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An appointee of Congolese President Denis 
Sassou Nguesso headed the committee that 
awarded the company he founded and 
reportedly controls valuable interests in four 
of Eni’s oil licences, Congo’s official journal 
and Eni’s latest shareholder disclosures 
reveal. The journal documents were public, 
suggesting that Eni either knew about but 
disregarded this conflict of interest, or 
overlooked it – a major oversight in its anti-
corruption checks. The arrangement sparked 
an internal controversy at Eni, which 
contributed to the resignation of one of its 
board members. 

The revelations come as Eni faces scrutiny 
for alleged corruption in multiple countries, 
including Congo and Nigeria. They also come 
just months after President Sassou Nguesso 
awarded personal Orders of Merit to three 
senior Eni executives, including its CEO, we 
further reveal. The findings raise serious 
questions about Eni’s business model and 
connections to power across the world. 

Eni partnered with the company Africa Oil 
and Gas Corporation (AOGC) as part of the 
renewal process for four of its expiring 
offshore oil licences. AOGC had a public 
record of involvement in fraudulent deals 
and ties to at least three politically-exposed 
persons, including its founder Denis Gokana, 
oil advisor to the president and head of 

Congo’s national oil company at the time. 
Gokana sat as president of the committee 
that awarded AOGC the stakes in Eni’s oil 
licences and there are strong grounds to 
suspect that he controlled the company, 
whose ultimate ownership is opaque.  

We reveal that Eni signed agreements with 
AOGC in 2013, up to a year earlier than 
previously reported and just months after 
AOGC brokered a deal in another oil block for 
World Natural Resources (WNR), an unknown 
shell company whose three representatives 
at the time had close ties to senior Eni 
executives, as first reported by Italian 
magazine L’Espresso. 

THE SPOTLIGHT SHARPENS   
Global Witness has obtained strong evidence of high-level corruption 
relating to four of Italian oil giant Eni’s licences in Republic of Congo, 
Sub-Saharan Africa’s third biggest but heavily indebted oil producer. The 
news comes as Eni faces official corruption probes into its business in 
multiple countries worldwide. 

This story presents a scathing account of 
interference in the management of Congo’s oil 
wealth, which – as in so many oil-dependent 
states – has failed to translate into prosperity for 
its people. Justin Tallis/AFP 

 

http://espresso.repubblica.it/inchieste/2018/04/11/news/new-scandal-shakes-eni-in-congo-who-is-behind-marine-xi-gas-field-1.320479
http://espresso.repubblica.it/inchieste/2018/04/11/news/new-scandal-shakes-eni-in-congo-who-is-behind-marine-xi-gas-field-1.320479
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The curious correlation of the timing and 
parties to these deals may be a coincidence, 
but we consider this unlikely. Rather, it 
shows signs of a quid pro quo: did Eni 
executives sign off on AOGC’s participation in 
its four licences – despite the dilution of Eni’s 
interests and the major corruption risk 
associated with AOGC – in return for the deal 
that AOGC brokered for WNR, a potential 
front for Eni executives or their immediate 
family members? 

These deals took place out of the public eye. 
The details have emerged mainly through 
document leaks, court cases and annual 
reporting by publicly listed third parties. 
After months of investigation, we have 
uncovered new information about the 
transactions, but many questions remain. 
Eni has given misleading responses to the 
enquiries of Global Witness and Italian NGO 
Re:Common at successive annual 
shareholder meetings. Much of Congo’s 
associated legal documentation is 
inconsistent, ambiguous or unavailable. 

Eni, WNR and WNR’s representatives at the 
time are all under investigation as part of a 
Milan corruption probe into Eni’s business 
and choice of local partners in Congo. In 
what follows, we lay out the most detailed 
public account to date of the deals at the 
heart of that probe. 

Eni asserts that it has “behaved coherently 
and correctly in respect to its operations 
around the world, and that it has always 
sought to act in the best interests of every 
host country in which it operates.” The 
company “strongly reaffirms the adequacy 
and effectiveness of its governance and 
controls,” which reflect international best 
practice, it said. Global Witness’ analysis and 
conclusions are “as always when in respect 
to our company […] incorrect, misleading, 

defamatory and completely unfounded in 
both fact and also on any logical or rational 
basis,” it added. 

AOGC said that the decisions surrounding 
the deals described were well known and 
fully transparent, and that the deals were 
regular and in accordance with the law. 
Global Witness’ allegations of corruption are 
entirely groundless, the company said. 

WNR did not respond to Global Witness’ 
request for comment. 

