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PART I THE ECONOMIC WAR BEGINS







PROLOGUE WE ARE COMING FOR YOUR SUPERYACHT


On February 24, 2022, a superyacht called Amadea lay anchored off Sint Maarten in the Caribbean, a portrait in assured opulence. The luxurious 348-foot white-hulled vessel had all the trappings of a Russian billionaire’s floating mansion. On the foredeck was a large helipad with a glide-path indicator. A thirty-three-foot infinity pool lined with blue mosaic tiles sparkled on the stern side. Quirky features were spread across five decks: a lobster tank, a firepit, and a spa pool that converted into a stage for DJs. Inside, walls covered in fake leather book spines surrounded a hand-painted Pleyel piano. Michelangelo clouds adorned the ceiling above the dining room table. A cinema on the bridge deck was replete with a retractable projector, a popcorn machine, and motion-controlled sofas that vibrated with the action on the large screen.

Estimated as one of the seventy largest superyachts in the world, Amadea stood out when it dropped anchor in the turquoise waters off the port of Philipsburg, the island’s Dutch capital, where tourists frolicked on the white sand beaches. After Russian president Vladimir Putin ordered his troops to cross the border into Ukraine earlier that morning, Amadea, which was known to be Russian owned and managed, found itself in trouble. As the shock of the full-scale invasion reverberated around the world, outrage quickly translated into cutting off these expensive playthings of Putin’s elite, sending Russian-linked superyachts on the run. Amadea’s crew had watched the political climate change almost overnight. Suppliers were refusing to sell fuel to Amadea. The crew were the only passengers on board, but the port agent told them it was best not to stay.

On the same day, U.S. president Joe Biden announced a sweeping set of sanctions against Russian banks and elites as he vowed to roll out more punishing restrictions to respond to Putin’s brutal invasion. The European Union and the U.K. had imposed asset freezes and travel bans on a handful of wealthy Russians, some of whom were known to own superyachts. The noose was tightening.

By early March, many Russian-owned superyachts were racing from all corners of the world in search of safe waters, often turning off their transponders so no one could track their movements. Many in the Caribbean booked it east across the Atlantic to the Seychelles or Dubai, where Western sanctions were unlikely to be applied. But the Russian-owned company that managed Amadea, Imperial Yachts, plotted to sail the superyacht in the other direction, to the Pacific and out of the Western Hemisphere. In search of fuel, it set off for nearby Antigua, where some of the crew demanded answers from the management company given internet gossip that the owner was on the U.S. sanctions list. “If we find ourselves supporting internationally wanted criminals, we are not in for that,” one of the crew told a manager at Imperial Yachts. Normally, any superyacht captain has documents that list what company owns the boat. The captain can show that document at ports for routine checks, but the paperwork doesn’t always spell out who is the ultimate beneficial owner. A manager at Imperial Yachts told the crew that they were good to go.

From Antigua, Amadea prepared to cruise seven thousand nautical miles through the Panama Canal to Fiji, where it planned a short stop to restock and allow a relief crew to take over. But by the time it was approaching the Panama Canal, Amadea was at the center of intense scrutiny. Unbeknownst to the crew, federal agents in Washington and New York were tracking its every move as part of a task force chasing Russian assets. Investigators thought it might be heading toward Vladivostok in Russia’s east, but the crew were mostly South Africans or Brits who had no Russian visas and would be forbidden from entering the country, preventing them from flying home.

After Amadea made its way through the Panama Canal, the United States asked Mexican authorities to search the vessel for evidence of who owned or controlled it. First, around ten members of the Mexican military, dressed in camouflage and sporting pistols, pulled up beside Amadea, demanding to inspect the vessel. With its paperwork in order and no sanctioned individuals on board, it was allowed to cruise on before being waved down again in the middle of the ocean by an imposing Mexican navy frigate, which launched a speedboat carrying a search team. They boarded Amadea with a ladder in choppy waters and thoroughly searched the vessel, taking pictures of insurance and registration documents. It was again let go and motored northwest to refuel in the port of Manzanillo on Mexico’s west coast, where the military searched it again for several hours, this time with sniffer dogs. The crew didn’t know what they were looking for. During these searches, the captain handed over documents showing the owner was a company registered in the British Virgin Islands, Millemarin Investments Ltd., controlled by an unsanctioned Russian. But the paperwork didn’t show which Russian billionaire actually owned the vessel. With nothing indicating a sanctions violation, Mexican authorities let the boat restock and refuel before departing.

After eighteen days at sea, Amadea sailed past the swaying palm trees and sugarcane plantations of Fiji, destined for the port of Lautoka in mid-April. The superyacht was three hours ahead of schedule. To kill time, the captain shut off the engine and drifted off the coast to let some of the more than thirty crew members go for a swim in the hot afternoon sun.

They finally glided into the port just before sunset. To their surprise, agents from the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) were waiting for them, ready with a warrant to search the boat and its computers. They hauled the captain and several others into an air-conditioned shipping container at the port for interrogation, which dragged on until the early hours of the morning.

The FBI agents grilled the crew members with questions about the superyacht and its owner. “Why do you need all these people?” A boat this big requires a lot of people, the crew answered. “Why are you using code names—G-1, G-2—for guests on board? You’re trying to conceal the yacht’s true owner.” The crew denied hiding anyone’s identity and said using code names over open radios was standard practice.

Around the same time, more than five thousand miles away at Los Angeles airport, FBI agents had intercepted Amadea’s British-born relief captain and two other crew members en route to Fiji, aggressively questioning them for hours about who owned the superyacht. The agents canceled their U.S. visas, cloned their cell phones for evidence, and promptly deported them. Back in Fiji, Amadea’s fate hung in the balance.



By the time Amadea got to Fiji in mid-April, Russian forces had recently withdrawn from the town of Bucha, leaving behind hundreds of dead Ukrainians, some shot in the head with their hands tied in horrific images of apparent war crimes. As the number of killed or wounded in Ukraine continued rising, the hunt for Russian assets such as Amadea became a symbol of U.S. efforts to impose costs on the elite who were propping up Putin’s regime. U.S. officials hoped the moves would isolate Russia from the global economy and expose the corruption of Kremlin cronies in an attempt to show Russians they were getting “ripped off,” as one White House official put it. Busting tycoons for sanctions evasion and seizing their assets wasn’t just an empty gesture. It had one potential real-world impact: the U.S. Justice Department planned to sell the yachts, artwork, and real estate of Russian oligarchs who violated sanctions and channel the proceeds to Ukraine—making these toys of Russia’s billionaires the possible beginning of war reparations.

Amadea, worth an estimated $300 million, represents only a small fraction of the assets linked to Russia’s so-called sanctioned oligarchs and targeted by Western governments since the start of the invasion. Most of the country’s top twenty richest men—and they all are men—are under sanctions in the United States, EU, or U.K., with almost $60 billion in private Russian assets already frozen worldwide. Attempts to seize this much wealth have sparked some of the biggest legal battles in history.

But the economic war on Russia goes far beyond taking away the lavish possessions of Russia’s billionaires. Desperate to avoid a direct military confrontation with a country that has more nuclear warheads than any other, Western allies have deployed unprecedented sanctions against Russia in response to the largest land war in Europe since World War II. In Washington, London, Brussels, and beyond, Western governments have launched a full-scale assault on the Russian economy in a bid to degrade Putin’s military might. It’s a war that spans the globe, with battles playing out from Dubai to Cyprus to Moscow. Never before has this arsenal of economic weapons been turned against a major market economy. Western allies blocked roughly $300 billion in Russian state funds, banned technology exports, expelled banks from the international financial system, and capped the price of Russian oil. In doing so, they have reordered global political alliances and trade and turned what was once the world’s eleventh-largest economy into a global pariah. The steps they took will reverberate for decades.

After the full-scale invasion, Russia became the most sanctioned country in the world, with more than eighteen thousand designations of individuals and entities now in place across the United States, EU, U.K., Japan, Canada, Switzerland, and Australia. Never before has such a large coalition—more than thirty countries representing more than half of the global economy—tried to isolate a major economy through coordinated economic penalties. Before February 2022, Iran was the only country that came close, with roughly thirty-six hundred designations. But the Russian economy is much bigger and far more integrated into the global financial system.

Russia’s vast natural resources mean it’s impossible to completely wall off its economy. In some ways, Russia is too big to sanction, turning this form of targeted economic warfare into a giant experiment. Because it is such a big producer of oil, gas, and metals, the West couldn’t impose a full embargo without tipping the global economy into a recession. So officials in Washington, Brussels, and London came up with new tools to try to bleed Putin of resources to fund his military-industrial complex.

The economic war on Russia is in some ways a clear sign of things to come. Over the past three decades, sanctions have become a central tool of Western foreign policy, merging economics with national security. With the majority of global trade in dollars, the United States can deliver an enormous financial shock to anyone it deems undesirable. But the war in Ukraine has turbocharged the use of such economic leverage.

“Putin put us into a Cold War for ten to fifteen years, unfortunately, for everyone,” Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the exiled Russian opposition leader who spent more than a decade in prison on trumped-up political charges, told me. “Many of the sanctions that have been introduced are designed to last many years.” This new conflict between East and West has revived the transatlantic alliance in ways that few could have predicted and brought Russia and China (along with Iran and North Korea) closer together as repressive bedfellows. In Cold War II, as the historian Niall Ferguson has argued, China and Russia are cooperating in a powerful economic axis to challenge Western values and American dominance of the world. But unlike in the first Cold War, Russia is now the junior partner to China, forging a parallel economy designed to avoid sanctions. While Washington urges the rest of the world to match Western restrictions, some countries, such as Brazil and India, are hedging their bets and trying to maintain a nonaligned path by continuing trade ties with the Kremlin. In fact, more than two-thirds of the world’s population are in countries that have not backed the sanctions against Russia. That means greater opportunities for Russian evasion and an increasingly divided world.

