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Key PoinTs

→	 The Kremlin Playbook 2: The Enablers	revealed	
how	 russia has developed and sustained  
state capture networks	 in	 Europe	 to	 enable	
the expansion of its economic and political in-
fluence.

→	 Austria	 has	 been	 one	 of	 the	 most	 vulnerable	
countries in Europe. Russia has increased its 
economic footprint in the country significant-
ly over the last decade. Russian entities have 
rechanneled	billions	of	euro	 in	russia-owned 
banks in austria. The latter received an exemp-
tion from the European sanctions to continue 
operating within the Eurozone system and fa-
cilitate loans and deposit operations involving 
Russian entities.

→ Russian companies control directly or indirectly 
around 5 % of the economy	including	strategic	
assets in the financial industry, the energy and 
the construction sectors.

→ The Russian economic footprint in Austria 
has	 been	 translated in political leverage	 by	
the close ties developed between all major 
Austrian political parties and the Kremlin.

→ Boosting independent anti-corruption capac-
ity domestically and expanding the role of EU 
institutions in closing vulnerabilities	 such	 as	
loopholes in the money laundering regime, im-
plementation gaps in energy and competition 
laws, and lack of transparency in financial mar-
kets could make it more difficult for Russia-
linked state capture networks to operate.

At the end of March, the Center for the Study of De-
mocracy (CSD) and the Center for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies (CSIS) published their second joint 
report	The Kremlin Playbook 2: The Enablers	analysing	
the Russian economic influence in Austria, Italy and 
the Netherlands. Little did we expect that a real-life 
movie based on the playbook’s script will be released 
less than two months later. The Ibiza-gate video that 
shook the Austrian political system in the third week 
of May revealed in an explicit, almost satirical, man-
ner how governing Austrian politicians are ready and 
willing	to enable the expansion of Russian economic 
and political influence in Austria.

a hub for russian money

The most striking example of the growing Russian 
economic	 footprint	 in	 the	 country	 that	The Kremlin 
Playbook	revealed	has	been	the	rechanneling	of	bil-
lions of euro of Russian banks’ money towards Aus-
tria	after the imposition of sanctions against Russia 
for the annexation of Crimea. In the past five years, 
Russia invested around EUR 20 billion in the Austrian 
economy making it the second-largest investor trail-
ing only Germany. In 2017, Russian FDI stocks ac-
counted for 16 % of the total, up from just around 
8 % in 2013. The largest part of the inflow of Russian 
capital has gone primarily in the Austrian financial 
system. russia-owned subsidiary banks	registered	in	
Austria	received an exemption from European sanc-
tions and continued operating within the Eurozone 
system and facilitating loans and deposits involving 
Russian entities.

https://csd.bg/publications/publication/the-kremlin-playbook-2-the-enablers-1/
https://csd.bg/publications/publication/the-kremlin-playbook-2-the-enablers-1/
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Not surprisingly then, Austrian banks have doubled 
their exposure to the russian market	 to	 around	
EUR 14.6 billion since the imposition of the sanctions 
in 2014. It was the only country to do so in the EU. 
The state-owned Russian banks, Sberbank and VTB, 
control a combined EUR 26 billion in assets in Austria. 
Sberbank acquired the Austrian Volksbank in 2011 
giving the Russian bank major reach in 7 EU Member 
States and across the Western Balkans, where it now 
controls the largest company in the region, the giant 
retail holding Agrokor.

Meanwhile, the russian direct and indirect corpo-
rate footprint has reached an estimated 5.2 % of 
the total corporate revenues in the economy. Most 
of it is concentrated in critical sectors such as ener-
gy, construction, banking and real estate. Austria has 
also become a major hub for roundtrip investments	
that are used to repatriate profits back to Russia or 
simply to store funds, some of which might have il-
licit origin. Austria’s largest businesses across Cen-
tral and Southeast Europe risk willingly or unwillingly 
becoming amplifiers for Russian influence across the 
region. For example, one of the actors mentioned in 
the Ibiza-gate video, Strabag, is controlled 25 %	by	

the Russian oligarch Oleg Deripaska, who has had 
strong influence on Russia’s foreign policy and has 
been under US sanctions.

State capture in strategic 
sectors

Russian presence in the energy sector has been the 
most visible. Austria is more than 80 %	dependent	on	
natural gas imports from Russia. Gazprom has been 
using the Central European Gas Hub near Vienna as 
one	 of	 its	 strategically	 chosen	 outlets	 for	 supplying	
Central Europe with natural gas. Austria’s national 
energy champion, OMV, is one of the staunchest 
backers of Gazprom’s strategy in Europe, and be-
came the first gas importer from the Soviet Union in 
1968. More recently, it has worked on the now-de-
funct South Stream gas pipeline, and its reincarna-
tion – TurkStream. In 2015, OMV joined four other 
Western European energy companies to finance the 
Nord Stream 2 pipeline. Several high-level politicians, 
including	 successive	 Austrian	 chancellors	 and	 for-
eign ministers, have publicly supported both South 
Stream and Nord Stream 2. Austria has opposed the 

russian economic footprint in austria

Source:	 Austrian	Central	Bank;	CSD	calculations	based	on	corporate	database	statistics.
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1 Loskot-Strachota, A., Bajczuk, R. and Kardas, S. “Nord Stream 2 divides the West”, OSW, June 18, 2018.
2 By December 2016, the FPÖ and Kremlin-backed political party United Russia had signed a cooperative agreement in which 

they agreed to meet regularly and exchange information on a wide range of issues. Since 2014, the party has voiced its strong 
opposition to EU sanctions and has regularly participated in Kremlin-organised events in Crimea.

application of EU market rules on the offshore sec-
tion of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, and is likely one 
of the Member States that has refused to give the 
Commission a mandate to negotiate with Gazprom.1	
In exchange, Gazprom has concluded an asset swap 
with the Austrian firm that would provide it with ac-
cess to some of the most lucrative oil and gas fields 
in Western Siberia.