SELF-SELECTION 

Contrary to the usual procedure led by 
Congo’s Ministry of Hydrocarbons and its 
national oil company SNPC, AOGC was 
awarded interests in Eni’s four licences by a 
committee established by President Sassou 
Nguesso. This committee was headed by 
Denis Gokana, oil advisor to the president, 
head of SNPC and founder and reported 
controller of AOGC – the first and only 
company to be selected by the committee at 
the time. Gokana’s part in this arrangement 
portrays corruption at its most basic: the 
abuse of public office for private gain. 

On 15 April 2013, President Sassou Nguesso 
issued a so-called ‘local content’ directive 
aimed at developing the country’s domestic 
private sector by increasing the participation 
of private Congolese companies in various 
sectors of the economy. In July 2013, a 
presidential committee was formed to 
implement this directive and Gokana, 
President Sassou Nguesso’s official 
representative, was named committee 
president. The committee’s mandate did not 
specifically cover selecting oil companies. 
Nevertheless, under Gokana’s lead the 
committee designated AOGC – and only 
AOGC – as the Congolese partner in Eni’s 

https://www.globalwitness.org/en/press-releases/eni-past-or-current-staff-under-investigation-republic-congo-corruption-probe-rises-four-out-five/
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Djambala, Foukanda, Kitina and Mwafi oil 
licences as they came up for renewal. We 
have found no evidence to indicate that 
AOGC paid for its interests in each of these 
licences. 

AOGC’s participation would have decreased 
the value of Eni’s interests in the licences and 
posed an important compliance risk due to 
AOGC’s public record of fraud and 
connections to Gokana and other politically-
exposed persons, including Dieudonné 
Bantsimba, Lydie Pongault and, previously, 
the president’s son (see box 1). Bantsimba, 
Gokana’s cousin and chief of staff to a 
powerful Congolese minister, part-owns 
AOGC and was board chairman until at least 
mid-2017, according to a media report and 
AOGC’s website. Pongault, special advisor on 
arts and culture to President Sassou Nguesso 
and someone who sources suggest is related 
to Gokana’s brother-in-law with whom she 
shares a surname, part-owns and 
administers the company. AOGC, under 
Gokana’s control and instruction, was used 
as a “façade” in a series of “sham 
transactions” set-up to defeat the claims of 
Congo’s creditors, a 2005 London court 
judgment found. In the same year, AOGC 
made substantial payments to a company 
owned by the president’s son, which paid off 
his credit card bills for lavish shopping 
sprees, Global Witness revealed. 

The document nominating Gokana as head 
of the presidential committee is public, 
housed in Congo’s Journal Officiel (the 
government gazette). This indicates that Eni 
either knew about but disregarded this 
information, or overlooked it – a major 

                                                            
1 According to the Djambala 2, Foukanda 2, Kitina 2 
and Mwafi 2 production sharing contracts, the four 
respective exploitation licences were allocated to Eni 
in the 1990s. On 30 April 2014, they were then returned 
to Congo and concurrently reallocated to SNPC (for 

oversight in its due diligence given the clear 
conflict of interest and corruption risk. 

Similarly, Eni told shareholders at its 2017 
annual meeting that Bantsimba had no 
family ties to Gokana, despite on-record 
evidence that the men are in fact cousins. 

Eni has previously stated that AOGC was 
imposed on it as a partner and that it had no 
say in the matter. However, as operator, 
majority shareholder and, we understand, 
licence holder1 in the four blocks, and 
Congo’s second largest oil producing 
company whose presence there dates to the 
1960s, we consider this unlikely. 

Eni’s partnership with AOGC sparked much 
controversy within the company and in part 
led to the resignation of a member of its 
board of directors, Luigi Zingales. Zingales 
resigned in July 2015 on the basis of 
“irreconcilable differences of opinion,” Eni 
reported in a press release. He later told 
Milan prosecutors that the explanations of 
Eni’s legal department in response to 
concerns raised by members of the board 
about the company’s partnership with AOGC 
were “unsatisfactory” and that Eni “did not 
seem to want to do any serious study [due 
diligence]” on AOGC’s beneficiaries. 

This is not the first time that AOGC has 
received corrupt preferential treatment in 
Congo’s oil sector. In 2005, we reported how 
the company profited from under-priced oil 
cargoes sold by SNPC and its subsidiary, 
Cotrade. AOGC, SNPC and Cotrade were all 
under Gokana’s effective control at the time, 

SNPC to subsequently select its partners, Eni and 
AOGC), according to the four decrees authorising this 
process (Décrets no. 2014-188, 2014-189, 2014-190, 2014-
191 du 30 avril 2014). This suggests that Eni, not SNPC, 
was licence holder at the time of the 2013 deals.  

https://www.africaintelligence.fr/lc-/reseaux-d-affaires/2017/06/14/l-aogc-se-restructure,108249597-bre
http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Guardian/documents/2005/12/15/KensingtonJudgmentAppro.pdf
http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Guardian/documents/2005/12/15/KensingtonJudgmentAppro.pdf
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/press-releases/republic-congo-presidents-son-paying-designer-shopping-sprees-countrys-oil-money/
https://www.eni.com/en_IT/media/2015/07/eni-luigi-zingales-resigns-from-the-board-of-directors
https://www.eni.com/en_IT/media/2015/07/eni-luigi-zingales-resigns-from-the-board-of-directors
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/oil-gas-and-mining/riddle-sphynx-where-has-congos-oil-money-gone/
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a London High Court judge reasoned, 
representing a major conflict of interest. 