The current battle will influence Western leaders long after the last shot has been fired in Ukraine. Putin’s invasion of Ukraine has been a crash course in how to impose economic penalties on a major economy without causing catastrophic consequences for the rest of the world. Should China invade Taiwan, the West would face much greater costs if it tried to pursue a similar economic war in response. China’s economy, worth about $18 trillion, is about ten times the size of Russia. Still, the Group of Seven (G7), the club of the world’s wealthiest democracies, has learned how difficult it is to implement economic penalties and deny technological know-how in ways that don’t cause harm at home. In the process, there have been hastened efforts to diversify supply chains. These tactics, along with many others developed in the aftermath of the war on Ukraine, form the beginnings of a playbook for the new art of economic war.



The story I’m telling here is the product of a lifetime of work. After the fall of the Soviet Union, I covered Russia’s economic transition to a market economy as a bright-eyed young reporter in Moscow in the mid-1990s, chronicling the U.S. and European companies flocking to Russia to invest. I watched firsthand as Western governments and international financial institutions haphazardly lent billions to Russia to help it transition to a free market underpinned by an elected government. What they got instead was a kleptocracy, a corrupt state where politicians at every level were on the take.

Since the 1990s, I have personally interviewed many of Russia’s business tycoons as they maneuvered to consolidate and protect their fortunes. I also bring deep experience reporting from Ukraine in the run-up to Putin’s invasion when I investigated the role of Trump’s former campaign chairman Paul Manafort as an adviser to Ukraine’s former pro-Russian president and Rudy Giuliani’s work with pro-Russian officials. Since 2022, I’ve chronicled the sanctions against Russia, charting what amounts to the end of an era.

Three decades after the fall of the Soviet Union, when Putin tried to bolster his popularity by whipping up Russian nationalism and invading Ukraine, the Western money that had once flooded into Russia started pouring back out again. More than fifteen hundred Western companies—some of the same ones I’d seen flock to the country in the 1990s—quit or curtailed their operations in Russia, walking away from billions of dollars of assets they’d spent years building up during an unprecedented period of globalization. Some of the world’s biggest companies—McDonald’s, Ford, Exxon—sold their assets to local tycoons for token sums or had their businesses expropriated by the Kremlin, closing out thirty years of Western investment into Russia. But more than two thousand Western companies stayed and continued doing business in Russia, paying taxes to Putin’s regime and weakening efforts to deprive the Kremlin of resources to wage war.

This book reveals the behind-the-scenes drama on both sides of the economic war, from the halls of power in Washington, London, and Brussels to the desperate maneuvers of sanctioned oligarchs to keep their mansions and superyachts. To understand how the most expansive sanctions regime ever came together, I’ve spoken to more than a hundred officials and business leaders in the United States, Europe, and Russia. I’ve also drawn from thousands of pages of court filings and public documents. This book will tell the human stories behind the largest business exodus from a single country in history and the lengths to which Russia’s billionaires have gone to hold on to their money and influence.

Will the economic war succeed? Or will it harm others more than Russia? The principal failure of the economic war has been the slow rollout of penalties and the lack of enforcement of the restrictions, which has allowed Putin to continue earning billions of dollars through the illicit trade in oil and gold. Moscow has managed to reshuffle the global oil trade to find new buyers such as India, which has served as a backdoor route for Russia to sell hydrocarbons around the world. The Kremlin has been able to circumvent bans on the import of Western technology by creating front companies to buy components that are crucial for its production of precision-guided weapons. The biggest hole in the Western strategy: China. By buying oil and exporting semiconductors, Beijing has helped prop up the Russian economy and blunted the effect of sanctions. Without better enforcement, the West’s restrictions will fail to degrade Putin’s ability to sustain his military.

To be sure, as in any war, there has been collateral damage where ordinary Russians who oppose Putin have been unnecessarily penalized, their bank accounts closed for no reason. The often blanket bans on everything and everyone tied to Russian has helped Putin use sanctions to demonize the West and create a victim narrative at home. Khodorkovsky, the exiled opposition leader, told me the West should have done more to help Russians trying to flee the country to avoid serving in the army. “Sanctions against banks hit ordinary Russian citizens because they couldn’t use their cards or open accounts in the West,” he told me. “Antiwar Russians returned to Russia with the conviction that the West is not fighting the Putin regime, but Russians.”

Putin is waging a war of attrition, waiting until the United States and Europe tire of supporting Ukraine and hoping that Biden will be replaced by Donald Trump, who has vowed to end the war in a day. Increasingly the sanctions have turned into an economic war of attrition. Like a protracted land battle, the economic war has seen both advances and retreats. While reporting this book, I encountered many people who told me that sanctions are pointless because they haven’t stopped the war, but in fact that argument is a key plank in Russian propaganda aimed at undermining support for the restrictions in the West. Though the sanctions haven’t been as crippling to the Russian economy as some thought they would be at the outset, Putin is bankrupting Russia, sacrificing the country’s long-term prosperity for short-term gains. The Kremlin more than doubled defense spending to a level not seen since the collapse of the Soviet Union—it’s now almost a third of all government spending. That’s boosted growth, but it all depends on Russia being able to sell its oil at lofty prices while the West tries to squeeze the Kremlin’s revenues. Russia already lost an estimated $168 billion in oil and gas export earnings in the first two years of the war because of Western restrictions and Europe finding other sources of energy.

Pressure from sanctions caused the Russian ruble to tumble almost 45 percent by the second anniversary of the invasion from a wartime high in June 2022. Perhaps more important, hundreds of thousands of Russia’s best and brightest have left the country, a brain drain that will hobble the country for years to come. U.S. deputy secretary of the treasury Wally Adeyemo has argued the goal is to put “sand in the gears” of the economy. Sanctions were never meant to be a magic bullet. Rather, the economic war was designed to work alongside the military one, to undermine Putin’s ability to fund his military-industrial complex while arming Ukraine to give it the best chance of heading off a Russian victory. Yet on both fronts, the West has moved too slowly, adhering to a path of gradual escalation that has failed to diminish Putin’s will to keep fighting.

At the time this book went to press, Putin’s invasion had claimed the lives of tens of thousands of Ukrainians. A third of Ukraine’s population had been displaced, while its economy had shrunk by more than 25 percent. Russian forces have destroyed schools, hospitals, bridges, power plants, and apartment buildings, indiscriminately targeting civilian infrastructure and hobbling Ukraine’s ability to fight back. No amount of money can compensate for such carnage.

But one of the key questions is whether the billions of dollars of frozen Russian assets can be used to help war-torn Ukraine finance its reconstruction, which the World Bank estimates will cost at least $486 billion. The ability of Ukraine to survive as Russia pummels it with relentless attacks depends in part on it getting the funds to rebuild critical national infrastructure even as the war continues. Even relatively small amounts of money can make a difference. For all the obstacles standing in the way, selling a Russian superyacht could help pay to rebuild thousands of destroyed homes. It remains the central question of the economic war, one that will be asked again and again: Who will pay for Putin’s catastrophic invasion?






CHAPTER 1 ATTACKING FORTRESS RUSSIA


At 3:00 a.m. eastern time on February 24, 2022, just hours after Putin announced the start of his “special military operation” and Russian missiles began raining down on Ukraine, Daleep Singh woke up at his home in northwest Washington, DC. He’d only slept a few hours and, bleary-eyed, immediately reached for his phone to check the news. Russian tanks were rolling across the Ukrainian border from the north, east, and south. Explosions were being reported across many major Ukrainian cities, including the capital, Kyiv.

Singh, a forty-five-year-old North Carolinian with a crop of thick dark hair, was Biden’s deputy national security adviser for international economics and a key architect of sanctions against Russia. His wife had gotten used to his texting and emailing from bed in the middle of the night as the crisis had deepened. With Russia amassing troops at the border, he’d been rising early and working late into the evening for months, helping devise a response to the looming threat of an invasion. The images from Ukraine on his phone were as bad as he thought it could get. As Russian troops invaded from three sides, residents clogged the main road out of Kyiv, trying to flee. Russian forces were attacking a major international cargo airport outside the city and moving into the exclusion zone around the Chernobyl nuclear power plant, the site of the world’s worst nuclear disaster.

Earlier in the week, Singh had already announced an initial round of U.S. sanctions in response to Russia recognizing the independence of Ukraine’s separatist regions in its east, and the Biden administration had prepared another package to be announced as soon as the inevitable invasion started. But it wasn’t clear exactly how far Russian troops would go. As the brutality of the invasion unfolded in those early hours, he realized that the measures they’d prepared weren’t enough. Western allies needed to ramp up the economic pressure immediately, or Russian troops might overrun Ukraine in days. They wanted to stun Putin with major sanctions to buy time to send Ukraine more military aid so it could defend itself.

Trying not to wake his wife or teenage kids, Singh tiptoed downstairs to his home office to call Björn Seibert, head of cabinet to European Commission president Ursula von der Leyen in Brussels. Seibert, a bespectacled former German defense ministry official, is the most powerful guy you’ve never heard of, with an almost sphinxlike ability to broker deals behind the scenes in Brussels. Seibert and Singh had been talking daily for weeks about what it would take to drive consensus for tougher sanctions. The stakes for Europe were higher. It was heavily dependent on Russian energy, which made the prospect of unprecedented economic penalties more costly.

Seibert told Singh that the visuals of a Putin invasion would be critical in their efforts to implement ambitious sanctions. For European leaders, images of war on the Continent would trigger a visceral emotional reaction and unblock resistance to wider economic penalties. It quickly became clear they were watching the start of the biggest war in Europe since World War II, one that justified deploying the most extensive sanctions ever against a major economy.

“Okay, I see the visuals,” Seibert said.

“It’s go time,” Singh replied.



