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Prologue





On 2 December 2016, Germany’s leading news weekly, Der Spiegel, published an issue that had two alternative covers. One featured the face of Cristiano Ronaldo, the other that of Mesut Özil, two of the biggest football stars in the world. Their eyes were aglow with € signs. The headline read ‘The Money Champions’. The issue contained major investigations into both players’ questionable sense of ethics when it came to paying taxes.


The next issue of the magazine featured a cover story examining the highly confidential contracts of professional football players in the German Bundesliga. And in dozens of follow-up stories in the magazine, on Spiegel Online and on Spiegel TV, readers and viewers learned about the dirty, criminal side of the billion-euro business that is football.


One story was about a sports marketing agency that did business with the biggest clubs in Europe and had close ties to the Balkan underworld. Another was about how agents representing world-class players from South America at clubs like Real Madrid, Juventus and Manchester United earned millions in fees for transfers and contract extensions, which were then transferred to bank accounts of a company located in the tax haven of the British Virgin Islands. Another concerned the reprehensible trade in talented children from developing countries who dreamed of having great careers but fell into the hands of the wrong people. Many of the articles were about what seemed to be everyday business practices in football, one of the most glamorous branches of the global entertainment industry. They concerned secret side deals, million-euro favours, unfair contracts and suspicions of embezzlement and fraud. But all of these stories had one thing in common: they were about money – and greed.


This look at professional football’s dark underbelly was made possible by the whistle-blowing platform Football Leaks, which began posting internal industry documents on the Internet in September 2015. Original contracts, top-secret clauses and labyrinthine flows of money were now available for public scrutiny. But activities on the website then suddenly ceased. One of the creators had decided to work together with Der Spiegel and had given the magazine 1.9 terabytes’ worth of data – the largest leak in the history of professional sport. It was impossible to determine exactly where this material had come from, but it clearly originated from football associations, clubs, agencies and companies in several different countries. One thing was for sure: there was no one single source for the documents. From Football Leaks’ point of view, a good reason for passing on the data was to tell the overall story and reveal the larger context surrounding dubious business practices instead of just leaking individual facts and figures.


Confronted with some 18.6 million documents, Der Spiegel decided to share this treasure trove with its partners at the research network European Investigative Collaborations (EIC). Members of this association include Mediapart in France, NRC Handelblad in the Netherlands, Politiken in Denmark, Le Soir in Belgium, L’Espresso in Italy, El Mundo in Spain, Newsweek in Serbia, Falter in Austria and RCIJ/The Black Sea in Romania. Investigations were also supported by the Sunday Times in Britain and Expresso in Portugal.


For seven months, sixty reporters and film journalists worked together with IT experts and lawyers to give the world an unprecedented look into the inner workings of the football industry. This book describes how that work was done and the extent of the dirty dealings that were uncovered. It also tells the story of the whistle-blower who took on the representatives of a rapacious and increasingly powerful industry. He’s a young man from Portugal who lives without a fixed address in Eastern Europe. He’s intelligent, reckless, obsessed and restless, a football romantic and a passionate fan torn between his bravery in challenging authority and despair about whether anything will change.


He is someone who, as he himself has said, can’t bear to see unscrupulous businessmen infiltrating football. He says that one of his main motivations in publishing this colossal cache of data via Football Leaks was anger: anger at those who profited from the dirty money that football attracts and that underpins the sport. He calls them ‘the enemies of the game’, and aims to unmask them using the hard data of contracts, side agreements, account balances and bills to reveal what’s truly behind their facades. But in the process, he himself has gone from the hunter to the hunted, as the enemies of the game have become his own personal enemies.


Professional football has always been comparatively non-transparent. The general public is scandalised when politicians or business leaders evade their taxes, but the same does not apply to football heroes, whom people seem quicker to forgive. The passion at play in football – the hopes and fears, the power of the mob mentality, the longing for salvation and the constant swirl of emotions – exerts a seductive power that trumps human reason. Fans may suspect that club presidents and players’ agents are lining their own pockets, that transfer fees often end up in tax havens and that pro footballers frequently build up networks of companies to conceal their advertising revenues, but as long as nothing is proven, supporters aren’t particularly bothered.


The Football Leaks revelations are threatening to the sporting industry because they turn those suspicions into certainties, using facts obtained from original trade documents. The clearer it becomes how rotten the system of professional football is, how grotesquely overpaid the players and agents are, how corruptly club officials behave and how far removed the theatre of dreams is from the everyday lives of supporters, the greater the chance that those supporters will turn their backs on the sport.


Football is a wonderful, beautiful game. But the patience of the people who love and pay for it is not boundless.




 





Rafael Buschmann and Michael Wulzinger


Hamburg, April 2018

















The Whistle-Blowers





There he is. The invisible man. The phantom. The one who never leaves a trace behind. Finally. For months we’ve only been allowed to communicate in writing. At first he wouldn’t answer at all. Then just irregularly and with obvious hesitation. His emails usually contain only the most necessary information. Short sentences, with hardly any details.


This is not someone who trusts others easily, that much is clear. It’s hard to blame him. After all, he’s on the run, hiding from the criminal underworld and from private detectives and police. One mistake could reveal his identity. So it’s understandable that someone like that would need some time to emerge from hiding. Now, in February 2016, he has written that he needs to discuss something personally. It’s urgent.


The first meeting takes place in a city in Eastern Europe. There’s snow on the ground, but inside the small hotel room it’s unbearably hot and sticky. There’s no way to turn the heat down. It’s not a feel-good atmosphere.


How does he want to be addressed? He’s never even revealed his name.


‘Call me John,’ he says.


This is the beginning of an adventure that will take us on a months-long journey into the murkiest depths of the football industry. John is Football Leaks. The tiny website that has been creating so much uproar of late is his mouthpiece. Its data is his voice, and it has carried weight, right from day one.