Gokana declined to comment in a personal 
capacity in response to questions from 
Global Witness. In 2015, he told us that AOGC 
was the only private Congolese company 
capable of “responding to the demands of 
the [oil] industry” at the time. Any suggestion 
that, as special advisor on oil to the 
president, he was in a position to influence 
licence allocations is “entirely unfounded,” 
he said. However, the Journal Officiel 
documents revealed by Global Witness show 
that Gokana was head of the very committee 
that appointed AOGC as Eni’s licence 
partner, indicating that he was, on the 
contrary, in a direct position of influence. 

Global Witness and others have in the past 
raised concerns about the use of local 
content rules as a smokescreen for 

preferential treatment of politically-
connected or favoured individuals, rather 
than a genuine effort to promote local 
business. In December 2018, we exposed 
Eni’s weak due diligence procedures relating 
to its partnership with another Congolese 
company, Kontinent Congo. While French oil 
company Total said that it identified 
potential compliance concerns relating to 
Kontinent and ultimately decided not to 
continue with the oil licence in question, as it 
was “not satisfied with the new partnership 
setup,” Eni simply told us that its due 
diligence raised no such concerns. 

AOGC, whose communications with Global 
Witness regarding this report were relayed 
by Denis Gokana, said that its entry into Eni’s 
four licences was entirely regular and in line 
with a local content policy put in place in 
Congo and well established in developing 
countries around the world. No other private 

BOX 1. GOKANA’S CONTROL OVER AOGC: CONGO’S WORST KEPT SECRET 

Denis Gokana founded AOGC in January 2003, at which point he was the company’s 90 per cent 
owner and the sole controller of its bank account at BGFI, according to a London high court 
judgment. The company was restructured in February 2005 and a board of directors was put in 
place, which comprised Dieudonné Bantsimba, Gokana’s cousin, and Mr Okoumou, an SNPC 
employee and former colleague from Elf (Total’s predecessor), among others.  

Despite AOGC’s restructuring, its oil business “was in fact carried on by Mr Gokana without 
reference to AOGC, its Board or its corporate structure,” according to the November 2005 
judgment. AOGC was shrouded in secrecy and it took a court order to ultimately demonstrate 
Gokana’s ownership.  

Gokana formally divested his shares in AOGC in November 2005, according to an oil licensing 
audit seen by Global Witness. However, news outlets and industry sources continue to name 
him as owner of the company. Gokana relayed us AOGC’s communications regarding this 
report, indicating that he has retained a position of control and influence over the company’s 
affairs. 

AOGC holds interests in six oil exploitation permits in Congo, of which four are held with Eni 
Congo and one with WNR. 

 

https://www.globalwitness.org/pt/campaigns/oil-gas-and-mining/bailouts-and-bad-business-brazzaville/
https://resourcegovernance.org/sites/default/files/nrgi_Local-Content.pdf
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/oil-gas-and-mining/bailouts-and-bad-business-brazzaville/
https://www.globalwitness.org/documents/19553/Statement_of_Total_-_27_december_2018_002.pdf
http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Guardian/documents/2005/12/15/KensingtonJudgmentAppro.pdf
http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Guardian/documents/2005/12/15/KensingtonJudgmentAppro.pdf
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Congolese company has or had at the time a 
profile comparable to that of AOGC and was 
capable of fulfilling the role of joint venture 
partner, the company said. AOGC honours all 
of its public, fiscal and social commitments 
and duties in Congo, and any allegations of 
corruption are unfounded, it said.  

A CURIOUS CORRELATION OF 
TIMINGS AND PARTIES TO THE 
DEALS  

The wheels set in motion for AOGC’s entry into 
Eni’s four licences in April 2013, just two weeks 
after AOGC concluded a deal in another block 
with World Natural Resources (WNR), a shell 
company with close connections to Eni and its 
executives. Previous media reports stated that 
AOGC first partnered with Eni in 2014, but we 
now reveal that this in fact happened much 
earlier – by September 2013 at the latest. In 
the context, these deals look like a quid pro 
quo between Eni, AOGC and WNR, now all 
subjects of a Milan corruption probe relating 
to these very deals. 