For nearly a year, Biden had been trying to head off Russia’s invasion of Ukraine using a mix of traditional diplomacy and unconventional tactics. The tension first started to build in April 2021, just months after Biden entered the White House. Putin began testing Washington by amassing troops on the border with Ukraine in what was Russia’s largest deployment since his annexation of Crimea in 2014. The troop buildup represented the first significant threat of a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, which led U.S. officials to warn of consequences if Russia provoked a wider war. In a call that month with Putin, Biden urged him to deescalate and said he wanted to develop what the U.S. president called a “stable and predictable relationship,” proposing a U.S.-Russia summit. Putin listed his grievances over Ukraine but eventually accepted the invitation.

Determined to correct the Trump administration’s soft-pedaling on Russia, Biden pushed ahead, just days after the call, with a package of sanctions to respond to Russian provocations, which included Moscow’s meddling in the U.S. elections, the poisoning of the late Russian opposition activist Alexei Navalny, and the Russian-backed cyber hack on the U.S. tech company SolarWinds Corp., which exposed multiple U.S. government agencies to data breaches.

The Biden administration viewed the sanctions as an act of housekeeping, making up for Trump’s unwillingness to respond to Russia’s malign actions. The penalties were limited to barring U.S. institutions from the primary market for ruble-denominated bonds and blacklisting thirty-two entities and individuals for trying to influence the 2020 election—more of a signaling exercise without major impact. The same day, the Pentagon canceled plans to send two navy destroyers into the Black Sea because of rising tensions between Ukraine and Russia in what some viewed as a sign of U.S. weakness. A week later, Putin reacted angrily to the sanctions in his state-of-the-nation speech, saying that “picking on Russia without any reason” had become a “new sport.” He didn’t mention the military buildup, but Russia announced the next day it would be withdrawing some of its troops from the Ukraine border by May 1.

Biden’s tougher stance on Russia was delicately balanced with his efforts to revive the transatlantic alliance after Trump’s tempestuous presidency. At the end of May, the Biden administration waived sanctions on Nord Stream 2 AG, the company set up to build and operate the controversial new $11 billion, 767-mile gas pipeline from Russia to Germany under the Baltic Sea that bypassed Ukraine, adding capacity to an existing route. Biden’s desire to rebuild relations with Germany, badly damaged by Trump, drove the waiver—“It was all about alliance management,” one administration official told me—but the president remained opposed to the project, convinced the pipeline would give Putin more influence over Europe.

For all his wariness of Putin’s intentions, Biden believed communication between the world’s two leading nuclear powers was essential for global stability. When he finally sat down with Putin at the eighteenth-century Villa La Grange on Lake Geneva in June 2021, it looked like a superpower showdown from the Cold War. “This is not a kumbaya moment,” Biden told Putin during the three-hour summit. “It’s clearly not in anybody’s interest, your country’s or mine, for us to be in a situation where we’re in a new Cold War.” But he later admitted that Putin still felt “encircled” and believed that the United States was looking to “take him down.” Besides some talk of working groups on arms control and cybersecurity, Biden came out of the summit with no important commitments from Putin.

For the moment, the summit appeared to stifle Putin’s hunger for territory. As the threat of a new Russian invasion of Ukraine receded so did any further talk of sanctions. For Singh and other Biden advisers, there were bigger economic problems to grapple with, such as postpandemic inflation.

That soon changed. A month later, Putin published a rambling five-thousand-word essay “On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians,” laying out his historical claims on Ukrainian territory, which resurrected Russian imperial myths that the two countries are really “one people.” In the essay, he questioned Ukraine’s borders, arguing the nation occupied lands that were historically Russian. The essay was read with alarm inside the White House, but the administration was soon engulfed by the crisis sparked by the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan, a disastrous episode that some believed encouraged Putin to think the United States wouldn’t respond if Russia invaded Ukraine. Just weeks after the evacuation from Kabul, the United States started getting credible intelligence that Russia was again building up its forces on the border under the cover of a routine military exercise, but the intelligence indicated Moscow was sending different types of units than in previous years.

As representatives from the Group of 20, an organization of the world’s major economies, descended on Rome at the end of October 2021 for their annual summit, Biden pulled aside the leaders of France and Germany to start sharing intelligence for the first time on Russia’s troop buildup. It was a wake-up call. “We made a strategic decision that we were not going to give Putin the element of surprise,” Singh recalls of the National Security Council’s idea to start sharing sensitive intelligence. “We didn’t want him to use false flags.”

U.S. officials began warning Russia of severe economic consequences if Putin went ahead with the invasion. Biden dispatched CIA director Bill Burns to Moscow to talk to Putin and make it clear that the response would be much more severe than it had been in 2014. Putin was isolating during a severe COVID outbreak, but Burns told him by phone that Russia would pay a “heavy price” if he launched an invasion. His message fell on deaf ears. A few weeks later, Putin accused the West of ignoring Russia’s “red lines” on Ukraine and NATO expansion.

After returning from Rome, Jake Sullivan, Biden’s national security adviser, started convening daily meetings with Singh and other officials who worked on military, intelligence, and diplomacy to come up with a comprehensive response. Diplomacy wasn’t working, so sanctions were one of the few tools they had at their disposal. “Economics was really a central part of the discussion,” Singh told me. “We knew that the asymmetric advantages we collectively possessed were in capital and cutting-edge technology.” That reflected an enduring tenet of sanctions: they needed to harm the target harder than the country imposing the penalties. Denying Russia access to Western financial markets and know-how could hurt Russia without imposing huge costs on the United States and Europe.

For European officials, the turning point came in November 2021 when von der Leyen, with Seibert, visited the White House for the first time to meet Biden, who sounded the alarm on Russia’s troop buildup. “It struck me how much time the U.S. president, with his full agenda, was devoting to what’s happening on Europe’s borders,” Seibert told me. Detailed discussions on coordinated sanctions among the G7, the informal bloc of the world’s industrialized democracies, got underway. In December, Biden held a two-hour video call with Putin warning him that the United States and its allies would impose “economic consequences like none he’s ever seen” if he sent troops into Ukraine. Deterrence was primarily focused on the economic threat rather than the military one.

While Biden was sharing U.S. intelligence about the amassing of troops on the border of Ukraine, not everyone agreed on what it all meant. “Some allies thought it was a bluff,” Eric Green, then senior director for Russia and Central Asia at the National Security Council (NSC), told me. “We said, ’Even if we’re wrong, let’s at least plan for the worst in case we’re right.’ ” Russian officials repeatedly denied they were planning to invade. But by January 2022, U.S. intelligence indicated Russia was moving blood supplies and other medical equipment near the border with Ukraine. In Brussels, Seibert, von der Leyen’s head of cabinet, watched the buildup with apprehension, having monitored previous Russian military exercises as a defense analyst. He began convening weekly meetings with small groups of ambassadors on the thirteenth floor of the European Commission’s headquarters to try to forge a consensus across the twenty-seven member states on possible sanctions. The ambassadors started calling the meetings, held usually on Sundays, confessionals, where they aired their concerns.

Many officials harbored doubts about the U.S. intelligence, even in Kyiv. At the beginning of February, with one hundred thousand Russian troops at Ukraine’s border, Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky was talking down the threat of an invasion. Social media memes were comparing his response to the Russian troop buildup to the Netflix film Don’t Look Up, in which two astronomers try to warn an apathetic world of an incoming comet that will destroy the planet. “We are looking up,” Zelensky told reporters. “But we’ve been in this situation for eight years,” alluding to Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea and the ongoing war in the east.

The threats of severe economic consequences designed to deter Putin kept coming. Europe’s dependence on Russian energy supplies became a major point of contention. In early February, Biden met with Germany’s chancellor, Olaf Scholz, in Washington, where the U.S. president publicly vowed to “bring an end” to Nord Stream 2 if Russia invaded. But Scholz, then just two months on the job, still wasn’t taking a clear stance on the pipeline.

U.K. prime minister Boris Johnson, who had developed a close relationship with Zelensky, thought the Germans were being very cautious. “One key issue on sanctions was whether the package should be announced in anticipation of Putin’s action, in the hope of deterring him,” Johnson told me. “Olaf spoke of the need for ‘strategic ambiguity’—not tipping our hand until the invasion had actually happened, which is what we did. I’m not sure how effective that was.”

Two days before the invasion, Germany halted approvals for the new pipeline after Russia formally recognized the self-proclaimed republics of Luhansk and Donetsk in eastern Ukraine. At the same time, the United States tried to up the pressure by imposing full blocking sanctions on two of Russia’s biggest banks—Vnesheconombank (VEB) and Promsvyazbank—instantly freezing their U.S. assets, and blacklisting five Kremlin-connected elites, including the director of the FSB, the successor to the KGB—a move that froze their U.S. dollar holdings. The next day, Washington went ahead with sanctions on the company behind Nord Stream 2, and its German CEO Matthias Warnig, a former East German Stasi officer with links to Putin.

In the end, none of it stopped Russia from invading. Whether tougher sanctions ahead of the invasion might have deterred Putin is impossible to say with hindsight. Some thought he was intent on trying to take Ukraine regardless of the economic costs. The West was not about to risk a direct military confrontation with a nuclear-armed Russia by sending NATO troops into Ukraine. That meant the theater of war would need to be economic and technological combat pushed to its limits.



Giving his dog a bone to keep her quiet, Singh left home on the day Putin launched his invasion around 4:00 a.m. after his call with Seibert. It was cold and dark as he drove along the Potomac River to the White House, steeling himself for one of the most consequential days of Biden’s presidency. Up until then, he’d felt as if he’d been pushing a boulder up a hill for months trying to build a global consensus for economic penalties to respond to Putin’s belligerent massing of troops on the border. Biden had spoken with Zelensky late at night from the White House soon after the invasion began and told him he’d rally support the next day for severe sanctions.

U.S. and U.K. intelligence indicated that Russia would try to quickly take all of Ukraine in a shock-and-awe operation. Inside the White House, officials were operating under the assumption the war could be over in days. Singh thought Western economic penalties against Russia needed to strike a devastating blow as quickly as possible. Others agreed. “Once the scale of the invasion became apparent, we could imagine half of Ukraine would be under occupation, including Kyiv, so there was a desire to go big on the economic side and throw everything at them,” one former senior administration official told me. But because Russia was one of the world’s top producers of oil, gas, and critical metals, it was impossible to do a full embargo without sparking a major economic slump.

