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	About this edition

Introduction
Following the money in oil
An oil tanker leaves port. Its cargo has a buyer, a price and a destination. It also has a financial timetable: money advanced to buy it, guarantees required by a bank, cash tied up in a price hedge, and payment expected on arrival. Someone has to fund the gaps between those dates.

Banking on Oil follows that money through eight investigations. The journey starts with the financing of a cargo and moves to the banks that lend to commodity traders. It then follows Chad’s oil revenues pledged to creditors, the construction of a price benchmark, and the refineries, terminals and filling stations that give trading a physical base.

Two court cases open a different perspective. Trafigura’s nickel case examines the controls around a financed cargo. The Trafigura–Petrobras case traces bribery through contracts and payments. Each has its own parties, dates and legal findings. They help explain responsibilities and failures of control; their conclusions cannot be extended to the whole industry.

The final chapter connects these mechanisms to the continuity of deliveries. When collateral falls due before a sale brings in cash, timing becomes critical. Energy-sector cases from 2022 help examine the available backstops. They concern gas and electricity in particular and do not describe a worldwide interruption of oil trading.

Contracts, accounts, decisions and institutional publications accompany the analysis throughout. Hypothetical examples remain labelled, and figures retain their dates and scope. This edition brings together the English articles published from 6 to 8 September 2026 in one continuous reading order, with their source references and links to the online versions.
Reading order
	Who pays for an oil cargo before you do?: Credit, collateral and the financial timetable of a cargo.
	The banks behind Trafigura’s oil trading: The lenders and instruments that finance commodity trading.
	Chad and Glencore: the oil revenues pledged to creditors: Debt, export receipts and the government budget.
	Trafigura and the making of a fuel-oil benchmark: The CFTC case and the construction of a Platts price assessment.
	Vitol’s refineries, terminals and the power to choose suppliers: Infrastructure ownership and conditions of competition.
	Trafigura’s nickel fraud and the limits of paper collateral: Misdescribed cargoes and the controls around trade finance.
	Trafigura and Petrobras: how bribery entered the oil trade: Intermediaries, payments and penalties.
	Can a credit squeeze disrupt oil supplies?: Margin calls, liquidity and supply backstops.

Part 1 of 8
Who pays for an oil cargo before you do?
From the Sienna court case to Trafigura’s accounts, an investigation into the credit, collateral and cash that finance the oil trade.
Published 6 September 2026 · Read online
Banking on Oil : Part 1

BP was paid on 2 April 2020. Its invoice covered 80,000 tonnes of fuel oil aboard the Sienna. The buyer was Gulf Petrochem; the financing came from UniCredit. Discharge would take place weeks later. The original shipping document intended to help secure the bank’s exposure would not reach it until August. These dates come from an English court judgment. [1]

The cargo was very low sulphur fuel oil, not automotive petrol, and the record does not trace it to an identified filling station. The litigation left something unusually useful: a record of who had to pay, who was waiting to collect and the rights the financing gave the bank. [1]

A commodity trade needs someone who can wait between paying for a purchase and collecting the proceeds of a sale. That may be the seller, extending payment terms. It may be a trader using its own cash or borrowing. A bank may provide a conditional payment undertaking. The arrangements allocate funding needs and credit risk differently; there is no single payment sequence for every international trade. [4]

In the Sienna transaction, UniCredit’s role extended beyond supplying finance. Gulf’s onward buyers were to be approved by the bank and were supposed to pay it directly. The terms of the financing helped shape the sale itself. They also raise the question running through this series: how much control does the ability to finance a cargo actually buy? [1]

The bank is waiting for the next buyer’s money

BP agreed the sale to Gulf on 30 January 2020. A bill of lading signed at Rotterdam on 19 February recorded the loading of just over 101,693 tonnes. UniCredit’s letter of credit, issued on 12 March, covered only part of that shipment: 80,000 tonnes, with a contractual tolerance of 10%. The invoice ultimately paid was for 80,000 tonnes. The appeal judgment expressly leaves the balance of the shipment unaccounted for; neither party could give the court further information about it. [1]

A documentary letter of credit is a bank’s undertaking to pay a seller on the agreed terms if the required documents are presented and comply. The seller gains a bank commitment rather than relying solely on the buyer’s promise. Issuing that commitment is a separate event from making a payment under it. [3] [5]

For this transaction, the documents needed to obtain payment were a commercial invoice and BP’s warranty of title. The original bill of lading was not required to pay BP. Complying documents were presented on 1 April and payment followed on 2 April. Gulf then acquired ownership of the financed cargo, and the bank’s security interest attached to it. [1]

Repayment was meant to follow a different timetable. Gulf and UniCredit intended the cargo to be sold on to bank-approved buyers. Those buyers were to pay UniCredit directly, 90 days from the date of their invoices. That is not 90 days from loading, nor necessarily 90 days from the bank’s payment to BP. [1]

The economic service is straightforward. BP can collect its money before Gulf receives the proceeds of its onward sales. UniCredit carries credit exposure in the meantime: the possibility that the financing will not be repaid as agreed. Buyer approval, payment routing and security over the cargo are ways to contain that exposure. [1]



[image: 2020. 19 February: loading at Rotterdam and bill of lading signed. 12 March: UniCredit issues the letter of credit. 2 April: BP paid for 80,000 tonnes. 26 April to 2 May: ship-to-ship discharge at Sohar without production of the original bill. 13 August: the original endorsed by BP reaches the bank. Not a time-proportional scale. Source: Court of Appeal judgment of 4 May 2023, paragraphs 10 to 21.]
Dates and events: appeal judgment, paragraphs 10, 12 and 17–21. The bill records the whole shipment; the paid invoice and the financing examined cover 80,000 tonnes. This is not an AIS reconstruction. [1]

The sequence also corrects a familiar mental picture of trade finance. The bank did not necessarily hand over the money before the ship was loaded. Here, the documentary commitment came after loading and payment came later still. Some letters of credit do permit pre-shipment advances, but through specific provisions; an advance is not an automatic feature of the instrument. [1] [5]


Credit terms can reach into the sale

UniCredit’s arrangements included a pledge: security giving a lender rights over specified assets or documents if the borrower defaults. The agreements covered the bill of lading and the goods, with the latter pledge attaching once Gulf acquired an ownership or possessory interest. Taking security did not make UniCredit the commercial buyer of the fuel oil. [1]

A bill of lading does several jobs. Issued in connection with shipment, it records receipt of the goods. Depending on its form and the legal relationship involved, it can also contain or evidence the contract of carriage and support rights to delivery. In the Sienna litigation, the document’s contractual status and the rights transferred to the bank became central issues. Describing it as merely a receipt misses that function; treating it as an unconditional certificate of ownership would also be misleading. [1]

The payment arrangements offered another kind of protection. The onward buyers were supposed to send their money to the bank. The financing therefore did more than create a claim against Gulf: it specified a route by which sale proceeds should reach the lender. [1]

Similar principles can be applied to pools of inventory and receivables. Deutsche Bank’s 2025 trade finance guide describes facilities in which borrowing capacity is tied to eligible collateral, revalued regularly. Proceeds may flow into a collection account pledged to the lenders’ security agent. This is a banking practitioner’s account of the product, not independent evidence of its market share. [7]

The commercial implications follow from the terms. A creditworthy buyer, a receivable the bank accepts and a verifiable payment route can make a transaction easier to finance. An apparently attractive resale may be difficult to execute within the available credit arrangements. That is an inference from how the financing works, not a finding that a lender dictates all its customer’s business. [1] [7]

Approval rights and control over receipts are ordinary protections against non-payment. They also give the lender a say in which counterparties are acceptable. The public record establishes that role in this transaction. It does not establish abusive terms, an imposed exclusive relationship or the absence of alternatives.