On 15 April 2013, President Sassou Nguesso 
signed the local content directive that set the 
legal basis for AOGC’s irregular entry into 
Eni’s licences. During that year and on the 
basis of this directive, AOGC became 
“associated to” Eni’s four oil licences, 
eventually receiving interests of between 
eight and ten per cent in each.  AOGC was 
formally designated as a partner on 26 
September 2013, Eni revealed at its 2019 
shareholders meeting in response to 
questions from Global Witness. Congo, SNPC, 
Eni and AOGC signed an agreement relating 
to these partnerships on 18 November 2013 
and the production sharing contracts on 30 
January 2014. 

Meanwhile, the dust was settling on another 
deal between AOGC and WNR, a shell 
company incorporated just months earlier, 
for an oil block called Marine XI (see annex 1 
for details of the deal). AOGC, an existing 
joint venture partner in Marine XI, brokered 
WNR’s entry into the block by exercising its 
right to first refusal over the sale of another 
company Vitol’s 26.11 per cent interest and 
immediately flipping 23 per cent on to WNR. 

WNR needed AOGC, as only existing Marine XI 
joint venture partners held the rights to pre-
empt an outside bid for Vitol’s interest. AOGC 
spent nothing, but nonetheless took some 
risk by exercising its right to first refusal 
months before securing the funds for the 
deal. AOGC retained a three per cent interest 
in the block in return for its brokering 
services – perfectly legitimate compensation, 
not a kickback, according to AOGC and other 
parties involved in the deal. 

The Marine XI deal concluded on 2 April 2013, 
just two weeks before President Sassou 
Nguesso signed the local content directive 
that paved the way for AOGC’s entry into 
Eni’s Djambala, Foukanda, Kitina and Mwafi 
licences, and a few months before AOGC was 
formally designated as a partner in those 
licences. 

In isolation, this timing could be considered 
a coincidence. However, together with the 
close connections between Eni and WNR’s 
three representatives at the time of the deal, 
we regard it as unlikely. 

ENI AND WNR’S CLOSE CONNECTIONS  

WNR’s two founders and owners, and their 
representative at its subsidiary, WNR Congo, 
at the time of the deal all have close 
connections to Eni executives or their 
immediate family members (see table 
below). 
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WNR’s co-founder and part owner since early 
2013, British businessman Alexander Haly, 
has been named in Italian press reports as a 
proxy for the wife of Eni’s CEO, Congo-born 
Marie-Madeleine Ingoba Descalzi. Haly and 
Mrs Descalzi co-owned another Congolese 
company, Petro Services, from at least 2009 
to 2014 when Mrs Descalzi sold her stake to 
Haly, shortly before her husband became 
Eni's CEO, according to Italian newspaper 
Corriere della Sera. From 2012 to April 2014 
under Mrs Descalzi and Haly’s control, and 
from April 2014 to at least 2017 under Haly’s 
control, Petro Services benefitted from 
commercial contracts with Eni worth almost 
US$105 million. The Descalzis’ son-in-law 
Serge Pereira and Haly hold interests 
together in another oil company, CAP Energy 
Plc, of which Haly is also a non-executive 
director. Incidentally, CAP’s chief operating 
officer is a current Eni employee, Pierantonio 
Tassini. Haly, Pereira and Tassini are also 
directors of a Nigerian oil company 
incorporated in 2012, Haru Energy Limited.  

Eni denied any contractual relationship with 
Petro Services when questioned by 
Re:Common at its 2017 shareholder meeting. 
At its 2018 shareholder meeting, Eni stated 
that its 2017 response had in fact been read 
in haste and was therefore incomplete, 
“completing” its statement with 
confirmation that it had held past contracts 
with Petro Services, contrary to what it 
stated the previous year. In response to a 
question about why Petro Services and Mrs 
Descalzi’s company Elengui Limited shared a 
letterbox in Pointe-Noire in Congo, Eni said 
that it was a coincidence due to a shortage of 
letterboxes in the country. 

This is not the first time that Eni has changed 
its public response to similar questions. In 
July 2015, the company told L’Espresso that 

none of AOGC’s shareholders were public 
officials, only to admit three weeks later that 
this was incorrect. 

In September 2019, Eni announced that its 
CEO Claudio Descalzi is under investigation 
for failing to disclose the potential conflict of 
interest between Eni Congo and 
Petroservice, parent company of Petro 
Services. Mrs Descalzi was also named as the 
latest target of the Congo corruption probe, 
Reuters and Italian press reported. 

