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Dictatorship sent billions through Denmark’s
bi�est bank
For several years the Azerbaijani regime channelled large sums of money through Denmark’s biggest bank – Danske

Bank - to curry favour from regime-friendly prominent politicians and officials throughout Europe. The information

was found by analyzing a major data leak to Berlingske. It looks like bribery, experts say. Danske Bank admits to have

violated AML regulations.
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Redaktør og souschef

Over a number of years, the brutal regime in Azerbaijan used four accounts in Denmark’s biggest

bank – Danske Bank - to transfer large amounts of money. The funds served to line the pockets of

influential politicians, high-ranking officials, as well as influential media figures across the globe

at the same time praised and defended the regime in public.

Authorities and experts say the regime used the four Danske Bank accounts to pay for positive

publicity and bribing politicians and election observers – and that way influenced international

politics.

Among the many high-profile recipients of money from the regime are a former German

politician and election observer, a presidential candidate from an EU member country, an Italian

member of the Council of Europe as well as the husband of the head of UNESCO, the UN agency.

Berlingske, a leading newspaper in Denmark obtained a major leak about Danske Bank. This

includes detailed account information and bank statements showing thousands of transactions

going through Danske Bank from 2012 to 2014. Berlingske has shared this material with the

international journalism organisation OCCRP and analysed the data in collaboration with a

number of media outlets across the globe.

Several experts say that, by not acting on these highly suspicious transactions, Danske Bank

appears to be in serious breach of money-laundering regulations, set up to prevent international

crime and corruption.

For instance, Danske Bank does not appear to have confirmed the identity of the real owners of

the company entities used to set up the accounts, and no red alerts seem to have been triggered

by deeply suspicious payments going in and out of these accounts, though clearly not relevant to

the companies’ fields of operation.

»Danske Bank is breaking all the basic rules on money-laundering in this case,« says Jakob

Dedenroth Bernhoft, an expert on money-laundering laws and CEO of Revisorjura.dk, which

advises on accountancy law.

Lars Krull, a senior advisor at Aalborg University and an expert on Danish money-laundering

regulations, considers the case “extremely serious”.

“Money flows as large and illogical as these simply need to be flagged up by a bank,” Lars Krull

says.

According to Flemming Pristed, Group General Counsel of Danske Bank, the case is

“unfortunately yet another example showing that we failed to prevent our being exploited for

money laundering and other illegal activities at our Estonian branch during the period.”. 

 

Only a few months ago, Danske Bank found itself at the heart of another case of money-

laundering – this time through the Eastern European country of Moldova – which was revealed by

Berlingske this spring.

The head of Transparency International in Denmark, Christian Ougaard, has looked at the latest

case which he calls a “perfect example” of everything that can go wrong when a bank does not

follow money-laundering regulations.

https://www.occrp.org/en/azerbaijanilaundromat/
https://www.berlingske.dk/finans/laundered-billions-poured-through-danish-banks
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”This is a lesson on the many faces of corruption,” he says.

Notorious corruption

The former Soviet republic of Azerbaijan is ruled by President Ilham Aliyev, who inherited office

after his father and, controversially, recently appointed his wife to the second-highest position in

the country as Vice President. The regime has been criticised by organisations such as Human

Rights Watch and Transparency International, citing rampant corruption, lack of democratic

elections, and imprisonment of political activists and critical journalists.

“Azerbaijan’s government continues to wage a vicious crackdown on critics and dissenting

voices,” writes Human Rights Watch, whilst Amnesty in its latest report on the country, points to

persistent “reports of torture” and “random imprisonments of the regime’s critics”.

Despite numerous requests to ministeries, embassies and the President’s administration, the

regime has not answered Berlingske.

The material obtained by Berlingske includes data on 16,000 transactions amounting to a total of

18 billion Danish kroner - some 2,9 billion US dollars - going into and out of four accounts in the

Estonian branch of Danske Bank. They are all registered in Great Britain but also have an address

for operation in Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan. The accounts are registered under four

companies: Polux Management LP, Hilux Services LP, Metastar Invest LLP, and LCM Alliance LLP.

According to British company registries all four are owned by companies in offshores, whilst the

real owners are hidden.

