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he Magnitsky Act, formerly known as the Russia 
and Moldova Jackson-Vanik Repeal and Sergei 
Magnitsky Rule of Law Accountability Act of 
2012, is a bipartisan bill approved by the US 
Congress and signed by President Barack Obama 

on 14th December 2012, with intention to punish Russian 
officials responsible for the death of Russian lawyer and 
auditor Sergei Magnitsky in a Moscow prison in 2009. While in 
prison, he developed gallstones, pancreatitis and acalculous 
cholecystitis but was refused medical treatment for months. 
Finally, after almost a year of imprisonment, he died. In 2008, 
Magnitsky untangled a dense web of tax fraud and graft 
involving 23 companies and a total of US$230 million linked to 
the Kremlin and individuals close to the Russian government. 
He instead became the target of investigations, arrested by 
authorities and kept in jail without charges.

I recently watched CNN’s programme, “Global Public Square” 
anchored by Fareed Zakaria, in which The Magnitsky Act’s 
connection to money given by the Russian government to 
about 10,000 Russian human rights abusers was addressed.

In response to the adoption of the Magnitsky Act, the Russian 
government denied Americans adoption of Russian children, 
issued a list of US officials prohibited from entering Russia, 
and posthumously convicted Magnitsky as guilty. In addition, 
the Russian government reportedly lobbied against the 
legislation acting through a public relations company led by 
Kenneth Duberstein. On 19th December 2012, the State Duma 
voted 400 to 4 to ban the international adoption of Russian 
children into the United States. The bill was unofficially named 
after Dmitri Yakovlev (Chase Harrison), a Russian toddler who 
died in 2008 of heat stroke after neglect from his adoptive 
American father. Other recent developments include the 

proposition of a law to prevent US citizens from working with 
political NGOs in Russia and a proposition of a law, recently 
abandoned, preventing any foreigner from speaking on state 
television if they discredited the state. On 13th April 2013, 
Russia released a list naming 18 Americans banned from 
entering the Russian Federation over their alleged human 
rights violations, as a direct response to the Magnitsky list.

In June 2016, Russian lawyer, Natalia Veselnitskaya, set up a 
meeting with the US President’s eldest son, Donald Trump, 
Jr. to discuss the embargoed adoption of Russian children to 
the US as a response to the implementation of the Magnitsky 
Act. Emails came to light in July 2017 which indicated that 
Trump Jr. expected the meeting to be about the transfer of 
damaging information against Hillary Clinton. The emergence 
of the emails set off a major controversy. Australian expatriate 
jurist Geoffrey Robertson, who is representing some of the 
Magnitsky campaigners, has described the Act as "one of the 
most important new developments in human rights". He said 
it provided "a way of getting at the Auschwitz train drivers, the 
apparatchiks, the people who make a little bit of money from 
human rights abuses and generally keep under the radar".

In March 2015, the parliament of Canada passed an initial 
motion towards passing such a law. On 9th January 2017, 
under the Magnitsky Act, the United States Treasury's Office 
of Foreign Assets Control updated its Specially Designated 
Nationals List and blacklisted Aleksandr I. Bastrykin, Andrei 
K. Lugovoi, Dmitri V. Kovtun, Stanislav Gordievsky and 
Gennady Plaksin, which froze any of their assets held by 
American financial institutions or transactions with those 
institutions and banned their travelling to the United States.
The Washington Post published an opinion piece on 9th 
February 2017, arguing that Congress should preserve the Act. 
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President Donald Trump gave a memorandum to Congress on 
the implementation of the Act on 21st April 2017. In May 2017 
US authorities came to an agreement with Prevezon, one of 
companies used for laundering the money exfiltrated from 
Russia as result of the fraud discovered by Sergei Magnitsky, 
based on which the real estate company agreed to pay $5.8 
million fine. Also in May 2016, an investigation was started 
on £6.6 million that was allegedly transferred from the fraud 
scheme into a banking firm in the UK.

