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To all those people around the world who stand up to the Terrible Humans that this book is about, and to the memory of Jess Search, friend, filmmaker and ‘Lucky Fucker’ who made a difference.




Praise for Very Bad People

‘More usually found in the pages of thrillers, these stories are frighteningly true. Corruption is one of the greatest enemies of democracy, to win the fight we need champions like Global Witness.’

– George Soros

‘Very few activists have the ability to turn the object of their attentions into a quivering mess. Global Witness are fearless.’

– Gordon Roddick, campaigner and co-founder of The Body Shop

‘This book is inspirational. It shows how young people with sufficient passion and intelligence have the capacity to go after some of the most powerful governments and corporations, and shame, humiliate and just push governments to suppost important reforms that can make this a more decent world.’

– Frank Vogle, co-founder of Transparency International

‘The story told in this book of three youthful idealists who go from eating cold baked beans in a draughty London flat to the Thai-Cambodian border where they posed as traders in illegally felled timber is simply riveting. Don’t miss it.’

– Misha Glenny, author of McMafia

‘Very Bad People reads like a John Le Carré novel but is, in fact, the very real story of [Alley’s] adventures in this thrilling and terrifying world.’

– The Big Issue

‘Alley has produced a clear-eyed account of a world poisoned by dark money, and a welcome reminder than resistance is possible. As it turns out, his book is even more timely than he could have hoped.’

– Irish Times

‘Very Bad People would be a hugely enjoyable thriller if it wasn’t all true…’

– Isabella Tree, author of Wildling

‘Part true-crime tale, part investigative procedural, this is the account of the brilliant superheroes of Global Witness, whose superpower is the truth.’

– Edward Zwick, director of Blood Diamond

‘Warlords, crooks, oil tycoons and dictators. A shocking, important and page-turning book that gives a unique insight into a hidden world of criminality.’

– Jeff Skoll, founder and chairman, Participant Media, Skoll Foundation




AUTHOR’S NOTE

It would not have been possible to write this book without the courage and dedication of the people who bring to light the actions of terrible humans.

These are their stories.
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PREAMBLE

In my first book, Very Bad People, I wrote about how, in the early 1990s, my friends Charmian Gooch and Simon Taylor and I met while working for a tiny environmental group and had a hare-brained idea. Downing lagers in the bar of the Betsey Trotwood pub in London’s then very ungentrified district of Clerkenwell, we were pondering whether the civil war in Cambodia, big news at the time, would ever end.

The Khmer Rouge regime had been responsible for killing millions of people in the greatest genocide since the Nazi Holocaust. Kicked out of power, they became a fugitive but deadly, dedicated and well-trained rebel army occupying the dense rainforests of western and northern Cambodia. There they waged a brutal civil war against the newly elected democratic government and collaborated with its corrupt leaders to rob the country dry.

We had read press reports that the Khmer Rouge was trading rainforest timber with Thailand. We guessed that this trade must be generating funds for its war effort. Maybe if that trade was closed down, we thought, the money supply would be cut off and the war brought to an end. ‘Why doesn’t someone do that?’ we asked ourselves. And then, ‘Why don’t we?’

Like all the best ideas, there were countless reasons why not. We had no experience, no money, no organization and, frankly, no fucking clue, so we decided to do it. We created an investigative organization and called it Global Witness. It took us 18 months to scrape together some money but then, armed with secret cameras, some US Vietnam War-era maps and tummies full of butterflies, we set off for the borderlands of Thailand’s Wild East, posing as European timber buyers to try to infiltrate the Thai logging Mafia.

That was the birth of Global Witness. From that first hair-raising investigation, Global Witness went on to expose the issue of blood diamonds to the world, spawning a Hollywood movie in the process. Also, oddly for a bunch of idiots like us, we got nominated for the 2003 Nobel Peace Prize. We went on to identify how warlords like Liberia’s Charles Taylor were funding their bloody adventures and cut those funds; we pried into the boardrooms of multinational companies and exposed the corruption carried out by some of the biggest criminals on Earth (whom we named the Pinstripe Army); and we followed the gargantuan sums of money stolen from their countries by oligarchs and tracked it to their luxury mansions in London, New York and the other playgrounds of the super-rich. In so doing we became unwitting pioneers of the global anticorruption movement. No one was more surprised than we were.

This book will tell you what happened next.

On 23 August 2023, a privately owned Embraer Legacy jet en route from Moscow to St Petersburg fell out of the sky. Local people told reporters they had heard a distinct boom, and one man in his garden in Kuzhenkino, north of Moscow, was quick enough to grab his smartphone. The blurry video footage he took, eerily silent, shows what looks like the wingless fuselage of the plane descending horizontally, almost gracefully for a few moments, before it flips into a steep dive with white smoke pouring from it. The plane goes out of shot as it disappears behind a slatted wooden garden fence and a few more seconds pass before a dense plume of grey smoke billows into the sky.

