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Opening the X-files:

inside Britain’s

UFO Project

Are we all alone in the universe? Nick Pope, former head of the government’s UFO
investigations, isn't so sure.He talks to Raf Sanchez about the great ‘unexplained’

o conspiracy theorists, Nick

Pope is the right man with the

wrong answer. The former

head of Britain’s UFO Project
has had years of unparalleled access
and resources to investigate the signifi-
cance of unexplained visitors to
Britain’s airspace. Since leaving the
MoD in 2006 he has taken up a high
profile career as a writer, lecturer and
consultant. He seemed to be a man
preparing to impart revelation. If any-
one should be able to confirm that the
government knows of the existence of
extraterrestrial life, it should, in theory,
be Pope.

Except that he won't. To the rabid
frustration of many Ufologists (the
recent term coined to describe those
who study UFO sightings) Pope contin-
ues to deny that the government he
served for over 20 years has informa-
tion confirming the existence of aliens
and just isn’t sharing it. Clips of inter-
views on the internet show the clean
cut former civil servant interrogated by
enthusiasts already sure of the answer
they want and left bitter and accusato-
ry when they don’t get it.

Despite his consistent response to
questions about a cover-up I decide to
try my luck, just in case he is having a
particularly candid afternoon. His
answer is swift and well-rehearsed. “To
the best of my knowledge, there's no
cover-up and no conspiracy. While the
MoD has consistently tried to down-
play the subject, they've never lied
about it and have no evidence that
would prove the existence of extrater-
restrials. Where information is being
withheld, it generally relates to details
that if released would be detrimental to
defence or national security” He says
that there are vast case files of incidents
and sightings that his unit was never
able to explain away as weather bal-
loons or airplanes but what there isn’t
is, as Pope puts it, “a smoking gun”, or
more bluntly: “something locked away
in a hangar somewhere.“

I find his answer convincing
enough, except for the fact that as a sig-
natory to the Official Secrets Act, it’s
the only one he can give without open-
ing himself up to the possibility of pros-
ecution by his former employer. How
can we believe his denial when it’s the
only thing he can legally say?

I put this to Pope, who nods

resignedly at his dilemma. “I do appre-
ciate I'm in a very difficult situation.
We're back to that old cliche that you
can’t prove a negative. I can under-
stand why I get accused of disinforma-
tion and and all sorts of things but I
don’t think that there’s anything I
could say, even if I could come up with
the most eloquent, well reasoned, logi-
cal, substantiated argument. If a die
hard conspiracy theorist really wants
to believe something, my denial is not
going convince them otherwise.”

For the record, I believe Pope. He
seems too interested in the details of
UFO sightings, too energised by the
fragmented information they afford -
details which would surely be swept
away by the blanket knowledge that
aliens definitely exist. More than that
he seems genuinely philosophical
about the impact that such knowledge
would have on humanity. “I think that
it would be, aside from proof of the
existence of God and an Afterlife, the
next biggest thing that you could ever
hope to discover and the world would
obviously be a totally different place
the day after we knew for sure we
weren’t alone in the universe.”

The interesting thing about Pope
is that his career follows an inverse tra-
jectory to most of those in the UFO
business. Rather than being someone
who was convinced from the outset of
the significance of UFOs and went
about gathering information, Pope had
the information before the belief.
Before taking over the UFO Project
(his brief had no official title but ‘UFO
Project’ is his preferred term because
“it does what it says on the tin”) he
served in a number of more traditional
roles within the MoD. During the first
Gulf War he assessed the impact of
Allied bombing raids on Iraqi positions
and was responsible for briefing senior
government and military figures.

Pope claims he arrived at the job
with a “broadly skeptical” view as to the
wisdom of putting resources into
investigating UFOs. His remit could be
summed up in a single line: “to evalu-
ate UFO sightings to see whether or
not there is evidence of anything of
defence significance.” It is these last
two words that shaped the focus and
operating procedures of the unit.
“Defence significance is the key phrase
that over the years has been interpret-
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ed in many ways. Skeptics can take it to
say ‘well, were only interested in for-
eign military aircraft’ Someone a little
more open minded can say ‘Well no, if
UFOs really are extraterrestrial then
that would be of defense significance in
and of itself.” It seems difficult to argue
that alien craft entering British air-
space would not be of interest to
defence intelligence, but apparently it
was a line taken by some of the more
traditional members of the military
establishment.

Challenging this view and instill-
ing a sense of the importance of the
“belief that UFO sightings should be
properly investigated in a scientific
way” has been one of Pope’s passions

both within the MoD and since leaving
the government. In November 2006,
shortly after leaving the Ministry, Pope
made headlines (some wryly amused,
others alarmist) with his claim that the
UK’s air defence was “wide open” to
any potential extraterrestrial visitors,
friendly or otherwise. The Daily Mirror
ran with: “Earth: We’re Wide Open To
Attack”.

So what did Pope see during his
time at the UFO Project that not only
converted him from a skeptic but has
turned him into something of a cam-
paigner for a scientific approach to
Ufology? The answer lies in a propor-
tion of 5%. Pope found that of the 200-
300 reports of UFO sightings that
came across his desk every year, 80%
could be explained away as “misidenti-
fications of something ordinary, such
as aircraft lights, satellites, airships,
weather balloons or planets.” In a fur-
ther 15% the information was too
sparse to make any real judgements.
Yet, in the remaining 5% there was
enough information, usually in the
form of radar signatures and visual
sightings by trained observers like RAF
pilots, yet still no one was able to iden-
tify the object. To Pope these incidents
were “very interesting and by defini-
tion ‘unexplained’.

The ‘Cosford Incident’ helped to
solidify Pope’s belief that something
had to be done to deal with the vulner-
ability of Britain’s air defence to pene-
tration by UFOs. On the night of
March 30 and the morning of March
31 1993 over a hundred witnesses,
many of them pilots and police officers,
reported seeing fast moving lights in
the sky. Some gave more detailed
descriptions of a large triangular
shaped craft, “like two Concordes fly-
ing side by side and joined together.”
Another sighting was then reported by
an officer, at an RAF base in
Shawsbury.

“He saw the UFO fire a narrow
beam of light (like a laser) at the
ground and saw the light sweeping
backwards and forwards across the
field beyond the perimeter fence, as if
it were looking for something. He
heard an unpleasant low frequency
humming sound coming from the craft
and said he could feel as well as hear
this - rather like standing in front of a
bass speaker. He estimated the size of



