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To all those people around the world who stand up to the Terrible Humans that this book is about, and to the memory of Jess Search, friend, filmmaker and ‘Lucky Fucker’ who made a difference.




Praise for Very Bad People

‘More usually found in the pages of thrillers, these stories are frighteningly true. Corruption is one of the greatest enemies of democracy, to win the fight we need champions like Global Witness.’

– George Soros

‘Very few activists have the ability to turn the object of their attentions into a quivering mess. Global Witness are fearless.’

– Gordon Roddick, campaigner and co-founder of The Body Shop

‘This book is inspirational. It shows how young people with sufficient passion and intelligence have the capacity to go after some of the most powerful governments and corporations, and shame, humiliate and just push governments to suppost important reforms that can make this a more decent world.’

– Frank Vogle, co-founder of Transparency International

‘The story told in this book of three youthful idealists who go from eating cold baked beans in a draughty London flat to the Thai-Cambodian border where they posed as traders in illegally felled timber is simply riveting. Don’t miss it.’

– Misha Glenny, author of McMafia

‘Very Bad People reads like a John Le Carré novel but is, in fact, the very real story of [Alley’s] adventures in this thrilling and terrifying world.’

– The Big Issue

‘Alley has produced a clear-eyed account of a world poisoned by dark money, and a welcome reminder than resistance is possible. As it turns out, his book is even more timely than he could have hoped.’

– Irish Times

‘Very Bad People would be a hugely enjoyable thriller if it wasn’t all true…’

– Isabella Tree, author of Wildling

‘Part true-crime tale, part investigative procedural, this is the account of the brilliant superheroes of Global Witness, whose superpower is the truth.’

– Edward Zwick, director of Blood Diamond

‘Warlords, crooks, oil tycoons and dictators. A shocking, important and page-turning book that gives a unique insight into a hidden world of criminality.’

– Jeff Skoll, founder and chairman, Participant Media, Skoll Foundation




AUTHOR’S NOTE

It would not have been possible to write this book without the courage and dedication of the people who bring to light the actions of terrible humans.

These are their stories.
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‘We have chosen to put profits before people, money before morality, dividends before decency, fanaticism before fairness, and our own trivial comforts before the unspeakable agonies of others.’

Iain Banks, Complicity






PREAMBLE

In my first book, Very Bad People, I wrote about how, in the early 1990s, my friends Charmian Gooch and Simon Taylor and I met while working for a tiny environmental group and had a hare-brained idea. Downing lagers in the bar of the Betsey Trotwood pub in London’s then very ungentrified district of Clerkenwell, we were pondering whether the civil war in Cambodia, big news at the time, would ever end.

The Khmer Rouge regime had been responsible for killing millions of people in the greatest genocide since the Nazi Holocaust. Kicked out of power, they became a fugitive but deadly, dedicated and well-trained rebel army occupying the dense rainforests of western and northern Cambodia. There they waged a brutal civil war against the newly elected democratic government and collaborated with its corrupt leaders to rob the country dry.

We had read press reports that the Khmer Rouge was trading rainforest timber with Thailand. We guessed that this trade must be generating funds for its war effort. Maybe if that trade was closed down, we thought, the money supply would be cut off and the war brought to an end. ‘Why doesn’t someone do that?’ we asked ourselves. And then, ‘Why don’t we?’

Like all the best ideas, there were countless reasons why not. We had no experience, no money, no organization and, frankly, no fucking clue, so we decided to do it. We created an investigative organization and called it Global Witness. It took us 18 months to scrape together some money but then, armed with secret cameras, some US Vietnam War-era maps and tummies full of butterflies, we set off for the borderlands of Thailand’s Wild East, posing as European timber buyers to try to infiltrate the Thai logging Mafia.

That was the birth of Global Witness. From that first hair-raising investigation, Global Witness went on to expose the issue of blood diamonds to the world, spawning a Hollywood movie in the process. Also, oddly for a bunch of idiots like us, we got nominated for the 2003 Nobel Peace Prize. We went on to identify how warlords like Liberia’s Charles Taylor were funding their bloody adventures and cut those funds; we pried into the boardrooms of multinational companies and exposed the corruption carried out by some of the biggest criminals on Earth (whom we named the Pinstripe Army); and we followed the gargantuan sums of money stolen from their countries by oligarchs and tracked it to their luxury mansions in London, New York and the other playgrounds of the super-rich. In so doing we became unwitting pioneers of the global anticorruption movement. No one was more surprised than we were.

This book will tell you what happened next.

On 23 August 2023, a privately owned Embraer Legacy jet en route from Moscow to St Petersburg fell out of the sky. Local people told reporters they had heard a distinct boom, and one man in his garden in Kuzhenkino, north of Moscow, was quick enough to grab his smartphone. The blurry video footage he took, eerily silent, shows what looks like the wingless fuselage of the plane descending horizontally, almost gracefully for a few moments, before it flips into a steep dive with white smoke pouring from it. The plane goes out of shot as it disappears behind a slatted wooden garden fence and a few more seconds pass before a dense plume of grey smoke billows into the sky.