The crash brought a sudden end to the careers of Yevgeny Prigozhin and the top lieutenants of the Wagner Group, the notorious Russian mercenary army whose brutality had become a watchword in a series of wars across Africa, the Middle East and Ukraine. Perhaps mourned by their families and diehard fanatics, those passengers won’t be much missed by those who have suffered at their hands or those of Russia’s president, Vladimir Putin. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to work out that following Prigozhin’s challenge to Putin’s power in an attempted coup a couple of months before, the ticking time bomb he was sitting on wasn’t just metaphorical. It is quite likely exactly what killed him.

Four days earlier, a relaxed-looking Prigozhin, dressed in civilian clothes and a light, short-sleeved summer shirt, appearing less bullish than usual, looked into the camera as a couple of his smiling fans stood either side of him and took a selfie. He was in Bangui, the capital of the Central African Republic (CAR). This resource-rich but grindingly poor and battle-scarred country is arguably the jewel in Wagner’s crown. Since 2017, it has become a de facto Russian colony and forward military base deep in the heart of Africa. In a pattern repeated across the continent, the mercenary group had been quick in taking over the country’s rich diamond and gold mines in exchange for offering their muscle to the ruling clique. Their extreme violence against anyone who gets in their way is perhaps the most honest expression of modern-day Russian diplomacy in action.

Much of what we know about what goes on in CAR – this new Heart of Darkness – is in large part down to one of the courageous investigators I interviewed for this book. ‘Leave No Trace’ (see page 121) gives a terrifying insight into how a new Russian empire is being created across Africa. Such was the understanding I gained from my interviews with my source that when I heard that nearby Niger’s democratically elected government was ousted by a military coup in July 2023, I was not at all surprised to learn that the crowds welcoming the new regime were waving Russian flags.

As with Very Bad People, Terrible Humans tells a few more stories from the Global Witness archives and the daring, innovative investigators that I am so happy to be able to work with. But I also wanted to write about some of my heroes in other organizations who work on different but equally crucial issues – things I would love to have done myself, but never had the time or the headspace.

I learned so much as I relived several Global Witness investigations through interviewing my colleagues who carried them out. They took me across continents to witness networks of secret companies being established to carry out massive and corrupt mining deals behind closed doors, and in the shadow of the Russian invasion of Ukraine they showed me how the money moves around, how the machines of war were powered and by who. I was a fly on the walls of the boardrooms of mega-corporations and taken into those dark corners where globally significant dodgy deals were hammered out in secret. And, through the eyes of our amazing investigators, I saw how some of the most vulnerable but important people on Earth hold firm against violence and malevolent political power.

Then I was taken into areas new to me as I made contact with old Global Witness friends who, over the years, had moved on to different organizations, pioneering new areas of work. And I talked with people I had never met before. As old friendships were rekindled and new ones forged, I became immersed in investigations into the dark corridors of organized crime and was taken to some of the wildest places on the planet.

The people I follow in this book are heroes – and the world needs more heroes; but you, the reader, are going to meet the villains too. As with Very Bad People, some of these crooks may seem to live in a world far away from your own, but nothing could be further from the truth. In this increasingly interconnected world, what some criminal does on the other side of the planet may well affect you. And of course, the crimes may not be on the other side of the world, but instead being carried out in some city boardroom or a shady accountant’s office in a small town. Or maybe the criminal masterminds live just down the road from you.

Despite the extraordinary situations and circumstances I document in this book, these are, in the end, stories about ordinary people who took on villains worthy of a John le Carré novel. In addition to our heroes – journalists, cops and former cops, indigenous peoples and the investigators of Global Witness and sister organizations – the cast includes crooks, spies, the bosses of multinational companies, warlords, high-class sex workers, mercenaries and corrupt politicians. And whereas the stories can appear to be eight investigations into a disparate group of situations, they are all linked.

I am a child of the first Cold War, growing up with the ever-present threat of a nuclear apocalypse. The relief we all felt when the Soviet Union collapsed in the last decade of the previous century was palpable, and I entered adulthood with an enhanced sense of hope and peace. It was nice while it lasted. As the threats brought by climate change become a reality, the politics and mechanics of globalization has delayed necessary action by decades. As standards of living in the Global North have grown exponentially, they have done so at a direct cost to those in the Global South. And just when we really need collective effort to tackle the greatest threats humanity has ever faced, we are becoming increasingly divided – not just by wealth versus poverty, but also by disinformation versus the truth, which in turn fuels extreme political division. Into this mix, Putin’s invasion of Ukraine has thrust us into Cold War II.

One could give up in despair, but I don’t despair. I have hope because I know that the very good people I write about in this book exist and any one of them can change the world. If this book encourages just a few more people to emulate them, then it has been worth it.
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FUELLING THE FIRE

CHERNIHIV, UKRAINE, 3 MARCH 2022

The car slowed down as it took the right turn off Liubets’ka Street, then accelerated again as it headed down Vulytsya Vyacheslava Chornovola Street. The road was, as usual now, empty of traffic. Just after the car passed the grey frontage of the Viko electrical store on its right, a series of massive explosions shook the intersection only 150m (500ft) ahead, blasting debris and plumes of smoke high into the clear sky. The car slammed to a halt and the dashcam footage showed that, wisely, the driver did a quick U-turn and headed back the way he had come.

