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AFTER A STANDARD INVESTIGATION PUT A LOBBYING FIRM IN THE SPOTLIGHT OVER A CONTROVERSIAL LONDON DEVELOPMENT, WE UNCOVER MORE FORGED LETTERS 

THE HERTS and Essex Observer, the local paper covering Stansted, doesn't get all that many letters supporting the airport's hugely controversial proposed expansion. In a referendum organised a few years ago by the council, 89 per cent of the locals voted against the plans. So the Observer, a paper that tries to put both sides of the argument, was pleased last week when a forceful, well-written letter backing Stansted - from a local resident - came in. 

George Mason, of 28 London Road, Sawbridgeworth, only a few miles from the airport, scorned Stop Stansted Expansion (SSE), the pressure group fighting the plans, as 'the same old people saying the same old thing'. They suffered, Mr Mason said, from a 'lack of support ... Most people are just getting on with their lives - or perhaps they have just gone on holiday via Stansted!' 

Mr Mason has been a prolific writer to the Herts and Essex Observer. It's the third time in the past six months that he's penned an attack on Stop Stansted Expansion. On 15 February, his letter displayed a remarkable command of technical jargon, talking about the 'revision of the radiative forcing index for aircraft emissions' which made the environmental cost of flying 'not quite the big evil [SSE] would have us believe'. 

On 26 April, he came to the defence of second-home owners who 'rely heavily on air travel to split their time between two locations'. Many of SSE's members, said Mr Mason, were likely to be second-home owners, given their affluence - and, oh yes, didn't their chair own a home in France? 

Telling points, you might think - and well, if a little sharply, made. There's only one problem. George Mason doesn't exist. 

When the Standard went to 28 London Road, Sawbridgeworth, we found it was in fact the White Lion, the town's most prominent pub. 

'There is definitely no George Mason here, never has been,' says the landlord, Duane Webster. 'I'm the only person who lives here and I've been here for the last year. I've asked my regulars, who've drunk here for years, and nobody's ever heard of him.' 

According to the electoral roll, BT, and Companies House databases, there's no George Mason anywhere in Sawbridgeworth nor has there ever been. 

Here's another pro-Stansted letter in some more of the area's local papers. In the 1 August editions of the Dunmow Times and the Cambridge Evening News, and the 2 August number of the Dunmow Broadcast, we find a letter-writer called Tony Zelli, of 26 Stortford Road, Dunmow - another small town about six miles east of the airport. 

Just like George Mason, Mr Zelli, seems to have a thing about Stop Stansted Expansion, accusing them of 'hijacking' the visit by anti-climate change campaigner, Aqqaluk Lynge, 'leaving a somewhat bitter taste in the mouth'. 

And just like George Mason, Mr Zelli has some interesting knowledge of the kind you wouldn't normally expect from a local resident. 'If [Lynge] checked the facts, he'd soon discover that more people travel from Stansted to visit friends and family than any other airport,' he declares. 

If that sounds like a sentence from a press release, it may well be. When the Standard went to 26 Stortford Road, Dunmow, we discovered that not only is there no Mr Zelli - even the address doesn't exist. 

The even numbers on Stortford Road stop at 22 and resume at 36. The houses in between were demolished many years ago and replaced by an extension to a nearby cul-de-sac that bears a completely different name. 

Just to be on the safe side, we called at No 26 of that cul-de-sac. Nobody there had ever heard of Mr Zelli, let alone written a letter to the paper within the last week. 

A search of the electoral roll reveals that there isn't a single Tony Zelli in the whole of Britain. What there is, however, is a man named Fariborz Zelli, who turns out to be a leading figure at the University of East Anglia's Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, which has done more than most to raise awareness of the damage that flying does to the environment. 

Could somebody be having a private joke at our expense? 

Back at the local paper's letters pages, we find Eileen Minton, also from Dunmow, who in April penned a savage - and surely groundless - attack on the 'seedy, dubious, desperate and arrogant' local MP, Sir Alan Haselhurst, for wanting to 'keep the working classes down' by denying them cheap air travel. 

No Eileen Minton on the electoral roll, either. There was no answer from her supposed address in Woodlands Park Drive, but a neighbour, Karen Palmer, told us that the house has only a single man living in it. 