The cargo arrives before the paperwork

Between 26 April and 2 May 2020, the financed cargo was transferred from the Sienna to two other vessels at Sohar, Oman. No original bill of lading was presented. The shipowner acted on Gulf’s instructions and relied on Gulf’s indemnity. BP endorsed the original bill to UniCredit on 7 August; the bank received it on 13 August. [1]

Late paperwork, on its own, is not proof of fraud. The Court of Appeal describes discharge against a letter of indemnity, without the original bill of lading, as a widespread and longstanding practice. Under that arrangement, the party requesting delivery undertakes to indemnify the carrier on the stated terms. Original documents may take time to pass along a chain of trades. BP had also pointed to Covid-related working restrictions when explaining the delay in endorsing the bill in this case. [1]

The letter of indemnity and the letter of credit have different beneficiaries and purposes. One provides protection to the carrier under its terms. The other is the bank’s conditional payment undertaking to the seller. Confusing them obscures who has promised what to whom. [1]

Gulf did not repay UniCredit. The bank sued Euronav, the vessel’s owner at the time, over delivery without production of the bill of lading. The first-instance judgment records a claim for $24,701,600 in damages. That is the amount sought in that judgment, not an award to the bank. [1] [2]

The Court of Appeal’s decision on 4 May 2023 requires careful reading. UniCredit succeeded on the issue of breach of the carriage contract, yet its appeal was dismissed. The decisive problem was causation. On the findings upheld by the court, had the carrier sought the necessary instructions, the bank would have authorised discharge without the original bill. The breach was therefore not the cause of the loss claimed. [1]

The UK Supreme Court subsequently refused permission to appeal on 29 August 2023. That refusal was not a fresh hearing of the merits. [8]

The appeal judgment itself warns against reading too much into the outcome. It points to the particular facts and questions the sweeping consequences argued for by the bank. It does not establish that bills of lading are worthless security, or give carriers a general licence to discharge without them. The lender’s rights mattered, but so did the instructions it would have given and the other protections it believed it had. [1]

The public materials examined do not establish UniCredit’s ultimate recovery across all claims and insurance arrangements. The outcome of this action against Euronav is known. A claim that the bank recovered nothing from any source would go beyond the evidence.


The contract decides who carries the payment gap

Litigation makes a transaction unusually visible. It also creates a selection problem: the deal is in the public record because something went wrong. Ordinary international payment arrangements range from cash in advance to payment after delivery. A seller who allows the buyer to pay later carries an exposure of its own, which it may in turn insure or finance. [4]

Shell’s published terms provide a narrowly defined example. The version 1.1 FOB barge terms, published in July 2025 and effective from 1 July 2026, set a default deadline of three New York banking days after title passes, where no other payment date has been specified and subject to the provisions on delivery of payment documents. These are barge-delivery terms, not the Sienna contract or a universal rule for oil cargoes. [6]

The same document says that “Letter of Credit” in its payment-security section means a standby letter of credit. In this use, the bank provides a backstop for failure to pay, rather than the routine channel for settling the invoice. Finding the words “letter of credit” in a contract does not, by itself, establish that the bank has already advanced money. [6] [5]

For a trader, financing sits alongside purchase, transport and storage costs. Earnings depend on the difference achieved between purchases and sales after costs and risks are taken into account. The Financial Stability Board describes, among other activities, arbitrage between locations and between grades of a commodity. A bank may charge for its undertaking and, where lending is actually used, for providing the funds. [11] [3]

None of this yields a defensible “normal margin per barrel” for this case. The full financing cost of the Sienna transaction has not been established. It cannot be inferred from a large trader’s consolidated accounts, and the damages sought by a lender do not measure the profit earned on the sale.


A profitable trader can still need more cash

Moving from one cargo to a group balance sheet changes the scale, but the distinction between earnings and cash remains essential. Consider Trafigura, with no connection established here to the Sienna transaction. Its interim accounts, published on 4 June 2026, cover 1 October 2025 to 31 March 2026. They include the whole group, including metals and other businesses, rather than oil trading alone. The statements were prepared under IAS 34 and are unaudited. [9]

For those six months, the group reported $4.09 billion in net profit. It also reported a net operating cash outflow of $7.039 billion. These are not competing descriptions of the same measure. Profit records an accounting outcome; the cash-flow statement shows the effects on cash. [9]

The reconciliation explains the difference. After accounting adjustments, the cash-flow statement starts with $7.883 billion of operating cash flow before working-capital changes. Changes in inventories, receivables, payables and prepayments then absorb a net $13.860 billion. Both the receivables and payables lines include derivatives. The number cannot be read simply as customer invoices waiting to be paid. Interest, taxes and dividends received within the operating section bring the final net operating cash flow to minus $7.039 billion. [9]


[image: Trafigura consolidated group, 1 October 2025 to 31 March 2026. US dollars in billions, unaudited. Operating cash flow before working-capital changes: plus 7.883. Working-capital changes including derivatives: minus 13.860. Net interest, tax and dividends received: minus 1.062. Net operating cash flow: minus 7.039. Accounting reconciliation, not drawn to scale. Source: 2026 half-year report, printed page 14.]
Source: cash-flow statement, printed page 14, rounded to the nearest million. l0g calculations from reported USD millions: changes = −13,007.1 − 14,120.1 − 389.0 + 13,656.5 = −13,859.7; other operating flows = −1,488.0 + 619.9 + 27.8 − 221.9 = −1,062.2. The starting point is cash flow before working-capital changes, not net profit. [9]

In ordinary business usage, working capital concerns money tied up in the operating cycle: inventory to be paid for and customer payments still to be collected, offset by credit obtained from suppliers. Trafigura’s cash-flow presentation covers a broader set of movements, including derivatives. That distinction matters when interpreting what has absorbed cash. [9]

Banks help fund the cycle at this scale. The same statement records a $12.343 billion net increase in short-term bank financing during the six months. That is a financing flow, not the closing stock of bank debt. An operating cash outflow alone does not establish that the group has run out of cash or is insolvent. [9]

Price hedging can create a further timing mismatch. A trader holding physical goods may sell futures to reduce its exposure to a fall in their value. If prices rise, the futures position can require cash to meet margin calls before the higher value of the physical cargo is realised through a cash sale. A hedge can therefore reduce price exposure while creating an immediate funding need. Differences in grade, location or timing can leave other risks in place. [11]

This general mechanism explains why access to liquidity matters. It does not allow every movement in Trafigura’s cash flow to be attributed to a particular cause from the published aggregates alone.


Borrowing capacity is part of the business

Funding needs have to be considered alongside available resources. At 31 March 2026, Trafigura’s management reported $19.4 billion of liquidity, comprising $7.7 billion of immediately available cash and $11.7 billion of undrawn committed facilities. A $3 billion contingent facility arranged in early March was already included. Adding it again would overstate the total. [10]


[image: Trafigura at 31 March 2026. Management-reported liquidity of 19.4 billion US dollars comprises 7.7 billion of immediately available cash and 11.7 billion of undrawn committed facilities. The 3 billion contingent facility is already included in facilities and in the total. A credit facility is not cash. Source: financial review published 4 June 2026.]
Source: Trafigura financial review, published 4 June 2026. Resources at a point in time, not cash flows over the six months. The bar represents $7.7bn and $11.7bn out of $19.4bn. Hatching denotes borrowing capacity, not cash. [10]

An undrawn facility is borrowing capacity available on the contractual terms, not money already sitting in a bank account. This management liquidity measure is therefore distinct from the accounting cash balance. It adds information about the resources available to support the business; it does not erase the operating cash outflow. [10]

The useful service provided by trade finance should remain part of the analysis. Bank undertakings and lending can make transactions possible that would otherwise be harder to conclude. Research by Matthieu Crozet, Banu Demir and Beata Javorcik finds evidence consistent with a two-sided role: letters of credit can cushion a rise in uncertainty but transmit stress when the banks supplying them are in difficulty. Their study is not an estimate of the global oil market in 2026. [12]

The experience of 2022 also provides a check on sweeping crisis narratives. In its February 2023 report, the FSB identified liquidity strains and vulnerabilities but found that the commodities ecosystem had largely absorbed the shock, with a limited impact on the rest of the financial system. The London Metal Exchange nickel market was its major exception for market-functioning disruption. That historical finding is neither a promise of future stability nor evidence of a general collapse. [11]

The conclusion supported by this first investigation is specific. Financing can confer rights over a cargo, its proceeds and the buyers acceptable to the lender. Those rights are visible in the Sienna record, as is a judicial limit on their effectiveness. At group level, borrowing capacity helps bridge timing gaps that accounting profits alone cannot resolve. [1] [9]

The next instalment will follow that financing upstream: to the banks funding commodity traders, the conditions attached to their commitments and the room they leave customers when cash requirements rise.