Football Leaks appeared out of nowhere on the Internet in late September 2015, without any reference to John or anyone else behind it and without any explanation or manifesto. It was just an Internet page with documents. The first leaks documented outlandish transfer deals involving young players and contained evidence of dubious agreements between club presidents and players’ agents, some of whom split the fees between themselves. These were essentially kickbacks, dirty deals that critics had long suspected were standard in the industry. Now those secrets were published for all to read on the Internet.


Portugal was the first country to be affected. The documents on the Football Leaks home page initially came from Benfica, Sporting Lisbon and, later, Porto – the country’s three top clubs. They looked authentic. They had two sets of signatures, initials and stamps, and their content was strictly confidential. These were company secrets, the sort of stuff that is kept under lock and key. Where was it coming from?


Football Leaks didn’t answer this question. Instead it kept posting more and more documents for people to read and, if they wished, download. The leaks were not just a one-off prank; they were an ongoing campaign and a growing threat to the football industry.


One European club official, speaking on condition of anonymity because he did not want to provoke the group, told the New York Times, ‘No one knows exactly what is happening, but everyone knows that they don’t want to be next.’


When that was printed, John, this mystery man from the depths of the Internet, was sitting somewhere in the world in front of his computer having a good laugh. He combed fan forums and the media for speculation about who or what could be behind Football Leaks. Was the site the work of an individual or a group? An employee of the Portuguese football league or a former member of FIFA? Or perhaps an ex-agent who wanted to get revenge on his competitors, perhaps the entire industry? What were the motivations of the person or persons responsible? Revenge? Greed? Insanity? The desire to stir up trouble? There were lots of questions and wild speculation. The only thing that was certain was that the material on the Football Leaks site was explosive. Publishing it was a full-frontal attack on the unfathomably wealthy business of football.


Major leaks, involving huge caches of data, had been made public in the worlds of business, politics and even religion. But sports? Football? The Football Leaks revelations were a first, and the whistle-blowers’ attacks caught the industry completely off guard. Reading the Football Leaks documents, you could only conclude that professional football had never imagined its dirty laundry could ever be aired in public.


Over the years, the industry had increasingly become something of a parallel universe – with its own concepts of right and wrong, integrity and ethics. Perhaps it was inevitable that the billions pumped into the industry by fans, sponsors and broadcasters had led to arrogance, vanity and even megalomania.


As an entertainment industry, football had achieved a social significance that went way beyond sport itself. On matters concerning the interests of this industry, be it tax laws, government charges on corporations or public subsidies for stadiums, no politician could avoid being lobbied by football’s representatives.


Professional football and political power are closely connected, and the boundaries between the two are fluid. Just look at Germany. Chancellor Angela Merkel has visited the dressing room of the German national team after big wins. German national coach Joachim Löw and German Football League head Reinhard Rauball were delegates to the convention that elected the German president. The boss of the German Football Association, the DFB, Reinhard Grindel, is a former deputy in the German Bundestag, and the chairmen of the boards of Deutsche Telekom and Audi also sit on the supervisory board of Bayern Munich. Such connections are also global. When FIFA awards the World Cup, the emir of Qatar flies in to Zurich.


If political and business leaders all over the world want to bask in the reflected glamour of professional football, who’s supposed to ensure that everything in the industry is on the straight and narrow? The media? Football marginalises and excludes critical journalists. Reporters enjoy very little direct, unmediated access to players and coaches, and media consultants and agents also try to control their clients’ public image.


Reporters who refuse to play ball, who sniff around too much or try to write about reality rather than the carefully constructed images, are pressured and not infrequently pushed aside. Critical journalists often find they can’t get any more interviews and are cut off from background information sessions.


It’s a simple fact: football has become so huge and so powerful that it no longer needs the media. Everything clubs, associations, functionaries and players have to say they can say via YouTube, Twitter and Facebook – unedited and unverified by journalists. Weekend after weekend, millions of fans sit in stadiums and in front of television screens and are served up reality as the industry would like it to be. European football’s governing body, UEFA, no longer thinks twice about censoring scenes of hooligans from live broadcasts of the European Championship. Hooligans, after all, damage the brand.


So can anyone regulate an industry so drunk on success and so convinced of its own perfection? The judicial system? The police? Sometimes, yes. Mostly, no. The football industry is rich enough to afford the finest attorneys, tax experts and business consultants, whose task is clear: to find ways of making dirty deals look clean.


The Football Leaks data reveal that almost every professional footballer on an above-average wage is behind one or more companies. In Spain and England in particular, these are formed specifically for channelling players’ advertising and endorsement income. Clubs are also involved in these labyrinthine business structures, which quite often end in tax havens in the South Seas or Caribbean. All this diversification, obfuscation and concealment has only one goal: minimising the taxes owed. The basic motivation of everyone concerned seems to be to extract as much net from the gross as possible. That’s why in football larger sums of money rarely flow along direct routes.


Investigators chasing down promising leads are quickly limited by national borders. Players frequently change countries and even continents. Agents’ fees can be paid to anywhere in the world, even to the smallest banks on the most remote islands, where dirty money can be swiftly washed clean. Police and prosecutors often can only stand by and watch helplessly, since judicial systems are still, in the main, national: UK revenue agents act according to UK laws, and German ones act according to German laws. Even in today’s globalised world, national authorities have astonishing difficulties exchanging information. Requests for legal assistance from countries in Africa, South America and the Caribbean are often not worth the effort they require to file. Police in Europe know only too well how frequently such requests don’t even receive an answer.


The highly paid financial and tax experts in the world of football are well acquainted with these weak spots in the system and are masters at exploiting loopholes. A nebulous transfer of money from a Premier League football club to a company in the British Virgin Islands may be a regular payment to the account of a player’s agent. As long as football can do its business in such clandestine fashion, it’s nearly untouchable.


