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Government steps in to
inspect ‘grave concerns’
over council finances
Thurrock Council leader resigns
as repercussions of Bureau
investigation gather pace

Published September 2 2022
By Gareth Davies

The leader of Thurrock Council has resigned after the
government announced it is sending in inspectors
following an investment scandal uncovered by the
Bureau.
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The Bureau co-
publishes its stories
with major media
outlets around the
world so they reach as
many people as
possible.

Bureau.

In July, our three-year investigation revealed that at least
£138m of public money was unaccounted for following
deals between the Conservative-run council and
businessman Liam Kavanagh.

The Department for Levelling Up, Housing and
Communities announced on Friday afternoon that Essex
County Council had been appointed as a commissioner
and would be given total control of Thurrock Council’s
finances, due to “grave concerns about the exceptional
level of financial risk and debt incurred by the council”.

Greg Clark, the levelling up, housing and communities
secretary, said: “Given the serious financial situation at
Thurrock Council and its potential impact on local
services, I believe it is necessary for [the] government to
intervene.”

In response, council leader Rob Gledhill announced that
he had resigned.

“Whilst I welcome this news and the support of Her
Majesty’s government it has become clear over the past
few months that the situation regarding council
investments, and subsequently its finances, has not been
as reported,” he said.

“As leader of the council, the political buck stops with me
and as such it would only be right, and expected, that I
resign.” 

Find out how to use
our work

‘It’s now time for
openness and
honesty, the
people of
Thurrock have a
right to know
what has been
going on and

In a statement released at the same time, a spokesman for
Thurrock Conservatives said: “We, including the former
leader, have become deeply concerned over the past few
months at the way investments have been made and
handled by officers despite questions from across the
council.

“We know the coming weeks will see more come into the
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going on and
where their
missing millions
are’

public domain and we will ensure that all that is possible
is in the public domain.”

Thurrock will now be required to work with Essex to
prepare an improvement plan within the next three
months and also provide a “best value” inspection report
to Clark as secretary of state in the same time frame.

John Kent, leader of Thurrock’s Labour group, welcomed
Gledhill’s resignation but said other senior cabinet
members should also consider their positions.

“It’s now time for openness and honesty, the people of
Thurrock have a right to know what has been going on
and where their missing millions are,” he added.

Over the space of four years, Kavanagh’s businesses
received £655m from Thurrock Council. The companies
bought 53 solar farms and the council generated extra
income from the interest on the loans. 

More from this
investigation

But an investigation by the Bureau revealed gaping holes
in the investments that threatened to cost the public
hundreds of millions of pounds. In response to our
findings, the council admitted it had kept the public and
councillors in the dark, prompting calls for a government
investigation.

The deals were overseen by Thurrock Council’s director
of finance Sean Clark and were funded by borrowing from
more than 150 local authorities across the UK.

Our latest story revealed that Clark repeatedly met with
Kavanagh at the five-star May Fair Hotel. It was after
these meetings, between late 2018 and early 2019, that
Thurrock put a further £138m into Kavanagh’s
companies. Nearly four years later, the council has not
been able to establish where this money ended up.
Kavanagh denies any wrongdoing.

The total shortfall of public finances could be even larger
after investment experts valued the solar farms the
council had helped to purchase was up to £200m less
than would be required for it to recoup all its investment.

The Bureau also obtained a recording of Kavanagh

His companies
made a deal for
£138m of taxpayers’
money. Where has
it gone?
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The Bureau also obtained a recording of Kavanagh
describing how he would “get rid” of businesses that
owed the public purse £655m. He then did just that,
putting key companies into liquidation as part of a
restructure that the council did not formally consent to.
This ultimately led to his companies being unable to pay
a £12.6m interest payment in February of this year –
missing millions that were not disclosed to councillors or
the public. 

‘Rob Gledhill’s
resignation is a
necessary – but
not a sufficient –
step to answer the
extraordinary
questions raised
by the Bureau’s
reporting’

In response to our findings, Thurrock Council said the
issues we raised “have been known for some time and are
being actively managed, mitigated and resolved through
that oversight with significant external advisors”. Clark,
Gledhill and other senior figures declined interview
requests and opposition members were refused
permission to ask about the investments at the next full
council meeting.

Following our reporting, legal campaign group the Good
Law Project is supporting Kent, of Thurrock’s Labour
group, to launch a legal challenge on the basis that the
council breached its fiduciary duties to taxpayers and
failed to comply with transparency standards.