Sources and method

Documents checked as of 6 September 2026. This article draws on public records, not interviews or confidential bank documents. The legal case is not a representative sample of the industry. Trafigura’s figures are company-reported; they are not used to estimate the financing cost of a litre of fuel sold in France. The graphics contain no invented scenarios or reconstructed vessel-tracking data.


	
UniCredit Bank A.G. v Euronav N.V. : [2023] EWCA Civ 471. Court of Appeal of England and Wales, 4 May 2023. Judicial decision; copy hosted by Quadrant Chambers. Chronology: paragraphs 3–23; causation and limits: paragraphs 105–119.



	
UniCredit Bank AG v Euronav NV : [2022] EWHC 957 (Comm). High Court, 28 April 2022. Judgment copy hosted by Quadrant Chambers. Amount sought: paragraph 1. Read alongside the appeal judgment and the Supreme Court permission decision.



	
Letter of Credit. International Trade Administration, US Department of Commerce. Institutional guide; update date not established. Bank undertaking, documents and bank costs.



	
Methods of Payment. International Trade Administration, US Department of Commerce. Institutional guide; update date not established. Payment methods and allocation of risk.



	
Types of documentary credit: A comprehensive guide. Dave Meynell, ICC Academy, 21 October 2024. Practitioner guide: sight and deferred payment, advance clauses and standbys. Not a substitute for the rules and contracts governing a specific transaction.



	
STASCo General Terms and Conditions : FOB Deliveries by Barge. Shell International Trading and Shipping Company. Designated 2023 edition, published July 2025, version 1.1 effective 1 July 2026. Clauses 46 and 47, printed pages 25–27. Published commercial terms, not the Sienna contract.



	
A Guide to Trade Finance : 2025. Deutsche Bank, 2025 guide, section 4.2, printed pages 56–57. Description of borrowing-base finance. Practitioner source from a provider of the product.



	
Permission to Appeal : August 2023. UK Supreme Court, case UKSC 2023/0073. Permission to appeal refused on 29 August 2023. This is the decision date, not a website republication date.



	
2026 Trafigura Half Year Report. Trafigura Group Pte. Ltd., published 4 June 2026; six months from 1 October 2025 to 31 March 2026. Consolidated IAS 34 statements, unaudited. Printed pages 10, 14 and 15. Company data; grouped calculations disclosed in the graphic caption.



	
2026 Half Year Report: Financial review. Trafigura, CFO review, published 4 June 2026. Liquidity at 31 March 2026: $7.7bn + $11.7bn = $19.4bn. Management source, using a measure broader than accounting cash.



	
The Financial Stability Aspects of Commodities Markets. Financial Stability Board, 20 February 2023. Executive summary and sections 2.1, 2.2 and 3.1. Institutional analysis, principally of the 2022 shock; not a September 2026 assessment.



	
International trade and letters of credit: A double-edged sword in times of crises. Matthieu Crozet, Banu Demir and Beata Javorcik, author version dated 8 July 2021, hosted at Oxford. Empirical international-trade study, not an oil-specific estimate.
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The banks behind Trafigura’s oil trading
An investigation into Trafigura’s lenders, revolving credit, collateral and margin calls, and the limits of what public disclosures reveal.
Published 7 September 2026 · Read online
Banking on Oil : Part 2

On 10 March 2026, Trafigura announced $5.8 billion of European revolving credit facilities and a separate $3 billion liquidity backstop. The first deal involved nine lead institutions and another 44 participants. The second brought together 12 banks. For a business that finances commodities on the move, its relationships with lenders are part of the means of doing business. [1]

The headline amounts need unpacking. The $5.8 billion represents credit commitments, largely replacing existing facilities. Trafigura reported an increase of $180 million in commitments compared with the 2025 closing. It did not announce that $5.8 billion had just arrived in its bank account. [1]

Part 1 followed the financing of an individual cargo. This instalment turns to the institutions that let a trader pay for goods, wait for its customers and meet urgent demands for collateral. Trafigura’s public documents reveal several different funding arrangements. They identify amounts and some of the banks’ roles, but do not disclose every agreement or each lender’s ultimate exposure.

A revolver pays for access to money

A revolving credit facility allows a company to borrow, repay and borrow again within an agreed limit, during the life of the agreement and subject to its terms. Interest on money actually borrowed is only part of the economics. A bank may also charge a commitment fee on the undrawn portion: it is being paid for its promise to provide funding. Arranging and administering the loan can earn separate fees. [3]

Trafigura’s European facilities announced in March have initial tenors of 365 days, three years and five years. The contingency line is much shorter, at six months. Slaughter and May, which advised the trader on these transactions, confirms the sizes and tenors. That is corroboration from another participant in the deals, not an independent assessment of the group’s creditworthiness. [2]


[image: 10 March 2026. European facilities: $1.8 billion for 365 days, $3.5 billion for three years and $0.5 billion for five years; total $5.8 billion. Separate backstop: $3 billion for an initial six months. Bars share a zero-based scale; these are not drawn amounts.]
March 2026 announcement; these facilities only. The contingency line is separate from the European total. Extension options are not shown as secured maturity. Rounded amounts as published; this chart does not measure net new funding. Sources: Trafigura and Slaughter and May. [1][2]

The maturity matters as much as the limit. A five-year facility pushes a refinancing date further out; a six-month backstop addresses a shorter horizon. Extension options cannot simply be treated as time already secured. The announcement provides for two 365-day extensions on each European facility and two three-month extensions on the contingency line. It does not disclose the conditions for exercising them. [1][2]

Nor does it set out the interest margins, fees or conditions that must be satisfied before drawing. The announcement cannot tell us the precise cost of keeping this money available, or establish that the entire amount could be borrowed unconditionally. Equally, a committed facility is not merely a favour that a bank can withdraw at will. The agreement defines the obligation. The press release does not. [1][3]


The lenders’ names do not reveal their exposures

UniCredit coordinates the European financing. The other lead institutions are Bank of China, Rabobank, ING, Crédit Agricole CIB, Société Générale, SMBC, J.P. Morgan Securities and UBS Switzerland. Société Générale coordinates the separate $3 billion backstop. [1]

Syndication brings several institutions into a single financing. Arrangers negotiate and organise the transaction; an agent administers it. Those job titles do not reveal how much credit each institution ultimately provides. As the Bank for International Settlements explains, an arranger may retain only a small participation. [3]

What is visible is a set of financing relationships, not a map of potential losses. Assigning the entire $5.8 billion to each named bank would be wrong. Splitting it into 53 equal pieces would manufacture missing data. Adding every facility announcement together would be unreliable too: one may describe a refinancing, another an extension and another an entirely different funding mechanism.