In keeping with these possibilities, football has long been run according to its own set of rules, a parallel universe that purports to be about order and monitoring, but that prevents outside authorities from intruding upon the industry’s business. Football associations have whole departments and staff that issue licences to professional clubs. They are supposed to check if clubs are maintaining financial responsibility, whether their books are balanced and who is investing in them. More and more ethics commissions and compliance teams also monitor deals and sound the alarm when possible conflicts of interest arise. But the Football Leaks documents reveal that much of this is simply a facade.


Revelations about the orgies of corruption within FIFA and allegations that Germany paid bribes to secure the right to host the 2006 World Cup have badly damaged the credibility of the football industry. The associations reacted by suddenly hiring anti-corruption officials, and the teams promised to follow good business practices. This was supposed to be a sign of their determination to fight corruption and win back public trust. The message was: ‘Look here, we’re changing the way we do business. We’re ensuring greater transparency.’ But who believes that such a corrupt environment can clean up itself?


The people behind Football Leaks don’t believe that, at any rate. Back in the autumn of 2015, while the world was still wondering who ran the platform, the whistle-blowers launched their next attack. It was intended to show that, beyond the national borders of Portugal, anyone could be hit by revelations, that no internal document was safe, that Football Leaks was not going to let the matter go. And that the anonymous operators of the site were not afraid of taking on the dark side of big money.


Twente Enschede – A Marionette


In the autumn of 2015, Football Leaks published two contracts within a few days of one another. Each of them would have caused a scandal on its own, but together they almost spelled the end of a top Dutch club. With these revelations, the platform achieved European-wide notoriety for the first time. The agreements published contained almost everything that is slowly but surely destroying professional football.


The first contract, which was concluded on 25 February 2014 between Twente Enschede and a company named Doyen Sports, concerned an investment model that FIFA would ban fifteen months later. Third-party ownership (TPO) is a kind of wager on human beings. An investor buys shares in the transfer rights of players, usually young ones, and bets that they will perform well so that their market value will rise. If the club sells the player, the investor gets paid. That’s the simplest variant of a TPO.


However, TPOs can also be set up to ensnare clubs that are highly in debt. That was the case with Twente. The Dutch club had been in the middle of the pack for most of its fifty-year history but had notched up some triumphs thanks to the millions of euros injected by wealthy fan and functionary Joop Munsterman. Twente invested a lot of money in its squad, and in 2010 it won the Dutch championship and qualified for the Champions League. The celebrations could begin.


But the party was soon over. The club had overextended itself. The squad was too expensive, and salaries were proving a burden. Twente had to play in the Champions League year in, year out to have a chance of paying its wage bill. Unfortunately for the club, it didn’t manage to qualify for club football’s premier competition again and, by early 2014, it was up to its neck in debt. But instead of coming to its senses, selling its expensive players and rebuilding with youth prospects, Twente chose a path that is emblematic of all the false promises of modern professional football: club bosses decided to do a deal with a shady investor.


Doyen – a sports rights company with headquarters in London and Malta – acquired shares in the transfer rights of five Twente players, who were almost all at the start of their careers. Twente are known across Europe for their excellent youth academy, and in the past the club had sold players for tens of millions of euros, so the investors smelled an opportunity. In return for signing the deal, Twente received a one-off payment of €5 million. Peanuts. The club must have been desperate to raise money quickly. That’s the only explanation for why clear-headed people would have signed such a deal.


Doyen didn’t just profit when Twente sold a player. The fine print of the contract virtually guaranteed the company a return, while Twente, alone, bore any real risk. Even when the transfer value of a player plummeted, Doyen got back a part of its investment. In the case of striker Luc Castaignos, the club had to pay the company €1.5 million in the first year of the deal, and that sum increased every season by 10 per cent. Twente had to cough up the money even if the player could no longer play due to injuries. Doyen also profited when the player was loaned out to another club. In addition, there was even a clause requiring Twente to immediately inform the company about all offers, negotiations and expressions of interest from another club in a given player.


As if that weren’t enough, on 27 December 2013, around two months before the conclusion of the €5 million contract, Twente and Doyen had signed another agreement – the second document published by Football Leaks. This arrangement contained a clause requiring the club to pay Doyen if it decided against a transfer over the investor’s wishes. It was a terrible deal for the team. It was de facto no longer the club and its sporting management that ultimately decided the make-up of the squad, but the investor, who was supposed to have no say in internal decisions of this sort. Such agreements compromise the whole spirit of sporting competition. The clause put Twente in a lose–lose situation. In order not to have to pay off Doyen, it was almost forced to sell its best players.


Notwithstanding the devastating consequences of such a deal from a sporting perspective, the agreement between Twente and Doyen raises questions of ethics in the game and how professional clubs treat their fans. How can a club justify making profits from the sale of kits with players’ names on them while hoping that those same players will bring in transfer fees? How are fans supposed to feel when clubs suggest that every time a player signs a contract extension he will definitely be wearing the team’s shirt in the coming season, while simultaneously promising investors that he will be sold as soon as his performances improve and the first big offer rolls in? It’s pure cynicism to exploit the loyalty of supporters and believe that they won’t notice what’s really going on.


Before Football Leaks published these two contracts, fans weren’t the only ones who had no clue about quite how deep this cynicism went, however. The Royal Netherlands Football Association, the KNVB, also didn’t know that such nebulous investment deals were being concluded. Twente only submitted the second, later contract to the association for review. The club and the investor kept the first one top secret. Once Football Leaks made that document public, the KNVB didn’t waste any time in declaring the arrangement unethical and banning it.


Twente supporters protested against the immoral business practices of their club, and Doyen and the team set about immediately dissolving the contract. But this was an evasive manoeuvre, and it attracted the attention of Football Leaks. Once again documents were leaked to the website, including some controversial emails sent by Doyen’s sports director Nélio Lucas, of whom we shall hear again. ‘Let’s not loose [sic] time,’ Lucas writes. ‘Very important they pay us something this year and as soon as possible.’ Doyen would end up receiving €3.3 million when the contract was dissolved.