The inhabitants of the 18-storey apartment building and the other blocks that surrounded the intersection weren’t so lucky. ‘It was like a windstorm as the whole basement filled up with dust,’ a local doctor told a Human Rights Watch researcher by phone. ‘Then there was an explosion. Several windows were blown out, and there was a lot of vibration. We have explosions every day, but this one was very powerful.’

According to Human Rights Watch, the doctor said that among the 35 injured people he treated that day, ‘he remembered “one boy whose ankle was cut open and a girl who had a metal fragment from the munition in her face. A boy about 12 had metal shards in his brain and damage to the skull.”’

A resident of one of the blasted buildings, Olena Piatkina, was sheltering in her basement when the bombs struck. ‘After the explosion, I looked left and saw light coming into the basement,’ she told Human Rights Watch. ‘I started crawling out through the rubble. I saw lots of fires outside. As I was getting out of the basement, a man handed me a baby that was covered in blood and asked me to help him get out another three children who were there in an apartment. There was one girl who had been hit in the head and was covered in blood. The children were all in shock and crying.’

At least 5 unguided FAB 500 high-explosive bombs had been dropped around that intersection that day by Russian SU-34 fighter bombers. The explosions that had ripped through the apartment buildings had killed at least 47 civilians and wounded 32 more. Through an interpreter the city’s mayor, Vladyslav Atroshenko, told a reporter from US National Public Radio, ‘People saw the aircraft flying at a very low altitude – something like 300, 400, 500 meters maximum. And there was not one cloud in the sky. The sun was shining brightly.’

Not far away, on the same day, two schools were hit, but fortunately they were closed and casualties were lighter. This was the new reality for the citizens of Ukraine. Just 10 days earlier, Vladimir Putin had launched his special military operation (SMO), his euphemism for the invasion of Ukraine. The city of Chernihiv, just 85km (55 miles) from the Russian border, was an early target, a key stepping stone on the Russian army’s route to Kyiv. Russian forces began to lay siege to the city and subjected it to daily bombing raids and missile attacks, forcing the city’s population of just under 300,000 people to live in their freezing basements, cut off from heat, light and water. An unimaginable scenario in what, just a few weeks before, had been a country at peace.

The citizens of Mariupol in the Donetsk region suffered the most. Around a thousand people, men, women and children – cold and scared – were sheltering in the stately Donetsk Academic Regional Drama Theatre as the Russians besieged their city. Their desperate situation as they crowded into the theatre’s elegant auditorium and foyers, where they were fed and watered by the Red Cross, contrasted starkly with the plaster bas-reliefs that graced the inside of the theatre; symbols of culture, creativity and the memories of the peace that they had enjoyed until just over three weeks before. Outside, on the tarmac of the car park, one of the theatre staff had painted ‘ДЕТИ’ – ‘children’ – in Russian Cyrillic letters 4.5m (14.7ft) high.

It was what turned out to be a vain attempt to advertise to any passing planes that the theatre was not a military target. At around 10am on 16 March, an SU-34 jet released a bomb above the theatre. It crashed through the elegant dome and exploded in the auditorium. The Ukrainian government initially estimated that 300 people had been killed. A subsequent Associated Press investigation reckoned the figure was closer to 600, with hundreds more injured. At the time of writing, in September 2023, the word ДЕТИ is still there in front of the now devastated building. It would not only have been clearly visible to a military jet; a quick glance at Google Earth shows that you can see it from space.

Mariupol fell to Russian forces in May 2022. The Ukrainian government estimated 20,000 civilians died there while over 300,000 were forced to leave. The United Nations estimated that 90 per cent of the city’s residential buildings had been damaged – many flattened.

Mariupol was just one of the many victims of this new blitzkrieg, as the Russian Air Force ‘softened up’ Ukrainian cities ahead of the convoys of Russian tanks and troops that rolled over the border, headed for Kyiv. Western companies who had invested in Russia rushed to come to terms with the new situation. Russia was the largest energy producer in the world and its single biggest export was crude oil, worth around US$123 billion per year, 60 per cent of which is sold to Europe, with another US$111 billion in export earnings brought in from petrol, gas and coal. The country is also the world’s largest exporter of liquid natural gas (LNG), supplying 45 per cent of Europe’s demand alone. It wasn’t long before media attention began to focus on the role of Western fossil-fuel companies in the Russian economy.

Doubtless these companies had not wanted the war and weren’t responsible for the Kremlin’s actions, but some of them were a little too close to Putin’s despotic regime for comfort. Following Russia’s annexation of Crimea and backing of a separatist war in the Donbass in 2014, topped off by the shooting down of a Malaysian passenger jet, the country was hit by a wave of sanctions imposed by the EU, Canada and the US among others. These included an arms embargo and the targeting of Russian banks. The energy industry was hit as special permits would now be required to export some specialist equipment to Russia but, critically, the trading of oil and gas was not sanctioned.

