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LONDON: Oligarchs reportedly close to Russian 
President Vladimir Putin who have had bank 
accounts frozen or property seized after Moscow’s 
invasion of Ukraine are pushing back against the 
Western sanctions-or finding ways around them. 
Authorities have frozen about £18.4 billion ($22.2 
billion) of Russian assets in Britain, and 17 billion 
euros’ worth ($18 billion) in the European Union. 

The elite businessmen are mostly keeping a low 
profile, but some have launched costly legal coun-
teroffensives while many others seek sanctuary in 
sanctions-free nations. Russian banker Petr Aven, 
who insists he has “no financial or political relation-
ship” with the Kremlin, is asking the UK govern-
ment to unlock £60,000 per month from his frozen 
accounts for his family’s essential needs. 

Aven, who co-founded private equity firm 
LetterOne with fellow oligarchs Mikhail Fridman 
and German Khan, has taken up residency in 
Latvia. A large number of oligarchs, including 
Aven, Fridman and Khan as well  as Roman 
Abramovich and Alisher Usmanov, are using their 
deep pockets to file lawsuits against sanctions in 
Britain and the EU. 

Aluminium billionaire Oleg Deripaska, whose 
personal fortune halved in the past year to $1.7 bil-
lion according to Forbes magazine, is taking legal 
action against Washington over the sanctions. 

Deripaska has spent much of his time in Russia, 
where a hotel he owned was reportedly seized by 
authorities after he described Moscow’s invasion of 
Ukraine as a “war”-the Kremlin refers to it only as 
a “special operation”.  

 
Chelsea football club  

Abramovich, perhaps the best-known oligarch, 

initially sought to broker peace talks between 
Moscow and Kyiv while promoting good relations 
with the West, but was nevertheless forced to sell 
his beloved Chelsea football club. He has since 
been seen multiple times in Zionist entity, where he 
also has citizenship, as well as in the United Arab 
Emirates and Turkey-nations that have not 
imposed penalties on Russia’s elite. Dubai has in 
fact opened its arms and now has a district that 
has been renamed “Little Moscow”. 

Abramovich, who is the largest shareholder in 
Russian steel giant Evraz, has seen his fortune halve 
to about $7 billion according to reports. 

Ukraine-born Fridman chose to stay in 
London, his lawyer confirmed to AFP. According 
to newspaper reports, he has been seen sipping 
champagne in a theatre. 

 
‘Sitting tight’  

These elite businessmen still possess substantial 
amounts of money. “It’s hard to say how much their 
wealth has suffered because we don’t know how 
much they had,” Georgetown University professor 
Jodi Vittori, who has studied state corruption and 
illicit financing, told AFP. 

And the freezing of property in London is not a 
straightforward task, with assets often held in tax 
havens via anonymous trusts, shell companies or 
relatives. Around 52,000 UK properties are owned 
by unknown investors, including some close to the 
Kremlin, Transparency International UK said in a 
recent report. “There seems to be still too many 
ways to avoid” sanctions, concluded Duncan 
Hames, policy head at the anti-corruption cam-
paign group. “Our assumption is that they are sit-
ting tight, waiting for a better day.” 

Sanctions ‘still important’  
The ultra-rich executives might not exert 

direct influence on the Kremlin and the way it 
carries out the Ukraine war-but their indirect 
role is to provide vital help, Vittori said. That 
includes the provision of mercenaries like those 
of the Wagner group, controlled by the Putin 

associate CEO Yevgeny Prigozhin. “The impor-
tance (of oligarchs) is not to just have influence, but 
to do certain things on behalf of the Russian 
regime: provide mercenaries, key minerals for the 
war machine, launder money for the regime or for 
Putin himself,” Vittori said. “So having sanctions on 
them is still important.” —AFP

Russian oligarchs close to Putin 
still swerving Western sanctions

Authorities have frozen about $22.2bn of Russian assets in UK, and $18bn in EU

Chinese-owned  
British Steel says  
plans 260 job cuts 

 
 

LONDON: British Steel plans to cut up to 
260 jobs in Britain after being hit by soaring 
energy costs, the Chinese-owned group 
announced Wednesday. The company said 
its energy costs last year increased by £190 
million ($230 million). “Decisive action is 
required because of the unprecedented rise 
in operating costs, surging inflation and the 
need to improve environmental perform-
ance,” it said in a statement. 

British Steel said it plans to shut coke 
ovens at its Scunthorpe plant, northern 
England, which would help the group to also 
“build a green and sustainable future”. The 
announcement comes as British Steel, 
owned by Chinese group Jingye since 2020, 
seeks financial support from the UK govern-
ment. Responding to the planned job cuts, 
the Conservative government expressed its 
disappointment. 

“It is very disappointing British Steel has 
chosen to take this step for its employees 
while our negotiations with the sector are 
ongoing,” it said. “We stand ready to support 
employees impacted... and will continue to 
work with the company to try and find a 
decarbonized, sustainable and competitive 
solution for the business and the wider sector, 
which plays a vital role in the UK economy.” 