Things continued to decline for Twente. First, the KNVB revoked the club’s licence for the first division. That punishment was struck down on appeal, but Twente were still subject to strict financial oversight and banned for three years from European competitions. They also had to pay a €180,000 fine. Instead of climbing out of their financial hole, as the club had hoped, the deal with Doyen meant that Twente Enschede were in even worse shape than before.


Was the small Dutch club just an unhappy exception? Easy prey for a predatory investor? Unfortunately not. The case was only the tip of the iceberg. The involvement of Doyen – an investor unknown even to some football insiders – would prove to be typical of the cut-throat exploitation of the beautiful game.


The Football Leaks revelations prompted further research into the nature of these investors’ businesses. It would lead – of course – to tax havens, but also to clans who had accumulated huge wealth in the disintegrating Soviet Union and who were now, one generation further on, using their political contacts to co-opt the glamour of sports for their businesses. Welcome to the world of Doyen Sports.

















Inshallah Kings





There you are, a newcomer to the business. And there he is, the president of Real Madrid. You want to sell him a player. He probably gets offers like this every day; you’re one in a crowd. So what’s your plan? You try to use the oldest incentive in the world: sex.


On 7 August 2013, Real Madrid played a friendly against Chelsea in Miami. It was the finale of the International Champions Cup, the real prize of which was not some brewery-sponsored silverware but a couple of million dollars in appearance fees. But for Doyen Sports, the ambitious newcomer in the trading of football players, this was the game of the season. A game, indeed, that wasn’t decided on the pitch but in a luxury hotel suite the night before.


One year previously, Doyen had spent a modest sum acquiring transfer rights to a player under contract to Spanish side Sevilla: Geoffrey Kondogbia. If another club offered €20 million for him, Sevilla would have practically no choice but to sell – such were the terms of the contract – and Doyen, too, would cash in. It was a great piece of business for the company, so Doyen was desperately looking for a club prepared to pay €20 million for Kondogbia. And what better opportunity to kick-start such a deal than a summer exhibition match in Florida watched by a bored Real Madrid president Florentino Pérez? As chance would have it, the Arif clan behind Doyen happened to own a 650-square-metre villa on nearby Fisher Island, a private playground for the super-rich.


On 6 August, Doyen Sports boss Arif Arif received several WhatsApp messages from Nélio Lucas describing how he had showed club presidents, including Pérez, a good evening: ‘I’m in Miami … Yesterday was amazing … I took few presidents out and even Florentino came with us … Very funny. He removed his tie and danced.’ They had gone to a Miami Beach nightclub called the Mokai Lounge, which is known for dancers and female bartenders whose work outfits leave little to the imagination.


The party was to continue the next day in the apartment on Fisher Island. ‘I want to bring some girls to be with us,’ Lucas wrote, asking if he could trust a woman named Violet to ‘organise’ the girls in question. ‘Never met her bro,’ responded Arif. ‘Do what u have to.’ He asked that Lucas take down the photos on the walls and lock his father’s room. Lucas said that he was thinking of giving that room to Pérez. Arif wrote back: ‘For 20 million :) For Kondogbia.’ Lucas responded, ‘That’s why we need to look after him.’ There’s little doubt about what was going on in the house, regardless of who exactly was involved. At one point Arif brags about his own room in the house, ‘A lot of girls have been fucked in that room.’


The next evening Lucas wrote, ‘Took real madrid directors and Florentino to the house last night … Probably also today.’ But he also had disappointing news: Real was only willing to pay €15 million, not €20 million – a sum insufficient to force Sevilla to sell. ‘I’m killing my balls to find someone to pay the clause of Kondogbia,’ Lucas promised.


Three weeks later, it was French side Monaco, and not Real Madrid, that would pay the requisite €20 million. Doyen turned the kind of profit on the Kondogbia transaction that is more commonly seen in a drug deal, earning a 524 per cent return in thirteen months. And getting to know Pérez apparently also benefited the company, if in a different sense. A short time later, Lucas would boast that his connections to Real Madrid were ‘more solid than titanium’.


Pérez himself said with reference to the alleged ‘sex party’ that he didn’t meet anyone on the night in question. He said that he had gone to a nightclub – presumably the Mokai Lounge – and that any one of the hundreds of patrons there might have taken pictures of him. But Pérez denied anything further, saying that there was no meeting with anyone else and no party. He also denied that Real Madrid had ever been interested in Kondogbia or that anyone had offered him the player, adding that to the best of his knowledge, Real Madrid had never worked with Doyen Sports.


It is noteworthy, however, that in a page since deleted from Doyen’s website, Pérez was quoted as saying that ‘Real Madrid … recognizes that Doyen was and is important for Spanish football and must highlight their professionalism. Our experience with them in other subjects is immaculate.’ When asked about this quote, he replied, ‘I can’t say why in its webpage is quoted a phrase like the one you mentioned, that I don’t remember to have ever said.’


The exact details of that evening’s events will never be known to anyone other than those present. There is no evidence in the WhatsApp conversation about whether Pérez accepted any offer made by Lucas or participated in any sexual adventures. It’s possible that the sports director was merely trying to impress his boss back home; although despite Lucas’s bragging, there is no indication that Pérez was influenced in any way.


What is not in doubt, however, is how the case of Doyen illustrates the ways in which money from nebulous sources can force its way into a legitimate industry. Although hardly anyone in the public at large knows about Doyen, it earns its money through some of the biggest names in sports. The company markets Neymar, the most expensive player in football history, as well as the highest-paid ex-player, advertising icon David Beckham. Its clients also include the world’s fastest man, Usain Bolt, and German tennis legend Boris Becker. Doyen not only owned a piece of the €20 million Kondogbia, now at Inter Milan, but also of the €30 million Eliaquim Mangala (Manchester City) and the €40 million Radamel Falcao (Monaco).