Even a complete breakdown of the original commitments would not settle the question. An exposure assessment would also need actual utilisation at a given date, collateral and any subsequent transfers. The disclosed names tell us where to investigate the banks’ functions. They cannot support a ranking of the risks on their books. [3]


Financing the trade and funding the treasury

Trafigura draws a distinction between two uses of credit. In its financial review published on 9 December 2025, it says most day-to-day trading is funded through uncommitted, self-liquidating trade finance facilities. Corporate credit facilities meet other liquidity needs, including margin calls, demands for payments to settle changes in a financial position’s value or increase its collateral, and bridge financing. [4][9]

“Uncommitted” is important. Having a facility in place does not amount to a firm promise to fund every new transaction. “Self-liquidating” describes the intended source of repayment: selling the goods or collecting the customer’s invoice should generate the cash. It does not guarantee that the customer will pay on time or that the merchandise will retain its value. The lender relies on completion of a commercial cycle. [4][6]

A different arrangement makes the conditions attached to credit easier to see. On 16 June 2025, Trafigura Trading LLC announced a two-year renewal of its North America Energy Borrowing Base Credit Facility, at $4.235 billion. MUFG acts as administrative and collateral agent; Société Générale, Natixis and Mizuho are also among the leading arrangers. The facility covers US energy businesses beyond oil. [5]

A borrowing base is an agreed pool of eligible asset value that limits how much can be borrowed. The US Office of the Comptroller of the Currency explains the general principle in its lending handbook: outstanding credit is constrained by both the facility limit and the lending value of the collateral. Receivables and inventories may qualify, depending on their quality and the agreement. An asset’s market price is not automatically the amount a bank will lend against it. [6]

For the trader, an invoice may therefore represent future revenue without being fully financeable. If eligibility or the accepted collateral value changes, borrowing headroom can shrink. The bank’s controls help determine which commercial transactions the funding can support. That follows from the structure of the loan; it is not evidence of misconduct. [6]

The full North American agreement is not among the public documents reviewed for this article. We do not know its precise advance rates, exclusions or trigger levels. The OCC handbook explains a lending method. It does not supply the missing terms of this particular deal.


The balance sheet records a different number

Facility announcements describe financing arrangements. The accounts show recognised borrowings. Note 21 of Trafigura’s interim statements records $45.735 billion of loans and borrowings at 31 March 2026, rounded. This is the consolidated group across all its businesses. The interim accounts, published on 4 June, were prepared under IAS 34 and are unaudited. [7]


[image: Trafigura consolidated group, 31 March 2026, unaudited accounts. US dollars, billions: current bank borrowings 27.8180; committed unsecured syndicated loans 9.2441; securitisation 4.3042; private placements 1.6240; other loans 1.2225; Puma Energy 0.9900; listed bonds 0.5319. Total 45.7347. Current and non-current portions combined by category.]
Source: note 21, p. 25, of the interim accounts published on 4 June 2026. Current and non-current portions are combined by category; “current bank borrowings” is retained as reported. Puma Energy borrowings are not guaranteed by other group entities. This is neither credit capacity nor an allocation of bank exposures. [7]

The total is a specific accounting category, not all liabilities and not an oil-only debt figure. “Current bank borrowings” account for $27.818 billion. Committed unsecured syndicated loans, combining current and non-current portions, total $9.244 billion. Securitisation programmes, private placements and listed bonds are separately identified. [7]

These amounts must not be added to the facilities in the press releases. Doing so would mix recognised borrowing with the contractual capacity that may have enabled it. Nor can $9.244 billion be subtracted from the $5.8 billion European facility to calculate its undrawn balance: the first figure spans a group-wide funding category, while the second describes one particular financing.

The current/non-current distinction says something about maturities. It does not mean that every short-term borrowing must be refinanced in one large operation. Some trades will generate their own repayment; others will need further credit. The relevant comparison is between cash expected to come in and payments falling due, rather than the debt total in isolation. [4][7]

A reporting date is also a snapshot. It does not reveal the peak cash requirement during the six months, or each bank’s individual commitments. We have no daily series from which to reconstruct either.


A price hedge can create a cash call

Why does a trader need a separate liquidity backstop when goods and their eventual sales proceeds already support its financing? Because not every payment follows the cargo’s timetable.

A trader can hedge the risk of falling inventory prices by selling futures, taking a financial position that moves in the opposite direction to the commodity. The hedge reduces price exposure. But futures gains and losses are settled in cash daily. [8][9]

Consider an entirely hypothetical example, not an identified Trafigura trade. A merchant holds one million barrels worth $80 each and sells futures covering the same quantity at $80. To isolate the cash effect, assume the physical price and the futures price both rise to $100, with no costs, no differences in grade or location and an exactly matched hedge.

The inventory is now worth $20 million more. The short futures position has lost $20 million. The economic changes offset one another. In cash terms, an unrealised gain on unsold oil cannot settle the futures payments. The merchant must find $20 million to meet those payments even though, under these assumptions, it has suffered no net economic loss. The calculation is one million barrels multiplied by the $20 price movement.


[image: Hypothetical example. Physical oil and futures both rise from $80 to $100 per barrel. Unrealised gain on inventory: $20 million. Loss on short futures, settled in cash: $20 million. Net economic change: zero before costs. Cash settlement funding need: $20 million, excluding initial margin. Not a Trafigura transaction.]
l0g calculation: 1,000,000 × (100 − 80) = $20,000,000, with opposite signs for inventory and short futures. Quantities and price changes are assumed to match. The stated funding need excludes the initial purchase of the goods. Settlement principles: CME and CFTC. [8][9]

If the goods are subsequently sold for $100 and the hedge is closed at the same time, the sale proceeds less the futures loss work out at $80 a barrel before all costs. The gap still had to be financed. Borrowing against the inventory’s higher value could help, but only with an appropriate facility and enough headroom. Additional credit does not materialise automatically. [6]

Real trades are less neatly matched. Differences between the commodity and the hedge in grade, location or maturity create basis risk: their prices do not move together perfectly. The example is therefore neither a promise that a trader cannot lose money nor a stress test of Trafigura. It also excludes initial margin and any increase in it, which are separate from settling price changes. [9][11]


Banks have already had to meet this demand

The timing mismatch is not just theoretical. In its Financial Stability Report of 5 July 2022, the Bank of England described substantial draws on revolving credit facilities to meet commodity-related margin calls. Derivatives payments could be due daily or within the day, while some physical revenues arrived monthly or quarterly. [10]

Banks had several roles in that network: lenders, derivatives counterparties and clearing intermediaries. The last role gives clients access to the settlement and collateral arrangements of cleared markets. It can require a bank to collect collateral from clients who are also trying to obtain credit. The report describes a network of relationships; it does not establish that a single bank performed every function for each trader. [10]

Concentration is a separate issue. A Financial Stability Board study published on 20 February 2023 compared bank credit exposures to a common set of 27 commodity trading groups. In the second quarter of 2022, aggregate exposures in the euro-area, UK and US banking sectors amounted to 2–6% of their highest-quality regulatory capital, known as CET1. For the five euro-area banks with the largest exposures in that sample, the average was 15%. [11]

The ratios compare credit exposures, including committed lines, with bank capital. They are not expected losses or shares of the oil market. They describe 2022, not 2026. They show why an exposure that is limited across a banking sector can matter more to particular institutions. They do not identify today’s positions at the banks named earlier. [11]

The same episode also challenges an overly alarming interpretation. The Bank of England judged that major banks had the capacity to support lending, while noting that willingness to extend credit would depend on risk appetite. Bank funding had helped absorb the shock. The existence of those relationships was not, by itself, a weakness. [10]


Some funding travels beyond the conventional bank loan

Banks are not necessarily the final link in the financing chain. In January 2025, Natixis arranged a $1 billion uncommitted facility for Trafigura covering credit-insured receivables and prepayments, meaning advances to suppliers. Norton Rose Fulbright, Natixis’s adviser, confirms the structure and the seven participating institutions. Once again, the corroboration comes from a participant in the transaction. [12][13]

According to the published description, the insurance allows banks to finance those assets with limited recourse to Trafigura group companies. That does not make risk disappear. The question is who must pay if the buyer or producer defaults. Without the policies and full agreements, we cannot verify exclusions, claims-payment timing or the exact limits of recourse. The accounting benefit claimed by the company is not treated here as an independently audited finding. [12][13]