WNR’s other founder and former part owner, 
Italian lawyer and art aficionado Maria 
Paduano, is currently employed by Eni “in 
the area of sustainability, in line with [her] 
accrued occupational background,” the 
company told shareholders at its 2018 
annual meeting. In a statement to Italian 
prosecutors in April 2016, former Eni 
manager Vincenzo Armanna described her as 
“close to” Roberto Casula, Eni’s executive 
vice-president of exploration and production 
in Africa and the Middle East at the time of 
the deals and former president of the board 
of Eni Congo. She was further involved in a 
deal for a property in Rome with Casula in 
March 2016, L’Espresso reported. 

Global Witness and Re:Common have questioned 
Eni’s management at successive annual shareholder 
meetings, yet the company’s responses have been 
evasive. Miguel Medina/AFP 

https://www.corriere.it/cronache/19_settembre_27/descalzi-ad-eni-moglie-indagati-perquisiti-f8a9171c-e09f-11e9-88f1-6c41e75d9585.shtml
https://www.globalwitness.org/documents/18094/How_to_lose_4_billion.pdf
https://www.globalwitness.org/documents/18094/How_to_lose_4_billion.pdf
https://www.eni.com/en_IT/media/2019/09/eni-refutes-allegations-of-illegal-conduct-in-congo-supported-by-independent-investigation
http://espresso.repubblica.it/inchieste/2018/04/11/news/new-scandal-shakes-eni-in-congo-who-is-behind-marine-xi-gas-field-1.320479
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WNR Congo was incorporated in January 
2013 by Ernest Olufemi Akinmade, a former 
Eni employee. A couple of years earlier, 
Akinmade represented Nigeria’s former oil 
minister Dan Etete in negotiations with Eni 
for the scandalous ‘OPL 245’ deal, for which 
Eni executives are currently on trial in Milan. 
Akinmade described Eni’s CEO Claudio 
Descalzi as his “friend” in a 2019 statement 
to Milan prosecutors, according to the Italian 
online magazine Valori, and was described as 
Eni’s “trusted man” by Armanna in his April 
2016 statement. 

Upon incorporation and until at least the end 
of October 2012, WNR was half-owned by a 
British Virgin Islands (BVI) company, Dalik 
Investments. We have been unable to verify 
who owned Dalik, as the BVI is a secrecy 
jurisdiction where information on company 
ownership is not public. We therefore do not 
know who else stood to benefit, alongside 
Paduano, when AOGC and WNR would have 
begun to strike their deal. 

At the time of publication, Akinmade, Haly, 
Paduano, Casula and Mrs Descalzi are all 
under investigation, in addition to Eni and 
WNR, in a Milan corruption probe into Eni’s 

business and choice of local partners in 
Congo. The probe relates in part to the 
renewal of Eni’s Djambala, Foukanda, Kitina 
and Mwafi oil licences, AOGC’s entry into 
these, and AOGC and WNR’s deal for Marine 
XI, according to a document related to the 
investigation seen by Global Witness. Eni, 
WNR, AOGC, Gokana, Casula, Haly, Paduano 
and Akinmade, among others, are named in 
the document. The Milan prosecutors are 
also said to be investigating whether certain 
contracts hid bribes to Congo public officials, 
according to Reuters. 

The conflict of interest probe faced by Eni 
CEO Claudio Descalzi is separate but linked 
to the Congo corruption probe, a person with 
direct knowledge of the investigations 
confirmed. 

Casula took a leave of absence from Eni in 
April 2018 “noting the recent allegations 
made against me,” he told Reuters. He has 
since returned to work and now “deals with 
innovation initiatives,” but no longer holds 
any “operational positions,” Eni stated at its 
2019 shareholder meeting. 

AOGC said that the deal for Marine XI was a 
normal commercial exchange that was fully 

https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/oil-gas-and-mining/opl-245-shell-and-enis-nigeria-deal/
https://valori.it/tangenti-eni-shell-il-processo-del-secolo-in-balia-di-traduttori-inadeguati/
https://valori.it/tangenti-eni-shell-il-processo-del-secolo-in-balia-di-traduttori-inadeguati/
https://uk.reuters.com/article/us-eni-congorepublic-probe/eni-offices-searched-in-congo-republic-corruption-probe-idUKKCN1HD12Z
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eni-executive/eni-executive-involved-in-corruption-probes-takes-leave-of-absence-idUSKBN1HX1LK


GLOBAL WITNESS   THE SPOTLIGHT SHARPENS OCTOBER 2019   9 

compliant with the contractual agreements 
governing that licence and with Congolese 
law. It never knew of nor was involved in the 
relations between executives of WNR and 
Eni, the company said. No executives from 
Eni or elsewhere would have had the power 
to facilitate licence interests on behalf of 
AOGC, it added. 

WNR, Akinmade and Paduano did not 
respond to Global Witness’ requests for 
comment. 

A QUID PRO QUO?  

