Estate agent sentenced for wedding fraud scheme to pay gambling debts
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Charlotte Blackwell, a 31-year-old estate agent from Bridgend, South Wales, has been sentenced after orchestrating a fraudulent scheme involving a fake wedding abroad to defraud her family and friends. The allegations were brought to Cardiff Crown Court, where it was revealed that Blackwell used falsified flight documents and hotel bookings to deceive her victims out of £12,682, with the objective of paying off online gambling debts.
The fraudulent activities came to light when one of her victims, Helen Morse, contacted travel agency TUI in March 2024 to verify a booking reference provided by Blackwell. Upon investigation, TUI confirmed that the reference pertained to a holiday for a different party that had occurred the previous year. Following this revelation, Blackwell sent her victims counterfeit booking confirmations that had been expertly doctored to mimic genuine TUI documents, along with fake emails and transactions to further solidify the deception.
In court, prosecutor Anisha Rai detailed how Blackwell exploited her engagement to Daniel Thomas, claiming she was organising a dream wedding for the couple. Among her victims were her future mother-in-law Paula Thomas, who paid approximately £3,296, family friend Sue Chapman, who contributed around £3,272, and Tracey Roberts, who handed over £2,803. Morse herself paid £3,311, all believing their contributions were supporting the upcoming nuptials.
On the day of her arrest, Blackwell reportedly admitted to police, "I'm sorry, it was to pay off debts and gambling," highlighting her struggles with financial issues exacerbated by her daughter’s previous health challenges. Blackwell's deceptive actions weren't limited to the wedding scam; she had previously attempted to defraud the charity Morgan's Army out of £4,000 by falsely claiming her daughter required urgent medical treatment in Germany for brain cancer, despite the child being in remission.
The court also heard from victim Sue Chapman, who expressed the emotional impact of Blackwell's actions in her victim impact statement, saying, "I cannot believe a close family friend would do this. I find myself unable to sleep at night and anxious paying for anything in case I lose more money. I am unable to trust people."
Blackwell's defence attorney, Alice Sykes, stated that her client was experiencing significant personal difficulties, including the stress of her daughter’s health issues, which contributed to her decision-making. She added that Blackwell had since taken measures to control her gambling habits and was committed to repaying the stolen funds.
Judge Jonathan Rees KC, who presided over the case, condemned Blackwell’s actions as a “pack of lies” and acknowledged the substantial distress caused to her victims. He imposed a suspended 12-month sentence, requiring her to complete 120 hours of unpaid community work, undertake five days of rehabilitation, and pay compensation totalling £3,500 each to Paula Thomas, Sue Chapman, and Helen Morse, along with £3,250 to Tracey Roberts.
The judge noted that an administrative error led to Blackwell’s previous fraud case not being linked to this one, potentially affecting the severity of her sentence. He remarked that had both cases been addressed concurrently, a custodial sentence might have been more likely.
Additionally, Blackwell is reportedly working full-time and receiving Universal Credit, earning approximately £1,700 per month while expressing her willingness to reimburse her victims slowly. The case serves as an illustration of the complex interplay between personal struggles and criminal behaviour, leaving the community to navigate the consequences of betrayal by one of their own during a vulnerable period.
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