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While the all-male guest list for the Presidents Club Charity Dinner included prominent names
from British finance and politics, men running real estate companies made up a significant share of
those attending.

Of the 21 tables at the black-tie event at the Dorchester hotel, 10 were sponsored by property
groups. Of the more than 300 guests who were invited to last week’s event, 39 have provisionally
been identified as working in the property and real estate industry. Another 151 were guests of
property companies.

The high numbers sparked fresh questions about the conduct of men working in the sector, after
the Financial Times reported that hostesses had been groped, sexually harassed and propositioned
at the event.

Neal Hudson, an experienced data analyst in the property industry, said: “This is not at all
appropriate. The industry is living in the past and needs to bring its attitudes up to date.

“From talking to women in the industry there is definitely an awful lot of disgraceful behaviour
going on,” he added. “Hopefully this provides the environment in which people’s behaviour will be
scrutinised and lead to some changes.”

“Property definitely has a problem,” said another
industry figure who did not want to be named.

“There are big characters, big egos. It’s all about
money, it’s all about relationships, and it’s always
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been tycoons and megabucks,” he added. “It can all
combust at times.”

But one industry figure who attended the event
rejected all criticisms of the Presidents Club.

“These are not underage girls. They are all over 18.
They know what they are doing,” he said. “They all
know it’s a bit racy. There is free champagne. They

can have a drink, they have fun.

“Do things happen after? God knows,” he added. “They can always complain to the police if so.”

He said: “I mean, the people who go, we can afford a girl if we want one. The ticket to the dinner
costs £5,000 but if we spend £500 or £1,000 we can get a girl to come to our house if that’s what
we wanted.”

Key developments

The property industry has long had both a glamorous image and a reputation for seedier activities.

Attendees at an annual property industry conference in the south of France, which is not connected
to the Presidents Club, have described champagne-fuelled parties on yachts, where prostitutes
roamed among the guests.

Some risqué late-night events — which were not formally endorsed by the conference’s organisers
— included “no mobile phones” rules to preserve the privacy of guests.

Two years ago Estates Gazette called the annual event, known as MIPIM, “not property’s finest
hour”. The industry publication said the presence of prostitutes on its fringes “could hardly have
been more obvious”, and that sex workers had also used the conference’s Twitter hashtag to attract
business.

However, inappropriate behaviour has not been limited to trips abroad.

David Hatcher, head of news at Estates Gazette, said
on Twitter that he had attended a “drinks do” several
years ago that was hosted by someone who attended
the Presidents Club dinner.

“[The] waitresses were all dressed in stripper gear,”
said Mr Hatcher. “It was totally bizarre. [I] will never
forget asking one who looked upset if she was OK.
She just broke down in tears.”
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Tuesday night: WPP ends support for the event•
Wednesday 11am: Beneficiaries, including Great Ormond Street Hospital, return donations•
12:15pm: UK Charity Commission opens investigation•
12:50pm: David Meller, joint chair of trust, resigns from role at UK’s education ministry•
1pm: Theresa May, prime minister, leads widespread condemnation•
3pm: Bank of England revokes auction prize of tea with Mark Carney, governor•
5pm: Trustees announce the Presidents Club is closing•
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Lizzie Lambert, a former press officer in the property
industry who now works for the Cabinet Office, said:
“I remember events like that — something I don’t

miss from the industry.”

Ms Lambert said that, during her time in the industry, she attended conferences where “waitresses
in hot-pants would serve sushi to surveyors talking about the housing crisis”.

The companies named on a guest list for last week’s dinner were mostly smaller businesses run by
entrepreneurs, rather than large, publicly traded developers. The property industry includes a
number of well-established family dynasties who wield considerable influence. It is not clear
whether all the invitees attended.

Among the listed table hosts were Paul White, chairman of Frogmore, and David Pears of the Pears
family of property magnates.

A spokesperson for Mr White and Frogmore said the attendees at the firm’s table were “unaware of
any of the described events but in no way condone this behaviour”.

Mr Pears did not respond to requests for comment.

Harvey Soning, who is listed as sponsoring a table but declined to comment for this article,
founded James Andrew International, real estate agents, in 1974.

Another table host, Robert Soning of Londonewcastle, the property developers, also declined to
comment.

Gary Murphy, a partner at Allsop, attended but said he “left immediately after the auction”, “did
not personally witness any sexual harrassment” and “utterly condemn[s] the behaviour that is
alleged to have occurred”.

Among the guests was Ian Hawksworth, chief executive of Capital & Counties, the FTSE 250-listed
property company.

Tony Gibbon, a partner at GM Real Estate, confirmed that he attended but declined to comment.
Nick Minkoff, a partner with Mishcon de Reya, the legal firm, also confirmed that he attended and
declined to comment further.

A spokesman for Stephen Conway, executive chairman of Galliard Homes, said he had been invited
but had not attended and his presence on the guest list was a result of “maladministration”.

Other property industry guests declined to be identified but defended the event. One longstanding
attendee said it was “a boys’ night out” and compared it to “a rugby club dinner”.

He said that some, but not all, men may have misbehaved.

Additional reporting by Caroline Binham and Keith Fray
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