The timings and parties to the deals, and 
Eni’s seemingly passive acceptance of AOGC 
– a company with a public record of fraud, 
payments to a company owned by the 
president’s son and ties to multiple 
politically-exposed persons – as its new 
business partner combine to present what 
looks like a quid pro quo between Eni, AOGC 
and WNR: 

 AOGC brokered the entry into Marine XI 
of WNR, a potential front at the time for 
Eni executives or their immediate family 
members 

 
 In return, AOGC received a three per cent 

interest in that block, plus more sizeable 
interests in Eni’s oil licences elsewhere 
 

 Meanwhile, Eni (or its senior executives) 
signed off on AOGC’s participation in its 
four licences, despite the dilution of Eni’s 
interests and the major corruption risk.  

*** 

This story has exposed a stark conflict of 
interest among the highest echelons of 
power in Congo and raises serious questions 
about Eni’s role therein. It features 
politically-exposed persons, middlemen and 

opaque deals, unknown shell companies and 
irregular licensing procedures – all major red 
flags for corruption. It calls into question the 
adequacy of Eni’s due diligence systems, 
which appear to have been disregarded or 
are simply not fit for purpose. Did senior Eni 
executives stand to gain from these deals? 
Eni, AOGC and WNR’s deals merit full and 
thorough investigation by the authorities in 
Italy, Congo and all other relevant 
jurisdictions. 

More broadly, the events recounted shed 
light on the operations of Big Oil and the 
lengths to which multinational companies 
will go to secure access to resources 
overseas. The story provides a scathing 
account of interference in the management 
of Congo’s oil wealth, which for five decades 
has failed to translate into prosperity for its 
people. Policies like ‘local content’ were 
designed to tilt the scales back in favour of 
domestic interests after centuries of 
exploitation by foreigners. Yet, in this case 
and many others, they instead appear to 
have been used to benefit a small, well-
connected elite whose interests enmesh with 
those of foreign business. 

As Eni faces investigations on multiple fronts, 
our revelations add to the storm clouds 
gathering over the company’s business 
model and connections to power around the 
world. 

www.globalwitness.org  

 

 

 

 

 

https://resourcegovernance.org/sites/default/files/documents/corruption-risks-in-the-award-of-extractive-sector-licenses-and-contracts.pdf
https://resourcegovernance.org/sites/default/files/documents/corruption-risks-in-the-award-of-extractive-sector-licenses-and-contracts.pdf
http://www.globalwitness.org/
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PART 1. AOGC COMMITS TO BUY VITOL’S 
SHARES, BUT DOESN’T HAVE THE CASH  

Early 2012 brought much unrest between the 
Marine XI joint venture partners – SOCO 
Exploration & Production Congo (SOCO 
International), Raffia Oil (Vitol), Lundin 
Marine (Lundin), Congo’s national oil 
company SNPC, PetroVietnam and AOGC. 
Development of the block was slow, and 
Lundin and Vitol disagreed with the operator 
SOCO’s latest proposition – to drill a new oil 
well called Lideka East. 

Lundin made a clean exit from the block, 
transferring its shares to Vitol and SOCO in 
June 2012. Around the same time, Vitol was 
approached by another company called New 
Age African Global Energy (New Age), which 
was seeking to purchase its 26.11 per cent 
stake.  

Like Vitol, New Age had no interest in drilling 
Lideka East and was instead interested in 
acquiring the stake with a view to drilling 
elsewhere, in the Litchendjili reservoir. 
Litchendjili reportedly straddles Marine XI 
and a neighbouring block, Marine XII, in 
which New Age already held a stake 
alongside Eni. New Age and Eni had 
discovered significant quantities of oil in 
Marine XII a year or so earlier, making the 
Litchendjili reservoir an enticing prospect 
(see box 2).  

Vitol announced the third party interest in 
Marine XI to its joint venture partners on 8 
June 2012 and, on 25 October 2012, Vitol and 

                                                            
2 Two other companies called World Natural Resources 
existed at this time in Mauritius: WNR Development 

New Age entered into an agreement, 
according to London High Court documents. 
As per the joint venture rules, Vitol at this 
point had to notify its partners of the sale 
agreement and terms, and offer them the 
right to first refusal (‘pre-emption’ rights).  

AOGC – an existing minority partner in 
Marine XI with a 10 per cent interest – moved 
to exercise its right to first refusal and, on 20 
December 2012, formally accepted Vitol’s 
offer on the terms agreed with New Age; New 
Age was out. 

But AOGC had a conundrum: it didn’t have 
the cash, according to sources close to the 
deal.  