The group also taps securities investors. On 3 June 2026 it announced $500 million of three-year notes issued by its receivables securitisation vehicle, TSF, with pricing completed on 1 June. The issuer says 20 US investors participated. Mizuho, MUFG, SMBC and Société Générale arranged the transaction. Securitisation here means funding a portfolio of receivables by issuing securities. [14]

Banks retain an organising role, while investors buy the notes. The risks also depend on the assets in the portfolio and the structure of the securities. This June transaction occurred after the 31 March balance-sheet date. It cannot simply be added to that snapshot as though every other position remained unchanged. Nor does a $500 million gross issue establish an equivalent reduction in bank risk. [14]

Another transaction published after the accounts completes the picture. On 25 June 2026, Trafigura announced a $500 million five-year senior bond, placed with investors in Asia, continental Europe and the UK. Its coupon is 5.625%, and the proceeds are for general corporate purposes. J.P. Morgan and Standard Chartered coordinated the placement; Crédit Agricole CIB, ING and Société Générale were among the active bookrunners. The debt extends maturities and diversifies funding sources, but the announcement still does not reveal each bank’s exposure. [17]


A backstop has to work when it is needed

Trafigura’s management reported $19.4 billion of liquidity at 31 March 2026: $7.7 billion of immediately available cash and $11.7 billion of undrawn committed facilities. The $3 billion contingency line is already included. In its review published on 4 June, management said it had not needed to draw that line. [15]

Those resources are a substantial part of the defence against liquidity stress. They are not the same as $19.4 billion sitting in a bank account. Access partly depends on agreements, maturities and operational readiness. We found no public confirmation that would allow the optional extensions of the six-month backstop to be treated as already exercised at the research cutoff. A March balance sheet is not a guaranteed September cash balance. [1][15]

The Financial Stability Board’s recommendations published on 10 December 2024 address precisely this need to prepare for collateral calls through stress scenarios, funding plans and the ability to mobilise resources. Non-financial commodity traders are not directly within their scope; the report says they and their counterparties could use the recommendations as sound practices. The publication does not impose a bank’s prudential regime on them. [16]

The useful question is therefore: which resources can actually be raised when several demands increase together? A broader lending group reduces dependence on any one institution. It does not guarantee independent decisions if lenders all mark down the same collateral or demand more protection at the same time. That is a scenario to test, not a crisis this investigation claims to have uncovered.


The commercial value of staying in the market

The documents establish diverse sources of funding, staggered maturities and a substantial reported liquidity buffer. They do not disclose every condition for drawing, individual bank exposures or detailed liquidity stress-test results. Trafigura reports compliance with all its corporate and financial covenants at 31 March 2026. Nothing presented here establishes a breach. [7][15]

A specific commercial implication nevertheless follows. Given comparable trades, a merchant that can finance a payment delay or a collateral call can keep buying when a cash-constrained competitor has to cut back. That is a plausible advantage, not one whose competitive magnitude these documents measure. It does not by itself establish an economic rent or abusive market power.

Access to funding deserves examination alongside transport and storage capacity. Banks choose which risks to accept; those choices help determine which trades can proceed. The next instalment follows the credit further upstream, to a state whose future oil revenues begin repaying money already spent.




Sources and method

Documentary research cutoff: 7 September 2026. No interviews or access to confidential agreements are claimed. Financing announcements are attributed to their issuers; statements from legal advisers are not treated as independent audits. Accounting figures cover the Trafigura group, not only its oil business. The futures example is hypothetical and its arithmetic is explicit. Page references below use the documents’ printed pagination.


	Trafigura : Trafigura closes USD5.8 billion revolving credit facilities and signs USD3.0 billion contingent liquidity facility. Announcement of 10 March 2026. Facility limits, refinancing, the reported $180 million increase, tenors, options and bank roles. This document does not disclose individual allocations or the full agreements.

	Slaughter and May : Slaughter and May advised Trafigura on USD5.8bn revolving credit facilities and USD3.0bn contingent liquidity facility. 11 March 2026. Sizes, tenors and options confirmed by the borrower’s adviser; a participant’s account, not independent assurance.

	BIS : Blaise Gadanecz : The syndicated loan market: structure, development and implications. BIS Quarterly Review, December 2004, especially pp. 77–81 and 83–84; fee table on p. 80. Used for loan mechanics and bank roles, not for 2026 pricing or market shares.

	Trafigura : 2025 Annual Results: Financial Review. 9 December 2025, “Liquidity and financing”. Management’s description of uncommitted self-liquidating trade finance and corporate facilities; financial year ended 30 September 2025.

	Trafigura : Trafigura successfully renews its North America Energy Borrowing Base Credit Facility. 16 June 2025. Trafigura Trading LLC’s $4.235 billion, two-year facility, named bank roles and US business scope. No contractual advance rates are disclosed.

	Office of the Comptroller of the Currency : Asset-Based Lending : Comptroller’s Handbook. Version 1.1, 27 January 2017, with reputation-risk references removed on 20 March 2025. Pp. 3, 15–19, 23–24 and 27 cover borrowing bases, eligibility, advance rates and controls. General guidance, not Trafigura’s agreement.

	Trafigura : Trafigura Half Year Report 2026. Published on 4 June 2026, covering 1 October 2025–31 March 2026. Note 2.1, p. 15: IAS 34, unaudited statements. Note 21, p. 25: loans and borrowings in USD millions, covenant compliance, and no guarantee by other group entities of Puma Energy borrowings. The chart combines current and non-current portions of each category.

	CME Group : Money Calculations for Futures and Options. Educational explanation of daily cash settlement of futures variation. The $80 and $100 prices and the one-million-barrel position are l0g assumptions, not CME data.

	Commodity Futures Trading Commission : Economic Purpose of Futures Markets and How They Work. Official explanation of hedging, futures positions and margin. Educational material, not a trader’s position report.

	Bank of England : Financial Stability Report : July 2022. 5 July 2022, section 4 on commodity markets. Margin calls, credit-line draws, payment timing and bank capacity to support activity. Historical evidence, not a description of September 2026.

	Financial Stability Board : The Financial Stability Aspects of Commodities Markets. 20 February 2023. Section 3.2 and Graph 10, p. 19: common sample of 27 groups, bank credit/commitments relative to CET1 capital in Q2 2022. Pp. 24–25 discuss imperfect hedges. No extrapolation of individual exposures to 2026.

	Trafigura : Trafigura successfully closes new USD1 billion financing facility. 13 January 2025. Uncommitted credit-insured receivables/prepayments facility, stated limited recourse and seven institutions. Accounting and risk-transfer claims are the issuer’s; insurance agreements have not been examined.

	Norton Rose Fulbright : Norton Rose Fulbright advises Natixis on US$1 billion Trafigura financing facility. January 2025; the page does not give a day. Natixis’s adviser confirms the structure, uncommitted nature and participants; a transaction participant’s account.

	Trafigura : Trafigura raises USD500 million in the Asset-Backed Securities market. 3 June 2026; priced on 1 June. TSF 2026-1, $500 million of three-year notes, with 20 US investors reported. Later than the March balance sheet; a gross amount, not a measured net change in bank risk.

	Trafigura : 2026 Half Year Report: Financial review. 4 June 2026. Reported liquidity at 31 March: $19.4 billion = $7.7 billion immediately available cash + $11.7 billion undrawn committed facilities. The $3 billion contingent line is included, not additional to that total.

	Financial Stability Board : Liquidity Preparedness for Margin and Collateral Calls : Final report. 10 December 2024. P. 9 defines the scope and discusses sound practices for non-financial commodity traders; recommendations address liquidity preparedness. The publication does not impose banks’ prudential requirements on traders.