Football Leaks possesses numerous documents that illustrate Doyen’s business practices and help explain the company’s meteoric rise. These documents reveal what lies behind the carefully polished corporate facade: lies, a secret fund, one-sided contracts that force clubs to sell players, and shell firms behind which Doyen continues to conceal itself. The London-based company has become a symbol within the world of football. On the surface, everything is gleaming and nice, while the dirty reality is located below, in figures, contract clauses and agreements. Doyen is football today, and football today is Doyen.


Predators


Wembley Stadium, 25 May 2013, was a showcase for the excellence of German football. Borussia Dortmund were playing Bayern Munich in the all-German final of the Champions League. The fans were feverish with anticipation, as were the people in an office building in the exclusive central London neighbourhood of St James’s. There, on the seventh floor of 12 Charles II Street, was Doyen Sports Investments. Twenty-seven-year-old Arif Arif, who had spent the past two years building up the company using his family’s money, was going through everyone who needed to be accommodated in his VIP box one last time. He needed a seat for himself and his sports director, Nélio Lucas, for a couple of Doyen managers and for a player’s agent. But the real VIPs on the guest list were other people crucial to Doyen Sports’ survival: Arif’s father, Tevfik Arif, and Tevfik’s old friends Sasha and Alik. Sasha’s full name is Alexander Mashkevich, while Alik is better known as Alijan Ibragimov.


Mashkevich and Ibragimov represent two-thirds of the legendary ‘Kazakh trio’ of oligarchs, whose company ENRC pursues a particularly lucrative form of refining raw materials. For decades they have been turning the seemingly endless natural resources in Kazakhstan into billions for their private accounts. The money is used to buy everything that a self-respecting oligarch needs. Mashkevich, for instance, owns a Rolls-Royce Phantom V, two Bentleys, a Ferrari, a Lamborghini and six Mercedes. He once spent €2.1 million buying jewellery, watches and haute couture during a two-day shopping spree in Paris.


In a tightly run kleptocracy like Kazakhstan, where dictator Nursultan Nazarbayev and his family have accumulated billions in ways that aren’t public knowledge, an oligarch cannot go without political protection. US diplomats consider Mashkevich a close friend of the Kazakh potentate, who has ruled since 1990, and among those also favoured by the dictator is the Arif clan. Arif Arif’s sister Ayla wrote in an Internet chat that Mashkevich ‘is helping dad keep hold of his primary business’. Arif responded, ‘And he’s a great friend for that.’ Everything to do with the clan, including the new sports marketing company in London, is related to the family’s core business dealing in natural resources in Kazakhstan. And Arif Arif’s guest list for the Champions League final in London sheds light on the dark origins of a family empire that is now trying to control football.


In the late 1980s, as the Warsaw Pact collapsed, Tevfik Arif and his younger brother Refik were perfectly poised to make the leap from communism to capitalism. They landed on the side of those who seized hold of assets the disintegrating Soviet government could no longer protect in the name of the people. The Arifs lived in Kazakhstan, and Tevfik worked in the Ministry of Trade as the director of its hotels department. A short time after the collapse of the Soviet Union, he quit his job and struck out on his own. As of 1991, his brother Refik occupied a key post in the Kazakh Ministry of Industry and Trade, which wanted to get involved in dealing phosphorus and iron alloys.


It is not clear how the Arifs subsequently earned their fortune. What is certain is that Tevfik worked for the Reuben brothers, David and Simon. Born in India, these two men gained control of the Russian aluminium industry in the mid-1990s. Tevfik Arif was in the middle of it all, serving as ‘an agent of the ground’, as his son Arif would later put it. What followed was an ‘aluminium war’, at the end of which a number of managers lost their lives. They were discovered with their throats cut or their bodies riddled with bullets. It’s possible that this is why Tevfik disappeared from Kazakhstan. ‘Once the business began intertwining with organised crime (inevetible [sic] in those days), he dropped everything and moved to the USA via Turkey,’ Arif Arif would write in 2014.


Refik Arif stayed behind in Kazakhstan, where he had obviously picked the winning side: the trio of Mashkevich, Ibragimov and a third oligarch named Patokh Chodiev. The Arif family emerged from all the turmoil with a tidy little fortune, and since the mid-1990s they’ve controlled ACCP, one of the world’s biggest chromium-based chemical plants. Who gave the Arifs the money for this, for the core business in which Sasha Mashkevich has been described as such a ‘great friend?’ It may well have been this trio of oligarchs. Their corporation just happens to own one of Kazakhstan’s largest chromium ore mines. Without that ore, the Arifs’ chemical plant would grind to a halt.


Scandals, Scandals


Owning ACCP is like having a licence to print money. Between 2004 and 2014, according to internal records, the Arifs made almost €400 million selling chromium-based chemicals. That’s Refik Arif’s war chest. His brother Tevfik also earned millions for the family. After fleeing to Turkey in 1993, he built the Rixos chain of five-star hotels. He also acquired a stake in one of Turkey’s largest construction companies, Sembol. It received a conspicuous amount of work from the Kazakh government: for instance, for the university in Astana, which is, of course, named after Nazarbayev. Sembol was also hired to construct the ‘Pyramid’, an events centre built on the express command of the Kazakh dictator.


Around the turn of the millennium, Tevfik emigrated to the US and founded the real-estate company Bayrock. In New York City, he built a hotel and apartment complex with one of the most famous and controversial real-estate tycoons in the world, US President Donald Trump.


Over the course of his career, Tevfik Arif himself has had several brushes with controversy. Sometimes there have been full-blown scandals. Investors say they have been deceived, and connections have been made to a man who sold fraudulent investments. Arif and his friends have been known to enjoy the company of young ‘models’ from Russia and Ukraine – always a crucial ingredient for a shady reputation. Arif has always denied all accusations of wrongdoing, and he’s never been convicted of a crime. But in 2010 he made the headlines in Turkey for weeks, after police detained him and all three of the Kazakh trio of oligarchs on board a luxury yacht with the aforementioned models.