Britain reportedly plans to offer grants 
totaling £600 million to help British Steel 
and Indian-owned Tata Steel UK replace 
highly polluting blast furnaces with less car-
bon-intensive technology. “It’s important we 
have the correct policies and frameworks in 
place to back our drive to become a clean, 
green and successful company and we’re 
continuing to discuss this with the govern-
ment,” British Steel chief executive Xifeng 
Han said in the statement. 

The company employs about 4,000 
workers in the UK. The Unite union said it 
would “fight to defend every job under 
threat”. “The proposed job losses are a 
direct result of” Jingye’s “failure to make 
good on its commitment to make major 
investments in the plant”, it said. 

The union also denounced the “govern-
ment’s abject inability to produce a coherent 
industrial strategy to protect the UK’s steel 
making capability”.  —AFP

HONOLULU, US: In this file photo taken on June 16, 2022 shows a harbor pilot boat cruising past the yacht Amadea of 
sanctioned Russian Oligarch Suleiman Kerimov, seized by the Fiji government at the request of the US, arrives at the 
Honolulu Harbor, Hawaii. —AFP

Russian oligarchs’  
superyachts on  
sanctions radar 

 
LONDON: Luxurious superyachts owned by 
Russian oligarchs reportedly close to the Kremlin 
have proved difficult to seize under Western sanc-
tions imposed over Moscow’s war in Ukraine. 
Russian President Vladimir Putin ordered the inva-
sion one year ago, sparking a raft of economic 
penalties to punish his government and associates, 
both at home and abroad. 

They included targeting the eye-catching and 
opulent marine status symbols of Russia’s elite that 
are still dotted around the world. Experts say many of 
those yachts disappeared after the assault on 
Ukraine, before resurfacing in waters of countries 
that have not joined the unprecedented sanctions. 

Former CIA agent and author Alex Finley has 
spearheaded an online hunt for Russian-registered 
mega-yachts under the Twitter hashtag 
#YachtWatch. “People were very interested 
because... it really is a visual symbol of what was 
happening,” Finley told AFP. “It became a little bit of 
a game, as the sanctions came and we started seeing 
the yachts disappear,” she said. 

But such vessels are equipped with cutting-edge 
tracking systems that can be turned off only for 
safety reasons like piracy risks, meaning they can 
be traced online. 

“The majority of them are in Turkey,” Finley said. 

“A few of them have been spotted in the United Arab 
Emirates, so you have quite a few near Dubai. A few 
occasionally have shown up in the Maldives and in 
the Seychelles,” she added. However, authorities 
have so far detained or seized only a handful of 
these opulent ships measuring up to 100 meters in 
length and featuring top-end facilities. Too often 
they are floating in ports of countries that have not 
sanctioned Russia. 

 
Covering tracks  

Among the few ships seized is the superyacht 
Amore Vero, which is linked to the chief executive of 
Russian state oil giant Rosneft Igor Sechin. The vast 
white vessel worth over 100 million euros, with a 
swimming pool that can be transformed into a heli-
pad, was seized by French customs in the port of La 
Ciotat outside Marseille last March. 

Industry newspaper SuperYacht Times confirmed 
other seizures including Amadea, a $300 million ship 
owned by oligarch Suleiman Kerimov and seized in 
May by authorities in Fiji on behalf of the United 
States. It  has been impounded in San Diego, 
California. Another big catch was Russian oligarch 
Viktor Vekselberg’s $90 million superyacht Tango in 
Mallorca, Spain, last April. 

The US last month unveiled criminal charges against 
two men who it said sought to protect Vekselberg’s ves-
sel from seizure. And British authorities in March 
detained a Russian-owned $50 million superyacht, the 
Phi, docked at London’s Canary Wharf. The situation is 
further complicated because many yachts avoid the 
Russian flag, while oligarchs often hide behind front 
companies to cover their tracks. 

The Phi, for example, is registered to a company 

based in the Caribbean nation of Saint Kitts and 
Nevis and sails under a Maltese flag. But Britain’s 
National Crime Agency anti-kleptocracy unit said its 
ultimate owner was a Russian businessman. The 
Financial Times reported last March that it belonged 
to Vitaly Vasilievich Kochetkov, a telecom oligarch. 

 
‘Hypocrisy of oligarchs’  

The Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting 
Project, a journalist consortium, recently claimed that 
according to leaked documents, Russian billionaire 
Roman Abramovich owned at least ten more yachts in 
addition to the six that are publicly known. Abramovich 
has been hit with sanctions by Britain and the EU, 
though not the US, for his close ties to Putin. 

And once a yacht is seized, authorities are left with 
the huge costs for maintaining them-sparking ques-
tions about who foots the bill. “The rule of thumb for 
maintenance costs is about ten percent of the vessel’s 
value per year, but on some of the bigger yachts it 
can easily be more,” said Ralph Dazert, head of intel-
ligence at SuperYacht Times. 

