
The Serious Fraud Office faces abolition if Theresa May wins the general election in June, with its remit

to be rolled into the UK’s wider criminal investigation agency.

The pledge in the Conservative election manifesto, released on Thursday, is the realisation of a threat

that has long hung over the SFO, which focuses on corruption and white-collar crime.

“We will help Britain’s world-leading police forces and prosecutorial services to fight crime, protect the

public and provide security for businesses,” the manifesto said.

“We will strengthen Britain’s response to white-collar crime by incorporating the Serious Fraud Office

into the National Crime Agency, improving intelligence-sharing and bolstering the investigation of

serious fraud, money laundering and financial crime.”

The SFO, which clashed with the prime minister when she was home secretary, said: “This is a political

pledge and we cannot comment. The organisation of law enforcement is a matter for ministers.”

The pledge was greeted with dismay by lawyers and experts in white-collar cases, who predicted that

organisational change would distract investigators and bog down cases.

Stephen Parkinson, a partner at Kingsley Napley, the law firm, and a former lawyer at the Attorney-

General’s Office, said: “It’s dreadful news. It’s not been given any rationale.

“I have two main concerns: firstly, that there will be organisational paralysis; people will leave the SFO

in droves so they will lose expertise. Secondly, I fear momentum will be lost and there will be a failure to

open cases that should be taken up.”

David McCluskey, partner in the corporate crime & fraud group at law firm Taylor Wessing, said:

“Whatever criticisms may be made of the SFO, there is no doubt that the UK’s reputation as a bastion of

the rule of law will be seriously harmed by the demise of its only dedicated serious fraud investigator and

Conservatives pledge to scrap Serious Fraud Office https://www.ft.com/content/7be30e90-3bc4-11e7-ac89-b01cc67cfeec

1 of 2



prosecutor.

“Complex cross-border business crime cases require specialised skills, resources and powers. New

corporate crime offences are at best complicated and at worst almost impossible to prosecute,” he said.

Robert Barrington, executive director of Transparency International UK, called the move an “ill-

conceived manifesto one-liner” that seemed to contradict Mrs May’s pledges to tackle global corruption.

“The SFO has had increasing success in recent years; previous plans to abolish it have been discredited,

and it is both astonishing and of real concern to see this surface again,” he said.

The SFO has suffered setbacks, from having to pay damages to the Tchenguiz brothers after a botched

dawn raid, to secret and unapproved exit payments to senior staff totalling £1m, earning the nickname of

the Serious Farce Office.

It did secure two large US-style deferred prosecution agreements this year with Rolls-Royce and Tesco.

But there have been some misses, including the retrial and acquittal of two former Barclays traders

accused of rigging the London interbank offered rate.

The remit shift raises questions about other investigations that are in train. Some are reaching critical

moments, such as that into Barclays’ dealings with Qatar at the height of the financial crisis.

Agencies that fight financial crime are already subject to a sweeping Cabinet Office review that is

considering all options, which could include merging or scrapping some.

Ben Rose, founding partner at law firm Hickman and Rose, said the SFO’s role in investigating complex

fraud would be needed “all the more so as the UK removes itself from many of the well-established

European wide law enforcement agreements. It is difficult to see the rationale of moving the SFO under

the umbrella of the NCA when the next government will have a very long list of institutions to

reorganise”.

Mrs May has long held the view the SFO should be part of the NCA. As home secretary, she first tried to

execute her plan in 2011 but met opposition from Ken Clarke, then justice secretary, and Dominic

Grieve, attorney-general. She then floated the idea again in 2014.

The SFO, whose budget has been slashed over the past decade to £33m, drawing criticism from the

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, is unusual in that it has investigators and

prosecutors under one roof. It is overseen by the Attorney-General’s Office.

The NCA, whose £435m budget is overseen by the Home Office, has a far wider remit and tackles

everything from paedophilia to organised crime. The fear is that these will inevitably take priority over

white-collar crime in a merged agency.

Conservatives pledge to scrap Serious Fraud Office https://www.ft.com/content/7be30e90-3bc4-11e7-ac89-b01cc67cfeec

2 of 2