One idea they’d been working on was cutting off Russia’s biggest banks from SWIFT, the financial-messaging platform that connects banks around the world to facilitate international financial flows. SWIFT is like the Gmail of the global banking system—a secure messaging system for worldwide payments. Kicking Russian banks out of SWIFT would make it difficult for money to move in and out of the country. The move would deny them access to Western correspondent banking accounts, hampering cross-border payments for trade of all kinds. There was a precedent: SWIFT blocked Iranian banks in 2012, but they weren’t as wired into the global financial system as Russian banks were. Cutting Russia off wasn’t as simple and straightforward as it looked to some, economically or politically. For one, there were concerns that Europe would suddenly be unable to pay for its natural gas supplies from Russia if SWIFT blocked all of the country’s major banks.

While Russia might be able to find workarounds to a SWIFT ban, Singh thought the moment was right for a move that would deal a more devastating blow: blocking Russia’s central bank. He wanted to hit Putin’s Fortress Russia—a war chest of around $630 billion in reserves it had built up since 2014. Those reserves were made up of assets in dollars, euros, sterling, yen, renminbi, and gold mostly held at financial institutions outside Russia that it could sell to support the value of the ruble against other currencies. Without access to that full stockpile, the central bank would struggle to prevent the ruble from dropping in value, potentially precipitously. Despite trying to cultivate a reputation as a master tactician, Putin had made a strategic error by leaving around half of those reserves parked at financial institutions in the West, where he laid himself open to a financial attack.

The United States had used this financial weapon before, but the sheer size of Russia’s reserves made it a radical step. In August 2021, Biden froze Afghanistan’s $7 billion in reserves held on American soil after the U.S. withdrawal allowed the Taliban to sweep to power. The United States had taken similar steps to block the reserves of other sanctioned countries, such as Iran and Venezuela, but the amounts were relatively small. Immobilizing some $300 billion of Russia’s reserves represented a whole new category of economic combat. Never before had the world’s biggest economies teamed up to freeze so much money in response to a global security threat.

Singh realized that putting a block on the Russian central bank’s foreign exchange reserves was, financially at least, the nuclear option, but it was the only way to make Fortress Russia buckle. He wasn’t alone in thinking Russia’s reserves were fair game; Italian prime minister Mario Draghi, who’d served as president of the European Central Bank for eight years, had already thought of targeting Russia’s central bank and was discussing the idea with counterparts in Europe soon after the invasion started. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, replete with troops and tanks heading for Kyiv, marked such a blatant violation of the post–World War II world order that it justified a move that might have been seen as reckless just days earlier. Putin had upped the ante the morning he launched the invasion by delivering a chilling speech that contained a veiled threat of using nuclear weapons. He warned that countries that tried to stand in Russia’s way would suffer “consequences you have never seen in your entire history.” Targeting the reserves was one of the most drastic economic steps to take, but sitting idly by was even more dangerous.

The freeze would no doubt undermine Putin’s control of the economy. Singh believed the move would cause the Russian currency to crash as everyone rushed to the door, trying to exchange rubles for dollars. The block would disarm Russia’s capacity to intervene to stabilize the currency. The Russian economy depended on the U.S. dollar for half of its international trade and 80 percent of its daily foreign exchange transactions. Russia’s central bank was the lender of last resort to its commercial banks. But the domino effect of such a move in international financial markets was impossible to predict. No major central bank had ever been blocked in this way. Politicians were in uncharted territory, working under extreme time pressure with the highest possible stakes. It was hard to know if Russia was exposed to what Singh called “dry tinder,” or complex derivatives, which could set off fires at financial institutions outside Russia’s borders. Freezing $300 billion could affect the global financial system in ways that were difficult to anticipate.

The proposal also raised the specter of an accelerated de-dollarization of the global economy. Other central banks might respond by paring back their dollar holdings to reduce their vulnerability to sanctions. The ability of countries to freely borrow from one another remains the cornerstone of the international financial system. By freezing Russia’s central bank reserves, there were concerns that other countries would view the dollar or euro as unsafe because they could be unilaterally targeted by Washington and Brussels.

Some economists and policymakers argued that the block on Russia’s reserves threatened to undermine the trust built up over decades of countries honoring debts across borders. If the United States and the EU could freeze dollar and euro reserves held at other financial institutions in an act of economic warfare, then the rules of the game had fundamentally changed.

Singh believed the move was justified because Russia had egregiously violated the rules-based order by trying to change borders by force. And Draghi wasn’t worried about such a move undermining financial stability, people familiar with his thinking told me. But the freeze would require unprecedented international consensus and coordination, and the unknowable risks involved made the decision all the more fraught.

In those first hours after Putin launched his invasion, leaders on the other side of the Atlantic were already holding tense talks. At 10 Downing Street, U.K. prime minister Boris Johnson was messaging with his key advisers in a WhatsApp group: “We want the toughest possible next tranche of sanctions. We have to make them bite. Putin cannot succeed. He must fail.” Johnson held an anxious call with Zelensky that morning. “We were thinking, ‘Is this guy going to get killed?’ ” one aide who listened to the conversation told me. Zelensky’s life was at risk, but one of the things he asked for was a Russian ban from SWIFT, a sign of how important he saw it to degrading Putin’s war machine. Zelensky’s vow to stay in Kyiv to lead Ukraine’s defense despite Russian threats to assassinate him injected a sense of gravity into talks on the need for tougher economic penalties and urgent military aid.

As a result of Zelensky’s plea, Johnson became a vocal advocate for a SWIFT ban. Johnson then spoke with German chancellor Olaf Scholz, who was about to host an emergency call with the leaders of the G7. Johnson told him the G7 should shut down Russia’s access to SWIFT as quickly as possible. “SWIFT would really hurt us,” Scholz retorted. Germany relied on Russia for about half its gas imports. How would Germany pay for Russian gas if all Russian banks were kicked out of the global financial system for sending payments? Johnson pushed the German leader hard on the need for Europe to wean itself off Russian hydrocarbons. “So will you put all the oligarchs in jail?” Scholz shot back, clearly annoyed.

The exchange highlighted each country’s vulnerability. The U.K. had been a magnet for illicit Russian wealth for over two decades as tycoons bought luxury mansions in London and sent their kids to British private schools. But having left the EU, the U.K. had a bare-bones sanctions regime that couldn’t quickly respond to Russia’s invasion. Meanwhile, Germany had agreed to phase out nuclear power plants thinking it would have an endless supply of cheap Russian gas. Downing Street sources told me Johnson privately viewed Scholz as weak and soft on Putin, but Johnson publicly talked up European unity. His motivations for sounding tough on Putin were both entirely genuine and politically expedient. As a biographer of Winston Churchill, Johnson saw the invasion as his moment to cast himself as a wartime leader and restore his popularity just as domestic scandals about parties at Downing Street during the pandemic lockdown were threatening to end his political career. Supporting Ukraine wasn’t a hard call politically.

Hard-line voices came from an unusual corner: Canada. Though one of the smallest economies in the G7, Canada has the second-largest Ukrainian diaspora in the world, which made Russia’s invasion a visceral issue. Chrystia Freeland, Canada’s deputy prime minister and finance minister, was pitching the idea of freezing Russia’s central bank reserves to prime minister Justin Trudeau after talking to Ukrainian officials. Her late mother was a Ukrainian lawyer who had helped draft Ukraine’s constitution. Fluent in Ukrainian and Russian, Freeland understood Putin and the Russian economy, having been Moscow bureau chief of the Financial Times in the 1990s and seeing the logic of attacking the reserves.

European leaders were in shock when they gathered for the G7 video call later on the day the invasion began. Zelensky had declared martial law, saying the government would give weapons to all Ukrainians willing to defend their country. Russia claimed it had neutralized Ukraine’s air defenses. Casualties were mounting. “They couldn’t quite believe that this was happening on our continent again,” one diplomat who listened to the call told me, “particularly for some of the Europeans who were less certain it was going to happen.” Scholz was the leader most shocked by the invasion. He’d been in office for less than three months after protracted coalition talks that saw him replace Angela Merkel, one of Germany’s longest-serving leaders. Over an hour, the G7 leaders discussed the intelligence assessment suggesting the war would be over quickly—an assessment that turned out to be wrong. “In the German case, they also gave the impression that they believed that of all the options, a speedy outcome—ghastly though it was—might perhaps be the most sparing of human life and suffering,” Johnson told me.

As the G7 leaders debated how to respond, Johnson, von der Leyen, and Trudeau sounded the most hawkish. Fresh from speaking with Zelensky, Johnson joined the G7 call pushing for a Russian ban from SWIFT, while Trudeau floated the idea of blocking Russia’s enormous foreign central bank reserves, after Freeland urged him to do so. Singh had thought about the possibility of freezing the reserves ever since his time working at the U.S. Treasury in 2014 when Putin annexed Crimea, but the idea hadn’t been raised at the level of the leaders until then. For such a radical step to be taken, Singh felt timing was everything. It looked as if the moment had finally come.

The sanctions that had been prepared in advance to roll out if Putin invaded looked weak juxtaposed with images of Russian missile strikes across Ukraine. The measures included a series of U.S. blocks and restrictions on some Russian banks and sanctions against some elites, but these were far from a knockout blow. Biden announced the package with a broad brush, facing down questions about why the penalties didn’t stop Putin and why a Russian ban from SWIFT wasn’t included. “It’s always an option, but right now, that’s not the position the rest of Europe wishes to take,” Biden said. Singh was scheduled to follow later that day with a more detailed dissection of the package for the media, which he knew needed to go further. Unlike Seibert, who worked behind the scenes in Brussels on the EU’s second sanctions package, Singh had taken on an increasingly public role articulating Biden’s sanctions policy through a series of press briefings and appearances on CNN and MSNBC to explain the economic pressure campaign against Putin.

