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    “This book very effectively details how a Russian domination strategy was deployed in the United States with the very willing support and cooperation of the Obama administration. These were very important and serious events that every American should fully understand. As the title suggests, the ‘fallout’ from this unchecked assertion of power and greed, still lingers largely in today’s current affairs.”


    —Scott Melbye, thirty-five-year veteran of the uranium and nuclear energy industry and former Executive Vice President of Marketing at Uranium One, Inc.


    “Putin despises Democrats and Republicans alike. What scares him the most is democracy. He wants us all to be sick from the Kremlin‘s discoverable influence operations.”


    —Daniel Hoffman, former CIA officer and Moscow station chief


    “The full Uranium One saga is one of the most important untold stories in American politics and these authors have captured it and turned it into a fascinating thriller. Anyone who still thinks the Uranium One story has been ‘debunked’ must read this book.”


    —James G. Rickards, former advisor to the CFIUS Support Group of the Director of National Intelligence and New York Times bestselling author of Aftermath, The Road to Ruin, and Currency Wars


    “More than three years ago, John Solomon and I talked about how the Russia scandal was a big onion of deceit that needed to be peeled layer by layer. He and I and a small ensemble of journalists did just that, exposing the greatest political scandal of our generation. Fallout is the extraordinary last chapter in John’s and Seamus’s mission to give the American people the truth.”


    —Sean Hannity, Fox News host

  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  
    



    



    



    A BOMBARDIER BOOKS BOOK


    An Imprint of Post Hill Press


     


    Fallout:


    Nuclear Bribes, Russian Spies, and the Washington Lies that Enriched the Clinton and Biden Dynasties


    © 2020 by John Solomon and Seamus Bruner


    All Rights Reserved


     


    ISBN: 978-1-64293-571-4


    ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64293-572-1


     


    Putin Cover photo credit: Kremlin.ru


     


    No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.


     


     


    [image: ] [image: ]


    Post Hill Press


    New York • Nashville


    posthillpress.com


     


    Published in the United States of America

  


  
    



    



    



    



    DEDICATION


    This book is dedicated to the real whistleblowers—

    the men and women who risk their careers, their reputations,

    their liberties, and their lives to speak the truth.
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    FOREWORD



    By Peter Schweizer


    Uranium One is a story about powerful politicians seeking money and rich people buying power. It is about reformers who fall into corruption, and about journalists who are too lazy to challenge the lies and spin they get from the powerful, the rich, the corrupted.


    I have been writing books about cronyism in politics for more than fifteen years. It is, I’m sorry to tell you, very fertile ground. Where political power is great, the temptation to use it to help oneself and one’s friends becomes greater still. Even in societies like ours, where we hate this kind of self-dealing and pass laws to prevent graft and bribery, the ingenuity of the truly corrupt still seems to find a way.


    In the United States today, this means that exposing corruption or cronyism is a complicated task, buried under layers of connections and transactions that politicians are careful to mask, lest they become obvious. It rarely shows up as a single, highlighted line in a tax return or an eye-popping entry on a financial disclosure form. Rarely is a politician as careless as former U.S. Representative William Jefferson (D-LA), who—infamously—was caught by the FBI with $90,000 in cash bribes neatly wrapped in foil and placed in the back of his freezer.


    But such frozen treats are the exception, not the rule. As a journalist, I can tell you that it takes months of hard work to connect the dots that sneaky politicians take pains to obfuscate. There is no “smoking gun” to sniff out, only a shadowy trail of money and “coincidence.” That trail is a little different every time; it might start with finding an investment here that might lead to a brother-in-law there who has a company somewhere that got a no-bid contract from a government agency that just happens to be overseen by that politician you began with. Oh, and maybe the original investment at the top of this trail is actually held by the politician’s spouse, or by his or her children. Certainly not by him or her—the deceit is rarely clear and often legal.


    I founded the Government Accountability Institute (GAI) eight years ago because I realized I couldn’t do this kind of work on my own. Based in Florida and with a very small staff, we began investigating these kinds of stories because we noticed how rarely the mainstream media, which no longer seemed to have the appetite to look into them deeply, covered them. We noticed that because of Watergate and various other “*-gate” scandals, the public understood the need to expose these misdeeds. Congress and the rest of official Washington have passed many laws designed to make it harder to cheat, to get rich through their positions, and to steer political and financial favors to their biggest donors—all in exchange for large campaign contributions to scare off serious challengers. And the laws they passed certainly have helped. At least, up to a point.


    Maybe they really did mean well, but what was supposed to force them to declare their earnings and confess their conflicts of interest has instead created a market where corruption is brokered through third parties. The standard for identifying these sorts of pay-to-play schemes has long been to look for the straight line, the “quid pro quo” like frozen cash in a congressman’s freezer. Today’s corruption is rarely this simple. The gun no longer smokes.


    Instead, we are left with a question: How do you prevent this when the “quid” happens in broad daylight, almost untraceable to the “quo” that lies behind shell companies, international banking secrets, the children of politicians, cronies, foreign business partners, and various “charitable organizations” set up by the politicians themselves?


    The sale of Uranium One to a Russian government-controlled company called Rosatom is that kind of story.


    Our 2015 book Clinton Cash: The Untold Story of How and Why Foreign Governments and Businesses Helped Make Bill and Hillary Rich focused on the connections between the people who wanted that sale to happen and the Clinton Foundation, the multibillion-dollar charitable organization set up by the former president and his wife. Hillary Clinton, while Secretary of State, was in a position to make sure that it did. Uranium One, and its connections to the Clintons, comprised just two chapters of that book—one example of many that showed how the Clintons used the power of their office and the cover of their philanthropy to enrich themselves and their friends through many different “pay-to-play” schemes.


    Documenting these connections took us to Ukraine, Russia, Kazakh­stan, Canada, and other places. Our team, and especially Seamus Bruner, tracked the money trail of massive contributions to the Clintons and connected them to the players and the timeline of the Uranium One deal. All of it was distilled into thirty-six pages of Clinton Cash.


    Seamus found more information than we could use in that book. His gut told him there was a lot more going on, enough for a whole book. I was skeptical at first, but he was right, and the complex, interconnected web of interests, strategic mistakes, and coincidences is all laid out in detail here for the first time. As you will see, the Uranium One story sprawls across multiple U.S. administrations and reaches the highest levels of the Kremlin, where it becomes a key part of the long-held ambition of Russian President Vladimir Putin to corner the world market for atomic energy.


    This book tells, as the late radio commentator Paul Harvey used to say, “the rest of the story.”


    The sale of Uranium One to Rosatom in 2010 (and finalized in 2013) was a bad deal for U.S. national security and should never have been approved. What was said at the time in defense of the deal has been proven not to be true, and most of what its critics feared has come to pass. Yet the Washington Post recently described this criticism as “debunked,” despite having published its own news stories confirming what we uncovered back in 2015. Something is amiss.


    The best that we as independent journalists can do with these kinds of stories is to find and expose the patterns that strongly suggest corruption. Reporters at mainstream media outlets apply this standard routinely to their political coverage of everything from gun control bills to health care, by noting how the timing of campaign contributions received by politicians matches up with those decisions. But for this story, with its cast of characters in Russia, Ukraine, Europe, and the United States, these same media outlets want to move the goalposts.


    After the Uranium One story emerged, we called for official investigations—ones armed with subpoena power and the ability to gather information we could not hope to get ourselves. We were optimistic when, in 2017, then-Attorney General Jeff Sessions asked John Huber, the U.S. attorney in Utah, to look into concerns that the FBI had not fully pursued cases of possible corruption when the U.S. government decided not to block the sale of Uranium One. Huber’s “investigation,” finally released in 2020, was a disappointment, as it was simply a review of the FBI’s earlier insufficient efforts. His team called no witnesses, did no interviews or investigations of its own, and, after more than two years, left all these questions unanswered.


    As investigative journalists, we don’t have the power or the soapbox that mainstream news organizations do to press for the truth. But that is their job. Part of doing this work—and why we document our facts so precisely—is our faith that those reporters, editors, congressional overseers, and executive branch prosecutors will pick up where we left off. And if they do not, it is fair to ask: Why not? Many of our friends in major news organizations tell us that they get sucked into what I have called “the Trump Vortex,” the fixation by the media on President Donald J. Trump’s actions, tweets, and possible misdeeds. I don’t question the importance of covering those stories.


    But that singular focus leaves other important corruption stories ignored. America’s adversaries, in China, Russia, and elsewhere, have done business for years by working through back channels to sway those who are temporarily in office in the United States, regardless of political party. We wrote about those techniques before and will no doubt do so again. The interconnected worlds of international commerce and global strategic competition introduce temptations for our political representatives to compromise themselves and our country, and in ways far more dangerous than frozen stacks of cash in a congressman’s freezer.


    In this book, Seamus Bruner and John Solomon will show those dangers, detail those temptations, and expose those dark worlds.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    PUTIN’S NUCLEAR CONQUEST



    The Uncanny Origins of
Trump’s Impeachment


    After multiple late-night marathon sessions, the U.S. House stood at the precipice of impeaching America’s forty-fifth president, Donald J. Trump. The chamber bore all the markings of solemnity—the marble walls, the parliamentary formality, and the endless reverential talk about the U.S. Constitution. But the gravity of America’s most famous political scandal, Watergate, seemed lacking. In fact, the moment unfolding in Washington several days before Christmas 2019 seemed much more like daily politics than the rare rebuke that the Founding Fathers had envisioned impeachment to be.1


    Much of America had already tuned out from the hearings, despite the potentially historic consequences. On the House floor, nerves were frayed and voices were hoarse. For the third time in America’s history, one of its chief executives was going to be stained by impeachment. Majority Democrats had the votes.2


    As the drama inside the Capitol wound down, Representative Doug Collins, a bespectacled Republican from Georgia, dutifully stepped to the microphone for one last shot at informing history. His words, however partisan, provided a succinct summary of what the country had endured for three tiresome years.3


    “I’ve said it before, and I will say it again: I do not believe, no matter what was said today and even what has been said, this is not a solemn occasion,” Collins barked.4


    The congressman continued:


    When you go looking for something for three years, and especially this year, since January, you ought to be excited when you found it… Why do we keep calling this a solemn occasion when you’ve been wanting to do this ever since the gentleman was elected?5


    Collins’ statement was painfully and obviously true. From the moment the billionaire bad boy Donald Trump had emerged as a viable prospect to become president in the spring of 2016, his opponents in the Democratic Party, inside the machinery of the FBI and Justice Department, around the government bureaucracy, amongst foreign allies, and inside the never-Trump wing of his own Republican Party. They threw the kitchen sink at him, to first derail his campaign and, when that failed, to cripple his presidency.6


    The mission was accurately summed up in a private exchange between two FBI lovebirds who played an essential role in this effort. “We’ll stop it,” then-counterintelligence agent Peter Strzok texted bureau lawyer Lisa Page, clearly referring to Trump’s election in 2016.7


    Facts, accuracy, rule of law, and normal bureaucratic and parliamentary processes took a backseat. The political outcome was more important.8


    As has now been well established, the Trump opposition campaign started with a research project funded by Hillary Clinton’s campaign and the Democratic National Committee (DNC). These actors hired a research intelligence firm known as Fusion GPS, which in turn hired the British ex-spy Christopher Steele to produce a now-infamous dossier painting a portrait of a Trump campaign colluding with Russia to steal the election.9


    Though assiduous efforts were made to leak this tainted opposition research, there were no takers at the time in the press. It took some artful machinations on the part of then-FBI director James Comey and his allies in the intelligence community to bring the dossier to light and make it public—a political espionage effort known as “Spygate.”10


    The opposition campaign kicked into high gear with Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation, which failed to find evidence of collusion and then pivoted to make a case for obstruction of justice. When Mueller’s evidence failed to meet the threshold for prosecution in the eyes of Attorney General William Barr, the campaign shifted to a new attack fueled by an anonymous whistleblowing bureaucrat who alleged that Trump had tried to leverage Ukraine to start an investigation of Joe Biden, his likely 2020 rival, by withholding U.S. aid to the former Soviet republic.11


    After a notably rushed and nakedly partisan hearing, Trump was impeached in the House and then acquitted by the Senate in a matter of weeks, both on party-line votes. Four House Democrats broke ranks and decided not to vote with their party. Just one Republican, Senator Mitt Romney, did the same.12


    It is hard to find a winner in the aftermath of that three-year, vitriolic rollercoaster ride. The country’s deep partisan wounds are packed with painful salt. Attention and appreciation for the historic progress of the U.S. economy (among other things worth celebrating) had been completely diverted, and American trust in essential institutions like the FBI, the Congress, and the media has been deeply, perhaps fatally compromised.13


    Meanwhile, the true victor in this sordid episode resides thousands of miles away in Moscow, where the seeds of this profound domestic discord were first sown several years earlier.14


    The old Soviet hands who developed the Cold War strategy of sowing division probably never imagined a scenario quite like this one. With just a few twenty-first century interventions—$150,000 in Facebook ads, a few thousand hacked emails, a couple of energy power plays, and some classic disinformation—Russia had all but paralyzed its American adversary for three long years.15


    In short, Russia succeeded beyond its wildest dreams. But even this does not explain the actual goals of Vladimir Putin’s campaign. Lost in all the partisan hysteria about Trump’s presumed relationship to Putin is the question of what Putin hoped to gain from it.16 Did he really think that he could influence the outcome of an American election?


    Yes, the Russian government has an interest in destabilizing American politics and miring its leadership in pointless partisan strife.17 But given the absurdity of the case against Trump, many Americans sense that we are not being told the whole story. Something else is going on. Why is this really happening, and why does the same cast of characters from the Clinton-Obama “Deep State” keep popping up in this divisive theatrical drama?


    In order to understand the actual roots of impeachment, we have to view it in the larger context of Putin’s longterm strategic goals and interests—particularly, as it turns out, his interest in the U.S. uranium industry.18


    This, then, is the story of the real Russian collusion, and it begins, as it must, with Vladimir Putin and his quest to return Russia to glory. It is a complex story that has never been fully explained. But without it, we cannot understand what is happening in American politics today.19


    In this book, we are going to fully unpack the Obama-era scandal known as Uranium One. First exposed in Peter Schweizer’s 2015 bestseller Clinton Cash, this underplayed scandal turns out to be the tip of an iceberg of corruption and subterfuge by Putin and his surrogates in the American uranium and nuclear-powered utility industries. The latter, as we will show, was an industry with which President Barack Obama had deep ties going back to his days as an Illinois state senator.20


    This book reveals the larger story behind that scandal and explains its hidden links to the subsequent political attacks on Trump, including spying on his campaign, the Mueller probe, and the Trump-Ukraine impeachment scandal.


    First, however, we have to understand the motives, the training, and the tactics of the wily, hidden actor behind these machinations.


    The basic facts of Vladimir Putin’s rise to power are well known. From a young KGB spy living in East Germany, he rose to become the head of the FSB, the KGB’s successor agency, and eventually the ruler of Russia.21


    Along the way, he became experienced in asymmetrical “cold warfare.” He became an expert in compromising his opponents through corrupt financial deals. He also learned how to keep his rivals (and lieutenants), whose insolence was a recurring theme, in order.22


    Our story begins in 2000, when Putin ascended to the Russian presidency. At that time, the former Soviet empire was in ruins. The Cold War had, by 1991, crushed the U.S.S.R. and changed the entire eastern European landscape. One by one, all fifteen Soviet republics split off to become independent nations.23


    Unlike previous Soviet leaders, Putin was not a Marxist ideologue but a ruthless pragmatist. Yet he was also a nationalist and super-patriot who dreamed of rebuilding the empire that had been the goal of every Russian ruler since Peter the Great, whom Putin idolized. For Putin, this meant primarily recapturing or regaining control over Georgia and Ukraine and the Baltic “republics,” as well as Crimea and other former Soviet states.24


    Since the post-Soviet state was economically and militarily decimated, Putin knew that he had to get creative. Like many great rulers before him, he used every tool in his grubby, broken-down toolbox to once again command respect and fear.25


    After the Berlin Wall fell, Boris Yeltsin’s administration had made diplomatic inroads with the U.S. under President Bill Clinton—ties that Clinton’s successor, George W. Bush, tried to maintain as hopes kindled for a long-term future of friendly relations with Moscow. History will likely show that such optimism was misplaced, overlooking both Putin’s ambitions and the inevitable consolidation of Russia’s major industries by a handful of politically connected billionaires—a shadowy group known as “the oligarchs.”26


    The rise of the oligarchs began before 1990 under the chaotic restructuring of the Soviet economy known as Perestroika. This kleptocratic rise accelerated during Yeltsin’s privatization era and continued after Putin’s election in 2000.27


    The Americans had wistfully embraced Perestroika and privatization as the paths toward fashioning a free market-based, democratic society in Russia. But Putin seized it for a far different opportunity: creating a Soviet-style oligarchy dominated by a handful of industrialists whom he could both enrich and exploit in pursuit of his ultimate goal: to rebuild Russia’s empire through the control of global energy resources.28


    By 2006, Putin had begun his march toward regional (and nuclear) domination when he formed his state-owned atomic umbrella corporation, Rosatom.29


    The post–Cold War thaw had all but evaporated. The five-day Russian military conflict in 2008 with neighboring Georgia, a key American ally, dashed any remaining hopes inside the Bush administration for a permanent rapprochement with Russia.30


    Georgia had declared its independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, and its relations with Russia remained tense because of two Russian separatist communities in South Ossetia and Abkhazia. In summer 2008, the Russian military invaded Georgia to take temporary control of the separatist communities. This move forced thousands of non-Russian Georgians to flee before a ceasefire was reached five days later. Eventually, the Russians withdrew, having forever changed the balance of power in the separatist regions.31


    Putin made it clear that fateful week in August 2008 that he was willing to use military force to meddle in, or outright annex, regions in former Soviet republics that housed large numbers of Russian-separatist populations. The muted response from the West—including a lack of NATO action—only heightened Putin’s confidence, as former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice lamented in a 2018 Washington Post op-ed on the tenth anniversary of the Georgian military crisis.32


    “We could not deter Moscow in this case. But we did act, and Georgia survived. It is still a sad story,” she wrote, “and perhaps Putin did take the wrong lessons from it.”33


    Putin indeed learned and recalibrated. He understood that military interventions, like those in Georgia in 2008 (and later Ukraine in 2014), could only be used in limited circumstances under the guise of protecting Russian separatists. Further military invasions risked demonizing him and unifying the West and its NATO alliance against him. Over time, Putin switched tactics. He resumed the tried-and-true method of pursuing his neo-imperialist agenda by leveraging Russia’s vast energy resources as a geopolitical weapon.34


    Putin instinctively saw Russia’s vast natural energy resources as a competitive edge—whether within Russia or in the former Soviet states. Putin, like many Russian leaders before him, leveraged Russia’s energy resources to reward his friends and punish his enemies.35


    Through the corrupt privatization of Russia’s energy assets and subsequent crony adventures, Putin, his immediate family, and dozens of his closest oligarchs have amassed staggering sums totaling in the tens—or perhaps hundreds—of billions of dollars. An incalculable amount of money was laundered and then stashed in secret accounts all over the world.36


    Putin also used energy policy as a strategic weapon to threaten his geopolitical friends and foes. Putin has strong-armed entire nations through lopsided energy deals, such as the ones that left neighboring Ukraine so dependent on Russian gas supplies that Kiev was essentially powerless against the invasion of Crimea in 2014. His blatant self-enrichment schemes and blood-soaked crackdowns on dissent are equally alarming.37


    Putin’s power play began with natural gas, a bountiful commodity in Russia that was essential to survive the cold, harsh winters that grip many of the former Soviet republics. Moscow had both the supply and the pipeline distribution system to make its neighbors dependent on Russian gas, which gave Putin the sort of leverage he sought.38


    Within a few years, Putin expanded the economic battlefield to include the fuel powering commercial nuclear reactors. Uranium was a logical extension. This is where the U.S. comes in.39


    After the collapse of the Soviet Union, President George H.W. Bush’s administration crafted a novel program that incentivized Russia and the other Soviet republics to dismantle their nuclear weapons and convert the uranium from their warheads into peaceful reactor fuel to be bought by American utilities. The senior Bush announced the so-called “Megatons to Megawatts” program in summer 1992, and Bill Clinton formally implemented it the following year. The well-intentioned program empowered Russia to corner a portion of the American energy supply, but, after two decades, Russia’s nuclear profits were in jeopardy when the program was poised to sunset in 2013.40


    In 2008, while the United States was mired in the all-consuming Iraq and Afghan wars, and its worst economic downturn since the Great Depression, Putin and his team secretly began to implement a multiyear plan for the nuclear energy company, Rosatom, to dominate the global uranium market.41


    As part of Putin’s plan, Rosatom created a U.S. shell company (Tenam) to spread goodwill in the form of millions of dollars in gifts, investments, and contracts to American political elites (and to hopefully acquire raw uranium assets in Kazakhstan and the United States). He also used the old KGB tactic of exploiting compromising information—or kompromat—to entrap some Americans into corruption. One of the prized assets the company acquired was a nondescript Canadian mining company known as Uranium One.42


    What no one foresaw was that Putin’s nuclear domination scheme would set in motion a decade of cascading political scandals that would stain Democrats and Republicans alike, including the impeachment of America’s forty-fifth president. The unlikely dominoes, falling one after the other, exposed just how readily America’s ruling classes could be bought, just how easily the U.S. intelligence community could be manipulated by inaccurate information like the Steele dossier, and just how unexpectedly American nuclear security could be compromised.43


    The seemingly disconnected chain of events leading from the Uranium One scandal to the more recent efforts to take down President Trump came into focus in 2018, shortly after the Democrats made their bombshell revelation that Hillary Clinton’s campaign and the DNC had paid for the notorious Steele dossier. This discredited document wove a deceptive tale of Trump-Putin collusion that unleashed a full FBI investigation into Trump’s campaign and his early presidency.44


    The unlikely origins of America’s latest standoff with Russia trace back to Obama’s November 2008 victory. The forty-fourth president was ushered in by a wave of whimsical hope and shattered one of the last glass ceilings in American politics. The upbeat mantras of “Hope and Change” and “Yes We Can” had sparked an irrepressible optimism inside the Democratic national security establishment. They believed that many of the world’s most vexing problems—from Iran to Russia—could be solved by negotiation, reason, and dialogue rather than the strategy of confrontation and warfare embraced by the military-industrial establishment and neoconservative darlings like John McCain, Dick Cheney, and Donald Rumsfeld.45


    Obama’s new national security team was certain that it could reset relations with Moscow after the Georgia crisis, especially with Putin ceding the Russian presidency (temporarily, as it turned out) to a youthful and seemingly Western-friendly politician named Dmitry Medvedev.46


    In February 2009, Vice President Joe Biden was the first to proclaim the administration’s desire to “press the reset button” with Russia. Obama’s National Security Council (NSC) advisor Michael McFaul (who later served as Obama’s Ambassador to Russia) was the architect of the policy, and Hillary Clinton, as the new Secretary of State, was named to quarterback the reset. Clinton infamously pressed a literal red button in a March 2009 meeting with Putin’s chief diplomat, Sergey Lavrov. The PR stunt made headlines when Lavrov informed Clinton that she “got it wrong” and used the incorrect Russian word on the “reset” label (McFaul was apparently to blame for the shoddy translation).47


    Over the next three years, Team Obama pursued policies designed to prop up the Medvedev regime and assist Russia’s economy. They facilitated the creation of a Silicon Valley–like city called the Skolkovo Innovation Center. They approved the sale of Uranium One to the Russians. And they replaced the Megatons to Megawatts program with billions of dollars of new guaranteed uranium sales to American utilities.48


    Medvedev, it turns out, was only a political front man for Putin and not the crusading reformer that the Obama administration had assumed. Under the reset, Medvedev was able to advance Putin’s agenda—all under the guise of diplomacy. Among the concessions that the Obama administration made were the following:


    · Scrapping plans for missile defense in Europe.


    · Slashing U.S. strategic nuclear defense capabilities.


    · Surrendering substantial American uranium assets.


    · Signing off on billions in new nuclear utility contracts.


    · Transferring Silicon Valley technology to the Kremlin.


    As it turns out, all of these items were high priorities on Putin’s wish list.


    Thus, Obama’s reset weakened the United States while advancing Putin’s plan for domination of global uranium markets and strengthening Russia’s economy with new business and technology.49


    By the time that Rosatom’s corrupt activities were exposed by an undercover FBI operative named William Douglas Campbell—a crucial behind-the-scenes player whom we will meet later on—it was already too late. Putin had already usurped all that he wanted and returned to military aggression, this time invading the Crimean region of Ukraine in 2014.50


    Before the reset was exposed as a failure, though, the crafty Putin had managed to compromise numerous Americans. For example, one of the main U.S. trucking companies entrusted with transporting uranium to nuclear energy facilities was implicated in a Russian bribery scheme. Along the way, several U.S. nuclear utilities (and their unwitting customers) became dependent on Russia’s cheap fuel supply (not to mention the American lobbyists and consultants who raked in millions from Kremlin interests).51


    Bill Clinton took a $500,000 speech fee in Moscow, and his Clinton Foundation accepted sums in excess of $150 million in cash and in-kind contributions (or commitments) from people and entities directly tied to Russia or the Uranium One transaction. And Hillary Clinton’s 2016 campaign chairman John Podesta wound up on the board of a “clean energy company” that got a billion-ruble ($35 million) Russian investment.52


    The cloud of foreign deals, missing emails, and peddled influence had already left a suspicious odor around the Clinton Foundation as Hillary Clinton launched her 2016 presidential campaign. The odor became a stench when Putin’s pay-to-play politics was laid bare in 2015 by Peter Schweizer’s book Clinton Cash, along with a front-page story in the New York Times.53


    The Clintons tried to counter the narrative, claiming that Schweizer’s revelations had been debunked. But the facts unearthed by Clinton Cash remained unassailable, and soon Trump made the Uranium One episode a centerpiece of his “Crooked Hillary” attacks on the campaign trail.54


    The “Russian reset” was now a major political liability in the 2016 election, and Clinton’s team needed to neutralize the issue. It was this desire, according to one Clinton insider, that led Democrats to launch a massive multipronged opposition research project in late 2015 aimed at tying Republicans to Russia.55


    “We knew Republicans had their own Russia issues and we wanted to get those out there,” the insider told John Solomon in a 2019 interview. The insider said that the research efforts began in a loose, ad hoc way, scouring media articles, creating timelines, and doing basic Google searches like opposition researchers often do. In spring 2016, a DNC contractor took on a more formal effort to organize reporters and activists in Ukraine to look for dirt on longtime GOP lobbyist Paul Manafort.56


    A top priority for the Clinton campaign was to investigate Manafort’s past foreign lobbying activities once he became a senior Trump campaign official. (A DNC official updated the Clinton campaign on the progress of the Ukrainian contractor’s efforts, according to a leaked May 2016 email.)57


    But the anti-Trump effort became more formal and focused in mid-2016 when Fusion GPS, run by a former journalist named Glenn Simpson, approached the Clinton campaign and the DNC with a significant body of research tying the likely GOP nominee to unsavory figures in Russia and a proposed business deal. Fusion GPS was hired by the Clinton and DNC law firm Perkins Coie, and Simpson brought in the former MI6 spy, Christopher Steele, to compile his now-infamous dossier.58


    What had started as a political neutralization initiative grew far bigger in early July 2016 when Steele brought his lurid mess of unsubstantiated Trump allegations his FBI handler in London, and then to his friend Bruce Ohr—a high-ranking Justice Department official. Soon, the FBI launched an unprecedented counterintelligence investigation targeting Trump, whose subsequent assertions that he was being “wiretapped” were dismissed as a paranoid delusion, at the time, by the national media.59


    Simpson claims that the campaign did not know about Steele’s contact with the FBI until much later, but that some senior campaign officials were briefed by lawyers on some of Steele’s findings in early fall 2016 as the campaign was heating up.60


    After the election, the investigation grew bigger (instead of ending after no evidence was found to support the allegations against Trump). It ultimately led to the firing of FBI Director James Comey and gave rise to the appointment of Special Counsel Robert Mueller. Thus ensued a multi-year political drama that paralyzed the Trump presidency at times with relentless media coverage of what often turned out to be baseless conspiracy theories. Nevertheless, Mueller managed to ensnare a number of former Trump campaign officials in his net, leading to several high-profile convictions.61


    Prominent Obama intelligence officials like James Comey, James Clapper, and John Brennan lent their prestige to the Russian collusion narrative (with a steady drumbeat of support from Democrats and the national press). The threat of impeachment was made early and often by attention-seeking Democratic members of Congress like Maxine Waters and Jerry Nadler. Adam Schiff went further and stated that Trump could “face the real prospect of jail time.”62


    Even before Mueller released his report, which found no actionable evidence that Trump or his surrogates had colluded with Russia, former New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani (now the president’s hard-charging private attorney) had fatefully turned his attention to the question of whether Democrats had tried to leverage Ukraine to influence the 2016 election or create the false collusion narrative.63


    Ukraine, a Russian neighbor, was the place where an explosive document called the “black ledger” surfaced during the height of the 2016 election, forcing Trump’s then-campaign chairman Manafort to resign over allegations that he had collected millions from pro-Russian politicians in Ukraine.64


    The ledger’s mysterious appearance was suspect from the beginning, but soon became ammunition (along with the Steele dossier) for the Democrats’ Trump-Putin collusion theory. Eventually, Manafort’s former partner, Rick Gates, would tell Mueller’s team that the ledger was a fake. But by that time, the political damage had been done.65


    In the end, Giuliani’s relentless efforts to launch an official investigation on issues related to Ukraine prompted the whistleblower complaint in summer 2019 that, in turn, gave rise to the impeachment proceedings against Trump. When the “whistleblower”—an Obama NSC holdover—heard about a phone call that President Trump made to Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, he must have panicked.


    Trump and his personal attorney may have been dangerously close to the heart of multiple corruption scandals that occurred under Obama and Biden. The whistleblower filed a formal complaint and coordinated its weaponization with Congressman Schiff’s staffers (more Obama NSC holdovers). Trump was flabbergasted when the whistleblower’s complaint led to impeachment proceedings since he believed that it was “a perfect phone call.” The irony was striking: as with Uranium One in 2016, Trump was seeking to expose corruption and got blasted for it.66


    In sum, what started as a straightforward (if typically underhanded) bid by Vladimir Putin for nuclear energy superiority had evolved into a series of full-fledged scandals that posed some of the greatest modern challenges to America’s democracy and its revered institutions, including the FBI, the State Department, and even the presidency.67


    The weakening of America and the enrichment of Putin’s cronies during the Obama administration’s Russian reset have significantly altered the geopolitical horizon. The failure by America’s ruling elite to navigate such treacherous waters, and the media’s reckless (albeit unwitting) complicity in obscuring Putin’s plot, allowed the Russian ruler to rebuild his empire. As we will see in the ensuing chapters, these cascading events will have repercussions for decades to come.68


     


    In April 2020, we contacted many of the major players mentioned throughout this book: George Soros, Amos Hochstein, John Podesta, Frank Giustra, Ian Telfer, Eric Ciaramella, Theodore Kassinger, Jose Fernandez, Sean Misko, Abigail Grace, Glenn Simpson, Exelon Corporation, and Fusion GPS (among others). We asked if they would like to shed any light on their side of the story and they were given a fair opportunity to respond to our specific inquiries.


    As of this writing, the above parties either declined to respond (or to address our inquiries) or to comment on the record, with one exception: John Podesta. Podesta’s spokesman issued the following statement: “The Uranium One conspiracy theory has been thoroughly debunked, and John had no involvement with the issue while working in the White House. He does not recall ever discussing the company with his brother or anyone from his firm. John has not had any involvement with the Podesta Group in nearly two decades, and only learned of their work on the subject when it became fodder for baseless political attacks.”


    Nonetheless, every claim in this book has been reinforced by more than one hundred pages of citations (including more than 1,200 endnotes citing official government records, primary source documents, and reports from legacy media outlets). Thus, our revelations can easily be reproduced. We stand by our reporting and we are confident that our findings will withstand the most intense scrutiny.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    PUTIN AND THE OLIGARCHS



    How Putin Used the Soviet Playbook

    and Weaponized Energy Deals


    “We destroyed everything, all our communications, our lists of contacts and our agents’ networks. I personally burned a huge amount of material. We burned so much stuff that the furnace burst. We burned papers night and day…. The materials were destroyed or sent into the archives. Amen!” 1


    —Vladimir V. Putin, 2000

    (on his final days as a KGB officer in East Germany)


    “Russian Nuclear Energy Conquers the World,” exclaimed the Pravda headline on January 22, 2013. The former Soviet propaganda rag celebrated Russian President Vladimir Putin’s latest coup.2


    The Russian atomic energy agency, Rosatom, had just taken full control of a Canadian company called Uranium One Incorporated. Uranium One had a substantial mining portfolio with assets stretching from the United States to Kazakhstan. The takeover brought Putin closer to achieving his goal of owning the largest nuclear company in the world and controlling much of the global uranium supply chain.3


    Putin achieved this nuclear coup after years of aboveboard lobbying efforts and through surreptitious influence operations.4 The Uranium One purchase was a blatant muscle-flex by a man who likes to play with tigers, swim with dolphins, and ride bare-chested on horseback through Siberia.5


    Putin had set his sights on global nuclear domination before President Barack Obama took office and then, just two days after Obama’s second inauguration, Putin had achieved a near virtual monopoly (producing more uranium than all American miners combined).6 In a single purchase, he had gained full control of one of the world’s largest uranium mining companies and a nuclear foothold in the land of his greatest adversary.


    Uranium One was headquartered in Canada but mined uranium all over the world. The uranium mines in Kazakhstan were Uranium One’s crown jewels, and Putin had been eyeing them for nearly a decade.7 The mines in Wyoming, Texas, and Utah were prized too, but Putin had other, more sinister plans for Uranium One’s American assets.8


    Russia and the Soviet Union before it had mined the other precious yellow metal for nearly as long as the Americans had—more than fifty years.9 Uranium is well known for its use in nuclear bombs due to its ability to create an explosive chain reaction of devastating power. But it is also used for civilian energy generation and medical purposes. Once uranium ore is extracted from the ground, it is refined into a commercial product known as yellowcake powder. Yellowcake is then enriched to varying levels depending on the end use: low enriched uranium (LEU) for civilian purposes and highly enriched uranium (HEU) for weapons.10


    The Pravda article detailing Russia’s nuclear conquest was not just propaganda. Rosatom had already doubled its nuclear fuel sales and shown “impressive results, conquering new markets and penetrating into the markets of competitors.” The advantages that Rosatom had over its American, French, and Canadian competitors were significant.11


    In 2012 alone, Rosatom’s portfolio grew by more than $18 billion. American companies like Westinghouse and Honeywell, French company AREVA, and Canadian company Cameco could not compete with Rosatom’s variety of products and services, which included mining and enrichment services, power plant construction, and operation.12


    Rosatom, which Putin had launched in 2007 through a massive restructuring of Russia’s many nuclear assets, had the full backing of the Kremlin. Rosatom was neither a federal agency nor a private corporation. It was a public-private hybrid entity.13


    As a quasi-state-owned enterprise, Rosatom enjoyed advantages that its Western competitors did not: its expenditures were subsidized, its profits were privatized, and its losses were socialized.


    Putin’s nuclear powerhouse basically had a blank checkbook from the Kremlin while retaining the autonomy and privacy of a corporation. As such, Rosatom dominated the entire nuclear fuel cycle in ways no private competitor could dream of doing.14


    Western competitors at this time were suffering from “Fukushima syndrome,” and their governments placed nuclear projects on hold. Putin doubled down on nuclear energy and sent Rosatom on a buying spree. Acquisitions like Uranium One were just part of Putin’s strategy—the supply side. He also dominated the demand side by building nuclear power plants, particularly in regions fraught with controversy.15


    Crucial to Putin’s nuclear strategy was the development of Iran’s Bushehr reactor, a project that previous American administrations had deemed unacceptable. Putin completed the construction of the Bushehr reactor in 2012, all with U.S. President Obama’s blessing (despite hard evidence that Iran was secretly continuing an illegal nuclear weapons program).16


    Putin’s strategy was to create new customers for Rosatom in China and Venezuela as well. In addition to his desire for nuclear partnerships with brutal, anti-American dictators like Iran’s Hassan Rouhani, China’s Hu Jintao, and Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez, Putin even worked with Syria’s Bashar al-Assad on developing Syria’s nuclear program.17


    Despite these troublesome dealings with American adversaries, Putin was able to convince the Obama administration that Russia was America’s friend. Putin was somehow able to extract concessions from Obama for both Russia and Putin’s friends in Iran and Syria.18


    Not only did Putin win considerable nuclear concessions from Obama (Uranium One, the 123 Agreement, New START, and other nuclear agreements), he also got help from Obama in the military space as well—particularly bolstering Russia’s cyber capabilities.19


    The potential damage to America’s national security as a result of Obama’s “Russian reset” was incalculable.20


    Putin’s successful cornering of the global uranium market was entirely predictable, driven by his quest to restore the Russian empire and turn the post-Soviet rubble into a great power. It was the culmination of his entire career, which has made him a highly disciplined, focused wielder of power.21


    The untold tale behind that story is one that involves not just the Russian president, but also a current and a former American president, and the candidate who wanted to be the successor.


    Putin’s Rise to Power


    On New Year’s Eve, 1999—the day before Y2K—men, women, and children around the world waited nervously, counting down to the digital apocalypse. But not Vladimir Putin. For Putin, December 31, 1999, was the day he seized full control of one of the largest atomic arsenals in the world, thanks to his appointment from the outgoing President Boris Yeltsin. The nuclear button, quite literally, was finally within Putin’s reach.22


    Growing up in the city known in the Soviet Union as Leningrad, Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin had wanted to be a spy since he was a teenager. In 1968, while patriotic Czechs led the unsuccessful “Prague Spring” uprising against the Soviets, the young Vladimir was captivated by the KGB heroes in the new Soviet spy thriller movie, The Shield and the Sword.23


    At almost sixteen and still in high school, Putin showed up at the door of KGB headquarters in his hometown. He was initially turned away by KGB officers for lack of experience, but walked away with the hope that his chances of being accepted might increase if he were to go to law school. He was warned not to contact the agency again, but he did not have to: a KGB recruiter came to him about seven years later.24


    Against his parents’ wishes, Putin enrolled in Leningrad State University’s law school in 1970. As he was finishing his studies, the KGB recruited him. Putin was officially a KGB asset from 1975 until August 1991, when he retired with the rank of lieutenant colonel.25


    From 1975 until the early 1980s, Putin spent his time spying on foreigners for the KGB. Sometime after 1980, Putin was “summoned to Moscow…to attend the elite [Soviet] foreign intelligence training institute.”26


    He did well. Putin was promoted to director of a Soviet-German friendship society in the KGB station in communist East Germany beginning in 1985. Operating from Dresden, Putin worked with Matthias Warnig, a comrade spy working for the East German secret police (or “Stasi”). Both Warnig and Putin worked in counterintelligence. One of Putin’s final KGB assignments in Dresden was recruiting Westerners.27


    In the tense days after the fall of the Berlin Wall, crowds surrounded Putin’s office in Dresden. Putin recalled going outside to try to calm the rioting crowds and to prevent looters from ransacking his office, thereby “saving the lives of the [double-agents] whose files were lying on my desk.” Putin said he and his KGB comrades “burned so much stuff that the furnace exploded.”28


    The Cold War had, by 1991, crushed Russia. Defeated militarily and depressed economically, the former empire was in shambles. Compounding the misery, the First Chechen War broke out between November and December 1994 and, on New Year’s Eve, Yeltsin’s forces stormed Grozny, the capital city of Chechnya.29


    The brutality and bloodshed that followed was described as an “unimaginable catastrophe” by international monitors, and even former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev called the conflict a “disgraceful, bloody adventure.” Amid the post-Soviet chaos, Putin’s spy craft evolved into statecraft.30


    When Putin returned to his hometown in 1990, he was still a KGB officer, waiting like so many others for his next assignment in the “active reserves.” The Leningrad he returned to was a very different place: an absolute free-for-all was underway, and the city soon changed its name to St. Petersburg. So much money and natural resources were leaving the country that a complete accounting would prove impossible.31


    By some estimates, the outflow of raw materials alone included “60 tons of gold, 8 [tons] of platinum, 150 [tons] of silver,” as well as an immense amount of oil, believed to be worth “between $15 billion and $50 billion.”32


    For an ambitious and well-traveled KGB officer like Putin, opportunities were ripe for the plucking.


    Mayor Anatoly Sobchak became Putin’s mentor and a ticket to the summit of power. While working in the St. Petersburg mayor’s office, Putin took full advantage of the position “as he rose through the ranks.”33


    Putin and his cronies would steal and launder enormous sums of public money out of St. Petersburg, through Germany and other countries via questionable energy and real estate deals.34


    In 1996, Sobchak lost his mayoral reelection after his opponent received powerful support from Moscow.35 Shortly after Sobchak’s defeat, Putin was “rather harshly” evicted from his plush office, and Sobchak fled the country.36


    For Putin, it was only a temporary setback. He retreated, too, but not so far away. Putin moved out of the city to his lake-front dacha (or “mansion”) on the shores of Lake Komsomol’skoye. Putin allegedly acquired the lakefront estate by evicting the local villagers. An investigation found that “the person who bought the land, scared the local residents, burning down their little houses if they refused to sell them, was a St. Petersburg officer who turned out to be none other than Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.”37


    It was here that the soon-to-be notorious Ozero (translates to “lake”) Cooperative was headquartered. Putin’s neighbors built their palatial dachas around him. They were his cronies from St. Petersburg, including at least one member who was linked to Russian organized crime.38


    Security for the ritzy, lakefront Ozero neighborhood was reportedly provided by a company called Rif-Security, which was run by a well-known mafioso named Vladimir Barsukov (the alleged head of the Tambov gang and sometimes called Kumarin) and Ozero’s leader Vladimir Smirnov.39


    It is perhaps no surprise that former spies and Russian mafia operators found each other and built alliances. During Russia’s chaotic transition toward capitalism, KGB veterans and organized crime lords shared two crucial advantages over other Russians: they had business experience, and they were risk-takers. These qualities helped turn these otherwise unremarkable men into billionaires, almost overnight.


    Soon Putin’s social circle would fill with notorious oligarchs. Together, they would plunder their country’s resources. Before Putin’s kleptocracy could be fully realized, there was another setback: Putin’s lakeside dacha burned to the ground in August 1996.40


    Putin admitted later he was able to “force” his contractors to rebuild the Ozero dacha “even better” than the original.41


    Putin’s retreat did not last long. He had signed on to work for President Boris Yeltsin’s 1996 re-election campaign, and following Yeltsin’s victory, Putin moved to Moscow. He soon found himself in the good graces of the Russian president.42


    Putin’s success under Yeltsin catapulted his career—and spread his reputation as someone willing to sacrifice anyone and anything to attain power.


    One of Putin’s many strengths is his ability to use tragic events to his best advantage. As he had done with his burned dacha, Putin would find a way to come back stronger. Like the famous Slavic legend of the firebird, time and again, Putin rose from the ashes in a way that can only be described as meteoric.43 His new boss, Boris Yeltsin, would not be so lucky.


    The First Chechen War had been a disaster, draining economic and military resources, as thousands of Russian troops and tens of thousands of civilians perished in the conflict.44


    The fledgling Russian economy was also in tatters, and its transition to some form of market economy was agonizingly slow. Into these challenges jumped a young reformer named Anatoly Chubais with a scheme to hasten this transition by privatizing state-owned property.45


    Chubais’ early privatization efforts attracted both wealthy investors and average citizens who were looking to participate in Russia’s new capitalist experiment.46 But the program would wipe out middle-class savings while foreign investors and emerging Russian oligarchs (dubbed “the kleptocrats”) seized billions. Chubais allegedly allowed his cronies to unfairly acquire Russia’s prized assets.47


    One of Chubais’ first efforts in 1995 was a creative auction program called “Loans for Shares.” This program was the primary scheme that created many of the first post-Soviet oligarchs.48


    As Harvard economics professor Marshall Goldman explained it, Loans for Shares was how “[Mikhail] Khodorkovsky got a 78 percent share of ownership in Yukos, worth about $5 billion, for a mere $310 million, and how Boris Berezovsky got Sibneft, another oil giant, worth $3 billion, for about $100 million.” As ordinary Russians suffered in the turbulent economy, Chubais came under fire from Yeltsin’s nationalist opposition, who viewed his auctions as more corruption and kleptocracy.49


    The new Russian oligarchs weren’t the only ones who capitalized on Chubais’ privatization schemes. Billionaire financier George Soros saw the potential as well. The man who had previously made a fortune speculating on the British pound and was commonly referred to as “the man who broke the Bank of England” invested at least $2.5 billion during the Russian privatization era.50


    Soros and Harvard University’s endowment management company were the only foreign investors allowed to invest in Chubais’ Loans for Shares program in 1995, and both quickly became top shareholders in Russia’s second-largest steel mill, an oil company with reserves that rivaled Mobil, and Russia’s growing bond market.51


    In 1997, a Soros-led consortium snapped up a 25 percent stake in one of Russia’s largest telecom companies, a move he would soon regret. At the time, Soros praised Russia for “moving away from robber-baron capitalism to a law-abiding capitalism where shareholders rights are protected.” Later he declared it “the worst investment” of his career.52


    Chubais had become a darling of Western officials and investors who celebrated the capitalist feeding frenzy, but Russians soon grew tired of his schemes. Yeltsin became critical of Chubais and sacked the young reformer in January 1996. “How those auctions were fouled up,” Yeltsin moaned, “[o]ur enterprises were sold for next to nothing!”53


    Shortly after he fired Chubais in an official capacity, though, Yeltsin (who needed all the help he could get) quietly rehired “the reformist” to manage the 1996 reelection campaign.


    Despite rapidly sinking approval ratings, Yeltsin’s alliance with Western leaders like President Clinton kept him afloat. In 1996, Clinton deployed a battalion of his own closest veteran political advisors, like Dick Morris and Richard Dresner, to help keep Yeltsin in office. When accusations of American meddling went public, Yeltsin’s team implied that Clinton’s political consultants had limited or no contact with Chubais or other top Yeltsin campaign officials since “when all the real decisions were made, they were not present.”54


    Indeed, while Clinton’s political strategists did help the Yeltsin campaign with polling and research, “it was money that tipped the balance.”55


    Clinton, with the help of British Prime Minister John Major, French President Jacques Chirac, and German Chancellor Helmut Kohl, pressured the IMF to provide Yeltsin with more than $10 billion in loans. Critics claimed that the Americans, British, French, and Germans had effectively meddled in the 1996 election in an attempt to keep communist Gennady Zyuganov from winning, and destroying their capitalist dealings.56


    During Yeltsin’s two terms in office, the IMF would provide around $40 billion in loans to Russia. Like other untold billions in Russia, much of the IMF money simply vanished.