	Trafigura: Trafigura issues USD500 million senior bond. 25 June 2026. $500 million five-year Reg S senior bond with a 5.625% coupon, for general corporate purposes. The issuer describes the investors’ geographic distribution, not their identities or exposures.
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Banking on Oil : Part 3

In 2016, the government oil sales described by the IMF generated $271 million after operating and transport costs. Of that amount, $231 million went towards servicing the Glencore debt. The Chadian Treasury was left with $40 million. The figures came from the authorities and appeared in an IMF report published in August 2017. They describe a particular stream of public oil receipts: not all of Chad’s exports, and not its entire budget. [1]

Even with that qualification, the arithmetic is striking. Debt service absorbed 85.2% of this revenue stream after costs. Debt service means the principal repayments and financing charges due. The percentage is not a measure of Glencore’s profit: returning money that was previously lent is different from earning income on that loan.

Part 1 followed the financing of an individual cargo; Part 2 mapped the banks behind a commodity trader. In Chad, credit reaches into the public finances. It helps a government buy oil assets while committing revenues that the government will later need to meet its other obligations. The available records show how this arrangement worked, how it was renegotiated and where the public record still has gaps.


[image: 2016: $271m from government oil sales after costs; $231m for Glencore debt service and $40m for the Treasury. Shares: 85.2% and 14.8%. This is not all government revenue.]
Source: IMF Country Report 17/246, Box 1, p. 4, August 2017, based on information from the authorities. Nominal annual flows for 2016, after operating and transport costs but before debt service. Shares calculated by l0g and rounded to one decimal place. Principal repayment is not lender profit. [1]

Buying Chevron’s stake before the downturn

On 13 June 2014, Chevron announced the sale to the Republic of Chad of its 25% non-operated interest in a producing oil concession in southern Chad, together with the associated export pipeline interests. The transaction closed that day for approximately $1.3 billion. Chad was acquiring a stake in operating assets, rather than simply borrowing to cover current expenditure. [2]

Glencore helped finance the acquisition. The IMF identifies a $1.356 billion loan contracted in 2014, separate from an earlier 2013 facility that had been increased to $600 million. The earlier financing covered budget needs; the later transaction funded the purchase of Chevron’s interest in the Doba consortium. [1][3]

Those amounts need to be kept separate. An asset’s purchase price, the amount stated in a credit agreement and the principal outstanding years later are different quantities. The Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, or EITI, lists the 2014 agreement at $1.45 billion. The documents reviewed do not fully reconcile that figure with the IMF’s $1.356 billion. Treating the difference as fees would supply an explanation that the evidence does not establish. [5]

The familiar label “Glencore debt” is also shorthand. The financing involved the trader and other lenders; it should not be read as a claim held entirely on Glencore’s own balance sheet. Société des Hydrocarbures du Tchad, the state oil company known as SHT, sits at the intersection of oil ownership, marketing and repayment. [5][9]

The economic proposition is straightforward: buy an income-producing asset now and repay the financing from its future earnings. The difficulty arises when the commodity price falls sharply but payments do not fall at the same pace. The borrower’s revenues and its ability to service the acquisition debt then depend heavily on the same uncertain variable.


The account that sets the payment order

An oil-backed loan gives creditors rights over future receipts. That does not, by itself, make the lender the owner of a country’s oil reserves. The World Bank distinguishes formal security interests from arrangements with similar economic effects, including dedicated collection accounts and rights to draw on specified revenues. Their purpose is to make repayment less dependent on the borrower voluntarily sending money when it falls due. [7]

For the arrangements described in the EITI report covering 2023, receipts from sales to Glencore pass through an SHT escrow account at Citibank. An escrow account holds money subject to agreed restrictions on its use. Oil operating and transport costs, followed by debt-related payments, are deducted before the balance is transferred to the state. [5][5]

Operating costs matter. Owning part of an oilfield provides an entitlement to production but also entails contributing to expenditure. The documents refer to cash calls: requests for the owners to fund those operations. Counting them as interest on the loan would substantially overstate the financing cost. [5]

There is a further distinction between national production, privately owned barrels and the oil belonging to the government or its companies. The arrangement concerns identified public revenue streams. EITI also describes exceptions, including a 2023 cargo sold to PETCO and volumes handled under agreements with OPIC. It would be wrong to route every Chadian oil sale through one hypothetical Glencore account. [5]


[image: 2023 route: public oil sale to Glencore, SHT account at Citibank, operating priorities, debt-related payments, and the Treasury balance. Equal-sized steps do not represent amounts. Some public oil flows follow other routes. EITI could not independently verify actual account movements in the relevant section.]
Source: Chad EITI Report 2023, dated 30 December 2025, pp. 157–161 and 170. Simplified deduction order; some technical and financial charges are grouped. PETCO and OPIC flows discussed in the text are outside this diagram. The description is not bank-level verification of actual transactions. [5][5][5]

For the budget, payment priority has immediate consequences. Debt can be serviced from a sale before the Treasury receives the remaining cash. The oil revenue exists, but its full value is not available to finance new spending. The creditor has an established route to certain receipts, rather than merely a general promise of repayment.

That makes gross reporting more important, not less. A record of the final transfer alone would omit the costs and financing payments made along the way. EITI explicitly distinguishes commercial receipts from the repatriations through which they enter the government budget. Following the money requires both sides of that record. [5]


How the squeeze reached suppliers and banks

Oil receipts were not the only pressure on Chad in the mid-2010s. The IMF describes security spending, regional instability, drought and the displacement of people alongside the oil shock. In December 2016, the World Bank announced additional budget support intended, among other aims, to protect essential social programmes. [1][16]

The transmission mechanism is nevertheless documented. Lower revenue and heavy debt service restricted the budget. Spending cuts and payment arrears hurt businesses supplying the state. Some of those businesses then struggled to service their own bank loans. A public cash shortage spread into private borrowers and bank balance sheets. [1]

In these circumstances, public salaries for November and December 2016 were paid only in early 2017, after external budget support arrived, according to the IMF. That is evidence of severe fiscal strain. It does not identify a particular Glencore payment as the cause of each delayed salary. The budget faced several competing demands, and spending decisions remained the authorities’ responsibility. [1]

The $271 million example isolates one part of the problem. After the expenditure needed to produce and transport the oil, a substantial financing payment still stood between the sale proceeds and the Treasury. An oil asset could retain economic value while the government had very little cash from its sales available to spend.

Borrowing supplies money at the outset; repayment uses money later. The key question is whether the resulting revenue arrives in sufficient amounts, and at the right times, to meet both the debt schedule and the state’s other obligations.


The restructurings of 2015 and 2018

The first restructuring consolidated and rescheduled the 2013 and 2014 loans. The IMF reports that the 2015 transaction increased the debt’s net present value because of additional fees. Net present value expresses future payments as their economic equivalent at a given date, allowing a distinction between genuine relief and a change in timing. [1]

Postponing a payment can ease a cash shortage without reducing the overall burden. With extra charges, it can make that burden larger. The amount consolidated in a restructuring should therefore not be described as another fresh loan of the same size entering the country.

The next negotiation changed more of the arrangement. An agreement in principle was reached in February 2018, followed by a final agreement signed on 28 June 2018, according to the authorities’ letter included in the IMF report. It lengthened repayment, lowered the interest rate and restructuring fees, and introduced mechanisms linking debt service to oil receipts. [3][4]

Interest-rate descriptions require care. A margin over a benchmark is not an all-in fixed rate. The 2018 documents use LIBOR as the reference and establish a 1% floor for that benchmark, with the contractual components added to it. These are historical provisions, not a verified statement of the interest formula applying in September 2026: the documents assembled do not provide access to every amendment needed to establish that. [4]

The IMF also records an agreement to outsource the financial accounting for government oil exports, operating costs and debt service to an agent other than Glencore. Separating those functions matters. It does not establish that every subsequent payment was independently verified. [4]


Higher oil receipts also bring faster repayment

An important feature is the cash sweep: a provision directing part of additional receipts to debt service when oil conditions are stronger than the contractual baseline. Mechanisms also allow debt service to slow in specified adverse circumstances. The IMF presented this adjustment as protection against a fall in oil receipts. [3][4]

Consider the principle without assigning invented terms to the contract. A producer’s revenues rise while its ordinary repayment schedule remains unchanged. Without an additional provision, more cash may remain available. With a cash sweep, some of the extra money goes towards earlier repayment. Outstanding debt falls faster, but the immediate increase in spendable cash is smaller.