In fact, Singh had been so central to devising U.S. sanctions against Russia that some were calling the economic response the “Daleep doctrine.” He came armed with an Ivy League pedigree and a gold-plated résumé. After studying economics at Duke University, he had earned a joint MBA and master’s in public administration from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Harvard University focusing on international economics. He’d worked at Goldman Sachs, and then the U.S. Treasury and the New York Federal Reserve. Singh explains the world with a disarming clarity and convincing faith in the ability of the United States to uphold the rules-based liberal world order. Coming from his mouth, the measures sounded smart, strategic, sensible. No one wanted to go to war with a nuclear-armed Russia, but an economic battle sounded like an astute way to make Putin pay a steep price. “Back by popular demand,” Biden’s spokesperson Jen Psaki introduced him to the Washington press corps at 5:30 p.m. on the day Russia’s invasion began, “Daleep is back.”

“This is a briefing I never wanted to give,” Singh began. “President Biden has said from the start of this crisis, if Putin chooses to invade, the cost to Russia will be immediate and profound—to its financial system, to its economy, to its technology base, and to its strategic position in the world.” He ticked off a series of economic penalties: cutting off Russia’s largest bank, Sberbank, from the U.S. financial system; full blocking sanctions on Russia’s second-largest bank, VTB, and three others; restricting thirteen of Russia’s biggest companies from U.S. financing; blacklisting ten Russian elites; and a bar on Russia’s ability to import cutting-edge technology.

The sanctions on day one went further than the United States had gone ever before, with commercial bank penalties that were hard fought, but the immediate reaction from the media could be summed up as “That’s all you got?” Biden had warned of punishing sanctions if Putin invaded, but now the penalties looked feeble. Putin had ordered the biggest attack by one state against another in Europe in more than seventy years, but the Kremlin leader himself was not sanctioned. The administration hadn’t even fully blocked Russia’s biggest bank, Sberbank.

Pressure for more drastic measures built after Zelensky urged EU leaders to impose more punishing sanctions, warning them during an emotional video call from his bunker in Kyiv later that day, “This might be the last time you see me alive.”



The next day, as Russian attacks on Ukrainian cities continued, Biden’s national security team were working frantically inside the White House, surviving on pizza, chicken fingers, and espressos from a machine that was growing green fuzz from neglect in Singh’s office. Images of the war on social media and televisions were shocking people around the world, while calls to deploy obscure economic weapons were seeping into the public consciousness. Outside the White House, protesters in Lafayette Square were holding placards saying BAN RUSSIA FROM SWIFT. “I’m not even sure if people who were holding these signs knew what SWIFT was. But it had just become this rallying cry,” Singh told me. While SWIFT had caught the public’s attention, freezing Russia’s reserves had not.

The idea to block Russia’s central bank suddenly took on an urgency because of French intelligence that the Kremlin was already starting to withdraw assets from Europe, which meant an agreement to freeze was needed by Monday or tens of billions could disappear. As the U.S. Treasury finally slapped sanctions on Putin himself along with other top officials, Singh was writing up a succinct one-page memo outlining a plan to block Russia’s mammoth $300 billion in central bank reserves held in Western financial institutions, to de-SWIFT its largest banks, and to launch a task force to go after sanctioned assets. In conversations with Biden and his national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, Singh argued it was time to strike big. They were expecting Russia to try to topple the Ukrainian government, so waiting made no sense. The severity of the invasion was at the upper bounds of what they had expected. “If not now, when are we going to deliver the full scale of our sanctions arsenal?” he told them.

Singh was Biden’s G7 “sherpa,” named after the Himalayan mountain guides. Singh hopped on a call with Seibert and Jonathan Black, sherpas to von der Leyen and Johnson, respectively, to strategize how to build consensus to strike against Russia’s biggest economic target—Russia’s central bank—by harnessing the emotional valence of the moment. “We were trying to figure out how to get the whole G7 to move at once,” Singh told me. The wider group of G7 sherpas were supposed to talk later that day, and the trio wanted to devise the most convincing pitch. When the sherpas all convened, they talked about de-SWIFTing some of Russia’s biggest banks and going after sanctioned oligarch assets. Singh went last with his pitch for blocking $300 billion in reserves in the West—a ban on anyone transacting with Russia’s central bank, arguing it would generate an economic shock and awe. “This is an extreme measure to take, but if we do it together, it will be seen as a collective defense of core principles that we all share to underpin peace and security,” Singh told them.

“The issuers of the world’s major reserve currencies were all represented on that call—euros, dollars, pound, and yen. That’s all you needed,” he told me. The sherpas agreed to push the proposal up their chains of command. Yet they were venturing into the unknown. “Nobody knew the exact size of the assets,” Seibert told me. “But we knew most of the money was in Europe.”

In London, Johnson spoke with Zelensky again as Russian troops marched toward Kyiv. As usual, they started out with a translator, first talking about weapons supplies and Johnson telling him the whole world was praying. But then Zelensky began speaking English. “You like Shakespeare, Boris, right?” Zelensky said, knowing that Johnson had a deal to write a biography of the Bard. “To SWIFT or not to SWIFT? That is the question,” Zelensky said. As a former TV comedian, Zelensky knew how to deliver a rehearsed line for maximum effect even in his halting English. Johnson assured him they were making progress on SWIFT.

Fresh from the call with Zelensky, Johnson went to his 9:00 a.m. meeting with his key political advisers and SWIFT at the forefront of his mind. “We really need to get SWIFT done,” he told them. “The Europeans have got to come through on this.”

Europe was split on whether to exclude Russia from SWIFT, with Germany, Italy, and Austria initially expressing doubts about the move. Johnson was trying to rally support for the ban. Johnson texted his advisers that Dutch prime minister Mark Rutte was on board: “Rutte is sound on SWIFT and the bank-asset freeze,” referring to Russia’s central bank reserves. “We need a way of moving all this on,” Johnson said. “A country is being destroyed before our eyes. And the West is still bickering about how tough to be.” His hard-hitting stance was all the easier because kicking Russian banks out of SWIFT and freezing the reserves cost the U.K. little. Going after Russian money in the U.K. would be much harder.

Back in Washington, Singh knew the clock was ticking; the proposal to block Russia’s reserves had to be kept under wraps, or Putin would continue to move the money out of Western financial institutions. Singh isn’t just a policy wonk; he’s a markets guy. He’d most recently worked as head of the markets team at the New York Federal Reserve. He knew a proposal had to be agreed upon before trading began on Monday. That actually meant Sunday, when New Zealand’s currency markets opened. “Is this going to work?” his boss, Jake Sullivan, asked him. Singh thought it would cause the ruble to go into freefall. They couldn’t wait with the situation on the ground in Ukraine worsening by the hour.

When Singh and others huddled in Sullivan’s office for a National Security Council meeting on Saturday morning, Biden, connected remotely from Wilmington, Delaware, asked Sullivan about freezing Russia’s reserves. When Singh presented the plan, the president asked him to explain why blocking the reserves would matter to Putin. “Because he’s not expecting it,” Singh said. Everyone was on board, but U.S. treasury secretary Janet Yellen hesitated about rushing it through. She was unsure about the ramifications of freezing Russia’s reserves and how it might affect global markets. Yellen was also doubtful that enough other countries would back the move to make it a global initiative and was reluctant to support the freeze if it was just the United States going ahead. “I want more time to consider it,” she told the group.

The meeting ended without a decision. Without Yellen’s support, the proposal was going nowhere. It had been discussed conceptually by senior Treasury officials before, but the speed of the decision-making and the possible ripple effects made them nervous. Yellen was the last obstacle to the plan moving forward at a time when Ukraine’s very existence as an independent state was in doubt. Russian forces were engaged in urban warfare in northwestern Kyiv and were attacking the key port city of Mariupol.

Singh called Seibert and said, “We have a problem.”

Yellen needed convincing, and the only person who could possibly persuade her was Draghi, then the Italian prime minister. Yellen is known to be cautious in the face of uncertainty, but she’s widely respected on Wall Street for helping bring the global financial system back from the brink as the former vice chair and then chair of the Federal Reserve. Draghi had worked with Yellen as equals on the world stage for years. He commanded enormous respect after navigating the European sovereign-debt crisis in the early 2010s, giving his now-famous speech saying he’d do “whatever it takes” to prevent the euro from crashing.

“They spoke the same language, and I’m not talking about English,” one former senior European diplomat told me. “They understand each other at a glance.” For Draghi, the horrors unfolding in Ukraine pushed any worries about financial stability to the back of his mind. He viewed immobilizing the reserves as an obvious step to take. Seibert asked von der Leyen to call Draghi to see if he could convince Yellen. When he called her to discuss the proposal, Yellen was in a meeting at the U.S. Treasury’s office on Pennsylvania Avenue with senior officials discussing their doubts that enough countries would agree to the plan to make it work. She stepped out to speak to Draghi and returned sounding more convinced. “Italy wants to do this,” she said. “They think they can get consensus.”

With Yellen on board, Singh rushed to finalize the statement announcing the historic steps the G7 was planning to take. He wanted it to go out by 5:00 p.m. Eastern time.

Then, in the middle of the afternoon, Singh got a call from his daughter, who was home alone, telling him a man had been lurking on their front lawn and broken into their house in northwest Washington. Singh dropped everything, called the Secret Service, and rushed home. The man fled the scene in a BMW sedan. He was relieved to find that she was fine. Nothing had been stolen. There was no evidence the episode was linked to Singh’s high-profile sanctions work, but it could certainly have been a Russian attempt to rattle him. Russian spies have a history of orchestrating “home intrusions” designed to harass and intimidate diplomats.

Shaken, Singh returned to the White House, and several hours later Western allies announced an economic blitzkrieg. The United States, the U.K., Germany, France, Canada, and the European Commission committed to removing selected Russian banks from SWIFT and restricting Russia’s central bank from using its foreign reserves. (Japanese leaders, who were asleep when the statement went out, joined later.) In a concession to European countries, not all Russian banks would be kicked out of SWIFT, in part to allow payments for Russian energy to keep flowing.

