company politically combustible. Reporting notes that CKI and the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs were contacted for comment as the story unfolded. 
The political reaction has been unequivocal in parts. Former Conservative leader Sir Iain Duncan Smith told Times Radio that allowing CKI to gain a stake in Thames would be “stupidity on stupidity” and “a major national security risk.” Liberal Democrat environment spokesperson Tim Farron urged Environment Secretary Steve Reed to rule out a sale to a Chinese‑linked firm, saying it was “unthinkable” that vital water infrastructure should be transferred in that way. Earlier this year Mr Reed declared an end to “an era of profiting from failure” after Ofwat levied a record fine on Thames, language that campaigners and opposition politicians have used to press for stronger public safeguards or alternatives to outright sale. 
The US scrutiny of Chinese investment in critical infrastructure is not limited to utilities. Congressional hearings and committee reports have highlighted concerns about state or state‑adjacent actors gaining leverage over ports and other strategic assets — including evidence presented about risks around the Panama Canal and other chokepoints. That broader US pattern of concern has been cited by some MPs and commentators who argue that investment decisions in essential services should be judged as much by national‑security implications as by balance‑sheet arithmetic. 
What happens next will be watched closely. Officials continue to canvass private investors while contingency plans are refined; FTI’s appointment signals the seriousness with which ministers are preparing for a possible special administration if fresh capital cannot be secured. Any move to temporary public ownership, debt restructuring or a subsequent sale will carry legal, fiscal and diplomatic consequences, and is likely to intensify scrutiny of both bidders and the rules governing foreign ownership of critical UK infrastructure. 
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