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The case of convicted English fraudster Terence Freeman points up some interesting 
contrasts between transparency in the United Kingdom and transparency in the United States. 
 
Freeman was convicted in February in a London court of swindling 335 investors in a Ponzi 
scheme that collapsed with losses of £44 million ($71 million). The headlines referred to him 
as a "Mini-Madoff." His victims included a professional soccer player, six London policemen, 
and several bankers. The 63-year-old conman was sentenced to eight years in prison after 
having bought himself homes in Cyprus and France, as well as a million-dollar home in 
England.  
 
None of that need have happened. Less than 10 years before starting his career in securities 
fraud, Freeman had been serving a four-year jail sentence for bankruptcy-related offences. In 
theory, he never should have been licensed to trade securities.  
 
In fact, under U.K. law, he had been declared a disqualified company director and banned 
from holding a directorship in any U.K. company. Yet, by the time of his arrest in 2008, he was 
a director in three new U.K. companies.  
 
How did all this happen, and what lessons are there for British and American corporate 
regulation?  
 
The most startling aspect of the case is that Terence Freeman wasn't Terence Freeman. His 
clients thought he was Terence Freeman. British regulator the Financial Services Authority 
(FSA), when they granted him a license, thought he was Terence Freeman.  
 
In reality he was Terence Sparks, disqualified in 1997 from being a company director until 
2012.  
 
But by 2004 Terence Sparks had decided he was Terence Freeman and set up GFX Capital 
Markets Ltd., a foreign exchange operation. The following year he set up a property 
development business, and in 2008 he set up Global Investment Management Ltd. Freeman 
was a director of all three. 
 
 



 
 
The wheels didn't come off until the summer of 2008, when Freeman entered into discussions 
with a large financial services company in the U.K. The company planned to set up a joint 
venture to hedge their foreign exchange operations. The con man had been recommended to 
them as someone to head the new operation.  
 
A major U.K. bank was a shareholder and insisted on an enhanced due diligence 
investigation. As the appointed investigators, we noticed two obvious gaps in Freeman's c.v. 
He gave plausible explanations.  
 
But from databases we discovered he had worked for Sturgeon Ventures, a business that did 
not appear on his c.v. We interviewed the head of the company who told us she had reported 
Freeman to the FSA for questionable practices. She added that Freeman had recently married 
a Russian woman.  
 
We obtained a copy of their marriage certificate. There wasn't anything particularly interesting 
about Freeman's wife. However, the certificate recorded the bridegroom as "Terence Freeman 
formerly known as Terence Kenneth Sparks."  
 
That was a surprise, but not nearly so surprising as the history of Terence Sparks. Public 
records at the U.K.'s Companies House (the official government registrar of companies in the 
U.K.) revealed his 15-year disqualification. The reason is listed as "CDDA 1986 S2," which is 
code for a conviction for an indictable offence.  
 
In the U.K. there was no legal way to discover the nature of his offense. The only centralized 
record of criminal convictions in Britain is the Police National Computer (PNC), which also 
contains intelligence on suspects who have not been convicted. It is a criminal offence to 
access the PNC for anything but police business.  
 
Nevertheless, we knew Freeman had broken the law by setting up three companies during his 
disqualification. When our client confronted Freeman, he claimed that none of it was true. The 
record was meant to be corrected at Companies House. It was all nonsense, he said. He 
would also provide his long-promised Morgan Stanley ID number to prove he had worked 
there.  
 
But the Morgan Stanley ID number never arrived. Needless to say, he was not employed by 
our client.  
 
We shared the public record information with the head of Sturgeon Ventures. Shortly 
afterwards, she was approached by one of Freeman's Ponzi scheme victims who had learned 
that he had worked at Sturgeon. When the victim learned the truth of Freeman's history, she 
went to the police.  
 
That's when Freeman was arrested. But it never should have gone that far.  
 
Companies House might have asked whether the director had any previous names when he 
registered a company in 2004. But they don't ask. The FSA changed its rules in 2007 so that 
licensed individuals do have to reveal previous names. But if you're a con man, will you do 
so?  
 
One lesson is the advantage that American businesses enjoy in having criminal records in the 
public domain. A check on a U.S. version of "Terence Freeman," once his real name was 
established, would have exposed his criminality.  
 



 
 
On the other hand, company law in most U.S. states does not require the same extensive 
filing of information as the U.K. for non-listed business. In many states, it is not necessary to 
list the shareholders or directors of privately-held companies. A U.S. version of Terrence 
Freeman would not be discovered from company records in the same way that he was found 
out in the U.K. More stringent filing requirements for privately held companies would 
significantly reduce the level of fraud in America.  
 
Certainly, the case of Terence Freeman is a warning that regulation in the U.K. needs radical 
change. Perhaps the U.K. should take a page from American law to ensure that all criminal 
convictions—other than juvenile offenses—are made a matter of public record, as they are in 
the United States.  
 
Could a Freeman/Sparks still slip through the system? Possibly. But perhaps not with such 
oily ease.  
 
Jeff Katz is chief executive of Bishop International Ltd, a London-based corporate 
investigations company.  
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