Agreeing to freeze $300 billion of Russian assets in one swoop was an uphill battle. Now, as Russia launched missile strikes across Ukraine, they had to wait and see what would happen.



The next day, Singh woke up to reports that freezing the reserves and de-SWIFTing Russia’s largest banks might have a bigger impact than expected. He began to worry that this unprecedented action could spark global market chaos. “Taking out the central bank means we’re running the risk of catastrophic success,” he told Sullivan. “We’ll need eyes wide open to the risk of an uncontrolled financial crisis that spreads beyond Russia’s borders.”

The effect on Russia was immediate and profound. On Monday, the ruble plunged almost 30 percent—and even more in international markets—as companies and individuals rushed to try to exchange the Russian currency for dollars. Singh was in real-time contact with the Fed and other regulators to monitor the fallout. A tumbling ruble meant higher import costs, which would fuel Russian inflation, causing an economic downturn. The Russian central bank announced the Russian stock market, first closed when the war began, would not open, in a bid to limit the financial repercussions. It would remain closed for a month. Shares trading in London of Russia’s largest bank, Sberbank, plunged more than 70 percent.

The assault initially played out exactly as Singh had predicted, and, fortunately, his concerns about possible financial “dry tinder” igniting outside Russia didn’t materialize. Putin hadn’t seen it coming. Western leaders began to gloat that the Russian economy would soon collapse. France’s finance minister, Bruno Le Maire, declared that the West was “waging an all-out economic and financial war on Russia.” Critics piled in. “To do this to a fellow central bank involves breaking the assumption of sovereign equality and the common interest in upholding the rights to property,” the economic historian and Columbia University professor Adam Tooze wrote on his influential blog.

With Russia thrust into its most precarious economic position in decades, Putin was lucky to have one of the world’s smartest central bankers in his corner: Elvira Nabiullina. Then a fifty-eight-year-old economist, Nabiullina, with her black-rimmed glasses and bobbed auburn hair, exudes a no-nonsense “don’t mess with me” air. She had worked with Putin ever since he entered the Kremlin, including the previous nine years as central bank governor. Western investors had lauded her as one of the world’s best monetary policymakers and praised her for trying to clean up the country’s notoriously corrupt and bloated banking sector, shutting down more than three hundred institutions. She was renowned for sending signals to the market by the type of brooch pinned to her collarless jackets before rate decisions. When she showed up with a dove or a swan brooch, the rate went down. When she wore a hawk or a leopard, it signaled a rate rise.

When the war started, Nabiullina wanted to step down, but Putin ordered her to stay for another five-year term, according to people close to her. Quitting would have been seen as a betrayal of Putin, with unknown consequences for her and her family. Resigning would effectively mean fleeing the country. It was yet another sign of how fear had become the cornerstone of Putin’s Russia. While other lower-ranking employees quit, some more prominent officials also felt trapped.

The freeze took Russian central bank officials by surprise. Before the invasion, they had modeled scenarios for Russia’s banks getting cut off from SWIFT, but they didn’t think the reserves would be blocked. With the ruble in free fall, the normal strategy would be to sell some of the central bank’s stash of dollars and euros to bolster the currency. With half the reserves out of reach, though, Nabiullina had limited firepower. So she used other tools: On the Monday after the G7 announced the freezing of reserves, she more than doubled interest rates, increasing demand for rubles, and imposed capital controls to stop cash from fleeing the country. (Curiously, she donned all black and wore no brooch on the day of her announcement; her brooch signals have all but disappeared since the invasion.) The government also required Russian businesses earning foreign currency abroad to swap 80 percent of their proceeds into rubles. That same day, Putin chaired an emergency meeting with the central bank after the Kremlin admitted the sanctions “significantly changed Russia’s economic reality.” In a video to her staff just days after the invasion, Nabiullina said, “All of us would have wanted for this not to happen,” adding to speculation she privately opposed the war. Whatever her leanings, her efforts helped stabilize the ruble by the end of March and staved off the immediate ruin of the Russian economy. In the end, she did more to help Putin sustain the war than almost anyone.



The freeze, coupled with expelling some of the country’s largest banks from SWIFT, sparked a financial crisis that was contained within Russia’s borders, but the Kremlin was able to recover because the West had left one major hole in the sanctions: energy. Russia was still earning petrodollars from the sale of oil and gas, which hadn’t been touched by the economic war because Europe remained heavily dependent on Russian supplies. But the resolve to ratchet up the economic pressure on Putin only increased as more Russian atrocities in Ukraine came to light. If the threat of economic penalties couldn’t prevent Putin from launching his war, the goal shifted from behavior change to a containment strategy. “Sanctions can degrade and impair a country’s ability to project power and exert influence,” Singh told me. “But are the effects decisive enough to stop an autocrat from conducting a physical land grab? Almost never. It was always unlikely that sanctions by themselves would deliver a knockout blow to Putin’s plans before or in the early days of the invasion. Their impact accumulates over time.”

That buildup could only happen with a sustained collective effort. The G7, working as part of a coalition of more than thirty countries, would go on to roll out new sanctions daily, weekly, and then monthly, mostly coordinated but sometimes in a helter-skelter fashion. It froze the assets of some of Russia’s richest men, blacklisted more banks and companies, and imposed trade restrictions, but the measures had less of an impact than the nuclear option of freezing the reserves. “We made policy in a very open way,” Black, Johnson’s sherpa, told me. “We shared things that normally we’d be quite careful about, everything from legislative overload to financial stability. There was a lot of trust in that group of people.”

The West had united in its efforts to isolate Russia like never before, unlocking tactics that turbocharged the use of economic war. Europe was considering how it might wean itself off Russian energy in what would be a major shift in the post–Cold War economic model.

But the U.K. faced one of the most difficult challenges: the oligarchs. So much illicit Russian money had flooded into the capital that it had developed the nickname Londongrad. Soon after the invasion, Johnson was preparing for Prime Minister’s Questions, the weekly face-off in parliament, with the opposition Labour leader, Keir Starmer, and Johnson was expecting to be attacked for not doing enough to respond to Putin’s aggression. Helping him prep was Michael Gove, a cabinet minister whose role would involve him in the handling of sanctioned Russian mansions. Johnson turned to him and said with his bombastic flourish, “You need to be the Henry VIII of modern Britain, seizing the assets of the oligarchs like Henry VIII seized the monasteries.” Gove countered, “No, that’s you. I’m Cromwell,” referring to the king’s chief minister, who helped him disband the monasteries in the 1500s, expropriating their income. There were no Cromwell-like confiscations, but it was a sign of the dilemma they faced. They had no legal basis to actually seize anything unless an oligarch had committed a crime or was involved in unlawful conduct; many Russian tycoons had earned their fortunes from historical corruption but most were by then invested in legitimate businesses.

Many saw Johnson as soft on Russia because of his relationship with Alexander Lebedev, a former KGB agent turned businessman with a hotel in Crimea, and his son, Evgeny, the owner of London’s Evening Standard newspaper. In 2018, Johnson had met Alexander at a weekend-long party held at Evgeny’s palazzo in Italy, while Johnson was U.K. foreign secretary, without civil servants or his security detail present, an episode that raised questions about the nature of their relationship. Johnson billed the weekend as purely social.

Whatever his relationship with the Lebedevs, Johnson was now pushing for more sanctions on Russia’s elite. The move was popular among a British public outraged by pictures of carnage from Ukraine. “It’s embarrassing that we’re still mucking around with our list of oligos,” he texted his advisers in a WhatsApp group. “We need to sanction them all much faster.” Less than a week after the invasion, the U.K. targeted Russian billionaire Alisher Usmanov, freezing his £48 million Beechwood House in north London and his sixteenth-century Sutton Place estate in Surrey, outside the capital. That meant he couldn’t sell the properties or pay for their upkeep without approval from U.K. authorities. But it turned out Usmanov was one step ahead. He’d already transferred those properties into trusts of which he was no longer a beneficiary, complicating efforts to block the assets.

In March, Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov compared the Western sanctions to thievery. “They didn’t give a damn about all their principles that they planted on the international stage, including when they began to seize the assets of both the Russian central bank and our private companies. It’s just theft,” he told Al Jazeera. “They have now simply crossed out these rules and returned to the gangster, wild capitalism of the times of the gold rush.”

Trumpeting the power of the penalties, Biden for the first time articulated the policy of economic war. “Taken together, these economic sanctions are a new kind of economic statecraft with the power to inflict damage that rivals military might,” he said in a speech to an assembled crowd at the Royal Castle in Warsaw at the end of March. “These international sanctions are sapping Russian strength, its ability to replenish its military, and its ability to project power.” Framing it as a battle between autocracy and democracy, Biden went out of his way to make clear that the Russian people were not “our enemy.”

The West hadn’t imposed a full blockade on Russia, instead relying on a complex web of restrictions. Global banks trying to keep up were often so risk averse that they just stopped doing business with anyone connected to Russia, fearful of running afoul of the U.S. Treasury. Low-income countries also suffered from higher food prices because the difficulty of processing payments to Russia made Western importers shy away from buying Russian grain, even though it was not subject to sanctions. The unintended casualties in the economic war undermined efforts to build a wider global coalition for sanctions.

Imposing asset freezes on this company or that oligarch in an attempt to squeeze Putin’s resources, or, as one U.S. official put it, add “sludge” to the system, continued unabated. More Russian banks were banned from SWIFT. But it was the freezing of Russia’s central bank reserves—done over a weekend—that arguably had the biggest impact on Putin’s ability to sustain the war over the long term, even if Russia recovered on the back of soaring energy prices. For the first time, hundreds of billions of dollars had been immobilized in the West as a direct response to a global security threat. It inextricably linked economic power with a set of values and norms and forced a rethinking of the risks of economic interdependence. And it set off a protracted global fight over whether the G7 was legally justified to actually confiscate Russia’s $300 billion in reserves to rebuild war-torn Ukraine.