    At least some of the missing IMF money is believed to have made its way into Yeltsin’s campaign coffers. Russian presidential candidates’ private financing is capped at $2.9 million. Yeltsin campaign officials admitted they spent at least $100 million. His opponents believe it was actually anywhere from $500 million to more than $2 billion.57


    Yeltsin’s emissary to the IMF was none other than Anatoly Chubais. During the 1996 campaign, Chubais was excoriated by Russian media when two associates were arrested carrying boxes filled with $538,000 in cash out of the main Kremlin office.58 Chubais later acknowledged that Russia had taken advantage of the IMF and other Western lenders, stating that “we conned them out of $20 billion.”59


    Yeltsin won reelection with 53.8 percent of the vote despite single-digit poll numbers in the months before the election. Critics claimed that the election was rigged, and the Russian economy still stagnated despite the billions from the IMF. 60


    His so-called “reformers,” Prime Minister (PM) Sergei Kiriyenko and Vice Premier and financial guru Chubais, among others, came under fire after their privatization schemes built an über-wealthy oligarch class while ordinary Russians suffered.61


    The missing IMF money did not entirely thwart the reformist’s career trajectory—quite the opposite. Chubais was named “Finance Minister of the Year” by the Western magazine Euromoney in 1997. In March 1998, Yeltsin promoted Kiriyenko from minister of energy to PM (replacing longtime PM Viktor Chernomyrdin).62


    In August 1998, the massive debts Russia had racked up finally caught up with them and the market crashed—almost overnight. Yeltsin had no choice but to fire his entire cabinet, including Chubais and Kiriyenko.63


    All in all, it was a year of turmoil for Yeltsin before he eventually settled on a PM of his liking in August 1999: a relative unknown named Vladimir Putin.64


    Putin’s Rise to the Presidency


    In July 1998, Yeltsin installed Putin as the new head of the Federal Security Service (FSB), the successor to the KGB.65 Putin swiftly restructured the entire organization and installed his old KGB comrades and friends from St. Petersburg. He also eliminated two crucial directorates that were tasked with investigating white-collar financial crimes—the kind that implicated oligarchs and members of the Yeltsin family.66


    Putin’s loyalists—Sergey Chemezov, Sergey Ivanov, and Nikolai Patrushev, among others—were placed in charge of various subagencies within the new FSB. Later, when Putin became president, Chemezov, Ivanov, and Patrushev were put in charge of Russia’s intelligence and military-industrial complex.67


    Details of Putin’s rapid rise to Yeltsin’s inner circle are hazy. Given the KGB’s intense secrecy, this is no surprise. A senior fellow at the conservative Cato Institute named Andrei Illarionov was once Putin’s chief economic advisor but was dismissed in 2005 for criticizing the administration’s policies. Illarionov had a falling out with Putin and his crew of ex-KGB spooks whom he now calls “Siloviki Incorporated.” According to Illarionov, Putin’s SI operates under a strict code: they always take care of their own and abide by “the custom of omertà” (the mafia code of silence).68


    Just a few short months after Putin took control of the FSB, his first major scandal occurred. In November 1998, Boris Berezovsky, a renowned oligarch from Yeltsin’s inner circle, wrote an open letter in Kommersant accusing a faction within the FSB of conspiring to assassinate him.69


    Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Litvinenko alleged that he and other FSB operatives in charge of combating organized crime groups (an alleged “death squad” unit known as “URPO”) were tasked with carrying out the hit. Litvinenko was close to the oligarch, having worked for him as a bodyguard in the past. Litvinenko admitted that he warned his former boss, Berezovsky, of the sinister plot and later held a press conference that blasted Putin’s predecessors at the FSB. This appears to be the first time Litvinenko dared to expose top-level corruption within the FSB. It would not be the last.70


    After the news died down, Putin personally and publicly demonstrated his loyalty to the powerful oligarch by showing up uninvited to Berezovsky’s birthday party in February 1999. At that time, Berezovsky had been implicated in the notorious $10 billion Bank of New York (BNY) money-laundering scandal. Prosecutors were out for blood.71


    Then-PM Yevgeny Primakov was on a corruption crusade against Berezovsky and “the [Yeltsin] Family.” Primakov reportedly did not like Putin and fought the latter’s appointment “from the very beginning.” At the birthday party, Putin reportedly told Berezovsky that he “[didn’t] care what Primakov thinks,” and signaled loyalty to the oligarch over PM Primakov. Putin’s shrewd support for Berezovsky must have been substantial as it became mutual and further fueled Putin’s rise.72


    The Russian economy began to collapse in the summer of 1998. Meanwhile, Putin restructured the FSB to serve his and his friends’ interests. Putin’s boss, Yeltsin, the so-called reformers, and Yeltsin’s cronies—”the oligarchs”—were deemed total failures. But Putin had been just far enough away at the FSB to avoid being blamed.


    Against this unruly backdrop, Yeltsin promoted Putin to prime minister—the second most powerful position in Russia. Putin was Yeltsin’s fifth PM in less than a year and was narrowly confirmed by the Duma on August 16, 1999.73


    Despite the fact that Putin was a political novice, Yeltsin praised his “vast experience” and promised that Putin would enact reforms if elected to be his successor. Putin soon converted the Russian public’s outrage over the corruption and chaos during the Yeltsin era into a new and even more powerful motivator: fear.74


    However, despite Yeltsin’s backing, Putin had minimal support in the polls (under 2 percent) at the time of his appointment. Almost immediately (and perhaps not coincidentally), Putin had the benefit of a political distraction when an army of approximately two thousand misfits—comprising Chechen rebels, Arab mujahideen, and Wahhabi fighters—invaded Chechnya’s neighbor, Dagestan. Putin saw opportunity in the chaos.75


    Within weeks of Putin taking over as Yeltsin’s prime minister, Russia entered the Second Chechen War.76


    The conflict had been stoked, in large part, by a series of bombings that rocked Russia between August 31 and September 16, 1999.77


    One of the first bombs targeted Russian military barracks in Dagestan on September 4, 1999. Dozens of Russian soldiers and their family members were killed. An Islamic Chechen separatist initially claimed responsibility (but later retracted), kicking off a Kremlin narrative blaming Chechen terrorists for each of the acts that followed.78


    The Dagestan bombing struck a military target out of sight and out of mind of most Russian citizens. The next bomb struck at the very heart of Russia. Less than a week after the Dagestan barracks bombing, an eight-story apartment building in Moscow was blown to rubble, killing more than a hundred men, women, and children in their sleep. The Kremlin almost immediately declared it a Chechen terrorist attack.79


    Moscow and other major cities were thrown into hysteria overnight. Virtually everywhere was on high alert. On September 13 just past 5:00 a.m., another bomb struck a separate apartment building, killing 118 Muscovites. Three hours before that blast, Russian authorities had responded to a call to investigate suspicious activity at the apartment, but somehow they overlooked the enormous bomb placed in the basement.80


    Adding to the confusion, the head of Russia’s lower parliament mistakenly reported to his fellow Duma members that a bomb had struck an apartment in the city of Volgodonsk. The misinformation appeared to be an honest mistake. Or it was prescient. On September 16, a real bomb in Volgodonsk killed eighteen more apartment dwellers. The bombings began to reek of a conspiracy.81


    On September 22, residents of an apartment building in Ryazan, a city southeast of Moscow, were horrified when they witnessed three individuals deposit three large bags in the basement and quickly speed away. When the police arrived, they reportedly found the bags filled with explosives.82


    A manhunt began throughout Ryazan. When the culprits were apprehended, they shockingly produced FSB credentials, usually a badge known as a vezdekhod, which permitted FSB agents to go anywhere, public or private, and do anything. FSB headquarters called the local authorities and asked them to release the operatives.83


    The events that followed raised suspicions that Putin and his KGB-turned-FSB apparatchiks had perpetrated a “false-flag attack” on Russian civilians.84


    Less than two days after that incident, new FSB director Nikolai Patrushev gave a press conference claiming that the whole thing had been a misunderstanding. There were no explosives. In fact, he said, it was all an FSB “training exercise.” Residents were supposed to ignore the fact that local authorities had performed a chemical analysis proving the bags were filled with a powerful explosive called RDX.85


    The Ryazan incident marked the end of the bombing spree, but by that point the death toll had topped two hundred and thousands more were injured. Russian citizens were sufficiently terrified.86


    Whatever doubts were held about the official Kremlin narrative and “training exercises” were suppressed, and calls for retaliation against Chechnya reached a fever pitch. By the end of September 1999, PM Putin had become the face of the war effort.87


    Within hours of the Ryazan incident, the Russian air force carpet bombed the Chechen capital of Grozny. Putin’s scorched-earth campaign forced hundreds of thousands of civilians—more than half the population—to flee Chechnya as refugees to neighboring republics. Grozny was destroyed; witnesses compared the scene to the atomic destruction of Hiroshima.88


    Regardless of who was really to blame for the bombings, the Russian people had been craving a decisive and fearless leader, and that is exactly what Putin offered. The Yeltsin era was marred by uncertainty, misery, economic desperation (exacerbated by external and internal plunder of state resources), and overall weakness.89


    In his book Deception, Edward Lucas describes how the Russian people yearn for the respect their country once had:


    They mourn the Soviet Union’s power, not its politics. They recall growing up in a great country—a superpower—defined by the size of its nuclear arsenal, its global reach, and its wartime sacrifice. In their lifetime, all that disappeared. The Soviet system became the butt of jokes—for the senility of its gerontocratic leadership, for the poor quality of its consumer goods and for the omnipresent shortages. What came next was worse: the humiliating retreat from the old empire, the acceptance of German reunification on the West’s terms, and playing second fiddle to America in global politics…. Their driving concern now is to restore Russia’s standing in the world, and to prevent the West from ever again exploiting its weakness.90


    Handed another pile of rubble, Putin seized the day and used it to his advantage. Yeltsin would resign by year’s end.


    By early 2000, Putin was completely in control. He brought the Chechen separatists to their knees and established control over Chechnya, appointing the pro-Russian Akhmad Kadyrov as ruler of the Chechen government in June 2000. Even so, terrorist acts, suicide bombings, and skirmishes would continue—including the assassination of President Kadyrov in 2004—fueling the conflict for years afterward.91


    Putin’s reputation as a merciless ruler and fervent Russian nationalist earned the respect of the Russian people. His approval rating soared amid the bombings and their aftermath. Meanwhile, at the same time the second Chechen conflict was raging, a plan to ensure Putin would be Yeltsin’s permanent replacement was already underway.92


    In November 1999, the powerful oligarch Berezovsky traveled to Washington to meet with President Clinton’s longtime friend and Russia expert, Strobe Talbott. In Washington, Berezovsky sang Putin’s praises and assured Talbott that Putin would be a friend of the U.S. and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Financier George Soros, who knew Berezovsky, explained what the oligarch was up to:


    Berezovsky and Yeltsin’s Family [i.e., his circle of associates] were looking for a way to perpetuate the immunity they enjoyed under the Yeltsin administration…Berezovsky’s situation turned desperate when the scandal broke over the laundering of Russian illegal money in U.S. banks in 1999, for he realized that he could no longer find refuge in the West. One way or the other he had to find a successor to Yeltsin who would protect him. That is when the plan to promote Putin’s candidacy was hatched.93


    Talbott had already met with Putin in June of that year and publicly praised him. The week after Putin was elected president in March 2000, Talbott testified in Congress to answer the question on everyone’s mind—Who is Vladimir Putin? Talbott’s tone was complimentary, and he took every opportunity to highlight Putin’s commitment to democratic ideals. However, he equivocated over whether to trust Putin and ultimately concluded, the “short answer, of course, is that we don’t know.”94


    In December 1999, Putin gave a speech on “Security Organs Day” (also called “Chekist Day”) at Moscow’s intelligence headquarters building (called the Lubyanka). “Putin said that ‘the mission of the group of FSB officers sent undercover to work in the government is being accomplished successfully.’”95


    As time went on, it became clearer that Putin’s crew of ex-KGB spooks—Siloviki Inc.—had entrenched itself in every Russian sector, from the Kremlin to private business and the media. As Putin’s former chief economic advisor put it, “there are now few areas of Russian life where [Siloviki Inc.’s] long arm fails to reach.”96


    Putin’s Energy Kleptocracy


    With the turn of the new millennium and the final exit of Boris Yeltsin from the stage, President Putin moved swiftly and tactically re-nationalizing (or privatizing/piratizing as the case may be) Russia’s strategic industries. Russia’s vast natural resources—especially uranium and oil—were crucial to his geopolitical strategy.


    Just as he had done with restructuring the FSB in 1998, Putin quickly appointed cronies from his inner circle to run Russia’s energy and military-industrial complexes—positions of enormous power and profit—as soon as he became president.


    One of Putin’s earliest moves was restructuring Russia’s electricity distribution network: Unified Energy System (UES). This effectively created a monopoly on the national high-voltage transmission grid and the local utility grids.


    The UES supplied electrical power not just to Russia but to the neighboring republics too. The plan reportedly “angered both minority shareholders, who [feared] it could pave the way for an asset-grab, and [the opposition party], which described it as ‘criminal.’”97


    Putin placed control of Russia’s literal power in the hands of his inner circle lieutenants (like the so-called reformist Anatoly Chubais and, later, the Siloviki Inc. head Igor Sechin). The Kremlin retained a controlling stake.98


    Putin did likewise with other critical Russian industries, placing his close friend Vladimir Smirnov in charge of Russia’s nuclear sales corporation. Smirnov was a round- and ruddy-faced man with a thick mustache. He and Putin met in Germany in 1990 and discussed early investments in St. Petersburg. 99


    They were part of a trade delegation to Frankfurt in 1992 and, by November 1996, Smirnov had become one of Putin’s closest inner circle members and the leader of the notorious Ozero Cooperative. In the early 2000s, Putin put Smirnov in charge of the nuclear sales behemoth Techsnabexport (Tenex) when he began restructuring Russia’s nuclear programs.100


    Putin’s so-called inner circle consisted of an assortment of old KGB comrades like Smirnov, Ivanov, and Chemezov, and licit and illicit business partners from St. Petersburg like Nikolai Shamalov, Vladimir Yakunin, Yuri Kovalchuk, and the Fursenko brothers. The Ozero group was “the inner circle of Putin’s inner circle.”101


    Ozero co-founder Yuri Kovalchuk became widely known as “Putin’s banker,” and runs the Putin insider bank: Rossiya Bank. His son, Boris, also held Rossiya Bank stock and later became CEO and chairman of the executive board of the Inter RAO UES—one of Russia’s largest and most powerful monopolies.102


    The Kovalchuk and Shamalov families remain major stakeholders in Rossiya Bank, as do several other close associates of Putin. Putin has benefitted directly from Rossiya Bank since 1992, and the bank has been described as the “mega piggy bank of Putin’s entourage.”103


    As Putin’s power increased, so did his fortunes and the fortunes of his cronies. By 2005, Rossiya Bank had purchased a 51 percent stake in SOGAZ, a gas insurance company that insures all of Russian petroleum giant Gazprom’s major (pipeline and exploration) projects. Rossiya Bank paid $58 million for the stake, which was valued at around $2 billion.104


    When Putin came to power in 2000, he brought his St. Petersburg deputy Alexey Miller with him to Moscow. First, Putin installed Miller as deputy energy minister and later as CEO of Gazprom.105 Putin reportedly owns a 4.5 percent stake in Gazprom, among other companies he and his cronies control. Under Putin’s reign, Gazprom has become the world’s largest oil and gas producer, consistently generating over $100 billion in annual revenue.106


    One way for the cronies to repay Putin and demonstrate their loyalty to him, appears to be putting Putin’s family members on the payroll. Shamalov’s son, Kirill, would eventually marry Putin’s daughter, Katerina Putina (also known as Katerina Tikhonova). Katerina’s holdings via her marriage to Kirill are estimated at around $2 billion.107


    The Shamalovs and other inner circle oligarchs (such as Sechin and Chemezov) have enriched Putin’s daughter directly through several initiatives, which are funded by Rosatom and Gazprombank, among other Putin-connected entities.108 Kickbacks are a central and recurring theme in Putin’s ascent to power. Like most corrupt regimes, those who keep the dictator and his family well paid remain in his good graces.


    The St. Petersburg Real Estate Holding Co. (German-registered “SPAG”) and Petersburg Fuel Company (Russia-registered “PTK”) were two significant kickback vehicles established by Putin and his cronies in 1992 and 1994, respectively. SPAG would later become famous for being one of Putin Inc.’s earliest money-laundering operations.109


    Putin scholar Karen Dawisha explains how the SPAG money-laundering operation worked. In essence, Putin was a major gatekeeper in the St. Petersburg mayor’s office. As the head of the city’s Committee on Foreign Economic Relations (“KVS”), Putin granted licenses for foreign exchanges in and out of St. Petersburg.110


    Putin’s deputies in the KVS were Alexey Miller (now head of Gazprom) and Dmitry Medvedev, among others. Medvedev acted essentially as Putin’s legal clerk and advisor. His office was right outside Putin’s, and he helped mastermind some of Putin’s early schemes. According to an audit by the Russian Federation, “in 1994, the humble clerk Medvedev owned 10% of Europe’s largest pulp and paper mill. Even then he was a millionaire. And this was only Medvedev, Putin’s advisor. Can you imagine what kind of money was already owned by his boss?”111


    The sums of money flowing into and especially out of Russia at that time were massive and unprecedented.112


    Both SPAG and PTK connected Putin closely to the Russian mafias known as the Malyshev and Tambov gangs through Vladimir Smirnov and Vladimir Kumarin.113


    According to Smirnov, Putin’s longtime close friend, they first met in Frankfurt in 1991 and returned to that city with a trade delegation in 1992 to register SPAG. Smirnov was the co-owner of two SPAG subsidiaries in Russia that also employed Kumarin. Furthermore, Smirnov and other friends of Putin’s from his KGB days founded PTK in 1994. Both the SPAG and PTK operations required licenses from Putin’s office, which were granted in July 1994 and August 1994, respectively. One major investor in PTK was the “personal bank” for Putin and his associates: Rossiya Bank.114


    Vladimir Kumarin, also known as “the Night Governor,” was the alleged leader of the ruthless Tambov gang, accused of money laundering, racketeering, contract killings, drug and human trafficking, and other violent crimes.115 According to Kumarin’s own estimates, “Putin had signed between eight hundred and eighteen hundred contracts during the early 1990s.”116


    In early 1995, Putin granted PTK the exclusive rights to build gasoline stations throughout St. Petersburg and to supply the city’s massive fleet of municipal vehicles—every vehicle from cars and city buses to fire trucks, police cars, and ambulances. Putin also granted PTK authority to “participate in the formulation of policies of the St. Petersburg Mayor’s Office in the area of [gasoline] supply.”117


    SPAG and PTK both benefitted from Deputy Mayor Putin’s sweetheart deals and were run by members of Putin’s inner circle (including his mayor’s office cronies, Ozero Cooperative co-founders, ex-KGB comrades, and even mafiosos). Dawisha claims that Putin profited both personally and substantially. Herman Gref was another Putin crony affiliated with SPAG, and he became one of Putin’s closest economic advisors.118


    Putin was on the board of SPAG beginning in 1992 and subsequently granted Smirnov power of attorney to vote on behalf of the St. Petersburg Mayor’s Office, a major SPAG shareholder. The unusual arrangement led to multiple international criminal investigations. Offices were raided and arrests were made. Somehow, Putin escaped unscathed.119


    On May 23, 2000, shortly after his inauguration, Putin resigned from the SPAG board. But SPAG was not Putin’s only self-enrichment scheme. Twentieth Trust, for example, was an entity that Putin had used to launder the kickbacks from the KVS office in St. Petersburg to international real estate ventures in at least eight countries, according to investigators. The criminal investigation into Twentieth Trust was closed three months after Putin’s inauguration.120


    It appears that as investigators closed in on one Putin scheme, Putin simply cut ties and formed a new one.


    The same month Putin was inaugurated, Gunvor Trading was formally established by Putin’s close friend Gennady Timchenko. Thanks to Putin’s connections, Swiss-based Gunvor rapidly became one of the largest oil traders in the world. According to a now-scrubbed article in The Economist, Gunvor’s byzantine ownership structure “looks like a Chinese puzzle…and has estimated revenues of $70 billion a year.”121


    Putin reportedly owns a 50 percent stake in Gunvor, contributing significant sums to his personal fortune, which totals about $40 billion (according to a CIA assessment). Putin, of course, denied suggestions about his wealth, calling them “rubbish picked out of someone’s nose and smeared on bits of paper.”122


    The German secret police (BND) had a file on Putin’s SPAG money-laundering operation. In July 2001, prosecutors in Liechtenstein indicted two of SPAG’s founders, Rudolf Ritter and Eugene von Hoffer, on money-laundering charges. The BND believed that SPAG had laundered millions of dollars for the Russian mafia as well as Colombian drug cartels.123


    But German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder, who called Putin a “flawless democrat,” apparently made the BND’s case against Putin disappear. As it turns out, Schroeder was appointed to the head of the shareholders committee of the lucrative Russian gas pipeline company, Nord Stream (which supplies Germany with fuel), shortly after leaving office.124


    But SPAG was just one of several instances where Putin’s Russian and German relationships overlapped. The German connection dates back to his days working as a KGB officer in Dresden between 1975 and 1990.


    It was in Dresden where Putin met then-Stasi officer Matthias Warnig. In those days, the Soviets and the East Germans cooperated closely—especially on intelligence and espionage operations. Putin and Warnig were photographed together during an awards ceremony in Dresden. Over time, Putin and Warnig became very close.125


    Warnig went to work for Dresdner Bank—one of Germany’s oldest financial institutions—in March 1990, shortly after the Stasi disbanded. In 1991, Dresdner tasked Warnig with opening a branch in St. Petersburg. As luck would have it, Warnig knew just the man to talk to.126


    Putin plucked Dresdner Bank’s application from the stack and personally authorized Dresdner’s entry into the Russian banking market. Two years later, Russia imposed a moratorium on licensing foreign banks, essentially protecting Dresdner from increased competition.127


    Warnig was reportedly an early investor in Rossiya Bank and, when Putin needed help bringing oil tycoon Mikhail Khodorkovsky to heel, Warnig facilitated the transfer of wealth.128


    Before Putin very publicly stripped him of all his assets and dignity in 2005, Khodorkovsky was the most powerful (and wealthy) oligarch in post-Soviet Russia. His personal funds were estimated at a staggering $18 billion—the bulk of which comprised his majority stake in Yukos, one of Russia’s largest oil companies.129


    During the buccaneering days of early-nineties Russia, virtually every oligarch amassed his fortune through crooked means—including alleged kidnapping, extortion, and murder. Khodorkovsky was no exception. He was by no means the most deplorable criminal (relatively speaking), but Khodorkovsky’s enterprises were known to have openly violated Russian law with impunity.130


    Putin knew that oligarchs like Khodorkovsky held the keys to the kingdom: Russia’s vast natural resources. The oligarchs that came to power under Yeltsin were skeptical of Putin, and many of them were not his biggest fans. The feeling was mutual. Putin realized, however, that to go to war with multiple oligarchs at once was a fool’s errand. So, he kept his friends close, his enemies closer, and then singled out the biggest enemy of all as an example.131


    Khodorkovsky amassed his fortune through a series of corrupt deals. In 1995, he participated in a Chubais Loans for Shares scheme. Khodorkovsky’s bank loaned the cash-strapped Kremlin $159 million, and the Kremlin put up a 45 percent stake in Yukos—a prized state-owned asset—as collateral. The terms of the scheme basically guaranteed that the Kremlin would default on the loan.132


    When the Kremlin predictably defaulted, Khodorkovsky gained nearly half of Yukos, which at the time was worth more than $3 billion—or nearly an 1,800 percent gain. Not bad. Within days, Khodorkovsky snapped up another 33 percent of Yukos from the distressed Kremlin for just $150 million. Khodorkovsky took full control of one of Russia’s most prized assets for pennies on the dollar.133


    By 2003, Khodorkovsky had turned Yukos into a global player that supplied nearly 2 percent of the world’s oil and 20 percent of Russia’s domestic production. Yukos was the model Russian success story. The company was the first of its kind to adopt international accounting standards and to institute Generally Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP). Yukos even hired Western world giant PricewaterhouseCoopers to sign off on their audit reports. Khodorkovsky apparently thought that these reforms made him untouchable. They did not.134


    When Khodorkovsky began accusing Putin of corruption and infringement of civil rights, he poked the bear. When Khodorkovsky started donating heavily to Putin’s opponents, he woke the bear. When he set up a complex international business deal that involved Western acquisitions of strategic Russian energy assets, he had finally gone too far.


    First, Khodorkovsky announced the merger of Yukos with Sibneft—an oil firm acquired by fellow oligarchs Boris Berezovsky and Roman Abramovich by way of Loans for Shares. The resulting YukosSibneft would have been far and away the largest Russian oil company, surpassing all others under Putin’s control—primarily Gazprom and the other oil giant, Rosneft. That was his first mistake.135


    His next mistake would prove fatal. Khodorkovsky thought that he could start a bidding war between Exxon and Chevron over the not-yet-merged YukosSibneft behind Putin’s back. Khodorkovsky had become too irritating to ignore. He had crossed Putin’s red line.136


    Putin loathed the prospect of foreign companies controlling Russia’s valuable domestic resources. When the Exxon CEO called Putin to make sure that the deal had the Kremlin’s blessing, Putin assured him it did not. The deal was off, and Khodorkovsky was irate.137


    During a February 2003 meeting at the Kremlin, Khodorkovsky publicly accused Putin’s government of widespread bribery and corruption. He accused Putin of plundering state assets to give to his inner circle. Putin coolly flipped the accusation back on Khodorkovsky. How were all those valuable oil reserves acquired? Had Yukos paid all of its taxes? Were there any bribes?138


    Virtually every oligarch tuned in, worried that Putin’s “live and let live” rule might be in jeopardy. What happened next guaranteed that no oligarch, no matter how wealthy or powerful they thought they were, would cross Putin again.139


    In October 2003, masked FSB agents stormed Khodorkovsky’s plane. They threw him in jail and charged him with tax evasion, fraud, forgery, and embezzlement. The Kremlin demanded that Yukos pay $30 billion in back taxes—the first installment was due within forty-eight hours. Naturally, the company was unable to pay because Putin had already frozen its assets.140


    In the blink of an eye, Khodorkovsky was broke and in prison. At the subsequent kangaroo trial that began in June 2004, the court took all the prosecution’s charges at face value and refused any exculpatory evidence from the defense. Adding insult to injury, Putin made Khodorkovsky sit in a cage and broadcast the spectacle on national television. After the trial, Khodorkovsky was sentenced to nine years in prison and served most of his sentence until he was set free in December 2013.141


    When it came to the auction of Yukos’ assets, the Kremlin set terms that effectively dissuaded most viable competitors from bidding. Prospective bidders needed permission from the Russian anti-monopoly authority and had to deposit more than 49 billion rubles (or $1.7 billion) in advance.142


    The sole qualified bidder, an unknown shell company, won the auction and paid $9.35 billion for Yukos’ most prized assets, a bargain compared to its value ranging from $10.4 to $22 billion. The shell company, called Baikal Finance Group, had a meager net capital of $300 and was registered at a cell phone store outside Moscow.143


    Within days, it was obvious what had happened. Kremlin-backed Sberbank fronted the $1.7 billion down payment to Baikal Finance Group, and Kremlin-backed Rosneft loaned the rest (nearly $10 billion). When the auction was over, Rosneft took control of Yukos’ assets. Overnight, Rosneft tripled its production, quintupled its reserves, and became the third-largest oil producer in the country.144


    Putin had sent an “unmistakable signal” when he installed his inner circle Siloviki man, Igor Sechin, as Rosneft chairman less than six months before the auction. The rigged Yukos auction catapulted Rosneft from a forlorn mid-ranking producer to a top-tier prized asset.145


    Bringing Khodorkovsky to his knees and appropriating his billions may have been Putin’s boldest (and savviest) move to date because it signaled a change in the status quo. In one fell swoop, Putin brought every oligarch to heel, silenced a powerful critic, increased the oil reserves of his favorite company, and scored a victory with the public, who had always wanted to see oligarchs punished for their greed. The televised trial with Khodorkovsky in a cage was an added bonus.146


    The controlled demolition of Yukos proved that Russian energy conglomerates effectively had one manager: Putin. It also kicked off a new era in his career, and the world learned that Putin would rule Russia with an iron fist.


    First, he sacked his entire cabinet, including his prime minister, in February 2004. Next, he began to restructure many of Russia’s major energy producers and turned them into massive, state-owned juggernauts.147


    With the bulk of Russian energy supplies firmly in the hands of his loyalists, Putin began amassing power and leverage outside of Russia. It was in this new era that Putin’s weaponization of energy became a serious threat to his European neighbors.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3



    PUTIN’S COLDEST WAR



    The Strategic Quest for
Global Nuclear Dominance


    “What amazed me most of all was how one man’s effort could achieve what whole armies could not. One spy could decide the fate of thousands of people.” 1


    —Vladimir V. Putin, 2000


    When Putin became president, he submitted his “2020 Energy Strategy” for Russian Federation approval. The document outlined two phases to achieve his goals by 2020. The stated goals were to satisfy the demands of Russia’s developing economy and to help Russian energy business “integrate into world energy markets.” This initiative was approved in August 2003.2


    The first phase was to reform the legal structures of the domestic energy industry, implement transparency and openness, and realize the “export potential of oil and gas,” among other domestic policies. The second phase would increase Russia’s competitiveness internationally through the “rapid use of the existing odds in nuclear power and hydro energy sectors…the support of a specialized business sector in the field of energy saving,” and significant state investment in new projects, among others.3


    Back in 1996, Putin had gotten an advanced degree from the St. Petersburg Mining Institute, which he never actually attended. His dissertation advocated greater state control of Russia’s natural resources (the daughter of Putin’s professor alleges that her father actually wrote Putin’s dissertation with her help). It nonetheless revealed the essence of his mindset: in order to command respect globally, the state must control Russia’s vast domestic resources and wield them as a political tool.4


    While post-Soviet Russia’s military and economy remained on life support, Putin dreamed of rebuilding the empire. One of his earliest acts as president was combining Russia’s two largest weapons companies and, on November 4, 2000, Rosoboronexport was born. Putin appointed his ex-KGB comrade Sergey Chemezov to lead the new arms conglomerate. Rosoboronexport soon became the crown jewel of Putin’s military-industrial complex and Russia became the second largest weapons exporter on the planet.5


    But energy was the more important thing. As Putin’s own dissertation made clear, Russia’s energy resources were its strongest advantage. Leveraging energy resources as a foreign policy weapon was not a new concept, but Putin knew he needed to wield it more aggressively than his predecessors.


    The Soviet Union had subsidized (or inflated) energy prices to dominate their neighbors for decades. The hook was that once a dependency had been established, “any reduction in supply threatened the stability of the regimes.” When manipulating prices failed to produce intended results, the Kremlin would flat out stop shipping fuel (sometimes even in the middle of winter). Joseph Stalin did this to Yugoslavia in 1948. Nikita Khrushchev did the same to Israel in 1956, Finland in 1958, and China in 1959. Gorbachev even tried it against Latvia and Lithuania in 1990.6


    Putin borrowed and adapted all this from the Soviet playbook, then mastered it.


    Putin’s Playbook: Energy Weaponization


    After consolidating energy assets, Putin’s regime went on the offensive. Throughout Putin’s first term, he either halted or reduced the flow, or manipulated the price of energy supplies to Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, Belarus, and other nations in his sphere of influence. The Baltic states and Finland import up to 100 percent of their natural gas from Russia (in extreme cases), making them particularly vulnerable.7


    Gazprom was Russia’s largest gas provider and thus served as the schoolyard bully in the region of former Soviet republics. Within a year of taking power, Putin had cleaned house at Gazprom and installed his St. Petersburg cronies: legal counselor and campaign chief Dmitry Medvedev became Gazprom’s chairman, and advisor Alexey Miller became CEO.8


    At one point, Putin described Gazprom as “a powerful political and economic lever of influence over the rest of the world.” Russian experts concur that when Putin’s neighbors “show good will towards the Russian Federation, then the situation with gas deliveries, pricing policy and former debts changes on a far more favorable note to the buyer.”9


    For Russia’s international energy strategy to succeed, Ukraine’s compliance had always been critical. More than 80 percent of Gazprom’s gas exports are to Europe—much of which passes through Ukraine. In exchange for transporting Russia’s gas to Europe, Ukraine receives a portion of its own fuel for free. But the arrangements are murky and the Kremlin has a habit of reneging.10


    Energy disputes between the two countries sprang up almost immediately after the Soviet Union dissolved, and remained constant and unpredictable. An early example occurred when President Yeltsin used Ukraine’s gas debts as pressure to extract military concessions from Ukraine’s then-President Leonid Kuchma.11


    Yeltsin leveraged Ukraine’s $3 billion energy debt in negotiations for control of the Sevastopol naval base in Crimea and ownership of the Black Sea Fleet (nearly six hundred naval vessels). Control over the Crimean Peninsula (located within Ukraine’s boundaries but largely populated by ethnic Russians) and its strategic naval base was of critical interest to both nations.12


    After years of contentious negotiations, Yeltsin partially forgave or postponed Ukraine’s billion-dollar debts and Kuchma conceded ownership of nearly 80 percent of the fleet to Russia, along with control of the Crimean naval base via a long-term lease.13


    Kuchma’s submissive demeanor continued under Putin. In fact, he was compliant even before Putin took office. Kuchma admitted in private that he had caved and illegally funneled tens of millions into Putin’s campaign.


    “Putin telephoned, the fuck, during the election campaign,” the Ukrainian president told an administration official on a secretly recorded telephone call. “‘Leonid Danylovych [Kuchma], well, at least give us a bit of money,’” Kuchma said, imitating candidate Putin’s patronizing tone.14


    Kuchma did as Putin had commanded and ordered the head of Ukraine’s public oil and gas company to scrounge together $56 million for Putin’s campaign coffers. When Putin won in March 2000, he repaid Kuchma’s favor nearly fivefold with a $250 million transfer—allegedly via Gazprom. However, instead of the money going to pay back Ukraine’s gas company, it disappeared into a dizzying structure of shadowy offshore interests.15


    After Putin brought Ukraine to heel, the former Soviet Republic of Moldova was the next to feel Putin’s aggression. By the end of his first year in office, Putin had taken effective control of Moldova’s energy and financial sectors. Later, when Moldova thought about signing a free trade deal with the EU, Russia threatened to cut its gas supplies. Putin’s deputy foreign minister even shamelessly threatened the Moldovans, stating, “We hope that you will not freeze.”16


    In 2002, Putin signed an agreement with Kazakhstan’s “dictator for life,” Nursultan Nazarbayev. Most of Kazakhstan’s oil would be transported via Russia’s transit network. In addition, Putin proposed a pipeline network creating a “single export channel” for all gas exports from Central Asia. Putin coveted Kazakhstan’s vast oil and uranium reserves, and his strategic energy alliance with Soviet-era despot Nazarbayev had only just begun.17


    By 2003, Putin had reached a similar deal with Turkmenistan, giving Russia long-term priority access to the third-largest gas reserves in the world. The plan was quite obvious: Putin was cornering the oil and gas markets in Europe and Central Asia. Combined with Russia’s substantial domestic production, Putin’s effective control of gas from Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Moldova, and other countries meant that soon all of Europe could become dependent on Russia for its energy needs.18


    Putin’s kleptocratic alliance with Kuchma and the power moves that he was making in the former Soviet republics concerned U.S. energy and diplomatic observers. The foreign policy intelligentsia in Washington had already masterminded (and refined) a counteroffensive: the so-called “color revolutions.”19


    The West’s Counteroffensive: Color Revolutions


    Western-backed protests had successfully ousted the Russia-allied president of Yugoslavia Slobodan Milosevic in 2000. That playbook was used again in November 2003 to spark the “Rose Revolution” in Georgia. Strategically speaking, the most threatening insurgency to Putin’s energy stranglehold was Ukraine’s first “Orange Revolution,” which began in November 2004.20


    Putin blamed the U.S. for fomenting the revolutions, which he considered an “unlawful way” to oust the leadership in Georgia and Ukraine. He warned that the West’s attempt to create a “system of permanent revolutions” was “very dangerous.” Any diplomatic gains that Putin made with the Bush administration in the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks eroded after the successes of the color revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine.21


    Putin and his mafia-linked security services retained significant sway in pockets of Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine—the regions of South Ossetia, Transnistria, and Crimea, respectively.22


    Russian journalist Yulia Latynina described Georgia’s pro-Russian region as a mafia state, saying, “South Ossetia is not a territory, not a country, not a regime. It is a joint venture of Siloviki generals and Ossetian bandits for making money in a conflict with Georgia.”23


    In these regions (and in Russia generally), Putin’s Siloviki retaliated against the U.S. by targeting diplomats and allied organizations with constant surveillance, overt harassment, and covert threats. To avoid a color revolution in Russia, Putin eliminated jury trials and redefined “treason” to include protests (peaceful or otherwise).24


    In all, Putin created many enemies but demonstrated his commitment to wielding energy for greater power and control. By 2006, the Swedish Defense Research Agency estimated that post-Soviet Russia had leveraged energy policy to pressure or coerce Russia’s neighbors—and by extension most of Europe—at least fifty times. Also, from 2000 to mid-2010, Putin’s regime engaged in thirty-one energy conflicts affecting twenty different countries.25


    Putin’s 2020 Energy Strategy document never specifically acknowledged his strategic use of energy as a foreign policy tool. It stated that the document had “originate[d] from the necessity of fulfillment by Russia of its international ecological commitments.” Therefore, it appears that Putin’s calculated efforts to showcase pro-globalization and pro-environmentalism in his 2020 Energy Strategy were a classic case of Russian duplicity.26


    Putin’s cooperative language, as compared to his coercive actions, confirms the chasm between his public agenda and his private agenda. In the words of Russian scholar James Sherr, “It would be prudent to conclude that Putin’s talk of ‘globalization’ is boltovnya [empty talk].”27


    His successes with controlling the flow of oil and natural gas to his closest neighbors were just the first steps. Looking further at Europe, Putin knew the importance of selling nuclear energy to countries such as Germany, France, and Great Britain.


    Putin’s Nuclear Agenda: The Energy Playbook Goes Global


    As Putin consolidated Russia’s vast oil reserves into Gazprom and Rosneft, he began doing the same thing with nuclear fuel. Just as Putin used Gazprom and Rosneft to leverage his neighbors, Putin’s plans for his atomic umbrella corporation Rosatom were to use nuclear energy to leverage the world. Putin’s nuclear agenda began with Tenex and would culminate in the takeover of Uranium One.


    Putin knew that Tenex was the back door through which his Siloviki could infiltrate and manipulate the American nuclear industry. He needed full control of the company that made uranium deals with the Americans, but Tenex shares had fallen into the hands of oligarchs during the failed privatization era under Yeltsin.28


    Putin’s plan for global nuclear domination began almost immediately after he took over as president. By June 2001, Putin had reclaimed absolute control over Tenex when the board ceded all private shares back to the Kremlin. Less than two weeks later, Putin signed a package of controversial laws designed to vacuum up the world’s spent nuclear fuel (and billions in cash) into Russia and thereby clean up global nuclear waste.29


    To some, it was an obvious scam. As one critic at Greenpeace had explained a few months earlier, “the fairy tales about nuclear cleanup…are nothing but public relations for [the Kremlin’s] crude attempt to get Western money for an expansion of the Russian nuclear industry.”30


    Putin’s brilliant plan worked: the United States aggressively lobbied the international community to pour at least $10 billion into Russia for the reprocessing of spent nuclear fuel (also known as “radioactive garbage”).31


    The plan was to ship twenty thousand tons of “potential bomb-making,” enriched uranium waste under the auspices of nonproliferation (an ironic proposal given that the Kremlin had admitted to nearly two dozen nuclear heist attempts at post-Soviet facilities). The Americans even offered to match the $10 billion, for a combined $20 billion to Russia.32


    Putin’s Nuclear Inner Circle


    Once the Kremlin had full ownership of Tenex, Putin installed an ex-KGB comrade to lead the nuclear corporation (just as he had with all industries critical to Russian national security). His Ozero neighbor Vladimir Smirnov was a man who could be trusted to execute Putin’s agenda.33 Smirnov’s background in espionage would facilitate Putin’s infiltration of the American nuclear sector.


    Putin tapped Smirnov to run Tenex sometime in 2002—the year after their SPAG money-laundering operation was exposed. Smirnov’s mafia-linked SPAG associates were indicted in July 2001, and Newsweek blew the story wide open six weeks later. In 2003, German police raided offices linked to SPAG. They were seeking to bust the St. Petersburg crime syndicate responsible for “numerous crimes, including vehicle smuggling, human trafficking, alcohol smuggling, extortion and confidence trickstering.”34


    As it turned out, Smirnov’s experience setting up complex money-laundering and influence operations in St. Petersburg would come in handy at Tenex.35


    Russian newspaper Novaya Gazeta reportedly obtained stolen corporate documents that revealed Tenex, under Smirnov, had set up a secretive subsidiary in Germany called Internexco GmbH to “[represent] Tenex interests in selling nuclear fuel and nuclear technology but also for the purpose of continuing to launder money [emphasis added].”36


    A former FSB investigator named Alexander Litvinenko spent years documenting Putin’s mafia and criminal underworld connections. He investigated Putin and Smirnov’s SPAG money-laundering operation and worked with international investigators to expose Putin’s “mafia state.” Litvinenko was infamously poisoned by a radioactive isotope called polonium-210. The source? Litvinenko’s widow alleges that the polonium trail leads directly to Smirnov-led Tenex.37


    Smirnov was just one of several Putin loyalists entrusted with the Kremlin’s nuclear secrets. At the center of Putin’s nuclear ambitions with Smirnov was Sergei Kiriyenko. Kiriyenko, a brainy and bespectacled man, had been one of Yeltsin’s young technocrat reformers who provided crucial political support to Putin for the 2000 election.38


    Putin rewarded Kiriyenko with an appointment to a diplomatic envoy post in the Volga Federal District, which Putin’s 2020 Energy Strategy identified as a “main [consumer] of primary energy resources.” From there, Kiriyenko headed the Kremlin’s State Commission on Chemical Disarmament, eliminating Soviet-era chemical weapon stockpiles.39


    In 2004, Putin restructured the entire Russian nuclear industry into a single, vertically integrated nuclear behemoth: the Federal Atomic Energy Agency, or “Rosatom.” By the end of 2005, Putin again rewarded Kiriyenko’s service by placing him in charge of perhaps the most critically important conglomerate in all of Russia, even though Kiriyenko “had been outside nuclear industry circles.”40


    Rosatom would play both a military and civilian role in Putin’s nuclear strategy, and Kiriyenko understood that his assignment was “to restore the glory days of Mindredmash, the notorious secret super-industry of Soviet times that had under its purview all things nuclear.”41


    Prior to Putin’s presidency, neither the mafia-linked Smirnov nor the “untested neophyte” Kiriyenko had any apparent experience running nuclear companies, let alone a conglomerate as large as Tenex (or Rosatom for that matter). Smirnov’s KGB background, Kiriyenko’s financial background, and their loyalties to Putin appear to be all the credentials they needed.42


    In addition to these loyalists, Putin needed operatives with a nuclear background and technical expertise. Longtime nuclear apparatchiks Alexei Grigoriev and Vadim Mikerin had negotiated complex nuclear agreements with the Clinton administration. They were both instrumental in making a deal with Clinton to sell Russian uranium to American utility companies via Tenex and the United States Enrichment Corporation (USEC).43


    Megatons to Megawatts


    Tenex was formally established by the Soviet Union in 1963 and remains one of Russia’s oldest nuclear companies. Tenex is the international trading arm of Russia’s nuclear industry and sells uranium to virtually anyone willing to pay—including Iran and China.44


    Communist East Germany partnered with Tenex’s predecessor (Technoexport) to supply uranium to the Soviet nuclear weapons program throughout the Cold War. But when Tenex partnered with the French in 1971 to enrich uranium, the Russians officially entered the Western market. This marked the beginning of the end of U.S. nuclear dominance. By 1991, the Soviets had amassed an enormous strategic stockpile of uranium—two hundred thousand tons.45


    After the Cold War ended, Russia was flush with nuclear weapons but strapped for cash. The fledgling post-Soviet regime found compliant partners in the Clinton administration, who soon began importing Russian corruption while exporting American wealth and nuclear secrets.46


    Beginning in February 1993, Clinton’s administration signed a series of deals with the Kremlin under the guise of nuclear disarmament. Commonly known as the “Megatons to Megawatts” program, it was a valiant proposal to turn “swords into ploughshares.”47 The idea had been conceived a year earlier under George H.W. Bush’s administration, but it was Bill Clinton who executed the strategy.


    The Clinton team’s Russian counterparts agreed to ship Russian nuclear warhead materials, namely highly enriched uranium (HEU), from St. Petersburg to the U.S. There, it would be converted into low enriched uranium (LEU) for U.S. nuclear reactors. The $12 billion deal (which ballooned to over $20 billion) was hailed as a win-win: the U.S. claimed a post–Cold War victory while securing essential energy resources, while Russia unloaded more than five hundred metric tons of HEU. Thanks to Clinton’s Commerce Department, which changed certain trade regulations, the terms were very favorable to Russia (and profitable to the well-connected American utility companies).48


    This HEU-LEU program was a central core in Putin’s long-term strategy to conquer the world nuclear market using dubious international nuclear deals. Grigoriev and Mikerin had negotiated the deal under Yeltsin, and Putin kept these two valuable allies and the agreement in place.49


    Grigoriev agrees that the HEU-LEU deal “really helped” the Kremlin during those “very difficult years” when Russia’s economy was in shambles. At a time when most Russian industries were crippled, the civil nuclear industry (i.e., Rosatom and Tenex) was able to “increase its production.” Yeltsin’s and Clinton’s Megatons to Megawatts negotiations paved the way to friendlier relations and represented a post–Cold War diplomatic high point. “I think it has really helped us in our relations with the U.S. utilities as well,” Grigoriev said.50


    The relationships that Tenex built with U.S. utility companies under the Megatons to Megawatts deal were mutually beneficial and highly lucrative. This oft-overlooked detail will be a crucial factor to understanding how and why the Obama administration would approve the Uranium One deal a few years later.


    One factor that has never been overlooked (and certainly did not help Russian-American relations) is Russia’s nuclear alliance with Iran.


    The Russia-Iran Nuclear Alliance


    Russia and Iran have been strategic nuclear allies for decades—a major point of contention with the U.S. In the mid-1990s, Russia picked up where the Germans had left off in the late 1970s in building the infamous Bushehr nuclear reactor on the coast of the Persian Gulf, approximately 650 miles south of Tehran. Also, the nuclear partnership with Iran steered virtually all aspects of American relations with Russia after 1995. Washington viewed Russia’s cooperation on the Bushehr reactor as a potential facilitation of Iran’s atomic weapons program.51


    Moscow did not share Washington’s concerns and viewed Iran’s nuclear ambitions as a potential windfall. After all, the Megatons to Megawatts program had provided much-needed cash in the 1990s, but the program was set to expire in 2013.52 That loss of revenue likely incentivized Rosatom to build nuclear reactors (supplied with Tenex uranium) for American adversaries like Iran.


    In addition to the billions generated by the construction of the massive infrastructure, building and operating nuclear power plants (NPP)—like Bushehr—created potential long-term customers that sought Rosatom’s abundant low-cost supply.53


    While Megatons to Megawatts greased the skids between Moscow and Washington, the changing administrations—especially Putin’s—brought about renewed friction between the superpowers.


    When George W. Bush came to power in 2001, he and Putin initially maintained a cordial rapport. Putin often bragged that he was the first world leader to call Bush after the September 11 terrorist attacks, and Bush famously said that he trusted Putin after catching a glimpse of his soul. But when Bush placed Iran firmly inside what he called the “Axis of Evil” in his 2002 State of the Union speech, Putin no doubt felt the shot across the bow.54


    While the two leaders made some diplomatic gains on the issue of nuclear arsenal reduction, the Iran issue was an obvious and immediate impasse. When Bush slapped sanctions on a Russian arms maker for missile sales to Tehran, Russian analysts suggested that the Americans had signaled their intent to “pursue all avenues to halt Russia’s involvement in the [Iran nuclear] project.”55


    Indeed, the Bush administration took a hard stance on the “Iran issue.” It demanded that Putin cancel support for Bushehr. But Putin hardly budged. Only when Putin convinced the Iranians to surrender their spent fuel and transport the nuclear materials back to Russia in 2005 did Bush yield—temporarily.56


    It was around this time that Bush’s FBI tasked a longtime American intelligence operative named William Douglas Campbell with penetrating Putin’s nuclear complex. In 2005, Campbell began his harrowing journey in Kazakhstan—the heart of Russia’s uranium supply—and soon found himself in Moscow, infiltrating the highest levels of the Kremlin.