This is the clan that decided in 2011 to get into a new lucrative industry: professional football. Such a decision is hardly surprising: the turnover from football in Europe alone is estimated at €20 billion annually, and prices have been shooting skywards like oil from a freshly drilled well. It’s an ideal market for predators.


From 2011 to 2015, Refik provided some €75 million in start-up capital, and together with Tevfik he had the final say in how that money was used. The man they trusted to run the new business was Tevfik’s son, Arif Arif. Apparently, the idea was for him to prove his mettle in the sports sector and show that he had what it takes to take over the family’s chemical plant, real-estate business and construction company someday. Arif will no doubt pass this test. The methods he uses are the same ones that have been tried and tested in the family. They are both shady and successful.


Becoming Billionaires


When Arif Arif got involved in football in 2011, he didn’t know much about the sport. What’s more, his sports director, Nélio Lucas, was almost a persona non grata in the industry. Lucas had fallen out with his mentor, the legendary players’ agent Pini Zahavi, who accused Lucas of doing deals behind his back. ‘U did the mistake of ur life,’ Zahavi wrote to Lucas. ‘I don’t want 2 do any thing with u in the world, and trust me that u won’t b able 2 do any thing.’ But in only four years, Lucas would become one of the stars of the industry, taking Doyen Sports, the Arifs’ newly founded investment company, with him.


Arif Arif is thirty-two, Lucas thirty-nine. They’re like two overgrown boys who oscillate between visions for the future and full-blown megalomania. ‘What Business we create!!!’ Lucas wrote to Arif. ‘Money money!!!’ Arif responded, ‘Imagine us in 10 years inshallah kings chico.’ Lucas answered, ‘Together forever on good and bad. We will succeed and we will become billionaires!!!!’ Their aim was to have Doyen Sports turning a profit in three years, not a decade.


The two men speak the language of gangsta rap, maintain the lifestyles of playboys and have the self-confidence of champion boxers. Once, when they were looking at a new apartment, Arif boasted that it was ‘tailor made for orgies’. ‘Oh yes!!!’ Lucas wrote back. For Halloween, Lucas had trouble deciding whether to dress up as Napoleon, the Pope or Louis XIV. ‘For me the dictator,’ Arif advised him. When he’s not in London, Arif likes to party in Ibiza and in southern France.


The Doyen Group is like a gigantic general store. Along with the sports division, there is Doyen Capital, which deals in raw materials and is also headed by Arif Arif. Then there is Doyen Natural Resources, which has a stake in an iron ore mine in Brazil. Through this company Arif does deals with Jamie Reuben, a son of David Reuben, and Vladimir Semzov, a real-estate mogul with a Belgian passport. Perhaps these are old friends and connections of Arif’s father.


Two parallel companies take care of sport. For a commission, Doyen Marketing helps stars like Neymar, David Beckham and Boris Becker get advertising deals. But the main business is done by Doyen Sports, which is de facto run by Arif Arif, even though he has nothing to do with it on paper. This is the division of the corporation that speculates on the future transfer values of football players. It buys stakes in the transfer rights of young athletes in hopes of a quick rise in value, cashing in when those players are sold to new clubs, as was the case with Kondogbia and Twente. Doyen is a ‘third party’ in such transactions, along with the teams and the players. The company styles itself as a knight in shining armour that helps small clubs who would otherwise be unable to afford top talent. In particular, Doyen claims to assist clubs with long traditions but limited amounts of money in closing the gap to the richest teams.
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In fact, the divide between the top ten clubs in Europe and the rest gets bigger and bigger every year. Money scores goals, as the saying goes, and that certainly applies to Bayern Munich, Real Madrid, Barcelona and Paris Saint-Germain. These teams are all but unbeatable in their respective domestic leagues. The ‘chance’ that Doyen offers clubs unable to keep up with these giants is the same one a loan shark offers the poor debtor who can no longer get credit from a bank. Doyen’s money is lent in return for signatures on unfair contracts. Interest rates are high, and stranglehold clauses in the contracts ensure that Doyen almost never loses on any of its investments.


‘A Pure Financial Play’


In August 2011, the first player in whom Doyen acquired a stake was Abdelaziz Barrada, a Moroccan who played for the suburban Madrid club Getafe. Doyen paid €1.5 million for 60 per cent of Barrada’s transfer rights. Less than two years later, he transferred to Al-Jazira in the United Arab Emirates for €8.5 million. After incidental costs, Doyen earned €3.35 million, a return of 223 per cent – that’s according to Doyen company records. Lucas described this result as not bad, but he wasn’t completely satisfied: ‘We couldn’t control him [any] more. His salary was 450.000€ net and they paying him now 3M usd net … But if the player had listen to me I will get more but fucking Muslim.’


Doyen wants its players and clubs to do as the company orders. The players are puppets, mere chips in a grand casino game of football. The ultimate aim is not what’s best for them but what makes Doyen the most money. Geoffrey Kondogbia is one example. The French midfielder ended up not at Real Madrid, the biggest club in the world, but at Monaco. Lucas wrote to Arif, ‘Great deal for us.’


‘Congrats bro!!!!!!!’ Arif replied, but added, ‘I hope we didnt ruin his career … My heart Is broken.’


‘Look to the bank account in few days and u will feel different,’ Lucas told him.


‘I know bro but I always envisioned this kid being a superstar at a big club,’ Arif replied.


‘I wanted the kid to move to a solid team … But this ended up being a pure financial play,’ Arif wrote to a friend that same day.


Arif may have had a broken heart over this particular deal, but he clearly considers other players mere business opportunities. Emotions play no part, and the language these predatory capitalists use reflects that. After one of Doyen’s stars did well for his national team, Arif wrote, ‘Nigga making us money.’


