Russian Oligarchs Obscure Their Wealth Through
Secretive Isle of Man Network
The web of shell companies and middlemen managed by services
firm Bridgewaters makes it hard for authorities to track assets and
enforce sanctions
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A Silicon Valley laser startup that went public in February had a surprising investor: a Russian billionaire.
The deal, routed through a series of offshore companies and a venture fund, let the oligarch, Alisher
Usmanov, move more of his vast wealth into the West. The fund’s stake at the IPO was valued at $175
million.
Days later, Russia invaded Ukraine, and the U.S. sanctioned Mr. Usmanov as part of its effort to pressure
Russian President Vladimir Putin.
The investment in Quanergy Systems Inc. was made through a network of shell companies and middlemen
used by Putin allies and others for years to move hundreds of millions of dollars out of Russia, according to
documents including emails, investment offerings, public and private corporate records, shareholder
registers and SEC filings.

The scope of the network hasn’t been previously reported. It has also been used by relatives of Andrei
Skoch, a member of Russia’s parliament, Sergei Chemezov, a former KGB associate of Mr. Putin whose
companies sell arms to the Russian military, and Dmitry Peskov, Mr. Putin’s spokesman, as well as
Kremlin-backed VTB Bank, which is often involved in major government deals.
All are now blacklisted by the U.S. and the European Union, along with many other oligarchs and
companies.
The network’s intricate layers are making it harder for the West to track assets and enforce the sanctions, a
key economic weapon in the effort to end Russia’s aggression in Ukraine. A multitude of partial ownership
stakes also makes it legally more complicated to crack down on companies.
The layers of investment helped obscure Mr. Usmanov’s links to an Airbus A340 jet valued at more than
$350 million that departed Munich for Uzbekistan soon after the EU banned flights by Russian-owned
planes and hours after the oligarch’s name was added to EU sanctions lists.
The jet’s listed owner was an offshore company. “The attribution of the aircraft to Mr. Usmanov was not
clear at the time in question,” said a spokeswoman for German transportation authorities. If it had been
clear, “European airspace would have been closed to the aircraft and the aircraft would not have been able to
take off,” she said.
At the core of the Russian money network is a firm in the Isle of Man, a wind-swept self-governing island in
the Irish Sea, called Bridgewaters.
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The firm has helped structure a corporate empire for its clients that has included investments in U.S.
technology companies such as Meta Platforms Inc., Twitter and Airbnb Inc. ; investment in a company that

allegedly sells surveillance equipment to the Russian government and real estate around Europe, according
to the documents reviewed by The Wall Street Journal.
To trace the Russian assets, the Journal scoured thousands of corporate documents, many made public in
recent years in major leaks of financial documents from offshore services firms, including the Panama,
Pandora and Paradise Papers.
Those documents, which began being published in 2016 and have resulted in hundreds of articles in the
media about international tax evasion and money laundering schemes, were shared by the International
Consortium of Investigative Journalists and German newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung with the Journal.
The Journal also used corporate filings and records from about 20 countries to track the network’s
companies back to Russia.
The reviewed documents don’t show that assets moved out of Russia via the Bridgewaters network after
sanctions were levied. Instead, they reveal how Russian-linked firms have been able to remain invested in
Western companies, despite a global crackdown.
SEC documents filed in October said about 16% of Quanergy, the laser startup with the February IPO, is
owned by a San Francisco-based venture-capital fund called Rising Tide V LLC, which is backed by a
Bridgewaters fund that Mr. Usmanov invests in. Quanergy said in SEC filings that Mr. Usmanov held a
significant stake in Rising Tide V.
Complex layers