    Campbell apprised his FBI handlers often—via written and oral briefings—to be wary of the Kremlin’s nuclear acquisitions and advances in the United States and abroad. Campbell also warned the FBI of the American lobbyists who furthered those Kremlin advances.57


    At the same time, Putin sought to seduce the Bush administration. He visited Camp David, the ranch in Crawford, Texas, and the Bush compound on Walker’s Point in Kennebunkport, Maine. Putin even tried to curry favor with Bush by offering former Secretary of Commerce Don Evans—one of Bush’s closest friends—a lucrative position at oil giant Rosneft. Bush was “flabbergasted,” but kept his cool.58


    In 2006, Bush came around to Putin’s requests and briefly relented on the Iran issue. It appeared that Russia would get permission to advance Iran’s nuclear energy program and get the nuclear treaty (called the “123 Agreement”) that they desperately wanted.59


    Putin’s charm offensive peaked in April 2008 when he invited Bush to visit the ritzy Russian resort town of Sochi. Bush warily agreed on the condition that Putin would not ambush him in some way. This would be Bush’s twenty-eighth and final official visit with Putin.60


    That same month, NATO announced that Georgia and Ukraine “will become members of NATO.” Georgia and Ukraine were not just Putin’s neighbors, they were former Soviet republics and directly on his doorstep. This announcement crossed Putin’s red line.61


    As the Georgian government sought to join NATO, the Georgian breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia sought independence. Georgia received support from the West while Abkhazia and South Ossetia received support from Russia. Violence broke out and escalated throughout the summer. The proxy war had fully erupted.62


    In August 2008, Putin sent troops marching into Georgia. The conflict lasted just twelve days, but thousands were killed or injured (including civilians), and nearly two hundred thousand residents were displaced.63


    The invasion of Georgia, combined with new evidence that Iran had a secret nuclear weapons program, would re-chill the thawing U.S.-Russia relationship that Putin had tried to cultivate with the Bush administration. Once Russia invaded Georgia, Bush scrapped the deal and reached a new deal with Russia’s neighbors to install missile defense systems in Poland.64


    U.S.-Russia relations plummeted to a post–Cold War low.65


    These events put the U.S. on alert regarding Putin’s ambitions and ulterior motives. Putin had shown himself to be a canny and sophisticated authoritarian. The Bush administration had not forgotten Putin’s previous career working for the KGB and setting up its post-Soviet reinvention.66


    The Rosatom Expansion Continues


    In November 2007, Rosatom was converted from a federal agency to a state-owned corporation. Putin’s state-owned corporations, like Rosatom, were essentially Soviet-style enterprises where the government owns the means of production, but the operations are opaque, outside federal budget restrictions, and more autonomous.67


    Rosatom became a sort of hybrid—a cross between a government agency and a for-profit corporation. With this crowning stroke, Putin had successfully consolidated and gained control over virtually every facet of the nuclear fuel cycle—from uranium mining to enrichment and fuel conversion to power plant construction and operation and even to waste disposal. The Kremlin supported all divisions.68


    The net result was that the Kremlin bankrolled the unprofitable programs (such as nuclear waste disposal and cleanup of nuclear disasters) and the profitable operations were effectively separated from these costly (and toxic) liabilities.69 What this means economically is that Rosatom is a nuclear monopolist not subject to typical market forces and can subsidize its products to beat any international competitors’ prices. 70


    For international utility companies, Tenex was an attractive fuel supplier.


    With Kiriyenko at the helm, Rosatom began snapping up uranium assets and planning new projects around the world. Kiriyenko’s strategy was aggressive: the Kremlin planned to spend $60 billion by 2021 building dozens of new reactors in Russia alone (a fivefold increase in new reactors over the previous fifteen-year period).71


    Putin’s infiltration of the U.S. nuclear industry through diplomacy would have to await the results of the 2008 election. Russia’s post-Soviet constitution prevents three consecutive presidential terms. This forced Putin to yield the presidency to his hand-picked successor: Dmitry Medvedev.72 And while Putin had relinquished the presidency to his lawyer and confidante, everyone knew who was still really in charge: Prime Minister Putin.73


    He needed a president whose ambitions (and weaknesses) would allow Russia to recapture its former position on the global chessboard. Putin dreamed of an administration he could leverage—by any means—and wanted to take America down a peg (or three).74


    Meanwhile, Russian spies remained undercover abroad, inching closer to Washington bureaucrats, nuclear officials, and lobbyists who could persuade Bush’s successor, whomever that might be, to normalize relations with Moscow.75


    Putin Tests Obama


    In November 2008, Senator Barack Obama (D-IL) was elected the forty-fourth president of the United States. A former community organizer steeped in left-wing activism, Obama was the polar opposite of George W. Bush. Instead of an assertive nationalist confident of America’s leadership role in world affairs, Obama believed the U.S. needed to apologize for its past imperialism and was uncomfortable with America’s supposed role as global policeman. Whether knowingly or not, these views aligned closely with Putin’s.76


    Yet the Russian president and his circle evinced nothing but disdain for Obama’s Hamlet-like ambivalence and reluctance to act. As reporters David Corn and Michael Isikoff write in their book Russian Roulette:


    Putin and his top advisers routinely denigrated Obama and his national security team as “weak” and “indecisive”—and then, contradictorily, blamed him for meddling in Russia’s internal affairs. In Putin’s presence, Obama would be called a “monkey,” and it was not uncommon for the American president to be referred to as the N-word.77


    Obama’s apparent weakness and disinterest in American leadership abroad emboldened Putin’s energy weaponization strategy. Putin’s zero-sum mindset—we win, you lose—meant that for Russia to advance, the U.S. and its NATO allies must retreat. After years of escalating tensions under Bush, Putin apparently believed that President-elect Obama would offer no resistance to his strategy.


    Just days before Obama was sworn in as president, Putin tested his theory. He turned off the flow of natural gas to Ukraine, and by extension much of Europe, and millions were suddenly unable to heat their homes amid subzero temperatures. Nearly a dozen people, mostly in Poland, froze to death when temperatures reached -13 degrees Fahrenheit.78


    Yet again, this was Putin’s way of extracting concessions from his neighbors while flexing his muscles for the world to see.


    How would the president-elect react? Putin’s theory was correct: instead of condemning Russia’s cruelty, Obama said nothing. Nevertheless, Russia opened the pipelines the same day Obama was inaugurated and, in the months that followed, crickets chirped in Obama’s White House despite the January 2009 Eastern European “humanitarian emergency.”79


    Less than three months later, in April 2009, Russia tested the Obama administration again. President Medvedev gave a press conference with the pro-Russian Georgian leaders in the breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. They announced a military agreement authorizing Russia, which had committed more than $300 million in military support in 2009, to dispatch more troops to the Georgian borders. This was a major escalation in the Georgian crisis that had so outraged the lame-duck Bush administration.80


    When Obama visited Moscow three months later in July, he would barely allude to Russia’s recent cruelty in Eastern Europe, let alone condemn it. Instead he voiced high-flown sentiments projecting an idealized vision of a world moving away from great power confrontation toward interdependency and cooperation.


    “In 2009, a great power does not show strength by dominating or demonizing other countries. The days when empires could treat sovereign states as pieces on a chess board are over,” Obama preached. “The pursuit of power is no longer a zero-sum game—progress must be shared. That’s why I have called for a ‘reset’ in relations between the United States and Russia.’’81


    This was Putin’s first in-person encounter with Obama. He must have been overjoyed when Obama repeatedly praised Russia’s post-Soviet reforms and lauded Russia’s influence on America. “We’ve been enriched by Russian culture, and enhanced by Russian cooperation. And as a resident of Washington, D.C., I continue to benefit from the contributions of Russians,” Obama joked, referring to Washington Capitals all-star hockey player Alexander Ovechkin.82


    Meanwhile, his silence on Russia’s weaponization of energy and the military aggression in Georgia and throughout the region was deafening. In hindsight, these benign comments are more than a little ironic in light of the harsh criticism later directed at Donald Trump for his similar praise of Vladimir Putin.


    Obama did hint at Ukraine and Georgia’s prospective NATO membership, but he actually downplayed U.S. support, saying, “America will never impose a security arrangement on another country.” Obama ultimately concluded, “And let me be clear: NATO should be seeking collaboration with Russia, not confrontation.”83


    McCain Institute senior fellow David J. Kramer, among others, glowingly praised Obama’s “reset” and said Obama “deserved credit” for the strategy. But even Kramer would concede that “provocative visits to Abkhazia and South Ossetia by Medvedev and Putin respectively, Medvedev’s renewed threats to target Iskander missiles against the Czech Republic and Poland if U.S. missile defense plans move forward in those two countries, and the murders of human rights activists and charity heads in Chechnya have cast a shadow over the relationship.”84


    After eight years of the confrontational cowboy George W. Bush, the Washington foreign policy establishment was ready for a change and was fully on board with Obama’s America-second agenda. Their muted reservations would remain buried in the margins of think tank white papers. Indeed, Obama and the intelligentsia in Washington had big plans to collaborate with Russia. Russia’s cooperation on Obama’s Iran nuclear deal would be essential. The “reset” of Russian relations was only just beginning.85


    For Putin, this was a dream come true. Iran’s fledgling nuclear program was a potential cash cow for Russia and a central component of Putin’s nuclear strategy. Obama’s naïveté, his general apologetic tone, and his strong desire to advance Iran’s nuclear ambitions blinded him to Putin’s schemes.86


    When Bush stepped down and Obama stepped up, Putin’s nuclear strategy went into full swing.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4



    OBAMA’S NUCLEAR CRONIES



    How a Young Anti-Nuclear Activist Grew Up

    to Become a Pro-Nuclear President


    “To put an end to Cold War thinking, we will reduce the role of nuclear weapons in our national security strategy, and urge others to do the same.… We must harness the power of nuclear energy on behalf of our efforts to combat climate change, and to advance peace opportunity for all people.”1


    —Barack Obama, 2009


    Deep under a college football stadium at the University of Chicago, the very first controlled nuclear chain reaction took place on December 2, 1942. Physicists first harnessed uranium fission and the United States became the world’s first nuclear power.2 Chicago would later become the headquarters of Exelon Corporation—one of the world’s most powerful nuclear conglomerates—and the home of the forty-fourth U.S. president: Barack Obama.


    A few hundred miles south of Chicago, in Metropolis, Illinois, a conversion facility processed the Russian uranium after it had been stripped from Soviet missiles under the Clinton-era Megatons to Megawatts deal. The facility was run by Fortune 100 industrial behemoth Honeywell International Inc. Honeywell converted the Russian uranium into reactor fuel, then shipped it off to power the nuclear plants for utility companies like Exelon.3


    The taxpayer-subsidized Megatons to Megawatts program was highly profitable for the utilities and even more so for the Kremlin. But Russia’s fortunes had waned under the Bush administration, and Putin’s aggression in Georgia jeopardized the nuclear dealings of the conglomerates like Honeywell and Exelon, who enjoyed the cheap fuel supply from Russia.


    The Chicago and Metropolis nuclear money fueled the rise of the Obama political network.4 The conglomerates funneled massive sums to Obama and his inner circle even before he was elected U.S. senator in 2004. When Obama ran for president, Exelon’s and Honeywell’s contributions and lobbying expenditures ramped up significantly.5


    Their years of investment in Obama and his closest advisors granted the conglomerates unprecedented access to the White House and returned substantial financial benefit in the form of green energy handouts and favorable nuclear energy policies. Obama’s Russia reset provided well-connected nuclear utilities an additional windfall.6


    Like Putin and the Uranium One stakeholders, Obama’s nuclear benefactors—especially Exelon—had reason to rejoice when American uranium fell under Russian control. And like the Clinton Foundation, the post-presidential Obama Foundation reaped a big nuclear payday: Exelon was among the first to donate $1 million to the Obama Foundation (they pledged an additional $10 million, also making them one of the largest single donors).7


    While Obama seemed particularly pro-nuclear, his propensity toward all things atomic had limits. Since his college days at Columbia University, Obama had dreamed of a world without nuclear weapons. Once president, he worked toward his near-lifelong goal of “going to zero”—dismantling the nuclear arsenal through arms reductions or “disarmament.”8 Putin could not have gotten luckier and, under the reset, he secured almost every item on his nuclear wish list by exploiting Obama’s weaknesses.


    While Obama was stripping the U.S. of its nuclear deterrents and crippling domestic energy producers, Putin was bolstering Russia’s arsenal and cornering global energy markets. Obama must have known this, but he continued to disarm the U.S. anyway via toothless nuclear treaties. All the while, Putin cheated and breached such treaties repeatedly and, furthermore, sought to create an American dependency on Russian uranium. Evidently, Putin’s customers—the conglomerates like Exelon and other American utilities—were willing to trade short-term profits for that long-term dependency on Russia.9


    An Activist Goes to Washington


    In 2004, Obama was elected to the U.S. Senate. Having grown up during the Cold War, he was passionate about nuclear disarmament and had been for a long time. Even as a junior senator, Obama knew more about Russian nuclear deals than most people and, early on, made nonproliferation one of his primary goals. To boost his foreign policy bona fides, Senator Obama traveled to Russia in 2005 to inspect Soviet-era nuclear weapons facilities and materials.10


    Obama and his delegation were detained at an airport in the Ural Mountains for hours by the Russian authorities. It is unclear if Senator Obama was already familiar with the Kremlin’s notorious brinkmanship antics, but it must have been an uncomfortable introduction to U.S.-Russia relations for the junior senator. More importantly, the trip allowed Obama to confirm Putin’s nuclear ambitions and his nuclear facilities in person (though Obama did not meet with Putin directly on this trip).11


    After that trip to Moscow, Obama talked nobly (if naïvely) about collaborating with Russia “to dismantle these arms and create a more peaceful and safe future for…people all around the world.”12


    As mentioned, Putin had been forced by constitutional constraints to step aside as president. Thus, his protégé Dmitry Medvedev, who was younger and more diplomatic than Putin, became his successor. Meanwhile, Putin continued pushing his agenda behind the scenes. Medvedev gave the outward appearance (particularly to the U.S.) that Russia was moving closer toward a pro-globalist democracy.13


    In reality, newly elected President Medvedev oversaw the Georgia invasion and even issued a presidential decree recognizing Abkhazia and South Ossetia as independent states—an action condemned by the West. This lent credence to suspicions that Medvedev was just keeping Putin’s seat warm. These skeptics included Hillary Clinton, who in 2009 assumed the role of Secretary of State.14


    By 2009, Russia desperately needed to reset the deteriorating relationship. Hostility at home and abroad during the Bush administration had created economic uncertainty amid threats of sanctions by Western nations. But Putin needed the West. The Russian economy depended on Western money, Western technology, and the West’s willingness to do long-term business with Russia.15


    President Obama and Secretary Clinton were both essentially globalists, but Clinton was a liberal hawk with a more interventionist bent than Obama. Unlike Hillary, who is almost fourteen years older and grew up in a conservative town (and was a self-described “Goldwater girl”), Obama was a product of the postmodern left and his views were those of the liberal faculty lounge.16


    Obama sincerely believed that the United States had shown arrogance in its relations with the world and publicly said so during his famous global “apology tour” in 2009.17 He apparently believed that the world was entering a new era of global cooperation, such that America should cede its role as global policeman and lead not from the front, but (as his advisor put it) “from behind.”18


    But Obama’s idealism was not unmixed. As the product of the Chicago Democratic machine, he also had a certain hard-edged political realism, especially where his donors and supporters were concerned. People had to be rewarded for their loyalty. It is therefore not surprising that some of the wealthiest and most loyal benefactors from his days in Chicago, many of whom had significant nuclear operations, benefitted immensely from his plans for a diplomatic “reset” with Russia.19


    The “reset” officially started forty-five days into President Obama’s administration as he dispatched Secretary Clinton to Geneva to meet on March 6, 2009, with Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov.20 With cameras rolling to record the event, Clinton presented Lavrov with a chintzy red emergency stop button that had actually been swiped from a hotel swimming pool or jacuzzi. They stuck the English word “reset” and the Russian word “peregruzka” onto the stolen button using a cheap label-maker.21


    “We worked hard to get the right Russian word. Do you think we got it?” Clinton asked Lavrov. “You got it wrong,” said an amused Lavrov. “This says ‘peregruzka,’ which means ‘overcharged.’” Clinton laughed sheepishly and quickly recovered, “We won’t let you do that to us, I promise.”22


    Obama’s deference to other world leaders and willingness to literally bow to them matched Hillary Clinton’s eagerness to take their money. In short, these were people with whom Putin could do business.23


    Spy Ring Cover-up


    A year later, President Obama sat at the head of the table in the situation room and he was furious. Deputy National Security Advisor John Brennan called the meeting on June 18, 2010, to inform the president that his intelligence chiefs planned to bust a Russian spy ring. The top brass were all in attendance, including Obama’s Defense Secretary, Robert Gates, who recalled the scene.24 But Gates and his colleagues were not prepared for the reaction they got from the president.


    “Just as we’re getting on track with the Russians, this? This is a throwback to the Cold War,” Obama fumed. “This is right out of John le Carré. We put START, Iran, the whole relationship with Russia at risk for this kind of thing?”25


    The tension in the room was palpable. In Gates’ account, Obama did not seem overtly angry at the Russians’ duplicity; he was not raging about Putin’s blatant disrespect and mockery of the recent diplomatic efforts. Instead, Obama was mad at American law enforcement officials for their audacity in creating a PR fiasco at the same time he was trying to bring Russia to the negotiating table to reduce weapons stockpiles, to increase civilian nuclear trade, and to cooperate on the upcoming Iran nuclear deal.26


    The situation needed to be contained.


    The Russian spies—operating in Washington, D.C., Manhattan, and Boston—had gotten too close to former top intelligence officials (including a Clinton administration Megatons to Megawatts negotiator and a scientist designing bunker-busting bombs). Secretary Clinton’s inner circle was targeted successfully, and one of her major financial backers had potentially been compromised.27


    Obama’s advisors were divided. On one side were CIA Director Leon Panetta and FBI Director Robert Mueller. Panetta wanted to rescue their informant, a Russian asset who had exposed the domestic spy ring, and Mueller wanted to arrest the Russian sleeper agents. On the other side were the White House and the State Department, who wanted to keep the whole thing quiet.28


    Vice President Joe Biden, National Security Advisor Tom Donilon, and the “diplomatic players” agreed with the president. Biden and Donilon strongly argued in favor of sweeping the illegal spy ring under the rug. Without a hint of irony, Biden said, “Our national security interest balance tips heavily to not creating a flap.” Obama’s top officials apparently believed that bowing to Russia was in the best interests of U.S. national security and that punishing Russian spies would “blow up the relationship.”29


    Everyone agreed that busting the spy ring would blindside Medvedev, who was set to meet with Obama within days. But ignoring the spies or even letting them off the hook presented a dilemma in itself. Defense Secretary Robert Gates offered a solution: meet privately with Medvedev and reveal the real names and ranks of the nearly one dozen Russian spies and demand that they be recalled to Russia quietly and immediately. Obama did not want to embarrass Medvedev and agreed to Gates’ soft-touch proposal.30


    After Obama left the situation room, the advisors deliberated a bit more and agreed that the plan would still put Medvedev in a tight spot.31 They decided that it was probably best to quietly “exfiltrate” their informant and deport the Russian agents without informing Medvedev.32 That way everyone was happy.


    On June 27, 2010, ten of the Russian spies were quietly rounded up and deported. They returned to Russia in exchange for four Russian prisoners accused of spying for the West. It was a lopsided trade to say the least, particularly because the U.S. was unable to secure the release of a single American prisoner.33


    Meanwhile, the Russian illegals, including the notorious femme fatale Anna Chapman, returned to Russia and Putin gave them a hero’s welcome.34 Then, in October, the spies were awarded the Order of Merit for the Fatherland—Russia’s highest award—by President Medvedev.35


    Putin’s welcome home party for the agents was a direct slap in the face to the United States. Obama was desperately trying to downplay the threat they had posed, yet the Russian president gave them a very public national award ceremony. Putin even issued a thinly veiled threat to the FBI and CIA’s informant (and any potential co-informants). “It was the result of treason,” Putin said of whoever was responsible. “It always ends badly for traitors: as a rule, their end comes from drink or drugs, lying in a ditch. And for what?”36


    Putin’s statement was essentially a promise of retaliation against the informant(s). In fact, as more Russian officials began to die under mysterious circumstances, the word “Putincide” became the unofficial term for such deaths among U.S. intelligence circles.37


    In sum, the Russian reset was clearly a joke to Putin, and for obvious reasons. To him, Obama’s weakness was on full display, and Hillary (and Bill) Clinton’s own vulnerabilities would one day be exploited.


    Putin’s Nuclear Wish List


    As revealed by his anger in the situation room, President Obama’s primary goal with the Russian reset was to achieve nuclear deals. In fact, all the major concessions that Obama gave Putin were nuclear-related in one form or another.


    · Scrapping the Bush missile defense plan was tied to mitigating Iran’s nuclear ambitions.


    · The New START treaty was for nuclear disarmament.


    · The 123 Agreement allowed Rosatom to sell nuclear materials directly to U.S. utility companies.


    · The Iran nuclear deal and other denuclearization efforts in Iran, Libya, and North Korea sent hundreds of thousands of tons of uranium to Russia.


    · The administration ignored multiple Russian espionage, bribery, kickbacks, and money-laundering conspiracies—all targeting the American nuclear industry.


    · Even the Skolkovo project—“Russia’s Silicon Valley”—had nuclear implications.


    · The Uranium One purchase approval allowed Putin to all but corner the global nuclear fuel market.


    Perhaps the earliest and most controversial concession that President Obama made to the Russians was scrapping an American-European cohosted missile defense program that began under the Bush administration.38 All other concessions flowed from there.


    Russia’s invasion of Georgia in 2008 had made its neighbors nervous.39 The Bush administration worked closely with Poland and the Czech Republic on a system of ground-based interceptors (GBIs) that would simultaneously keep the Russians and the Iranians in check. Poland especially welcomed the Bush plan for a European missile defense shield as essential to its national security.40


    Yet, just a few weeks into his presidency, Obama sent a secret letter to Medvedev offering to effectively cancel the Bush plan in exchange for Russia’s help neutralizing the Iranian threat. The New York Times first reported on the hand-delivered letter and described it as a potential “quid pro quo,” but Obama disputed the characterization.41


    Obama ordered Secretary Gates to draft a proposal that halted the expansion of Eastern European missile defense, which some viewed as a way to appease the Russians. Gates was a Republican holdover from the Bush administration, so Obama sometimes relied on Gates’ credibility as political cover. Thus, Gates was trotted out to defend Obama’s secret proposal when details were leaked to the New York Times. That leak “made us look like a bunch of bumbling fools, oblivious to the sensitivities of our allies,” Gates later lamented.42


    In fact, Gates had recommended the missile defense system to President Bush in the first place. Gates was an expert on missile defense policy, and Obama relied on his justification and public support to reverse course.43 Gates was also a CIA man, through and through.


    The CIA first recruited Gates in 1966.44 It was around that time that the U.S. began working on robust missile defense systems to counterbalance the Soviet missile threat.45 Gates became an officer in the Air Force and provided intelligence briefings on intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) during the late 1960s.46


    Nixon signed the first Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty with the Soviet Union in 1972, imposing strict limits on missile defenses.47 But Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (also known as “Star Wars”) gave U.S. missile defense a major boost in 1983. As Reagan’s deputy director at the CIA, Gates played a role in the development of a “‘shield’ for the United States against an all-out Soviet attack.”48


    As part of the so-called “Peace Dividend” of defense spending cuts following the collapse of the Soviet Union, funding for SDI missile defense plummeted under President Clinton, who effectively cancelled the program in 1993.49


    In 2002, President George W. Bush unilaterally withdrew from the 1972 ABM treaty amid growing threats from “rogue” nations, particularly Iran and North Korea. Robust missile defense systems were once more on the table. Putin’s duplicity, the weaponization of energy, aggression toward Russia’s neighbors, and assistance to hostile regimes all made missile defense a growing priority in the years before Obama’s presidency.50


    Since Reagan’s announcement of the Star Wars program, most Democrats were opposed to increasing U.S. missile defenses against the Soviets and most Republicans were in favor. But by the time Obama took office, amid mounting Russian aggression and potential rogue actions by other nations, most members of Congress supported some form of limited missile defense.51


    Putin viewed Bush’s nullification of the 1972 ABM treaty as yet another example of U.S. bullying. He resented the West “throwing their weight around.” Also, any American advance, in Putin’s mind, put Russia at a strategic disadvantage.52


    Fortunately, in Barack Obama, Putin had a president who believed that the U.S. must atone for the “darker periods in our history,” as he called them. “We have not been perfect,” Obama told the Muslim world just days after his inauguration in January 2009.53


    “At times we sought to dictate our terms,” he told an audience of the world’s most powerful countries in April 2009. “I would like to think that with my election and the early decisions that we’ve made,” Obama continued, “that you’re starting to see some restoration of America’s standing in the world.”54


    For Putin, that meant his nuclear strategy had hit a major breakthrough.


    Obama had long dreamt of a world without nuclear weapons. As a college student, he wrote his senior-year thesis on Soviet nuclear disarmament. He strongly supported disarmament initiatives to turn weapons-grade uranium into civilian reactor fuel. As a U.S. senator and presidential candidate, Obama made the elimination of nukes, or “going to zero,” a top priority.55


    As president, Obama praised past efforts to take “concrete steps towards a world without nuclear weapons.” Obama believed that the U.S. had a responsibility—or even a moral obligation—to do so.56


    But Putin was unlikely to give up all his nuclear weapons, and any suggestion to the contrary was almost comically naïve. Nonetheless, in 2009 President Obama began negotiating a disarmament treaty that would replace the 1991 Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, or START I.57


    Obama signed the New START with President Medvedev on April 8, 2010. Again, Putin made a mockery out of Obama’s effort. Defense Secretary Gates informed Obama, “at the exact moment of the signing ceremony, the Russian military had been conducting a nuclear attack exercise against the United States.” A nice Putin touch, Gates thought.58


    As Congress began debating Obama’s proposed New START treaty, on May 10, the president resubmitted the U.S.-Russian civilian nuclear agreement (or the “123 Agreement”). The Atomic Energy Act of 1954 prohibits American companies from trading nuclear materials, technology, and services with foreign governments unless that government has signed a special cooperation agreement with the United States. Section 123 of the Atomic Energy Act defined the criteria for nuclear cooperation and trade, hence the nickname of the agreement.59


    President Bush had first submitted a Russian 123 Agreement in May 2008 but scrapped the plan after Russia invaded Georgia in August 2008. President Obama reassured Congress in a letter that the situation in Georgia should no longer be considered an obstacle. Obama believed that “the level and scope of U.S.-Russian cooperation on Iran [were] sufficient to justify” the 123 Agreement.60


    Opponents, including Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL), objected to the agreement because of Russia’s shady nuclear dealings with Iran. But, Obama’s allies controlled Congress and the opponents were unable to block the deal, which became official on December 9, 2010.61


    The 123 Agreement had been a major priority for the Kremlin long before 2008. The deal allowed Rosatom and its subsidiaries to sell “nuclear material, technologies and equipment, as well as services” directly to American companies. Furthermore, Obama and Medvedev agreed that the U.S. and Kremlin would facilitate these “commercial relations.”62


    Obama’s State Department, led by Secretary Clinton, said that the agreement “will support commercial interests by allowing U.S. and Russian firms to team up more easily in joint ventures.” The Uranium One deal had 123 Agreement implications, and the approval of both (after heavy lobbying) meant that the Russian nuclear complex was poised to reap substantial benefits from Obama’s reset policy.63


    But Rosatom and the Russians were not the only corporation to profit from increased nuclear cooperation. Obama’s oldest and closest corporate allies lobbied for the 123 Agreement and were among its largest beneficiaries.


    Obama’s Nuclear Roots


    With so many nuclear concessions to Putin, especially the questionable Uranium One sale, many in Washington wondered why Obama caved so spectacularly.


    Obama’s critics consistently hammered him on his weak Russia policy throughout his first term. As news of Obama failures continued to trickle out through 2016, former counterintelligence officer John Schindler reported, “Hillary’s secret Kremlin connection is quickly unraveling.” Former federal prosecutor Andrew C. McCarthy wrote that the Uranium One deal compromised U.S. national security and was not just a Clinton scandal, but also “an Obama-administration scandal.” Even the left-leaning Brookings Institution implored their subscribers not to “rehabilitate Obama on Russia,” and laid bare how the Obama administration “consistently underestimated the challenge posed by Putin’s regime.”64


    The administration’s explanation was repeatedly summed up in a single word: “reset.”65


    But why was the reset so important for Obama? Was he just being naïvely idealistic? Was he blinded by communist sympathies? Were there perhaps any commercial motivations? All appear to be contributing factors.


    Before Obama got into politics, he was a local community organizer and political activist in Chicago.66 He was also, like many on the left, a strong supporter of nuclear disarmament. Young Obama followed the antinuclear movement and interviewed the activists who attended rallies and marches calling for a reduction in U.S. nuclear stockpiles. At Columbia, he sympathized with and promoted groups like Arms Race Alternatives (ARA), Students Against Militarism (SAM), and Students Against Nuclear Energy (SANE) in the student newspaper.67 For his senior-year seminar thesis, Obama wrote about the nuclear standoff between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, and the prospects of disarmament.68


    In 1983, Obama penned an article for Columbia’s Sundial student magazine promoting the Nuclear Freeze movement. “The Freeze is one part of a whole disarmament movement,” Obama wrote, quoting an ARA activist. “The lowest common denominator, so to speak.” The activist also suggested that diverting government spending toward social welfare programs “may dispel the idea that disarmament is a white issue.”69


    In early 1985, Obama got a job at the New York Public Interest Research Group (NYPIRG), a nonprofit think tank.70 Antinuclear and environmental activist Ralph Nader founded the national organization, U.S. PIRG, in 1970 to research and advocate for consumer and environmental reform.71


    Even though Obama’s supervisor was impressed with his ambitions, his efforts to bring about meaningful change in the Big Apple did not bear fruit and he needed a change of scenery. Although his supervisor wanted him to stay because “it was rare to get such a thoughtful organizer,” he had already made up his mind and began looking for work elsewhere.72 Soon he saw an ad for a community-organizing job in Chicago.73


    Jerry Kellman, a white Jewish community organizer, had been looking for a black face to appeal to communities on the south side of Chicago.74 Kellman would become the first of several influential Obama mentors and showed him how to work the streets of Chicago, a city that has long been notorious for its corrupt political machine.75


    Welcome to the Machine


    Before Obama moved to Illinois, his nuclear stance was purely ideological. Once he entered Chicago politics, his nuclear interests soon became commercial.76 The experience that he gained within Chicago’s corrupt political culture would hone his skills of mutual back-scratching and palm-greasing to cut through the red tape of bureaucracy.77


    Bettylu Saltzman was one of the first powerful Chicagoans to meet Obama and see his political potential. “I told everyone I knew about this guy,” Saltzman later said. “Everyone” turned out to be the most wealthy and elite families in Chicago and beyond. Saltzman opened the doors for Obama to the Pritzker real estate dynasty, the Crown business empire, the MacArthur Foundation, and other influential liberal organizations. Her vast network of connections formed the financial base of Obama’s political future.78


    Saltzman also introduced Obama to some of Chicago’s winning political strategists. Soon, Obama added political heavyweights like David Axelrod, Rahm Emanuel, Valerie Jarrett, David Plouffe, and investor John Rogers Jr. to his expanding “golden Rolodex.”79 Obama’s new friends showed him how to make money as an activist. He learned that with enough political power, he could do good and do well.80


    Young Obama had bounced from one tiny apartment to another, all in impoverished neighborhoods (“drug-ridden,” as one biographer described) and with spartan décor. When he moved to Chicago, he “outfitted the apartment for monkish living,” just as he had done in New York with “a bed, a bridge table, a couple of chairs, and some books.”81


    Shortly after their marriage in 1992, Barack and his new wife, Michelle, purchased a modest apartment in the city’s Hyde Park neighborhood for $277,500. Twelve years (and a few electoral victories) later, the Obamas bought a three-story brick mansion and the adjacent lot.82


    The “Kenwood house” was the couple’s dream home, but it came with a steep price tag. The list price of the home was $1.95 million, but with the stipulation that the buyer must also purchase an adjacent empty lot listed for $625,000—a package deal totaling more than $2.5 million. But in 2005, the Obamas only paid $1.65 million, and the wife of a political donor named Antoin “Tony” Rezko paid for the difference.83


    Rezko was among Obama’s earliest and most active donors. Rezko first offered Obama a job while he was still at Harvard Law in the early 1990s. Obama declined, but when he returned to Chicago, he got a job at the Davis Miner law firm where he did legal work for Rezko’s development company.84


    Rezko was eager for Obama to run for office and raised hundreds of thousands for Obama’s early campaigns. A Syrian émigré, he had an engineering background and designed nuclear reactors before betting on Chicago real estate (and politicians). The Rezko relationship gained scandalous notoriety when Obama confessed that Rezko and his affiliates had concealed more donations than originally disclosed.85


    Rezko had also been a major donor and advisor to former Illinois Governor Rod Blagojevich. His political influence operations later led to a conviction on sixteen criminal charges ranging from fraud to money laundering and bribery.86


    The scandal-plagued Rezko relationship and the tainted money that flowed therefrom could have destroyed Obama’s presidential ambitions and possibly his entire political career.87 He would not be so careless in the future.


    Chicago’s Nuclear Oligarchs


    Chicago is home to some of the largest corporations in the world, notably Boeing, United Airlines, Walgreens, Kraft, Heinz, Allstate, and McDonald’s. The largest nuclear utility company in the United States is also based there: Exelon Corporation.88


    Most Americans have never heard of Exelon. Yet the company provides electricity to tens of millions of customers in forty-eight states, D.C., and Canada (about ten million residential, commercial, and industrial accounts). Eleven of the nearly one hundred nuclear reactors in the United States are in Illinois.89


    If Illinois were a country, it would rank twelfth on the list of “most nuclear reactors”—ahead of Sweden, Belgium, and Germany. Exelon owns all of those reactors—plus half a dozen more across the United States—and fuels them with Russian uranium. With more than $30 billion in annual revenues (and over $110 billion in assets), Exelon is, by far, the largest power company in the United States.90 However, their corporate history is rife with cronyism.


    By the end of the twentieth century, the Clinton administration had dramatically transformed the U.S. electric utility industry. The changes have been described as “deregulation” on a massive scale.91 But in reality, power utilities became more regulated than ever. This “restructuring” led to major consolidations in an already monopolistic industry. The net result was that, over time, investor-owned utility behemoths reaped billion-dollar windfalls, devoured their competitors, and produced “little discernable benefit to consumers.”92 Putin ran a similar play a few years later, but with less of the “free market” messaging.


    Exelon Is Born, Swaddled in Cronyism


    Exelon was formed in 2000 via merger, which was structured by Clinton’s former senior advisor, Rahm Emanuel (and conveniently implemented by Clinton’s former Energy deputy and FERC chairwoman, Elizabeth “Betsy” Moler, whom Exelon hired as a senior executive and top lobbyist). After Emanuel left the Clinton administration in 1998, he got a lucrative job as a managing director at the Chicago office of an elite investment banking firm called Wasserstein Perella & Co. (“Wasserstein”).93


    Wasserstein hired Emanuel “despite [his] having no previous education in finance…and no experience in investment banking.” Years earlier, Emanuel had been instrumental in ramming the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) through Congress, and with his hire came the deep-pocketed clients that he met while working for Clinton.94


    Emanuel’s Democratic connections proved to be worth every penny to the Chicago investment firm, and he quickly became the point man on deals “subject to heavy government regulation.”95


    Chicago billionaire Lester Crown was an associate of Emanuel’s and introduced him to Chicago’s most powerful utility executive: John W. Rowe.96 At that time, Rowe was uncertain that it was legal (or even possible) to merge multibillion-dollar utility companies.97 “Every deal starts with a list of reasons why it can’t get done,” recalled an Exelon board member. “And I can’t think of a deal that had more unsolvable obstacles than that one.”98


    The Clinton administration’s so-called energy “deregulation” and the FERC’s complex restructuring rules had not only created uncertainty in the industry, but also kicked off a feeding frenzy for utility companies. Ever the opportunist, Emanuel adroitly “deployed his skills as a born negotiator” and cashed in. According to Politico, Emanuel’s “signature transaction was the $16 billion merger” that created the Exelon conglomerate.99


    Emanuel navigated the bureaucratic crosscurrents and got the multibillion deal done. Rowe had pulled off an unlikely merger in near-record time.100 The Exelon deal provided Wasserstein an equity stake in the nuclear utility, but only for a brief moment.


    Suddenly, in September 2000, the German Dresdner Bank bought Wasserstein for $1.37 billion in stock. This deal happened a couple of months after the Exelon merger and netted Emanuel much of his Wall Street windfall. Over time, Dresdner began making nine-figure loans to Exelon and advising them on their acquisitions.101


    Without Emanuel’s political connections, a foreign bank’s entrée into complex American nuclear financing might have been risky. Dresdner’s troubling connection to Putin included the widely condemned plunder of Russia’s largest oil company. In late 2004, Dresdner (which had become Dresdner Kleinwort Wasserstein) helped Putin strip Yukos of its assets. Dresdner’s man in Russia—Putin’s ex-Stasi comrade Matthias Warnig—worked the politically fraught Yukos takeover at the same time that Dresdner was saddling Exelon with debt.102


    Very soon, Exelon was making deals directly with Putin’s Rosatom. But they would again need their Chicago political connections to open the doors.


    Obama’s “Backroom Deal” and Axelrod’s “Astroturf”


    Rowe became a generous new fundraiser for Emanuel and Obama and a windfall for Obama’s closest allies. Obama’s old friend John Rogers Jr. became a well-paid Exelon board member. Exelon and its interests also hired Obama’s top strategist, David Axelrod. Exelon’s proxies paid Axelrod’s firm to run a $15 million propaganda campaign.103


    Exelon paid Axelrod to convince lawmakers that utility rate hikes were, counterintuitively, in their constituents’ best interests. This sounded like, at best, a challenging feat. But with a $15 million budget, Axelrod could sell just about anything.104


    Axelrod was an acknowledged expert at creating the appearance of grassroots support through a practice known as “astroturfing.” In 2006, an Exelon subsidiary formed an organization called Consumers Organized for Reliable Electricity (CORE). CORE literature claimed that they were an innocuous “coalition of individuals, businesses and organizations,” but CORE was really funded entirely by Exelon interests and staffed accordingly.105


    CORE carpet-bombed the airwaves with subtle advertisements warning of a vague but impending “California-style energy crisis” in Illinois if the utility’s rate hikes (a nearly 25 percent increase on each residential consumer’s monthly bill) were not approved by legislators. Illinois Senate President Emil Jones (D-Chicago)—an Obama mentor and fellow recipient of Exelon largesse—used a procedural maneuver to allow the rate hikes to proceed.106


    Axelrod’s astroturfing strategy found its way into Obama’s playbook (the technique was used to push Obamacare through, for example) and helped cement the strategic benefit of their decades-long mutual relationship that began in 1991. Exelon’s top executives invested heavily in Obama as he rose from the Illinois State Senate to the White House. By 2012, Exelon executives and employees had personally donated at least $395,000 to Obama’s federal campaigns.107


    This figure does not include the potential millions that Exelon executives and board members persuaded their friends to donate (a practice called "bundling").108 For example, Exelon board member John Rogers Jr. bundled a whopping $500,000 for Obama’s campaigns (at a minimum). Frank Clark, Exelon’s then-chairman and a forty-five-year veteran of the conglomerate, donated heavily to Obama’s campaigns—$24,300 over the years. He also gave $63,000 to the DNC and to Obama’s super PAC from 2008 to 2012. As of October 2011, Clark had also raised at least an additional $200,000 as an Obama bundler.109


    By the time Obama set his sights on the White House, the leadership of Exelon had deeply ingratiated themselves with their fellow Chicagoan. On the 2008 campaign trail, Hillary Clinton even accused him of cutting backroom deals with Exelon. “Senator Obama has some questions to answer about his dealings with one of his largest contributors, Exelon, a big nuclear power company,” Clinton told ABC News. She went on, “Apparently he cut some deals behind closed doors to protect them from full disclosure in the nuclear industry.”110


    Clinton was referring to backroom meetings Senator Obama and his staffers had with Exelon executives who sought to water down a nuclear transparency bill that Obama had introduced.


    For years, Exelon failed to report that their operations had released more than six million gallons of radioactive tritium-contaminated wastewater outside Chicago. Exelon’s failure to alert the public demonstrated “callous disregard” for public health and safety, according to the prosecutor.111


    Obama introduced a nuclear transparency bill (S. 2348) in response to public outrage over Exelon’s cover-up. The original draft of Obama’s bill would have required nuclear plant operators to “immediately notify” local communities of any radioactive spills. Exelon took issue with the language and wanted exemptions for spills that happened on company property.112


    Clinton insinuated that because Exelon had funneled at least $46,000 to his U.S. Senate campaign, Obama was willing to make a backroom deal with them. She was referring to the fact that Obama met privately with Exelon’s CEO and top lobbyist while the bill moved through Senate committees. Exelon’s chief lobbyist on the bill admitted that Obama told him to “work with” a staffer to get the language right.113


    Obama’s nuclear bill ultimately died in the Illinois Senate, but that did not stop him from touting it as a success—“the only nuclear legislation that I’ve passed”—in Iowa during the 2008 campaign. According to HuffPost, Obama’s willingness “to lie to Iowans to protect his nuclear baggage, is at the very least troublesome.”114 This was an apparent effort to distance himself from Exelon’s toxicity.


    Hillary Clinton’s accusation of Obama’s crony ties to Exelon did not receive much coverage amid the media’s fawning “Obamamania,” and Clinton would later be criticized for the same thing after the Uranium One deal made headlines in 2015. The truth is that Obama and Clinton both pushed backroom Russian nuclear deals, and the Russian takeover of Uranium One benefitted both Clinton and Obama cronies.115


    Exelon Becomes the President’s Utility


    The day before Obama’s first inauguration, January 19, 2009, Exelon disclosed nearly $1 million ($877,000) in new lobbying expenditures. The disclosure revealed that Exelon wanted to make politically sensitive nuclear deals, specifically with the Russians (who, as mentioned above, had been supplying the nuclear utilities with fuel under Megatons to Megawatts).116 While Obama had long been a friend of Exelon, other decision makers may have needed persuasion.


    The same Exelon lobbyist who successfully pressed Senator Obama to weaken nuclear transparency was now pressing President Obama, his agencies, and Congress to make nuclear concessions to the Kremlin. Exelon ultimately spent more than $4.5 million on lobbying in 2009 and an astronomical $51.5 million (including lobbying by subsidiaries) over the course of Obama’s entire presidency—more than double what was spent lobbying the previous administration.117


    Exelon executives visited Obama’s White House frequently. They lobbied heavily for Obama’s energy programs and were strong supporters of his environmental policies, especially the ones that favored nuclear power.118 The New York Times reported that Exelon’s White House visits occurred “at key moments in the consideration of environmental regulations that have been drafted in a way that hurt Exelon’s competitors.”119


    How did he do this? Obama pushed emissions standards that literally bankrupted Exelon’s non-nuclear rivals. Obama’s climate change agenda, especially his so-called “war on coal,” crippled Exelon’s fossil fuel competitors and simultaneously provided Exelon more than $1 billion in taxpayer-subsidized funding in the form of “clean energy” grants, special tax breaks, and loan guarantees.120


    Exelon was not alone. Other nuclear utilities like Duke Energy, NRG Energy, and PG&E lobbied for Obama’s climate change agenda as well. They were all members of the U.S. Climate Action Partnership, a coalition of energy corporations and environmental groups that pushed for “significant reductions of greenhouse gas emissions.”121


    Exelon, NRG Energy, and Duke Energy bagged over $5 billion from the same Obama energy stimulus program that notoriously included $535 million for a failed solar panel manufacturer called Solyndra.122


    But Exelon and the other nuclear utilities wanted more. They wanted long-term guaranteed access to Russia’s cheap uranium supply. Obama delivered.


    Obama’s State Department began to work quickly on the Russian civilian nuclear 123 Agreement and New START under the Russian reset. In mid-2009, Exelon and PG&E were among the first four U.S. utility companies to sign “landmark deals” with Rosatom’s Tenex valued at more than $1 billion.123 The most significant beneficiaries of the reset were apparently Obama’s nuclear cronies like Exelon and, of course, the Kremlin.


    Even liberal critics noted the disconnect between Obama’s professed environmentalism and his corporate-backed environmental policies. The left-leaning outlet Vanity Fair blasted Obama’s cozy relationship with Exelon, which they partially blamed for his failed environmental record:


    President Barack Obama’s environmental record has prompted eco-minded groups to call his policies “disastrous,” a “nightmare,” and a “sell-out.” Less well-known, however, is the fact that Obama himself has long been allied with Chicago-area pro-nuclear-energy leaders and that several people in his core council have professionally benefited from their association with Exelon, the power company that runs America’s largest nuclear fleet.


    The magazine summarized the dizzying Exelon-Obama connections as follows:


    As for political clout, it’s summed up by how Exelon’s former chief Washington lobbyist, Elizabeth Moler (who served as deputy national cochair for the Obama campaign), described her employer to Forbes: ”the President’s utility.”


    How Exelon acquired that title—and in the process changed the fortunes of Rahm Emanuel, David Axelrod, and State Senator Barack Obama, is—like the workings of nuclear power plants—complicated.


    The simplified version skips several twists. Such as: Thomas G. Ayers—father of retired Weatherman bomber Bill Ayers—having once been C.E.O. of Exelon forebear Commonwealth Edison; Bill’s wife, 60s *über-*radical Bernardine Dohrn, and future First Lady Michelle Obama overlapping as associates at ComEd’s principal outside legal counsel; and two other coincidences—recent Harvard Law grad Barack chairing a public-education group his friend Bill [Ayers] helped found, and both men serving as board members of a private anti-poverty foundation.124


    “Americanizing” Putin’s Agenda


    As we will see, Putin took advantage of Obama’s ties to the nuclear utilities like Exelon. Putin was well aware that Russian exploitation of U.S. energy policy would be a tough sell in Washington, so he sought to “Americanize” Rosatom’s efforts by working with U.S. utility companies. Even while Obama was a U.S. senator, plans were hatched to exploit those mutually lucrative relationships for Russian gain.


    Tenex had collaborated with the nuclear utilities in the past, under the Megatons to Megawatts program, and the American utilities had even joined forces with Tenex to sue the U.S. Commerce Department. An independent agency called the U.S. International Trade Commission (USITC) had been monitoring uranium imports from Russia under the Megatons to Megawatts program and repeatedly warned that Russia was effectively dumping uranium into an already vulnerable domestic U.S. market.125


    During the Bush administration, Exelon formed the Ad Hoc Utilities Group (AHUG) with other utilities to protect their cheap nuclear fuel imports from Russia, making common cause with Putin’s nuclear fuel exporter Tenex to protect their mutual interests. AHUG and Tenex sued the Bush administration when the Commerce Department sought to restrict imports after the USITC and domestic producers raised concerns over Russian dumping. But soon, their lawsuit against the U.S. government became unnecessary.126 The nuclear deals achieved under the reset granted Russia almost unfettered access to the U.S. market, effectively rendering the lawsuit moot. For the Russians, Obama was a dream come true.127


    Beginning in 2009, under the guise of nuclear disarmament and nonproliferation, Obama was able to sell his Russian reset not just to Americans but also to the entire world. Obama claimed that he wanted to eliminate nuclear weapons, but Putin gave him no indication that Russia wanted the same thing. In fact, quite the opposite was true: Putin concealed his nuclear ambitions.128


    Before and after the reset, American uranium producers sounded alarm bells over the fragility of their industry—to no avail. In 2012, the USITC confirmed previous predictions that Russia’s aggressively priced uranium imports would have a “significant adverse impact on the domestic industry within a reasonably foreseeable time.”129 Obama apparently ignored these and other warnings from Congress urging him not to trust Russia.


    The USITC’s “foreseeable” prediction proved accurate. Putin’s nuclear agenda was declared a success in 2013 with the finalized takeover of Uranium One. He had conquered the world, according to the Russian propaganda outlet Pravda.130 The entire Obama administration approved this takeover due to the president’s desire for cooperation between American utility interests and Russian fuel suppliers.131


    Today, the USITC’s warnings of adverse impacts have come to full fruition. The Commerce Department recently determined that uranium imports from Russia and other countries pose a threat to U.S. national security. More than fifty U.S. congressional representatives and domestic uranium stakeholders have urged President Trump to act.132


    Obama and his nuclear industry cronies seemed not to care that Russia was untrustworthy, nor that American uranium producers could go bankrupt. In fact, the elimination of American producers would effectively guarantee unlimited cheap outsourced supply to Exelon and the AHUG utilities.133 Any long-term consequences could be addressed later.