CHAPTER 2 HUNTING RUSSIAN KLEPTOCRATS


On Monday, February 28, 2022, just four days after Putin’s invasion began, Andrew Adams got an unexpected call from Washington. At the time, he was overseeing several secret investigations targeting high-profile Russian oligarchs as an assistant U.S. Attorney in the Southern District of New York (SDNY)—the most powerful federal prosecutor’s office in the country, based in lower Manhattan. Adams had risen up the ranks to become the cochief of SDNY’s money-laundering and transnational-criminal-enterprises unit, a position that gave him unique insight into the workings of Russian corruption not just in New York but around the world. When he woke up that morning, Putin’s war against Ukraine was intensifying, with reports of civilians trying to block the column of Russian tanks rumbling toward Kyiv and artillery attacks on Ukraine’s second-biggest city, Kharkiv.

The night before, Adams had told his wife he would leave SDNY to accept a job as a partner at a prestigious Manhattan law firm. He’d spent almost a decade in public service, where prosecutors typically earn a tenth of what they could pull in private practice. As much as he loved his job at SDNY, it was time to move on. But, unbeknownst to him, in Washington, the White House had just asked the Justice Department to form what it called the KleptoCapture task force to aggressively enforce sanctions on Russian officials and elites with ties to Putin. Hunting down the yachts, jets, and mansions involved in sanctions evasion, the goal was to step up the attack on money laundering and flush Russian illicit finance out of the West. It was envisioned as an all-hands-on-deck initiative, pulling in multiple agencies, from the FBI to the Internal Revenue Service, the U.S. Marshals, and Secret Service. Deputy Attorney General Lisa Monaco was told to stand up the group as quickly as possible.

When Adams answered his phone that morning, a top Justice Department official who worked with Monaco told Adams they wanted him to lead the new high-profile push. “He told me, ’We would really love it if you would do this, and by the way, we would really love it if you could give us an answer in the next forty-five minutes,’ ” Adams recalled. Though he’d been investigating Russian oligarchs for years, Adams knew that leading the task force was a huge opportunity but not one without risks. “These cases are not easy, but they have possibilities for really aggressive action,” he said. For one, he quickly realized Putin’s invasion had finally galvanized Western allies to act in a way that would unlock international cooperation and create opportunities to build cases like never before. The partnership at the white-shoe law firm could wait. “So, I called my wife and then the law firm and said, ‘Sorry guys, this is too momentous of a situation, so I’m going to stick with it.’ ”

The following evening, Biden delivered his State of the Union address, during which he announced the new task force. The war in Ukraine dominated his speech as he vowed to choke off Russia from the international financial system. “Tonight, I say to the Russian oligarchs and the corrupt leaders who’ve bilked billions of dollars off this violent regime, ‘No more,’ ” Biden said. “We’re coming for your ill-begotten gains.”

Adams, then just thirty-nine, doesn’t look like a hard-nosed criminal prosecutor. Tall and thin, with his dark blond hair neatly combed back, he has an earnest demeanor that belies his tenacity in going after mobsters and drug kingpins. “Over the years, you see different prosecutors—some of them are like cowboys who want to bust heads,” Adams’s old boss at SDNY, Sharon Cohen Levin, told me. Adams didn’t fit that mold. He’d earned a reputation as someone who successfully cooperated with teams of FBI agents on complex cases, making tricky judgment calls under pressure.

Within days, Adams was leading the biggest-ever coordinated drive to lock down Russian assets around the world, from superyachts to private jets, while helping to fast-track stalled cases with a surge in resources. The KleptoCapture task force had around twelve prosecutors working under Adams, including trial attorneys from the units focused on money laundering, organized crime, counterintelligence, and export controls. He enlisted a handful more from U.S. Attorneys’ offices from around the country. “You’re here to do the extremely tight turnaround cases,” Adams told them.

The task force would be housed within Monaco’s office and would sit above all of the DOJ’s key divisions: national security, criminal, tax, and civil. Crucially, it would not be just a coordinating task force but would be allowed to cut its own subpoenas, giving it power to run with an investigation. “All the signals were, ’We want to treat this like we’re on a wartime footing,’ ” he recalled. “ ’Move quickly and you’ll have money, you’ll have support.’ ”

The United States leads the world in prosecuting money laundering and corruption, with teams of FBI agents able to follow the money like no other law enforcement body in the world. America has long been criticized for overreach, acting as the world’s policeman, judge, and jury—a position it enjoys because of the widespread use of the U.S. dollar. But the task force marked a sea change in approach. After years of paying lip service to cracking down on Putin’s cronies and confronting his “malign” influence operations, the Biden administration decided to put some real teeth into sanctions enforcement by targeting Russian assets involved in evasion. Congress helped, allocating about $60 million in funding soon after the task force was established.

In May 2022, Monaco sent a chill through C-suites by declaring, “Sanctions are the new FCPA,” or Foreign Corrupt Practices Act, which had been used by the Justice Department to aggressively prosecute executives and fine U.S. companies for bribing foreign officials. The anti-corruption law had been on the books since the 1970s, but the Justice Department only started seriously enforcing it in the 2000s, when it began handing out eye-watering fines to multinational corporations around the world. Monaco was signaling that just as the United States aggressively enforced anti-corruption laws, it would start pouring resources into prosecuting sanctions violations.

At the outset, the task force sent out an email to all ninety-three U.S. Attorneys’ offices to find out if they were already working on any Russian-sanctions or export-control cases in an effort to pool efforts and avoid duplication. Adams was able to fast-track resources to offices that had already started Russia-related investigations. And he could help smooth the way with international partners now that governments around the world were a bit more willing to cooperate, opening up possibilities for unprecedented action.

The task force began by targeting Russian oligarchs who had already been sanctioned as a way of demonstrating the penalties would finally have real teeth. Working with the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security, they drew up a list of roughly twenty Russian oligarchs who could give them a shot at bringing charges of sanctions violations or money laundering. It wasn’t necessarily driven by their importance to the Russian economy but by whether the oligarch had U.S. assets or other ties that would give the U.S. jurisdiction to make a case.

At the same time, a robust debate took place behind the scenes about whether targeting Russia’s top tycoons would make a difference. There was an acknowledgment that dialing up the pressure on Russia’s wealthiest businessmen wouldn’t necessarily force Putin to roll back from Ukraine. The Kremlin had a history of seizing assets from oligarchs who went against Putin, and there were plenty of examples of Russian businessmen dying under mysterious circumstances. Refraining from sanctions to entice them to provide intelligence hadn’t worked before, but the hammer of an indictment became a central tool. “It was the carrot-versus-stick conversation,” said one former top counterintelligence source involved in the discussions at the time. “We spend a lot of time trying to recruit oligarchs and get info. There was not a lot of track record of them responding to the carrot. But we weren’t sure if leaning on the oligarchs really was the soft underbelly of Putin. They liked coming to the U.S. with their houses. But they weren’t going to do anything that would put their health or family at risk. They’re making a mental calculation. If I cooperate with the U.S. government, I can keep my yacht and my bank account, but I could fall out of a window.”

Once the KleptoCapture task force was formed, the emphasis was clearly on the stick. Even if putting the oligarchs under stress did little to change Putin’s decision-making, they needed to enforce the existing sanctions and make sure Russia’s elite were prosecuted for illegal activity. The sanctions were meaningless without enforcement. The task force was partly about increasing costs on the Russian oligarchs through prosecution and partly about purging Russian money and influence from Western economies. It created opportunities to seize Russian assets and channel the proceeds to Ukraine using forfeiture, a complex legal process that involves proving in a court that the assets were involved in unlawful activity and therefore can be confiscated. But Russian tycoons were masters at using offshore shell companies to hide their wealth, which raised the risk that KleptoCapture would end up in a costly multiyear game of cat-and-mouse chases.



Adams, with his track record of working on Russian money laundering and organized crime cases, was a natural pick to lead KleptoCapture. He’d been inspired by the legendary Spanish prosecutor José Grinda Gonzalez, who spent years hunting the Russian Mafia in Spain. “He talked about Russian organized crime as a form of civilizational assault,” Adams recalled during a talk at the Hudson Institute in Washington, DC. “That remains a sort of foundational text for me and this task force.”

The son of a nurse and a pediatrician, Adams grew up in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and then Dallas, Texas, before getting his law degree at the University of Michigan. Following in the footsteps of many ambitious law graduates, he kicked off his career with two clerkships, including at the influential U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit, where Supreme Court justices Thurgood Marshall and Sonia Sotomayor once served. Both the judges he’d clerked for had been assistant U.S. Attorneys, so he saw it as an attractive career path.

In 2013, he landed a coveted position as a prosecutor at SDNY, where he was one of more than 220 assistant U.S. Attorneys. The office is known for its political independence from the mainline Justice Department in Washington, so much so that its nickname is the Sovereign District of New York. It has jurisdiction over Manhattan and, therefore, the finance industry, giving it another moniker: the Sheriff of Wall Street. It has a history of aggressively prosecuting high-profile insider-trading and financial-fraud cases, including those of Michael Milken and Bernie Madoff. Adams chose an unusual path at the storied office. After a year at SDNY, most prosecutors often join the narcotics unit to get experience in bread-and-butter criminal cases. But Adams could see that those who were promoted to supervisors had once worked in the forfeiture unit, so it looked like a fast track. It was traditionally considered a backwater that no one wanted to join. “It wasn’t sexy,” as one former SDNY prosecutor explained it to me.