Bridgewaters said it has acted lawfully, and its new managing director, Mark Veale, who took over in
November, said the company has undergone a complete overhaul recently and dropped several client
relationships in the past year. He declined to say which ones, citing client confidentiality, or to disclose any
specifics about clients or deals.
“I can’t go back and correct anything—if there were any mistakes in the past,” he said. But today, he said,
the firm does everything by the book.
“We haven’t been involved in evading sanctions,” he said. “Nothing happens from this office with anyone
who may be subject to sanctions without all the appropriate documentation.”
Mr. Veale said that Bridgewaters had had a “concentration at various times” of Russian clientele, and that
disentangling relationships with people now under sanctions isn’t straightforward.
“It’s not as simple as you stop doing it,” he said. “The same ownership group, one part could get caught and
another part may not be, there could be restrictions on certain activities and not others.”
A spokesman for Mr. Usmanov said he is a self-made man who has never tried to hide his assets and isn’t
tied to the Kremlin. “We categorically reject the claim that Mr. Usmanov used” a network of shell
companies and middlemen to move rubles out of Russia, he said. “Nothing of the kind ever took place.”
Bridgewaters deals are managed through complex layers of partnerships, limited liability companies, loans
and holding companies in global tax havens built with the help of multinational law firms and elite financial
institutions, including Credit Suisse Group AG , according to public records and the documents.
A spokesman for Credit Suisse said he couldn’t comment on potential client relationships and said the bank
takes action against accounts used for illicit activities.
The U.S. Treasury is offering millions in rewards for information about the wealth of sanctioned Russians,
including those in the network and many others who have been blacklisted since the Ukraine invasion, and

the Justice Department has launched a “KleptoCapture” task force to seize luxury real estate, private jets,
yachts and other assets.
The Treasury said it was “certainly tracking” Bridgewaters but didn’t provide further details. The
department’s sanctions enforcement group, the Office of Foreign Assets Control, didn’t know about Mr.
Usmanov’s stake in Quanergy, according to a person familiar with the matter.
Quanergy and Rising Tide V didn’t respond to requests for comment.
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Vast wealth among oligarchs grew out of the collapse of the Soviet Union, as state-owned assets flowed into
the hands of men close to President Boris Yeltsin and later his successor, Mr. Putin.
Many Russian oligarchs structured investments through Isle of Man companies because of the island’s low
taxes, limited bureaucracy and past policies of allowing company owners to remain private. Although the
island depends on the U.K. for defense and its foreign policy, it sets its own laws.
British lawmakers and financial-transparency experts say the island’s financial system, like that of the
British Virgin Islands or the Cayman Islands, is an offshore haven that draws people seeking to conceal
wealth and avoid tax, facilitating corruption and helping hide ill-gotten gains.
A representative for the Isle of Man government said its sanctions mirror those in the U.K. and that it has
begun tracking company owners and making that information available to law enforcement. It said it has
frozen about £2 million in Russian assets, and deregistered 49 boats and 22 aircraft, including the Airbus
linked to Mr. Usmanov.

Gazprom funds

Bridgewaters, founded in 1996, is one of many companies in the Isle of Man performing the dry functions of
international business. (It isn’t related to Bridgewater Associates, the U.S. hedge-fund firm.) It has acted for
years as a corporate services provider and trust business, performing due diligence, registering companies,
providing locally based directors, managing trusts and helping structure international investment strategies.
In recent years, much of its business appears to have come from people with close ties to the Kremlin and
their associates, a Journal analysis of more than 300 companies and trusts administered by the firm found.
Some of the Russian-linked companies created or managed by Bridgewaters are no longer connected to the
firm.
The documents reviewed by the Journal show the Russian ties date back at least to the mid-2000s.
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In one early deal, an Isle of Man banker described how Mr. Usmanov, who at the time was chief executive
of the investment arm of Gazprom, the majority state-owned energy giant that is now under sanctions, and a
partner would fund their metals business with money from Gazprom.
“I went to Bridgewaters last week to sign up the Russians,” the banker wrote in a January 2007 message
included in the documents, referring to a plan by the partners to open a bank account for one of their
companies.
Sketches of the banker’s understanding of the planned financing show lines from Gazprom and its
investment arm pointing to the men’s steel and mining conglomerate, called Metalloinvest, and a network of
holding, distribution and trading companies scattered around the world. Payments for the iron would go to
accounts at Swiss investment bank Credit Suisse in the name of a company administered by Bridgewaters.