    Obama Cashes In


    In Obama’s final years as president, he set up the Obama Foundation and appointed two Exelon men to prominent positions. Exelon became among the very first corporate donors to the Obama Foundation.134 Their initial donation in excess of $1 million placed them in the top tier. Exelon soon pledged an additional $10 million, making them the Obama Foundation’s largest single benefactor (Chicago-based Boeing—also a beneficiary of Russian reset deals—later matched the $10 million donation).135


    The eight-year Obama administration feigned ignorance of Putin’s plans. They even sought to downplay the possibility that Putin was still in charge. They pretended that Medvedev was a great reformer and not Putin’s puppet—a preposterous suggestion. Everyone knew that Medvedev was just a placeholder “keeping Putin’s seat warm.” Putin never stopped pulling the strings, as was widely reported in Russia and indeed throughout Europe. Putin and Medvedev openly acknowledged that Putin was still in charge.136 So did Obama’s top diplomat, Hillary Clinton.137


    As Obama took office, Russian spies were infiltrating America and harassing diplomats abroad. Russian nuclear officials were bribing American officials and seeking to corner the global uranium market. Russian military even conducted a simulated nuclear attack on the U.S. while Obama was signing a peaceful nuclear treaty—on and on and on.138


    Obama not only ignored these dirty tricks, he actually provided political cover for the Russians both at home and abroad.139


    So desperately did he want to “reset” relations with Russia that Obama seemed to look the other way on Putin and his associates’ pattern of criminality—the espionage by an illegal spy ring, bribery, kickbacks, money laundering, harassment of American diplomats, and, as we will see, cyber warfare.


    “Well, first of all, I think it’s important for us to look back over the last two years and see the enormous progress we’ve made,” Obama told a Russian media outlet in August 2011. “I started talking about reset when I was still a candidate for President, and immediately reached out to President Medvedev as soon as I was elected. And we have been, I think, extraordinarily successful partners in moving towards reset.”140


    That same week, Putin publicly called America a “parasite.” Furthermore, Putin’s threats to effectively annex Georgia’s South Ossetia region—the reason Bush had abandoned Russian rapprochement to begin with—remained while Obama turned a blind eye.141


    Obama truly believed that America had “shown arrogance” and wanted to prove to the world that “fundamentally transforming the United States of America” was an achievable goal.142 Ironically, it was Obama who was arrogant. He was also inexperienced, and his administration at times resembled “bumbling fools.” He and his secretaries admitted to this.143


    It was abundantly obvious to anyone paying close attention: Russia did not share Obama’s “citizen of the world” naïveté. Arrogance and naïveté are a very dangerous combination, and perhaps even more so in politics, diplomacy, and world affairs.144


    Arrogance and naïveté aside, Obama’s Chicago friends had indeed shown him how to do good and do well. He and his wife had “barely finished” paying off their student loans by 2005. Not long after they left the White House, they closed on a nine-bedroom mansion in Washington, D.C., for $8.1 million. Shortly after that, they scored an $11.75 million estate with thirty acres of waterfront on the posh island getaway of Martha’s Vineyard.145


    But the millions that Obama received from crony nuclear interests seeking to do business with Russia paled in comparison to the hundreds of millions received by Obama’s Secretary of State Hillary Clinton.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5



    Clinton Cash (Part II)



    From Kazakhstan to Russia,
with Love and Money


    “All of my chips, almost, are on Bill Clinton. He’s a brand, a worldwide brand, and he can do things and ask for things that no one else can.”1


    —Frank Giustra, 2006


    On March 5, 2015, HarperCollins announced the imminent publication of an “explosive Clinton exposé” titled Clinton Cash: The Untold Story of How and Why Foreign Governments and Businesses Helped Make Bill and Hillary Rich by Peter Schweizer.2


    Schweizer, an investigative writer, had already published several bestselling exposés of cronyism and self-dealing in Washington. When Schweizer takes aim at Washington, the political class ducks for cover.


    Schweizer has a reputation as a serious researcher with a bipartisan interest in corruption. (Disclosure: coauthor Seamus Bruner works for Schweizer’s Government Accountability Institute.)


    Schweizer’s newest book exposed a pattern of moneymaking by the Clintons through a combination of exorbitant speaking fees and huge donations to the Clinton Foundation. These donations, in the range of tens if not hundreds of millions, were from people whom Bill had helped or who stood to gain from decisions made or approved by the Clinton-controlled State Department.


    While corruption is notoriously difficult to prove, the pattern of Clinton Foundation donations linked to Clinton State Department favors was repeated over and over again, strongly suggesting an institutionalized influence-peddling scheme of global dimensions.


    Although Clinton Cash was embargoed—a normal practice in cases where a book’s contents have explosive news-making potential—word of its contents had already begun to leak out. The Clintons’ friends had apparently scored major deals in the wake of the Haitian earthquake. Their family members did too, the forthcoming book alleged. “And this is just the tip of the iceberg,” HarperCollins’ press release teased.


    Panic at Clinton Inc.


    By late March, Clinton’s inner circle was scrambling to get an advance copy of the book. “Adding Kristina [Schake, deputy communications director] who is poking around as well,” Clinton campaign manager Robby Mook emailed the team.3


    “May have a line on it,” wrote media advisor Jim Margolis on March 21.4


    “That would be big,” replied campaign spokesperson Jennifer Palmieri. “We are having a hard time finding it.”5


    “Feels like what Brock is good at,” campaign chairman (and fixer) John Podesta finally weighed in.6


    “Oh that’s a great idea,” Mook replied, “I’ll get a chain going on that.”7


    Mook quickly fired off an email to their political and legal guru, Marc Elias, at the law firm Perkins Coie (Clinton’s one-stop shop for all things legally or politically sensitive): “Marc, can we communicate with Brock about getting a copy of this Clinton Cash book? We need it very urgently if possible.”8


    They were referring to Clinton’s longtime political consultant David Brock. Brock has been called Clinton’s “psycho dirty tricks hitman,” and worse. The progressive outlet The Nation would later describe Brock’s politics as “poisonous.”9


    Even Clinton’s aide, Neera Tanden (Podesta’s right-hand), thought Brock was “batshit crazy,” but he did have a vast network of contacts who might be able to help acquire a prerelease copy of Schweizer’s book.10


    Brock also had a media empire that consisted of a blog called Media Matters, a media machine called ShareBlue, a super PAC called American Bridge, and a think tank called Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington (CREW).11


    Brock’s entities—especially the flagship Media Matters—served as a “hit squad” for Clinton’s campaign and would prove essential in the effort to assassinate Schweizer’s character.12


    Ironically, Brock had been given similar treatment as Schweizer when he published his own book on the Anita Hill controversy in 1993 (back when he was still a conservative and before he switched to Clinton’s team). In The New Yorker’s review, writers Jane Mayer and Jill Abramson had independently fact-checked Brock’s entire book hoping to find his Achilles’ heel or some fatal flaw.13


    The Clinton team was starting to get desperate. There were rumors that CBS News’ 60 Minutes might run the material, and the Clinton Foundation was also scrambling to “finesse” the story.14


    The Clinton team hoped to paint Schweizer’s premise—that the Clintons had created an elaborate, highly lucrative shakedown scheme with their do-gooding global foundation at its center—as ridiculous and to remind 60 Minutes of the previous Benghazi debacle in which a CBS producer was fired. “And of course,” campaign spokesman Nick Merrill advised, “having the book would help that.”15


    Podesta weighed in again: “Shouldn’t we attack the book or get Brock to attack the book as a Murdoch special. From the folks who brought you Fox News…”16


    Podesta, an experienced political operative, should have known that attacking the book would only increase media interest in it. He also knew that the timing of large private donations to the Clinton Foundation vis-à-vis certain State Department policy decisions would not be easily explained. His close friend Brent Budowsky told him so in no uncertain terms.


    On March 21, Budowsky, a longtime Democratic strategist and columnist at The Hill, wrote to Podesta privately:


    If there is one thing that could well bring down a Hillary Clinton candidacy it is this cycle of money issues about which I am now feeling red alerts, loud bells, warning signals, and red flags and I am now seriously pissed off that there is a real chance that her candidacy and the Democratic Party could be destroyed by these self-created dangers that continue to proliferate the closer she gets to presumably announcing her candidacy.


    Budowsky referred to the Clinton Cash press release and offered one final warning: “foreign donations and paid speeches and hustling gold mining deals by her brother are entirely legitimate issues that are self-created, and must [be] self-corrected before it is too late.” Budowsky signed off, “I do not believe the Clintons fully understand the magnitude and immediacy of the danger.…”17


    Budowsky obviously knew enough about the Clintons and their friends’ and associates’ pattern of corrupt self-dealing to believe the Clinton Cash press release had at least some merit. Budowsky never mentioned the radioactive core of the now-burgeoning Clinton cash scandal that had the potential to derail Clinton’s presidential ambitions: Uranium One and its approval by a committee to which Clinton’s department was a party.18


    The situation clearly needed to be contained. Secretary Clinton could avoid uncomfortable questions if someone who worked for her would be willing to take credit (or blame) for any decisions that might pose a conflict of interest or, worse, look like a bribe. Jose Fernandez, a former Clinton undersecretary, was all too willing to support Clinton and help her campaign.19


    Fernandez’s official State Department title was the assistant secretary of state for economic, energy, and business affairs. Essentially, he handled Clinton economic and foreign energy policy. Fernandez worked closely with Clinton—meeting regularly with the secretary and her inner circle.20


    One week after the internal scrambling to get a copy of Clinton Cash, Podesta received an email from Fernandez indicating they had previously spoken and thanking him for landing Fernandez a plum appointment on the Board of Trustees of Podesta’s organization: the Center for American Progress (CAP).21


    “Thanks no doubt to your recommendation I have joined the CAP board of trustees,” wrote Fernandez, “which I’m finding extremely rewarding.”22 Neither CAP nor Fernandez disclosed what he meant by “rewarding.”


    It was apparently the first time they had ever had email contact, according to leaked email archives dating back to the mid-2000s.23


    On April 17, Podesta started work at Clinton’s brand-new campaign headquarters in Brooklyn, where he would spend much of the next eighteen months.24 After getting his keycard, the two most important items on his calendar that Friday were back-to-back telephone calls.


    The first was with Hillary Clinton. Immediately after that, he called Fernandez.25


    What the two discussed is not known. However, Fernandez afterwards appeared to be very excited and highly motivated. He quickly followed up in an email, thanking Podesta for taking the time to call. “As I mentioned, I would like to do all I can to support Secretary Clinton,” Fernandez said, “and would welcome your advice and help in steering me to the right persons in the campaign.”26


    Fernandez reiterated his willingness to help Clinton’s campaign multiple times in the same email and concluded: “Please count on me for full support within the confines of my day job. I look forward to your suggestions on what I can do to help.”27


    With Schweizer’s book set for release in a couple of weeks, a perfect storm was brewing on the media horizon.28 Clinton’s team had to move fast. They needed to prepare an airtight defense for the issues that columnist Budowsky had raised with Podesta the previous month, specifically foreign donations to the foundation and paid speeches. The problem was that there was no airtight defense and 60 Minutes was the least of their worries. The New York Times was now working on a story based on Schweizer’s reporting.29


    The next day, on April 18, the Clinton team finally caught a break.


    In an email chain under the subject line, “The Book,” Hillary’s close aide and confidante Huma Abedin delivered the news that Clinton’s inner circle had been waiting for:


    We have a copy. It’s in DC. We can get it to Tony [Carrk] asap.


    Its 186 pages with 60 pages of footnotes.


    Also heard that the NYT is moving their pub date to April 26th.


    Book comes out May 5th and author is slated to appear [on] Hannity and Morning Joe.


    Can jump on phone if you want specifics sooner.30


    “Perfect,” said Clinton opposition researcher Tony Carrk.


    “BOOM,” replied spokesperson Palmieri.


    The fact that the Schweizer book was so heavily sourced was bad news for the Clinton team—it couldn’t be dismissed as a hatchet job. Abedin followed up with plans for an in-person handoff of Clinton Cash and coordinated roles for an immediate prerelease teardown of the book.31


    Meanwhile, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Jo Becker and her investigative team at the New York Times had been vetting Schweizer’s findings and in mid-April, they reached out to the Clintons for comment. This was a major roadblock for Podesta’s plan to smear Schweizer as a right-wing conspiracy theorist taking orders from Roger Ailes.32


    The Clinton team certainly could not claim that the New York Times was in on a right-wing conspiracy.33 No one would buy that. The Times’ confirmation of Schweizer’s findings was unfathomable to Clinton’s team, and Podesta—evincing what can only be described as cognitive dissonance—called the Times’ joint effort with Schweizer “bizarre.”34


    Nonetheless, Clinton’s press secretary, Brian Fallon, immediately got to work drafting a memo to the New York Times to rebut the lethal exposé.35


    The Clinton “teardown” had not produced any evidence that Schweizer’s book misstated or misrepresented facts about Clinton’s role in approving the sale of Uranium One to Rosatom. The best that they could do was to diffuse the issue by blaming the other Obama agencies involved in the Uranium One review and rolling out Jose Fernandez.


    Fallon’s April 22 memo to the New York Times included the following excerpt:


    Apart from the fact that the State Department was one of just nine agencies involved in CFIUS, it is also true that within the State Department, the CFIUS approval process historically does not trigger the personal involvement of the Secretary of State. The State Department’s principal representative to CFIUS was the Assistant Secretary of State for Economic, Energy and Business Affairs. During the time period in question, that position was held by Jose Fernandez. As you are aware, Mr. Fernandez has personally attested that “Secretary Clinton never intervened with me on any CFIUS matter.”36


    Fallon’s memo to the Times and his April 23 memo to Clinton’s “Friends and Allies” spelled out every talking point that was subsequently used in the coordinated effort by Hillary’s surrogates to deflect and discredit Schweizer’s findings. The main message was that Schweizer had not produced “a shred of evidence,” and there was “no smoking gun.”37


    ABC’s George Stephanopoulos interviewed Schweizer and hit every point on the script drafted by Clinton’s team.38 After the interview, Clinton’s team celebrated:


    A Clinton staffer forwarded the transcript and said, “great work everyone. this interview is perfect. [Schweizer] lands nothing and everything is refuted (mostly based on our work).”


    “This is amazing,” replied Palmieri, “A pleasure to read.”


    One of Clinton’s top advisors called the interview “therapeutic,” and offered his opinion that the ABC host “destroyed him slowly but surely” throughout the interview, “culminating when [Stephanopoulos] asks [Schweizer] about A/S Fernandez confirming that HRC had absolutely nothing to do with the Uranium 1 deal.”39


    The Stephanopoulos interview confirmed that Fernandez was critical to Clinton’s defense and ultimately created more questions than answers. Rather than “debunk” the Uranium One connections to Clinton, such as the undisclosed donations from Uranium One stakeholders, it revealed that Stephanopoulos had concealed his own Clinton conflicts.


    Stephanopoulos never disclosed that his questions were effectively drafted by Clinton’s team. He also never disclosed that he was, personally, a major Clinton Foundation donor. He was excoriated for his animus and bias. Schweizer called the duplicity a “massive breach of ethical standards.”40


    Stephanopoulos apologized repeatedly for not disclosing his potential bias and regretted not having “gone the extra mile to avoid even the appearance of a conflict.” But the apology was too little, too late, and Stephanopoulos disqualified himself from moderating campaign debates.41


    Asking for forgiveness rather than permission and failing to disclose conflicts of interest are a recurring problem in Clinton world. Just as Stephanopoulos preferred to keep his financial ties to the Clintons quiet, the Clinton Foundation had conveniently failed to disclose its Uranium One-linked donations.42


    It was only after the media confirmed Schweizer’s reporting that the Clinton Foundation finally disclosed Uranium One chairman Ian Telfer’s $2.35 million and the other millions from his Canadian cohorts.43


    Furthermore, the Clinton campaign failed to disclose that campaign chairman Podesta rewarded Fernandez and that the former Clinton undersecretary had offered his “full support” to help her campaign. Therefore, he was neither neutral nor credible.44


    The Clinton campaign touted Fernandez’s statement as proof that the story had been debunked. But they failed to disclose that Fernandez had quietly offered his full support to help the former secretary and the campaign.45


    Therefore, just as with Mr. Stephanopoulos, Mr. Fernandez’s conflicts raise serious questions about his motives and impartiality. Also, as mentioned earlier, Podesta’s recommendation was presumably crucial to the former undersecretary’s CAP appointment, which the latter described as “extremely rewarding.”46


    By July 2015, the Uranium One debacle had all but consumed Clinton’s campaign. By 2016, FBI field offices around the country had opened investigations based on the findings in Schweizer’s book.47 Internal campaign polling research in New Hampshire found that public perception surrounding Uranium One was the single greatest threat to Clinton’s campaign.48


    Since then, none of Schweizer’s findings have been debunked. In fact, everything significant that Schweizer reported was true. Furthermore, millions more in undisclosed Uranium One–linked donations have since been identified.49


    The Clinton team was right about one thing: Secretary Clinton did not approve Uranium One all by herself.


    The Uranium One deal required the approval of Obama’s top Cabinet officials, including the Secretaries of Treasury, State, and Defense. That is true. And while Obama and other Cabinet officials had their own reasons for allowing the Russian takeover of Uranium One, the Clintons had more reasons than most.50


    Under the cover of Obama’s Russian reset, Bill and Hillary Clinton and their vast network of friends and donors (known colloquially as “Clinton Inc.”) were able to make lucrative deals in Russia and generate millions of dollars lobbying for Putin’s interests.


    The Moscow Speech (Kremlin-backed Renaissance Capital)


    On April 5, 2010, Bill Clinton’s office asked Hillary Clinton’s State Department for permission to travel to Moscow for a paid speaking event. The request came in just as dozens before had—innocuous, terse, and devoid of any substantive detail that might lead to a denial.51


    “Renaissance Capital is an investment bank focused on the emerging markets of Russia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and sub-Saharan Africa,” read the description offered by Clinton’s legal team. Attendees would be from the private sector (“financial experts, economists, investors and representatives of various emerging markets companies”), and no government officials were mentioned.52


    Bill Clinton’s office expected a response from the State Department within five days.53


    Just like dozens of Clinton’s previous requests, the Renaissance Capital speech was approved almost instantly—approximately forty-eight hours later. But unlike most Clinton speeches, the Renaissance Capital speech was for $500,000.54 This massive payday in Moscow was more than double Clinton’s average speaking fee.55


    After the request was approved, Bill Clinton’s foreign policy advisor Amitabh Desai bypassed the ethics review channel and followed up directly with Hillary Clinton’s right-hand woman Cheryl Mills and top aide Jake Sullivan.56 Desai had previously served as a legislative aide to Hillary Clinton when she was a U.S. senator and was now working at the Clinton Foundation.57


    “In the context of a possible trip to Russia at the end of June, WJC is being asked to see the business/government folks below,” Desai said on May 14. “Would State have concerns about WJC seeing any of these folks [?]”58


    As it turned out, a significant number of Kremlin officials and influential oligarchs would be at the event, including Russian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Finance Alexei Kudrin, President Medvedev’s aide Arkady Dvorkovich, and notorious oligarch Oleg Deripaska, among other top Russians.59


    Secretary Clinton’s advisors initially ignored Desai’s request.60 While Bill Clinton’s office was preparing to meet with Russian officials in Moscow, Hillary Clinton’s office was busy preparing to advance the “reset” in Washington.


    They worked particularly hard, publicly and privately, to accomplish the New START treaty, which President Obama submitted to the U.S. Senate on May 13.61


    Putin had a way of mocking the Obama administration’s weakness. As mentioned, Secretary Gates noted the “nice Putin touch” of the Russian military simulating a nuclear attack on the United States at the exact moment that Obama and Medvedev were signing the New START Treaty in Prague.62


    The treaty aimed to reduce America’s nuclear forces in exchange for mutual cuts from Russia. More than two dozen missile silos in California and other U.S. states would be shut down, as well as nearly three dozen bombers, and nearly sixty submarine launch tubes would be retired. Obama had canceled Bush-era plans for missile defense in Poland eight months prior. Now he was hoping to reduce America’s nuclear defense at home.63


    Secretary Clinton sought to persuade lawmakers in at least two formal briefings in May 2010. Her prepared statements were an obvious effort to persuade conservatives in the Senate to get on board with the reset:


    A ratified New START Treaty would also continue our progress toward broader U.S.-Russian cooperation, which is critical to other foreign policy priorities, including dealing with Iran’s nuclear program, cooperating on Afghanistan, and pursuing increased trade and investment. Already, the negotiations over this treaty have advanced our efforts to reset the U.S.-Russian relationship. There is renewed vigor in our discussions on every level, including those between our presidents, our military leaders, and with my counterpart, Foreign Minister Lavrov. Our approach to this relationship is pragmatic and clear-eyed. And our efforts—including this treaty—are producing tangible benefits for U.S. national security.64


    Beside Clinton sat her key ally Secretary Gates, a longtime Republican.65 They worked as a tag team to persuade Obama’s opponents to back pro-Russian reset priorities. Testifying beside Clinton was neither the first nor last time Gates “was rolled out to provide political cover for the Democratic president [Obama].”66


    In her testimony, Clinton repeatedly referred to vague verification measures, which Russia would presumably abide by. She acknowledged that New START may not convince Iran and North Korea to change their behavior. Nonetheless, Clinton emphasized that “by bringing the New START Treaty into force, we will strengthen our national security more broadly,” among other counterintuitive assertions.67


    Clinton and Obama’s other top officials failed to clarify how they planned to ensure Russia’s compliance and how weakened defenses made America safer in the event that Russia decided to breach the agreement. After all, Putin had violated other nuclear treaties, so why would New START be any different?


    At the same time Clinton was pushing Obama’s New START, Putin repeatedly violated the Reagan-era Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty (according to former top Defense officials)—a detail that Clinton neglected to mention in her testimony. The Wall Street Journal noted the irony, “It is questionable whether the Senate would have approved the 2010 New START treaty had Russian noncompliance with the INF Treaty been aired at the time.”68


    Undeterred by Republican criticism, Clinton lobbied her former Senate colleagues behind the scenes, and the treaty was eventually ratified by a lame-duck Congress.69


    Meanwhile, back at the Clinton Foundation, Amitabh Desai was growing impatient. “We urgently need feedback on this,” he nudged Secretary Clinton’s advisors. Despite a lack of a responding email from Secretary Clinton’s staff, Bill Clinton met directly with Putin after the June 29 speech in Moscow, which indicates that permission was granted through some other communication.70


    While at Putin’s home, the prime minister thanked Clinton for the speech. Putin seemingly mocked U.S. law enforcement for busting the illegal Russian spy ring. “You’ve chosen the right time to come to Moscow. I hear your police have got carried away and put people in jail,” Putin said. “But that’s their job after all; really, they are all just doing their job.”71


    Days earlier, the president blasted his FBI and CIA directors for daring to expose the spy ring and jeopardize the reset. Obama’s loyal top officials were now scrambling to sweep the illegal spy ring under the rug.72


    As the FBI made plans to bust the spy ring, Hillary was at home and called the Russian foreign minister.73 Within a week of that June 20, 2010, phone call, a quick and quiet swap was negotiated that sent the spies back to receive their hero’s welcome from Putin himself. Secretary Clinton—Obama’s chief diplomat—was unusually silent on the spy ring. Some of Obama’s closest officials wrote about the incident in their memoirs; Clinton did not.74


    The timing of the Moscow speech is significant. Just one week before Clinton was in Moscow, Uranium One notified regulators that Putin’s nuclear conglomerate Rosatom would take a controlling stake through its mining subsidiary AtomRedMetZoloto (ARMZ).75 This would give Rosatom a projected 20 percent of American uranium production (at the time of the deal).76


    Uranium is a strictly controlled commodity with national security implications. As such, the deal would require the approval of Obama’s top agencies. In this process, the Secretary of State had a lead role.77


    When Becker’s investigative team at the New York Times inquired about the secretary’s role, Fallon said that “in general, these matters did not rise to the secretary’s level.” Instead, the spokesman offered the statement from Fernandez claiming that Clinton “never intervened with me.”78


    Such claims were mind-boggling. Why would an assistant have the authority to approve the deal on Clinton’s behalf? What does “never intervened” really mean? Such language sounds like a Clintonian half-truth: Hillary’s role in approving the sale depends on the definition of “intervene.”


    One thing is certain: the deal had been in the works since 2005 and would have been impossible without support from both Clintons.79


    The Giustra Connection


    The Uranium One deal was the brainchild of the Clintons’ close friend, Canadian mining mogul Frank Giustra. Giustra is a diminutive man, with olive skin and receding, whitish Caesar-style hair. Giustra’s net worth allegedly exceeds $1 billion, mostly derived from his many successful mining deals (he disputed the “billionaire” characterization and claimed that “excess money is an illusion”).80 Giustra made his fortune chasing what he calls “ten baggers”—deals that multiply his investments tenfold.81


    Bill Clinton and Giustra claim that they met in 2005 at a charity event for tsunami relief.82 That may be true, but Giustra experienced Clinton’s ability to open political doors more than a decade before that, in Arkansas.


    The Crater of Diamonds State Park is home to the oldest diamond mine in the United States and is located about forty miles from Hope, Arkansas—the birthplace of Bill Clinton.83 The mine’s commercial operations ended when it was sold in the late 1960s, and the State of Arkansas bought the land several years later for a state park. However, plans to revive the mine brought together American and Canadian mining investors in the 1990s through a company called Diamond Fields Resources.84


    Diamond Fields Resources was founded by a controversial mining investor named Jean-Raymond Boulle. Boulle was born in Mauritius, held British citizenship, and later moved to Texas, where he kept a low profile, scouting deals in South Africa, Namibia, and other far-flung regions.85


    Jim Blair, a friend of Hillary Clinton from Arkansas, introduced Boulle to then-Governor Bill Clinton in the mid-1980s. Blair made millions of dollars trading commodities and had a knack for striking good deals, including helping Hillary Clinton turn a $1,000 cattle futures investment into $100,000—an almost impossible bet absent some form of insider corruption.86 Boulle pitched Clinton on what he believed “had the potential to rival any [mine] in South Africa.”87 Governor Clinton gave the project his blessing.88


    Bill Clinton’s attorney and friend Bruce Lindsey did the legal work for Diamond Fields. When Clinton was elected president, Boulle was invited to attend the inauguration in January 1993. At the first inaugural ball, Hillary wore a gift from Diamond Fields that came from the Crater of Diamonds: a 3.5 carat diamond ring. Lindsey had been Bill Clinton’s 1992 national campaign director and was tapped to serve as an aide and deputy counsel in Clinton’s White House. Following the end of the Clinton administration, Lindsey joined the Clinton Foundation and later became the chairman of its board.89


    Diamond Fields’ first major investor, Robert Friedland, is notorious among mining insiders. Friedland is a wiry, copper-haired man who was classmates with Steve Jobs at Reed College. They lived together on Friedland’s family orchard (giving Apple Inc. its name); Friedland traveled on a pilgrimage to India and inspired Jobs to do likewise. Incidentally, Friedland had been arrested in 1970 for trafficking more than 24,000 doses of LSD. He served more than six months in jail before his release in 1972, after which he enrolled at Reed.90


    Friedland got into the penny stock mining business and soon earned himself the nickname “Toxic Bob” for his environmental legacy. His company Galactic Resources used cyanide and heavy metals to extract and leach gold from their open-pit mine on an Indian reservation in southern Colorado starting in the 1980s. American taxpayers footed the bulk of the estimated cleanup bill, which exceeded $200 million.91


    Friedland introduced Giustra and Giustra’s close friend Ian Telfer to the Diamond Fields play, among other deals.92 In fact, several Canadian investors in Diamond Fields went on to become major investors in Uranium One. They also donated heavily to the Clinton Foundation.93


    Friedland, Giustra, and Telfer are living legends in the small world of Canadian mining. Some deals make them partners; others make them competitors. There is no evidence that Friedland partnered with Giustra and Telfer on Uranium One, but there is little doubt that he was aware. (Coincidentally, Friedland was in Moscow on the same day as Bill Clinton in June 2010. He was featured in two panels at the Renaissance Capital investor conference).94


    It is possible that Giustra and Clinton were acquainted before 2005. Both men have a habit of misrepresenting details about their past mutually beneficial interactions. They blame a faulty memory or inaccurate record keeping. Nevertheless, Clinton and Giustra became fast friends and traveled the world together on Giustra’s MD-87 jet nicknamed “Giustra Air.” (Clinton flew on Giustra Air at least twenty-six times, for “foundation business.”)95


    Bill and Frank’s Kazakh Adventure (UrAsia Is Born)


    The Clintons left the White House in 2001. Hillary alleges that they were “dead broke.” This did not last for long. Hillary became a powerful senator in New York, and Bill focused on making money—both personally and for their legacy project: the Clinton Foundation.96


    On September 6, 2005, the former president was on foundation business in Almaty, Kazakhstan.97 Kazakhstan is a country with both rugged terrain and large grassy plains. In the West, this Eurasian country is generally known for becoming part of Genghis Khan’s Mongolian empire in the thirteenth century and for the 2006 fictional comedy film Borat. To savvy mining explorers, however, Kazakhstan held vast untapped natural treasures—an estimated $5 trillion worth—of assorted resources including oil, natural gas, chromium, copper, gold, and the other yellow metal: uranium.98


    The reason given for Bill Clinton’s visit was, allegedly, to work on what the foundation claims to do best: helping to alleviate suffering from HIV/AIDS.99 At the time, Kazakhstan’s estimated HIV/AIDS infection rate was between 0.1 and 0.3 percent. In contrast, several sub-Saharan African nations reported an HIV infection rate in excess of 20 percent—up to two hundred times worse than Kazakhstan.100


    But instead of meeting exclusively with health officials, Clinton met with the brutal “dictator for life,” Nursultan Nazarbayev. Nazarbayev had climbed the right ladders in the days of the Soviet Union and became ruler in 1990. Since then, Kazakhstan gained independence and Nazarbayev regularly won reelections with more than 90 percent of the vote.101


    Nazarbayev is one of the richest men in the world. He and his family, which includes two of Kazakhstan’s five billionaires, have stashed their wealth in a maze of businesses.102


    Nazarbayev has long presided over atrocious human rights violations including torture, human trafficking, arbitrary detention, restrictions on freedom of speech, press, and assembly, and overall pervasive corruption, according to the State Department and the research arm of Congress.103


    Despite the poor track record, Clinton showered the dictator with praise for “opening up the social and political life of your country.” A former State Department official under President Clinton called Clinton’s position “patently absurd.”104 The official State Department position on Kazakhstan was that it “failed to significantly improve its human rights record.…”105 Clinton had swerved far outside his lane as a former president, but he was not done.


    Clinton publicly lobbied for Nazarbayev’s appointment to head an intergovernmental human rights organization called the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). “I think it’s time for that to happen,” Clinton said in his unofficial nomination, “it’s an important step, and I’m glad you’re willing to undertake it.”106


    Nazarbayev was ecstatic and his press release proudly boasted about Clinton’s support.107 Clinton never revised or corrected his ringing endorsement, and Nazarbayev’s country became head of the OSCE in 2010.108 As Schweizer noted, “Putting Nazarbayev’s Kazakhstan at the helm of the OSCE was like putting Iran in charge of the International Atomic Energy Agency. It made no sense.”109


    If Clinton was not there to meet with health officials and to help the suffering people of Kazakhstan, why was he really there? The short answer is because Frank Giustra wanted him there.110


    Clinton arrived in Kazakhstan on “Giustra Air.” Giustra’s luxurious private jet had a “bedroom and shower, gold-plated bathroom fixtures, leather upholstered reclining seats, flat-panel TVs and original paintings on the cabin walls. The blankets are emblazoned ‘Giustra Air.’”111 It could comfortably sleep a dozen and a half people.112


    Giustra calls his jet “a business tool. No more, no less.”113 Canadians cannot donate money to U.S. political campaigns, but they can lend their private jets to the spouse of a future presidential candidate. Giustra did that often. He also funneled tens of millions of dollars into the Clinton Foundation.114


    Giustra made much of his fortune in the penny stock market in Toronto and Vancouver. The Vancouver Stock Exchange (VSE) was a veritable casino compared to the highly regulated New York Stock Exchange (NYSE).115 The VSE was a huckster’s paradise, and Giustra got rich “through a Byzantine system of shell companies, furtive share purchases and elaborate compensation schemes.” Giustra’s “ten baggers” were basically hyped-up “pump and dump” operations.116


    His 2005 trip to Kazakhstan would be his grandest mission yet. He would need a former president and a shell company called UrAsia Energy Ltd. to pull it off.


    Kazakhstan’s mineral rights are prized possessions. Russians, Canadians, and Australians, the world’s fiercest mining rivals, covet the lucrative Kazakh leases, and access is very competitive. At the time Giustra secured the leases, the global uranium market was about to boom. The Kazakh nuclear agency, Kazatomprom, was well-positioned to take advantage of the bull market.117


    One of Giustra’s associates, a Russian man named Sergei Kurzin, had done business in Kazakhstan before. Kurzin had previously worked for Marc Rich, the fugitive billionaire mysteriously pardoned by Clinton on the last day of his presidency.118 Kurzin located several Kazakh uranium mines, and Giustra was interested. But Giustra was hardly the only one with his eye on yellowcake, and as Kurzin recalled, “timing was everything.”119


    “Everyone was asking Kazatomprom to the dance,” said one senior uranium industry stock analyst. “A second-tier junior player like UrAsia—you’d need all the help you could get.”120


    The Kazakh and Russian state-owned mining companies were more than capable of extracting uranium ore. They had actual mining experience, as did Canadian miner Cameco Corporation. UrAsia Energy was an empty holding company with no mining experience and few, if any, assets. Giustra’s visit with Clinton to Nazarbayev’s palace changed everything.121


    After a lavish private feast in Nazarbayev’s palace, Clinton and Giustra departed on September 7. Over the next two days, UrAsia Energy signed agreements with the Kazakh mineral agency (MEMR) that gave Giustra’s shell company the rights to three of Kazakhstan’s largest uranium mines. Almost overnight, UrAsia became one of the largest uranium companies in the world.122


    The $450 million deal stunned experts in the industry. “UrAsia was able to jump-start the whole process somehow,” an industry observer said of the mysterious deal. Giustra’s shell company became a “major uranium producer when it didn’t even exist before.”123


    Giustra and Clinton had endorsed Nazarbayev’s December 2005 reelection effort with their visit. Within five weeks of their departure, Nazarbayev’s opposition suffered an arson attack on their headquarters and the opposition leader was arrested by the autocrat’s paramilitary forces.124


    Nazarbayev won reelection in a landslide amid allegations of ballot-box stuffing and voter intimidation.125 “Recognizing that your work has received an excellent grade is one of the most important rewards in life,” Clinton wrote, congratulating the dictator. “At the start of your new term as president, I would like to express confidence that you will continue to live up to the expectations of your people.” Nazarbayev again boasted of the endorsement by the former U.S. president and published Clinton’s note.126


    Meanwhile, Giustra began funneling almost unprecedented sums to the Clinton Foundation. The first major tranche was more than $30 million, rapidly making Giustra one of the foundation’s largest benefactors.127


    Just like the Diamond Fields deal, Giustra assembled a heavyweight team of Canadian mining insiders to boost UrAsia’s clout and draw more retail investors. Then he began shopping for more uranium assets to add to the Kazakh portfolio.128


    Giustra swiftly distributed UrAsia’s shares to himself and his Canadian friends. He got three million shares. Bob Cross, an old colleague, got 500,000 shares and a board slot. Telfer got 2.2 million shares, gratis, thanks to his long-time friendship with Giustra. Telfer and Giustra had a long history of promoting penny stocks before they moved to the big leagues. “I’m more of an opportunist than a visionary,” Telfer self-deprecated.129


    With the bulk of UrAsia’s shares firmly in the hands of Giustra’s friends, he then offered the company to the public via the Canadian venture exchange in one of “the largest [offerings] on record.”130 The Canadian firms that handled the stock placement all became major donors to the Clinton Foundation just like Giustra, Telfer, and other UrAsia investors.131


    Uranium One Is Born


    In February 2007, UrAsia Energy announced its merger with a Canadian-South African hybrid company called sxr Uranium One Inc.132 The $3.1 billion merger required the approval of Nazarbayev’s government due to the substantial Kazakh holdings that Giustra had acquired seventeen months previously on his trip with Clinton.133


    The same month that the merger was announced, Giustra conveniently arranged for the head of Kazatomprom, a man named Mukhtar Dzhakishev, to fly to North America and meet to discuss the future of nuclear power. Giustra’s hometown of Vancouver or even UrAsia’s headquarters would have been an appropriate venue. Instead they met at Bill and Hillary Clinton’s personal residence in Chappaqua, New York.134


    When asked about the Dzhakishev meeting at the Clintons’ home, both Giustra and the former president denied the meeting ever took place. When confronted with evidence, they again blamed faulty memory and inaccurate record keeping.135 Later that year, Bill Clinton invited the Kazakh dictator to be a “featured attendee” at the “exclusive” annual Clinton Global Initiative meeting in New York City, and Nazarbayev was subsequently awarded the OSCE chairmanship. 136


    The UrAsia merger with Uranium One was approved, and Giustra’s baby became one of the largest uranium mining companies in the world. Giustra stepped down from the board of UrAsia one day before the merger was announced “to permit the UrAsia Board to pursue this transaction without any perception of conflict, as he is also Chairman of Endeavour Financial (UrAsia’s financial advisor).”137


    UrAsia officially became Uranium One, and Ian Telfer was named the chairman. Giustra said he sold his stake in UrAsia and characterized the transaction as a takeover of his company, but, in effect, Giustra and his friends acquired Uranium One in a tricky move called a reverse merger—Giustra’s buddies wound up owning 60 percent of the whole operation, and he remained involved through his company Endeavour Financial.138 With Telfer at the helm, Uranium One began snapping up U.S. uranium assets to add to its portfolio.139


    In June 2007, Uranium One signed an agreement to purchase Energy Metals Corporation (EMC), which owned extensive uranium mines in Wyoming, Texas, and New Mexico. EMC also owned properties in Utah, Nevada, Oregon, Arizona, and Colorado. “The combination of Uranium One and EMC will create a powerhouse in the United States uranium sector with the potential to become the domestic supplier of choice for US utilities,” said Uranium One’s CEO.140


    The deal was subject to the approval of the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS) because it involved foreign companies and substantial nuclear assets in the U.S. But both companies were Canadian, and the CEO highlighted Uranium One’s potential to become a major domestic energy source (which would presumably mitigate U.S. dependence on foreign uranium).141


    The company boasted that the merger would create “the only company in the uranium sector with production and asset exposure to each of the world’s five largest resource jurisdictions, namely Kazakhstan, South Africa, Australia, the United States and Canada.”142


    The deal cleared CFIUS without any issues on July 31, 2007.143


    Giustra and Telfer’s new uranium juggernaut was one of a kind. With the merger, Uranium One had quickly become a world-class nuclear supplier with highly prized assets.144


    At the same time that Uranium One was snapping up properties in the United States, Putin was consolidating Russia’s nuclear industry under the umbrella of the Rosatom behemoth. By the late 2000s, Rosatom had its eyes on Uranium One’s Kazakh and American assets.145


    Giustra’s timing was impeccable. When he started building up UrAsia in 2005, uranium prices were approximately $20 per pound. Prices peaked in 2007 at nearly $140 per pound. Uranium One began negotiations with Rosatom in 2008, just as the global financial crisis was beginning to take its toll.146


    Rosatom was among only a few entities capable of buying a company as large as Uranium One. Selling Uranium One to Rosatom would be extremely profitable for Uranium One’s Canadian shareholders, but it would not be as easy as the EMC takeover. In addition to CFIUS, other regulatory bodies would need to sign off on the deal, including the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) and a Utah mineral rights agency.147


    The Uranium One deal was worth a premium to Putin for several reasons. First, Uranium One had top-tier assets and had quickly become one of the world’s largest uranium mining companies. Second, it had multiple mines in the United States, and purchasing those mines piecemeal would be almost impossible due to scrutiny—buying in bulk would be much easier. Perhaps most importantly, Uranium One had been accepted into the exclusive world of the American nuclear industry.


    A Russian entity would have likely been treated with considerable skepticism, but, as a Canadian entity, Uranium One would pose minimal threats and be welcomed into the Uranium Producers of America (UPA) and Nuclear Energy Institute (NEI) with open arms. These members-only trade associations had access to America’s nuclear security information.148


    Using Uranium One’s credentials, Putin’s operatives could gain access to conventions, seminars, and lobbyists without drawing intense scrutiny. Indeed, after the takeover, Uranium One hired American lobbyists (including the Clinton-connected Podesta Group) without ever filing under the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA).149


    Members of Congress and the American public were outraged—not only at Putin’s audacity but also at Obama’s failure to block Putin’s nuclear advances.150 Why did CFIUS allow the deal to go through?


    Perhaps the simplest answer is the most obvious: because the deal aligned with the Obama administration’s Russian reset.


    But a more sinister possibility remains. Could Putin have bribed the gatekeepers?


    According to Schweizer’s calculation, “the collective commitments and donations from investors who profited directly from the deal would ultimately exceed $145 million.”151 The donations linked directly to Giustra and Uranium One include:


    · Frank Holmes, another major shareholder in the deal, wrote a check to the Clinton Foundation for between $250,001 and $500,000.152 Holmes also listed himself as an advisor to the Clinton Foundation.153


    · Neil Woodyer, Giustra’s colleague who founded Endeavour Financial, committed to $500,000 and providing “ongoing financial support.”154


    · Robert Disbrow, a broker at Haywood Securities, which provided $58 million in capital to float shares of UrAsia’s private placement, sent between $1 million and $5 million to the Clinton Foundation a few months later.155


    · Paul Reynolds, an executive at Canaccord Capital, Inc., donated in the same range, between $1 million and $5 million.156 For Canaccord, the UrAsia deal was “the largest transaction in our history.”157


    · GMP Securities Ltd., another large shareholder in UrAsia Energy, committed to donating a portion of its profits to the Clinton-Giustra Sustainable Growth Initiative. GMP made great money on the private placement of shares and as an underwriter on UrAsia Energy deals.158


    · Bob Cross, who was a major shareholder and served as director of UrAsia Energy, committed a portion of his future income to the Clinton Foundation.159


    · Egizio Bianchini, the Capital Markets vice chair and Global cohead of BMO’s Global Metals and Mining group, had also been an underwriter on the mining deals.160 BMO paid $600,000 for two tables at the Clinton-Giustra Sustainable Growth Initiative’s March 2008 benefit.161


    · Sergei Kurzin, a Russian dealmaker involved in the Kazakhstan uranium deal and a shareholder in UrAsia Energy, also made the Clinton-Giustra Sustainable Growth Initiative a $1 million pledge.162


    · Ian Telfer, the chairman of UrAsia Energy, who would become the new chairman of Uranium One, committed $3 million.163

  


  
    CHAPTER 6



    PUTIN AND THE PASTOR



    A Nuclear Bribery
Plot Exposed


    “Ask your politics.”


    —FBI counterintelligence agent, 2010

    (on why Obama caved to Putin)


    William Douglas Campbell had seen enough. For months, the affable Florida businessman had remained silent while the soon-to-be-disproven tale of Trump-Russia conspiracy ricocheted through the media. He knew a different tale of Russia collusion, one with more dire national security consequences. By fall 2017, he could no longer bear the strain.1


    For at least six long years, he had worked inside Vladimir Putin’s nuclear empire as an FBI operative, informing U.S. authorities about a jaw-dropping bribery, kickback, and extortion scheme that had compromised one of America’s main uranium trucking firms. Now sickened by cancer and threatened into remaining silent, Campbell (known as Doug by those closest to him) made his move.2


    Campbell’s new lawyer, former Justice Department official Victoria Toensing, publicly chastised her former employer until it finally agreed to lift the “gag order” so he could tell his story. Campbell worked with The Hill newspaper and respected investigative reporter Sara Carter, a Fox News regular, and offered an unblemished accounting of his undercover work.3 Appearing on camera with his face shadowed to protect his new look (he had substantially changed his appearance to protect himself from resentful Russians), Campbell offered an explosive companion story to the Uranium One tale that Peter Schweizer had exposed in 2015.4


    Uranium One, he explained, was not just a story about political cronyism that had enriched the Clinton family and represented a bad national security decision for America. It was also the tale of a nuclear bribery, extortion, and kickback investigation that had identified, but ultimately failed to punish, top-level beneficiaries in Putin’s inner circle.5


    Congress quickly seized on Campbell’s revelations, giving Republican leaders fresh ammunition to combat the Democratic storyline of Trump-Russia collusion that had been foisted on the country by the Steele dossier in late 2016. Though weakened by cancer and struggling with a faulty memory that required him to rely on notes for accuracy, the silver-haired former FBI operative became an instant celebrity for conservatives, even appearing on Sean Hannity’s Fox News TV show. In March 2018, he was summoned to Capitol Hill for a private interview with congressional investigators.6


    Though Campbell’s story was meticulously backed by thousands of pages of FBI documents and contemporaneous evidence, he was about to suffer one final indignity at the hands of Democratic members of Congress and Rod Rosenstein’s former Maryland U.S. attorney’s office.7


    A whisper campaign was launched, first in news media articles quoting anonymous Justice Department officials and then in a congressional memo leaked by Democrats. Each sought to portray Campbell as lacking credibility. They insinuated that Campbell had been deemed unreliable by the U.S. government and that there was no evidence he had ever raised concerns about the Uranium One transaction with his FBI handlers.8


    Michael Isikoff, the Yahoo! News reporter whose stories gave life to Christopher Steele’s uncorroborated allegations of Trump-Russia collusion, was one of the first recipients of the leaks. Within weeks, most of the mainstream media had published the story.9


    Nothing, actually, could be further from the truth.