This was good news for the then CEO of French oil giant TotalEnergies, Christophe de Margerie, who was evidently a fan of Vladimir Putin. At the St Petersburg International Economic Forum (SPIEF) that year he made clear his view of the recently imposed sanctions against Russia. ‘Total has always been very clear: we don’t think sanctions are improving anything[…]’ he said. ‘My message to Russia is simple – business as usual.’ That was certainly the mantra Total appeared to follow from that point on, and early indications following Russia’s attempted invasion of Ukraine in 2022 suggested that Total didn’t think this was a serious enough issue to warrant a change in policy.

With their hunger for Russian oil and gas, Total, together with other Western oil companies like Shell and BP, had been investing in Russia and providing state-of-the-art technology to it since the fall of the Soviet Union, despite the corruption and democratic decline under Putin. Without these companies, Russia could not have become the fossil-fuel superpower it now is, so they bear some responsibility for the situation. Now, like it or not, they were deeply involved.

As Putin’s forces unleashed fire and death across Ukraine, the fresh wave of sanctions against Russia included asset freezes, targeted sanctions against key individuals – including Putin himself and a whole bunch of oligarchs – plus a swathe of economic sanctions. Russia’s huge energy sector was a key target and new investments in it were banned. BP and Shell went further than the scope of these sanctions and within a week of the invasion announced they were giving up their stakes in two Russian state-owned oil companies, Rosneft and Gazprom. There was only one major European holdout: TotalEnergies.

In a statement issued on 1 March 2022, Total condemned the war, saying it would abide with ‘the scope and strength of the sanctions put in place by Europe and will implement them regardless of the consequences’. The company generously stated that it would not inject capital into any new projects in Russia; but, given that to do so would have contravened these new sanctions, this was an empty pledge. Oddly, the company made no mention of its two existing and vast joint-venture projects with Russian companies: one with Yamal LNG and the other with Novatek, which prides itself on being the largest independent natural-gas producer in Russia. Perhaps they hoped no one would notice.

GLOBAL WITNESS OFFICE, LONDON, ENGLAND, SPRING 2022

At Global Witness we looked on in horror as a new Cold War began to emerge from the castellated walls of the Kremlin. With a 30-year history of investigating corruption and resource-funded wars and delving into the dark corridors of power, maybe there was something we at Global Witness could contribute. We had investigated corruption in the fossil-fuel industry for over two decades and, as the enormity of the climate crisis manifested itself, shifted to tackling the causes of it. It was an industry we knew pretty well. We knew that Russia was the world’s largest energy producer and that the EU was its main energy market. It was clear to us that for Russia this was going to be a fossil-fuel-funded war.

We decided to put a special team together to work on Ukraine and the role of fossil fuels in the war. Headed by Sam Leon, who led our data-investigations unit, the team included his fellow data investigator Louis Goddard who, like Sam, was expert in picking up and pursuing evidential threads hidden in the labyrinths of megadata; veteran US-based Global Witness investigator Lela Stanley, drafted across from her work exposing environmental abuses and deforestation in Papua New Guinea; Jon Noronha-Gant, a veteran Global Witness investigator who had cut his teeth investigating illegal logging in Liberia before focusing on corruption in the fossil-fuel industry – an inexhaustible subject – and its role in fuelling climate change; and Mai Rosner, who had joined Global Witness a year before as a campaigner. ‘It was a really interesting challenge,’ Mai told me. ‘I became the “Sanctions Lady” even though I had no law training and I didn’t have any previous experience on sanctions.’ She had discovered that at Global Witness you can get thrown into a topic, upskill in it and learn it completely.

It was going to be crucial that we got the message out there about what we were doing and the role of fossil fuels in funding the war, so the team was bolstered with one of our top comms advisers, Louis Wilson.

To build up momentum, the team embarked on a series of quickfire investigations highlighting the vast revenues Russia was earning from exporting its oil to Europe, the UK and the US. In turn, as the international price of oil skyrocketed due to the war, we worked with sister organizations like Greenpeace USA and Oil Change International to turn a spotlight onto the vastly increased profits oil companies were making on the back of the war and the consequent impact on the cost of living for ordinary people as they struggled to pay their heating bills. This was OK as a first foray, but we knew we needed to do more.

‘We had piqued the public’s interest,’ Sam Leon said. ‘But we felt there was a deeper story there.’ To Sam it seemed fairly obvious. If you knew that Western companies were fundamental to enabling Russia to exploit its hydrocarbons, then surely elements of the Russian military must be partly dependent on that. ‘The challenge for us was to test this hypothesis: that there must be Western-produced oil or gas finding its way into the supply chain for the Russian military,’ he said.

Tanks and planes don’t run on air, but it would be an impossible task to analyse all the flows of oil and gas in Russia to see which of them ended up in the military’s fuel tanks. It wasn’t until late July 2022 that Sam Leon and Louis Goddard embarked on their research, and it wasn’t long before they realized that they would effectively need to think backwards. They would have to start with a crime and reverse engineer it.

Eleven days after the bombing raid on Chernihiv, Greenpeace France and Les Amis de la Terre (Friends of the Earth, in France) wrote to Christophe de Margerie’s successor as CEO of TotalEnergies, Patrick Pouyanné. Citing a 2017 French law, the two organizations pointed out that


As a French legal entity, TotalEnergies and its directors may be held criminally liable for any offenses under the French criminal code, particularly complicity in war crimes and crimes against humanity.