According to public prosecutors in Italy, which have long been investigating these companies in

connection with a corruption case, the flows of money going through these accounts were

controlled by representatives of the Azerbaijani regime. This is documented by internal emails,

seized in police raids, in which regime representatives promise to transfer money from the

companies.

Berlingske and OCCRP have analysed the money flows into and out of the four accounts. This

analysis shows that a large amount of the money deposited in the accounts came directly from

the regime – i.e. Ministry of Defence Industry of Republic of Azerbaijan, the Ministry of

Emergency Situations, and a special military unit, the Special State Protection Service, which

refers directly to Azerbaijan’s President Aliyev.

of Azerbaijan Ilham Alijev.Foto:Wojtek Radwanski

Money was also transferred from a number of large companies owned by either the state or by

powerful wealthy Azerbaijanis with close ties to the presidential couple or the country’s power

elite. As an example, transactions show some 1.4 billion USD being transferred by Baktelekom

MMC – a company that, at first sight, appears identical to a major telecoms operator but which, on

closer inspection, turns out to be an empty shell with no website or activities. According to

research done by Berlingske and OCCRP, the company was established by Rasim Asadov, son of

the country’s first interior minister.

A large number of the transfers comes directly from accounts in International Bank of Azerbaijan,

the country’s largest bank, which is controlled by the government.

The President of Azerbaijan Ilham Alijev.
Foto: Wojtek Radwanski.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/02/22/azerbaijans-president-has-chosen-a-new-vp-his-wife/?utm_term=.0a369567a288
https://www.transparency.org/country/AZE
https://www.hrw.org/evropa-i-srednyaya-aziya/azerbaijan
https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/europe-and-central-asia/azerbaijan/report-azerbaijan/
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The analysis of the transactions also shows where the money from the four accounts went: into

accounts belonging to a string of prominent figures and companies. Several of these are

politicians or officials who were publicly defending the regime and fighting its cause concurrently

with these transactions.

Election observer rewarded

One of them is Eduard Lintner, a German politician from the CSU conservative party who and

former member of the German Bundestag. He acted as an observer to the 2013 presidential

elections in Azerbaijan. These elections caused international concern in a number of ways – not

least when the country’s official election committee accidentally released a public statement the

day before the election, stating that the president had been reelected. This slip-up was held by

critics as evidence that the election result had been predetermined. But while international

organisations such as the OSCE, which acts as an election observer, subsequently criticized the

elections as being anything but fair and free, Mr. Lintner struck a rather more positive note:

“The election process itself was organized at a high level and meets such standards as in

Germany, for example,” he stated afterwards.

Just two weeks after the elections, Lintner received 61,000 euros from the Danske Bank account

of the company Polux. The purpose of the transfer is listed in banking documents as payment for

“services”. In 2012 and 2013, Lintner received further substantial payments – in total 1,1 million

USD - of a similar kind from the four accounts with links to the regime.

Lintner did not respond to requests from Berlingske for comment, but in an email to Berlingske’s

German collaborator, Süddeutsche Zeitung, he states that the payments related to activities

within the “Society for the Promotion of German-Azerbaijani Relations”, cofounded by Mr.

Lintner himself. Lintner also states to the German newspaper that the money was transferred on

behalf of a foundation by the name of “Civil Society Development of Azerbaijan”. The head of

this foundation is Elkhan Suleymanov, the Azerbaijani member of the Council of Europe. More on

him later in this article.

Mr. Lintner denies any further knowledge of the real owners of the four companies and maintains

that he acted in accordance with international standards in his role as election observer. Mr.

Lintner did not respond to further questions to elaborate on this.

The husband of Unesco’s head received large sums

Another prominent recipient of large sums of money from the Danske Bank accounts is the

Bulgarian Kalin Mitrev, who is married to fellow Bulgarian Irina Bokova, Director-General of

Unesco, the influential UN agency for education and culture. From 2012 to 2014 Kalin received a

substantial amount of money from the four company accounts - more than 300.000 euro.