    * * *


    As a crisply dressed Doug Campbell stepped into the elevator on the eleventh floor of the Pentagon City-Ritz Carlton, he could feel his heart pounding. At least the sudden rush of adrenaline helped clear his bleary eyes and the sensation of fatigue he had felt all morning after a sleepless night in his hotel room.10


    It was October 2010 and the Florida businessman had been working for the FBI as an undercover operative inside Putin’s nuclear giant Rosatom for about two years. That particular morning was set for a “drop,” a consequential assignment in which Campbell was supposed to capture on video members of Russia’s nuclear monopoly accepting cash bribes. It was either going to be a seminal moment that advanced the FBI’s counterintelligence case against Russia or blow Campbell’s carefully crafted cover.11


    As the elevator descended, Campbell could feel sweat beading in the palm of his right hand, which clenched “the football,” the moniker that he and his FBI handlers had given to his trusty steel-enforced briefcase. Black on the sides with numerical locks on the top, the briefcase was his portable office on the far-flung journeys he had taken across the globe. It was also the repository for whatever secrets he was carrying for the U.S. government at the moment. As such, it seldom left his sight.12


    A few moments before he stepped onto the elevator, FBI Special Agent Tim Taylor and his counterintelligence team had left Campbell’s room to retreat to the back of the swanky hotel. It was a beautiful, crisp October day, and the agents had squirreled away behind the Ritz in an unmarked black SUV loaded with sophisticated surveillance equipment to monitor Campbell’s meeting with the Russians. He was to regather with them after the drop was completed.13


    Thanks to Taylor and his fellow counterintelligence agents, the morning had already been surreal. Campbell gazed in wonder as the agents spread rubber-banded piles of hundred-dollar bills across his hotel bed. The agents counted the stacks until they were certain that they had all $50,000. Then they removed his laptop and folders from the briefcase to clear room for the cash. The bills were placed in the body of the briefcase, filling all but a few inches.14


    From the lid, Taylor had removed one of three pens Campbell usually kept tucked in the storage pouches. In its place, he had put a sophisticated wireless camera shaped like a pen. The device was equipped with a 180-degree eye designed to capture all the sights and sounds as soon as the Russian targets opened the briefcase.15


    Taylor was a tall, slender, and youthful agent working his first major Russian counterintelligence case. He had a young family that he adored, and he also shared with Campbell a deep Christian faith. Occasionally, the two would pray together before assignments. When it came time to assign Campbell an operative code name, Taylor whimsically chose to call him “The Pastor.” The agent would joke that Campbell reminded him of those preachers on TV with the crisp suits, southern drawls, and photographic recitations of Bible verses. On weekends, that was Campbell’s life. He loved church and worshipping Christ in the congregation of friends that he shared back home.16


    Doug Campbell appeared to friends, family, and Florida colleagues as a globetrotting business consultant who successfully dabbled in agriculture products, nuclear fuel, and other commodities. Never one to settle down, he seemed every inch the model of an ambitious corporate climber, married to his job by day and to his church life on weekends. But the silver-haired businessman harbored a secret for more than three decades that even his closest friends did not detect: his frequent international travels were cover for work as an operative for the United States government.17


    Campbell had worked undercover for the CIA and FBI for more than thirty years.18 Campbell’s dangerous work took him into meetings with members of Russian organized crime in the United States, and in Western Europe, Russia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and other regions around the world. Early on, the job was simple. On trips overseas, Campbell would collect information about foreign leaders and businesses who were trying to spread cash in the form of bribes to win more business inside the United States. He would report back to his handlers, who would use the information to make Foreign Corrupt Practices Act prosecutions against violators, both foreign and American.19


    But starting in mid-2005, the feds had a more targeted assignment for Campbell. They wanted him to penetrate Vladimir Putin’s burgeoning uranium sales empire. Putin was gobbling up uranium supplies across eastern Europe, and U.S. officials suspected that he was looking to build a monopoly that could dominate the global uranium market, much as Moscow dominated natural gas sales in Europe. For a country lacking a robust, diverse economy, energy was Putin’s geopolitical weapon. It kept the West at bay, and nearby neighbors from the former Soviet empire dependent on him.20


    Campbell’s assignment began in Kazakhstan in 2005, around the time that former President Bill Clinton and his top aides were also focusing on the rugged, uranium-rich former Soviet republic. (As Campbell would later learn, the Clinton connection was much more than a coincidence.) Eventually, the Russians engineered a deal to get their hands on the Kazakhs’ yellowcake uranium supply, as well as a large share of America’s uranium in the transaction that would become known as the Uranium One scandal.21


    By 2008, Campbell had made a strong connection with a South African nuclear executive named Rod Fisk, who had begun working with Russians to grow their uranium market in the United States. Fisk had become a top executive at an American trucking company that moved enriched uranium around the United States, including some of the nuclear fuel the Russians had sold under the Megatons to Megawatts program created after the fall of the U.S.S.R.22


    The growing ties to Rosatom figures like Fisk convinced the FBI in 2008 that it was time to sign Campbell to a nondisclosure agreement barring him from publicly discussing his mission. (This gag order would eventually be lifted in 2017 by the Trump Justice Department after it was publicly revealed that he was being muzzled.) A team was set up to handle Campbell, including Taylor, the bureau’s young counterintelligence agent, and David Gadren, a more experienced criminal investigator with the Energy Department’s office of inspector general who was steeped in the ins and outs of nuclear energy.23


    Inside Rosatom, Fisk took a liking to Campbell and brought him into the inner circle of Tenex, the Rosatom subsidiary that was the Russians’ main commercial uranium sales arm. Eventually, Campbell was hired by Tenex’s lead executive in the United States, Vadim Mikerin, as a consultant to help Rosatom grow its uranium sales to nuclear utilities inside the U.S.24


    Barack Obama, a big proponent of nuclear utilities while in the U.S. Senate, was then taking over as president, and the Russians had high hopes for expansion in the American market. That is because President Obama and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton were pursuing a high-risk diplomatic “reset.” As mentioned, the reset was designed to create a more peaceful relationship with Moscow after months of tension brought on by Russia’s 2008 military action against the former Soviet Republic of Georgia.25


    Campbell would soon find out that working for Tenex came with a high cost. Shortly after he signed the consulting deal, Mikerin demanded that Campbell hire a Russian consultant for training on how to write the reports for Moscow. Mikerin gave Campbell the name of the company and where he was instructed to wire $25,000. But weeks later, there was no training and not even the name of a Russian who was to advise him.26


    Campbell became suspicious and alerted his FBI handlers. Was this Mikerin’s backhanded way of demanding kickbacks, or just the Russians being slow and plodding? Campbell and his handlers eventually determined it was the first. In fall 2009, Mikerin approached Campbell again and told him that in order to keep his consulting job, he would have to kick back $25,000 of his monthly $50,000 consulting fee.27


    The demand thrilled Campbell’s FBI handlers. They knew they had criminal conduct. Now they needed to follow the money trail to see how far the scheme went. So, they gave Campbell permission to start making the payments. The Russians had set up an elaborate payment path that laundered kickbacks through a series of shadowy offshore accounts. They called it “the System.” The FBI soon discovered through Campbell’s undercover work that the same accounts were being used by Moscow for other illegal activities.28


    For most of his first year with Tenex, Campbell made wire transfers every other month and otherwise kept his head down performing legitimate consulting work, seeking to help Tenex win billions in new nuclear fuel contracts from American utilities. The work was going well, and Russia was scoring some big deals.29


    In October 2010, Mikerin needed a temporary change in the kickback scheme. Some of his senior bosses from Moscow were coming to visit Tenex’s new American headquarters in suburban Maryland, called Tenam. They needed cash for shopping and partying while on the trip, so Mikerin asked that Campbell skip the normal wire transfer and bring the next $50,000 in cash.30


    Campbell coordinated with the FBI and checked into the Ritz the night before. But he could not sleep. The notion of delivering a briefcase full of cash to a corrupt Russian nuclear official was unnerving. And for the first time during this operation, he felt that his life could legitimately be at risk. So, he tossed and turned all night, rose for breakfast, and waited for the FBI to get him prepped.31


    Taylor assured Campbell the FBI would have eyes and ears on him the whole time. All he needed to do was stay calm and deliver the cash. The pen camera would do the rest.32


    As the elevator hit the first floor and the doors opened to the lobby, Campbell took one last deep breath. “Walk slow. Talk slow. Don’t show the nerves. And just get this over with,” he told himself. That little voice in his head was all there was to calm him until he could grab a drink.33


    Campbell walked to the hotel bar, took a table, and waited. Soon, the stout Russian with the pug, emotionless face arrived. The two ordered a morning vodka. Campbell toasted Mikerin with a quick drink—Nah zda-rovh-yeh! They downed their liquor and headed back to Campbell’s room. Mikerin seemed nervous, perhaps by the impending arrival of his bosses.34


    As soon as Campbell keyed the door to his room, he put the briefcase on the small table by the bed. His fingers turned the numbers to the lock and popped open the briefcase. Then he stepped back so Mikerin could peer in.35


    “It’s all there,” Campbell told his Russian counterpart.36


    “Very good,” he replied. As he was thumbing quickly through the cash, Campbell peered over his shoulder to check just once that the pen-shaped spy camera was staring right at him. The camera had not moved, and Mikerin seemed blissfully ignorant of its presence. Campbell gave a faint smile. Mission accomplished, he thought.37


    Mikerin quickly gathered the stashes of cash into his own bag and got ready to leave.38


    “I’ve got to get back to the office,” he said. “Ludmilla wants to go shopping at Saks, and I need to get this back to the vault and get her some money.”39


    Ludmilla was a high-ranking female executive from Rosatom, a key member of the visiting delegation. The vault was a large safe installed inside Mikerin’s Tenam office. Campbell was familiar with it because he had photographed it for the FBI during one of his surreptitious surveillance tours.40


    Now the FBI would have its first video evidence that the kickbacks Campbell was paying were going far beyond Mikerin, to Rosatom’s top brass back in Moscow. Campbell could not wait to tell Taylor and to get assurance that the camera caught it all.41


    Soon, Mikerin was out the door and on the elevator. Campbell walked back into the room and slumped into the chair for a moment of relief. He let about ten minutes elapse, then called Taylor on the FBI’s burner phone.42


    The agents came to his room from their stakeout location. They opened the briefcase, pulled out the camera, and confirmed they had perfect footage of Mikerin taking the kickback money.43


    The case had just made a giant leap forward. Campbell was relieved and increasingly certain that the FBI would be able to take down this group of Russian criminals, and, more importantly, stop Putin from amassing more uranium business inside the United States.44


    He would be sorely disappointed. An undercover mission he hoped was about to end with speedy arrests would instead stretch on for four more frustrating years.45 The reason for the delay, Campbell would later learn, could be traced to a meeting that had occurred about 4,800 miles away and exactly one year earlier.46


    In October 2009, in the high-tech Moscow suburb known as Barvikha, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton had met in an opulent statehouse with Putin’s right-hand men, then-President Dmitry Medvedev, and Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, to discuss ways the two countries could improve relations.47


    Medvedev reportedly crowed, with a smiling Clinton standing nearby, that Clinton’s further discussions with Russian colleagues demonstrated “that the level of our cooperation…is gradually advancing.” To which Clinton responded that the U.S. was looking forward to “deepening and broadening this strategic relationship.”48


    A key agenda item in the U.S.-Russia talks, it turns out, was a plan to accelerate commercial uranium sales to the United States. For nearly two decades, the Russians had been guaranteed a steady sale of nuclear fuel to America by disassembling old Soviet nuclear warheads and converting the uranium to a form that could be used in reactors.49


    That “ploughshares” program, known as Megatons to Megawatts, was about to expire in 2013. Moscow’s already shaky economy could suffer a significant financial blow unless Rosatom could replace the lost revenue with sales to American utility companies. But there was a rub. Old Cold War restrictions kept Moscow from selling uranium directly to utilities.50


    George W. Bush’s administration had begun lifting those restrictions with the creation of the U.S.-Russia civilian nuclear cooperation agreement. The program was on track to be ratified during Bush’s last year in office when Russia suddenly engaged in a military conflict with Georgia, a key U.S. ally.51


    Thus, Bush’s carrot was immediately pulled in favor of the stick of sanctions. But by March 2009, the new Obama team wanted to go back to the carrot approach. In rapid succession, Obama restored the agreement and lifted various restrictions that let Russia start to line up billions of dollars in new uranium sales.52


    Little did Campbell know on the day he delivered the $50,000 to Mikerin that Secretary Clinton’s jaunt to Barvikha (and the reset generally) had already opened the door for Rosatom to collect unprecedented billions from the United States. These extraordinary benefits would flow even as Campbell was documenting Russian criminality in the form of bribery, kickbacks, extortion, and money laundering. The United States was rewarding a bad actor, and the FBI and the intelligence community knew it. There are procedures for informing the appropriate persons in the government.53 Did they do so or were the procedures ignored?


    Campbell was forced to keep quiet for four more years, as he gathered a raft of evidence on how Russia’s corrupt nuclear machine was compromising national security inside the United States while executing a plan to dominate the American and global uranium markets.54 Some inside the Obama administration believed that allowing Putin this nuclear business would keep Russia closer and more dependent on the United States, much like the original ploughshares deal with Boris Yeltsin’s Russia. America could account for Russia’s nuclear supplies and create a more lenient business environment, one that would lower the temptation to sell nuclear materials on the black market, such as to Iran’s illicit nuclear weapons program.55


    Others saw red flags. They had seen how Putin wielded his natural gas monopoly in eastern Europe as a weapon against U.S. allies, and remembered his bad behavior in Georgia in 2008, which occurred even as the Bush administration was opening the U.S. nuclear market for Russia. They worried that Russia would dump below-market-priced uranium and drive out its global competition, and that America would lose its independent ability to quickly mine uranium. And they suspected that once Putin got what he wanted, he would start acting badly, such as by aiding Iran.56


    By 2014, these fears were realized. The American nuclear industry was shrinking, and Putin deployed troops to the separatist region of America’s most important ally in the region, Ukraine.57


    For Campbell, the hardest pill to swallow occurred in fall 2010 shortly after the Mikerin $50,000 briefcase drop, when Campbell learned that the Obama administration had approved Rosatom’s purchase of Uranium One, which owned large deposits of uranium ore in both the United States and Kazakhstan.58


    For months before CFIUS approved the deal, Campbell had been feeding intelligence to the FBI that Uranium One was an essential part of Putin’s strategy to corner uranium markets and gain leverage over the United States. He also learned that Rosatom harbored ambitions to build a uranium enrichment complex on U.S. soil.59


    Fisk opened doors inside Tenex for Campbell and was the first to alert him about the mining deal’s importance.60 “The attached article is of interest as I believe it highlights the ongoing resolve in Russia to gradually and systematically acquire and control global energy resources,” Fisk emailed Campbell on June 24, 2010.61


    Fisk forwarded a June 21, 2010, article from Reuters on Rosatom’s efforts to buy Uranium One through its ARMZ subsidiary, and relayed a conversation that Fisk had with Canadian executives of Uranium One lamenting Russia’s impending acquisition. “There are a lot of concerns,” Fisk wrote.62


    By autumn, Campbell was being solicited by his colleagues to use his lobbying muscle as a Tenex consultant to help overcome Republican opposition to the Uranium One deal. Some lawmakers in uranium mining states and neoconservatives in Congress were raising concerns about the impact of the deal on domestic production and national security.63


    Rosatom has “shown little if any inclination to effectively address the widespread and continuing corruption within Russia, particularly its energy sector,” Republican House members Ileana Ros-Lehtinen of Florida, Spencer Bachus of Alabama, Peter T. King of New York, and Howard P. “Buck” McKeon of California wrote the Obama administration in October 2010, hoping to pause the deal.64


    Fisk wrote Campbell on October 6, 2010, in an email entitled “ARMZ + Uranium One”:


    Good afternoon Doug,… The referenced [October 5, 2010] article may present a very good opportunity for Sigma [Campbell’s company] to try and remove the opposing influences (if that is something you can do).65


    The next day, Campbell intercepted a memo prepared for Mikerin by an American energy consultant named Cheryl Moss Herman, who would later go to work inside the Obama Energy Department’s nuclear energy office. The eleven-page report, entitled “Policy/Legislative Issues Affecting the Business Climate in the U.S. for TENAM/Tenex,” made clear Uranium One’s importance to the overall Russian nuclear strategy and warned that the plan could be foiled by conservative political opposition.66 Herman warned Mikerin:


    Some Republicans truly fear the entry of Russia into the U.S. market, as demonstrated by the fact that they are taking steps to block the purchase of Uranium One…This effort bears watching as it may provide clues as to the likely political reaction if a Russian entity was going to participate in the construction and operation of a uranium enrichment plant in the U.S.67


    Herman also warned that there was growing concern inside Congress that Russia’s determined march into new U.S. uranium business conflicted with Western intelligence that Moscow was still aiding Iran’s illicit nuclear program.68 “There are some in Congress who believe that Russia is providing Iran with sensitive nuclear technology as well as the nuclear know-how that will allow it to proliferate a nuclear weapons program, despite Russian Government statements to the contrary,” Herman wrote.69


    Campbell forwarded Herman’s memo to his FBI handlers. By that time, he had provided the FBI incontrovertible evidence that the Russians had demanded and received kickbacks from him and others dating back to 2009, had compromised the security of an American uranium trucking firm, and boasted of a plan to corner the uranium market with artificially low prices.70 Under the circumstances, it seemed unthinkable that the U.S. government could fail to act.


    Campbell’s FBI handlers assured him that his intelligence had reached the highest levels of the United States government, including then-FBI Director Robert Mueller and President Obama. There was no way, Campbell thought, that the Obama administration could in good conscience allow the Uranium One sale to proceed.71


    A few weeks later, he received an unexpected kick to the gut when he saw the first reports that CFIUS had unanimously approved the Uranium One transaction.72


    The decision made only back-page headlines, mostly in financial and trade publications. The message was clear: CFIUS saw no national security reason to block the deal.73


    The bewildered Campbell wondered if all his undercover work over the last two years had been in vain. Soon, he demanded an explanation from his FBI handlers.74


    “Ask your politics,” Taylor answered when Campbell questioned the CFIUS approval. The FBI operative knew exactly what his agent handler meant. The political headwinds of the Obama reset were so strong that officials in his administration would not allow a criminal bribery scheme to stand in its way.75


    For years now, Clinton and Obama defenders have cited the unanimous CFIUS decision, which indicates that Obama’s top officials saw no national security reason to block the transaction, pushing back against Campbell’s account. In so doing, they insinuated that career officials who recommended approval must not have known about Rosatom’s criminal conduct. The news media, likewise, picked up on that line, using it to impugn Campbell’s story and calls to reinvestigate the matter.76


    Because most of the intelligence available to the federal agencies who participated in the CFIUS review remains classified, there has been no resistance to that narrative. The bureaucracy through claims of secrecy has thwarted any scrutiny of whether CFIUS board members could or should have known about Campbell’s undercover work.77


    For more than two long years, that answer has actually been sitting in public view in a congressional correspondence file at the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, which regulates atomic power in America. Toward the bottom of a lengthy January 2018 letter to Republican Senator John Barrasso (R-WY), the NRC acknowledged that the responsible intelligence agencies had been alerted to the Rosatom investigation in August 2010—the same month that CFIUS was notified of the transaction and well before the Uranium One deal was approved in late October 2010.78


    “The NRC first became aware of the investigation in August 2010, when it received a sensitive intelligence report made available to various components of the Federal Government through normal intelligence reporting channels,” the agency wrote Barrasso.79


    This is a shocking revelation and an admission that could have neutralized months of attacks on Campbell.


    The Obama administration was warned in advance that the Russian company about to get the American assets of Uranium One was engaged in criminal behavior, just as Campbell claimed. Yet the deal proceeded anyway!


    The NRC letter raises an additional troubling question: were Obama’s CFIUS members so poorly informed that they did not realize that the Russian company targeting Uranium One was the sister company of a corrupt Rosatom subsidiary that was under FBI investigation? “The NRC was not aware of any connection between the investigation and the transfer of control of Uranium One to ARMZ,” the response said.80


    The extraordinary weaponization of the so-called “Russia collusion” issue against Trump has managed to obscure this glaring flaw in the CFIUS process. The Russians dealing with Campbell, meanwhile, could not have been more elated by the Obama administration’s seeming blindness to Rosatom’s misdeeds.81


    A few days after Campbell delivered the suitcase full of money to Mikerin, he was invited by the Russians to the swanky Morton’s steakhouse in the Washington suburb of Chevy Chase, Maryland. Campbell’s role was twofold: host the vodka-laden steak dinner and pick up the $700 tab. The date was October 19, 2010. The Russians were already aware that Uranium One was about to be approved and were planning a party to celebrate the opening of the suburban Washington office of Tenam, their new American subsidiary.82


    Mikerin was joined by a handful of Russian figures, including one tied to the KGB and another who was a declared Russian spy on U.S. soil.83 The rowdy guests gleefully boasted about how easy it had been for Rosatom to win concessions from the Obama administration, including lifting a regulatory suspension at the Commerce Department that allowed Tenex to receive billions in U.S. nuclear fuel contracts and the approval of the Uranium One sale.84


    Campbell would later recount to congressional investigators how he kept a straight face that night, but winced when he heard his Russian guests deride President Obama with the nickname “Bongo-Bongo,” a clear racial epithet, and mock his government for its giveaways to Putin.85


    The Russians boasted “how weak the U.S. government was in giving away uranium business and were confident that Russia would secure the strategic advantage it was seeking in the U.S. uranium market,” Campbell told lawmakers in a 2018 statement.86


    The gloating went public by January 2013. After the CFIUS approval of Uranium One and the Obama administration’s arrangement of billions in Russian-U.S. utility contracts, the headline on the Pravda website declared: “Russian Nuclear Energy Conquers the World.”87


    Campbell became disillusioned, a feeling that only worsened as his undercover work dragged on, with no certainty that Russia’s bad behavior would be punished.88


    “I was frustrated watching the U.S. government make numerous decisions benefiting Rosatom and Tenex while those entities were engaged in serious criminal conduct on U.S. soil,” his statement to Congress recounted. “Tenex and Rosatom were raking in billions of U.S. dollars by signing contracts with American nuclear utility clients at the same time they were indulging in extortion by using threats to get bribes and kickbacks, with a portion going to Russia for high ranking officials.”89


    Russian nuclear officials cryptically threatened Campbell on at least two occasions. They ominously alluded to the radioactive poisoning of ex-FSB officer (and famed Putin critic) Alexander Litvinenko to ensure that Campbell would never betray them. In 2006, Putin’s operatives allegedly slipped polonium-210—a radioactive isotope produced almost exclusively at a single Russian nuclear facility—into a teapot that Litvinenko drank from. The murder was linked to Rosatom, Tenex, and Putin’s Ozero comrade: former Tenex CEO Vladimir Smirnov. Campbell knew that the threats were credible. “It makes you think hard about those you love so far away,“ Campbell recalled of the harrowing experience.90


    Nonetheless, Campbell trusted his handlers inside the FBI and the Department of Energy inspector general’s office (DOE IG). And for three more years, he intensely worked the Rosatom inner circle to garner intelligence.91


    He did so even as the toll of being undercover began to show. He turned to drinking to calm his nerves and was arrested more than once for driving under the influence. Eventually, he would be diagnosed with a tumor that required thirty-six extensive radiation treatments, as well as leukemia, which, as of this writing, still requires chemotherapy.92


    His government handlers stood beside him through the good and the bad times: Taylor’s prayers and Gadren’s salty pursuit of crimes provided welcome motivation. Together they made significant investigative strides.93


    Through his work uncovering the System, Campbell identified specific money-laundering channels used by the Russians (both Kremlin officials and organized criminals), and others inside Latvia, Cyprus, and the Seychelles. This was a significant accomplishment that led to prosecutions. Campbell also provided crucial evidence that the kickbacks he was paying to Mikerin via overseas accounts were being partly funneled to higher-ranking Russians in Moscow, a potential major counterintelligence discovery.94


    “They refer to the money that comes in as the parcel and in Vadim’s words it is delivered by hand directly to their group,” Campbell wrote in one of his updates to the FBI. “No one goes to any bank and because of the political positions of the individuals in the network no one can investigate this system.”95


    Most FBI debriefings occurred in a hotel or the unmarked Chevy Suburban that would meet Campbell at a designated rendezvous point. But the undercover operative and his handlers also set up two email accounts, one on Yahoo and the other on Google, in the name of his company, Sigma, in case that cryptic instructions needed to be passed along in between the meetings. The emails made it look like Campbell was communicating with his employees. In fact, he was talking to the feds.96


    Nuggets of intelligence kept flowing. For example, Campbell provided the FBI with evidence about the consulting work that a lobbyist named Amos Hochstein performed to advise Rosatom and Tenex as they began their conquest of the American nuclear market.97 While legal, Hochstein’s assistance to the Russians was keenly interesting to the FBI because of his frequent proximity as an advisor to such luminaries as Hillary Clinton, John Kerry, and Joe Biden. Tenex’s outreach to past or future government advisors like Herman and Hochstein clearly demonstrated that the Kremlin had mastered the art of revolving-door influence in Washington.98


    Campbell was also able to give the FBI a heads-up about a special twist in Tenex’s American persuasion strategy. While Russia made much of its money from fossil fuels, it understood the need to acknowledge the climate change agenda of the Obama administration and its European allies. So Mikerin began incorporating minor environmental nods into the company’s policies.99


    “Compliance with environmental standards during production and transportation of exported uranium products TENEX both observes and will promote the following environmental policy principles,” Campbell reported to his handlers in summer 2010. “They will require that all suppliers and counter parties must have environmental compliance certificates (Series ISO 14001) and environmental monitoring systems.”100


    As time wore on, Campbell’s nerves settled down. His hands no longer trembled when he made the bimonthly kickback payments, and his integration into the Russian machine became less stressful. Thirty years of operating covertly for Uncle Sam had made playing a role, even a dangerous one, more natural.101


    Not surprisingly, Mikerin and his Russian comrades only seemed to grow in their trust of Campbell. He could drink them under the table one day and open the door to an American utility executive the next. That trust became readily apparent when a rival lobbying firm with deep ties to the Clinton Foundation, APCO Worldwide, tried to muscle Campbell’s smaller firm out of the way on a project involving the 123 Agreement. If Campbell got sidelined, the FBI’s intelligence pipeline would dry up. But the Russians intervened and overruled any effort to push Sigma aside, blissfully unaware that the consultant was in fact the FBI’s best mole inside their enterprise.102


    Campbell reported to his FBI handlers that his position inside Rosatom had survived the APCO power play.103 “APCO lobby group requested that ROSATOM/TENEX allow them to approach US utilities and assume the responsibilities of Sigma,” he wrote. “The leadership of ROSATOM (Kiriyenko) and TENEX (Grigoriev) blocked this involvement and stated that the arrangement with Sigma would stand. We know why this happened (network). Clearly APCO is far more competent and far better politically wired than Sigma. This made no difference to the Russians.”104


    As the bond between The Pastor and Putin’s nuclear team solidified, the FBI’s appetite for inserting Campbell deeper into the Russian web also grew. In 2012, the bureau devised a plan for Campbell to use his Russian contacts to invite Putin to visit the United States during or after the election. The agents’ hope was that they could spy more effectively on the Russian leader while he was here.105


    Campbell wanted a hook that would be a sure winner, especially given the long odds of getting Putin to say yes. He knew that Putin valued his old title as a colonel in the KGB and had a penchant for horses and racing. (Putin’s personal jockey left for the United States in 2013.) Campbell tried to merge the two passions in an offer that Putin could not refuse.106


    Through his old agricultural business work, Campbell had developed strong political ties in Kentucky, which hosts the mother of all horse races. So, he reached out to aides for the state’s then-Democratic governor, Steven L. Beshear, and got Putin named an official “Kentucky Colonel.” The Kentuckians had no idea that Campbell was an FBI operative. He simply knew how to pull off the Kentucky Colonel designation.107


    This designation, one of the most coveted social honors in Kentucky, comes with an official certificate. Campbell obtained the certificate signed by Beshear and sent word through his Moscow contacts that Putin had a VIP invitation to attend the Kentucky Derby in spring 2013 and would be honored as a “Kentucky Colonel.” Campbell hoped that the PR stunt would be too alluring for Putin to turn down. His handlers were impressed by his creative approach. A few weeks later, though, Campbell got word from his Moscow contacts that Putin had declined.108


    Today, all that remains of the failed FBI operation is the official certificate declaring:


    To All To Whom These Presents Shall Come, Greeting: Know Ye, That Honorable Vladimir V. Putin Is Commissioned A KENTUCKY COLONEL. I hereby confer this honor with all the rights, privileges and responsibilities thereunto appertaining.109


    Dated October 15, 2012, the declaration bears the signature of both Governor Beshear and then-Secretary of State Alison Lundergan Grimes.110


    The FBI’s drive to gain evidence inside Rosatom of Russian complicity with Iran’s nuclear program proved to be Campbell’s final mission as a Tenex consultant. Throughout 2010–2012, Campbell had repeatedly provided his handlers information about Rosatom’s dealings and interests in Iran.111 Of all the worries that critics of the Uranium One deal held, illicit support of Iran’s nuclear program loomed near the top, as Herman’s internal memo to Mikerin correctly noted. The FBI had similar concerns.112


    In one debriefing, for instance, Campbell related to his handling agents that Mikerin had identified a specific Russian company, TVEL, that was facilitating business between Iran and Tenex. “As I have mentioned previously they do all the uranium business between Russia and Iran,” Campbell wrote of the intermediary. “Vadim is involved in the process under the same kind of payment network between Iran and the special TENEX group. I have asked him if he visits Tehran and he indicates he will not go because he feels it will cause trouble both for [U.S.] relations as well as his US travel.”113


    Such intelligence was intriguing for FBI counterintelligence, especially as the Obama administration secretly began discussions with Tehran aimed at reaching a deal to delay Iran’s nuclear weapons program.114


    In 2010, Campbell had obtained from his Russian sources a nonpublic report from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the UN watchdog that was bird-dogging Iran’s illicit nuclear weapons program. The public version of the May 2010 report identified current enrichment-related activities inside Iran, including evidence that UN inspectors gathered related to a uranium enrichment plant in Natanz.115


    While U.S. officials likely already knew the contents of the report, Campbell’s acquisition had provided valuable insight: an IAEA report marked “restricted” for limited distribution had fallen into the hands of Rosatom’s leadership quickly. The long arm of Putin’s nuclear team knew few bounds.116


    Campbell continued to provide fragmentary intelligence on the Moscow-Tehran nuclear dealings, including additional IAEA reports that the Russians had obtained. But in early 2012, a harbinger arrived that the bureau was preparing to pull its operative out and finally close out the counterintelligence gathering part of the probe and transition to criminal prosecutions.117


    Special Agent Taylor contacted Campbell with the most specific instruction the team had ever given him over the years: a detailed list of fifteen questions that the bureau wanted asked of Mikerin. The questions were transmitted via the secret Sigma email accounts that the bureau had set up with Campbell. All were about Iran:


    · Is Iran seeking to create a weapon, either through obvious means, or through the design of their nuclear program?


    · Are there any other countries, other than Russia, partnering to help Iran’s nuclear program?


    · If there are other countries participating, what model for security and nuclear power generation is Iran following?


    · What security measures has Iran put in place at nuclear facilities to prevent the computer failures, the failure of automated systems, or a computer virus?


    · What political issues are of concern to Russia if they are to continue to support the Iranian nuclear program?


    · If Iran is seeking to enrich uranium to HEU, what is the timeframe in which they expect to achieve that level?


    · How many Russian employees are currently working on Iranian projects?


    · How many Iranian scientists are currently working on nuclear energy projects? Who are they? What are their specialties?


    · What is the megawatt capacity of Bushehr? What are the long-term goals for the facility?


    · Are there other facilities currently enriching uranium? Have there been requests for assistance or indications of interest in new facilities?


    · How may centrifuges are currently operating at Bushehr?


    · What are the safety standards to which Iranian nuclear facilities are built? IAEA standards? How is Iran prepared to ensure force protection and answer international security concerns?


    · Are there concealed or restricted areas at Iranian nuclear facilities where Russians are not allowed to visit? Where are they, and what do the Russians feel is going on there?


    · Are there temporary storage facilities where nuclear materials are stored? How are they secured?


    · How is new and used nuclear material moved and stored, and by whom?118


    When Campbell got this list, he joked that the FBI was signing his death warrant. The questions were too specific, the kind only an American spy might ask. Campbell had already been threatened by the Russians with polonium poisoning to ensure that he would not betray their criminal network.119


    The FBI, however, would not back off, insisting that Campbell press ahead and corner Mikerin with the Iran questions. The agents even coached him on how he could put his Russian friend at ease while unloading this barrage of inquiries.120


    The agents coached Campbell:


    As discussed: You spoke with contacts who understand US policy. After the conversations you wrote down notes and have some ideas. You believe that Russia, Rosatom and Tenex could improve working relations with the US by being transparent about activities in Iran. You believe that it would be easier for Tenex to do business in the US if the US knows that Rosatom and Tenex have their fingers on the pulse of what is going on in Iran and can ensure that the nuclear energy is being produced responsibly and safely.121


    It might have sounded good to the agents, but after thirty years in the business of spying, Campbell knew that these questions would blow his cover, or at the very least break the bond of trust that he had built with his Russian targets.122


    Campbell was right. Mikerin refused to provide much in terms of answers, and soon backed away from his longtime Sigma consultant. Campbell’s work for Tenex dwindled, and his access to Rosatom diminished. He still had plenty of other contacts in Moscow. And the FBI’s Taylor and DOE’s Gadren sought to redeploy his attention to other projects, like arranging the Putin visit to America.123


    The relationship between the operative and his FBI handlers remained strong even as the spy work declined. But one unanswered question still loomed large in Campbell’s mind: when, if ever, would the U.S. government finally bring Mikerin and his Russian pals to justice?124 He would have to wait another two years—until 2014—for the answer.


    In 2014, Campbell was whisked to a meeting in Greenbelt, Maryland, with prosecutors in the office of U.S. Attorney Rod Rosenstein, who was Obama’s pick to remain the top federal prosecutor in Maryland (one of the only Bush-era prosecutors that Obama did not fire), and eventually became Trump’s deputy attorney general during the Russia “Spygate” affair.125


    After years of grueling deep undercover work and numerous rounds of chemo, Campbell’s memory was not as strong as it once was. To compensate, Campbell, now in his midsixties, had made voluminous notes to keep his testimony straight. He would have to fumble through the piles of paper before answering most questions, a performance that quickly soured the prosecutors. Soon, the writing was on the wall. Rosenstein’s team did not want to use Campbell as a trial witness. Period. And no more energy needed to be wasted to debate that point.126


    Meanwhile, so much time had elapsed since Campbell had first proved the bribery and kickback scheme in 2009 that circumstances were changing. Rod Fisk, the South African nuclear expert who ran the uranium trucking company Transport Logistics International, had been a prime early target of the probe. Campbell was able to document how Fisk made hundreds of thousands of dollars in kickback payments to Mikerin all the way back to 2004. But Fisk died in 2011 after a short and sudden bout with cancer.127


    In contradiction to its usual practice, the FBI did not execute a search warrant to obtain Fisk’s computer after his death. Instead, agents secured voluntary consent from his widow to sweep the computer of information they wanted. When they returned years later, the hard drive and its potential evidentiary gold mine had been destroyed. It was another misstep certain to aid the defense.128


    By the time Campbell was brought to Greenbelt for a second time to meet with prosecutors, a criminal indictment had been filed by prosecutors against Mikerin and another defendant, Daren Condrey, the executive who replaced Fisk at the uranium trucking company.129


    Gadren, the DOE IG agent who worked alongside the FBI’s Taylor, filed the initial affidavit in February 2015 in support of a search warrant for some of Mikerin’s evidence. His affidavit suggested that the Justice Department had uncovered a major kickback scandal and would eventually prove that some of the monies were going to Putin’s inner Moscow circle.130


    “As part of the scheme, MIKERIN, with the consent of higher level officials at TENEX and ROSATOM (both Russian state-owned entities), would offer no-bid contracts to U.S. businesses in exchange for kickbacks in the form of money payments made to some of the same offshore bank accounts to which MIKERIN was directing CS-l to make payments between 2009 and 2011.”131


    In the end, the government pursued convictions or plea deals for just three figures: the trucking company executive Condrey, a Russian national in New Jersey named Boris Rubizhevsky whose security firm worked as a Tenex consultant, and Mikerin, who got forty-eight months in prison after pleading guilty to felony money laundering.132


    The missed opportunity was not lost at Mikerin’s sentencing hearing in December 2015. U.S. District Judge Theodore Chuang expressed his deep dismay that the Russian had been able to compromise a sensitive American asset like the uranium trucking company. For that enterprise “to be corrupted by graft is very troubling,” the judge said.133


    Mikerin’s lawyer made clear what the government had suggested from the beginning. Attorney Jonathan Lopez argued that “while his client served as a conduit for the payments he was neither the mastermind nor the ultimate beneficiary of the bribes,” Reuters reported. In other words, the kickback money that Campbell so meticulously tracked for the FBI for more than six years actually benefitted inner circle nuclear industry officials in Moscow. But none would be brought to justice by Obama or Rosenstein’s prosecution team.134


    Campbell took some solace in knowing that his harrowing undercover work had resulted in some convictions. His pride was further boosted when his FBI handler team invited him out for a steak dinner to celebrate. When he arrived at the restaurant, the operative got an unexpected surprise: FBI supervisors had authorized a check for $51,046.36 as a reward for his undercover exploits.135


    Campbell was grateful. He respected Taylor, Gadren, and his other government handlers, and remained in contact with them for months afterwards. As late as 2017, Gadren continued to reach out to Campbell for assistance on cases, in one instance seeking intelligence on Trump Energy Secretary Rick Perry and some of his international dealings.136


    But Campbell still felt like he had been left at the short end of a stick. His compensation for legitimate work for Rosatom had been gouged by Mikerin’s kickback scheme, and he believed that the U.S. government should reimburse him for far more than roughly $50,000. By his calculation, he was still short about $500,000 that he had rightfully earned in consulting fees.137


    By summer 2016, as the U.S. presidential campaigns raged, Campbell retained private counsel and filed a lawsuit seeking payment from the feds. His suit laid out his entire role in the Rosatom affair, threatening to expose the Obama administration’s feckless response to Russian nuclear bribery and tainting its anticipated successor for the White House, Hillary Clinton.138


    Within hours, Campbell’s litigation set off alarm bells in the U.S. Justice Department. His lawyer was threatened by the attorneys in the Criminal Division with prosecution for violating his nondisclosure agreement. Campbell demurred and quickly withdrew the lawsuit before it attracted any media attention or compromised what he was told were other ongoing operations in Russia based on his earlier intelligence.139


    After Campbell went public in late 2017 and early 2018, he was immediately embraced by Republicans and smeared by Democrats and the news media. Inaccurate stories and a House Democratic staff memo sought to impugn his reputation, falsely suggesting that he was unreliable even though the FBI had awarded him the bonus check. The counterattacks became so severe that Toensing, Campbell’s attorney, wrote then-Attorney General Jeff Sessions’ Inspector General demanding a leaks investigation. It did not happen.140


    Eventually, the Justice Department would make statements backing away from the anonymous attacks on Campbell, acknowledging the FBI’s $51,000 check and the mentions of Uranium One in the bureau files. It was too little too late. And as too often happens with the twenty-first century news media, reporters were loath to go back and correct their erroneous reporting. They could just move on to a new tale, without any consequence.141


    Like most undercover operatives, Campbell had his flaws, whether it was his bouts with the bottle or his struggles with memory lapses inflicted by the effects of cancer treatment. He was the first to embrace those flaws, often telling people that he did not think that he would have been a good congressional or trial witness.142


    In the end, Doug Campbell’s heroic efforts to assist the FBI in building a major Russian counterintelligence case did not warrant the smear job that he received. It was yet another travesty leveled by the falling dominoes that began with Obama’s failed Russian reset.

  


  
    CHAPTER 7



    THE GATEKEEPERS OF CFIUS



    How Clinton Turned a National Security Review
into a Tollbooth (and How Obama Allowed It)


    “One of the fears that I hear from Russians is that somehow the United States wants Russia to be weak. That could not be farther from the truth. Our goal is to help strengthen Russia.”1


    —Secretary of State Hillary Clinton,

    First Channel Television interview with Vladimir Pozner

    in Moscow, March 2010


    Before Hillary Clinton began her first failed presidential campaign in 2008, she burnished her image as a foreign policy expert and stateswoman in the Senate. Senator Clinton landed a position on the powerful Armed Services Committee. In February 2006, the committee convened to find out why the Bush administration had allowed the takeover of American shipping terminals by a United Arab Emirates (UAE) state-owned operator.2 A burgeoning fiasco, known as the Dubai Ports scandal, was brewing.


    Senator Clinton, in her navy pantsuit, looked disheveled. Her short blond hair was mussed, and she had heavy bags beneath her eyes. She flashed a quick smile at her friend and mentor Senator Robert Byrd of West Virginia, as he hobbled over, placed his cane beside Clinton, and sat down at the Senate panel. Clinton returned to the talking points her aides had given her. The chairman and ranking member spoke first while Clinton patiently awaited her turn.3


    Clinton began by expressing her “deep concerns” about the port deal. Those concerns seemed to focus less on the potential national security threats of that particular deal and more on the CFIUS process in general.


    The CFIUS process has been subject to several critical reports in the last several years; most recently, a Government Accountability Office (GAO) report last fall which pointed out that one of its failures was its inability to focus effectively on national security issues as the statute establishing CFIUS intended it to do. This particular decision by CFIUS raises a number of red flags.4


    Clinton used the opportunity to slam the Bush administration over 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina, citing “inadequate funding” and “bureaucratic dysfunction.” “If September 11 was a failure of imagination, and Katrina was a failure of initiative,” Clinton said, “this process is a failure of judgment.” Scoring political points was no doubt high on Clinton’s list of priorities, but she had another priority: she wanted to understand the CFIUS process.


    Clinton complained of “numerous problems with this review process,” and wanted answers. She wanted to know exactly who was apprised of the review and who attended the CFIUS meetings. She wanted to know if state and local officials should have been consulted.


    Clinton cloaked her curiosity in a vague concern for America’s national security. Meanwhile, her Democratic colleagues had more specific concerns. They linked the UAE to Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda’s financing of the September 11 attacks, global terrorism generally, and with nuclear material smuggling to Iran, Libya, and North Korea. But Clinton hardly mentioned the UAE and remained laser-focused on the inner workings of CFIUS.


    “I want to just get additional information about how CFIUS actually operates. How many times did CFIUS meet to consider this transaction?”


    Clinton continued to pepper the Bush officials with logistical questions.


    “Are there quorum and proxy rules for conducting business for CFIUS?”


    When a reporter for FOX News asked a Bush official for information on past deals that CFIUS reviewed, Clinton could not help but agree:


    I think it would be useful for the committee to get those [CFIUS] examples, because if this definition of “national security” is kind of a moving target, we need some idea of what the field looks like.5


    Clinton called the review “cursory, at best.” She was outraged that the CFIUS process “did not alert the President, the Secretary of the Treasury, the Secretary of Defense that several of our most critical ports were about to be transferred to a foreign government entity.”


    “For many of us,” Clinton harped, “there is a significant difference between a private company and a foreign government entity.”6


    For her, that difference would not matter as much when Russian state-owned Rosatom purchased Uranium One in 2010.


    Previously, most people had never heard of the shadowy Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States, or CFIUS. The top-secret task force was formed in 1975 to assess foreign transactions that might pose threats to U.S. national security. Today, the committee is comprised of the top cabinet agencies, including the departments of State, Defense, Homeland Security, and the Treasury.7 CFIUS has the power to effectively make or break foreign investment deals.8


    In 2006, CFIUS sprang into public awareness after a Middle Eastern ship port operator called Dubai Ports (DP) World sought to buy multiple ports in the U.S. The Bush administration’s CFIUS approved the transaction and strongly defended it amid intense public objections from Congress.9


    Senator Hillary Clinton was one of the most vocal critics of the deal. Clinton argued that the deal could threaten national security and condemned the Bush administration for allowing the UAE-backed company to purchase the ports.10


    Whatever her national security concerns, Clinton conveniently failed to disclose to the committee that, at that very moment, her husband was on the UAE’s payroll. Though it was not widely noted at the time, Bill Clinton had a commercial relationship with the UAE dating back to 2002. Interestingly, the former president specifically advised the UAE on the Dubai Ports CFIUS transaction at the same time that his wife publicly opposed it.11


    The former president also delivered paid speeches in the UAE, established a Clinton scholarship program at the American University in Dubai, and set up a three-way partnership with Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum and his friend, billionaire Ron Burkle. The partnership was a new sovereign wealth fund financed by the UAE, Burkle’s Yucaipa Companies LLC, and Clinton.12


    Between 2002 and 2007, the Yucaipa partnership netted the Clintons more than $15 million. Clinton’s former advisor Dick Morris linked the partnership to the Dubai Ports deal and called the affair the “Clintons’ UAE quid pro quo.”13 The Clinton Foundation received millions from UAE-linked entities.14


    A DP World competitor hired lobbyists to persuade Congress to kill the deal. Soon after, Senator Chuck Schumer (D-NY) attacked the purchase based on what the media called “anti-Arab suspicion.”15 He, Hillary Clinton, and others—including then-Senator Obama—even threatened legislation specifically targeting the Dubai Ports purchase. Meanwhile, Bush redoubled his support of the DP World purchase and threatened to veto any such legislation.16


    The Dubai Ports fiasco was the first time that CFIUS deliberations made significant headlines and sparked public discussions. Despite receiving CFIUS approval, the sale sparked enough public outcry through Senator Clinton’s and others’ protests to cause the port operators to renegotiate the deal.17


    At first glance, it appeared that Senator Clinton was working against the interests of her husband’s Arab benefactors. However, it is possible that the UAE never wanted the U.S. ports to begin with. First, the “U.S. operations represent[ed] only around ten percent of the $6.8 billion of the deal,” and the UAE operator’s primary interest in the takeover was “getting a greater presence in Europe and especially in Asia.”18 Second, U.S. port security costs skyrocketed after 9/11, and, while airports received an influx in federal funds, “only modest federal funding [had] been made available for port facility improvements.”19 Furthermore, inefficiencies caused by American union worker demands was an added deterrent.20


    In the end, the Dubai Ports deal was neither killed nor undone. Rather, the transaction proceeded and the U.S. ports were carved out of the deal and sold to AIG Global Investment Group—a financial firm with zero port operation experience—for an undisclosed sum.21 As it turns out, AIG closed on the port deal with DP World less than three months after pledging $5.25 million to the Clinton Global Initiative.22


    Whether Senator Clinton’s grandstanding was a demonstration of her genuine concern for U.S. national security, or an attempt to distance herself from the UAE-linked millions flowing to her husband and her foundation, or even a potential shakedown for future UAE largesse, the true reason for the Clintons’ conflicting actions was never exposed. What was certain? The UAE continued to shower the Clintons and their foundation with millions long after the Dubai Ports controversy died down.23


    By working both sides of the deal, the Clintons received significant and undeniable benefits from the Dubai Ports debacle: it simultaneously highlighted their CFIUS expertise and demonstrated their ability to either close or kill a CFIUS deal.


    After the Dubai Ports debacle, Senator Clinton pushed for legislation to fortify CFIUS dramatically. In 2008, when she ran for president the first time, she even touted herself as “an outspoken proponent of strengthening CFIUS.”24


    If Senator Clinton tried to kill a port deal involving an allied country, surely Secretary Clinton would be concerned when an adversary like Russia tried to purchase a strategic nuclear asset like uranium through the Canadian mining company Uranium One. But, according to Clinton, the Uranium One takeover was handled by her deputy, Jose Fernandez, who (after receiving an extremely rewarding position from Clinton fixer John Podesta) claimed that she “never intervened.”25


    Clinton’s defenders contend that Uranium One never rose to the level of importance deserving the secretary’s attention. Ironically, then-Senator Clinton criticized the Bush CFIUS officials for similar inattentiveness and grilled them on who was “apprised” and how many meetings they had.26


    Hillary and Bill Clinton’s counterbalancing roles in the Dubai Ports deal demonstrated several important facts that relate to Uranium One. First, Hillary Clinton was a longtime CFIUS hawk. Second, Bill Clinton was willing to take foreign cash and lobby for controversial foreign governments. Most importantly, Bill had successfully advised on a contentious CFIUS review, but Hillary and her allies could blow up a deal even after CFIUS approved it. The Clintons thus proved their ability to affect CFIUS outcomes. They were the ultimate gatekeepers for foreign entities wanting to make major investments in strategic U.S. assets.27


    Shortly before the Dubai Ports controversy began, the Clinton Global Initiative (CGI) was established. CGI convened annually in New York, providing a forum for foreign governments and industrialists to network with some of the most powerful people in the world. In return, the Clinton Foundation raked in tens of millions of dollars in donations, and hundreds of millions in “pledges” and “commitments” for charitable work. In 2004, Clinton Foundation revenue was over $57 million. Two years later, its revenues had more than doubled.28


    New CGI benefactors were funneled into the Clinton fundraising pipeline. Their names and donation amounts were added to spreadsheets to be tallied and totaled for future donor outreach.29 Becoming a CGI donor was only the first step for individuals seeking Clinton’s favor. Next, they were encouraged to sponsor a speech by Bill Clinton, which would put money directly into Bill and Hillary Clinton’s pocket.30


    While Hillary Clinton was running for president in 2008, the Clinton Foundation’s annual revenue approached $200 million. Obama defeated Clinton for the nomination but tapped her for the role of top U.S. diplomat. In her first year as Secretary of State, Clinton Foundation revenues hit an all-time high of nearly $250 million (after Clinton’s election loss to Trump in 2016, revenues plummeted to less than $40 million in 2017—and just over $30 million in 2018, a fifteen-year low).31


    During her Secretary of State confirmation hearing, Hillary Clinton was grilled on the massive amounts of money flowing to her spouse and the foundation in the form of speeches and donations. Clinton was easily confirmed despite the reservations of congressional Republicans and some in the Obama administration. Clinton was able to ameliorate their concerns by signing a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with Obama’s presidential transition team—cochaired by none other than Clinton’s fixer, John Podesta—that promised enhanced disclosures for Clinton speeches and foundation donations.32


    The Clinton MOU proved to be toothless as Clinton violated its requirements repeatedly with absolute impunity.33 This was particularly evident in the troubling case of Uranium One.


    Many Uranium One shareholders, for example, secretly donated undisclosed millions to the Clinton Foundation.34 These investors stood to gain substantially from the CFIUS approval as the Russians were willing to pay top dollar. Rosatom paid billions for Uranium One—including a $610 million cash “premium”—of which at least $479 million went directly to Uranium One’s shareholders as a “special” cash dividend.35


    But first, the Canadians and Russians would need the blessing of Obama’s CFIUS gatekeepers. Hillary Clinton was in the unique position to make or break the deal.