We hereby formally request that you […] put an end without delay to your activities connected with the Russian oil and gas market to cease any business relationships that may contribute to the commission of serious violations of human rights.



TotalEnergies took umbrage.


[…] It cannot be seriously considered that the military aggression of Ukraine by Russia could result from the activities of […] companies with which TotalEnergies maintains commercial relations, nor that the Russian military operations in Ukraine would in any way be attached to this relationship.

[…] The activities of Novatek and Yamal LNG, from which TotalEnergies buys LNG in the context of an established commercial relationship, are completely unrelated to the conduct of military operations by Russia in Ukraine.



Total may have thought this put the lid on the issue, but at Global Witness we were used to lifting up rocks to see what was squirming underneath. Was TotalEnergies telling the whole truth? Was it even possible to find out where the truth lay in the chaos of war? Research by team member Jon Noronha-Gant into joint-venture projects between Russian and Western energy companies had confirmed that Total was an ideal campaign target.

As Louis and Sam perused the website of Energy Intelligence, a subscription service aimed at people in the oil and gas industry, they got the germ of an idea. ‘Energy Intelligence had done an interesting basic analysis showing the movements of jet fuel and diesel to the Russian oblasts [regions] bordering Ukraine,’ Louis explained. He and Sam wondered whether the same methodology could be used to track not just these general movements, but also very specific flows. Could we track jet fuel to military airbases that were bombing Ukraine and if so, could we identify who owned the oil or gas fields that fuel came from?

First, Sam and Louis would need to examine the list of Western joint-venture oil and gas projects in Russia that Jon had put together, then identify Russian military airbases within easy striking distance of Ukraine. Then they would need to triangulate this information with the refineries that were producing the jet fuel. To be able to do all this they would need to take a crash course in jet-fuel production.

TotalEnergies had two joint-venture projects with Russian energy companies. One of these was the Termokarstovoye Gas and Condensate Field in Russia’s Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous District in northern Siberia, an investment that Vladimir Putin had personally lauded in 2009 when drilling began. In fact, he and Total’s Christophe de Margerie seemed to have been very close. Following de Margerie’s death – his plane crashed into a snow plough at Moscow airport in October 2014 – Putin said: ‘In Christophe de Margerie, we lost a real friend of our country, whom we will remember with the greatest warmth.’ He went on to award de Margerie a posthumous medal of honour.

Patrick Pouyanné continued his predecessor’s legacy of brown-nosing Putin when he met him in November that year at the Russian resort of Sochi on the Black Sea. He rather immodestly said to Putin: ‘You mentioned French–Russian relations too. Total is a private company, but it is also one of the biggest French companies and so in some respects could be said to represent the country. You can count on me to do what I can to influence relations between our countries. I will do all within my power.’

The following year, 2015, the Termokarstovoye field came online. It was operated by a company called Terneftegaz, a joint venture between TotalEnergies – which owned 49 per cent of it – and Russia’s largest independent producer of natural gas, Novatek, which owned the remaining 51 per cent. In turn, Total owned 19.4 per cent of Novatek. One of Novatek’s board members was Gennady Timchenko, a key Putin ally and, according to Forbes magazine in 2021, Russia’s sixth-richest billionaire, worth some US$22 billion. It all looked very cosy. Until Russia invaded Ukraine. Timchenko was an early victim of the new sanctions and resigned from Novatek’s board.

Remote and built to cope with the permafrost and the harsh Arctic weather that renders it inaccessible for eight months of the year, the Termokarstovoye gas field can daily produce 186,891m3 (6.6 million ft3) of natural gas and 20,000 barrels of what’s known as ‘unstable gas condensate’ – a snappily named biproduct of the gas-extraction process and a crucial element of this story. This unstable condensate must first be stabilized, after which it becomes a raw material that, among other things, can be refined into kerosene: jet fuel.

Two pipelines emanate from Termokarstovoye. One carries gas destined for export to the Baltic port of Ust-Luga, not far from St Petersburg, where it is shipped across the world. The other pipeline snakes 200km (124 miles) across the tundra carrying the unstable gas condensate to the Novatek-owned Purovsky processing plant. Here it is stabilized and then transported to various refineries that can turn the now stabilized condensate into other products, including petrol, diesel and jet fuel. The next challenge for Louis and Sam was to find out which refineries.

To do this, they needed to be able to follow the movements of the unstable gas condensate from the gas fields to the refineries where it was processed into jet fuel. Then they needed to follow this fuel from the refineries to the final destinations – the military airbases that were used to bomb Ukraine. From the outside this seemed like an impossible task, but not if you knew where to look.

A key resource for Louis and Sam was Refinitiv, a subsidiary of the London Stock Exchange. Its database provides financial and economic data, including the trade in commodities. Louis began analysing Refinitiv’s Russian rail-freight data, commercially available to anyone who pays a subscription – in this case, freight forwarders, shipping brokers and agents who want to keep track of their cargoes. And us. Refinitiv is live-updated and with it Louis began to track the movement of gas and jet fuel along the tracks of Russia’s vast railway network. He needed to be careful – not all jet fuel was for military use and not all Russian Air Force bases were used to bomb Ukraine.