That does not mean the state loses the whole benefit of a higher oil price. Repaying principal reduces a future obligation. The issue is how the additional resources are shared and when the government benefits: more room in today’s budget, or less debt to service tomorrow.

The lenders’ side of the bargain is also visible. They accept protections in less favourable conditions while securing faster repayment when receipts improve. That can make a schedule more manageable without providing comprehensive insurance against an oil shock. Production volumes, operating costs and the government’s other needs still affect the outcome.


A 2022 agreement focused on payment schedules

The next stage took place under the G20 Common Framework, the process for coordinating debt treatments involving the relevant official and private creditors. In December 2022, the IMF described Chad as the first country to reach a debt-treatment agreement with both groups under that framework. [10]

The package included commitments to revisit debt treatment if needed and to reprofile part of the service due to Glencore in 2024. The debt sustainability analysis published in January 2023 envisaged official-creditor contributions if the private creditor’s contribution was insufficient to bring the debt-service-to-revenue ratio below the stated threshold. Those were conditional arrangements, not an automatic transfer of cash or cancellation of a fixed sum. [8]

Cleary Gottlieb, counsel to Chad and SHT, dates the memorandum of understanding with Glencore to 7 December 2022. Its account corroborates a legal step, but comes from a participant, not an independent assessment of whether the terms were fair. EITI subsequently records, on SHT’s information, an amendment signed on 24 March 2023 and effective in the second quarter. [9][5]

Looking back in its 2025 report, the IMF describes the 2022 treatment as a reprofiling of repayments without a principal haircut or reduction in the debt’s net present value. The benefit was flexibility over timing and conditional protection, rather than the elimination of the claim. [11]

The IMF also acknowledged that high oil revenues had improved the government’s financial position in 2022. The negotiations should not be narrated as though Chad’s circumstances had remained frozen in the crisis of 2016. [10]


The $191 million balance at the end of 2024

Repayments substantially reduced the outstanding amount. In the IMF report published on 13 August 2025, debt recorded under Glencore stood at $191 million at the end of 2024. That was 6.2% of the external debt used in the relevant annex, whose denominator excludes the position associated with the IMF’s allocation of special drawing rights. It is not a percentage that can be applied to any other published external-debt total. [11]

The Fund attributes the acceleration of repayments to the cash-sweep mechanism when oil prices were elevated. The original size of the 2014 facility plainly no longer described the exposure at the end of 2024. [11]


[image: Glencore debt in the August 2025 IMF report: $191m at end-2024, then projections of $131m at end-2025, $131m at end-2026 and $71m at end-2027. The solid bar is a reported past balance; dashed outlines are forecasts. Shared zero-to-$200m scale.]
Source: IMF Country Report 25/236, published 13 August 2025, Annex III, Table III.1, p. 50. Nominal year-end stocks in US$ million, based on the authorities and IMF calculations/estimates. The reported 2024 balance and later forecasts have different status. No current balance as of 7 September 2026 is inferred. [11]

The chart distinguishes the end-2024 position from the subsequent amounts projected in 2025. The $131 million shown for the end of 2026 is not an observed balance in September 2026. It belongs to a forecast. Equally, an IMF projection made in 2018 that the debt would be fully repaid by early 2026 is not evidence that repayment actually occurred. [11][4]

As of this investigation, we have not found sufficient public confirmation that the debt has been repaid in full. Glencore’s disclosures on purchases from state-owned enterprises still describe purchases from SHT for 2025, but a trading relationship does not establish outstanding loan principal. Neither the group’s 2026 half-year report nor the IMF’s May 2026 mission statement provides, in the documents reviewed, a Chad-specific balance that closes this reconciliation. [12][13][14]


The missing bank-statement check

The EITI report for 2023, dated 30 December 2025, carries a particularly important qualification. The independent administrator states that the engagement was neither an audit nor a limited review providing assurance on the accounts. It involved collecting information, checking consistency and reconciling data. [5][15]

For the oil-revenue stream at issue, the limitation is concrete: without the Citibank escrow-account statement, receipts and charges could not be independently verified. Operating cash calls and debt repayments could not be reconciled with the relevant operators’ and Glencore’s records either. The information in that section therefore rests on SHT’s declarations, without independent external confirmation. [5]

Published data remain useful under such a qualification. They identify amounts that can be questioned and supporting records that can be requested. But a detailed table is not a bank statement, however many decimal places it contains. The separation of accounting functions announced in 2018 and the evidence actually available to the EITI administrator are different issues.

The verification gap does not demonstrate misappropriation. Nor does it establish which party was responsible for the absence of a document. It cannot be turned into an allegation that Glencore, Citibank or SHT refused access. What the report establishes is a break in the publicly documented chain of verification.

It would also be wrong to claim that no contractual information has been published. EITI cites a 2014 prepayment agreement on the former Chad EITI website, although that link could not be retrieved during this investigation. This article relies on the documents actually reviewed and does not claim access to the complete set of contracts and amendments. [5]


The asset belongs in the assessment too

A complete economic assessment must include what the financing bought. An oil interest can produce income and retain value after the acquisition debt has been repaid. The World Bank recognises that collateral and dedicated revenue arrangements can open access to finance or improve some borrowing terms. It also warns that resource-backed loans are not necessarily cheaper and require explicit scrutiny of their risks. [6][7]

Assessing Chad’s acquisition would require the purchase price, operating expenditure, receipts actually collected, every financing charge and the assets’ remaining value. It would also require a credible comparison with the financing options genuinely available in 2014. The assembled evidence does not establish a full investment return or prove that another offer would necessarily have been better.

It does support a narrower conclusion. At particular points, the repayment mechanism sharply restricted the cash from public oil sales reaching the Treasury. Renegotiations changed the allocation over time, and the outstanding debt fell substantially. Public verification of some account movements remains inadequately documented.

A debt balance confirmed by the parties, the applicable amendments and a reconciliation of cargoes, escrow-account statements and Treasury transfers would take the assessment further. Those records are still needed to establish the financing’s full cost and how much of the oil income the country was actually able to use.




Sources and method

Documentary investigation completed as of 7 September 2026. No interviews, sent requests for comment or access to confidential records are claimed. Dollar amounts are nominal unless otherwise stated. Source notes use printed page numbers; PDF links target the corresponding file pages. Participant accounts and data lacking independent verification are identified. Historical figures and projections are kept separate.


	FMI / IMF : Chad : IMF Country Report No. 17/246. Published August 2017; staff report completed 19 June, Board meeting 30 June 2017. Box 1, p. 4: loans and the 2016 flows of $271m, $231m and $40m, based on information from the authorities. Pp. 4–6: other shocks, arrears and banking transmission. These are the figures reported at the time, not a 2026 revision.

	Chevron : Chevron Announces Sale of Interests in Chad and Cameroon. Release dated 13 June 2014, when the transaction closed. Approximately $1.3bn consideration, a 25% non-operated interest and pipeline interests. A seller’s statement; the IMF also corroborates the purpose of the acquisition. Content accessed through the indexed result after direct retrieval failed.

	FMI / IMF : Chad : IMF Country Report No. 18/108. Published April 2018; staff report completed 30 March. P. 6, paragraph 9, and Box 1, p. 12: agreement in principle, maturity extension, reduced interest and fees, contingent payments. Debt analysis p. 63: 2013 budget financing and 2014 acquisition. Sustainability scenarios were projections at the time.

	FMI / IMF : Chad : IMF Country Report No. 18/260. Published August 2018; staff report completed 16 July. Authorities’ letter p. 25: agreement signed 28 June. P. 6 and memorandum pp. 31–32: LIBOR floor, separate accounting agent and contingent payments. Full repayment by early 2026, discussed on p. 6, was a conditional projection made in 2018.