For many years, Irina Bokova has had a close relationship with Azerbaijan and its presidential

couple: In 2010, the Azeri First Lady, Mehriban Alijeva, was given Unesco’s special Golden

Mozart Medal by Irina Bokova in person. Since then, the head of Unesco has met several times

with either the Azerbaijani President Alijev or his wife, and Unesco and Azerbaijan have held

several joint conferences. Ms. Bokova has also praised Azerbaijan for “promoting the goals and

objectives of Unesco” on issues such as freedom of speech, democracy and education for all. She

also has commended President Aliyev for fostering “intercultural dialogue” and paid “tribute” to

the First lady Aliyeva for her “steady commitment to Unesco’s projects and activities”.

http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/a-dictator-s-dream-azerbaijan-seeks-to-burnish-image-ahead-of-eurovision-a-806769.html
http://www.eurasianet.org/node/67607?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=twitter
http://www.osce.org/institutions/110015?download=true
https://www.rferl.org/a/azerbaijan-elections-aliyev-hasanli-liveblog/25131284.html
http://avciya.az/az/staff.html
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/unesco/about-us/who-we-are/director-general/biography/
http://heydar-aliyev-foundation.org/en/content/view/53/1112/Mehriban-Aliyeva-receives-UNESCO%60s-Mozart-Gold-medal
http://www.mfa.gov.az/en/content/556
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/media-services/single-view/news/director_general_irina_bokova_and_president_ilham_aliyev_dee/
https://en.trend.az/azerbaijan/society/2427221.html
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One example of these transactions appeared in October 2013. By the end of the month Kalin

Mitrev receiceived a transaction of 20.000 euros from the Danske Bank account of the company

Polux. Shortly before this Irina Bokova had sent her “heartfelt congratulations” on behalf og

Unesco after the broadly criticized elections process. Furthermore Irina Bokova had  just

appeared at the opening of the photo exhibition “Azerbaijan – Land of Tolerance” at Unesco’s own

headquarters in Paris. The exhibition was organized by the Heydar Aliyev Foundation, an

Azerbaijani cultural foundation chaired by the First Lady, Mehriban Aliyeva.

In an email to Berlingske, Irina Bokova denies any problematic connection and calls Berlingske’s

questions “defamatory”. Her husband, Kalin Mitrev, explains in another email to Berlingske that

the payments related to consultancy work he did for an Azerbaijani company hired by the

government. In an answers to the OCCRP the company in questions confirms this. Kalin Mitrev

currently sits on the board of directors of the EU-owned European Bank for Reconstruction and

Development.

Presidential candidate and translator

Another prominent supporter of the presidential couple is the head of the Slovenian National

Party, Zmago Jelinčič Plemeniti, who is also a presidential candidate in elections due to be held

later this year. At the last election in 2007, he won almost 20 percent of votes in the Eastern

European EU country.

In 2012 Mr. Plemeniti received a transfer of 25.000 USD from the company Metastar’s account

with Danske Bank. He states in an email to Berlingske that this was payment for a translation into

Russian of the novel “Ukana”, which deals with an Azerbaijani national hero. Berlingske has

posed follow up question about possible conflict of interest but the party leader has not

responded to further questions from Berlingske for clarification.

Mr. Plementini is a close friend of the regime: He has spoken openly on behalf of Azerbaijan on a

number of occasions – not least on the subject of relations with neighbouring Armenia and a long-

standing dispute over the mountainous territory of Nagorno-Karabakh, which both countries

claim sovereignty over. For instance, in 2011, Plemeniti held substitute status with the Slovenian

delegation to the Council of Europe, an organization that consists of parliamentarians from across

Europe working to promote issues such as human rights and democracy. In this capacity, he co-

signed a letter clearly condemning Armenia for its role in this conflict.

In 2013, he was one of only few foreign politicians to openly congratulate President Aliyev on his

electoral victory – despite reports of massive election fraud. He was quoted in Azerbaijani media

as stating that Aliyev’s victory showed the “approval of the people of Azerbaijan of the great

successes achieved“, declaring also that the election of President Aliyev would “strengthen

Azerbaijan’s positions in the international arena”.