Then there's Samatha Cox, from Waterside Place, Sawbridgeworth, and Derek Chivers, from Rowntree Way, Saffron Walden - another two recent serial writers of rabidly pro-Stansted letters who, on investigation, cannot be found on the current or past electoral roll or any other database at the addresses they have given. 

In total, over the past six months, the local papers have received and printed at least 11 letters in favour of the airport expansion and fiercely hostile to the airport's opponents from people who do not seem to exist. 

'I do have concerns about these letters and we will certainly be looking into the sources of them,' said Paul Winspear, editor of the Herts & Essex Observer. 'We like to think we have a relationship based on trust with both BAA and SSE. If it's proven to be the case that that has been abused by either side, we'd be very unhappy.' 

Something else happened last year, too. At an SSE public meeting in January 2006, Carol Barbone, the group's chair, was approached by a young man, Phil Bartram, saying he was a journalism student and wondering if he could take copies of SSE's research and slideshow presentations for his studies. Ms Barbone handed them over. 

Only several months later, when a supporter received a message from Mr Bartram with a BAA email address, did she realise that he was actually on a work placement with, and subsequently fully employed by, BAA. 

Last week, in a joint investigation with Channel 4's Dispatches programme, the Standard told how PPS, a lobbying company working for most of the biggest names in the development industry, has been accused of similar tactics - of obtaining information under false pretences, and of creating letters in support of controversial planning applications. 

The lobbyists' trade body, the Association of Professional Political Consultants (APPC), held an emergency meeting on Friday to discuss possible action against PPS following our report. 

The report found that many of the supposedly favourable letters sent to the council backing a massive St George Developments scheme at Imperial Wharf, Fulham, came from people who could not be traced. 

Other, real, residents told us that letters they had supposedly sent, backing the development, did not reflect their views, were not written by them and included signatures that had been faked. 

Internal PPS documents, leaked to us by concerned staff, show the then PPS director in charge of the Imperial Wharf account, Nick Keable, describing how the company had 'created a large number of letters for projects as diverse as power stations, quarries, and supermarkets ... 

'PPS has conducted a campaign of this kind for St George as part of their programme to secure planning permission for Imperial Wharf. A steady stream of positive letters, garnered by PPS, has helped to right the balance in St George's favour.' 

We also obtained a PPS document instructing a staff member to pose as a student in order to get information from councillors, and we told of how the local councillor for Imperial Wharf, Brendan Bird, was visited by two people claiming to be students and asking detailed questions about the planning application. 

BAA's director of communications for Stansted, Mark Pendlington, is a former managing director of PPS. And PPS, we can reveal, has also been retained by BAA at Stansted to help win its case. The PPS website says that the lobbyist's managing director, Stephen Byfield, is 'currently working on the consultation programme for Stansted Airport's expansion'. The latest APPC register lists BAA Lynton, the airport operator's property arm, as a PPS client. 

'Since Pendlington took over the atmosphere has changed,' says Brian Ross, a senior officer with Stop Stansted Expansion. 'It has started to get a lot more personal.' 

The Standard has no direct evidence linking PPS to the fake letters sent to newspapers supporting the airport expansion. PPS specifically denies any such involvement. 

Mr Byfield told the Standard: 'Our job at Stansted was to advise on the consultation programme. The last piece of work we did for them was about two months ago. We were not involved in support letter generation, and if you even seek to imply that we were, we will sue your arse.' 

PPS and Mr Keable have also denied the allegations of forgery at Imperial Wharf, saying they would 'never' forge letters. 

A spokesman for BAA initially claimed to the Standard that PPS's work at Stansted had ended 'more than two years ago'. Told about the entries in the APPC register and on PPS's own website, BAA amended its statement to clarify that PPS has worked for the airport operator as recently as May. 

BAA conceded that Philip Bartram had sought information from Stop Stansted Expansion, describing himself as a journalism student, in the way that campaigners have said. 

However, it said that Mr Bartram was only on a work placement with BAA at the time, although he was subsequently employed by the company. It said it had not instructed him to represent himself as a student. 

However, BAA denied that either it or its contractors had used forgery and suggested the fake letters might be from real people who were too afraid to give their names. 

'What we know is that there are plenty of local people out there who support the airport but are reluctant to express their views openly because of the problems it will cause in their community,' said a spokesman. 

Stop Stansted Expansion is intrigued. 'We knew support for the airport expansion was pretty thin on the ground,' says Brian Ross. 'But this is ridiculous.' 