PART 2. AOGC AND WNR TEAM-UP, WNR 
SECURES FUNDING FROM MERCURIA 

Ten months earlier, on 20 February 2012, a 
new company joined the hundreds of 
thousands of others incorporated in the UK 
that year: World Natural Resources Limited 
(WNR). WNR was founded by Italian lawyer 
and art aficionado Maria Paduano and British 
businessman Alexander Haly. At 
incorporation, WNR was 50 per cent owned 
by Paduano through her UK company, 
Sceplum, while the other 50 per cent was 
owned by an anonymous British Virgin 
Islands company, Dalik Investments, 
according to company filings. Haly took over 
Dalik’s interest through his UK company 
Oligo at some point between 22 October 
2012 and January 2013, according to sources 
consulted by Global Witness.2  

Ltd, incorporated on 26 October 2010, and WNR 
Mauritius Ltd, incorporated on 10 May 2012. These 
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Paduano had little former business 
experience, while Haly worked in the marine 
services industry in Congo and elsewhere. 
WNR itself had little cash and assets, and no 
deals to its name.  

We have been unable to verify who identified 
the opportunity, who approached whom and 
when, but at some point after 25 October 
2012, AOGC and WNR agreed to act together 
to acquire Vitol’s interest in Marine XI. AOGC 
reportedly didn’t have the cash to acquire 
Vitol’s stake alone or the interest to retain 
the full shareholding. Meanwhile, WNR 
needed AOGC, as only existing Marine XI joint 
venture partners held the rights to pre-empt 
New Age’s offer. 

There was a problem, however: like AOGC, 
WNR didn’t have the money. WNR had a 
small window to act, so turned to a seasoned 
oil financier familiar with the region, Gad 
Cohen, in the hope that he could secure the 
necessary funding. Cohen headed for Geneva 
where towards the end of 2012 he spoke with 
various companies, including Mercuria, one 
of the world’s largest oil traders. 

Mercuria was interested in acquiring an 
interest in the oil block, but there were 
elements that its team were less comfortable 
with: Marine XI was (in their terms) a small 
business venture in a risky jurisdiction that 
they didn’t know well. We “didn’t have the 
resources internally to micro-manage an 
investment of this [small] size,” Mercuria said 
in response to questions from Global 
Witness. Crucially, the seller – Vitol, another 
Swiss commodity trader – was a major 
competitor and Mercuria was concerned that 

                                                            
Mauritius companies first appeared in WNR (UK) Ltd’s 
public accounts dated 31 March 2014, filed on UK 
Companies House. Mauritius is a secrecy jurisdiction; 

knowledge of its involvement could derail 
the deal, the company said. 

So Mercuria turned to an old business 
partner of its CEO Marco Dunand, Italian oil 
veteran Andrea Pulcini. Pulcini was trusted 
and willing to take some financial risk, 
Mercuria said. Having previously worked for 
Italian oil major Eni for many years, he was 
also seemingly capable of “micro-managing” 
the asset. All in all, Pulcini and his Dubai-
based company Energy Complex were 
precisely what Mercuria was looking for. 

Cohen had delivered: during February and 
March 2013, Mercuria committed to invest, 
albeit via Pulcini’s Energy Complex, and 
could foot the entire bill – US$15 million, in 
the form of a loan.  

PART 3. AOGC ACQUIRES VITOL’S SHARES 
AND FLIPS THEM TO WNR, MERCURIA 
PAYS 

On 7 January 2013, World Natural Resources 
SAU (WNR Congo) was incorporated in 
Pointe-Noire, Congo by Nigerian oil engineer 
Ernest Olufemi Akinmade. Akinmade is 
another former Eni employee who also 
represented Nigeria’s former oil minister Dan 
Etete in negotiations with Eni for the 
allegedly corrupt ‘OPL 245’ deal, for which 
Eni executives are currently on trial in Milan. 

On 24 January 2013, AOGC signed an 
agreement with Vitol to acquire its shares in 
Marine XI. 

In March 2013, with all the paperwork in 
place, Energy Complex, using funds from 
Mercuria, transferred just over US$15 million 
(US$12.6 million cash consideration plus 

we have therefore been unable to verify whether there 
was any ownership connection between the UK, 
Mauritius and Congo WNR companies prior to this date.   

https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/oil-gas-and-mining/opl-245-shell-and-enis-nigeria-deal/
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US$2.49 million in cash calls and fees3) into 
an escrow account held by an international 
law firm, Mercuria explained. The same 
month, Energy Complex acquired the rights 
to 49.9 per cent of WNR Congo (the 
remaining 50.1 per cent of WNR Congo was 
held by Haly and Paduano’s companies, via 
WNR).  

On 2 April 2013, Vitol received the funds from 
the escrow account and transferred its 26.11 
per cent interest to AOGC.  