“Please note,” the banker, who worked at a subsidiary of an Irish bank, wrote, “Monies ultimately stem from
Gazprom Investment Holdings.”
A month after the meeting, a company named on the banker’s chart, a British Virgin Islands firm called
Kanton Services Ltd., entered into a $350 million loan agreement with a subsidiary of Gazprom’s
investment arm, according to the documents.
By 2009, Metalloinvest’s international trading operation was generating as much as $3 billion a year in
sales, company documents show.
Kanton’s listed owner, Leon Semenenko, said the company was mainly used to trade stocks and that Mr.
Usmanov was the “de facto controller of the company.” He said Kanton received loans from Gazprom’s
investment arm. He said he didn’t recall any of that money being used to finance Metalloinvest and that such
a move would have been outside the scope of Kanton’s normal activity.
Mr. Usmanov’s spokesman, Grigory Levchenko, said the oligarch built his business, including
Metalloinvest, from scratch or with assets purchased at fair market rates. “We categorically reject any
unsubstantiated claim that Metalloinvest could have been financed with funds from Gazprom
Investholding,” he said. He said the oligarch never used Kremlin-backed loans or any other support from the
Russian authorities in his businesses, and had no control of or affiliation with Kanton.
Gazprom Investholding, the investment arm, didn’t respond to requests for comment on any of its deals.
An email from 2011 included in the documents suggests that Mr. Usmanov became the owner of
Bridgewaters that year.
A British accountant, in a conversation about business for Mr. Usmanov, told a lawyer that his Russian
client “has now bought a trust company in the Isle of Man (called Bridgewaters),” according to the email,
which was first reported by the BBC.
Mr. Veale, the Bridgewaters managing director, said the accountant, Richard Prosser, was mistaken. He said
that the two buyers of the firm that year were a corporate services firm in Cyprus and a company in the Isle
of Man owned by Swiss banker Matthias Dieter Bolliger, and that they didn’t act at Mr. Usmanov’s
direction.
Mr. Usmanov denied through his spokesman that he ever owned or controlled Bridgewaters.
“I can’t say anything about that,” Mr. Prosser said, when asked about the email suggesting Mr. Usmanov
bought Bridgewaters. “I’m not saying yes, and I’m not saying no.”
Both Gainfield Holdings Ltd., the Cyprus corporate services firm, and Mr. Bolliger were tied to Mr.
Usmanov, according to company documents and internet records.
Mr. Bolliger, who had earlier worked on a steelmaker deal with the oligarch, wrote to Bridgewaters from
email addresses belonging to several of the oligarch’s companies, according to the documents. The Cyprus
company’s website, meanwhile, used several IP addresses registered to Mr. Usmanov’s management firm, a
Journal analysis of internet records found.
George Sergides, the listed owner of Gainfield, said he didn’t act “on behalf or at the instruction of any third
party.”
Mr. Bolliger didn’t respond to requests for comment. Lawyers for Mr. Bolliger in the past have said he
never controlled Bridgewaters on behalf of any other individual.
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Of Mr. Bolliger’s role in Mr. Usmanov’s organization, Mr. Levchenko said: “A person can work for a
corporation, be employed as an adviser, consultant or director, and also own a business of their own.”
Mr. Veale said Mr. Bolliger bought out Mr. Sergides’s stake in 2019. He said Mr. Bolliger still owns
Bridgewaters but no longer controls it, after an investigation by the Isle of Man financial regulator in
November barred him from doing so.
The regulator also fined Bridgewaters for failing to keep tabs on risks posed by its customers and banned
some employees, including its head of compliance and its money laundering reporting officer.
The regulator declined to discuss details of the Bridgewaters case, citing confidentiality agreements and
regulatory disclosure rules.
Under Isle of Man law, companies such as Bridgewaters are responsible for conducting due diligence on
clients and disclosing any political or legal risks.
An ownership arrangement with Mr. Usmanov would have been a conflict of interest for Bridgewaters, said
David Zweighaft, a former Justice Department investigator now working in New York as a forensic
accountant who reviewed the structure of Bridgewaters for the Journal. “You have the fox guarding the
henhouse,” he said.
Silicon Valley investments

One destination of Russian funds in 2011 was the venture-capital firm DST Global, co-founded by Russianborn Israeli investor Yuri Milner, which held stakes in tech firms including Facebook.