The growing Russian economic footprint in Austria 
has been translated in political leverage	by	the	close	
ties developed between all major Austrian political 
parties and the Kremlin. The far-right FPÖ, whose 
leaders were the main actors in the Ibiza-gate video, 
has developed multiple connections to Russia and 
is only the latest, though probably the most visible, 
emanation of the symbiosis of Russo-Austrian politi-
cal and economic networks.2 Austria’s “neutrality”, 
currently interpreted rather politically than militarily, 
is often used to frame fundamentally a pro-Russian 
worldview of geopolitics and Western values. In such 
an atmosphere, it is easy for Russia to manipulate the 
debate and to gain sympathy.

In the past decade, chancellors and senior ministers 
from the two leading parties in Austria, the con-
servative ÖVP and the social-democratic SPÖ, have 
served	 as	 spearheads	 for	 expanding	 the	 business	
ties between Russia and Austria and for backing 
joint projects in energy. Former chancellors have 
become	 lobbyists for some of the largest Russian 
companies. Wolfgang Schüssel joined the Board of 
Directors of the Russian telecom MTS in 2018, and 
of the oil producer Lukoil in 2019. Former conserva-
tive minister of finance Hans Jörg Schelling became 
lobbyist for Gazprom. Austrian politicians were 
never shy of cultivating ties to Russian businesses 
and making use of this connection after their po-
litical career ended. It will hardly be surprising then 
if we see the actors from the Ibiza-gate video join 
the ranks of Russia lobbyists soon after the scandal 
subsides.

The video is a vivid illustration of how russia devel-
ops oligarchic networks in Europe	 that	manage	an	
unvirtuous	cycle	of	state	capture	 (a	concept	devel-
oped in detail in CSD’s book on The Russian Econom-
ic	Grip	on	Central	and	Eastern	Europe). In this cycle, 
the co-opting of political parties serves to expand 
economic ties that then further strengthen political 
relations. The reverse logic is also pertinent. The es-
tablished revolving-door mechanism	 for	 installing	
party-loyal	cadres	in	the	largest	Austrian	businesses	
influences their decisions to expand investments in 
Russia and/or foster joint projects. As described in 
details also in the first Kremlin Playbook on Central 
and Eastern Europe, Russia increases its influence 
in	 Europe	 not	 necessarily	 because	 of	 its	 abundant	
resources, but exactly because it can activate state 
capture	 channels	 in	 which	 local	 players	 share	 the	
spoils with their Russian counterparts.

Breaking the unvirtuous cycle

Breaking this unvirtuous cycle requires to first recog-
nise that Russia exploits existing governance deficits 
at national (like in Austria) and European level. Boost-
ing independent anti-corruption capacity domestical-
ly and expanding the role of EU institutions in closing 
vulnerabilities such as loopholes in the money-laun-
dering regime, implementation gaps in energy and 
competition laws, and lack of transparency in finan-
cial markets could make it more difficult for Russia-
linked state capture networks to operate.

Hence, the EU should strengthen further its reporting 
and regulatory requirements for ultimate beneficial 
ownership, suspicious banking transactions and cross-
border tax avoidance schemes. One way would be to 
develop	an	EU-wide anti-money-laundering author-
ity that manages the cooperation of different coun-
tries’ tax authorities and financial intelligence agen-
cies on cross-border investigations and information 
sharing. The EU should further strengthen its internal 

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2018-06-18/nord-stream-2-divides-west
https://www.routledge.com/The-Russian-Economic-Grip-on-Central-and-Eastern-Europe/Shentov/p/book/9780815363422
https://www.routledge.com/The-Russian-Economic-Grip-on-Central-and-Eastern-Europe/Shentov/p/book/9780815363422
https://csd.bg/publications/publication/the-kremlin-playbook-understanding-russian-influence-in-central-and-eastern-europe/
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good governance and rule of law mechanisms, includ-
ing the reinstating of its bi-annual anti-corruption re-
port. The EU should start consistently cracking on at-
tempts by Member States to avoid sanctions against 
Russia including through the operation of Western 
subsidiaries of Russian companies, the influx of Rus-
sian funds in Western banks and the joint projects be-
tween Russian and European countries.

US and EU authorities should also expand their 
cooperation in implementing effective instruments 

such	 as	 the	 Foreign	 Corrupt	 Practices	 Act	 and	 the	
Global Magnitsky Act to investigate high-level cor-
ruption practices in Europe that enable Russian stra-
tegic interests. These policy measures should serve 
to blunt the tools that Russia has mastered in ena-
bling its malign economic influence in Europe, and 
would be the first step to devising proper response 
mechanisms to the more visible political elements 
of foreign meddling such as media propaganda, in-
telligence activities, cyber-attacks and military pos-
turing.


