SFO launches probe into £100 million solar farm losses at Thurrock Council
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The Serious Fraud Office (SFO) has initiated an investigation into Rockfire Investment Finance Plc, following revelations surrounding the mismanagement of over £100 million that Thurrock Council invested in solar farms. This investigation signifies a pivotal moment in a saga tied to high-profile allegations of financial misconduct within local government investment strategies, particularly in renewable energy sectors.
Thurrock Council, based on the banks of the River Thames, made significant investments into Rockfire’s renewable energy bonds between 2016 and 2020. These bonds, marketed as offering returns of 3% to 6%, ultimately led to catastrophic financial repercussions. In 2022, the council declared effective bankruptcy, culminating in debts exceeding £1.4 billion—largely attributed to failed investments linked to these solar schemes. The SFO’s probe, bolstered by Essex Police, aims to trace the flow of funds and establish the nature of the alleged fraud that could have facilitated such a dire situation.
Victoria Holloway, a cabinet member of the council, expressed optimism regarding the SFO's involvement, stating that it reinforces their ongoing civil claims against Kavanagh and Rockfire. She noted that the council has successfully recovered over £650 million of lost public funds, highlighting a determination to hold accountable those responsible for the council's fiscal calamity. The SFO's investigation comes at a time when local councils, faced with reduced central government funding since the financial crisis, have increasingly turned to speculative commercial investments, often resulting in disastrous outcomes.
Rockfire, which has since entered liquidation, is at the centre of accusations that its owner, Dubai-based businessman Liam Kavanagh, misappropriated substantial amounts of the council's funds for personal luxuries. Legal documents allege that he misused approximately £150 million for lavish expenditures, including a £13.7 million yacht and a £9.1 million Bombardier private jet, among other purchases. Although Kavanagh's representatives contend that the allegations are unfounded and that jurisdictional issues regarding the council’s court filings exist, the unfolding legal battles only deepen the ramifications for Thurrock Council.
Thurrock's tumultuous financial timeline bears scrutiny, particularly its transition into extreme indebtedness, which saw the council labelled as one of the most financially precarious in England. Internal assessments have pointed to a lack of rigorous checks and balances in its investment strategies, which were reportedly under the sole discretion of its finance director, who had "unlimited authority to invest" as he deemed fit. This lack of oversight not only facilitated poor investment decisions but reflected a broader trend at local councils seeking significant returns amid shrinking budgets.
Adding to the urgency, Thurrock Council has recently sold its portfolio of 53 solar farms for £700 million as it seeks to mitigate its debts. This sale, the largest transaction of its kind for the council, is expected to alleviate over half a billion pounds from its financial burden, representing a step toward recovery from its previous financial catastrophe. Meanwhile, the implications of the SFO’s investigation could extend beyond local governance, raising questions about the broader sustainability of municipal investments in high-risk areas such as renewable energy.
As the SFO's inquiries unfold, local authorities may find themselves under increased scrutiny regarding their investment practices, underscoring the necessity for greater accountability and transparency in public spending.
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