With roots in English law, forfeiture goes back centuries. It’s what allowed English customs officials in the colonial period to use “writs of assistance” to seize suspected contraband, ensuring that goods landing in American ports were taxed or, if not, confiscated. Outrage over these seizures helped spark the American Revolution. After independence, the first U.S. Congress adopted forfeiture laws modeled on the British statutes to help collect customs duties. Forfeiture was rarely used for almost two centuries, apart from during Prohibition, when it was used to seize cars used for illegally selling alcohol. Present-day forfeiture grew out of the war on drugs in the 1980s, as prosecutors around the country went after drug kingpins, turning forfeiture into a potent weapon to fight crime. Instead of just putting drug dealers in prison, prosecutors used new forfeiture laws to seize property that was the proceeds of their crimes—the fast cars, the private jets, and the mansions—and, where possible, transfer funds to the victims. Under new civil forfeiture laws, prosecutors were able to seize property if there was evidence it was connected to unlawful activity, even if the owners weren’t charged with a crime. In the United States, civil forfeiture has been controversial, sometimes used by local authorities for minor offenses in a zeal to seize assets.

At SDNY, the forfeiture unit was doing the painstaking work of tracing financial assets involved in crime, often carrying the water for other prosecutors in the office. But Adams realized it was a way to work as a junior prosecutor on bigger cases, such as complex frauds. And he’d be learning the ropes from Levin, whom Forbes once called the “Babe Ruth of Forfeiture” due to her success in seizing assets. “Most people, when they come to the U.S. Attorneys’ office, they’re pretty young, and their vision is ‘I’m going to put the bad guys in jail,’ ” Levin told me. “That’s not what we did in the forfeiture unit. But I was able to convince people to join me by telling them it was an opportunity to work on cutting-edge cases.” Levin’s sales pitch worked on Adams. “You could parlay the position into getting into cases as a relatively junior prosecutor that you would otherwise never be able to touch. You could go to the securities unit and say, ‘I’ll do your forfeiture, but I also want to be on the trial for this big insider-trading investigation,” Adams told me.

After learning how to grab millions from fraudsters and insider traders, Adams joined the Violent and Organized Crime unit of SDNY, a step up where he could prosecute serious offenses and use his forfeiture skills. Adams essentially acted as in-house legal counsel to the FBI’s Eurasian Organized Crime unit, whose flagship squad is in New York. The Russian Mafia was on its doorstep. “We worked hand in glove with them a lot,” Adams told me. He spent three years chasing down Russian mob figures in Brooklyn’s Brighton Beach, which had been a magnet for émigrés since the 1980s and a base for Mafia murders, drug dealing, and fraud schemes that often stretched across the country.

Around 2015, Adams began working with the FBI as it zeroed in on a Mafia leader named Razhden Shulaya, aka Roma, or Brother, a Soviet Georgian raised in St. Petersburg. He was a vor v zakone or “thief-in-law,” the top rank in Russian organized crime, akin to an Italian godfather. Unlike the Italian Mafia, which is dominated by family ties, the Russian mob is less organized and hierarchical. A vor, a term that grew out of the Soviet prison system, is more likely to broker opportunistic partnerships. Shulaya was a product of Putin’s Russia, having reportedly emerged from the Georgian Mafia group Kutaisi, which battled with a rival Georgian mob over contracts for the 2014 Sochi Olympics. He was arrested in Lithuania in 2013 during a Europe-wide crackdown on Soviet Georgian gangsters, but he somehow made his way to Edgewater, New Jersey, later that year. Shulaya’s gang was a sign of how Russian organized crime was expanding across the United States, growing in strength as an offshoot of Putin’s kleptocracy.

The Shulaya case had all the elements of a classic mobster movie. Adams, working with the FBI’s Eurasian Organized Crime unit, was soon onto Shulaya thanks to informants working undercover. Investigators watched how a flow of counterfeit jewelry, cases of contraband cigarettes, and ten thousand pounds of stolen chocolate flowed his way. There were even plans for a “romance scam” to use an attractive woman to lure a man to Atlantic City, drug him with chloroform, and steal his money. Shulaya operated out of a poker house running rigged games above a restaurant in Brighton Beach, where he once threatened the owners and demanded $100,000 in payment. As a vor, Shulaya was entitled to receive tributes, or obshchak, common funds or goods from other criminals under his protection. The parking lot of the Whole Foods in Edgewater was the setting for his verbal lashings of underlings. When Shulaya was unhappy with his level of obshchak, he brought in his enforcer, a Georgian professional middleweight boxer named Avtandil Khurtsidze, aka Mini Mike Tyson, who’d enjoyed considerable success during his fifteen-year career.

Shulaya’s case was a classic racketeering prosecution from a bygone era. Adams and his FBI team made headway by getting a warrant to spend six months wiretapping phones, with Russian and Georgian translators working the case. “It was thousands and thousands of hours of investigation,” Adams told me. “We were hopping from phone to phone. Now nobody uses standard phone lines.”

In January 2017, investigators realized Shulaya had bigger ambitions. He was plotting an elaborate scheme to defraud casinos by using devices and software that could predict the behavior of particular models of electronic slot machines. The devices would let Shulaya’s gang figure out when a machine was likely to pay out a large prize. It represented a more sophisticated form of Russian organized crime that could be used in casinos nationwide.

He never got that far. In early June 2017, Shulaya collapsed on his bed in his hotel room at Caesars Palace in Las Vegas. He’d been up for days, losing at blackjack, snorting cocaine, and having sex with a woman he met at the casino. A few days later, the FBI arrested him at a Walgreens in Vegas in coordinated arrests across the country that also charged thirty-two others, the culmination of an investigation that had lasted years. It was hailed as the most important arrest in the expanding world of Russian organized crime.

Adams co-led the trial a year later, when Shulaya was convicted of racketeering for schemes involving extortion, fraud, theft, and trafficking in stolen goods. Shulaya was sentenced to forty-five years in prison and ordered to forfeit more than $2 million in assets. “It was the first racketeering conviction of a vor,” Adams told me. The case was a win for U.S. law enforcement trying to combat the constantly evolving activity of the Russian Mafia in the United States. For Adams, the racketeering case was a crash course in the structure and inner workings of Russian organized crime.

Learning about the Russian criminal underworld helped Adams when he started investigating oligarchs close to Putin, who used the obshchak model—payments from a common cash pot—on a grand scale to run Russia as a Mafia state. As the historian Mark Galeotti has observed, the term obshchak had started to take on new meanings as the ways of the vory started to be used by the Kremlin to enrich those around Putin. And under Putin’s rule, Russian criminal gangs had gone global, using sophisticated financial networks.

SDNY was retooling in response to the changing nature of the threat they saw. Major bank investigations routinely saw organized criminal networks pumping money through the U.S. financial system. Likewise, every organized crime probe involved some attempt to exploit U.S. banks. After successfully convicting Shulaya, Adams rose to co-lead SDNY’s forfeiture unit with another prosecutor, Alex Wilson. They suggested to their boss, then U.S. Attorney Geoffrey Berman, that they stop siloing forfeiture and require every prosecutor to learn how to trace and seize assets stemming from crime or unlawful activity. It reflected how forfeiture had become a central tool of U.S. law enforcement. “The vision was, if you’re a prosecutor and you don’t know how to use this tool, then you’re not doing all of your job,” Adams said. Berman agreed and renamed the unit the Money Laundering and Transnational Criminal Enterprises unit.

In March 2018, it became clear the threat from Russia was much bigger than anyone had realized. Sergei Skripal, a former military intelligence officer who’d worked as a double agent for MI6, and his daughter, Yulia, were found frothing at the mouth and slumped on a bench in Salisbury, a small town southwest of London. He had been living quietly in the U.K. since 2010. The Skripals survived, but authorities determined they’d been exposed to a nerve agent called Novichok, smuggled into the country in a perfume bottle by agents from Russia’s military intelligence service, the GRU, in a botched hit job. A British woman later died after being accidentally exposed. The Kremlin denied responsibility, but the nerve agent had only been produced at one site in Russia. The poisoning amounted to a Russian state-sponsored chemical weapons attack on British soil.

Outrage over the Skripal poisoning was a turning point that led to the creation of Operation Accordable, a joint U.S.-U.K. project to go after sanctioned Russian oligarchs operating in the West. Ostensibly, the FBI and the Justice Department joined forces with the U.K.’s National Crime Agency (NCA) to pursue targets together, but they weren’t always on the same page.

A month after the Skripal poisoning, the Trump administration slapped sanctions on seven Russian tycoons after coming under pressure from Congress over the Kremlin’s meddling in the 2016 presidential election. The new sanctions widened the pool of oligarchs for Operation Accordable to track. In theory, anyone under U.S. sanctions becomes radioactive and has their dollar assets blocked, usually by banks, which need to monitor government lists of designated individuals. Businesses, in turn, are required to inform the Treasury if they have blocked assets belonging to sanctioned individuals. But the U.K. and the EU didn’t always follow with their own matching sanctions, enabling some of the tycoons to operate freely in Europe. Investigators on both sides of the Atlantic told me that unmatched political will to go after Russian tycoons frustrated U.S. efforts to bring criminal charges against sanctions evaders.

Operation Accordable drew up a list of oligarch targets who were operating in the West. One of the first cases Adams began overseeing was against Konstantin Malofeyev, known as Russia’s Orthodox Oligarch because of his support of the Russian Orthodox Church. A Russian billionaire with a bushy brown beard, Malofeyev was first sanctioned by the United States in 2014 for being one of the main sources of financing for Russians promoting separatists in Crimea and eastern Ukraine. He is one of Putin’s top propagandists and an ardent monarchist, who made his fortune after founding a private equity firm called Marshall Capital Partners and investing in Russia’s state-controlled telecom company, Rostelecom. He reportedly hired a former FSB colonel, Igor Girkin, to provide security during his visits to Crimea in 2014 in the weeks before Putin annexed the peninsula. (Girkin, whose nom de guerre is Strelkov, or “shooter” in Russian, would go on to become the self-proclaimed minister of defense in Donetsk, in eastern Ukraine. In 2023, he was arrested and later sentenced to four years in prison in Russia for inciting extremism after accusing Putin of not being aggressive enough in Ukraine.)
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