SO WILL former England cricketer Phil Edmonds' White Nile become the new Cairn Energy, which soared into the FTSE 100 on the back of oil finds in the Indian region of Rajasthan?

Or will it be, as some punters fear, another Knutsford, the shell company led by Tory MP Archie Norman which rocketed in value to £700m during the 1999 stock market bubble before clattering back to earth when its much heralded major retail acquisition failed to materialise?

White Nile will tomorrow detail an agreement to acquire a 60% stake in an exploration block in what is reckoned to be the oil-rich Muglad Basin in southern Sudan.

The acquisition may partly explain why apparently in-the-know punters have piled into a stock which started trading last week at 10p and was suspended yesterday at 138½p, valuing it at more than £200m and Edmonds' stake at more than £20m.

There is widespread incredulity in the City. As veteran market commentator Tony Craze says: 'It has begun to look as if it was brought to market at the wrong price. That, or it is just too good to be true.'

White Nile has no assets other than the £9m it raised at float. One top-rated analyst said companies with market values of £200m tend to have at least 50m barrels of oil in place. 'It sounds more like White Nile.com,' he said.

Sudan has 700m barrels of officially proven reserves, but the country's energy ministry boasts of 5bn. US giant Chevron was in Sudan 30 years ago but, amid escalating civil war and human rights atrocities, the North American explorers are long gone.

Since then, Chinese and Indian giants CNPC and ONGC Videsh have been active in the country producing oil for export to their home markets. French group Total also has concessions in nearby Muglad fields.

Speaking exclusively to the Evening Standard ahead of yesterday's share suspension, Edmonds said: 'There are very, very significant oil opportunities in Sudan.

'On 9 January, there was a signing of a peace accord which hopefully will lead to tremendous development in the South. I would like to think we will be followed by other British companies.' 

