
January sale: save over 60%
Get a whole year’s worth of The Spectator from just £49

CLAIM

W

Coffee House

Mark Hollingsworth

How oligarchs use Brussels to
launder their reputations

hen the police raided the home of the former socialist MEP and
lawyer Pier Antonio Panzeri and found €500,000 in cash as part of
the most serious corruption case in the European Parliament in
decades, nobody noticed one of his clients was an oligarch who is

the subject of the biggest civil fraud case in British legal history.  

"is tawdry scandal has focused on claims that Qatar funded an in#uence
operation in the European parliament which resulted in the arrest and
imprisonment of MEPs and a former vice-president. Over €1.5 million in cash
has since been discovered stashed away in #ats, o$ces, and hotel rooms across
Brussels, France and Italy. "e payments were allegedly part of a lobbying
operation to bolster Qatar’s reputation and counter scrutiny during the World
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Cup of its human rights record. It is a
devastating blow to the EU’s credibility. 

"e investigation is focusing on the
parliament’s human rights sub-
committee which Panzeri was chairman
of. Even though it is not a legislative
body, the committee shines an in#uential
spotlight on human rights abuses by
countries outside the EU which makes it
an ideal target for lobbying by international kleptocrats. 

And like Qatar, oligarchs have used Europe as a vehicle for rehabilitating their
reputation and diverting attention away from allegations of criminality and
controversy. A case in point is the Kazakh oligarch fugitive Mukhtar Ablyazov
who last month was found guilty of a $218 million fraud in a US court and has
been on the run from the UK courts since 2012. He was convicted in the UK of
lying under oath about owning a London mansion, forging documents and
contempt of court. He had been accused of embezzling $6 billion from
Kazakhstan’s BTA Bank as chairman by channelling funds to thousands of
o%shore companies of which he was the bene&ciary.  

Ablyazov #ed to London, bought several properties and was sued by BTA bank
for fraud. He lived a lavish lifestyle, living in a nine-bedroom mansion with an
indoor swimming pool on Bishops Avenue, Hampstead, and a 100-acre estate
on the edge of Windsor Great Park. But he declined to disclose details of his
assets to the High Court and in 2012 was found guilty of contempt of court. ‘It is
di$cult to imagine a party to commercial litigation who has acted with more
cynicism, opportunism and deviousness towards court orders than Mr
Ablyazov’, declared Lord Justice Maurice Kay. 

An arrest warrant was issued against
the oligarch who was sentenced to 22 months in
jail for contempt of court. But just before the
judgment was issued Ablyazov jumped out of a
hotel room window, caught a coach from Victoria
down to Dover and escaped to France by ferry. In
his absence the High Court ordered Ablyazov to
pay £1.02 billion and in 2019 issued a second
arrest warrant. He was jailed in France but
obtained political asylum. 

In exile the oligarch has assiduously courted
European politicians to promote his defence that
the fraud allegations are politically motivated
because he was a vocal opponent of the
Kazakhstan regime. One of his most diligent
lawyers and active supporters was Panzeri who
promoted Ablyazov’s agenda. Multiple parliamentary motions condemned the
persecution of ‘dissidents’ and one even called for the protection of Ablyazov
himself.   

Panzeri worked closely with NGOs like the Brussels-based Open Dialogue
Foundation (ODF) which campaigns against human rights abuses. "e MEP
hosted events, made introductions and acted as a de facto lobbyist for Ablyazov.
Despite the overwhelming evidence against Ablyazov, the NGO remains a
staunch supporter of the oligarch. ‘ODF has included Ablyazov within our
advocacy of defending thousands of victims of political persecution in
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Kazakhstan’, a spokesperson told me. ‘ODF defended Ablyazov, as well as his
family members and associates between 2013 and 2016, at a time when
Kazakhstan, through Russia and Ukraine, prosecuted dozens of people in
politically motivated cases.’ 

"e Kazakh oligarch claims the fraud and money laundering allegations are ‘the
culmination of the campaign by former President Nazarbayev and his allies to
wrest ownership and control of BTA bank from (Ablyazov)’. His lawyers stated
he #ed London because of ‘a death threat’ and was ‘constantly in fear of his life’
by Kazakh intelligence agents.  

Ablyazov remains in exile in France. But his luck appears to be running out.
Last month he lost his appeal regarding his asylum status. Characteristically he
appealed again and is allowed to stay in the country until the &nal ruling. ‘In the
Judgement of CNDA (French Asylum court), Mr Ablyazov was recognised as a
politically prosecuted person as part of his &ght to bring democracy to
Kazakhstan’, his lawyer Karim Beylouni told me. 