The crash brought a sudden end to the careers of Yevgeny Prigozhin and the top lieutenants of the Wagner Group, the notorious Russian mercenary army whose brutality had become a watchword in a series of wars across Africa, the Middle East and Ukraine. Perhaps mourned by their families and diehard fanatics, those passengers won’t be much missed by those who have suffered at their hands or those of Russia’s president, Vladimir Putin. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to work out that following Prigozhin’s challenge to Putin’s power in an attempted coup a couple of months before, the ticking time bomb he was sitting on wasn’t just metaphorical. It is quite likely exactly what killed him.

Four days earlier, a relaxed-looking Prigozhin, dressed in civilian clothes and a light, short-sleeved summer shirt, appearing less bullish than usual, looked into the camera as a couple of his smiling fans stood either side of him and took a selfie. He was in Bangui, the capital of the Central African Republic (CAR). This resource-rich but grindingly poor and battle-scarred country is arguably the jewel in Wagner’s crown. Since 2017, it has become a de facto Russian colony and forward military base deep in the heart of Africa. In a pattern repeated across the continent, the mercenary group had been quick in taking over the country’s rich diamond and gold mines in exchange for offering their muscle to the ruling clique. Their extreme violence against anyone who gets in their way is perhaps the most honest expression of modern-day Russian diplomacy in action.

Much of what we know about what goes on in CAR – this new Heart of Darkness – is in large part down to one of the courageous investigators I interviewed for this book. ‘Leave No Trace’ (see page 121) gives a terrifying insight into how a new Russian empire is being created across Africa. Such was the understanding I gained from my interviews with my source that when I heard that nearby Niger’s democratically elected government was ousted by a military coup in July 2023, I was not at all surprised to learn that the crowds welcoming the new regime were waving Russian flags.

As with Very Bad People, Terrible Humans tells a few more stories from the Global Witness archives and the daring, innovative investigators that I am so happy to be able to work with. But I also wanted to write about some of my heroes in other organizations who work on different but equally crucial issues – things I would love to have done myself, but never had the time or the headspace.

I learned so much as I relived several Global Witness investigations through interviewing my colleagues who carried them out. They took me across continents to witness networks of secret companies being established to carry out massive and corrupt mining deals behind closed doors, and in the shadow of the Russian invasion of Ukraine they showed me how the money moves around, how the machines of war were powered and by who. I was a fly on the walls of the boardrooms of mega-corporations and taken into those dark corners where globally significant dodgy deals were hammered out in secret. And, through the eyes of our amazing investigators, I saw how some of the most vulnerable but important people on Earth hold firm against violence and malevolent political power.

Then I was taken into areas new to me as I made contact with old Global Witness friends who, over the years, had moved on to different organizations, pioneering new areas of work. And I talked with people I had never met before. As old friendships were rekindled and new ones forged, I became immersed in investigations into the dark corridors of organized crime and was taken to some of the wildest places on the planet.

The people I follow in this book are heroes – and the world needs more heroes; but you, the reader, are going to meet the villains too. As with Very Bad People, some of these crooks may seem to live in a world far away from your own, but nothing could be further from the truth. In this increasingly interconnected world, what some criminal does on the other side of the planet may well affect you. And of course, the crimes may not be on the other side of the world, but instead being carried out in some city boardroom or a shady accountant’s office in a small town. Or maybe the criminal masterminds live just down the road from you.

Despite the extraordinary situations and circumstances I document in this book, these are, in the end, stories about ordinary people who took on villains worthy of a John le Carré novel. In addition to our heroes – journalists, cops and former cops, indigenous peoples and the investigators of Global Witness and sister organizations – the cast includes crooks, spies, the bosses of multinational companies, warlords, high-class sex workers, mercenaries and corrupt politicians. And whereas the stories can appear to be eight investigations into a disparate group of situations, they are all linked.

I am a child of the first Cold War, growing up with the ever-present threat of a nuclear apocalypse. The relief we all felt when the Soviet Union collapsed in the last decade of the previous century was palpable, and I entered adulthood with an enhanced sense of hope and peace. It was nice while it lasted. As the threats brought by climate change become a reality, the politics and mechanics of globalization has delayed necessary action by decades. As standards of living in the Global North have grown exponentially, they have done so at a direct cost to those in the Global South. And just when we really need collective effort to tackle the greatest threats humanity has ever faced, we are becoming increasingly divided – not just by wealth versus poverty, but also by disinformation versus the truth, which in turn fuels extreme political division. Into this mix, Putin’s invasion of Ukraine has thrust us into Cold War II.

One could give up in despair, but I don’t despair. I have hope because I know that the very good people I write about in this book exist and any one of them can change the world. If this book encourages just a few more people to emulate them, then it has been worth it.
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‘Simply riveting. Don’t miss it.’
Misha Glenny, author of McMafia, on Very Bad People
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