In Lucas’s and Arif’s messages to one another, they write as if they owned the world, so the comedown is all the harder whenever they’re reminded that their world actually belongs to Papa Tevfik and Uncle Refik. ‘I’ve been getting my head fucked every day,’ whined Arif Jr in July 2013. His uncle controlled the money, Arif wrote, while he took care of management. That was okay, but Arif would only amount to anything in the eyes of the older generation when he paid back the capital his father and uncle had invested. ‘All our jobs depend upon me managing this relationship w my father and uncle,’ he told Lucas. Once, Lucas was so fed up that he advised his buddy Arif to renounce it all. ‘I can’t bro I’m stuck why [sic] crazy glue,’ Arif answered, adding somewhat cryptically, ‘The only way is to cut myself out, but that the knife was a million miles away I can’t reach it.’


So the two young men have no choice but to expand the older Arifs’ business empire and make it more profitable. ‘These cocksuckers want to bash third party ownership continually,’ Arif cursed when FIFA began to consider banning TPO deals of the sort Doyen had with Twente. In public relations brochures, Doyen depicts itself as a business partner. Never would Doyen interfere in clubs’ dealings or force them to sell players, the firm promises. But the case of Twente proved the opposite. A typical Doyen contract contains clauses that border on extortion.


There were similar provisions in the contract of Dutch winger Ola John, who transferred from Twente to Benfica in 2012. Doyen bought half of his transfer rights for €4,575,000, but the deal called for Doyen to get at least €6 million back, regardless of how John’s market value developed. If Benfica sold the player for less than €12 million, the company still got its €6 million. If John brought in more than €12 million, Doyen got €6 million plus half of everything over the €12 million. If the player didn’t get sold in three years, no matter: Doyen was owed €6 million. Had he been so seriously injured as to never be able to play again, €6 million for Doyen. If another club was willing to pay €20 million and Benfica refused to sell, Benfica would have to pay half that sum – €10 million – to Doyen. Doyen was also allowed to look for a club that would pay €20 million. And so on and so on.


Doyen made a 25 per cent return on its investment in three years, regardless of what happened. When the company wants to cash in, partner clubs mostly have no choice but to sell the player in question, if they still can. Benfica sent Ola John out on loan four times in two years – most likely in an attempt to get rid of him. By the end of 2016, his transfer value was only estimated at around €5 million. Assuming that Doyen activated the €6 million clause, the club would have ended up footing the difference.


This was by no means the only example of such a contract at Doyen. There were similar provisions in a contract concerning Josuha Guilavogui, who has played for Bundesliga side Wolfsburg since 2014. The year before he played for Atlético Madrid, a club that has repeatedly done business with Doyen. In this case, Doyen was guaranteed a 30 per cent profit in three years.


The idea that Doyen is a fair TPO partner is a myth, one among many. Another, even larger one is that Doyen is financially transparent. A presentation intended to differentiate Doyen from other, shady TPO investors claimed that the firm was fully registered and monitored by economic evaluators. In reality, Doyen Sports is a complexly intertwined construct of international enterprises, some based in Malta, some in the British Virgin Islands, some in the United Arab Emirates. Shell firms are founded and then dissolved in regular cycles. With his usual bluntness, Lucas explained the logic behind all these subsidiaries in a message to Arif: ‘We need to put in place a structure to protect us and the company in order for nobody to disclose nothing about us.’ By ‘nobody’ he may well have meant the tax authorities.


But nothing causes Arif Jr to break out in a cold sweat more than the prospect that the family’s old friends could find out that his father Tevfik, nicknamed ‘Skip’, is ultimately behind Doyen Sports. In July 2013, the Bloomberg financial news service reported exactly that, and the Arifs readied themselves to shut the young business down from one day to the next. Luckily for them, no one demanded that. ‘The kazakhs don’t give a Fuck about u me or skip,’ wrote Arif Jr. ‘If they find out he is behind it they will go after our family business in kazakhstan and then it’s all over … Get it through your head it’s not funny, they will ruin us. They will expose us, our businesses and our high level relationships then it’s all over.’


After the scandal on the Turkish yacht, Tevfik Arif seems to have been given a clear message to stay out of the spotlight. Did it come from his friends, the trio of Kazakh oligarchs? The young Arif’s chat messages suggest that the three men disassociated themselves from Tevfik. Mashkevich seems to have wanted nothing more to do with him for a time. Arif Jr wrote that the oligarch had blamed his father to save his own skin. But soon everything was forgiven and forgotten. The two were spotted together at a football stadium in London and in a restaurant in Sardinia. But Arif Jr still feared the consequences if his father got himself back in the public eye.


Lucas thought Arif was being paranoid, but the latter countered that Lucas had only ever worked in the civilised world and explained how things worked where his family was from. ‘They’, wrote Arif, would ruin ‘us’ by exposing the family’s business and high-level contacts. The Doyen brand name would be finished, and the family’s other businesses would have to distance themselves from it. Things never got that far, but from that point on the older Arifs disappeared completely behind a protective wall of shell companies run by front men. Doyen became utterly non-transparent.


That was probably all for the better. In 2013, Doyen’s dealings became even shadier with the establishment of a secret fund maintained in Ras al-Khaimah, one of the seven emirates that make up the UAE. Ras al-Khaimah doesn’t attract much publicity. An offshore advisor of Lucas runs a letterbox company there called Denos that regularly takes in money stemming from sports deals. As a rule, 10 per cent of any given deal will be sent to the emirate, with the total sums amounting to several million euros. But the money doesn’t stay there very long. Doyen Sport uses it for payments that apparently stay secret.