Italian politician prosecuted

But Mr. Plemeniti was not Azerbaijan’s only ally on the Council of Europe. The Italian

parliamentarian Luca Volontè has also been the recipient of large sums of money from the four

accounts. For a number of years, he headed the Group of the conservative European People’s

Party in the Council. While there, he received a number of transfers totalling more than two

million euro from the four companies’ accounts with Danske Bank, all through Volontè’s

foundation, Fondazione Novae Terrae, and his company L.G.V. Srl.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zmago_Jelin%C4%8Di%C4%8D_Plemeniti
https://azertag.az/en/xeber/arabic-283049
http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML2HTML-EN.asp?fileid=12953&lang=en
http://en.president.az/articles/9747
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These transactions have led to charges of money-laundering and corruption being brought

against Mr. Volontè in Italy. Berlingske is in possession of both the charge sheet and documentary

evidence from this investigation. According to Milan prosecutors, Volontè worked actively to

undermine a report in the Council of Europe that included criticism of Azerbaijan’s jailing of

political activists. This report was eventually voted down by the Council. During its investigation,

Italy’s financial fraud unit confiscated email exchanges between Mr Volonè and two

representatives of the Azerbaijani regime indicating that Volontè would work actively to support

the regime’s case with the Council of Europe in return for payments from two of the four

companies with accounts in Danske Bank, namely Hilux Services and Polux Management. In

other words, the Italian police claim in the charges brought against Volontè that the regime was

controlling the money flowing through these companies.

Mr Volontè did not respond to questions from Berlingske but has repeatedly denied any

wrongdoing in public. He explains the payments as being related to consulting and advisory work

for the Azerbaijani regime on promoting democracy in the country.

Media figure on the payroll

Luca Volontè’s case is due to be tried in Italy this autumn and has thrown the Council of Europe

into a deep crisis while the matter is being investigated by independent experts. Overall, the

Azerbaijani regime has faced fierce criticism for its role in the case. But a number of articles have

appeared in both German and English language, some on major German news media, all written

by the same author and almost always in support of Azerbaijan.

These articles were all written by a former CNN producer and freelance journalist by the name of

Eckert Sager.

Material held by Berlingske shows that Sager has received the equivalent of more than 2,8 million

US dollars into a bank account held in the United Arab Emirates.

In one of his articles, Elkhan Suleymanov, an Azerbaijani member of the Council of Europe, is

quoted as saying that “this ruthless slander and smear campaign against my country was a part of

a broad international conspiracy”.

He is the same Elkhan Suleymanov who heads up the foundation which Eduard Lintner claims

paid him.

An the same Elkhan Suleymanov appears in the prosecution’s evidence against Volontè: He and

his assistant told the Italian in a string of emails that he would receive payment through the

companies’ accounts in Danske Bank, according to the documents. Berlingske has not had any

response to requests sent to both Elkhan Suleymanov and Eckart Sager.

This is not the first time the German-born Sager has apparently received money from

controversial regimes. In 2011 it was revealed that his company, FBC Media, had been paid by

the Malaysian government to produce a number of rather rosy documentary films about the

country to be aired on the BBC.

Foto:Kasper Palsnov

As suspicious as it gets

Danske Bank.
Foto: Kasper Palsnov.

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/media/tv-radio/special-investigation-tv-company-takes-millions-from-malaysian-government-to-make-documentaries-for-2338813.html
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Despite the high-profile names involved, only a small number of the transactions – the equivalent

of approximately 51 million US dollars – went into accounts directly related to named persons.

The bulk of the money flows going through these four accounts involve offshore companies with

hard-to-trace ownership status, from across the world. Enormous sums of money were also spent

purchasing luxury goods such as diamonds, designer future and luxury cars, as well as building

material. All of these transactions add up to thousands of transfers for a large variety of purposes.

This in itself should have raised a few eyebrows in Danske Bank, says Lars Krull, the money-

laundering expert.

“It’s illogical to see money flowing into accounts in an Estonian branch from all kinds of strange

companies registered in tax shelters and then flowing out again to purveyors of foods, luxury cars

and designer kitchens all over the world.”

It was not Danske Bank – one of Scandinavia’s biggest – that wondered about the suspicious

transcations to begin with. It was the small Italian Bank, Banco di Credito Cooperativo di

Barlassina.