But the oligarch also potentially faces an ongoing criminal investigation in
France for fraud. "e prosecutors and BTA bank have &led an appeal with the
Supreme Court a'er a court ruled the statute of limitation has expired.
‘Ablyazov bankrupted one of Kazakhstan’s biggest banks by committing one of
the largest frauds in modern history, amounting to at least $7.5 billion’, Elena
Fedorova, a BTA bank lawyer, told me. "e appeal will be heard before June of
this year. 
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Today the claim against Ablyazov remains the biggest civil fraud case in British
legal history. Despite his conviction for contempt of court and multiple o%ences,
the prosecuting authorities have been remarkably complacent. "e Crown
Prosecution Service reviewed the evidence and refused to act. In 2019, a'er the
second arrest warrant was issued, the UK National Crime Agency had access to
all the &les but declined to investigate because of ‘insu$cient resources’. His
extradition to face justice looks very unlikely.  

Meanwhile, Ablyazov’s cunning ploy of using political persecution as a
diversionary tactic has been e%ective and the European parliament has been a
willing accomplice. But his close relationship with one of the main suspects in
this latest criminal investigation may return to haunt him.  
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Mark Hollingsworth is the author of ‘Londongrad - From Russia with Cash, the Inside Story of the
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TOPICS IN THIS ARTICLE

Society

Most popular

1

2

3

4

5

Comments

Don't miss out
Join the conversation with other Spectator readers. Subscribe to leave a comment.

SUBSCRIBE

Already a subscriber? Log in

Useful links About Us More from The Spectator Subscribe

Comments Share

Read next

TRENDING 

Who will dare
stand against
Jeremy Corbyn in
Islington?
Labour has announced whether its sitting
MPs will step down or fight again at the next

ALSO IN SOCIETY 

Keir Starmer is right
about the NHS

ALSO BY MARK HOLLINGSWORTH 

How Prince Charles’s €1m
bagman infiltrated the British
establishment

LATEST 

Shock as the New York Times praises Britain

Goldman Sachs and the
culling of the surplus
elites

The real problem with
Davos and the World
Economic Forum

The problem with the
BBC’s reporting on
excess deaths

The war on JK Rowling

Why Putin won’t take
Hitler’s way out

Nick Cohen

Michael Simmons Mark Hollingsworth

Steerpike

Sam Leith

Kate Andrews

Charlie Walsham

Brendan O’Neill

Sergey Radchenko

https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/mark-hollingsworth/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/category/society/
https://checkout.spectator.co.uk/singleitem?item=S01&prom=FOCFA03Q
https://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/facebook/offer?url=https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/how-europe-launders-the-reputation-of-oligarchs/&pubid=ra-5d9f5a457676f6b2&title=How%20oligarchs%20use%20Brussels%20to%20launder%20their%20reputations&screenshot=https://www.spectator.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/oligopoly-russia.webp
https://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/twitter/offer?url=https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/how-europe-launders-the-reputation-of-oligarchs/&pubid=ra-5d9f5a457676f6b2&title=How%20oligarchs%20use%20Brussels%20to%20launder%20their%20reputations&via=spectator&screenshot=https://www.spectator.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/oligopoly-russia.webp
https://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/whatsapp/offer?url=https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/how-europe-launders-the-reputation-of-oligarchs/&pubid=ra-5d9f5a457676f6b2&title=How%20oligarchs%20use%20Brussels%20to%20launder%20their%20reputations&screenshot=https://www.spectator.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/oligopoly-russia.webp
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/who-will-dare-stand-against-jeremy-corbyn-in-islington/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/keir-starmer-is-right-about-the-nhs/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/how-prince-charles-s-1m-bagman-infiltrated-the-british-establishment/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/shock-as-the-new-york-times-praises-britain/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/goldman-sachs-and-the-culling-of-the-surplus-elites/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/goldman-sachs-and-the-culling-of-the-surplus-elites/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/the-real-problem-with-davos-and-the-world-economic-forum/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/the-real-problem-with-davos-and-the-world-economic-forum/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/the-problem-with-the-bbcs-reporting-on-excess-deaths/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/the-problem-with-the-bbcs-reporting-on-excess-deaths/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/the-war-on-jk-rowling/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/the-war-on-jk-rowling/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/why-putin-wont-take-hitlers-way-out/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/why-putin-wont-take-hitlers-way-out/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/nick-cohen/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/michael-simmons/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/mark-hollingsworth/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/steerpike/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/sam-leith/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/kate-andrews/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/charlie-walsham/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/brendan-oneill/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/writer/sergey-radchenko/


Useful links

Advertise with us
Sponsor an event
Submit a story

About Us

About "e Spectator
Contact & FAQs
Privacy policy
Terms and conditions
Jobs and vacancies
Sitemap

More from The Spectator

Spectator Australia
Apollo Magazine
"e Spectator shop

Subscribe

Subscribe today
"e Spectator Club
Sign up to our emails

SUBSCRIBE Try a month free REGISTER 3 articles a month Already a subscriber? Log in

https://www.spectator.co.uk/advertising/
https://events.spectator.co.uk/sponsorship-pages/client-events
https://www.spectator.co.uk/submit/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/about/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/faqs/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/privacy-policy/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/terms/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/vacancies/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/sitemap/
https://www.spectator.com.au/
https://www.apollo-magazine.com/
https://shop.spectator.co.uk/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/join
https://club.spectator.co.uk/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/emails
https://offers.spectator.co.uk/offer/eobka06a
javascript:void();