Jo Maugham QC, director of the Good Law Project, said:
“Rob Gledhill’s resignation is a necessary – but not a
sufficient – step to answer the extraordinary questions
raised by the Bureau’s reporting.

“As matters stand we intend to continue with our judicial
review, along with Councillor John Kent, of its
profoundly troubling investment decisions.”

The council has repeatedly hampered our investigation,
including rejecting freedom of information requests
asking exactly what it invested in and from which local
authorities it borrowed the money. The council claims
disclosing the information would be commercially
damaging and put off potential business partners.

The Bureau took the case to an information rights
tribunal, which has twice ruled that it is strongly in the
public interest for the details to be released.
Unfortunately, an administrative error by the court has
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Unfortunately, an administrative error by the court has
meant this process has effectively had to be restarted. A
new hearing was held in August, with a decision due
imminently.

A spokesperson for Thurrock Council said: “Thurrock
Council is treating this situation extremely seriously and
has been working with the Government in recent weeks,
as well as independent financial and legal experts to fully
understand how the situation has arisen and establish a
comprehensive resolution plan to safeguard the council’s
financial position.  

“We are grateful to the government for the support they
have given us and welcome the action to instigate
intervention and provide additional assistance. The
council will cooperate fully with the appointed
Commissioners to work to protect the interests of and
services for the people of Thurrock.”

Leader of Essex County Council, Kevin Bentley, said: “We
have a track record of providing help, support and advice
to other councils in times of difficulty. 

“The secretary of State has clearly recognised our work in
this field and now we stand ready to support our
neighbours in Thurrock.”

Comments

About The Author

Gareth Davies

Gareth is an award-winning journalist specialising in local
government. He previously worked for the Croydon Advertiser

More by Gareth Davies

  

Page 5 of 7

https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2022-07-21/council-defends-secrecy-over-investments-that-could-cost-taxpayers-millions
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/profile/garethdavies
https://twitter.com/@gareth_davies09
mailto:garethdavies@tbij.com
https://pgp.mit.edu/pks/lookup?op=get&search=0x6E6969ED077F16CB


POST COMMENT

YOUR NAME

YOUR EMAIL

                    YOUR COMMENT

More From Local Power

Council defends secrecy over
investments that could cost
taxpayers millions
21 July 2022

His companies made a deal for
£138m of taxpayers’ money.
Where has it gone?
15 July 2022

Page 6 of 7

https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2022-07-21/council-defends-secrecy-over-investments-that-could-cost-taxpayers-millions
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2022-07-15/his-companies-made-a-deal-for-138m-of-taxpayers-money.-where-has-it-gone
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2022-04-28/cornwall-to-newcastle-children-with-disabilities-forced-to-travel-hundreds-of-miles-for-school
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2021-04-19/thurrock-update


Cornwall to Newcastle: children
with disabilities forced to travel
hundreds of miles for school
28 April 2022

High court judge questions
integrity of businessman behind
multi-million pound council…
deals19 April 2021

Projects

Shadow Wars

Global Superbugs

The Housing Crisis

Environment

Local Power

Big Tech

Big Tobacco

The Enablers

Global Health

Health Inequality

Smoke Screen

All Projects

Got a Story?

For Journalists

Contacting the Bureau

How to Talk to a Journalist

About

About Us

Contact Us

Use Our Work

Our Events

Our Funding

Financials

Privacy Policy

The Trust for TBIJ

Employment

The Bureau of Investigative Journalism
PO Box 76421
London
EC2P 2SH

Phone:
Email: info@thebureauinvestigates.com

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported
License.

Page 7 of 7

https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2022-04-28/cornwall-to-newcastle-children-with-disabilities-forced-to-travel-hundreds-of-miles-for-school
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2021-04-19/thurrock-update
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/shadow-wars
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/superbugs
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/the-housing-crisis
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/environment
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/local-power
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/big-tech
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/big-tobacco
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/the-enablers
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/global-health
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/health-inequality
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/smoke-screen-podcast
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/got-a-story/journalists
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/got-a-story/contacting-the-bureau
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/got-a-story/how-to-talk-to-a-journalist
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/about-us
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/about-us/contact-us
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/about-us/use-our-work
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/about-us/our-events
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/about-us/our-funding
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/about-us/our-financials
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/about-us/our-privacy-policy
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/about-us/the-trust-for-tbij
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/employment
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/
mailto:info@thebureauinvestigates.com