As Louis examined gas fields part-owned by Western interests, two refineries loomed large in the team’s sights. Louis considered the massive refinery owned by Lukoil at Nizhny Novgorod on the Volga but discarded it. From the endless columns in the Refinitiv database, it was another railway station that stuck out: Kombinatskaya, a large rail hub located in the northeast of the city of Omsk in southwest Siberia, home of the Omsk Gazprom Neft refinery.

‘We needed an attack to fit the flows,’ Louis told me. There was no shortage of attacks as Putin’s forces pummelled Ukraine on the ground and from the air with a Hitlerite intensity, but they needed a specific type of attack that fit the flow of fuel they were tracking. Louis began to search for links between specific airbases and planes from these bases that had inflicted atrocities on Ukraine. ‘We were particularly interested in anything that had been described as a potential war crime by credible organizations,’ Louis said.

The war provided an unforgiving deadline. The longer Russian oil or gas linked to Western companies flowed, the more Russian military attacks those companies were culpable for. The team hunted for investigations into war crimes carried out by groups we trusted and respected, and they didn’t have to look too far. In early March, both Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch sent investigators to Chernihiv – Mariupol was off-limits to them as it was Russian occupied – to determine whether the bombing raids amounted to war crimes under international law. Both organizations were unequivocal. ‘The Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court should investigate this airstrike as a war crime. Those responsible for such crimes must be brought to justice, and victims and their families must receive full reparation,’ Amnesty International’s Joanne Mariner told the press.

Following their own investigations, Human Rights Watch noted that, ‘Four of these attacks, from the air and ground, were in clear violation of the laws of war. They included the bombing of an apartment complex that killed 47 civilians, an attack that killed at least 17 people in a bread line outside a supermarket, and two separate attacks, including one using widely banned cluster munitions, that damaged two hospitals.’ Now we had our crime and although the architects of it were out of our reach, perhaps the enablers were not.

Louis and Sam again probed the columns of shipments in Refinitiv’s spreadsheet and then, just maybe, they found what they were looking for. Some of the output of the Novatek-owned Purovsky processing plant was stabilized gas condensate and some of this was being transported by rail to the Gazprom Neft refinery at Omsk. Here it was refined into other products, including petrol, diesel and jet fuel and was shipped around the country from the refinery’s local station, Kombinatskaya.

Sam and Louis sat back – they had ticked two of the boxes in their triangulation. If they could tick the third box and track the next stage of the journey to a military airfield, then maybe we were onto something.

Turning back to the Refinitiv spreadsheets, they delved into shipments between Kombinatskaya – ergo the Omsk refinery – and any rail stations close to Russian airbases that could have been involved in the attacks on Chernihiv and Mariupol. Here, a Russian pilot’s bad luck became a piece of the investigation’s good luck. Thirsty for more blood two days after the Chernihiv raid that killed forty-seven civilians, the SU-34 fighter bombers returned to attack again. One was shot down. The number ‘24’ was clearly visible on its tailplane, which protruded from the chaos of the crash and the rubble of the buildings around it. Arda Mevlütoğlu, a Turkish military-aviation expert active on X (formerly Twitter), identified the plane as operating out of one of two SU-34 bases near the Ukrainian border: Voronezh Malshevo or Morozovsk, home of the 559th Bomber Aviation Regiment.

Again, Refinitiv came up with the goods. Between February and July 2022, 40,000 tonnes of jet fuel had been shipped from Omsk to both Morozovsk and Voronezh, enough to refuel an SU-34 fighter bomber 3,000 times over. The first shipment had arrived two days before Putin launched his unprovoked attack on Ukraine. Louis and Sam also noted that until these recent shipments, the last delivery of jet fuel from Omsk to Morozovsk had been in 2017. Evidently the Russian Air Force was expecting a run on it.

Louis and Sam turned to satellite imagery to see if there were more clues there. Tasking a satellite to take a specific high-resolution photograph can be an expensive business, but since the invasion of Ukraine, Russian military airbases had become among the most photographed places on Earth, which was handy. Scouring the data library of satellite-imaging company Maxar Technologies, Louis found what he was looking for. One photo, taken on 31 July 2022, showed a line of seven rail tank wagons neatly parked in a siding off the main railway track on the north side of Morozovsk airbase, less than 500m (1,640ft) from the line of blue and grey SU-34 fighter bombers parked on the apron.

Louis and Sam knew from the data that Morozovsk train station had received several shipments of jet fuel during July, all transported in seven tank wagons. The last shipment from Omsk had arrived on 30 July, the day before the satellite photo had been taken. The task now was to join the dots.