Anti money laundering regulations require banks to check whether payments going into and out

of accounts are consistent with the business model stated by the company in question.

For instance, banking documents relating to Hilux Services state that the company deals in foods

and construction equipment and would be expecting three to six payments per month.

But in actual fact, bank statements show dozens of payments being made on a daily basis, adding

up to substantial amounts of money from state companies and ministries in Azerbaijan, a place

that is known as a high-risk country when it comes to money-laundering and corruption.

Moreover, the money flowed on to politicians, officials and other individuals - a category of

recipients which banks need to pay particular attention to under money-laundering regulations,

as these recipients are obvious targets for corruption.

“It’s about as suspicious as it gets,” says Jakob Dedenroth Bernhoft, the money-laundering expert. 

 

One expert who has analysed the extensive data material is L. Burke Files, a partner at the US-

based advisory firm of Financial Examinations and Evaluations and an expert on financial

investigations.

In his view, the transactions should “absolutely have flagged up red warnings” at Danske Bank.

He sees the case as an example of how a regime managed to influence international politics due to

Danske Bank neglecting its responsibility. The signs of bribery in particular lead him to conclude

that this is a very serious case:

“On a scale of one to ten, I’d give it a ten.”

 

Mens du læser Berlingske
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… så brug et halvt minut på, hvorfor det er vigtigt at betale for Berlingske. Vi skal lære

at leve med coronavirussen, forstå krænkelsesdebatten, acceptere, at 100 års slægtskab

med USA smuldrer, og samtidig forholde os til migrantstrømme, klima og offentlig

velfærd. Det kræver, at vi er kritiske, oplyste borgere sammen – og det kræver et

borgerligt medie, der giver dig journalistik om det, der er væsentligst for dig. Også når

sandheden er ubekvem. 

Tom Jensen, ansvarshavende chefredaktør
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Intern mail sår tvivl om Danske Bank-topchefs

forsvar i hvidvasksag

Bagmænd i internationale kriminalsager brugte

Danske Bank og Nordea

Fire ansatte overvåger over 100 danske bankers

hvidvaskkontrol

En stråmand taler ud: »Jeg var direktør i 250

selskaber«

Politiet åbner efterforskning af sag om stråmand

med 250 selskaber

Hun hjalp rige russere med at kanalisere millioner

gennem Danmark: »Alt var lovligt«

Efter hvidvask-sag og Panama Papers: Partier

skærper indsats mod hvidvask

Nu skal hammeren for alvor falde ved hvidvask

Jagten er gået ind på sorte netværk bag hvidvask for

milliarder

Firmafabrikant fra hvidvasksag er under

tvangsopløsning
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ENGLISH: Money-laundering scandal at Danske Bank

spreading through the Baltics

English version: New data leak reveals far bi�er

extent of money laundering at Danske Bank than

previously thought

ENGLISH: Links to dead Russian lawyer behind

French money laundering probe against Danske

Bank

ENGLISH: Internal letter indicates Danske Bank hid

suspicious clients from authorities in money-

laundering scandal

English version: Shady clients engaged in suspicious

trades at Danske Bank
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BUSINESS

BUSINESS
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Folketingets vagthund under coronakrisen bliver
presset til det yderste: »Det er det rene ragnarok«
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Radioværten om singleliv og Tinder-skuffelser: »Jeg er ikke
typen, der stiller mig op i en bar og siger: Hey, jeg hedder Britt«
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Hun er rapkæftet, og
hendes navn er synonymt
med konservatisme – vil
Cheney trods nederlag
udfordre Trump i 2024?

DIREKTE CORONABLOG

Stor lempelse for rejsende til og fra Tyskland

NYHEDER  |  ABONNEMENT

Folk hives ud af bilerne og �år bank. Butikker
smadres. Optøjer i gaden kan gøre mareridt til
virkelighed for israelere og palæstinensere

Frankrig forbyder Mellemøst-protester af frygt for uro

OPINION  |  ABONNEMENT

Kommentar: Folketinget
bør spørge sig selv, om det
giver mening at lave regler
for noget, der ikke findes

Fra historisk succes til
den mest udskældte: Stik
dog Joys spindoktor et
kommunikationskursus!

