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To claw back the losses, Naftogaz has filed a motion with the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia, looking to have the $5
billion award confirmed and enforced by countries that host Russian state assets I Gian Ehrenzeller/EPA-EFE

A court case over seized energy assets could open the door to Russia paying compensation to 
Kyiv for generations.

Making Putin pay: Inside the plan to claw back 
Ukraine’s stolen billions
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To claw back the losses, Naftogaz has filed a motion with the U.S. District Court for the District 

of Columbia, looking to have the $5 billion award confirmed and enforced by countries that 

host Russian state assets.

"And the benefit of an arbitration award is that it can be enforced in any country. That 

commercial activity risks being disrupted, those assets stand at risk of being seized 

When Russia’s "little green men" seized Crimea in 2014, they took control of some of Ukraine's 

most valuable oil and gas assets.

“We don’t expect Russia to pay voluntarily,” Oleksiy Chernyshov, the state energy giant’s CEO, 

told POLITICO. “It would be a big surprise if they do so. It will take time to enforce it and 

monetize it, and we will be targeting Russian sovereign assets abroad."

Moscow will defend itself, Russian presidential spokesperson Dmitry Peskov said last month, 

but Naftogaz is already pushing ahead with efforts to ensure Russia coughs up the eye-watering 

sum.

“Russia obviously can just flat-out decline to voluntarily pay, but the challenge for Russia is that 

it has commercial activity all over the world," said David Pinsky, a partner in law firm 

Covington’s international arbitration and litigation practice who is helping with the case.

It’s the first of what the company’s legal team say will be a string of lawsuits aimed at seizing 

Moscow’s property to settle the bill.

A court in The Hague earlier this year ordered Russia to pay more than $5 billion for the oil and 

gas industry assets it seized from Ukraine’s state energy firm, Naftogaz, in 2014.

Now, Kyiv is using every legal method at its disposal to force Moscow to pay for the energy 

infrastructure it illegally expropriated, in a case its lawyers hope will set a precedent allowing 

Ukraine to pursue Russia for the much larger costs inflicted by last year's full-scale invasion.
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executed upon," he added. "If I was the Russian Federation, I’d be quite concerned about that.”

It's not the first time Moscow has tangled with arbitration tribunals.
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▲ Russia has used its influence over Ukraine's energy sector as a tool for political leverage, notably 
through the supply and transit of gas I iStock

Naftogaz’s lawyers are working to identify jurisdictions where they can file enforcement 

petitions, and with asset-tracing firms to catalogue the Russian state property that could 

ultimately be confiscated, according to Pinsky.

“We’re getting started and we’re going to be moving aggressively forward,” he said, adding that 

the case marks “a precedent. It’s the tip of the spear on recovering value on behalf of Ukraine in 

Crimea."

Similarly, Moscow has refused to pay $57 billion in compensation to the shareholders of former 

fossil fuel empire Yukos, which was forcibly expropriated and nationalized in 2006. Its former 

owners are taking legal action to have Russian state assets forfeited, and have already been 

given approval to auction off the Stolichnaya and Moskovskaya vodka trademarks in Belgium, 

the Netherlands and Luxembourg — although were unable to find a suitable buyer last vear
Privacy

In 2018, $2.6 billion of energy assets belonging to Russian state oil and gas giant Gazprom were 

seized in the Netherlands after Ukraine won damages in a dispute over transit fees. Six out of 

seven subsidiaries of the Russian firm had refused to cooperate with the decision.
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You break it, you buy it

The longer the war goes on, the larger the bill Russia will have to pay, Ustenko argued.
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Oleg Ustenko, who serves as energy adviser to Ukrainian President Volodymr Zelenskyy, 

insisted that Kyiv will aggressively pursue efforts to secure restorative justice.

“In the case of Nazi Germany, compensation was paid for decades. All Russian citizens will be 

responsible for this, even if they don’t feel they’re part of this war," he said. "It won’t even just 

be their children paying — it will be their grandchildren as well.”

Ukraine's efforts to combine lawfare and warfare set a precedent in their own way, according to 

Elena Chachko, Rappaport Fellow at Harvard Law School. "The Ukrainians have been pretty 

active and pretty sophisticated in how they leverage various legal avenues to attack the 

Russians." 

While the $5 billion dollar award in the case over assets taken in Crimea is large, it still 

amounts to only a fraction of the estimated $750 billion of damage wrought on Ukraine since 

the start of Russia's full-blown invasion last year.

"They’ve been very creative in how to get the International Court of Justice involved. Even 

before the recent invasion we’ve seen them advocate for accountability from the International 

Criminal Court," she explained, referring to two international courts. "And the route of 

arbitration is one they’ve been very sophisticated in utilizing to impose sanctions on Russia in a 

sort of indirect way."

Pinsky argued that the Naftogaz case sets "a precedent for Ukrainian investors to recover 

damages as a result of the full-scale war in the four regions Russia purported to annex back in 

the fall of last year."

“We have to be compensated for all the damage Russians have done in Ukraine since the 

beginning of the invasion. They believe they can destroy and nobody will force them to pay for 

it,” he told POLITICO. “Even now when we are still in a state of war we have to start that 

process. This case is a first step.”
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‘Where are France, America and Charles Michel?’ Armenians rage as 50,000 flee Nagorno- 
Karabakh
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Former Nagorno-Karabakh Armenian leader arrested amid mass exodus
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