Using Refinitiv, Louis and Sam found that 8 per cent of the unstable gas condensate processed by the Omsk refinery had derived from Novatek’s Purovsky processing plant. In turn, we knew that unstable gas condensate from the TotalEnergies–Novatek joint-venture gas field at Termokarstovoye had been sent by pipeline to the Purovsky processing plant to be stabilized. The data showed that some of this now ‘stabilized’ condensate had been transported by rail from there to the Omsk refinery and that jet fuel had been shipped from Omsk refinery, again by rail, to Russian military airbases involved with bombing Ukraine. We had a chain of supply but we had a problem too, because Omsk also processed condensate from other gas fields, produced products other than jet fuel and had customers other than the Russian military. This posed a conundrum that the team nicknamed ‘the black box’.

‘The key issue is how you treat a facility that has multiple inputs and outputs,’ Louis explained. ‘We know that condensate from the Termokarstovoye gas field is going into the Purovsky processing plant, and we know that some processed condensate is coming out of that plant and being sold into the domestic market to produce jet fuel.’

Sam elaborated on the point. ‘Can you say with 100 per cent certainty that molecules of condensate from the Termokarstovoye field were in the stabilized gas condensate going to Omsk and then refined into jet fuel? No, because you weren’t inside the refinery at that time. What you can say is that there’s a very high chance, because this is how the supply chain is set up.’

The key point was that it’s highly unlikely that the end product didn’t contain some of the condensate from Termokarstovoye, and there was no way that Total could prove that it didn’t. Our investigation exposed the risk that Total’s joint venture with Novatek was highly likely to be contributing directly to the Russian war effort. In a war, that’s a risk they shouldn’t take. ‘Added to this, Total owned 20 per cent of Novatek so they de facto held a stake in the [Novatek-owned] Purovsky processing plant,’ Sam told me. ‘Regardless of what proportion of the condensate from Termokarstovoye ended up as military jet fuel, Total was tainted by it.’

The entire data investigation had taken Sam and Louis just a few days, but the biggest chunk of work was to come. We needed to get it out there and have the maximum possible impact. Louis Wilson, the comms brain of the team, began to write a briefing we could send to the press and was confronted with two headaches. One was the legal check that every Global Witness publication goes through, but that is even more tense than usual when you’re about to spill the beans on a multibillion-dollar oil company. The other was that it would be August before the publication would be ready and August is always a terrible time of year to break a story. Especially this one. TotalEnergies being a French oil company, France was where the news needed to hit hardest if we were to achieve any campaign impact, and August is when the majority of French people go on holiday. ‘We’d been told by numerous people in France, “Do not fucking attempt to do anything in France in August,”’ Louis said. But he felt we had a really strong story and, in our experience, strong stories don’t tend to store well. ‘We decided to get it out there, not least because it was about a live military conflict.’

Louis contacted Julien Bouissou, a journalist with top French newspaper Le Monde and someone Louis had a lot of respect for. Like millions of his compatriots, Julien was on holiday, but he told Louis that he would take a look. Two days later, Louis received a WhatsApp from him. It congratulated him for what Julien said was an ‘astonishing’ investigation. ‘That’s when we realized we had a big story, a real story,’ Louis told me. While Julien and fellow Le Monde journalist Emmanuel Grynszpan carried out their own investigation, including verifying our findings, we embarked on the all-important legal check.

We sent an ‘opportunity to comment’ (OTC)* letter to Total and didn’t get any response other than a holding message from a press officer saying something like, ‘We’ll get back to you.’ ‘They obviously didn’t consider this a major threat to their business,’ Louis Goddard told me. But when Le Monde wrote to them it all changed. ‘They immediately panicked and sent back loads of stuff,’ Louis remembered. ‘They also shot themselves in the foot because Le Monde only went to them for comment very shortly before publication, whereas we went two weeks before, so they were scrambling to respond.’

We released our short briefing, ‘French cash, Russian fuel, Ukrainian blood’, on 24 August 2022. Le Monde’s front page the same day was headlined ‘How TotalEnergies gas is used as fuel for Russian fighter planes in Ukraine’. The article confirmed Global Witness’s findings and presented the further steps they’d taken. Much of our case rested on connecting the kerosene that fuelled the Russian fighter bombers that bombed Chernihiv with the unstable gas condensate produced by the Total–Novatek Termokarstovoye gas field, which had then been processed at the Purovsky processing plant. In this Le Monde had been thorough.

They had analysed images from the European Sentinel-2 satellite and had consulted NASA data as they examined the 200-km (124-mile) length of pipeline that transports the unstable condensate from the Termokarstovoye field to the Purovsky processing plant. You can’t see gas passing through a pipeline but you can detect the presence of flares burning off excess gas into the atmosphere; these demonstrated that the pipeline was active during the period in question. Le Monde went on to report that a week after the tragic bombings at Mariupol, the TotalEnergies–Novatek joint venture had continued to supply the Omsk refinery, which in turn continued to ship jet fuel to the Morozovsk airbase.

Their article also quoted Amnesty International, who said, ‘The Russian aircraft most likely to have carried out the attack is a multirole combat aircraft of the SU-25, SU-30 or SU-34 type, which are deployed at neighbouring airfields.’ The article firmly laid the blame on the Morozovsk airbase, where most of the bombing raids operated from. Various survivors from Mariupol confirmed to Le Monde that they had been bombed by SU-type planes.