When Donald Trump Jr. sat down with Russian lawyer Natalia 
Veselnitskaya in June 2016, he hoped to receive information 
from the Russian government that would, in the words of 
an intermediary, “incriminate” his father’s political opponent 
Hillary Clinton, according to his recently released emails. It 
is not exactly known what was discussed, as details about 
the meeting are still emerging, and Don Jr. and the Trump 
administration have been less than forthcoming. We do 
know that in addition to Veselnitskaya, the President’s son 
(plus his son-in-law and senior adviser, Jared Kushner, and 
his campaign chairman at 
the time, Paul Manafort) met 
with Rinat Akhmetshin, a 
Russian-American lobbyist and 
former Soviet military officer. 
For his part, Akhmetshin has 
told the Associated Press, 
“Veselnitskaya brought with 
her a plastic folder with 
printed-out documents that 
detailed what she believed 
was the flow of illicit funds 
to the Democrats.” But 
Veselnitskaya and Akhmetshin 
had something else on their 
agendas too: A sales pitch for 
why Donald Trump, if elected, 
should gut a previously 
little-known 2012 law, called the “Magnitsky Act,” which 
holds human rights violators accountable for their actions. 
As investigators are no doubt examining, it is possible that 
the Russians raised lifting Magnitsky Act sanctions in a quid 
pro quo related to helping Trump win the election. 

Following Magnitsky’s killing, a bipartisan group of U.S. 
lawmakers led by Senators John McCain and Ben Cardin 
championed the legislation that would carry his name, 
empowering the President to freeze the assets and restrict 
the travel of persons deemed responsible for his murder and 
the criminal conspiracy surrounding the firm he represented. 
Importantly, Congress also authorized the President to levy 
similar penalties against Russians involved in other serious 
forms of human rights abuses. Since then, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin has made clear that he detests what he has 
labeled “a purely political and unfriendly” law, though the real 
reason for his ire is almost certainly that the Magnitsky Act 
penalizes those he otherwise enables to act with impunity. In 
recent years, Putin has made compelling for the United States 
to revoke the law a top foreign policy priority, going so far as 
to retaliate against it by prohibiting the adoption of Russian 
children by American parents.

Bill Browder, an American hedge fund manager who hired 
Magnitsky for the corruption investigation that eventually 
led to his death, was a central figure in the bill's passage. 
Two weeks after Obama signed the Magnitsky Act, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin signed a bill that blocked adoption 
of Russian children by parents in the United States. Russia 
then also imposed sanctions on Browder and found 
Magnitsky posthumously guilty of crimes. Trump Jr. said that 
despite assurances that Veselnitskaya would come bearing 
incriminating information about Hillary Clinton in their 
2016 meeting, the topic quickly shifted to the Magnitsky Act 
and U.S. adoptions from Russia. Browder described Natalia 
Veselnitskaya in an NPR interview as a longtime foil to him 
in her efforts to repeal the Magnitsky Act. She represents 
a member of the Katsyv family, whose company is under 
investigation by the Justice Department in connection with 
the laundering of real estate money in New York. Denis 
Katsyv has lobbied to overturn Magnitsky and to end Russia's 
American adoption ban.

William Felix Browder
William Felix Browder (born 23rd April 1964) is the Chief 
Executive Officer and co-founder of the investment fund 
Hermitage Capital Management ("Hermitage"), an investment 
firm that at one time was the largest foreign portfolio investor 
in Russia. Browder lobbied for the "Magnitsky Act", which 
was signed into law 2012 by President Barack Obama. He 
is actively pursuing and monitoring this Act because of the 
unfair treatment and death of his lawyer, Sergei Magnitsky. Bill 
Browder, born into a notable Jewish family in Chicago, is the 
grandson of Earl Browder, the former leader of the Communist 
Party USA, and the son of Eva (Tislowitz) and Felix Browder, a 
mathematician. He grew up in Chicago, Illinois, and attended 
the University of Chicago where he studied economics. He 
received an MBA from Stanford Business School in 1989 
where his classmates included Gary Kremen and Rich Kelley. 
In 1998, Browder gave up his US citizenship and became a 
British citizen. 

Prior to setting up Hermitage, Browder worked in the 
Eastern European practice of the Boston Consulting Group in 
London and managed the Russian proprietary investments 
desk at Salomon Brothers. Bill Browder and Edmond Safra 
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founded Hermitage Capital Management in 1996 for the 
purpose of investing initial seed capital of $25 million in 
Russia. The business was very successful, profiting from 
the wave of privatizations occurring in Russia at that time, 
and increased its investor base substantially. Following the 
Russian financial crisis of 1998 Browder remained committed 
to Hermitage's original mission of investing in Russia, despite 
significant outflows from the fund. Hermitage became a 
prominent activist shareholder in the Russian gas giant 
Gazprom, the large oil company Surgutneftegaz, RAO UES, 
Sberbank, Sidanco, Avisma and Volzhanka. Browder exposed 
management corruption and corporate malfeasance in these 
partly state-owned companies. He has been quoted as saying: 
"You had to become a shareholder activist if you didn’t want 
everything stolen from you".

In 1995-2006 Hermitage Capital Management was one of the 
biggest foreign investors in Russia and Browder has amassed 
a significant fortune through his management of the fund. For 
example, in 2006 he earned an estimated £125-150 million. 
In 2007 he earned a further £125-£150 million. In March 
2013, HSBC, a bank that serves as the trustee and manager of 
Hermitage Capital Management, announced that it would be 
ceasing the fund's operations in Russia. The decision was taken 
amid a libel court case in London and a trial in absentia for tax 
evasion in Moscow, both against Browder In 2006, after ten 
years doing business in the country; Browder was blacklisted 
by the Russian government as a "threat to national security" 
and denied entry to the country. The Economist wrote that 
the Russian government blacklisted Browder because he 
interfered with the flow of money to "corrupt bureaucrats 
and their businessmen accomplices". Browder had been a 
supporter of Russian President Vladimir Putin before, though. 

As reported by The New York Times in 2008, "over the next 
two years several of his associates and lawyers, as well as their 
relatives, became victims of crimes, including severe beatings 
and robberies during which documents were taken". In June 
2007, dozens of police officers swooped down on the Moscow 
offices of Hermitage and its law firm, confiscating documents 
and computers. “When a member of the firm protested 
that the search was illegal, he was beaten by officers and 
hospitalized for two weeks”, said the firm’s head, Jamison R. 
Firestone. Hermitage became a victim of what is known in 
Russia as 'corporate raiding': seizing companies and other 
assets with the aid of corrupt law enforcement officials and 
judges". 

Three Hermitage holding companies were seized on what 
the company's lawyers insisted were bogus charges. The 
raids in June 2007 enabled corrupt law enforcement officers 
to steal the corporate registration documents of three 
Hermitage holding companies, permitting them to perpetrate 
a fraud, claiming (and receiving) the $230 million of taxes 
paid by those companies to the Russian state in 2006. In 
November 2008 one of Hermitage's lawyers, Sergei 
Magnitsky, was arrested. He was charged with the very tax 
evasion that he had uncovered. Magnitsky died on 16th 
November 2009, after eleven months in pre-trial detention. 
His death eventually led directly to the passage, by the U.S. 
Congress, of the Magnitsky Act, signed into law by President 

Barack Obama on 14th December 2012. The Act directly 
targeted individuals involved in the Magnitsky affair by 
prohibiting their entrance to the United States and their use 
of its banking system, and prompted the Russian government 
to retaliate by prohibiting adoption of Russian children by 
American citizens, and prohibiting certain individuals from 
entering Russia.

In February 2013, Russian officials announced that Browder 
and Magnitsky would both be put on trial for evading 
$16.8 million in taxes. Furthermore, as announced in March 
2013, Russian authorities will be investigating Hermitage's 
acquisition of Gazprom shares worth $70 million. The 
investigation will be focusing on whether Browder violated 
any Russian laws when Hermitage used Russian companies 
registered in the region of Kalmykia to buy shares. (An 
investigation by the Council of Europe's Committee on Legal 
Affairs and Human Rights cleared Browder of the accusations 
of improprieties that surfaced at this time.) At the time, 
according to the Russian law, foreigners were barred from 
directly owning Gazprom shares. Browder has also been 
charged with trying to gain access to Gazprom's financial 
reports. Browder admitted having sought influence in 
Gazprom but denied any wrongdoing; in his view, purchasing 
Gazprom shares was an investment in the Russian economy, 
while the desire to influence the Gazprom management 
was driven by the need to expose a "huge fraud going on 
at the company", and the scheme with Russian-registered 
subsidiaries entitled to tax advantages was practised by other 
foreign investors at the time and was not illegal. He also said 
that he believed the trial was in response to the United States 
passing the Magnitsky Act, which had blacklisted Russian 
officials involved in Magnitsky's death from entering the U.S. 
As claimed by The Financial Times, this trial was deemed to be 
the first in Russian history over a dead defendant. Amnesty 
International described the trial as “a whole new chapter 
in Russia’s worsening human rights record” and a “sinister 
attempt to deflect attention from those who committed the 
crimes Magnitsky exposed.” 

On 11th July 2013, Browder was convicted in absentia by a 
district criminal court in Moscow on charges under article 199 
of the RF Criminal Code (tax-evasion by organisations), and 
sentenced to nine years. In May 2013 and again in July 2013, 
Interpol rejected requests by Russia's Interior Ministry to put 
Browder on its search list and locate and arrest him, saying 
that Russia's case against him was "predominantly political". 
In April 2014, the European Parliament unanimously passed a 
resolution to impose sanctions on over 30 Russians complicit 
in the Magnitsky case; the first time in the parliament's history 
that a vote has been held to establish a public sanctions 
list. In February 2015, Browder published an account of his 
career, focusing on his years spent in Russia and the Russian 
government's attacks on Hermitage Capital Management. 
Browder's ongoing crusade against Russian corruption 
and the investigation into the death of his attorney Sergei 
Magnitsky are at the heart of ”Red Notice: A True Story of High 
Finance, Murder, and One Man's Fight for Justice”.

On 16th July 2017, CNN aired its programme, “Global Public 
Square” anchored by Fareed Zakaria, which covered an 
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exclusive interview with Bill Browder, the man behind the 
Russia story that is rocking world news: what Russia wanted 
from Donald Trump Jr-was it to end the Magnitsky sanctions? 
Bill Browder launched this world wide campaign to slap those 
sanctions on Russians. Browder said he will testify before 
the US Senate Judiciary Company on Natalia Veselnitskaya’s 
role as part of a Russian-led lobbying effort in the U.S. and 
that Natalia wanted to talk about the Magnitsky Act with 
Trump Jr. and potentially seeking Trump Sr’s help to remove 
the Magnitsky’s Act. Magnitsky, the Russian tax lawyer had 
uncovered that was believed to be the biggest tax fraud in 
Russian history, about US$230 million worth. He had found 
the fraud while working for William Browder, who was once 
the biggest foreign investor in Russia, but later expelled from 
Russia. 

An excerpt of the CNN interview between Fareed Zakaria and 
Browder on 16th July 2017:

BROWDER: Well, so what we figured out was that there are 
probably 10,000 people in Russia that commit very grave 
human rights abuses and crimes for money. And then they 
take that money and they keep it in American banks and 
British banks and Swiss banks. They send their kids to boarding 
schools. They send their girlfriends to Milan on shopping trips. 
And we figured that the one thing we could do in the West 
when they do these terrible crimes is not to let them come to 
the West, not let them keep their money in the West. 

And that was the genesis for the Magnitsky Act. It was 
passed in 2012. And -- and we had no idea that we had -- it 
was like an Exocet missile going right into the heart of what 
they cared about, which was their money abroad. And Putin 
went absolutely crazy when the Magnitsky Act was passed. 
And what he did was he then immediately and vindictively 
retaliated by banning the adoption of American -- of Russian 
children by American families. And when they mentioned that 
this was about adoption in that meeting, with Trump Jr.

It had nothing to do with adoption. There -- there were two 
effectively agents of the Russian government who went to 
Donald Trump Jr. and said, "Can you help us withdraw this Act 
if your father gets elected President?"

ZAKARIA: And why does -- why does Putin care so much 
personally, in your view, about this Magnitsky Act?

BROWDER: Well, Putin cares personally for two reasons. First, 
and most importantly, Putin received some of the money 
from the $230 million crime. We know that. We...

ZAKARIA: You know that how? 

BROWDER: We've tracked it because, in the Panama Papers 
-- we've learned from the Panama Papers, which came out 
last year, that a man named Sergei Roldugin, who's a famous 
cellist, was -- received $2 billion of largess from the Russian 
government. And what we learned then from those Panama 
Papers, the names of his companies, and we were able to trace 
some of the money from the Magnitsky crime, from the crime 
that Sergei Magnitsky uncovered, going to Sergei Roldugin. 

And so, basically, Putin's nominee, or his trustee, received 
money from the Magnitsky crime. And so Putin understands 
that, at some point in time, he will be targeted by the Magnitsky 
sanctions. And as I've said on this show, Putin is the richest 
man in the world. I would estimate he's worth $200 billion. 
And much of that money is held by nominees offshore. And 
that money will eventually be frozen under the Magnitsky Act 
if he ever loses his power as President of Russia.

ZAKARIA: And -- and do you think, more broadly, the issues is 
it would send a signal to all those 10,000 people? 

BROWDER: Well, that's the second reason, which is that, in order 
for Putin to go -- to do all of the dirty stuff he does, he's got to 
have his regime, the people working for him, do a lot of terrible 
crimes. And in the past, he's been able to guarantee everybody 
impunity. He'd say, "Do the crimes; don't worry about the 
morality; we're not worried about morality; nothing will 
happen to you."

ZAKARIA: And you can take your money and put it in the West?

BROWDER: And you can -- you can take your money and put 
it in the West. Now, all of a sudden, the West -- and it's not 
just America; it's Britain; it's Estonia; it's soon to be Canada, 
are gonna freeze that money. And so basically it means that 
he can't guarantee impunity for all the people that work for 
him, and the whole system, kind of, gets bogged down by 
that. And so for Putin, this is his single largest foreign policy 
priority, to get rid of these sanctions, which sanctions him and 
the other people around him who do terrible human rights 
abuses, torture and murder.

ZAKARIA: And they have been trying in various ways to get 
this -- these -- this Magnitsky Act repealed, both officially and 
unofficially?

BROWDER: They've been trying in every possible way to get 
rid of the Magnitsky Act. They've sent in -- this woman, Natalia 
Veselnitskaya, has been leading the campaign in the United 
States to get rid of the Magnitsky Act. It's a hugely resourced 
effort. They have hired -- spent millions of dollars; they've 
hired lobbyists, lawyers. 

ZAKARIA: What about the other guy...

BROWDER: Rinat Akhmetshin, the other guy who was in the 
meeting, is her chief Washington operative. He's the one 
who has identified all the lobbyists, all the lawyers, all the 
investigators, et cetera, and they've had a full-court press all 
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over Capitol Hill, anybody who will listen, trying to get rid of 
the Magnitsky Act.

ZAKARIA: And you're sure they are, in a sense, agents of the 
Russian government?

BROWDER: Well, Natalia Veselnitskaya works directly for a 
man in Moscow, an oligarch, a government oligarch named 
Petr Katsyv. Petr Katsyv was the previous regional, or deputy 
governor of the Moscow region, a region the size of France. 
He's currently a vice President of Russian Railways, which 
is the second largest and most important company after 
Gazprom, state-owned company. He is a, sort of, full-time, 
integral member of the Putin regime.

ZAKARIA: And a billionaire?

BROWDER: I don't know if he personally is, or the people -- his 
family members are, but what I can say is that he's directly a 
Russian government official. He's paying the bills for Natalia 
Veselnitskaya and for Rinat Akhmetshin. 

ZAKARIA: And we are back with William Browder, talking 
about the Russia investigation. So, Bill, it seems to me we are 
learning about this Russian lawyer, Veselnitskaya, this guy, 
Akhmetshin. It seems as though there was -- there has been 
a fairly deep Russian effort to influence American elections, 
laws, institutions for a while now?

BROWDER: Well, and basically the Russians are taking 
advantage of our, sort of, leniency and our liberalism in the 
system. And that's absolutely true. And what's remarkable is 
how many of what I call enablers there are in Washington that 
are very happy to just take that money in from the Russians or 
from whomever. 

And this is a big problem, which is that there are supposed 
to be rules in place, something called the Foreign Agent 
Registration Act, which demands that everybody disclose if 
they're working for foreign government. And the Magnitsky 
case is a prime example where they were trying to 
-- they're trying to influence the -- get people to repeal the 
Magnitsky Act and they had all these lawyers -- and I'm not 
talking about Russian lawyers; I'm talking about American 
lawyers and American lobbyists who were showing up in 
the halls of Congress, working on behalf of the Russian 
government and working on behalf of Natalia Veselnitskaya 
and Rinat Akhmetshin and not saying that they were foreign 
agents. 

And so I actually filed a complaint with the Department of 
Justice to go after this. There's hearings on Wednesday in 
Washington at the Senate Judiciary Committee, at which I'm 
testifying, about how the rules don't work.

ZAKARIA: Let me ask you, in that case, you know, the way 
that Paul Manafort was paid was similarly quite clever, which 
was a pro-Russian party in Ukraine hired him for millions 
upon millions of dollars. And that, again, seems one of these 
kind of indirect paths by which Russia influences American 
politics.

BROWDER: Well, so the money is never being sent from KGB 
Central Bank Account to these guys. And this -- the way it 
works is that Russia enriches a group of people, oligarchs, 
around Putin, and then those oligarchs are told, "Make a 
payment to this person; make a payment to that person." 
And that's where -- that's where this whole Magnitsky thing 
is -- there's a guy named Denys Katsiev (ph) who is paying 
for all this stuff here in the United States. That's -- same thing 
with this whole Manafort stuff. The Russians never pay from 
KGB Central. 

ZAKARIA: And what do we do? How do we stop this? 

BROWDER: Well, first of all, we have to wake up that Russia is a 
country which is hostile to our interests. This is a country that's 
trying to destabilize Europe, that's trying to destabilize the 
world. They are not our friends. And we have to be on guard as 
we were during the Cold War. This is not -- we are in a different 
kind of Cold War. But -- but Putin is out to get us. And if we 
don't recognize that and if we start to just allow them to, sort 
of, roll all over us, to do fake news, to -- to go into Congress, 
to hire different people inside the corridors of power, they will 
get away with it unless we stop them. 

ZAKARIA: What -- do you think that this personal targeting of 
Russian officials and their money is the most successful way 
to get at them? 

BROWDER: Well, it is objectively and it is subjectively. The fact 
that Putin has had such a personal emotional reaction and has 
lashed out means, if you've ever played the game Battleship, 
we've got a direct hit; this is it. We've found it. We've found his 
Achilles' heel. 

President Trump is now speaking about his relationship with 
Vladimir Putin and a different explanation for the Russia 
meetings is now emerging. The players in this drama could 

fill a spy novel, but there is one American who said he knows 
exactly what Natalia Veselnitskaya was up to and she has been 
at it for years. His name is Bill Browder and he realised his life is 
in danger, on a daily basis.  
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