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Phoenix Four hit out at Mandelson over 
‘witch-hunt and whitewash’ 
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A bitter slanging match broke out tonight between Lord Mandelson and the Phoenix Four over 
the collapse of MG Rover. 

The Business Secretary vowed to ban the four men from running companies after an official report found 

they pocketed tens of millions of pounds during the carmaker's demise. 

Lord Mandelson said: “These people feathered their own nests and filled their own pockets full of a lot of 

cash during the course of their time as directors. It shows real brass neck not to show an ounce of humility 

or offer an apology.” 

But the former MG Rover directors — John Towers, John Edwards, Nick Stephenson and Peter Beale — 

branded the report “a witch-hunt” and “a whitewash” and accused Mandelson of “political grandstanding”. 

They said: “The report is entirely as we expected — a witch-hunt against us and a whitewash for the 

Government. It drips with the hallmarks of this Government — spin, smear and point-blank refusal to take 

any responsibility for their own actions. 

“We criticised the Government for failing to help MG Rover. As we have seen elsewhere, there is a price to 

be paid for criticising this Government and for us the price is this report.” 

The 850-page report cost the taxpayer £16 million — far more than the Government spent trying to save 

MG Rover — and laid bare the shocking state of the finances at the Longbridge carmaker. 

The Phoenix Four bought MG Rover for just £10 from BMW in May 2000 and were given a £427 million loan 

by the German carmaker. 

But over the next five years MG Rover racked up losses of £1 billion and collapsed in April 2005 with debts 
of £1.3 billion and the loss of 6500 jobs. 

The Phoenix Four blamed the fall of MG Rover on the Labour Government's refusal to support it. 

“Our remuneration was not the reason for the collapse,” they said. “The real reason is the Government 

bungled the last chance to save MG Rover.” 

But Lord Mandelson said ministers were “faultless” in their efforts to save the company and the jobs. 



 

He also urged the Phoenix Four to “voluntarily disqualify themselves” from being directors.  

“If they don't do that, I will initiate proceedings against them, but it will cost taxpayers less if they do it 

themselves,” said Lord Mandelson. 

“Action is being taken. Based on this report, work has been commissioned to start legal proceedings to seek 

to declare relevant directors unfit to hold office and to disqualify them from management of any company in 

future.” 

Leading City lawyer Clive Zietman, head of commercial litigation at Stewarts Law, said the businessmen 

could be banned as directors within six months — but only if the Government moved very fast. Others 

doubted whether the Government could carry out its threat. 

Employment lawyer Emma Clark of Fox Lawyers said: “I can understand morally why the Government wants 

to ban the Phoenix Four from acting as directors, but the legal position is far from clear. It could take years 

before the final court decision. Usually an application to disqualify needs to be brought within two years of 

MG Rover's collapse. 

“There would need to be extra special reasons to work outside this time-frame which has of course now 

passed. It might be that the Government will have to change the law. The onus is on the Government to 

bring a strong legal case against the Phoenix Four showing serious misconduct.” 

 