    State Department’s Lead Role on CFIUS


    The Dubai Ports case had thrust CFIUS under a microscope, and the national security establishment in Washington scrambled to avoid another public spectacle. The intelligence community (IC) tapped Major General John R. Landry to put together a task force to assess potential CFIUS deals being “blindsided” by “political landmines” like the Dubai Ports scandal. General Landry was a highly decorated graduate of both West Point and Harvard with combat experience. At the time, General Landry was the national intelligence officer (NIO) for military affairs—the highest-ranking military intelligence official.36


    In May 2006, General Landry invited James Rickards, an investment guru with CIA experience, to meet at the CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. General Landry asked Rickards to put together a team of experts to assess future CFIUS deals from Wall Street’s perspective. Rickards agreed and set about forming a task force of private sector lawyers and financial advisors to assess CFIUS deals. Rickards’ team became known as “the Dirty Dozen.”37


    Rickards’ Dirty Dozen team convened at Langley multiple times each year to discuss upcoming deals with national security implications and offer their perspectives. They provided valuable insight that protected American interests while supporting CFIUS’ mission. Rickards’ team reviewed dozens of CFIUS transactions, and their work was so successful that the Defense Department asked him to create a similar task force at the Pentagon.38


    The Dirty Dozen had unprecedented civilian access to CFIUS proceedings, and Rickards is one of the few experts who has shed light on the secretive process. Rickards acknowledged that CFIUS decisions must be unanimous, but that fact alone does not exonerate Clinton’s key role in the Uranium One decision.39


    The CFIUS unanimity issue became Clinton’s primary defense in the Uranium One case—amid a series of shifting and unverifiable excuses (such as Clinton “never intervened”)—when the heat came down in April 2015. “The State Department was just one of nine [CFIUS] agencies” remains the primary talking point of those who declare—without evidence—that Uranium One is a “debunked conspiracy.”40 Rickards reveals why the unanimity issue is not an airtight defense:


    It is true that CFIUS has nine votes (eight Cabinet-level departments plus the president’s science adviser), and that the Uranium One deal was approved unanimously. So, this Clinton defense has superficial support.


    But, this defense bears no relationship to how CFIUS works in practice. In fact, there are only four votes that count—the secretaries of state, defense, energy, and treasury.41


    The Treasury Department is the designated leader of CFIUS and sets the agenda.42 On deals with significant national security implications, the opinions (or “equities”) of the secretaries of defense and state hold the most weight and “everyone else is a bystander.”43 Despite Clinton’s claim that she had no undue sway over the committee, Rickards’ description of how the CFIUS participants typically behave reveals that Clinton’s State Department played a central role. In fact, the State Department had the ability to single-handedly approve or block Uranium One:


    The Commerce Department is considered a pro-investment cheerleader and is not taken seriously. The Office of the U.S. Trade Representative and the president’s science adviser can chime in but are little more than rubber stamps for what the big four want.


    The Departments of Justice and Homeland Security contribute intelligence from the FBI and other collectors. This is added to collections produced by CIA, DIA, and NSA, yet those agencies seldom voice a strong view on the merits of a deal. CFIUS is a consensus-driven group.


    If the secretary of state pushed hard for Uranium One, the secretaries of defense and treasury would go along because their equities, weapons systems and terrorist finance specifically, were not infringed. Other members would remain mute. If the White House did not oppose the secretary of state, then her strong support for a deal could single-handedly carry the day.44


    Rickards was correct. Despite the Treasury Department’s designated lead role, Clinton’s State Department effectively ran point on the Uranium One CFIUS review and provided positive justification for the Russian nuclear takeover. Her staff linked the Uranium One CFIUS review to New START and the 123 Agreement—both major foreign policy priorities for Obama and Clinton.45 Obama had placed Clinton in charge of coordinating the U.S.-Russia Bilateral Presidential Commission (BPC), which had significant nuclear and foreign investment implications.46 The State Department was the logical choice for assessing the complex diplomatic and bureaucratic cross currents posed by Obama’s reset. It also dovetailed with Clinton’s announced interest in promoting “economic statecraft” during her tenure as secretary.47


    Less than two months before the CFIUS review, Clinton’s economic guru, State Department Undersecretary Robert Hormats, visited Putin’s hometown of St. Petersburg to promote Russian investment in the U.S. He was a featured speaker at the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum (SPIEF) on June 18, 2010. Hormats highlighted the Obama administration’s commitment to fostering economic partnerships with Russia.48


    We have a very open investment environment in the United States. We do have an investment review process known as CFIUS but that really only addresses a relatively small portion of the overall amount of investment that takes place in our country and we have a very welcoming environment for investment…. We are a country that looks forward to foreign investment.49


    Several top Russian officials and oligarchs close to Putin (including at least one Clinton donor named Viktor Vekselberg) sat beside Hormats on the panel. They listened intently to the State Department deputy as he emphasized Obama’s policy of open investment. His words must have been music to Putin’s ears.50


    A Controversial Decision


    Obama’s reset with Russia had been widely criticized from the start—especially because it was a polar reversal of the Bush administration’s chill following Russia’s 2008 invasion of Georgia. By the time the October 2010 CFIUS review approached, Obama’s critics had grown frustrated with his perceived weakness and his pro-Putin policies under the guise of economic diplomacy.


    Obama received the most backlash for his flip-flop on missile defense, for the perceived gutting of America’s nuclear arsenal, and for ensuring the safe return of Russian spies just weeks before the Uranium One approval.51


    Several key GOP lawmakers were especially concerned with Russia’s nuclear assistance to rogue regimes (particularly Iran, Syria, and Burma) due to the threats posed by weapons-grade materials in the hands of American enemies. The ranking members of the House Armed Services, Financial Services, Foreign Affairs, and Homeland Security Committees urged CFIUS to recommend that Obama block the Russian takeover of Uranium One’s essential U.S. nuclear assets (which they believed posed national security risks).52


    As president, Obama had the sole authority to suspend or block the Uranium One transaction based on the CFIUS recommendation. But in 2006, Clinton and her Senate colleagues had already proven that a coordinated media strategy could effectively derail a controversial deal like Dubai Ports. Thus, the Uranium One deal was by no means assured or guaranteed.


    So why did CFIUS ignore the red flags surrounding Russia’s nuclear ambitions?


    Clinton’s State Department anticipated criticism of Russia’s nuclear cooperation with Iran—the primary sticking point in past U.S.-Russia nuclear negotiations—and effectively preempted it amid CFIUS deliberations. Uranium One formally notified CFIUS of the deal with Rosatom/ARMZ on August 4, 2010.53 On September 13, State Department staffer Ari Sulby sent a memo to the Treasury Department titled “Russian Nuclear Cooperation with Iran.”54


    The memo was sent to Treasury’s CFIUS chairman, Aimen Mir. Oddly, it had no header, it was unsigned, and it was undated, making attribution difficult.55 The memo appeared to have been hastily cribbed from a 2008 State Department assessment called a Nuclear Proliferation Assessment Statement (NPAS), prepared for the Bush administration and required for any prospective 123 Agreement.56


    “The United States has received assurances from Russia at the highest levels that its government would not tolerate cooperation with Iran in violation of its UN Security Council obligations,” the State Department memo to CFIUS began. It then proceeded to list all the ways that Russia cooperated with the U.S. to keep Iran’s nuclear program in check.57


    The State Department failed to mention the red flags surrounding Russia’s nuclear cooperation with Iran, which was of particular concern to the lawmakers. Instead, the department repeatedly lauded Russia for their Iranian containment efforts such as supporting the International Atomic Energy Agency’s “intense investigation into Iran’s nuclear program” and “condemning Iran’s construction of an illicit enrichment facility near Qom.”58


    Clinton’s State Department justified nuclear dealings with the Kremlin, “In light of Russia’s demonstrated willingness, as outlined above, to work together with the United States and other nations to seek a resolution of the issues raised by Iran’s nuclear program.”59


    The State Department memo was timely because it was sent to CFIUS only three weeks before the four ranking members implored Obama’s committee to block the deal—specifically due to Russia’s nuclear cooperation with Iran.


    In Congress, the ranking members had apparently not seen the State Department’s mitigation memo praising Russia’s handling of Iran. Their letter directly contradicted the State Department’s optimistic view. The congressional representatives listed numerous Rosatom activities that they believed “should raise very serious concerns for United States national security interests.”60


    The ranking members’ red-flag letter directly contradicted the State Department memo. While the State Department asserted that Russia was instrumental in the containment of Iran’s nuclear weapons ambitions, the lawmakers stated that Russia had undermined the “longstanding efforts to compel Iran to abandon its pursuit of nuclear weapons.”61


    Other red flags that the ranking members believed should disqualify the Uranium One transaction included the fact that Russian entities have been placed under nuclear-related sanctions on more than twenty different occasions since 1998. In addition, Russia has continued to sell nuclear components with dual civilian and military use to regions that could use such technology for weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and missile programs.


    The State Department memo never mentioned these alarming details. Quite the opposite, the memo highlighted that Russia is not selling dual-use technologies in violation of UN Security Council Resolutions. The memo also failed to report that Russian President Dmitry Medvedev met with Syrian despot Bashar al-Assad to discuss Russia-Syria nuclear cooperation, or that Syria continued to block any investigations into their North Korean–built nuclear weapons facilities, which were destroyed by an Israeli airstrike.


    “The facilities, materials, technology, and expertise that could be provided to Syria, even for a ‘peaceful’ program,” the congressional letter warned, “would likely be used for a renewed weapons program, regardless of any assurances the Russians might provide.”


    Russia’s nuclear alliances with Iran and Syria were particularly alarming given that both were state sponsors of terrorism.62 The ranking members’ letter concluded by criticizing the Uranium One transaction as the “take-over of essential U.S. nuclear resources by a government-owned Russian agency.” They reiterated the threat to national security and urged CFIUS to block or at least postpone the deal.63


    CFIUS apparently found the State Department’s optimistic rationale more compelling; it ignored congressional pleas to block the deal.


    CFIUS deliberations are held in secret and take place at the main Treasury building in what Rickards and the IC call “‘Downtown’ principals meetings.” Rickards does not know for certain how the State Department or any other Obama agency exercised their “equities” at the Downtown meetings. Mysteriously, he and his Dirty Dozen were kept out of the loop during the Rosatom takeover review in 2010. “Uranium One was the dog that didn’t bark.” When Rickards learned about the secret CFIUS approval, he was mystified:


    [Uranium One] fits squarely in the realm of deals typically denied, where an adversary, Russia, is buying a sensitive asset, uranium. Strangest of all, this deal never came to our attention. Not once in any meeting, classified or unclassified, was Uranium One ever mentioned in our full advisory board sessions or one-on-ones. It’s as if the deal were being handled inside the intelligence community on a special track, precisely to avoid the analysis our group was formed to provide.64


    Rickards’ observation that Obama’s IC may have shepherded Uranium One on a special track presents a curious dilemma: it either supports the Clinton defense that the State Department was just one of nine agencies who approved the deal, or it suggests that Clinton’s State Department was able to persuade Obama’s IC to get on board with the Russian takeover of American uranium assets.


    Even if Clinton or her agency did exert pressure to approve, Obama’s CFIUS and IC had been warned of the risks and apparently failed to provide substantive pushback on those who advocated Uranium One approval.65


    Putin began taking Uranium One private in 2013—a move that required a further 49 percent investment and could have triggered a second CFIUS review.66 At a time when Rickards and the Dirty Dozen would have alerted Obama’s IC to national security risks, their team was unexpectedly shut down. Rickards was puzzled by the abrupt dissolution. There was no credible explanation. In terms of costs and productivity, the Dirty Dozen had been highly effective.


    We were told the advisory board’s termination was for budget reasons, but that never rang true. We were mostly volunteers who got paid travel reimbursements and little in the way of fees. We even passed the hat during meetings at Langley to pay for our buffet lunches. We were probably the best value for money the government ever saw.67


    Rickards believed there was more to the story. It was rumored that the termination came from the top of Obama’s IC.


    I was informed privately that another general, James Clapper, the director of national intelligence in 2013, wanted our operation shut down. I never knew why, yet always suspected there was a reason other than lunch money and a few plane tickets.68


    As director of national intelligence (DNI), Clapper prepared the legally required “threat assessment” of the Uranium One deal. Clapper’s Uranium One threat assessment remains classified.69


    The controversy around the Uranium One approval is amplified by the fact that CFIUS ignored many other red flags not mentioned in the ranking members’ letter. These red flags included multiple separate Russian nuclear conspiracies involving espionage, smuggling, bribery, extortion, kickbacks, and money laundering (all amounting to Russian racketeering, not only abroad but also in America).70


    Obama had ended the Russian espionage operation known as the “illegals program” in July 2010, so perhaps CFIUS considered that matter unimportant. But the Tenex racketeering scheme was still in full swing.71


    As recounted in the previous chapter, FBI operative William Campbell repeatedly warned his FBI handlers of the Rosatom subsidiary’s corruption. He was told that his intelligence had reached the highest levels, including FBI Director Mueller and President Obama.72


    In August 2010—the same month CFIUS began the Uranium One review—the Nuclear Regulatory Commission was made aware of the FBI investigation into Tenex executive Vadim Mikerin when the NRC “received a sensitive intelligence report made available to various components of the Federal Government through normal intelligence reporting channels.”73


    The NRC does not provide details on who briefed them on the FBI investigation into Tenex corruption or whether they were fully aware of what Campbell had uncovered. It remains unclear which other agencies were informed, particularly which other CFIUS agencies, in August 2010 amid the CFIUS review. The NRC only states that “various components of the Federal Government” received the report regarding the FBI Tenex investigation.


    Obama’s intelligence officials, including FBI Director Robert Mueller and the Department of Energy’s inspector general, were all aware of the Tenex racketeering schemes well before the 2010 CFIUS review.74


    FBI deputy Andrew McCabe and federal prosecutors Andrew Weissmann and Rod Rosenstein—all of whose names would later become familiar during the Mueller investigation—investigated Tenex bribery and money laundering. For unknown reasons, the FBI and DOJ did not bust the Russian racketeers until after the Uranium One takeover was complete.75


    Between the August 2010 “sensitive intelligence report” regarding Tenex (acknowledged by the NRC) and the ongoing Tenex investigation by the FBI and the DOE, DNI Clapper had ample evidence of Rosatom-linked corruption to include in his mandated threat assessment.76


    The conclusion is unavoidable: either Obama’s top intelligence officials misled CFIUS on the gravity of the Russians’ hostile nuclear efforts or someone gave a stand-down order—a directive that could only have come from Obama (or a very high-ranking lieutenant).


    Empty Promises


    Russia and Uranium One made numerous promises in order to receive CFIUS approval. To begin with, Rosatom promised to maintain the approved management and ownership structure, and that Uranium One would not be broken up.


    In a July 2010 letter to the NRC, Uranium One tacitly recognized that a Russian state-owned nuclear company taking control of American uranium might be cause for alarm. After all, the Rosatom takeover would give Russia a license to possess unlimited quantities of radioactive material on U.S. soil in multiple forms, including fissile uranium (which is used in atomic bomb chain reactions).77


    Uranium One sought to assuage NRC concerns by promising to remain a publicly listed company (which requires more transparency than a private company). According to the July 2010 letter:


    However, Uranium One is and will remain a publicly listed company on the TSX (Toronto Stock Exchange) and JSE Limited (Johannesburg Stock Exchange) and will continue to be subject to extensive and ongoing securities regulatory, corporate governance and financial statement preparation and reporting requirements under applicable Canadian laws and regulations and the rules and regulations of the TSX and the JSE.78


    Furthermore, the “proposed transaction does not provide for or anticipate any changes to Uranium One subsidiaries in the United States or the NRC Licenses and Applications held by such subsidiaries.”79 Uranium One’s mining leases in Wyoming (among other states) would remain controlled by Americans.80


    Throughout Uranium One’s change of control notice, the company promised the NRC that the transaction would have “no effect” on Uranium One’s personnel; no effect on the use, possession, location, or storage of licensed materials; no effect on the organization, the facilities, equipment, and records; no effect on any of the operating or safety procedures; and no effect on the surety arrangements, bonds, and letters of credit.81


    While some of these assurances may have been technically accurate, they were certainly misleading. Uranium One’s ownership structure changed multiple times. So did their operations, personnel, and activities.82 In December 2011, Uranium One issued corporate bonds valued at 14.3 billion rubles (approximately $463.5 million) on the Moscow stock exchange (MICEX). This effectively indebted Uranium One to Russian stock traders, despite the company’s promise to the NRC that the Rosatom takeover would have “no effect” on bond arrangements.83


    Between August and October 2013, Uranium One refinanced the ruble bond debt through complicated financial maneuvers on Russia’s MICEX. These financial maneuvers allowed Rosatom to increase its ownership of Uranium One from 51 percent to 100 percent. The so-called “Going Private Transaction” resulted in Uranium One being delisted from the Toronto Stock Exchange. Another promise was broken. Substantial U.S. nuclear assets became wholly owned by the Russian government.84


    During the CFIUS review, Uranium One highlighted that the Japanese would likely be taking a significant stake in the company through a complex stock arrangement (called the “2010 Debentures”). This detail perhaps led CFIUS and the NRC to believe that an allied country would be part owner of Uranium One. That proved untrue. Two months after CFIUS approved Rosatom’s takeover, Uranium One “repurchased and cancelled the debenture on December 29, 2010.”85


    From the moment CFIUS approved the takeover, the Russians had full control.


    Seemingly persuaded by the company’s misleading assurances, the NRC assured Congress and the American public that, at least, the new Russian owners could not export any nuclear materials.86 But beginning in 2012, Uranium One began exporting uranium from the U.S. to Canada.87 From there, it could be shipped anywhere in the world.


    For most Americans, the Russian export of U.S. uranium—particularly to Iran, North Korea, or some other hostile regime—is a frightening prospect. Clinton apologists and defenders of the Uranium One deal argue that the export process is highly controlled and subject to significant oversight.88 CFIUS expert James Rickards argues this defense only has “superficial substance.” As Rickards explains:


    What this defense misses is that uranium, usually in the form of the low-enriched concentrate, U3O8, called yellowcake, is a fungible commodity with a worldwide market….


    Uranium One has mines in Kazakhstan, the United States, and Tanzania. It has customers, directly and indirectly via parent Rosatom, around the world, including Iran, Russia, and China. Prior to the acquisition of Uranium One by Rosatom, a U.S. nuclear power plant could have been supplied from mines in Kazakhstan. After the acquisition, Rosatom could assign that supply contract to Uranium One, a U.S.-to-U.S. deal, and the Kazakhstan output would be available for shipment to Iran. In effect, the Wyoming uranium is supplying Iran through a simple substitution of suppliers in a three-party structure.89


    The possibility that American uranium was exported by Russians to bad actors is unlikely due to one simple fact: after taking control of Uranium One, Russia “throttled back” U.S. uranium production and even mothballed some of the American mines.90 But this outcome is perhaps even more sinister and has been eclipsed by the controversy over whether Russians exported American uranium to Iran or North Korea.


    Russia’s true plans for the American assets have now become clear: the controlled demolition of the American uranium industry.91


    Russians began restricting U.S. production after they took control of Uranium One.92 According to Rickards, this maneuver appears to have been a price manipulation strategy:


    Taking the Wyoming production off the market would be costly in the short run, but the sudden shortage could increase the world price and benefit other mines owned by Rosatom. This is a price manipulation strategy that a global, government-owned player such as Rosatom could execute that would never be tried if the U.S. mines were owned by a smaller independent player.93


    By manipulating the price of energy fuel, Russia made it difficult for smaller American miners to compete. The utility companies that Uranium One previously supplied did not care where their fuel came from. In fact, they would rather their fuel come from Russian-owned mines in Kazakhstan than Russian-owned mines in Wyoming if it saved them money. This means that the CFIUS approval of the Uranium One takeover was likely in the utilities’ immediate financial interest.94


    Months before the CFIUS approval, the undercover informer Campbell specifically warned his FBI handlers about Rosatom’s strategy to undercut prices in the American market. In a black suburban that picked him up at his normal debriefing rendezvous location near the Pentagon in suburban Washington, Campbell related in July 2010 the recent discussions he had with Rosatom officials about impacting the U.S. market now that its Tenex sales arm had become number one in the uranium enrichment services marketplace worldwide.


    “TENEX’s share in the world enrichment services market as of July 2010 is 37% total, which places them ahead of Urenco, AREVA, USEC,” Campbell wrote in the notes he prepared to share with the FBI during the ride. “This makes TENEX #1 in the world as of this month.”95


    Campbell added, “TENEX indicates they can sell cheaper in the US market than any of their competitors however they are acutely aware of selling solo that they could possibly be accused of dumping into the market.”96


    Neither the persistent warnings about dumping from the Department of Commerce nor the intelligence of the FBI informer inside Putin’s nuclear empire could put a pause on the fateful decision the Obama administration was about to make. Putin’s Rosatom was about to acquire another lever in its machine to monopolize the global uranium market and make American nuclear reactors more reliant on Moscow.


    Influencing and Enriching the Gatekeepers


    The Russia reset provided massive opportunities for perceptive investors. Preferential treatment from Obama’s State Department could be invaluable. This was especially true for Putin, the Canadians from whom he bought Uranium One, and the utility companies that stood to gain from cheap Russian uranium supplies.


    If Hillary Clinton was the gatekeeper, the Clinton Foundation was the tollbooth, and Bill Clinton was the operator.


    As Peter Schweizer documented extensively, Uranium One stakeholders (that is, entities who benefitted from the sale to Rosatom, including direct shareholders, investors, and financial advisors) donated more than $145 million to the Clinton Foundation.97


    Beginning in June 2007, individuals linked to Uranium One secretly funneled millions of dollars through a Canadian pass-through entity called the Clinton Giustra Sustainable Growth Initiative (CGSGI). The timing of Uranium One’s expansion into the United States is closely tied to the establishment of the CGSGI enterprise. That is, cash flowed to Clinton coffers from Uranium One principals as their company sought CFIUS approval more than three years before the Russian takeover.98


    Exactly seventeen days after Uranium One announced the acquisition of their first American mines, the company became a Clinton Foundation partner. On June 21, 2007, the Clinton Foundation proudly announced a $300 million commitment by CGSGI. Uranium One and several of its key stakeholders were touted among the new CGSGI partners. The next month, Uranium One’s acquisition of the American mines was approved.99


    As a Canadian entity, Uranium One’s initial purchase of the American uranium assets (those the Russians would later own) was clearly not deemed to be a threat by CFIUS in 2007. This earlier CFIUS approval has gone widely unreported since it did not involve Russia and because Canadians are typically close American allies.


    But the timing of Uranium One’s initial purchase of the American mines and the establishment of the $300 million pass-through vehicle are crucial to understanding how Uranium One stakeholders secretly enriched the Clinton Foundation. The timing and secrecy surrounding the payments are troubling.


    CGSGI was incorporated under Canadian charity laws that prioritize donor privacy. Conveniently, the Clintons failed to disclose more than 1,100 of the donors to this entity. Uranium One’s chairman, Ian Telfer, secretly steered $2.35 million through his own private entity, the Fernwood Foundation, to CGSGI.100


    Schweizer first revealed Telfer’s hidden donations, which sparked widespread condemnation of the Clintons’ shady disclosure practices. The Clintons quickly released a partial list of other donors they had previously failed to disclose, including Telfer and his foundation. More than one thousand CGSGI donors remain secret.101


    While Giustra, Telfer, and other Uranium One stakeholders (including Uranium One Inc. itself) funneled potentially hundreds of millions through CGSGI, Rosatom made its first steps to begin taking control of the company. First, in mid-2009, Rosatom tested the waters and purchased 17 percent—a minority stake.102


    This investment apparently flew under the CFIUS radar. Throughout 2010, more funds linked to Uranium One (and perhaps even Rosatom) flowed into the Clinton Foundation and into Bill Clinton’s pockets in the form of speech payments. Beginning in 2010, the Clinton Foundation received more than $2.6 million from a Canadian entity called Salida Capital Foundation. In 2011, Rosatom listed a “Salida Capital” as a subsidiary. Salida Capital refused to comment on whether or not they were owned by Rosatom—a shocking development, if confirmed.103


    Russian money did flow directly to the Clintons. Clinton directly received $500,000 for a notorious speech in Moscow for Renaissance Capital—the Kremlin-controlled bank promoting Uranium One—mere months before the CFIUS review.104


    On top of the hundreds of millions that Giustra and his Canadian associates sent or pledged to the Clinton Foundation, the tollbooth received between $1.74 and $6.28 million from Rosatom’s nuclear utility customers and partners. While Rosatom customer Exelon partnered with the Clinton Foundation, neither has disclosed any direct contributions.105


    At the same time the Canadian mining investors and the American utility companies were pouring money into the Clinton Foundation, Rosatom’s Tenex subsidiary hired an international lobbyist named APCO Worldwide.106 One of Clinton’s deputies and top energy advisors, Amos Hochstein, had worked for Tenex in the past and taught the Russians how to “Americanize” their efforts by partnering with American utility companies.107 That strategy paid off.


    Tenex hired APCO in April 2010 to promote the interests of Rosatom and used the pending 123 Agreement and New START as cover for their strategic interest in cornering supply. In September 2010, APCO sponsored a media panel at the CGI annual meeting and was listed as a CGI “meeting partner.”108 This was APCO’s first public affiliation with the Clinton Foundation and occurred just one month before CFIUS approved the Russian nuclear takeover.109


    APCO first signed on to CGI as an in-kind donor in 2008, just before Obama won the presidency, but its support markedly soared after Hillary Clinton became secretary of state and the firm scored its contract with the Russians.110 In hindsight, these developments do not appear coincidental.


    Public disclosures list APCO as a $25,000 to $50,000 donor to the Clinton Foundation, but internal Clinton Foundation records show APCO contributed closer to $1 million, including in-kind contributions. APCO sponsored multiple Clinton events while they lobbied for Russian interests, but their contributions were never fully disclosed publicly. This was another violation of Hillary Clinton’s 2009 special ethics agreement not to commingle public and private affairs on her watch as secretary.111


    Throughout 2010 and into 2011, APCO contacted federal and congressional officials at least fifty times on behalf of Tenex—including at least ten interactions with the State Department. APCO built Rosatom a website, www.usarussia123.com, that touted Russia’s willingness to cooperate with the Americans. APCO’s efforts on behalf of Russian client Tenex were effectively propaganda.112


    “APCO Worldwide’s activities involving client work on behalf of Tenex and The Clinton Global Initiative were totally separate and unconnected in any way,” claimed APCO’s chairwoman and founder, Margery Kraus, when asked about the suspicious connections.113 What else could she say?


    At the same time the Kremlin was paying outside lobbyists such as APCO to lobby for their nuclear interests, the Russians also hired past, present, and future Obama administration officials. Washington insiders Theodore Kassinger and Amos Hochstein served in Clinton’s State Department at various times throughout her tenure. Both were on the payroll of Rosatom subsidiaries and specifically advised them on how to extract nuclear concessions from the Obama administration.114


    Shockingly, Kassinger served as counsel to the Russians during the Uranium One CFIUS review while simultaneously advising Secretary Clinton. In addition to Hochstein and Kassinger, Rosatom employed energy consultant Cheryl Moss Herman. Two weeks before the CFIUS approval in October 2010, Herman drafted a memo for Tenex that specifically discussed the pending Uranium One takeover (as mentioned in Chapter Six). Before long, Herman was working within Obama’s Energy Department.115


    Kassinger had been a top official in the Bush Commerce Department before he hit the lucrative revolving door in Washington. He took his commerce experience to the private sector and advised foreign clients at the white-shoe law and lobbying firm O’Melveny & Myers. As a Council on Foreign Relations member, he contributed to a 2008 report titled “Global FDI Policy: Correcting a Protectionist Drift.”116


    The paper claimed the “danger of a protectionist drift…is considerable.” It specifically advocated tearing down barriers to foreign investment and assuaged concerns over investments by state-owned enterprises (SOEs)—entities like Rosatom.117 By 2009, when Kassinger served as the chairman of a State Department advisory panel, his anti-protectionist leanings were put into action.


    In 2009, Secretary Clinton tasked her State Department Advisory Committee on International Economic Policy (ACIEP) to present policy recommendations dealing with foreign investment in the U.S. Kassinger was Clinton’s ACIEP chairman, and his report advocated an open investment climate and welcomed investments from SOEs like Rosatom.118


    Kassinger was the perfect man to advise the Russian state-owned nuclear corporation on investments in the U.S. He had a significant role inside Clinton’s State Department and met regularly with Undersecretary Jose Fernandez—the man who claims that Clinton played no role in the Uranium One decision. Furthermore, Kassinger’s role as chairman of the ACIEP meant that he was not a full-time State Department employee. Thus, while serving in this advisory role, it is unlikely that he would have been required to disclose any potential conflicts of interest.119


    Secretary Clinton met with Kassinger and Fernandez during an ACIEP meeting on April 15, 2010, just six months before Fernandez reviewed the Uranium One sale for CFIUS. Kassinger met again with Fernandez on August 12, just nineteen days before Uranium One’s shareholders approved the sale to ARMZ and shortly before CFIUS approved the transaction.120 State Department emails reveal that on October 22, the Uranium One CFIUS approval was sent to the Russians’ attorney: Ted Kassinger.121


    The Russian agents working both inside and outside Clinton’s State Department, combined with the massive sums of money flowing to the Clinton Foundation from Uranium One stakeholders, have still not been seriously investigated. An internal audit (or “governance review”) of the Clinton Foundation, performed at the behest of Chelsea Clinton, revealed that several Clinton Foundation benefactors “reported conflicts” associated with the donations and “may have an expectation of quid pro quo benefits in return for gifts.”122


    The sums Clinton received from interested parties linked to Uranium One were staggering. Schweizer’s original calculation exceeding $145 million has ballooned to a figure that could exceed $450 million.123


    The FBI opened multiple investigations after Clinton Cash was released and FBI agents consulted with Schweizer on his findings. But those investigations were ultimately stymied by FBI leadership, including then-Director James Comey and his deputy Andrew McCabe. New details have now emerged, and the public continues to demand answers.124


    * * *


    Despite the protests from high-ranking U.S. legislators and numerous complaints from constituents, Vladimir Putin took majority control of significant American uranium assets. The deal was finalized in December 2010. Six months later, Obama signaled that such investments had his blessing:


    My Administration is committed to ensuring that the United States continues to be the most attractive place for businesses to locate, invest, grow, and create jobs. We encourage and support business investment from sources both at home and abroad.125


    Putin’s takeover of Uranium One was a major coup, especially when combined with guaranteed billion-dollar nuclear fuel contracts he simultaneously secured with U.S. utility companies.126


    While Hillary Clinton’s defenders used the unanimity of Obama’s CFIUS to ameliorate Clinton’s role, the fact remains that Putin further cornered the uranium market and gained significant energy assets around the globe by way of a single purchase. Putin also extracted other significant nuclear concessions from Obama, including the New START treaty, weakened NATO missile defense, and the 123 Agreement concerning civilian nuclear sales.


    CFIUS expert Rickards and his Dirty Dozen team were never consulted on the transaction. Had they been, they would have recommended rejection of the Russian nuclear takeover scheme. Rickards believed that this type of deal would have typically been denied. “In the end,” he concluded, “the Uranium One deal went through because the secretary of state and the White House wanted it to go through.”127


    Just as Clinton’s State Department could not approve the deal single-handedly, Putin could not have pulled off the Uranium One takeover by himself. Putin needed lobbyists and embedded allies in high places in Washington to pull off the deal. His nuclear operatives also partnered with politically connected American utilities by appealing to their mutual interests—primarily cheap nuclear fuel supplies. These collaborative efforts began under the Bush administration but ramped up when Obama took power.


    Clinton’s defenders were correct that Obama’s CFIUS decision granting Putin control of Uranium One was unanimous. That argument is irrelevant because it does not exonerate Clinton. Rather, it condemns the broader Obama administration. Her earlier criticisms of the Dubai Ports deal would be more fitting had they been applied to the way CFIUS approved the Uranium One deal.

  


  
    CHAPTER 8



    RESET CRACKS AND SKOLKOVO HACKS



    The Russian-Silicon Valley
Tech Transfer


    “Our critics constantly labeled us Russophobes, but I wanted to prove that some of us, including Obama, were Russophiles. How could a man with a daughter named Sasha not love Russia!”1


    —Michael McFaul, From Cold War to Hot Peace, 2018 memoir


    Michael McFaul was a tenured Stanford professor before Obama hired him as senior director for Russian affairs on the National Security Council. He had lived in Silicon Valley for most of his adult life apart from a few stretches of living in Russia while studying abroad at a Soviet university in 1983.2


    Now, in June 2010, McFaul would be giving Russian President Dmitry Medvedev a tour of his West Coast stomping grounds. As the “architect” of the reset, McFaul had planned the trip for nearly a year with three objectives that he wanted to achieve. First and foremost, he wanted to show the results of the reset. Second, he wanted to emphasize the administration’s current engagement with Russia. Third, he wanted to highlight its expanding Russian agenda (focusing on economic ties).3


    Nuclear cooperation with Russia was the number one priority of the reset based on the sheer number of nuclear dealings it achieved (such as New START, 123 Agreement, Uranium One, and cooperation on Iran, among other things). Having worked tirelessly to accomplish the nuclear side of the reset, McFaul was excited to pivot to an area more within his wheelhouse: academia and technology.4


    McFaul personally lobbied for the Russian president to visit Stanford (McFaul’s alma mater) along with Silicon Valley. Secretary Clinton officially arranged the trip a few months prior on her April 2010 visit to Moscow. Though they did not know it at the time, Medvedev’s June 2010 visit would be the final “full-fledged Russian-American summit of the Obama era.”5


    Cracks were already beginning to form in the reset, despite Obama’s and McFaul’s desperate insistence to the contrary.


    Medvedev’s trip to California was a success. He had dinner with some of the “founding fathers” of Silicon Valley. The next day, Steve Jobs gave him the newest iPhone 4G model, which had not yet been released to the public. (Two months later, Putin’s old KGB comrade Sergey Chemezov unveiled a 4G Russian prototype that fueled speculation it was an iPhone copycat.)6


    Medvedev also met with Cisco CEO John Chambers and Google CEO Eric Schmidt, both of whom pledged to increase substantially their Russian investments. Medvedev opened a Twitter account and soon began tweeting Obama and California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger.7


    In addition, McFaul was able to secure a private meeting with Medvedev for his former Stanford students at a nearby coffee shop. Several Russians working in the Valley attended. At Medvedev’s speech to McFaul’s alma mater, the tech-savvy president famously read his remarks from an iPad. McFaul was loving every minute.8


    Days earlier and three thousand miles away, Obama was in the White House Situation Room mulling what to do about the Russian spy ring that his intelligence chiefs had just brought to his attention. The Russian spies included a beautiful red-haired woman operating under the name “Anna Chapman,” and at least one of the spies was preparing to flee the country. Something had to be done or the FBI and CIA might lose them.9


    Medvedev was in Silicon Valley promoting a high-tech project known as “Skolkovo,” which was Russia’s attempt to re-create Silicon Valley. At the time, no one knew (not even Chapman) that Skolkovo would become the next mission for the Kremlin’s “sexy spy.”10


    McFaul, a major proponent of the Skolkovo project, recalled Medvedev’s promotion in his memoir:


    At the time, Medvedev was trying to jump-start Skolkovo, a high-tech business area just outside Moscow. Most Americans rolled their eyes at the idea of a state-led Silicon Valley in Russia, but I was a supporter. I knew the odds were long for the project, but reasoned that it could be in the United States’ interest to have the Russian government invest in high tech and education.…


    I also saw business opportunities in Russia for our high-tech firms. Cheerleading for Skolkovo seemed like an easy call.11


    When Medvedev arrived in Washington, Obama did not want to offend him by bringing up the Russian spies who had infiltrated the highest levels of Washington (including Secretary Clinton’s inner finance circle). Instead, Obama allowed Chapman and the others to operate just a bit longer and showed Medvedev around Washington while the Russian president “went on and on about the Valley’s energy.”12


    At a highly publicized lunch meeting, the two leaders shared a small table at a cozy restaurant called Ray’s Hell Burger. McFaul was worried that the Russians would feel offended by the casual venue, but in the eyes of Obama’s team the “Burger Summit” was deemed a huge success. Next up on the two leaders’ agenda was meeting the titans of American industry at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.13


    At home in Moscow, Putin may have found the PR stunt sophomoric, but he must have appreciated the subsequent meeting that Obama convened with top American technology companies who pledged their support (and funds) to Russia’s new cyber project.


    The companies were also excited by the package of incentives Medvedev offered to “stimulate” participation in Skolkovo. As McFaul put it, “The American Chamber of Commerce did not normally lead cheers for Obama. On this day, however, its members embraced him with glee.”14


    But it was not such a joyous time for some Obama officials. As the Burger Summit and the deal-striking meetings were taking place, Obama’s hawkish foreign policy and intelligence veterans (like CIA Director Panetta and FBI Director Mueller) were nervously hatching plans to deport the illegal Russian spies.


    Furthermore, Obama’s critics (particularly from human rights groups) did not like the president’s choice to “tone down” criticism of Russia’s atrocious human rights record—a decision McFaul advocated in 2009, in stark contrast to the Bush administration’s vocal criticism.15


    Undeterred, McFaul and the rest of the Obama administration were able to convince themselves that Medvedev was changing Russia for the better—and that Putin, the ex-KGB elephant in the room, could be ignored a bit longer. There were still more deals to be made. Clinton had selected the perfect team to get them done.16


    The Globalist Deal Makers


    One week before Medvedev’s visit, State Department Undersecretary Robert Hormats delivered the keynote address at the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum in Russia. There, he reiterated the State Department’s commitment to bolstering economic partnerships with Russia and welcomed Russian investment in the U.S. (and, as mentioned, he gave a wink to the secretive CFIUS review process that Russian nuclear oligarchs would soon find themselves navigating).17


    Hormats was one of the State Department officials directly responsible for reviewing CFIUS transactions and later admitted responsibility for the Uranium One approval. When the Uranium One scandal exploded a few years later, Hormats, like his colleague Jose Fernandez, protected his former boss Hillary Clinton: “As I recall, the Secretary of State never discussed this case with me or intervened with me about it in any way.”18


    In an opinion article published after his visit to St. Petersburg, Hormats extolled the virtues of increased collaboration with Russia. He praised Medvedev and his team at the Kremlin for making “innovation a high national priority, to diversify the Russian economy and reduce dependence on energy and raw materials.”19


    Hormats specifically identified the Skolkovo project as a good way for American businesses to help Russia diversify its economy. He hoped that Skolkovo would “inspire other centers of innovation to flourish.”20


    Hormats had pushed for controversial deals like Uranium One and Skolkovo (which many believed were against American interests) his entire career. Though hardly a household name, he had been a pillar of the Washington establishment since 1969, advising President Jimmy Carter, Zbigniew Brzezinski, Brent Scowcroft, and Henry Kissinger through various posts in the State Department. He left State in 1982 to work for Goldman Sachs, spending twenty-five years there as vice chairman.21


    In 1993, President Bill Clinton appointed Hormats to the Board of The U.S.-Russia Investment Fund—a shadowy entity that capitalized on the crooked privatization schemes under Yeltsin.22


    Throughout President Clinton’s tenure, Hormats championed Goldman’s preferred policies of “widescale deregulation.” This meant departing from a Cold War mindset by granting China most-favored nation status, sponsoring China’s accession to the WTO, and bringing China and Russia into the West’s economic embrace.23


    Before rejoining the State Department in 2009, Hormats served as a director at the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) from 1991 to 2004. His official title in the Clinton State Department was Undersecretary of State for Economic Growth, Energy, and the Environment. In this role, he was the direct supervisor of CFIUS decider Fernandez and worked closely with McFaul.24


    Like many of Obama’s appointees and Clinton’s State Department advisors, Hormats, McFaul, Fernandez, and Rosatom’s CFIUS agent Ted Kassinger were card-carrying globalists. Some associate the term “globalist” with wild conspiracy theories. In reality, self-described globalists are proud of the label.


    According to the founder of The Globalist, a publication to which Hormats contributed his insights, “Globalists are patriots who have a worldview that is not limited to the political boundaries of one state,” and “by no means an elite circle of business or political leaders determined to push forward their agenda in a rapid-fire fashion.”25


    The Obama administration figures in charge of crafting and executing U.S. foreign investment and energy policy shared this common linkage: they were proud globalists and members of the CFR—an international membership organization where globalists seem to congregate.26


    Like Kassinger, Hormats had advised the CFR on foreign investment in the U.S. before joining the Obama State Department. He also contributed to a CFR report after the Dubai Ports fiasco that warned legislators to “use a scalpel, not a chain saw” in their CFIUS reforms.27


    The report recommended looser restrictions and an open investment stance, stating that “when investments are blocked, politicized, or unnecessarily delayed, the United States sends a negative signal to the rest of the world about the openness (or lack thereof) of its markets.”28


    When Secretary Clinton tapped Hormats to be her economic guru, she likely knew that he would push globalist policies that favored foreign entities like Rosatom, just as she likely knew that Kassinger would advise such entities. Both men had been openly working for foreign and multinational interests for decades. It was not a secret.


    As Clinton’s undersecretary, Hormats was in frequent contact with Russian officials, oligarchs, and their lobbyists seeking favorable treatment from Obama. The Russian Federation retained Ketchum Inc., which paid another lobbying firm, Alston & Bird, to meet with Hormats and Vice President Biden’s advisor, Antony Blinken, in September 2011.29


    Russia’s lobbyists sought to convince Hormats and Blinken to facilitate meetings for Igor Shuvalov, whom Putin had tapped to be Russia’s chief economic negotiator.


    According to a Senate report, Shuvalov was central to formulating Putin’s “energy superpower” strategy and the weaponization of energy deals.


    Mr. Putin’s Kremlin employs an asymmetric arsenal that includes military invasions, cyberattacks, disinformation, support for fringe political groups, and the weaponization of energy resources, organized crime, and corruption…


    As Putin’s sherpa to the 2005 G8 summit, Shuvalov developed a new energy policy approach for Russia and proposed that the Kremlin make the European countries an offer at the upcoming G8 summit:


    Moscow would take care of ensuring a flow of fuel sufficient to supply every house in Europe, and in return Europe would show friendship, understanding, and loyalty…. [emphasis added]30


    According to the Senate report, this strategy would “make Putin the energy emperor of Europe.”31


    Meanwhile, shortly after meeting Hormats in September 2011, Shuvalov made headlines for being linked to questionable deals involving the purchase of U.S. assets by his own offshore holding companies.32


    So, when Clinton put Hormats in charge of the “Innovation Working Group” of the U.S.-Russia Bilateral Presidential Commission (BPC)—the group that dealt specifically with Skolkovo—it was clear to Western globalist investors and Russian oligarchs alike that this was a man they could do business with.33


    Governor Schwarzenegger threw his support behind the Russian technology transfer project as well.


    Just days before CFIUS approved the sale of Uranium One, Putin dispatched some of his top economic and business leaders to San Francisco to promote Skolkovo at an event sponsored by the U.S.-Russia Business Council. A Russian venture company paid Chicago-based lobbying firm Edelman Imageland LLC, which in turn engaged Governor Schwarzenegger, to deliver the pro-Russian talking points.34


    Schwarzenegger’s speech, just ten days after touring Moscow for an official visit, was largely about climate change and highlighted nuclear power as “a non-CO2-emitting energizer.”


    The “Governator” praised Obama and Medvedev’s efforts to reduce nuclear weapons:


    But everyone is trying to—every country is kind of concerned about how do you get—how do you reduce that? Because there are those in America that are trying to flex their muscles and pretend they’re ballsy by saying, “we’ve got to keep those nuclear weapons.” That’s very rugged, when you say that. It’s not rugged at all; it’s an idiot that says that. It’s stupid to say that.35


    Schwarzenegger also advocated for admitting Russia to the World Trade Organization (WTO)—a top priority for Medvedev given the trade advantage WTO members receive.36


    At the Burger Summit, Obama had promised to elevate Russia into the WTO within three months, but there were several delays. Georgia objected because of its 2008 conflict with Russia, and in 2009 Putin “abandoned” his WTO aspirations, saying he wanted joint entry with Kazakhstan and Belarus. Nevertheless, Russia would officially join the WTO in 2012 and Kazakhstan in 2015.37


    In his speech, Schwarzenegger showered Medvedev with praise, calling the Russian leader “a great visionary” and an “action president.” He called Russia a “gold mine” for foreign investors and pledged, “We want to do what we can as Californians and as Americans because it is in our interest to make Russia successful…. We don’t see Russia as an enemy. We see Russia as our friend.”38


    This mindset surrounding the reset allowed Skolkovo (and related espionage operations) to flourish, both in Moscow and in Washington.


    Skolkovo: Russia’s “Silicon Steppe”


    Skolkovo was perhaps the Kremlin’s boldest maneuver yet. Envious of America’s technological success, the Russians sought to re-create the West Coast high-tech industrial hub in the suburbs of Moscow. But unlike the bottom-up innovation that defines Silicon Valley, where computer geniuses like Bill Gates and Steve Jobs pinched their pennies and built the first personal computers in their garages, Skolkovo was a top-down state-run project that sought to replicate decades of trial and error seemingly overnight.


    It was also a ploy to steal American intellectual property and transfer technological secrets to the Kremlin.


    Former federal prosecutor Andrew C. McCarthy described the Skolkovo scam best: “The project was like an espionage operation in broad daylight, openly enhancing Russia’s military and cyber capabilities.”39


    Indeed, multiple Defense Department (DOD) agencies and the FBI condemned Skolkovo as an espionage front that posed a clear and present danger to U.S. national security.


    In 2012, the U.S. Army Foreign Military Studies Program at Fort Leavenworth examined the security implications of Skolkovo and concluded that Skolkovo was an apparent “vehicle for worldwide technology transfer to Russia in the areas of information technology, biomedicine, energy, satellite and space technology, and nuclear technology.”


    The Kremlin and the Obama State Department praised the civilian endeavors of Skolkovo and its “clusters”—information, energy, biomedical, and even space technology (among other seemingly innocuous initiatives). The promoters of Skolkovo in Moscow and Washington conveniently neglected to mention the military applications.


    According to the Army’s Fort Leavenworth report:


    The Skolkovo Foundation has, in fact, been involved in defense-related activities since December 2011…the [Kremlin’s] operation of Skolkovo and investment positions in companies will likely provide [Russia’s] military awareness of and access to [American] technologies.40


    The FBI’s Boston field office sent warning letters to American companies involved with Skolkovo alerting them to the possibility that they had fallen prey to a Russian espionage trap. Assistant Special Agent in Charge Lucia Ziobro went so far as to publicly announce that Skolkovo “may be a means for the Russian government to access our nation’s sensitive or classified research, development facilities and dual-use technologies with military and commercial applications.”41


    DOD’s European Command (EUCOM) posted an alert that stated, “Skolkovo is arguably an overt alternative to clandestine industrial espionage—with the additional distinction that it can achieve such a transfer on a much larger scale and more efficiently.”


    Then EUCOM asked the obvious question: “why bother spying on foreign companies and government laboratories if they will voluntarily hand over all the expertise Russia seeks?”42


    Former National Security Agency analyst John Schindler was a Navy officer and professor at the War College with deep contacts in the Pentagon. “It’s an obvious Kremlin front,” Schindler’s Pentagon source told him regarding Skolkovo. “In the old days, the KGB had to recruit spies to steal Western technology, now they do deals with you. The theft is the same.”43


    Skolkovo publicly announced numerous events and programs involving some variation of the word “hack,” including a cash prize “Hackathon,” a “RoboHack,” and the RoboCenter even had a place for Skolkovo visitors to work called a “hackspace.”44 Each event was, on the surface, rather benign, but the shadowy appeal to actual Russian hackers was undeniable.


    Less benign was Skolkovo’s promotion of a hacker conference in St. Petersburg called Positive Hack Days (PHD).45 The hacker conference made a valiant effort to appear innocuous by stating (in the header), “We do not teach hacking, we learn to protect by understanding the mechanisms of hacking…”46


    However, the PHD hacker conference clearly did teach hacking. Each of the seminars had obvious cyberespionage implications, such as Sergey Gordeychik’s “How to hack into telecom and stay alive” class and Andrey Kostin’s “PostScript: Danger!” class on hacking PCs—both at noon.47


    Alexander Peslyak taught “Password protection: past, present and future” at 2 p.m.


    The “Using radio noise for hacking…” seminar at 3 p.m. certainly sounded ominous.