What is the money used for? Ahead of a construction project Lucas was negotiating, he asked Arif Jr whether he should pay off the other side. Arif answered, ‘Yes bro.’ In addition, Lucas once explained to the Arif clan that the money going to Denos wasn’t actually Doyen’s but instead was ‘for transactions we need to do’ with ‘no paperwork’. In a chat, Arif Jr also wrote that Lucas had to pay the people he did business with, if Doyen wanted to buy and sell. His father, the young man wrote, had made that clear from the very beginning: ‘He said that he needs to compensate people that he does business with whenever we buy and sell.’ But Doyen also needed to steer clear of involving itself in what was potentially dirty business. ‘It’s not that clear cut so that’s why we stay out of it,’ Arif added.


For example, in 2014, the Doyen Group bought half of the image rights for top young Belgian talent Adnan Januzaj, then with Manchester United. Officially, Doyen paid €1.5 million, but an additional €500,000 allegedly went via Denos to Januzaj’s agent and then, as leaked emails suggest, most likely into the pockets of the player’s father. Could this have been a covert payment made by Doyen to establish a relationship with a bright young talent? On one occasion, Denos money even seems to have ended up with agents who worked simultaneously both for a player and for a club.


By contrast, Lucas uses money from a Maltese letterbox company he personally owns to fly in women from Eastern Europe. The Twitter account of one of the ladies in question, a Kateryna S., promises that a beautiful woman is ‘paradise for the eyes, hell for the mind and purgatory for the pockets’. Conspicuously often, these Eastern European women are sent to cities in which a Champions League game is being played. The reason for these trips is unclear. Do the women escort Nélio Lucas himself, or does he use them on behalf of Doyen to grease the wheels of business on the margins of football matches, as he apparently intended to do in the Arif family’s luxury apartment in Florida?


Lucas has refused to answer these and other questions. All he will say is that he denies all the allegations. Doyen Sports boss Arif Arif, his father Tevfik and his uncle Refik also don’t want to answer any questions. They and Lucas said via attorneys that the questions themselves were defamatory and based on false assumptions. The trio of Kazakh oligarchs, Adnan Januzaj, his father and his advisor didn’t respond at all to requests for statements.


‘This Football Leaks Shit’


Money, as the saying goes, doesn’t stink. Some clubs have no problem working with Doyen, a company that promises them big money, even if those teams would rather not know where precisely that money comes from and it should be clear to everyone in the football industry that Doyen is a company better avoided.


Thus, Doyen’s business continues to boom. Third-party ownership may have been prohibited, and the lawsuits and complaints to the EU Commission that the company launched in protest may have proven unsuccessful, but Doyen wouldn’t be Doyen if it didn’t try to get around the prohibition. Moreover, football wouldn’t be the grubby business it is if FIFA hadn’t been quick to loosen regulations. Investing in individual players is still forbidden, and looks set to remain so. But investing in a club in return for a portion of all the revenues from its sales of players is still permitted, as FIFA recently made clear in response to a query from the Danish Football Association. For example, a draft Doyen contract from November 2015 had the company buying 20 per cent of Spanish third-division team Cádiz for €1.5 million and also receiving half of the transfer rights to all of its players.


In March 2015, Bundesliga club Hamburg SV, reeling from a series of poor squads and always looking to build a new one, also entered into discussions with Doyen. Having just stepped down as chairman of the club’s advisory board a few days earlier, functionary Thomas von Heesen met with Doyen representatives in Munich. The TPO ban had already been decided upon and would come into force two months later. Von Heesen explored the possibility of selling shares in six Hamburg players, including Pierre-Michel Lasogga, Cléber, Jonathan Tah and Maximilian Beister, for €12.2 million. However, a contract was necessary for Doyen to take over the shares. Apparently the idea was to negotiate at a future date how the investor would be remunerated after the sale of a player – precisely the sort of deal that would have amounted to skirting the FIFA prohibition taking force on 1 May 2015. On 10 June, a Doyen negotiating partner sent then-Hamburg chairman Dietmar Beiersdorfer a list of possible new players for HSV. With regard to a player from Sampdoria, it was noted: ‘purchase shared between Doyen and Hamburg’. That would have been an instance of the now banned TPO.


In the end there was no deal. Why not? In March 2018, von Heesen confirmed that he had been in contact with Doyen but said that he had not been acting on behalf of Hamburg or been authorised to negotiate on the club’s behalf. HSV and the investor confirmed that there had been an ‘exchange of information with the Doyen Group’. That exchange had been about possible ‘refinancing’, but in the end, the parties involved had backed off, in part because of FIFA’s bans on TPO.


But Doyen’s sports director Nélio Lucas may also have been forced to change his strategy. Football Leaks published the first Doyen documents in September 2015, and roughly two months later, Lucas wrote to his attorney that he might not be able to pay a bill because after ‘this Football Leaks shit’ all the structures were being changed. That sounded as if Lucas himself had to build up new structures, and perhaps establish a few additional letterbox companies, before business could proceed.







OEBPS/title_image_online.png
FOOTBALL

LEAKS

UNCOVERING THE
DIRTY DEALS BEHIND
THE BEAUTIFUL GAME

Rafael Buschmann and Michael Wulzinger
Translated from the German by Jefferson Chase

®





OEBPS/a026_online.png
SPORTS

Tevfik Arif S
iFa‘he' Investments
Arif Arif > [ o
Unofficial Management |
Managing director }A f contract, |
i | 80% i 20% yearly
i i i salary: |
ENepheW i H Minimum i
H i i 900,000
Refik Arif i i Buro |
Financer H H

Benington Wood, Gibbins &
Group Partners Management
MALTA MALTA MALTA

Nélio Lucas

Nélio Lucas
Sports manager Owner

o> Malik Ali
Straw man

Doyen Global

arketing

Credence
Holdings
MALTA

Simon Oliveira Matthew Kay
Sports manager  Sports manager





OEBPS/guardianfaber_logo.png





OEBPS/9781783351428_cover_epub.jpg
‘Astonishing . .. Fans will be fascinated.’
Daily Mail
| £ &

i N R
LEAKS E

UNCOVERING THE
DIRTY DEALS BEHIND
THE BEAUTlFUl. GAME

aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa






