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Latvia’s financial authorities shuttered one of the oldest banks in the country for its lax financial crime controls.
The bank intended to accept a financial injection from shareholders who failed to explain the origin of their

money.

State police cars at the "Baltic International Bank" building on Grécinieku Street after the decision of the Financial and Capital Market Commission (FCMC)

council to suspend the bank's provision of financial services. (Photo: Zane Bitere, LETA (https://www.leta.lv/photo/album/AA37D364-CAO0C-4E6D-ADI1D-

C9D695044F64/), License (https://www.leta.lv/photo/purchase?uqid=E9BEEC69-2148-47F9-BBE9-5A6E98D9A4AD))

The Baltic International Bank was previously subject to several OCCRP investigations, including one that

revealed how it offered its clients written instructions on how to launder their money.

Before closing it, the Financial and Capital Market Commission (FCMC) raided the headquarters of the Baltic
International Bank (BiB) in Riga’s Old Town as well as the homes of bank officials, Latvian media

(https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/latvija/kratisanas-baltic-international-bank-veiktas-lieta-par-iespejamu-naudas-

atmazgasanu.a486790/) reported.

“The bank did not have an organized internal control system, including in the area related to the prevention of

financial crimes," FCMC head Santa Purgaile told an initial press conference last week.

Investigative TV program ‘De Facto (https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/zinu-analize/de-facto-baltic-international-

bank-nebija-parliecinajusi-regulatorus-par-banka-iepludinatas-naudas-izcelsmi.a487621/)’ on Latvia’s public

service broadcaster LSM reported on Sunday that the police investigation may be related to an attempt by new
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shareholders to inject funds into the bank.

The BIB presented in March three new investors from Switzerland and the United Arab Emirates, who
reportedly plan to inject 12 million euros into the bank. But the FCMC and the European Central Bank (ECB)
did not approve the new shareholders, whom ‘De Facto’ reports as having a background in gold trading and

cryptocurrency.

FCMC'’s Purgaile told ‘De Facto’ that the “shareholders and the bank had to submit a series of documents that
would prove both the origin of the funds and a viable future strategy, as well as how the bank's management and

internal control systems will be improved. We have not received such documents."

The shutdown comes after years of controversy over BIB’s operations, deriving from its customer base of

offshore shell firms owned by wealthy individuals from former Soviet countries.

In 2011, OCCRP’s ‘Proxy Platform (https://www.occrp.org/en/the-proxy-platform/)’ project investigated the

money flows through a New Zealand-registered shell firm called ‘Tormex Limited,” which banked at BIB.

Tormex had a strawman on file as dummy owner. Its accounts showed a billion dollars of secret payments in
and out of Russia, Ukraine, and the U.S. among others. Tormex was also named by Canada’s financial

intelligence unit FINTRAC as laundering money for Mexico’s Sinaloa drug cartel.

The ‘Proxy Platform’ investigation segued into a wider investigation (https://www.occrp.org/en/the-proxy-

platform/following-the-magnitsky-money) into the laundering of US$230 million stolen by Russian officials
and linked to the death of whistleblower Sergei Magnitsky. Shell firms banking at BIB helped obfuscate the trail

of dirty money, the investigation found.
Baltic International Bank denied all of these allegations of money laundering.

In 2016, OCCRP revealed (https://www.occrp.org/en/investigations/5358-latvian-banks-promote-money-

laundering-companies) a ‘money laundering manual’ circulated to BIB clients.

The paperwork provided detailed instructions on how to draw up plausible fake trade invoices and contracts in

order to hide the real nature of funds transferred via offshores. BIB denies any connection to the documents.

Following these investigations, BIB drew more attention from regulators. In 2016, it landed a $1.15 million fine
from FCMC for violations of anti-money laundering regulations. In 2019 it received a $2 million fine from

FCMC for lax money laundering controls.

Latvia’s offshore banks, catering to former Soviet countries, fell like dominoes after the West cracked down on
Russian money following the 2014 Ukraine crisis. Trasta Komercbank was shuttered in 2016, ABLV in 2018
and Norvik Bank in 2019. But BIB remained standing.

Its longevity may speak to the high-level relationships forged by BIB’s enigmatic majority owner and

chairperson, Valerijs Belokons.

BIB’s supervisory board includes Joseph Cofer Black, former head of Counter-terrorism at the CIA, and Hans

Friedrich von Ploetz, former German ambassador to NATO.
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Belokons’ personal contacts include Eric Trump, son of former U.S. President Donald Trump, who addressed a

BIB-organized conference (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AO1Wv5SE8wpA&t=5s) in Riga in 2012 on the

topic of family wealth. Belokons also met with Hunter Biden, son of current U.S. President Joe Biden, in New

emails/email.php?id=20141010-095400_120069).

Belokons also claims a “long standing friendship (https://www.bib.eu/uploads/2017/12/VIP-Lounge-interview-

Valeri-Belokon.pdf)” with Britain’s King Charles III, having served as Trustee of The Prince’s Foundation
2010-2013.

On a local level, in 2020, Einars RepSe, head of the Bank of Latvia from its founding in 1991 through to 2001,

later finance minister and prime minister of Latvia, was named advisor (https://bnn-news.com/einars-repse-

becomes-i-baltic-international-bank-i-s-council-head-s-advisor-210536) to Belokons in 2020. Repse is a

longstanding ally of the European Commission's vice president for economy, Valdis Dombrovskis

Baltic International Bank was founded in 1993 by Belokons as a ‘private bank.’ Its motto was ‘Private Bank

guards Private Life’.

Belokons was a recent convert to privacy. His first career, in Soviet Latvia, had been as a KGB officer, under
cover of a journalist, BBC (https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-46653022) reported in 2018.

BIB business was based on a network of high net-worth individuals spanning the former Soviet countries.

A Global Witness investigation (https://cdn2.globalwitness.org/archive/files/library/grave%?20secrecy.pdf) of
2013 showed that these included officials at the highest level — such as the family of Kurmanbek Bakiyev,

President of Kyrgyzstan 2005-2010. Belekons co-founded Manas Bank in Kyrgyzstan with Bakiyev’s son
Maksim during the presidency.

But in 2010 a popular revolution ousted the Bakiyev family from power. In 2017 Kyrgyzstan sentenced

Belokons in absentia to twenty years in jail (https://www.blackpoolgazette.co.uk/sport/football/kyrgyzstan-

2

government-hands-valeri-belokon-20-year-sentence-1121440) for his alleged role in laundering the Bakiyevs

money. Belokons rejects the charge as politically motivated.

In contrast, Belokons led a charmed life in Latvia and in the U.K., where he was co-owner of Blackpool
Football Club.
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