    Also at 3 p.m., Miroslav Stampar taught “Data Leaks Through DNS,” and advised attendees to “use sqlmap.”48


    More alarming still, the hacker conference was sponsored by Kaspersky Labs—accused of “helping the Kremlin spy on the U.S. intelligence agencies as part of its 2016 election meddling.”49


    Kremlin-owned Sberbank (Russia’s oldest and largest bank) later became a sponsor of the PHD hacker conference. Sberbank was particularly close to Putin and bankrolled his oil giant, Rosneft, during the plunder of Yukos oil in 2004.50


    Sberbank also provided financing for Rosatom investments and enterprises. When Sberbank underwrote a Rosatom affiliate bond offering in 2009, Putin’s nuclear giant obtained newly available funds to finance its investment in Uranium One.51


    “Sberbank is the Kremlin,” according to a former senior U.S. intelligence official. “They don’t do anything major without Putin’s go-ahead, and they don’t tell him ‘no’ either.”52


    The Kremlin—through Sberbank and other entities—sought to influence the Obama administration. They did so through Obama’s right-hand man (and longtime Clinton “fixer”): the legendary political guru John Podesta.


    Podesta Incorporated: Kremlin Lobbyists and Russian Agents


    Obama tapped John Podesta as a top advisor and Counselor to the President in December 2013. Podesta would later become Hillary Clinton’s campaign manager and oversee the campaign’s unexpected and spectacular defeat, which he, Clinton, and their allies all blamed on “RUSSIA!”53


    Podesta’s and Clinton’s outrage over Putin’s alleged collusion in 2016 rang hollow. Indeed, as one Hudson Institute fellow surmised, the “sinister yarn” that Trump’s opponents wove was merely “a textbook case of denial and projection.”54


    Podesta profited substantially from Kremlin-backed projects while working on Obama’s reset. And his brother Tony (and the eponymous lobbying group they cofounded, Podesta Group) was one of the Kremlin’s favorite agents in Washington.55


    John Podesta met with newly minted Russian President Vladimir Putin in 2000. Podesta joined President Clinton for an evening with the new leader of Russia. “We saw Putin and then we had the evening free,” Podesta told a reporter in 2014. “We went to the Café Pushkin in Moscow, and as is habit in Moscow, we started drinking vodka shots,” Podesta recalled. That night, the three drank so much vodka that Podesta could not recall how he managed getting out of bed the next morning. “I wouldn’t even describe myself as hungover; alcohol was still pouring out of my pores.”56


    More than a decade later, Podesta again fell prey to Russian wiles.


    On October 23, 2010—just one day after CFIUS approved the Rosatom takeover—Podesta was tapped for a board position by Joule Unlimited, a small energy company based near Boston. By July 2011, Podesta had also joined the board of Joule’s holding company, which was based in the Netherlands. Podesta technically served on the “executive board,” according to corporate records. Joule was founded in 2007 and bragged that it could create “Liquid Fuel from the Sun,” using a far-fetched process involving biofuel produced from algae.57


    One of Joule’s notable investors was a controversial and reclusive Swiss billionaire named Hansjörg Wyss, whose company was charged by the Justice Department with performing illegal human experiments, causing at least three deaths. Podesta had consulted for the Swiss billionaire, and Wyss donated up to $5 million to the Clinton Foundation.58


    In his 2014 federal government financial disclosure, Podesta listed stock options from Joule. However, the disclosure does not cover any Joule transaction activity during the years 2010 through 2012. Podesta reportedly owned seventy-five thousand shares in Joule, and there remains some uncertainty about whether he fully divested them before joining the Obama White House (it appears that he transferred his Joule shares to a new shell company conveniently controlled by his daughter).59


    Any potential direct payments from Joule are not known, but the Swiss billionaire Joule investor paid Podesta more than $87,000 (through a foundation) while Podesta was on Joule’s board. When the Daily Caller reported on the shady nature of Podesta’s Joule transfers, the outlet received a cease and desist letter. In the letter, Podesta’s attorney (notorious Democrat legal guru Marc Elias of Perkins Coie) called the story “entirely false” and claimed “Mr. Podesta actually reported more than was required.”60


    Podesta had minimal, if any, experience with energy and certainly no biofuel expertise. Rather, Joule “gained the strategic insights and support of a long-time government expert who can help Joule build the lasting relationships needed for long-term success.” Shortly after Podesta joined the Joule board, Secretary Clinton placed him on the State Department Foreign Affairs Policy Board. As a key advisor to Secretary Clinton (and later President Obama), Podesta certainly opened doors to relationships needed for long-term success. So did former Assistant Secretary of Defense Graham Allison, who also joined Joule’s board.61


    Shortly after Podesta joined the board, state-owned nanotechnology conglomerate Rusnano invested one billion rubles ($35 million) in Joule Unlimited. The Government Accountability Institute concluded that “it is hard to underestimate how close Rusnano is to the political-military elite in Russia.” In February 2012, Putin’s so-called “reformer” and chairman of Rusnano, Anatoly Chubais, joined Joule’s board of directors.62


    Rusnano’s billion-ruble investment in Massachusetts-based Joule—made while Podesta was on the board—was among their largest U.S. investments. In October 2011, Rusnano’s U.S.-based subsidiary had promised to deliver “cheap money” to U.S. businesses in need of capital.63


    The Boston FBI’s warning about Skolkovo seemed to be aimed directly at entities like Rusnano: “The FBI believes the true motives of the Russian partners, who are often funded by their government, is to gain access to classified, sensitive and emerging technology from the companies.”64


    Rusnano played a central role in all aspects of the Skolkovo project, which the FBI warned could be a massive Kremlin-backed economic espionage scheme or cyber counterintelligence operation.65


    Furthermore, Rusnano’s sizable investment in a company advised by John Podesta created yet another commercial link between Putin’s nuclear complex and Obama’s and Clinton’s inner circles. Rusnano also had extensive dealings with Rosatom—the company that was seeking approval to acquire U.S. uranium assets.66


    Did Russian Interests Funnel Money to Podesta’s Think Tank?


    Podesta’s Russia connections did not stop with Joule. While Podesta’s progressive think tank, the Center for American Progress (CAP), championed Obama’s reset policy, substantial funds flowed through a byzantine network of shell corporations that ultimately linked back to Moscow. Between 2010 and 2013, CAP reportedly received $5.25 million from a shadowy entity called the Sea Change Foundation, which had received $23 million from a Bermuda corporation linked to Russia.67 It appears that the Sea Change Foundation was a pass-through entity.


    The connections were dizzying and bore resemblance to the signature obfuscation of Russian money laundering. But the obvious question is this: Why would international shell corporations pass millions through Caribbean tax havens (thus bypassing disclosure requirements) to fund a think tank founded by the secretary of state’s close advisor and future campaign chairman?


    Podesta has refused to comment substantively on the Russian connections and denied that any untoward activity occurred. In 2016, Clinton’s campaign was asked to comment on its chairman’s relationship with Joule and the apparent divestiture, disclosure, and timing discrepancies.68 The campaign issued the following statement:


    When Podesta went back to the work at the White House, he worked with White House counsel to personally divest from Joule and ensure he was in full compliance with all government ethics rules.


    He transferred the entirety of his holdings to his adult children, resigned all positions with the company and filed the appropriate forms which were then certified by the appropriate ethics officials. As an additional step, he recused himself from all matters pertaining to Joule for the duration of his time at the White House.


    But the statement hardly assuaged legitimate concerns and raised more questions. Does transferring ownership to your children actually remove the appearance of conflicts of interest or is it merely a technicality? What “matters pertaining to Joule” did Podesta recuse himself from? Was this recusal also an apparent technicality? Why did Joule executives remain in contact with him after he “resigned all positions”? We may never know.69


    Ultimately, the timing of Joule’s incorporation, Podesta’s involvement, and Rusnano’s subsequent investment track closely with the Russian-linked donations to the Sea Change Foundation, and the latter’s donations to CAP suggest that there might be more to the story.


    Not only was Joule funded by Russia, it was linked to Skolkovo corporate espionage. John Podesta tried to hide his stake by transferring it to his daughter (who did not have to disclose the Russian-backed asset the way her father would).


    Podesta’s Double Standard on Russian Influence


    President Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign manager Paul Manafort was sentenced to seven-and-a-half years in prison and faced solitary confinement at Rikers Island (a horrific New York City prison typically reserved for serial killers, mob bosses, and cop killers).70


    In fact, Manafort had several business associates in Ukraine, including the Podesta Group. John Podesta and his brother Tony cofounded the Podesta Group in 1988. Since then, the group has lobbied for dozens of countries that run the gamut from American allies to adversaries—including multiple contracts with Kremlin interests.71


    The Podesta Group raked in more than $1 million (combined) from Kremlin interests such as Sberbank, Uranium One, and the Ukrainian political group tied to the pro-Putin President Viktor Yanukovych. As Reuters reported, Tony Podesta was “among the high-profile lobbyists registered to represent organizations backing Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych.”72


    Astonishingly, the Podesta Group did not register as foreign agents for any of these state-owned (or state-backed) entities. In an insulting display of Washington’s double standards, the Podesta Group retroactively filed Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) disclosures years later and only after Trump’s campaign advisor Manafort was forced to resign the campaign in August 2016. The Podesta Group filed more retroactive disclosures two months before Manafort was indicted for violating FARA (among other crimes).73


    The double standard was particularly egregious since Manafort secretly lobbied for the exact same Ukrainian client as the Podesta Group—the European Centre for a Modern Ukraine (ECFMU). But instead of letting Manafort disclose the decade-old work retroactively with a quiet mea culpa (like Podesta had done), federal prosecutors threw the book at him.74


    The Steele Dossier Reveals the Obama State Department Double Standard


    Adding insult to injury, Clinton’s campaign contractor Fusion GPS paid ex-MI6 operative Christopher Steele to highlight Manafort’s connection to the Ukraine lobbying scheme that Fusion founder Glenn Simpson had reported nearly a decade prior in the Wall Street Journal. The infamous “salacious and unverified” (and now-debunked) “Steele dossier” ominously stated:


    Ex-Ukrainian President YANUKOVYCH confides directly to PUTIN that he authorized kick-back payments to MANAFORT, as alleged in Western media. [Yanukovych] Assures Russian President however there is no documentary evidence/trail.75


    While Steele’s sinister (and largely falsified) reports were circulating around the Obama State Department in 2016, so were Podesta Group requests to help their Russian client. In July 2016, a Podesta Group lobbyist emailed the State Department seeking assistance on Sberbank’s dire situation due to Obama’s 2014 sanctions imposed after the Crimea debacle:


    Since imposition of US and EU sanctions, Sberbank has discontinued its operations in Crimea, Donetsk and Lugansk. Sberbank continues to operate elsewhere in Ukraine—with more than 3 million clients—despite attacks on its branches. In February 2016, Sberbank assisted Ukraine’s Ministry of Finance with a $367 million debt restructuring for two state-owned companies.


    In May Helen Teplitskaya, a senior adviser to German Gref, Chairman and CEO of the bank, was in Washington and met with PDAS Warlick. At the end of the meeting PDAS Warlick suggested that when Helen returned to Washington she seek a meeting with you to discuss the impact of sanctions on the bank.…Would you have time in the next few weeks to see Helen?76


    Within hours, more than a half dozen State Department staffers were peppering each other’s inboxes with suggestions on how to satisfy the Podesta Group request. Deputy Assistant Secretary Kathleen Kavalec weighed in: “Happy to meet with Sberbank together or separately—they have not approached directly as far as I know.”77


    It is worth noting that Kavalec appeared to have played a very central and secretive role in laundering (for lack of a better term) the Steele dossier through the State Department. She received a detailed briefing from Steele in October 2016, before the first Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) warrant targeting the Trump campaign was granted.78


    To recap, the Podesta Group was paid more than $1 million by Russian state-owned Uranium One, Russian state-owned Sberbank, and pro-Putin Ukrainian President Yanukovych’s political outfit. Tony Podesta’s firm advanced Putin’s interests by lobbying the State Department on sanctions relief (the exact sin that Steele falsely accused other Trump campaign staffers of committing) at the height of the 2016 campaign while Podesta’s brother, Clinton campaign chairman John Podesta, was accusing the Trump campaign of colluding with Russia.79


    Worse, Obama State Department deputies quickly acted to help the Podesta Group’s Russian client at the very same time colleagues were promoting the now-debunked Steele dossier as gospel truth. Ironically, Steele’s paid sources included anonymous former FSB officials who may have been pushing Russian disinformation. Steele’s allegations against Manafort pertained to decade-old undisclosed pro-Russian lobbying and directly implicated the Podesta Group which, unlike Manafort, had since taken on controversial Russian entities, Uranium One and Sberbank, as new clients.80


    John Podesta, for all his outrage over now-debunked Trump-Russia collusion conspiracy theories, concealed his own Russian interests. While his brother’s firm was raking in fees from Russian clients, John Podesta was profiting directly from a company backed by the Kremlin.


    Obama Advances Russian Cyber Capabilities


    Just before Obama’s reelection, in October 2012, the Department of Justice indicted a Russian agent named Alexander Fishenko, ten other Russian agents, and two corporations for conspiring to ship controlled high-tech electronics to Russia. The FBI accused Fishenko of illegally shipping $50 million worth of sensitive electronics to “Russian military and intelligence agencies.” A secretive FSB branch called the “3rd Directorate” was implicated. Meanwhile, Obama and Clinton were still helping Russia re-create Silicon Valley in Moscow and singing the praises of the Skolkovo tech transfer project.81


    The very same month that Russians agents were indicted for stealing American technology, Clinton dispatched her economic guru Hormats to the hub of the Skolkovo complex (called the “Hypercube”). At the Hypercube, Hormats again enthusiastically extolled the virtues of U.S. collaboration with the Kremlin. The Fishenko fiasco was yet another blow to the reset, but, seemingly undeterred, Obama continued to try to mend the crumbling relationship.82


    McFaul was starting to get nervous. Tensions were escalating between the two countries. After several years with minimal tangible results, would Obama’s reset policy ultimately be deemed a failure? Of course, they could always spin the policy as a success, and the media had cooperated with them thus far.83


    Past and present officials from the Pentagon and other agencies did not like the appeasement strategy of Obama’s State Department toward the Russian satellite agency that wanted to install “monitoring stations” on U.S. soil, the deals with Russian nuclear companies, or the flagrant espionage and corruption demonstrated by the Kremlin. And they certainly did not like Obama’s desire to sweep the Russian illegals program under the rug.84


    Eight months after the Fishenko tech transfer scheme was busted, Obama and Putin established the BPC Cybersecurity Working Group. The group was supposed to address issues relating to cyber security, espionage, and warfare.85


    The Obama administration welcomed Russian Security Council official Nikolai Klimashin to the State Department to work with American cybersecurity officials. Klimashin, who was also the former chief of the FSB’s secretive “3rd Directorate,” chaired the first Cyber Working Group meeting with his American counterpart.86


    Between the time that Putin and Obama initiated the Working Group and the 2016 primaries, Russia repeatedly hacked sensitive parts of the White House network and the State Department and tried to install monitoring stations throughout the U.S.87


    In November 2013, the New York Times reported that a Russian space agency wanted to install antennae on buildings in the U.S. These monitoring stations could have been used to spy on America and would have given Russia improved guided missile technology and accuracy while operating on American soil.88


    Obama’s State Department apparently thought that granting Russia the ability to compromise U.S. national security might “help mend the Obama administration’s relationship” with Putin.89


    But as tensions between Moscow and Washington rose, so did Putin’s cyberattacks. For months, the Russian hackers gained unauthorized access to sensitive White House information—including the president’s nonpublic schedule. The FBI, Secret Service, and other intelligence agencies described the White House intrusions as “among the most sophisticated attacks ever launched against U.S. government systems.” The State Department email hack was reportedly the “worst ever.”90


    In September 2015, Fishenko pleaded guilty to all nineteen charges. Then-Assistant Attorney General for National Security John P. Carlin stated, “Fishenko illegally acted as an agent of the Russian government in the United States and evaded export laws by sending microelectronics and other technology with military applications to Russia.”91


    In July 2016, Fishenko received a $500,000 fine and was sentenced to ten years in prison.92


    Shockingly, Klimashin (co-chair of the Obama-Putin Cyber Working Group) ran the exact FSB Directorate reportedly involved in the Fishenko conspiracy. Why did the Obama administration welcome him to Washington eight months after the Fishenko ring was busted? Furthermore, another Russian operative on the Cyber Working Group would, by 2016, reveal a top-secret Kremlin program that he insinuated was the electronic equivalent of a nuclear bomb.93


    The Russian BPC Cyber Working Group co-coordinator, Andrey Krutskikh, was one of Putin’s top advisors on cyber issues. In February 2016 (while Fishenko awaited sentencing for the electronic espionage conspiracy), Putin’s cyber official delivered a private speech in Moscow to a group of Kremlin insiders and security experts. In his speech, Krutskikh hinted ominously that the Russians were working on some kind of powerful electronic weapon.94 The cyber official’s leaked notes read:


    You think we are living in 2016. No, we are living in 1948. And do you know why? Because in 1949, the Soviet Union had its first atomic bomb test. And if until that moment, the Soviet Union was trying to reach agreement with Truman to ban nuclear weapons, and the Americans were not taking us seriously, in 1949 everything changed and they started talking to us on an equal footing.


    I’m warning you: We are at the verge of having “something” in the information arena, which will allow us to talk to the Americans as equals.95


    How did Krutskikh know what the Americans had in the “information arena” and why was he so confident that Russia could so easily rival the country that created Silicon Valley?


    In January 2017, the Washington Post—likely still reeling from the election of Donald Trump—suggested that the Russian cyber official’s ominous warning nine months prior to Election Day might have been legitimate. Based on information from an anonymous Obama source, the Russian cyber official’s warning may have been a precursor to Putin’s new doctrine for information operations.


    The anonymous Obama official told the Washington Post: “In the U.S., we tend to have a binary view of conflict—we’re at peace or at war. The Russian doctrine is more of a continuum. You can be at different levels of conflict, along a sliding scale.”


    The Post failed to mention that Obama’s reset had allowed Krutskikh to exploit the inner circles of Washington in the first place as the coordinator of Obama’s and Putin’s Cyber Working Group.96 In addition, the working group’s initial meeting was cochaired by Klimashin, the Russian Security Council official.


    Worst of all, at the time of the Cyber Working Group meeting in Washington, the Justice Department surely suspected that Klimashin was linked to an FSB scheme to steal controlled technology and microelectronics. The Post ignored those details despite the benefit of hindsight (and Google).97


    Had the Post mentioned Krutskikh’s (and Klimashin’s) very recent history, it would have been obvious to their readers that Obama had allowed Russia to steal U.S. technology between 2008 and 2012, and then rolled out the red carpet for two Kremlin cyber officials linked to sinister plots against the U.S. Then the Post would have had to acknowledge that it was Obama, not President-elect Trump, who had advanced Russian information warfare capabilities (to make no mention of the nuclear handouts like Uranium One).98


    Perhaps the Post was merely being sloppy. Or perhaps, the paper was covering its own involvement in and glowing coverage of Obama’s disastrous Russian reset.


    Through the cyber and media working groups (particularly the journalist exchange program), Obama and Secretary Clinton opened the doors to potential Russian spies, hackers, and propagandists. The Washington Post and many others in the Obama-Clinton orbit participated in these initiatives. Somehow, they were all shocked when Russia exploited these cooperative Obama initiatives to (predictably) meddle in the 2016 election.99


    * * *


    Skolkovo was not just a massive security threat to the United States; it turned out to be a potential gold mine for well-connected entrepreneurs and politically connected profiteers to cash in on their connections to Clinton and Obama. Ironically, those who profited from Obama’s reset would later accuse then-candidate Trump and his associates of foreign lobbying and endlessly decry Trump’s ever-elusive ties to Russia.


    Their scapegoat was Manafort, and the location of the frame-up was Ukraine.

  


  
    CHAPTER 9



    THE UKRAINE BOOMERANG



    Obama’s Russia Failures Unleash
New Chaos and Cronyism in Ukraine


    “I’m telling you, you’re not getting the billion dollars. I said, you’re not getting the billion. I’m going to be leaving here in, I think it was about six hours. I looked at them and said: I’m leaving in six hours. If the prosecutor is not fired, you’re not getting the money. Well, son of a bitch. He got fired.”1


    —Vice President Joe Biden,

    to the Council on Foreign Relations, January 2018


    In late January 2020, the outcome of President Trump’s impeachment was already cast. An acquittal was a fait accompli. Democrats had failed to make a case with wide bipartisan appeal. And all the House impeachment managers could hope to score was a single Republican defector on the jury, Senator Mitt Romney of Utah.2


    The House Democrats voted to impeach Trump (though they failed to win over a single Republican member) after an impassioned closing argument from Congressman Adam Schiff.


    Schiff’s spirited speech roused the liberal faithful and their media acolytes, whose desperate three-year obsession to rid the White House of Donald J. Trump had come to this final, failed moment. But in Schiff’s closing utterances, Trump defenders found a rich irony: much of the arguments the California Democrat laid out seemed to apply to the prior administration and the failed orchestrations of the Obama-Biden team in Eurasia a few years prior.3


    Yes, a U.S. administration had indeed leveraged foreign aid to force the Ukrainians to do something. (Joe Biden even admitted it on video!) They had created the appearance of a conflict and personal gain. (Indeed, Biden and his son had.) Career bureaucrats were concerned about the conduct. (Deputy Assistant Secretary of State George Kent testified he even had tried to raise it with Biden but was rebuffed.)4


    For conservatives and security experts truly in the know about what transpired in Ukraine—and not trapped in the prevailing media narrative—Schiff’s final summation was the clearest evidence that the impeachment process had really been a defensive maneuver by Democrats to neutralize the impact of their own failures in the region. To the Trump faithful, Schiff’s words almost seemed to be a projection of those Democratic failings upon the current occupant at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. In fairness, Trump had given them an opening with some of his comments and actions. But there was no provable crime, just a political question.5


    That question, Schiff argued to the senators, is whether President Trump “will put his personal interests ahead of the national interests?” If so, it cannot be tolerated, Schiff insisted.6


    “There’s no Mulligan here when it comes to our national security,” he said, using the golfer’s favorite term for a do-over.7


    Perhaps not a do-over. But maybe a makeover. Democrats were trying to rewrite the script from a decade of Russia and Ukraine policy failures so that Trump owned it all heading into the 2020 election. But in so doing, they had unintentionally educated the American public about Joe Biden’s own family foibles and had elevated the Burisma Holdings episode with Hunter Biden into a powerful symbol of American cronyism overseas.8


    The very political figures that Schiff’s mission seemingly had sought to protect had now become its casualty.


    The extraordinary boomerang began a decade earlier, when a youthful president with a penchant for domestic policy, and a yawn for foreign affairs, first tried to reboot America’s relationship with Moscow. Former speechwriter and security advisor Ben Rhodes summed up Obama’s approach to foreign affairs in a poignant anecdote in his book.


    “What’s the Obama doctrine?” [President Obama] asked aloud. The silence was charged, as we’d always avoided that label. He answered his own question: “Don’t do stupid shit.” There were some chuckles. Then, to be sure that he got his point across, he asked the press to repeat after him: “Don’t do stupid shit.”9


    Those who watched the Obama doctrine unfold across Russia and Ukraine ultimately concluded his simple rule appeared to have been voided, including by the family of his Vice President Joe Biden, in whom he had entrusted Ukraine policy starting in 2014.10


    After Russia had secured billion-dollar deals (at great expense to American taxpayers and national security), it was Ukraine’s turn.11


    Just as in Russia, the favors that the Obama administration granted Ukraine benefitted politically powerful oligarchs—notorious for cultivating the culture of corruption, bribery, extortion, kickbacks, and money laundering. Obama’s bailout to Ukraine allowed its oligarchs to plunder not only its national resources but America’s as well.12


    Politically connected Americans like the Clinton and Biden families—among myriad others—mysteriously (or perhaps not) landed lucrative deals with these oligarchs and some of the same foreign entities who capitalized on American taxpayer-funded aid.13


    Publicly, Obama and his diplomats tried to preserve the Russian reset through 2013. Privately, Hillary Clinton and Moscow Ambassador Michael McFaul had begun meddling in Russian and Ukrainian affairs by 2012. In Russia, the State Department funded opposition groups and fomented protests against Putin and his allies (arguably the equivalent of Putin directly funding political groups in the United States).14


    The Maidan revolution—which began in late 2013—provided the perfect opportunity for the West to reduce Putin’s influence over his neighbor by showering Ukraine with cash while simultaneously pushing vague “reforms”—alleged anti-corruption measures that the Ukrainians came to see for what they were: ironic at best.15


    In Ukraine, the State Department sought to oust the Putin-friendly leader Viktor Yanukovych and install a pro-Western administration. The installation of President Petro Poroshenko (with his willingness to accept foreign aid money into his country and his own pocket) alienated Russia and swiftly brought Ukraine into the Western sphere of influence.16


    As the reset fizzled, the Obama team pivoted toward Ukraine in an apparent attempt to foil Putin’s energy dominance and cyber warfare strategies. Putin sought to counter their efforts, especially in Ukraine. Obama and his top officials had officially botched the Russian reset.17


    The exact date that the reset completely collapsed was February 22, 2014, with the ouster of pro-Russian Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych. A proxy war broke out in the Ukrainian Donbass region shortly after.18


    Putin and his maneuvers in Crimea would become a scapegoat, but even the architect of Obama’s Russia policy—Ambassador McFaul—knew that the beginning of the end occurred long before Crimea. In fact, two years before war broke out, the reset was in tatters.19


    Obama and his team blamed Putin’s years of aggressive meddling in Ukraine for the diplomatic breakdown, but the truth is that Obama and his diplomats were meddlers too.20


    In September 2012, Putin took steps to eliminate their influence.


    Reset Failure Led to Damage Control in Ukraine


    On September 18, 2012, Putin expelled the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). USAID had operated in Russia since 1992—ramping up dramatically under Bill Clinton’s administration—and has provided nearly $3 billion in funding to various groups that presumably advanced the U.S. agenda. Putin singled out one USAID-funded group called Golos (“vote” in Russian) for its election activities. Indeed, Golos had backed protests against Putin.21


    McFaul was defiant. “Many people have asked me whether USAID departure will mean an end to our support for these important initiatives,” McFaul wrote on his blog. “It will not.” This marked the beginning of the end for the reset.22


    USAID had partnered with the liberal billionaire investor George Soros on international advocacy projects for more than a decade. Soros had operated in both Russia and Ukraine since before their post-Soviet separation. His Open Society Institute (and his vast network of affiliate nongovernmental organizations—“NGOs”) had entered both Soviet Russia and Ukraine before 1990.23


    As one of the most influential globalists in the world, Soros had previously experienced Putin’s protectionist tendencies and declared that his investment in the nationalist country was the worst of his career.24


    After USAID’s expulsion, Soros had lost a major co-financier. And now he had a major axe to grind.


    By November 2012, Soros and his network were cognizant that their operations could be Putin’s next expulsion. Russia “can do so anytime, legally or illegally,” Soros’ operatives acknowledged in a November 2012 meeting. So, they began ramping up efforts to diminish Putin’s power.25


    Soros believed that Russia and Ukraine were suffering from the same problem: a dilemma he termed the “original sin.” The ruling class in both countries had been involved in government corruption for at least a decade. They were all “infected” with the original sin. So, in the event of a coup, any new administration would just be seen as “the bastard child of the old regime” and “a rotting element.”26


    As it turned out, Ukraine would be the key in Soros’ pivot.


    With all pretenses of the reset largely dispensed, the Obama administration set out to counter Putin’s advances in Ukraine. Even before Clinton left Foggy Bottom in February 2013, the State Department was adapting its democracy-building strategy (the play that had been used to upend the Middle East during the “Arab Spring”) for Ukraine.27


    In November 2013, the Maidan Square protests—backed in part by Soros and the State Department—were in full swing. Three months later, pro-Putin leader Viktor Yanukovych was still refusing to sign an agreement to build closer ties with the West.28


    On February 20, 2014, the violent protests turned deadly as gunshots rang out from the rooftops overlooking the Maidan Square in downtown Kiev. Snipers (whose identity and affiliation remain unknown) picked off anti-Yanukovych protesters and pro-Yanukovych police forces alike.29


    By the time the smoke (and tear gas) had finally cleared, more than fifty protesters and four police officers had been killed. Almost immediately, Western media alleged that the snipers were acting on Yanukovych’s orders and an arrest warrant was soon issued for the deposed leader. The dead—now called the “Heavenly Hundred”—from the mob of irate protestors became martyrs.30


    Within forty-eight hours, the pro-Putin government in Kiev had been overthrown.


    War in Ukraine


    Putin’s disbelief could hardly match his fury. The ouster of the democratically elected Yanukovych was the final straw. From fury, action soon followed from Moscow. Russians had always fretted about the future safety and independence of their ex-patriates in Ukraine’s semiautonomous and strategically important Crimea region. Soon they would act to change the balance of power.


    Putin refused to recognize the new Western-backed government in Kiev, seeing it as the offspring of an “unconstitutional coup.”31 Instead, he plotted with his Siloviki (security service chiefs) through the night of February 22, 2014, to rescue Yanukovych and whisk him to safety in Russia. Yanukovych was in mortal peril, he believed, and was grateful that Putin “saved [his] life.”32 By 7:00 a.m. the next day, Putin—no doubt weary from the all-nighter—had decided, “we must start working on returning Crimea to Russia.”33


    On February 27, Putin dispatched thousands of heavily armed troops—“little green men”—to the capital city of the Black Sea peninsula called Crimea (a move he initially denied, but later acknowledged).34 Putin’s little green men stormed the Crimean parliament building and raised the Russian flag—a universal declaration of capture.35


    Crimea was a strategic outcropping of land in a sea that borders Russia, Ukraine, Georgia, Romania, Bulgaria, and Turkey. Through the Bosporus Strait, the Black Sea connects to the Mediterranean and thus all of Europe and the Western world. Once under Soviet control, the Crimean Peninsula remained majority Russian-speaking and hosted the ex-Soviet Black Sea Fleet.36


    A series of treaties governed Russia’s and Ukraine’s claim to the Black Sea territory and, in 2010, a partition treaty guaranteed Russia’s use of the Sevastopol port and the right to station up to twenty-five thousand Russian troops there. The 2010 treaties re-upped Russia’s claims to Crimea through the year 2042 and allowed 24 artillery systems, 132 armored vehicles, and 22 military planes in addition to the troops. In exchange, Russia paid the equivalent of hundreds of millions of dollars to maintain the fleet and offered Ukraine discounted natural gas.37


    But by early 2014, Putin apparently felt that the rapidly Westernizing Ukrainians could no longer be trusted and the treaties were as good as ancient history. He thus signed a reunification treaty with the Crimean city of Sevastopol on March 18, 2014, and the so-called annexation of Crimea was officially underway.38 War between Russia and Ukraine seemed imminent.


    Indeed, a firefight broke out in the Ukrainian Donbass region less than one month after Putin signed the reunification treaty in Crimea.39


    Earlier in March, Kremlin-backed media had leaked a bugged phone call between two European diplomats that undercut the sniper narrative being pushed throughout Western media. On the call, the Estonian foreign minister told the EU foreign affairs chief that “there is a stronger and stronger understanding that behind snipers it was not Yanukovych, it was somebody from the new [Western-backed] coalition.” Years later, questions still lingered over whom the snipers were actually working for.40


    Perhaps the war in Ukraine was just a spontaneous combustion of long-volatile relationships, or perhaps Putin’s provocations during the reset and Obama’s (and Soros’) revolutionary reprisals in Putin’s backyard (or vice versa) had made violent conflict inevitable. According to analysts, one thing is certain: February 22, 2014, marked the time of death for Obama’s reset.41


    Billion-Dollar Bailouts


    On the other side of the world, President Obama tapped Vice President Joe Biden to be his Ukraine point man. Biden rose to the occasion and was on the ground in Kiev in April 2014 to help usher in the new pro-Western regime after the bloody Maidan Square clashes.42


    Once Yanukovych was out, and Poroshenko and Arseniy Yatsenyuk (party rivals) were installed as Ukraine’s new pro-Western president and prime minister, respectively, Biden acted as “marriage counsel[or]” to resolve their political differences. Biden persuaded them to join forces, to unify their factions to combat Putin’s advances. In addition to this advisory role for Ukraine’s political leaders, Biden coordinated the coming deluge of financial assistance to Ukraine.43


    Ukraine’s energy debts to Russia were substantial. Furthermore, corrupt oligarchs had plundered billions from Ukraine. Over the years, money simply vanished from Ukraine’s coffers into the byzantine web of shell corporations and offshore accounts in known money-laundering hot spots like Latvia, Cyprus, and Seychelles (as mentioned, FBI operative William Campbell’s Russian contacts called this informal network “the System”).44


    The first major financial life rafts to cash-strapped Ukraine came in the form of a $1 billion loan guarantee from the U.S. with an additional “U.S. crisis support package” (plus security assistance) totaling $58 million.45


    In March 2014, the White House called on Congress to approve a $1 billion loan guarantee to Ukraine. Congress quickly delivered and appropriated the funds by April 14. Within a week (on April 21), Biden announced the $58 million aid package. Days after Biden announced this first wave of U.S. aid, the IMF approved an additional $17 billion loan package.46


    But this funding was only the beginning. By June, the U.S. financial package tripled to more than $184 million (including $23 million in nonlethal “security assistance”).47


    The Man Behind the Billion-Dollar Bailouts


    A leaked Open Society Foundations (OSF) memo (from a hack attributed to the Kremlin) revealed that, in late March 2014, Soros and his lieutenants met with Obama’s diplomats in Kiev along with Ukrainian officials from the ministries of health, education, and justice (among others). Soros and his NGO operatives discussed a variety of issues ranging from financial assistance to HIV/AIDS initiatives.48


    Soros openly acknowledged that his efforts had created momentum for the rebellion. He proudly believed that “the rebellion wounded Putin in his Achilles heel.” Indeed, Soros worked in tandem with Obama’s State Department to help fund the protesters in 2013.49


    Now, in March 2014, his NGO network must build on that momentum. The leaked memo made certain that Ukraine had become the “main priority” of the entire Soros network.50


    Soros met with U.S. ambassador to Ukraine Geoffrey Pyatt on March 31 and impressed upon the ambassador that Obama’s weak Russia policy was a problem. Pyatt was eager to hear Soros’ recommendations and told the billionaire that “Secretary Kerry would be interested to hear [Soros’] views on the [Ukraine] situation directly.”51


    “Obama has been too soft on Putin,” Soros told the ambassador. Soros suggested that the U.S. and EU should now play dual roles in the front against Putin. The U.S. should play the “bad cop role” by imposing “potent smart sanctions.”52


    American efforts to install a friendly government in Ukraine—especially in coordination with the EU—were a delicate issue at the time of Soros’ visit. One month prior, in February, Pyatt’s phone call with State Department deputy Victoria Nuland had leaked, revealing that Pyatt and Nuland were orchestrating the installation of U.S.-approved Ukrainian leadership. The controversial recording was widely condemned as obvious evidence of U.S. meddling in Ukrainian affairs.53


    Nuland’s explicit comments regarding the EU were especially scandalous. She suggested they bring in a UN undersecretary general to assist with the so-called “puppet regime” scheme. Nuland, a Bush-Cheney holdover who won the confidence of the Obama administration, wanted the UN undersecretary general “to help glue this thing and to have the UN help glue it and, you know, Fuck the EU.” “Exactly,” replied Pyatt.54


    “We could land jelly side up on this one if we move fast,” Pyatt said but it would help to have someone “with an international personality to come out here [to Ukraine] and help midwife this thing.” Nuland confirmed that Obama’s point man was on board. “Biden’s willing,” she said before they hung up.55


    The casual tone Nuland and Pyatt used, behind the scenes, while discussing the fate of a nation on the brink of violent revolution exhibited an ivory tower detachment at which the public does not often get a glimpse.


    Soros and his team exhibited similar detachment when discussing ways to further enmesh their network in the Ukraine crisis, as revealed in the hacked memos. They were especially eager to help the Ukrainians with HIV/AIDS and other public health matters (such as opioid addiction). Soros personally offered to send an Open Society expert to “help with the [drug] procurement,” and suggested ways to optimize health budgets “in partnership with the Clinton Foundation.”56


    The Clinton Foundation had set up the Clinton Health Access Initiative (CHAI) branch in 2002 to focus on HIV/AIDS. By 2003, Soros and Ukrainian billionaire Victor Pinchuk had set up HIV/AIDS programs in Russia and Ukraine. Over the years, Soros and Pinchuk had become Clinton mega-donors, and their HIV/AIDS work often intersected.57


    As previously mentioned, when Clinton and Giustra flew to Kazakhstan in 2005 to procure the Uranium One mines, their stated reason for the visit was to discuss HIV/AIDS (despite Kazakhstan’s infinitesimal infection rate).58


    The connection between HIV/AIDS and large sums of money flowing to the politically powerful who conduct complex business deals remains unclear. In Ukraine, the Anti-Corruption Action Center (AntAC) and the Soros/Clinton/Pinchuk-backed HIV/AIDS network would later become embroiled in a controversy surrounding suspected embezzlement and missing aid money. On February 17, 2020, the National Police of Ukraine opened an investigation into the possible theft of aid money flowing through the NGO network—the missing funds in question exceeded $140 million in just two years.59


    Soros capped off his trip to Ukraine with a dinner attended by the board of his International Renaissance Foundation (IRF)—the largest branch of the Open Society network in Ukraine. The Soros operatives spoke candidly and thanked the billionaire for all he had done for the revolution in Ukraine.60


    Soros returned the compliments to his operatives stating that “his merit is the IRF’s merit.” Soros was proud of the work they had done—it could become a new model. But there was still more work to be done. “Ukraine is in grave danger,” Soros conveyed, “because Putin knows he cannot allow the new Ukraine to succeed.”61


    Soros had a carrot-and-stick strategy for the Ukraine-Russia conflict: he wanted the EU (the good cop) to fund Ukraine and the U.S. (the bad cop) to hit Russia in the wallet. Soros said that the U.S. should target Putin’s inner circle banks with sanctions and strategically dump oil reserves on the global market to “depress the price of oil.” Soros suggested hitting Putin financially for ninety days or until he accepted the new pro-Western Ukrainian government (whichever came first).62


    Less than one month after Soros’ trip to Ukraine, Obama slapped sanctions on Putin’s inner circle. Among the twenty-four individuals and entities listed were Rosneft’s Igor Sechin, and Putin’s ex-KGB comrade Sergey Chemezov.63


    At the same time, plans to prop up Ukraine’s economy were still underway. Obama invited President Poroshenko to the White House in September 2014 to discuss further financial assistance.64 At the press conference, Obama announced that the U.S. had supplied, and would continue to supply, Ukraine with “significant financial assistance” in addition to the billion-dollar loan guarantee and the “hundreds of millions of dollars that we’ve provided in assistance.”65


    Obama also promised to provide “additional assistance, both economic and security assistance to Ukraine to make sure that not only are they able to weather this storm economically, but they’re also going to be able to continue to build up an effective security force to defend themselves from aggression.”66


    But after a year of war and upheaval, Ukraine’s economy was still spiraling out of control. By 2015, anti-Putin hawks were urging the Americans and other generous Western benefactors for a bigger bailout.67


    Soros Pushes for Bigger Bailouts


    In January 2015, Soros thought he might know where to find more billions for Ukraine. In an opinion article, Soros urged the EU to dig deep in their pockets to produce far more than the meagre $17 billion from 2014. Soros recommended a whopping $50 billion in emergency relief to Ukraine. “Europe needs to wake up and recognize that it is under attack from Russia,” Soros wrote. “Assisting Ukraine should also be considered as a defense expenditure by the EU countries.”68


    Soros was instructing the EU to redirect their funds previously earmarked to help stabilize EU members (Ireland, Portugal, Romania, and Hungary)—and cobble together the next bailout for Ukraine (a non-member). “The additional sources of financing I have cited should be sufficient to produce a new financial package of $50 billion or more.”69


    The EU funds Soros cited were likely paid for by EU taxpayers but, “needless to say, the IMF would remain in charge of actual disbursements, so there would be no loss of control.”70


    Within weeks of Soros’ article, IMF chief Christine Lagarde announced an assistance package totaling about $40 billion. Lagarde said that approximately $17.5 billion would come from the IMF and the remainder would come from “additional resources from the international community.”71


    “The economic and political success of Kiev would be a major blow to the Kremlin’s narrative on Ukraine,” said former Russian Duma member Ilya Ponomarev—a renowned dissident and strong Putin critic. “The West has a chance to show the world—and Russians in particular—what it has to offer,” Ponomarev believed, but “unfortunately [the West] is missing this opportunity.”72


    And yet, Ukrainian Finance Minister Natalie Jaresko still did not believe the IMF’s latest tranche would be enough to stabilize Ukraine’s fragile economy.73 Ponomarev agreed and presciently added that corruption in Kiev could siphon funds off the Western aid package, resulting in even less impact.74


    By March 2015 (just one month after the $40 billion IMF announcement), Soros announced his intention to invest in major Ukrainian development projects. “There are concrete investment ideas, for example in agriculture and infrastructure projects. I would put in $1 billion. This must generate a profit,” he told an Austrian newspaper. He claimed he would not benefit personally, but his foundation would.75


    Soros’ January 2015 EU bailout plea did not mention that he would be seeking a financial stake in Ukraine’s agriculture and infrastructure.76


    But Soros was not the only politically connected Westerner scouting deals in Ukraine. Obama’s inner circle would soon do the same.


    Commercial Deals: The Burisma Connection


    As Biden was flying to and from Kiev amid the Maidan revolution in early 2014, an oligarch who had founded one of Ukraine’s largest natural gas companies—Burisma Holdings—got an idea. Perhaps Burisma (or even the oligarch himself) could curry favor with Obama or his vice president by putting people close to them on the payroll—corruption by proxy.77


    The oligarch, Mykola Zlochevsky, had acquired his Burisma gas assets through suspicious—or even criminal—means. Furthermore, he had allegedly looted large sums of money from the company. Now, in April 2014, international investigators were hot on Zlochevsky’s trail.78


    By April 22, Burisma had tapped an American named Devon Archer—a close associate of the Biden and Kerry families—for the position of independent director. Archer and the vice president’s son, Hunter, were close friends and business partners in an investment fund called Rosemont Seneca Partners. Archer had also worked on Secretary of State John Kerry’s 2004 presidential campaign and was the roommate of Kerry’s stepson, Chris Heinz, while they studied at Yale.79


    Financial statements obtained by the FBI and Ukrainian investigators reveal that exactly one week before Archer publicly joined Burisma as a director, Burisma began funneling substantial sums to bank accounts linked to Devon Archer and Hunter Biden.80 The very next day, April 16, 2014, Archer visited the Obama White House to meet directly with Vice President Biden.81


    Within a week, the vice president met with Ukrainian Prime Minister Yatsenyuk to discuss ways to eliminate reliance on Russian gas. Biden urged Ukraine to boost its energy production and said that an unspecified American team was “currently in the region” and that “more teams are coming to support long-term improvements.” The Ukrainian prime minister thanked Biden (and the American taxpayers) for their generous support.82


    On April 28, 2014, the reason for Burisma’s peculiar political hire of Archer began to make more sense. The Serious Fraud Office in the U.K. froze certain assets belonging to Zlochevsky and Burisma (worth about $23 million). The U.K. authorities suspected that the money was transferred out of Ukraine fraudulently (Zlochevsky and Burisma have denied any wrongdoing).83


    On May 13, 2014—less than one month after Archer was appointed and the first Burisma payments had entered U.S. accounts—Burisma announced that Hunter Biden had officially joined his friend on the board (his bio on Burisma’s website was deleted, but archives indicate that Biden may have quietly joined in April). Within forty-eight hours, Burisma’s sizable twin payments began to flow to the Morgan Stanley account of Rosemont Seneca Bohai (Biden and Archer’s firm).84


    Secretary Kerry’s stepson, Chris Heinz, was clearly uncomfortable with his friends’ Ukrainian arrangement. The same day that Burisma announced Hunter Biden had joined the board, Heinz quickly put his concerns in writing to officials at his stepfather’s agency: “I can’t speak to why they decided to [join Burisma],” Heinz wrote his contacts at State, “but there was no investment by our firm in their company.”85


    Starting on May 15, 2014, two separate payments of $83,333.33 (for a total of $166,666.66) landed in Biden and Archer’s account. Like clockwork, Burisma’s transfers continued for more than a year.86


    While Secretary Kerry’s stepson may have been uncomfortable with the Burisma arrangement, Kerry’s press secretary, Jen Psaki, did not appear to have any issues with the appearance of Hunter Biden making big bucks from Kiev while his father oversaw U.S.-Ukraine policy. “No, he’s a private citizen,” Psaki responded coolly at a routine State Department briefing on May 13. The reporter pushed back, likening Hunter Biden’s private citizenship to that of an oligarch. “No, there are not [any concerns],” Psaki said conclusively.87


    Secretary Kerry’s former chief of staff David Leiter had no apparent qualms either. Less than one week after Hunter Biden joined the board, Burisma hired Leiter as their lobbyist. Burisma paid Leiter’s firm $90,000 to lobby his former boss’ department (and Congress) throughout 2014.88


    Burisma also hired a Democrat-linked outfit named Blue Star Strategies to help the Ukrainian gas company shed its controversial image. Blue Star Strategies lobbyists dropped Hunter Biden’s name in communications with the State Department and tried to “leverage” the son of the vice president to get key meetings and “burnish” Burisma’s image.89


    Part of Hunter Biden’s Burisma duties included advising the company on legal and corporate governance issues. While providing moonlight advice to Burisma, Biden also worked at the law firm Boies Schiller Flexner LLP. When Archer asked Biden to recommend a law firm to counsel Burisma, presumably on their frozen asset dilemma, naturally, Biden recommended his own firm.90


    Burisma’s first payment to Boies Schiller occurred on May 7 in the amount of $250,000. Burisma made another payment to the firm—for $33,039.77—less than five months later. Burisma’s payments to Boies Schiller apparently bought the Ukrainian gas company a report (prepared by Nardello & Co.) that concluded Burisma was not under any international investigations.91


    This conclusion proved to be false.


    The Point Man’s Point Man


    As a senior senator serving on the foreign relations committee, Biden had been instrumental in creating a new “Special Envoy” position at the State Department to combat Putin’s maneuvers against his neighbors.92


    In 2007, Biden and his colleague Senator Richard Lugar wrote a letter to then-Secretary Condoleezza Rice stating, “Russia’s attempt to consolidate its control over energy resources presents unacceptable security and economic risks to the United States and our allies.” They urged Secretary Rice to appoint a “special representative” to the regions bordering Russia and the Caspian Sea.93


    When Secretary Clinton took over the State Department, the “Special Envoy” position that Senator Biden helped create in 2007 underwent significant changes. In October 2011, Clinton created a new bureau of energy resources and appointed an ally named Amos Hochstein to help develop the special energy envoy position.94


    Secretary Clinton tapped Hochstein as a deputy assistant secretary for energy diplomacy and created the Bureau of Energy Resources (ENR). At the same time, Clinton placed “Special Envoy” Carlos Pascual (a former Ambassador to Ukraine) in charge of the new bureau (under the oversight of Undersecretary Robert Hormats).95


    There were few men or women in Washington as knowledgeable about global energy issues as Hochstein. Between stints working as a lobbyist for international energy corporations, Hochstein had advised senators and members of Congress; then he advised Secretary Clinton and her successor Secretary Kerry. During his last federal assignment, Hochstein worked as Obama and Biden’s point man on the Ukraine-Russia standoff.96


    On July 8, 2014, Hochstein was, as always, impeccably dressed for his appearance in front of the Senate Foreign Relations European Affairs subcommittee. He appeared like an image from a Brooks Brothers’ catalog, his periwinkle-with-pearl striped repp tie, his snappy pinstripe suit, and jet-black hair greased back—hardly a strand out of place.97


    Hochstein was prepared, physically and mentally. His statement (which he had practiced delivering in one form or another since April—several weeks after the Ukraine crisis began) was careful, crisp, and punchy. Hochstein and his colleagues from the Defense Department and USAID were there to discuss how Russia’s conflict with Ukraine affected energy security in the region and to inform senators how Russia had leveraged—and at times weaponized—their energy resources for geopolitical gain.98


    Hochstein began with an update on the energy crisis in Ukraine. Russia had ceased gas supplies less than one month prior, on June 16, and Ukraine and the European Union were negotiating with Russia to resolve their energy issues. Russia had demanded repayment from Ukraine for past energy debts before any further negotiations could take place. “The situation is urgent,” Hochstein warned.99


    Part of the solution, according to Hochstein, was Ukraine’s integration into the EU energy market. “However,” Hochstein cautioned, “before this integration can happen successfully it is essential that Ukraine reform its energy sector.” Without reform, and “if corruption and inefficiency continue along with crippling energy subsidies for consumers,” Hochstein believed, “Ukraine will be right back where it started.”100


    Two weeks later, Hochstein again testified to a separate Senate Foreign Relations subcommittee on energy security vis-à-vis Russia’s conflict with Ukraine. In his written testimony, Hochstein reiterated the Russian threats to energy security.101


    After quickly mapping out the geopolitical energy landscape generally, Hochstein issued the same caveats he had two weeks prior. “Ukraine and Europe’s dependence on Russian gas is a clear example of the danger of relying on a dominant supplier,” Hochstein told the lawmakers. “The situation is urgent for Ukraine,” he warned and while he did not believe Europe was in immediate danger, a crisis “may be just around the corner.”102


    Three days later, Hochstein got promoted to the “Special Envoy” position. As “Special Envoy” and coordinator for international energy affairs, Hochstein led “the U.S. Government’s efforts to combat the use of energy resources for political leverage while promoting a vision of energy cooperation and collaboration.”103


    Hochstein was right about Ukraine. In the months leading up to the February 2014 ouster of Ukrainian president Victor Yanukovych, Putin’s oil giant Gazprom had rewarded Ukraine for walking away from the EU. Yanukovych rejected an EU trade deal and, in December 2013, Gazprom unilaterally reduced the price of gas for Ukraine by a third. Putin personally and publicly announced the Gazprom discount—a clear demonstration of his approval that Yanukovych had distanced Ukraine from the EU.104


    However, three months later, after the Maidan revolution and Yanukovych’s ouster, Putin unleashed his fury: Gazprom jacked up Ukraine’s prices by 81 percent.105


    At one event hosted by the Atlantic Council (an entity funded by Soros and Burisma), Hochstein again warned that Russia’s weaponization of energy was predictable and must be counterbalanced:


    When the gas was shut off from Russia to Ukraine on June 16th [2014], that was not a unique event. It happened in 2006 and it happened in 2009 and, therefore, it happened again in 2014. And there is no reason to believe it will not happen again. The way to prevent it from happening again is to…[create] new infrastructures that can allow for energy, for gas and for other sources of energy to come into Europe from other places to compete with Russian supplies.106


    Between his visits to Congress (and well-connected think tanks) to apprise decision makers of Putin’s energy antics, Hochstein was Biden’s right-hand man on visits with various world leaders. He frequently flew to Ukraine (and other nations) with Biden to work out energy deals.107


    But Hochstein had a secret.