AOGC immediately flipped 23 per cent on to 
WNR Congo, retaining 3.11 per cent as 
compensation for its brokering “services,” 
bringing its total interest in the block to 
13.11 per cent. 
 
 
*** 
 

                                                            
3 According to a copy of the ‘Pro forma completion 
statement’ seen by Global Witness, the cash 
consideration, cash calls and other fees were broken 
down as follows: US$12.6m “cash consideration”; 
US$1.3m “prepaid cash call”; US$0 “unpaid cash call”; 

Mercuria and AOGC’s roles in the deal were 
revealed only through document leaks 
reported on by Italian magazine L’Espresso 
and a 2016 contractual dispute between 
AOGC and Vitol in the London High Court, 
respectively. Without documents from this 
dispute, it would have looked from the 
outside as if Vitol had simply sold its stake to 
WNR.  

It has taken months of investigation to piece 
together the mechanics of this deal, but we 
still do not have the full picture. Why was 
AOGC confident enough to exercise its right 
to first refusal on behalf of WNR, a shell 
company incorporated just months earlier, 
without first securing the necessary funds? 
What incentive did AOGC have to take that 
risk? Who decided upon AOGC’s 
compensation and how was this calculated? 
And who stood to gain alongside Italian art 
aficionado Maria Paduano when WNR and 
AOGC began to strike their deal in 2012? 

On top of its three per cent interest in Marine 
XI, the incentive for AOGC’s risk-taking in this 
deal could be connected to the interests it 
received just months later in Eni’s oil licences 
elsewhere in Congo.  

Corporate secrecy rules in offshore 
jurisdictions like the BVI mean we will likely 
never know who stood to benefit alongside 
Paduano in 2012 and whether they had any 
connection to Eni. 

  

US$0 “working capital”; and US$1.2m “Marine XI JV 
account closing balance as at the effective date.” 

http://espresso.repubblica.it/inchieste/2018/04/11/news/new-scandal-shakes-eni-in-congo-who-is-behind-marine-xi-gas-field-1.320479
https://www.casemine.com/judgement/uk/5a8ff75760d03e7f57eab825
https://www.casemine.com/judgement/uk/5a8ff75760d03e7f57eab825
https://www.globalwitness.org/en-gb/campaigns/corruption-and-money-laundering/anonymous-company-owners/
https://www.globalwitness.org/en-gb/campaigns/corruption-and-money-laundering/anonymous-company-owners/
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BOX 2. MARINE XI’S MYSTERY ATTRACTION  

The competition seems unusually intense over a block that is yet to produce any oil and has 
seen little real progress to this end in over a decade.  

A clue lies in an obscure process known in the oil industry as ‘unitisation.’ 

At some point before the deals under discussion in this report, Italian oil company Eni made a 
major oil and gas discovery in the Litchendjili reservoir in the neighbouring block, Marine XII.  

If Marine XI partners could prove the Litchendjili reservoir extended into their patch, they 
could launch a process to ‘unitise,’ or ‘jointly develop,’ the two blocks. If successful, fields in 
each block could be aggregated as one unit, with SOCO and Eni jointly responsible for their 
respective share of the profits and costs. Alternatively, the Marine XI partners could drill into 
and exploit the reservoir independently from their side of the boundary. 

New Age was seemingly the first to spot the prospect – unsurprising given it had an existing 
stake in Marine XII and therefore information regarding its geology. In its pitch to acquire 
Vitol’s interests in around June 2012, New Age expressed direct interest in drilling into 
Litchendjili from the Marine XI side.  

AOGC’s move to exercise its pre-emption rights (to then flip most of the shares to WNR) cast 
New Age aside. But the idea seemed to stick. Perhaps with WNR’s extensive connections to 
Eni, the Marine XI partners felt confident at the time that negotiations to unitise would be 
successful.  

In early 2014, SOCO – Marine XI operator at the time – announced Litchendjili potentially 
extended into the block and reported the prospect to its shareholders: 

“The potential extension of a significant field discovery on a contiguous block and several other 
potentially exploitable leads clearly add value to the Marine XI Block,” it wrote.  

“Should drilling successfully demonstrate that [the Litchendjili field] extends into the Marine XI 
Block, unitisation could result in revenue being generated from the Block very early following 
the discovery.”  

Unitisation is also in Congo’s interest. In cases where reservoirs overlap different blocks 
operated by separate entities, it ensures efficient field development and resource 
exploitation, reduces the proportion of ‘cost oil’ recoverable by companies and therefore 
increases the state’s share of in-kind revenues.  

In some jurisdictions, including Congo, the powers to impose unitisation are codified in law. 
We understand that it is the Congolese government’s will for Marine XI and Marine XII to be 
unitised, but the operators of each block have failed to agree on the terms. 

https://www.socointernational.com/preliminary-results