NYHEDER  |  ABONNEMENT

Facebook efterlyser klare
regler for at tøjle hadefuld
debat: »Meget tæt på
umuligt« at ramme tonen

URO I S-BAGLAND  |  ABONNEMENT

S-folketingsmedlem stempler ind i intern
udlændingeuro: »Kunne ønske en anden balance«

Fredag eftermiddag tikkede en længere mail ind hos landets socialdemokrater fra
Mattias Tesfaye

Bent Winther om udviklingen i Socialdemokratiet: »Det er meget usædvanligt«

OPINION  |  ABONNEMENT

Økonom: Ingen har g�ort
mere for at skade Ruslands
økonomi end Putin
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Nordsjællandsk kommune tæt på nedlukning:
»De kan ikke lade øllene komme indenbords og
give den fuld skrue med hovedet under armen«

NYHEDER  |  ABONNEMENT

Tom og Axel bor i Danmarks rigeste sogn:
»Hvis nogen er rig og har en stor, flot bil, jamen
fred være med det. Det er bare dejligt for ham«

NYHEDER

Pressenævnet
kritiserer Berlingske

NYHEDER  |  ABONNEMENT

De er vurderet jobparate og modtager kontanthjælp:
Op til hver anden er ikke noteret som jobsøgende

NYHEDER  |  ABONNEMENT

Analyse: Derfor skal du
stadig regne med at sidde i
bilkø omkring København

NYHEDER  |  ABONNEMENT

For tre år siden ringede journalisterne pludselig til
Kaspar Colling. Nu sker det igen: Har forfatteren
forudset Socialdemokratiets store drøm?

NYHEDER

Endnu en aktør
dropper vaccinering:
Kan ikke »lægefagligt«
se sig selv i ordningen
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Til forsiden

1.

Liveblog: Få

seneste nyt

om

coronavirus

Sundhedsminister Magnus Heunicke,
justitsminister Nick Hækkerup,
Sundhedsstyrelsens direktør Søren
Brostrøm, direktør i Statens Serum
Institut Henrik Ullum samt direktør i
Styrelsen for Forsyningssikkerhed
Lisbet Zilmer-Johns afholder
pressemøde om status på covid-19,
genåbning og lokale nedlukninger, i
Eigtveds Pakhus i København, torsdag
den 25. marts 2021.

2.

Her er manden,

der kan have

afsluttet det 27 år

lange ægteskab

mellem Melinda

og Bill Gates

Melinda og Bill Gates, der står i
spidsen for den største og mest
effektive filantropiske fond i
verden, skal skilles. De nævner
ikke selv årsagen, men nu er en
mulig forklaring kommet frem.

3.

»Jeg synes, det er en

kvindes rolle at stå i et

køkken og lave mad til sin

mand,« siger Jalal – men så

tager programmet en

overraskende drejning

I programmet
»Macho« følger vi 26-
årige Jalal i hans
kamp for at finde ro i
rollen som en mand,
der står mellem to
kulturer.

4.

Engelske

sundhedsmyndigheder: To

stik med Pfizer-vaccine

reducerer risikoen for død

med 97 procent

Et
vaccinationscenter
i byen Hull i det
nordøstlige
England.

5.

Bogen blev kaldt

»et

mesterværk,« og

salget

eksploderede. Så

skrev en elev fra

8. klasse et brev

Blake Bailey havde skrevet et
mesterværk, jublede de
amerikanske medier i sidste
måned. Så skrev en elev fra hans
gamle 8.-klasse på en eliteskole et
åbent brev til The New York
Times, og det hele styrtede
sammen.

6.

Adele er god for 1,2

milliarder kroner.

Hendes far døde

ludfattig i en trailer:

Derfor hader så

mange deres forældre

Adele har mistet sin far,
men det er »en befrielse«,
siger en af hends venner.
Hun har fravalgt al kontakt
med sin far, og hun er en del
af en trend, siger forsker.

7.

Mange mænd fortryder deres

første skilsmisse – og det er der en

grund til

8.

Ærlig prins Joachim: Jeg oplever

samme utilfredshed som min far
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