    Russia’s Best Energy Lobbyist


    Time and again, Biden’s advisor failed to mention that he had witnessed Putin’s energy strategy first hand. Hochstein communicated Putin’s energy dominance strategy in the oil and gas sectors very effectively, but he never mentioned Russia’s attempts to corner the global uranium market. It was something he had assisted personally.108


    While working as a U.S. lobbyist in the private sector, Hochstein had advised Rosatom’s subsidiary: Tenex.


    Hochstein became a revolving door extraordinaire early in his Beltway career. As he weaved in and out of the private sector, his positions (and profits) rose substantially. From 2001 to 2007, Hochstein worked in various capacities at Washington lobbying powerhouse Cassidy & Associates. In 2006, then-Governor Mark Warner (D-VA) hired Hochstein to serve as a senior policy advisor. Hochstein purportedly left Cassidy in January 2007 to join Connecticut Senator Chris Dodd’s presidential campaign, according to a press release by the firm.109


    In a 2006 Washington Post interview, Hochstein was asked about his lobbying efforts on behalf of the brutal regime in Equatorial Guinea. “But when you meet with Obiang, do you think to yourself: This guy has done awful things?” reporter Michael Grunwald asked Hochstein. “No, I really don’t. Our meetings have all been very businesslike. He’s convinced me of his deep care for his people,” Hochstein replied.110 Hochstein helped overhaul the corrupt nation’s image (where the police raped and tortured the citizens, according to State Department reports).111 When asked about the $120,000-per-month fees, Hochstein acknowledged that lobbying is not “charity work.”112


    Indeed, Hochstein continued to work for Cassidy’s deep-pocketed foreign clients, even while he was employed by Governor Warner and Senator Dodd’s presidential campaign. In 2006, Russian nuclear corporation Tenex asked Campbell (unaware that he was an FBI operative) to find a Beltway lobbying powerhouse to help further their interests. By March 2006, Campbell found himself meeting with Hochstein, who ensured that Tenex hired Cassidy & Associates. Cassidy claims that Hochstein left the firm in January 2007, but Hochstein continued to meet with Putin’s top nuclear officials throughout 2007 and 2008 while he was working with powerful Democrats.113


    Did Warner and Dodd know that Hochstein was simultaneously serving Russian interests? Hochstein’s public bios make no mention of his work on behalf of Tenex, although he does acknowledge returning to Cassidy in August 2008 (and remaining there until 2011).114


    Before long, he was directly advising Secretary of State Clinton, her successor John Kerry, and Vice President Biden (and even President Obama). His LinkedIn profile is meticulously manicured to show no overlap between his public and private sector gigs, but, in fact, Hochstein advised multiple public officials and simultaneously worked to advance foreign interests while on the payroll of Cassidy.115


    According to the Obama White House’s visitor records, Hochstein visited more than 150 times between December 2010 and September 2016, including several trips to the Situation Room. His first visits occurred while he was still working with Cassidy.116 Did Hochstein disclose his past lobbying relationships on behalf of Kremlin interests when he visited the Obama White House?


    Furthermore, Hochstein’s current LinkedIn profile states that he stepped down from Cassidy in March 2011. But, an archived version indicates that he left in July 2011, and Cassidy continued to list him on their website through August 2011. This is significant because he began communicating with Clinton’s top lawyer at the State Department, Cheryl Mills, no later than May 10, 2011.117 Did Hochstein advise Clinton or her State Department on energy matters while employed by a lobbying firm that had represented Russian nuclear interests?


    Nevertheless, Hochstein’s global perspectives were clearly appreciated within the State Department, and he soon found himself regularly meeting with Secretary Clinton and her inner circle directly. As Clinton’s “Special Envoy” at the ENR, he traveled the globe promoting Secretary Clinton’s energy agenda. “I have been privileged to help build and lead the bureau since its creation,” Hochstein said.118


    After Clinton left State, Hochstein initially advised Secretary Kerry and traveled overseas with him to work on EU energy issues.119 While advising Kerry, Hochstein worked closely with other Obama officials including Assistant Secretary Victoria Nuland, Special Coordinator Jonathan Winer, National Security Council (NSC) Senior Director Charles Kupchan (each of these individuals played starring roles in Obama’s Russia and Ukraine operations and they later helped perpetrate the political dirty tricks against Trump).120


    Hochstein soon found himself in the good graces of Vice President Biden. He traveled around the world with Biden—numerous times to Ukraine, and they also visited Turkey, Cyprus, Romania, and even the Caribbean. At an Atlantic Council summit in Istanbul, Biden praised the special energy envoy and announced that he had put Hochstein in charge of European energy security efforts.121


    As “Special Envoy” and advisor to Biden, Hochstein met with an impressive number of top foreign officials on trips to Europe, the Middle East, Latin America, and the Caribbean (including Ukraine, Egypt, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Qatar, Azerbaijan, Turkey, Greece, Croatia, Colombia, Argentina, and Kuwait). He also came under fire from the department’s inspector general for, among other things, his attendance and poor record keeping.122


    The State Department inspector general (IG) investigated the ENR and published the findings in February 2016. The report blasted the ENR generally, and Hochstein in particular.123


    The IG found: extended absences of top ENR officials were deemed detrimental to ENR’s operational effectiveness; weak institutional procedures, in particular information sharing and communication, as well as the bureau’s organizational structure, hampered internal operations and coordination with bureau partners; the strategic planning process was not inclusive and lacked rigorous prioritization of objectives; the Bureau of Energy Resources lacked an effective security program to ensure the protection of sensitive information.124


    Regarding Hochstein’s attendance specifically, the IG found:


    The Special Envoy, in particular, travels a great deal and is frequently away from the Department. The official records for his travel and time and attendance indicate that he has not been physically present in ENR for almost two-thirds of regular working days between August 2014 and the beginning of the OIG on-site inspection in May 2015.125


    Despite Hochstein’s poor review from the inspector general, he was embraced by his superiors, including Biden.


    Firing the Prosecutor


    In December 2015, Vice President Biden was preparing for his next trip to Kiev. His aides were bracing for “renewed scrutiny of Hunter’s relationship with Burisma.” Hochstein allegedly “raised” the Burisma issue with Biden but did not recommend Hunter step down from the board.126


    On December 6, Biden departed for Ukraine in his capacity as Obama’s point man. He had been sent to “announce that there was another billion-dollar loan guarantee.” But en route to Kiev aboard Air Force Two, Biden had an idea.127


    Obama’s point man had previously asked the Ukrainian leadership to “take action” against a prosecutor that was investigating Burisma. When they failed to do so, Biden apparently decided to take matters into his own hands. But he would need to leverage the loan guarantee that he was scheduled to announce. He would need to scrap that language from his upcoming speech. His aides did as they were instructed and edited the speech, removing any references to the billion-dollar loan guarantee.128


    Biden’s aides had been right to worry about the Burisma situation. On December 8, two days after Biden and his delegation landed in Kiev, James Risen at the New York Times ran a blistering exposé on the Hunter Biden-Burisma connection stating that “the credibility of the vice president’s anticorruption message may have been undermined by” his son’s connection to Burisma.129


    Biden decided to hit two birds with one stone: he could deliver a strong anti-corruption message and eliminate the pesky prosecutor investigating Burisma. The latter could bolster the former and it was a low-risk gamble: Prosecutor General Viktor Shokin “had become widely reviled” by U.S. officials and media (after he began investigating a Soros-funded Ukrainian NGO for diverting U.S. aid). After less than ten months on the job, Shokin had made enemies more powerful than his allies.130


    Biden used the visit—his latest of what became approximately one dozen trips to Kiev—to leverage the American aid money against Ukraine and extract concessions. Biden specifically leveraged the aid “as a pressure tactic to force the firing of a prosecutor he did not like.”131


    In the wake of the revolution, Biden’s message to Ukraine’s parliament was simple, according to one aide: “If you don’t get your shit together, your country is doomed.”132 By December 2015, Biden’s approach had hardly changed. As a Ukrainian parliamentarian put it, Biden’s tone “was like the big brother coming to tell the little brother what to do—a recommendation that you can’t ignore.”133


    According to Biden’s recollection:


    I had gotten a commitment from Poroshenko and from Yatsenyuk that they would take action against the state prosecutor. And they didn’t. So they said they had—they were walking out to a press conference. I said, nah, I’m not going to—or, we’re not going to give you the billion dollars. They said, you have no authority. You’re not the president. The president said—I said, call him.


    (Laughter.)


    I said, I’m telling you, you’re not getting the billion dollars. I said, you’re not getting the billion. I’m going to be leaving here in, I think it was about six hours. I looked at them and said: I’m leaving in six hours. If the prosecutor is not fired, you’re not getting the money. Well, son of a bitch. (Laughter.) He got fired. And they put in place someone who was solid at the time.134


    Biden’s threat was effective. By March 29, 2016, prosecutor Shokin was out. The loan guarantee—linked to Ukraine’s efforts to implement reforms and reduce corruption—was finally announced by the U.S. Embassy in Kiev in June 2016.135


    A Not-So-Solid Prosecutor Buries Burisma


    The position of prosecutor general is the Ukrainian equivalent of the U.S. attorney general. It is a very powerful position, especially due to systemic corruption among the politically connected billionaire oligarch class. The Prosecutor General has the ability to investigate and indict lawbreakers, and effectively end (or exonerate) an oligarch’s reign of corruption.136


    In the tangled Obama-Ukraine saga, there are at least two prosecutor generals worth noting—Viktor Shokin (the one Biden wanted fired served from February 2015 to March 2016) and Yuriy Lutsenko (the one Biden called “solid” was not even a lawyer—he served from May 2016 to August 2019, despite attempting to resign in November 2018—Poroshenko refused).137


    The irony of Biden’s recollection was that he claimed this unusual incident was an example of his efforts to prevent Ukraine from “backsliding” into a culture of corruption. Hochstein agreed and vehemently denied that Biden forced Shokin’s firing because the prosecutor was investigating Burisma and Hunter Biden. “Many of us in the U.S. government believed that Shokin was the one protecting [Burisma founder] Zlochevsky,” Hochstein said.138


    Apparently, Hochstein did not realize how ludicrous such an assertion sounds in retrospect. Was Hochstein really suggesting that Biden wanted his son’s Ukrainian paymaster investigated? Was he actually suggesting that if Shokin protected Burisma, then Biden would want him fired?


    Whether Shokin was corrupt or not is of minimal importance given what happened next. In Biden’s oft-quoted CFR video recollection, one piece is often overlooked: Biden claimed that Shokin’s replacement (at the time) was “solid.”139


    This crucial afterthought is even more ironic. Shokin’s replacement was far from solid.


    The new prosecutor, Yuriy Lutsenko, was a former Ukrainian minister with a checkered past (to put it mildly). In 2006, Lutsenko was removed from his post in parliament on charges of corruption. In 2008, he was accused of assaulting the mayor of Kiev. While drunk in an airport in 2009, Lutsenko was arrested by German authorities for making a scene. That same year, he lost a libel suit (he was known for disparaging his opponents).140


    Shortly after Yanukovych took power in February 2010, Lutsenko was charged with public corruption (charges he denied) and sentenced to four years in jail. Yanukovych pardoned Lutsenko in April 2013, and he was released from prison. Soon after his release and by November 2013, Lutsenko became one of the top organizers of the Maidan protests. He was injured during a clash between protesters and riot police in January 2014.141


    After the coup, Poroshenko appointed Lutsenko as a top advisor to the new pro-Western administration. He became the head of the Poroshenko bloc political party and held that position until late August 2015. As a Poroshenko loyalist with experience behind bars, Lutsenko knew the consequences of falling out of favor with the administration. Clearly Poroshenko trusted Lutsenko. Euromaidan Press said that the close relationship “casts a shadow” over Lutsenko’s appointment because Lutsenko would be “unlikely to take steps which contradict the President’s views.”142


    It remains unclear why Biden deemed Lutsenko “solid,” but six months after Lutsenko’s appointment, the Shokin-era investigations into Burisma disappeared.143


    After Trump saw Biden’s explicit quid pro quo on video, he asked Ukraine to investigate the Burisma situation. Was Shokin investigating Burisma when Biden demanded his ouster? Why would Biden say Shokin’s replacement, Lutsenko, was solid? Did it have something to do with the fact that Lutsenko quashed all Burisma investigations within months?144


    These were reasonable questions. Even one of Trump’s most virulent critics, Congressman Adam Schiff, would acknowledge that Lutsenko was “widely viewed to be corrupt.”145


    Schiff and the Ukrainian Arms Dealer


    Initially, President Obama’s assistance to Ukraine was largely financial. He later came under fire for failing to send military assistance.146


    Schiff (D-CA), meanwhile, was enthusiastic in his support for Ukraine military assistance. During the impeachment proceedings against Trump, Schiff repeatedly blasted the president for allegedly placing conditions on military aid to Ukraine.


    What Schiff failed to mention throughout the impeachment debacle was that he played a key role in appropriating military assistance funds to Ukraine to begin with. Schiff cosponsored a bill in early 2015 that would provide Ukraine with direct military aid. One of Schiff’s fundraisers stood to gain substantially from his efforts.147


    On February 12, 2015, the House introduced H.R. 955: “To authorize assistance and sustainment to the military and national security forces of Ukraine.” Schiff had long been an advocate for the interests of the American military-industrial complex.148 In theory, providing Ukraine with new protective gear and weaponry—from Kevlar vests to firearms and ammunitions or even Javelin rocket launchers—could be a windfall for defense contractors.149


    One of Schiff’s constituents in California, a Soviet-born American named Igor Pasternak, had a company that had received favorable military contracts since the mid-nineties. Pasternak, who claims to be Kazakh-born and is “proud to forever call [himself] a Ukrainian-Jewish-American.” He played a mysterious role in the Maidan revolution and flew to Kiev in “the final hours of the Yanukovych presidency.…for diplomatic reasons in response to the outbreak of violence….”150


    It remains unclear what those “diplomatic reasons” entailed, but Pasternak flew back and forth to Kiev in the aftermath of Yanukovych’s ouster. For his efforts, he received an award from Ukraine’s Embassy in the U.S. and soon began hustling Ukrainian-American defense contracts (which began to flow more freely shortly after the Ukraine bailout billions became available).151


    Pasternak founded a company called Aeros Ltd. in Ukraine after he graduated from Lviv Polytechnic University’s engineering school. When he immigrated to the U.S. in 1994, he founded Worldwide Aeros Corporation (“Aeroscraft” or “Aeros”). Aeroscraft manufactures lighter-than-air ships—blimp-like structures that float through the sky on surveillance and reconnaissance missions.152


    Aeroscraft’s ships were designed to vacuum up radio signals while hovering high above the ground, out of sight. The company had grabbed multimillion-dollar contracts from NASA, the U.S. Air Force, and other defense agencies interested in Aeros’ patented advanced blimp technology.153


    The crisis in Ukraine brought new opportunities for Pasternak’s company.


    Pasternak’s first lobbying disclosure was filed March 27, 2014—even before the ink had dried on the bailout packages to Ukraine. His initial lobbying disclosures were generic, though USAID was mentioned as an agency Pasternak sought to target. Once the specific Ukrainian assistance resolution (which Schiff cosponsored) was introduced, Pasternak’s disclosures got more specific.154


    As H.R. 955 was meandering through House committees in early 2015, Pasternak aggressively lobbied for its adoption. On April 20, Pasternak’s company disclosed its lobbying efforts on issues that included: “Continued efforts on gaining support and promoting Aeroscraft and lighter-than-air (LTA) product line, including integrating surveillance equipment,” and “Promoting HR 955 the Ukraine Support Act, which will help provide funding for defensive weapons to Ukraine.” Less than sixty days later, Pasternak’s lobbying had apparently paid off.155


    In mid-June 2015, Pasternak’s Aeroscraft signed a deal with Ukraine’s defense conglomerate Ukroboronprom. Aeroscraft and Ukroboronprom would be partnering to produce (or retrofit) assault rifles for Ukraine compatible with NATO-standard ammunition (5.56mm rounds).156 This would allow Ukraine to retire their antiquated Kalashnikovs (Soviet-era compatibility) and adopt NATO standards by 2020. Pasternak highlighted the ramifications: “when you see a Ukrainian soldier with a NATO weapon in his hand, it is a strong political message to Russia.”157


    Pasternak was thrilled at how quickly his company became a major player in the Ukrainian defense sector. His Washington connections had paid off.


    “This is the first time in my practice when the decision to grant a license for the production of weapons in another country was provided by the U.S. government that quickly,” Pasternak boasted at a press conference in January 2017. “We got a license in three weeks and we are already working on setting up production of NATO weapons production in Ukraine.”158


    The West had been pushing for reforms in the Ukrainian defense ministry since the 2014 revolution at least. Over time, those reform efforts paved the way for increased Ukrainian cooperation with U.S. and NATO defense contractors (a contentious issue). As a sign of the increased cooperation, the Obama Defense Department invited Ukroboronprom’s CEO, Roman Romanov, to the United States to meet with American defense officials and attend a prestigious weapons conference.159


    There was just one problem: Ukroboronprom was a hotbed of corruption and could not be trusted to manage aid money properly.160


    International monitors were growing increasingly concerned with the billions (and counting) in missing Ukrainian aid money. By late 2017, the lack of transparency—particularly in Ukrainian defense budgets—was becoming an unavoidable issue.161


    At a Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe (or “CSCE,” which is also known as the U.S. Helsinki Commission) hearing in the Dirksen Senate Office Building in Washington, the issue of Trump’s military aid to Ukraine vis-à-vis ongoing corruption arose.162


    An attendee from the Center for International Policy (among several Soros-funded NGOs in attendance) asked: “As we’re awaiting President Trump’s decision to transfer defensive weapons to Ukraine, are there any concerns about this affecting current anti-corruption efforts going on in the country, and is there any anti-corruption body that is prepared to oversee this?”163


    The moderator asked who the question was directed to. The attendee replied, “Whoever wants to answer it.” “Give it to Orest [former CSCE policy advisor]. He’ll answer anything,” the moderator quipped.164


    The former CSCE policy advisor acknowledged that the defense sector was still undergoing reform, but that transparency problems in the procurement process remained. “You have this secrecy law on procurement which even includes things like buckets and socks, for instance, so there’s a lack of transparency….”165


    He emphasized that Ukrainians, particularly decision makers, were growing frustrated with the opaque nature of the defense sector, and he specifically identified Pasternak’s partnering entity as central to the problem. Efforts were supposedly underway to make the “whole process more open and transparent, especially also when it comes to Ukroboronprom.”166


    A report from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace found that the Ukrainian defense sector was plagued by a “lack of internal coordination between structures; lack of civilian and parliamentary oversight of the armed forces; incomplete integration of volunteers into the regular army; impunity and abusive behavior in the conflict zone; and systemic corruption and non-transparency of budgets.”167


    The Carnegie report concluded that Ukroboronprom was a primary driver of corruption:


    The problem is exacerbated by the fact that one state-owned conglomerate, Ukroboronprom—variously referred to as a “monster” and a “parasite”—enjoys a de facto monopoly over Ukraine’s defense industry.168


    Indeed, the Trump administration was beginning to view Ukroboronprom as a center of corruption in the Ukrainian defense sector.


    By mid-2018, the Trump administration was digging into corruption in Ukraine (President Trump was especially concerned with misspent U.S. foreign aid). Trump’s State Department specifically identified Ukroboronprom as a corrupt entity.169


    “Ukroboronprom remains very much an umbrella group that provides many of the opportunities for corruption in the military security sphere in Ukraine,” Deputy Assistant Secretary Jorgan K. Andrews said at a foreign press briefing on June 26, 2018. “This umbrella organization [Ukroboronprom] was created to provide kind of this overarching cover for all of the other defense industrial enterprises,” Andrews went on. “And so that middleman doesn’t need to exist, and that middleman provides opportunities for corruption.”170


    The State Department deputy left little doubt that Trump’s State and Defense Departments were “working closely with Ukrainian counterparts to recommend serious, profound reforms to the defense industrial sector.”171


    Why was Schiff so concerned with Trump seeking to investigate corruption in Ukraine? How many other impeachment-obsessed Democrats had taken money from Pasternak or other Ukrainian interests? Would placing a hold on military aid to Ukraine affect Pasternak’s contracts with Ukroboronprom?


    These questions and so many others demand answers.


    Uranium One Cover-up and the 2016 Collusion Delusion


    The allegations of Trump-Russia collusion are rooted in Ukraine and center around Trump’s former campaign manager Paul Manafort. On August 14, 2016, the Ukrainian efforts to sabotage the Trump campaign went public.


    The New York Times published a report titled “Secret Ledger in Ukraine Lists Cash for Donald Trump’s Campaign Chief.” The report was based on anonymous sources who alleged that Manafort was implicated in a bribery scheme (evidenced by secret payments documented in the so-called “black ledger”). The report was published on a Sunday night, and by Monday morning the allegations had gone viral internationally.172


    Then the Clinton spin machine sprang into action. Clinton’s friend, fundraiser, and confidante David Brock used his Media Matters blog (another recipient of Soros’ largesse) to blast the Manafort story and pressure the media to do likewise.173


    On the morning of Friday, August 19, 2016, CBS News interviewed Serhiy Leshchenko, the Ukrainian who worked with the National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine (NABU) and the DNC operative Alexandra Chalupa on the dubious black ledger story. Coincidentally, Leshchenko worked with Soros operatives and was at the March 2014 meeting in Kiev (per the leaked OSF memo), and Chalupa was a longtime Clinton ally (and former Clinton White House staffer) working to advance her candidacy.174


    During the interview, CBS News aired small snippets of the alleged black ledger on screen. After the interview, Leshchenko quickly posted a link to the interview (uploaded by Clinton-linked Media Matters) on his Facebook page. His comment read:


    Our morning’s report on Yanukovych’s money for Manafort…hit the morning news of the American TV channel CBS News. I think this was the last nails in the cover of Manafort’s coffin. I hope that Trump is with him. (translation)175


    Before lunchtime, Manafort had resigned from the Trump campaign.176


    It did not take long for the Chalupas to take a victory lap. Alexandra’s sister Andrea emailed her colleagues: “Exciting day: Paul Manafort resigned from the Trump campaign and will likely face an investigation for not declaring being a foreign agent while lobbying for Yanukovych and his party.”177


    Chalupa’s and her Ukrainian colleagues’ efforts—which she admitted to—helped fan the flames of an FBI operation already underway code-named “Crossfire Hurricane.” The Crossfire Hurricane operation (run by the FBI’s top officials, including James Comey, Andrew McCabe, and FBI “lovebirds” Peter Strzok and Lisa Page) was examining possible collusion between the Trump campaign and Russia. That FBI probe ultimately led to a special counsel investigation headed by former FBI Director Robert Mueller. But after many months (and millions spent), Mueller came up with no evidence of collusion.178


    Unsatisfied, Trump’s opponents prepared for their next effort to remove him from the White House. This time, Trump was accused of abusing his power by questioning Ukraine’s ongoing corruption and raising doubts over whether foreign aid to Ukraine was being misused—completely valid concerns.


    The impeachment case that Schiff and the House managers presented was flimsy. Impeachable offenses must meet the constitutional threshold of “high crimes and misdemeanors,” but the Democrats’ charges—“abuse of power” and “obstruction of Congress”—were not even real crimes (which the Democrats openly acknowledged). The allegation was that Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky had been pressured to investigate the Bidens and Burisma or risk losing its U.S. aid.179


    It took less than two months for Trump’s legal team to expose the weaknesses in that evidence and defeat Schiff’s impeachment effort.


    Trump Exonerated


    On February 5, 2020, President Trump was acquitted on both charges leveled against him by the House managers. The so-called “Schiff Show” had finally ended. The impeachment inquiry formally began on September 24, 2019, but efforts to remove Donald Trump began literally minutes after he was inaugurated in January 2017.180


    Trump maintains that his interaction with Zelensky was a “perfect phone call,” and the transcript released by the White House contains no apparent quid pro quo (an allegation that Schiff repeated ad nauseam).181


    To understand Trump’s motives, some context must be applied. The very real problem of corruption in Ukraine dates back decades—since the fall of the Soviet Union, Ukraine has consistently ranked among the most corrupt countries in Europe (and possibly the world).182


    The specific issues that Trump asked Zelensky to get to the bottom of were allegations of Ukrainian interference in the 2016 election and possible bribery involving Biden.


    The allegations that Ukraine meddled in the 2016 election were first publicized by New York Times reporter Ken Vogel (at Politico at the time). Vogel and his colleague David Stern reported that the Ukrainian government worked closely with DNC operatives to support the Clinton campaign. The alleged bribery efforts involving Burisma and Biden date back to the collapse of Obama’s Russia reset and subsequent efforts to perform damage control on Obama’s disastrous Russia policy via Ukraine. While at the New York Times, Vogel reported on the Biden allegations as well.183


    The allegations that Trump asked Zelensky to investigate implicate numerous individuals (including Biden and Clinton) and their tangled web of cross-border relationships that span continents and decades. Obama was at the center of this web. Obama, his former officials, and their cronies circled their wagons around Clinton first and then again around Biden. The implications are manifold.


    Not only was Trump exonerated and cleared of the charge that his campaign colluded with Russia, but in an ironic twist, DNC operative Chalupa reportedly solicited Ukrainian officials for dirt on Trump stating that the “DNC wanted to collect evidence [proving] that Trump, his organization and Manafort were Russian assets.” Chalupa supplied Clinton’s team with Trump dirt after coordinating with Ukrainian officials—in other words, they colluded. Chalupa tried to distance herself from her previous statement, but more evidence indicates she was correct the first time. Furthermore, current and former government officials close to Vice President Biden attempted to conceal the Ukrainian collusion along with Biden’s alleged corruption.184


    For example, the alleged “whistleblower” who kicked off the Trump impeachment inquiry in September 2019 was a thirty-three-year-old CIA operative named Eric Ciaramella. Ciaramella was an Obama NSC holdover who reportedly expressed hostility toward Trump and sought to undermine the president beginning in 2017. Three of Ciaramella’s NSC colleagues—Ukraine-born Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Vindman and staffers Sean Misko and Abby Grace—played major roles in the impeachment effort. Misko and Grace left the NSC to join Congressman Schiff’s staff in 2019. Vindman reportedly relayed the July 25 Zelensky call to Ciaramella, who then worked with Schiff’s staff on the complaint against Trump (an allegation that Schiff’s office denied).185


    A further shocking development was that Ciaramella (a Ukraine analyst who advised Biden) met with DNC contractor Chalupa during the 2016 campaign as she investigated then-candidate Trump. The proximity of these obscure relationships is unsettling and has compelled lawmakers and government watchdogs to demand further investigations.186


    Had the Democrats not promoted the Trump-Russia conspiracy theory so vigorously, it is possible that House Republicans and President Trump’s legal team would have left the 2016 election in the past. Ironically, during the efforts to defend Trump against baseless accusations of being “Putin’s puppet,” investigators uncovered a broader and more convincing case that the Clinton campaign (with help from Obama officials and the DNC) colluded with multiple foreign governments—primarily Ukraine, the U.K., and Australia—to influence the 2016 election campaign.187


    Obama’s doctrine had proven to be little more than an elusive aspiration. The Democrats had overplayed their hand. And it had boomeranged.

  


  
    CHAPTER 10



    URANIUM ONE, SPYGATE, AND IMPEACHMENT



    What They Portend
for the Future


    Robert Mueller had been at the witness table several long hours when Congressman Will Hurd finally chimed in. Now in his midseventies, Mueller, the Justice Department special counsel who oversaw the Trump-Russia probe was not quite the same crisp-speaking Marine whom Americans had come to know as their FBI director during the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, terror attacks through his retirement in 2013.1


    But his experience still loomed as an asset, especially when it came to the art of refusing to bite on politically loaded questions. He had just finished a five-minute, rapid-fire round of questions from Representative Joaquin Castro (D-TX) that clearly had frustrated the Democrat’s effort to pin him down on questions about former Trump fixer Michael Cohen.2


    Mueller’s answers were classic dodges. “I can’t adopt your characterization,” he answered Castro at one moment. The next, he added: “I can’t speak to that.” A few seconds later he threw in “I’m not certain I could go that far,” and finished with, “I defer to you on that….I can’t get into details….I can’t speak to that.” Castro yielded back his time, unsatisfied by his effort to get Mueller to bite on his preferred story line.3


    Hurd, a Republican from Texas, was up next. A former CIA officer, he shared a common intelligence community experience with the former FBI director. But the odds that he would fare better than Castro in extracting new information from Mueller seemed equally long.4


    Over the first few hours of the nationally televised hearing, the prosecutor had tenaciously stuck to the text of his four-hundred-plus page report, which had concluded a few months earlier that the Trump campaign had not demonstrably colluded with Vladimir Putin to hijack the 2016 election.5


    Hurd was a few seconds into his Q and A when he sprang a question that uncharacteristically got Mueller to stray outside the confines of his report.


    Hurd knew that Mueller had not addressed in his final report anything about the widely reported rumor that Trump’s campaign may have used a computer server inside the Alfa Bank of Russia to secretly communicate with Team Putin during the 2016 election.6


    It was an odd omission given how much attention that allegation had been given in the court of public opinion over three years, contributing to the relentless media narrative of Trump-Russia collusion.


    The tale appeared to start in the summer of 2016 with a computer blogger who went by the name “Tea Leaves” and an Indiana University computer sciences professor (and Hillary Clinton supporter) named L. Jean Camp. The data they published supposedly demonstrated mysterious computer pings between the Trump Tower in New York and Alfa Bank in Moscow.7


    By early fall, FBI General Counsel James Baker had brought similar allegations into the bureau’s counterintelligence team, courtesy of a data dump he got from a lawyer who represented the Democratic National Committee (DNC).8 (No political motive there!)


    About the same time, Christopher Steele, the former MI6 operative working as a Hillary Clinton opposition researcher for Fusion GPS, walked the Alfa Bank allegation into a senior State Department official, Kathleen Kavalec. She immediately forwarded it to the FBI (though she also cast doubt on its veracity).9


    Glenn Simpson, the former Wall Street Journal reporter who ran Fusion GPS, did his best to sell the same rumor to senior Justice Department official Bruce Ohr during an early December contact. Ohr shipped it to the FBI as well.10


    And numerous media outlets—Slate, CNN, The New York Times, and The New Yorker among them—peddled the allegation over two years.11


    While the FBI had tried its best to shut down the Alfa Bank rumor for months—its agents had debunked it early on as nothing more than routine computer pings, most likely from marketing spam—Mueller’s team had been silent on the issue. So, Hurd took a crack at getting an answer.12


    “On October 31st, 2016, Slate published a report suggesting that a server at Trump Tower was secretly communicating with Russia’s Alfa Bank, and then I quote, ‘akin to what criminal syndicates do.’ Do you know if that story is true?” the congressman asked.


    “Do not. Do not,” Mueller answered rather hurriedly.


    Hurd was not satisfied, convinced that Mueller’s team must have examined such a high-profile claim.


    “You do not?” he replied in a surprised tone.


    “…know if it’s true,” Mueller answered.


    “So you did not investigate these allegations that are suggestive of potential Trump/Russia…” Hurd began to ask before Mueller cut him off.


    “Because I believe it not true doesn’t mean it would not be investigated,” the silver-haired prosecutor snapped back. “It may well have been investigated. Although my belief at this point, it’s not true.”


    Hurd had created one of the few newsworthy moments in the hearing, extracting from Mueller a tidbit of information that fell outside the findings specified in his report.13


    Two words. Not true.


    Those words summarized not only Mueller’s assessment of the Alfa Bank allegation. They might as well have been the title for a bad Broadway musical celebrating the decade-long fiasco that began with the 2009 Russia reset and ended with Trump’s impeachment in 2019.


    Time and again, government, political, and media elites made declarations to the American public that turned out to be false.


    The Obama-Clinton team declared that their “reset” (an appeasement strategy that gave away America’s nuclear business to Moscow) would make Russia a close friend. Obama said that the strategy succeeded.14


    Not true.


    Hillary Clinton and Ambassador Michael McFaul declared Skolkovo the solution to creating a peaceful spy-free technology partnership with Russia.15


    Not true.


    Steele declared in his infamous dossier that his sources had told him that there was a “well-developed conspiracy” between Trump and Putin to hijack the 2016 election.16


    Not true. And even his primary intelligence source disowned much of what had been attributed to him in the dossier.17


    James Comey and Rod Rosenstein, two creatures of the permanent Justice Department (DOJ) bureaucracy, declared that the information submitted to secure a Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) warrant targeting the Trump campaign in October 2016 went through a rigorous process to ensure that it had been verified.18


    Not only was this claim not true, the DOJ inspector general identified fifty-one claims that the FBI and DOJ made in the warrant applications that were demonstrably false, misleading, or unsubstantiated.19 Comey would later admit his defense of the FISA warrant was misguided. “I was wrong,” he told Fox News’ Chris Wallace.


    The FBI declared that there was good reason to believe that Trump advisor Carter Page was influenced by the Russians.


    Not true. Page was actually a CIA asset providing intel on Russia matters, and an FBI lawyer had to alter a document to hide this fact from the FISA judges.20


    Joe Biden declared that there was nothing untoward with his son Hunter taking a job with a Ukrainian natural gas company (Burisma Holdings) that had a reputation for corruption while the vice president oversaw U.S. policy in that country.21


    Not true. A State Department official testified that he and his colleagues saw the appearance of a conflict of interest and even tried to block some federal business from going to Burisma on Hunter Biden’s watch because of corruption concerns.22


    House Democrats in their impeachment proceedings declared that there was evidence that Trump withheld foreign aid in a July 2019 call with Ukraine’s president as pressure for an investigation of the Bidens.23


    Not true. Ukrainian prosecutors had already opened the investigation months earlier, and there was no mention of foreign aid being tied to a Biden investigation in the call.24


    Politics has always involved degrees of lying, exaggeration, and mistruths. As comics like to joke, “show me a good politician and I’ll show you a good liar.” But the ten-year period that began with the Obama presidency in 2009 was a far more consequential Decade of Deceit.


    Some of that deceit came from a new mastery by foreign adversaries of the ancient spy craft of disinformation. As Russia showed with its intervention in the 2016 American election, the 2010s opened a new era of social media manipulation, information insecurity, and manufactured news that could be hijacked to foment social and political unrest. The United States is a prime target for all those foreign adversaries that resent the success of our economy and the freedoms afforded by our democracy.25


    U.S. military and intelligence chiefs are right to raise the alarm about this trend, and American high-tech companies are justified in seeking new fortifications to this advanced form of warfare.


    But the more consequential deceit of the last decade came from institutions—the FBI, the Justice Department, the State Department, and the mainstream media—where truth had once been mandatory for the bedrock trust the American public placed in them.26


    For the first time, we saw in the 2010s a systematic effort by players in these institutions to knowingly and willfully promote falsehoods to achieve bureaucratic and political outcomes or, possibly, to foment division in America.27


    This institutional dishonesty had proliferated faster than North Korean missile tests, Iranian enrichment sites, or mating bunnies. And the advent of social media and “Big Tech” companies added digital warfare to the arsenal. False stories could be propagated at the speed of light on the information highway, and dissenting voices were stifled through digital censorship unseen in any prior era.


    At the same time, nonprofit institutions funded by a new generation of American billionaires like George Soros could wage information and disinformation campaigns to achieve ideological outcomes sought by their benefactors. And the American public would accept the incoming data because of the good-sounding name of the group, the reputation of its billionaire founder, or the hipness of its social media appeals.28


    Just as alarming, a financially weakened and less-experienced journalism profession began to aid and abet disinformation in ways that would make Walter Cronkite turn in his grave.


    Can you remember a time when an FBI lawyer was caught doctoring an official government document to deceive a court? It happened during the Trump-Russia collusion case.29


    The boldness of this new generation of federal bureaucrats to impose their own will cannot be overstated. Not when you consider the crafty dishonesty employed by the FBI in sustaining the myth of the Steele dossier.


    It turns out that the FBI interviewed Steele’s primary source in early January 2017—just a few months into the Trump-Russia investigation. The source disowned much of the intelligence attributed to him in the Steele dossier and admitted that the claim of Trump being compromised by a Russian prostitute was a “rumor and speculation,” not fact.30


    Justice Department Inspector General Michael Horowitz’s December 2019 report lays bare just how definitively the source knocked down the Steele dossier, which at the time provided much of the justification for the FBI’s FISA warrant targeting the Trump campaign.


    The January 2017 interview “raised doubts about the reliability of Steele’s descriptions of information in his election reports. During the FBI’s January interview, at which Case Agent 1, the supervisory intel analyst, and representatives of NSD were present, the [source] told the FBI that he/she had not seen Steele’s reports until they became public that month, and…made statements indicating that Steele misstated or exaggerated the [source’s] statements in multiple sections of the reporting.”31


    In earlier generations, such a reversal of an informer’s evidence essential to a court proceeding would have led to an immediate alert to the judges, the end of the wiretapping and surveillance, and the likely shutdown of the entire investigation. But not inside this FBI, run by James Comey and Andrew McCabe.


    Instead of shutting shown its FISA operation, the bureau renewed the surveillance warrant three more times to cover the next nine months. This made it look to the court as though Steele’s source had actually substantiated the dossier, when in fact the source had disowned it.32


    As Horowitz observes, “We found no evidence that the Crossfire Hurricane team ever considered whether any of the inconsistencies warranted reconsideration of the FBI’s previous assessment of the reliability of the Steele election reports.”33


    This was not any old whopper. It had far-reaching consequences. The FBI was allowed to spy, without justification, on Page and the Trump apparatus for nearly a year, and the entire country was allowed to suffer through the Trump-Russia scandal for two more years even though it had been mostly contrived. Meanwhile, Trump’s nascent presidency was handicapped out of the gate by a manufactured scandal driven by epic falsehoods.34


    Such institutional dishonesty was exposed across the political landscape by the Trump-Russia collusion narrative, from the New York Times false story in February 2017 that U.S. intelligence had corroborated collusion between senior members of the Trump campaign and Russian intelligence, to Adam Schiff’s repeated assertions after FBI briefings that evidence had been collected of a Russia-Trump conspiracy. Neither (among so many other false bombshells) was true.35


    Not even Putin, in his wildest dreams, could imagine how some computer server hacks and $150,000 spent on social ads in 2016 would be amplified by a bogus scandal propagated and sustained for three years by America’s own institutions.36


    At the dawn of a new decade, there is one overarching lesson that America must digest from the progression of the failed Russia reset to the Uranium One scandal to allegations of Trump-Russia collusion, and, eventually, impeachment.


    We are entering a new era of information warfare, and foreign adversaries are not the only perpetrators. American institutions, long trusted to give us the truth neutrally, are now active participants in misinformation, deceit, or shading of the facts. The consequences are far reaching, and the solutions are not easily devised.


    There is reason to suspect that the political divide that has separated left and right in America in recent years may be worsened by this trend. What cost will this new era of institutionalized disinformation impose on American democracy, unity, and sovereignty?


    This is but one lesson of the fallout from the last decade.


    Vladimir Putin began the 2010s with his KGB skills and a nuclear arsenal but little else to leverage for regional or global advantage. He had a weak economy, technological gaps, and little influence or capital outside Eastern Europe.


    Now, thanks to the giveaways of the failed Obama-Clinton reset, Putin begins the next decade with gas and uranium monopolies that prop up his economy and make both Europe and the United States more dependent on his resources. His strategy to weaponize Russia’s energy sector as a geopolitical game changer has been all but accomplished.


    Thanks to the bungled Skolkovo experiment, his country has access to far more Western technology with half the need for espionage, as evidenced by the Russian president’s prized new hypersonic missiles that travel at twenty-seven times the speed of sound.37


    His military has been rebuilt and is flexing its muscle in far more places than a decade ago, including Syria and Ukraine. And he faces an America torn from within by a series of political scandals—some funded by Democrats or furthered falsely by U.S. bureaucrats and the news media—that have tarnished both U.S. democracy and its most trusted institutions.


    Irrefutably, Putin is more firmly in control of Russia’s destiny at the dawn of the 2020s because of America’s many failures to combat his asymmetric aggression in the preceding decade. Putin is not invincible, though, as the Trump sanctions and the limited economic options for Moscow still expose. But vigorous American leadership will be required to execute a far more coherent and strategic Russian policy than the one that Obama began with in 2009.


    Finally, the American experience with Iran, Syria, North Korea, and the Russian reset have created a poignant body of evidence that a U.S. foreign policy that relies heavily on appeasement and blind trust in adversaries and “frenemies” only weakens the United States.


    This is an instinctual lesson that Trump embraced early as he crafted his America First agenda that appealed to a large plurality of Americans. And it is a bitter pill that some liberal security revisionists are now beginning to swallow when it comes to looking back at the Obama reset with Moscow.


    In March 2018, the reliably liberal Brookings Institution sought to provoke such a debate on the left by republishing an article from a month earlier entitled “Don’t Rehabilitate Obama on Russia.” The article warned readers “not [to] slip into collective amnesia over the Obama administration’s weak and underwhelming response to Russian aggression.”38


    Throughout his presidency, Obama consistently underestimated the challenge posed by Putin’s regime. His foreign policy was firmly grounded in the premise that Russia was not a national security threat to the United States. In 2012, Obama disparaged candidate Mitt Romney for exaggerating the Russian threat—“The 1980s are now calling to ask for their foreign policy back because the Cold War’s been over for 20 years,” Obama quipped.39


    This breezy attitude prevailed even as Russia annexed Crimea, invaded eastern Ukraine, intervened in Syria, and hacked the Clinton campaign and the DNC. Obama’s response during these critical moments was cautious at best and feckless at worst.


    Even the imposition of sanctions on Russia for its invasion of Ukraine was accompanied by so much propitiation and restraint elsewhere that it did not deter Russia from subsequent aggression, including the risky 2016 influence operation in the United States. Obama, confident that history was on America’s side, for the duration of his time in office underestimated the damaging impact Russia could achieve through asymmetric means.


    What is so remarkable about the sustained Democratic effort to destroy and/or end Trump’s presidency is that inherent in its many manufactured attacks are clear projections of the party’s own foreign policy missteps when it governed during the Obama era.


    For instance, the impeachment articles accuse Trump of withholding U.S. foreign aid to force a decision in Ukraine. Yet Vice President Joe Biden did just that in 2016 when, by his own admission, he ordered Ukraine’s president to fire the country’s chief prosecutor or lose $1 billion in U.S. loan guarantees. And the Clinton-funded Steele dossier accused Trump of conspiring with Russia to the detriment of America, something that the Uranium One, nuclear fuel, and Skolkovo giveaways actually achieved.40


    Meanwhile, even as Trump has been accused of being Putin’s puppet, he has been far firmer and more aggressive in his dealings with Putin than Obama ever was. Trump’s sanctions on Russia are far tougher than Obama’s, and the forty-fifth president did something that his predecessor had not: he gave Ukraine lethal aid to resist future Russian aggression. Yet none of this is acknowledged by the media, since it would fatally compromise the Russian collusion narrative.41


    If Trump survives and wins a second term, he should be armed with a mandate to create his own Trump Doctrine. Such a foreign policy could eradicate the failings of both George W. Bush’s endless wars and Barack Obama’s appeasement at all costs. As such, it could return America to an era of peace through strength that typified the presidencies of Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush, and Bill Clinton. During his first term, Trump has flashed some pillars of such a potential doctrine.


    One tenet is that if America draws a red line, it must act when crossed. Obama waffled on such foreign policy delimiters, often turning them into dotted lines that emboldened bad actors. Trump has declared that his red lines will remain red, as he demonstrated when he executed Iran’s top general with a drone strike in January 2020 after Tehran refused to stop perpetrating attacks on U.S. personnel in Iraq.42


    A second pillar is that America will never stop seeking the return of its hostages but at the same time will not pay cash for such returns. Trump’s commitment and success with hostage negotiations involving North Korea, Iran, and the Taliban have been born in part by a clear policy. The enemy knows what to expect going in, and coming out.


    Trump’s clarion call for other nations to step up and fund or man security operations across the globe is another potential tent pole for his foreign policy doctrine. Trump is not an isolationist as some have claimed, but he also does not believe in endless wars or that America must always be the global cop. And just because America can do something militarily now, or has done something in the past, does not mean that it should necessarily be done in the future. Military action as a potent but last resort is Trump’s comfort zone.43


    Similarly, the forty-fifth American president understands that all deals are not the same. Some do not have to be consummated, officiated, or credited to American leadership. They can be fostered in secret and even executed by allies. As America’s self-proclaimed “dealmaker in chief,” Trump grasped early in his presidency that sometimes a too visible American role can be detrimental to negotiations.44


    America can lead, even when it is quiet or invisible. And the regional dealmaking that Trump quietly fostered in the Middle East starting in 2019 may have far more long-term consequences for America than the Hail Mary throws for a global Middle East deal that always proved elusive.


    Whether it is Trump or a new president, the most important challenge of 2021 is to create a coherent long-term strategy that defines the American interest, globally and regionally. For most of the twentieth century, nearly every president’s foreign policy began with a definition of the American interest.


    The values and objectives in the American interest definition guided not only the U.S. security and diplomacy bureaucracies, but also the expectations of both allies and foes abroad. But in recent years, particularly under Barack Obama, foreign policy decisions became more fungible and episodic, detached from the larger values, interests, or objectives defined by the American interest.45


    Obama’s lack of a consistent foreign policy doctrine led to the unnecessary destabilization of Libya, where Muammar Gaddafi had been providing U.S. counterterrorism assistance. It also led to a complete misread of the Arab Spring uprising and the missed opportunity to ride the 2009 Green Movement in Iran to a regime change that would oust the ruling mullahs. Finally, the excessive giveaways of the Russia reset cannot be traced to clear American interests. They benefited Putin far more than the domestic interest.46


    The geopolitical continuum that began with Obama’s bungled Russian reset and ended with Trump’s impeachment cannot be repeated in the next decade. The challenges abroad and at home are too vexing, and the costs of failure too great.


    The America of the 2020s must eschew the mistakes of the past decade and chart a new course that strengthens America abroad and unites it at home. The only question is whether America’s current leaders can embrace and execute the mission.
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