“Keep in mind that this is not just about maintain-
ing the yacht in working order, keeping it safe and 
compliant with regulations and looking nice, but the 
whole running cost of the yacht: so also crew, food 
and beverages, fuel (and) yacht management.” 

For Finley, however, such expenses are the price to 
pay for penalizing oligarchs who support Putin while 
enjoying the “benefits of democracy” elsewhere. “As 
it became clear that Putin was going to invade, I 
started highlighting the Russian yachts that are here, 
just to point out this hypocrisy of the oligarchs,” she 
said. “They support Putin in destabilizing democracy, 
but at the same time they come here.”  —AFP

UK’s Lloyds bank  
profits dip on  
bad debt charge 

 
LONDON: Britain’s Lloyds Banking Group on 
Wednesday logged a drop in net profit last year as a 
large charge to cover loan defaults offset the impact 
of rising interest rates. Profit after tax slid six per-
cent to £5.0 billion ($6.0 billion) last year from 
2021, Lloyds said in a statement. 

The lender set aside £1.5 billion in provisions for 
borrowers defaulting on loans amid a cost-of-living 
crisis that was sparked by rampant inflation. That 
was not as severe as the £4.2 bill ion bad debt 
charge it took in 2020 during the COVID crisis, 
although £1.4 billion of this was reversed in 2021 as 
the economy emerged from the pandemic. Total 
income, net of accounting effects linked to insurance 

contracts, rose 12 percent to £18.2 billion last year 
as the sector benefitted from a series of interest rate 
hikes. “While the operat ing environment has 
changed significantly over the last year, the group 
has delivered a robust financial performance with 
strong income growth, continued franchise strength 
and strong capital generation, enabling increased 
capital returns for shareholders,” chief executive 
Charlie Nunn said. 

“We know that the current environment contin-
ues to be challenging for many people and have 
mobilized the organization to further support our 
customers. “We remain committed to... helping the 
country recover from the current economic uncer-
tainties,” he added. 

Lloyds saw a small increase in customer defaults 
in the fourth quarter, but said credit performance 
was generally strong despite soaring living costs 
fuelled by rocketing energy bills. Europe’s banking 
sector has reported bumper earnings after central 
banks worldwide hiked interest rates in efforts to 
bring inflation under control. 

Retail banks in turn have raised rates on loans, 

including mortgages, which has lifted income. 
At the same time, however, that has fuelled fears 

that customers will struggle to keep up with higher 
repayments as annual inflation in Britain remains 
above 10 percent. The Bank of England has lifted its 
key rate from a record low of 0.1 percent in December 
2021 to the current level of 4.0 percent in a bid to 
bring down elevated consumer prices.  —AFP

S Africa offers tax  
breaks to boost  
green power 

 
CAPE TOWN: South Africa unveiled 
Wednesday new tax incentives to 
encourage investment in the produc-
tion of clean energy to help the coun-
try battle an energy crisis that has 
sparked worsening blackouts. Starting 
March 1, “businesses will be able to 
reduce their taxable income by 125 
percent of the cost of an investment in 
renewables,” Finance Minister Enoch 
Godongwana said in presenting his 
annual budget to parliament. 

“We will also introduce a new tax 
incentive for individuals to install 
rooftop solar panels to reduce pres-
sure on the grid and help ease” the 
scheduled blackouts, also known as 
load-shedding, he said. 

The continent’s most industrialized 
country has been labouring under a 
devastating energy shortfall  for 
months, largely due to under-invest-
ment in Eskom’s ageing and poorly 
maintained power plants. Earlier this 
month, President Cyril Ramaphosa 
announced a national state of disaster 
and the appointment of an electricity 
minister to help intensify the 
response to the crisis. 

South Africa has suffered blackouts 
over the past decade but more recent-
ly they have become “more persistent 
and prolonged” and are wreaking hav-
oc on the economy, in particular the 
country’s freight and logistics network, 
Godongwana said. The government 
had already said last year that it was 
taking over half of Eskom’s debt pile of 
400 billion rand ($22 billion). 

That bailout for the firm that pro-
vides almost all of South Africa’s elec-
tricity will send national debt soaring 

to 5.84 trillion rand, or 73.6 percent of 
GDP in the next three years, accord-
ing to the treasury. 

Servicing this debt will cost around 
336 billion rand this year, Godongwana 
said, meaning the country now spends 
more money on debt than it does on 
healthcare, peace and security or social 
development. “These are resources that 

could otherwise be used to address 
pressing social needs or to invest in our 
future,” he said. “Government debt is 
high... our economy is facing significant 
risks,” he added. The power outages 
have weighed on South Africa’s growth 
prospects, with growth this year 
expected to reach just 0.9 percent after 
2.5 percent in 2022.  —AFP

SCUNTHORPE, UK: Vapor rises from chimneys at British 
Steel’s Scunthorpe plant, pictured in north 
Lincolnshire, north east England on February 22, 2023. 
British Steel plans to cut up to 260 jobs in Britain after 
being hit by soaring energy costs, the Chinese-owned 
group announced Wednesday.  —AFP