Defending the indefensible is never easy and Total had spectacularly failed to rise to the task in their response to Le Monde’s own OTC. As Russian bombers continued to pound Ukraine, Total tried to turn it into a numbers game. They claimed that as the Termokarstovoye gas field was operated by Terneftegaz, which was 51 per cent owned by Novatek, Total played no role in ‘condensate recovery decisions by Novatek’. Total appeared to think that their mere 49 per cent ownership of Terneftegaz let them off scot-free. They also forgot to mention that they owned 19.4 per cent of Novatek. Total is not renowned in the oil industry for being a shrinking violet, but the Russian invasion of Ukraine had evidently instilled a new delicacy in the company’s top management.

Oleg Ustenko, a senior economic adviser to Ukraine’s President Zelensky, was not so shy. He told Le Monde, ‘We have been warning companies for months that by buying Putin’s blood oil they are financing the murder of civilians, but TotalEnergies has taken a further step by fuelling war crimes.’

In the same edition, Le Monde devoted its editorial to the story: ‘TotalEnergies in Russia: stop turning a blind eye’.


It is difficult to find a more strategic product than fuel in a war. More than anyone else, the leaders of the French oil giant TotalEnergies cannot ignore it. However, by owning a share of the Termokarstovoye deposit, from which a liquid hydrocarbon is extracted, which, transformed into kerosene, is used to refuel Russian fighter jets engaged in the war against Ukraine, they expose themselves to a terrible accusation: helping Moscow in its armed aggression which, for six months, has transformed part of Europe into a zone of death and desolation and threatens the integrity of a sovereign state […]

TotalEnergies denies any wrongdoing: the gas condensate produced by Terneftegaz is not a fuel, and the refinery that ultimately produces kerosene does not belong to it. Moreover, the oil giant respects the decisions of the European Union, which include an embargo on Russian oil but not, in the immediate future, on gas […]

Yet how could a large French company that claims to be a ‘citizen’ and to subscribe to UN human-rights commitments continue its deliveries of gas condensate that can be converted into kerosene after the outbreak of aggression against Ukraine on February 24? How can its managers maintain that they have nothing to do with the transformation of gas condensate, when they own 19 per cent of Novatek, which owns the plant where it operates? How can they claim that Novatek is not linked to the Russian state, when one of its main shareholders is an acquaintance of Vladimir Putin targeted by Western sanctions?

The reality is that TotalEnergies, the only Western oil major to maintain its activities in Russia, is playing with fire and trying to hide behind ignorance of the way the product it puts on the market is used […]



The day after the Le Monde piece was published, a political row began to brew, with French transport minister Clément Beaune telling France 2, ‘This is an extremely serious matter […] there needs to be a check on whether, willingly or not, there’s been a bypass on sanctions or a diversion of the energy that a company, French or not, would produce.’

If the bosses of TotalEnergies had been enjoying their summer holidays they certainly weren’t now – they were at the sharp end of an international scandal. ‘I think Total realized that they had cocked up their initial response and that they needed to go a little bit further,’ explained Louis Wilson, a master of understatement. ‘But by then […] the story had already travelled very far.’

One of the unintended consequences of our report’s publication was that the all-important Refinitiv Russian rail-freight data promptly went offline. ‘Refinitiv stopped working with a Russian subsidiary that provided the data feed, so it disappeared from the platform,’ Louis Goddard told me. We didn’t know whether this had anything to do with the story, but the timing was interesting.

Whatever the cause, it left the team with a problem. Although we had all the data for the publication, we would need to do follow-up investigations and keep the data updated. An old contact of Sam’s came to the rescue. David Szakonyi, the founder of the Washington, DC-based Anti-Corruption Data Collective, better known as ACDC, was an assistant professor of political science at George Washington University in Washington and an expert on researching Russian corruption. With his knowledge, the team managed to regain access to the Russian rail-freight data flows via another source.

Friday 26 August was a beautiful summer day in London and the beginning of a long Bank Holiday weekend. After the past few weeks of frenetic activity, Sam, the two Louis and the rest of the team were looking forward to a well-earned rest. Louis Goddard had taken the Friday afternoon off and was at his sister’s house when his phone pinged; a message had gone round the Signal group the team had been using during the investigation. Total had just issued a press release announcing the sale of their 49 per cent stake in Terneftegaz, the operator of the Termokarstovoye field, to their joint-venture partner Novatek. The result, it said, of an agreement reached just over a month previously, on 18 July.

Was this a consequence of our investigation? Logically it seems unlikely that such an agreement could have been arrived at in such a short time, but it was interesting that the announcement of the sale came two days after the launch of our report and Le Monde’s coverage. ‘I was incredibly excited and happy when we got that message, a real vindication of the work we’d been doing,’ Louis Goddard told me. ‘We had been stressing out over the previous few days – the doubt that’s put in your mind when a multinational oil company is coming back to you with all these statements. It was such a moment of relief and the feeling of impact.’

Sam felt much the same. ‘It was one of those rare moments that happen every now and again, when there was a big impact in such a short timeframe. We had stirred the giant and they had felt the heat. We were
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