Much of the money came through Kanton, the company named by the banker in the Metalloinvest
arrangement. That firm, which continued to receive loans from Gazprom’s investment arm, was a backer of
the DST Global fund DST Global II in 2011.
Kanton had two principal sources of cash, said its listed owner, Mr. Semenenko: Mr. Usmanov and
Gazprom’s investment arm, whose loans he said were secured by stocks owned by Mr. Usmanov. He said he
couldn’t break down how much of the Gazprom money wound up in Kanton’s DST Global investments.
“The money is fungible,” he said. “I didn’t differentiate where it came from.”
Other money came from Kremlin-controlled VTB Bank, which used specially created Bridgewaters
companies to invest about $300 million through DST Global into Twitter and Chinese retailer JD.com,
according to public records in the Isle of Man, SEC filings and people familiar with the matter.
VTB didn’t respond to requests for comment. The bank has previously said its DST Global investments
were among several high-tech deals it was involved in at the time.
A 2018 report commissioned by one of Gazprom Investholding’s subsidiaries said none of its loans were
used to finance investments in Facebook.
In 2015, Bridgewaters set up a private fund that held stakes in various tech companies. For a minimum
investment of $100,000, the fund gave investors access to DST Global II, which included a stake in Airbnb,
the documents show. Some of Kanton’s holdings were rolled into this fund, Mr. Semenenko said.
It was through this special fund, called Global Technology Investments, that Mr. Usmanov’s money was
later invested in Quanergy, the laser startup, said Mr. Levchenko, the oligarch’s spokesman.
A DST Global representative said the firm hadn’t taken on any Russian investors since 2011 and didn’t
know about any loans from Gazprom or investors in GTI. The firm said publicly in 2017 that “relations were
much better” between the U.S. and Russia at the time the previous deals were struck. This month, Mr.
Milner said on Twitter that he and his family had renounced their Russian citizenship this summer.
Construction project

The Bridgewaters network was used in 2013 for a $130 million loan involving Mr. Usmanov and relatives of
Mr. Skoch, the Russian billionaire parliamentarian, and of Mr. Chemezov, the former KGB agent and chief
of Russia’s largest producer of military equipment, according to the documents, Russian court records and
Russian media reports. The dollar-based deal involved a construction project in Russia and companies in the
British Virgin Islands.
Mr. Chemezov was blacklisted by the Treasury in 2014, and Mr. Skoch in 2018.
In 2017, after details about the lender were revealed in the Panama Papers, the debt was shifted to another
company and hasn’t been repaid, according to Russian court judgments.
Bridgewaters also administered a British Virgin Islands investment company co-owned by Mr. Chemezov’s
Rostec defense conglomerate, which is also under sanctions. Among that firm’s holdings was a Russian
telecommunications company that marketed surveillance capabilities to the Russian government, according
to documents published by WikiLeaks in 2017.
Rostec, Mr. Chemezov and Mr. Skoch didn’t respond to requests for comment.
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Bridgewaters had a connection to Mr. Putin’s spokesman, Mr. Peskov. In 2014, the firm ordered the creation
of a company to hold funds in excess of $1 million in the name of his girlfriend, Tatiana Navka, a champion
Russian ice dancer, the documents show. The couple married the following year.
Ms. Navka and Mr. Peskov didn’t respond to a request for comment. Ms. Navka, who is also under
sanctions, denied in the past any links to the company.
Several Bridgewaters companies owned mansions near the German lakeside town of Tegernsee, about an
hour south of Munich, according to information published by the Organized Crime and Corruption
Reporting Project, an international network of investigative journalists. Mr. Usmanov visits the town to get
treatment for eye problems and lives in the properties while there, according to Mr. Levchenko and a local
politician.
The politician, Thomas Tomaschek, who organized an antiwar demonstration he said was aimed at the
oligarch after the Ukraine invasion, said Mr. Usmanov visits the small lakeside town three to four times a
year with bodyguards.
In September, German media reported that one of the villas was among two dozen homes and offices raided
by German police in connection with an investigation of suspected sanctions violations.
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Mr. Levchenko said the oligarch doesn’t own any of the homes but simply pays to rent them. He added that
Mr. Usmanov’s companions in Tegernsee weren’t bodyguards but guests and assistants who helped Mr.
Usmanov with a heavy workload that included charities and his job at the time as president of the
International Fencing Federation.
Mr. Levchenko also said that the Airbus that took off from Munich “does not belong to Mr. Usmanov and is
not under his control” and that the sanctions against Mr. Usmanov wouldn’t have stopped it from departing
the German airport.
—Justin Scheck contributed to this article.
Write to Rob Barry at rob.barry@wsj.com
Copyright ©2022 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 87990cbe856818d5eddac44c7b1cdeb8
Appeared in the October 26, 2022, print edition as 'Secretive Offshore Firm Aids Russians.'