	ITIE Tchad / EITI Chad : administrateur indépendant / independent administrator : Rapport ITIE 2023 du Tchad. Dated 30 December 2025, covering 2023. P. 11: agreed-upon procedures, not an audit opinion. Pp. 157–158: payment routes and exceptions; p. 161: missing account statement and independent reconciliation; pp. 166–170: agreements, amendment and payment priorities. P. 166 cites a 2014 agreement on a former website, not retrieved during collection. SHT declarations are not treated as audited. Complex tables were not reproduced in the charts.

	Banque mondiale / World Bank : Marcello Estevão, Diego Rivetti, David Mihalyi : Developing economies should think hard about taking on resource-backed loans. Analysis dated 16 June 2022. Potential benefits, transparency problems and the absence of a guaranteed borrowing-cost advantage. An authored policy analysis, not an audit of Chad’s transaction.

	Banque mondiale / World Bank : Susan Maslen, Cigdem Aslan : Enhancing Debt Transparency by Strengthening Public Debt Transaction Disclosure Practices. 2022, especially pp. 13–14: collateral, collateral-like arrangements, dedicated accounts, access to finance and implications for other creditors. A general analytical framework, not a substitute for the provisions of Chad’s agreements.

	FMI / IMF : Chad : IMF Country Report No. 23/7. Published January 2023; staff report completed 7 December 2022. Debt sustainability analysis, paragraph 8, pp. 6–7 of that analysis (PDF pages 86–87): treatment, conditionality, private and official contributions and review commitments. The threshold belongs to this analysis, not a universal legal rule.

	Cleary Gottlieb : Republic of Chad and Société des Hydrocarbures du Tchad in $1.3 Billion Oil Pre-Financing Debt Restructuring. 7 December 2022. Counsel to the Republic and SHT confirms that the MoU was signed that day. A transaction participant’s account. The amount in the headline is not a statement of principal outstanding on that date.

	FMI / IMF : IMF Executive Board Completes First and Second Reviews of ECF Arrangement for Chad. Release dated 22 December 2022. Common Framework agreement, downside protection and the improvement associated with high oil revenues. Expected programme outcomes are not presented as completed results.

	FMI / IMF : Chad : IMF Country Report No. 25/236. Published 13 August 2025; staff report completed 26 June, Board meeting 25 July. Annex III, pp. 49–50, Table III.1: $191m Glencore debt at end-2024, with projections of $131m, $131m and $71m for 2025–2027. The published 6.2% share uses external debt excluding the SDR position; rounded amounts do not justify more precision. Footnote 2: 2022 reprofiling without a haircut or NPV reduction. Table inspected in a PDF screenshot.

	Glencore : EITI commodity trading transparency. Consulted 7 September 2026, 2025 section: purchases from SHT. Company-reported data, not independently audited evidence. Qualitative use only: volumes and the aggregate value covering more than one seller are not repeated as Chad-specific figures. No current debt balance inferred from the trading relationship.

	Glencore : 2026 Half-Year Report. 5 August 2026, six months ended 30 June. Reviewed for an updated Chad receivable. No individual Chad balance found; the absence of a country-specific disclosure does not establish that no claim exists.

	FMI / IMF : IMF Staff Conclude a Mission to Chad. Release dated 21 May 2026, following the 4–15 May mission. Current-information check: no Glencore debt balance is given. Discussions are not treated as an IMF Board decision.

	EITI : Chad 2023 EITI Report : publication page. Institutional landing page: published December 2025, covering 2023. The administrator’s letter dated 30 December in the PDF provides the report date. An inconsistent date on a separate national webpage was not used.

	Banque mondiale / World Bank : Chad: World Bank Approves an Additional $80 Million for the 2015 Fiscal Consolidation Program. Release dated 21 December 2016. Fiscal stability and protection of social programmes. No artificial equivalence drawn between this support and a payment to Glencore. Content accessed through the indexed result after direct retrieval failed.
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Why would a buyer benefit from making its own fuel more expensive? In February 2017, Trafigura bought 3.6 million barrels of fuel oil in a trading window used to assess a benchmark price. The purchases helped push that price higher. They also benefited financial positions whose exposure exceeded the firm's physical purchasing exposure. That is the mechanism described by the US Commodity Futures Trading Commission in its settlement order of 17 June 2024. [1]

The market in question was specific: high-sulphur fuel oil on the US Gulf Coast, or USGC HSFO. This was not a finding about Brent crude or retail petrol prices. The respondent was Trafigura Trading LLC, the Houston-based entity. Platts, the agency publishing the benchmark, was not charged in this order. [1]

Part 1 followed the financing of a cargo, Part 2 mapped the banks behind Trafigura and Part 3 reconstructed Chad’s oil-backed debt to Glencore. This fourth part opens a useful window onto commodity trading. A physical purchase produces information; an assessed price incorporates that information; other contracts use the resulting figure. Following the money therefore requires following the price as it travels between markets.

What the $55 million settlement covers

The CFTC imposed a $55 million civil monetary penalty, but the fuel-oil case was only one of three parts of the settlement. A separate set of findings concerned trading on confidential information misappropriated from a Mexican trading company between 2014 and April 2019. Another concerned confidentiality provisions that impeded voluntary communications by employees and former employees with the regulator between 2017 and 2020. [2]

The public order does not allocate the penalty among those three sets of violations. Nor does it identify $55 million as the profit made on the fuel-oil activity. Treating the total penalty as either a fuel-oil-only fine or a measure of the trading gain would be wrong. [1]

This was an administrative proceeding resolved by settlement, containing formal CFTC findings. Trafigura consented to the order without admitting or denying its findings or conclusions. It was not a criminal conviction following a trial. The company's statement, published the same day, reiterated that position. The distinction requires us to attribute the account of the trading to the regulator; it does not reduce an operative regulatory order to an unsubstantiated allegation. [1] [3]


The price of a particular product in a particular place

A cargo does not have one universal price. Quality, location and delivery terms matter. Physical contracts can use a published benchmark and add or subtract a negotiated amount, known as a differential, to reflect the product or the terms of the deal. The CFTC describes this arrangement in the physical oil markets that use Platts assessments. [1]

The basic relationship is straightforward: contract price = agreed benchmark + differential. With the differential unchanged, an extra dollar in the benchmark adds a dollar to the price of each barrel priced on that basis. A contract might refer to a daily value or an average over a specified period. The pricing clause determines how the benchmark affects the invoice. The same change need not reach every fuel buyer in the same way.

The product specification makes the boundaries tangible. In Platts' June 2026 Americas guide, USGC HSFO represents RMG 380 fuel oil with a maximum sulphur content of 3.5%, on an FOB Houston basis: loaded at the specified terminals. The physical loading window runs from seven to fifteen days after assessment. This current specification shows how narrowly an assessed market is defined; it is not evidence that every clause was identical in February 2017. [5]

That specificity is economically useful. A buyer comparing prices first needs to know whether they refer to the same material in the same place. Otherwise, an apparent price gap may simply reflect transport or a difference in quality. A benchmark gives the parties a common reference without eliminating the commercial differences between cargoes.


How Platts constructs a market assessment

For the 2017 market, the CFTC describes Platts' Market on Close, or MOC, process. Firm bids, offers and transactions within a defined window provided key information for the assessment. With limited exceptions, transactions concluded in the window required actual delivery of fuel oil. A participant was doing more than expressing an opinion: its stated price could lead to a real commercial obligation. [1]

A Platts notice dated 17 January 2014, before the events in the case, spells out part of that discipline. An intention to trade had to relate to a bid or offer already published, so that it was available for testing in the market. The price and counterparty had to be explicit. The point was to allow other participants to act on the information rather than leave it as an unverifiable assertion. [7]

The general guide dated June 2026 explains that information is gathered throughout the day. The assessment seeks a tradable value at the close, with inputs adjusted to a common specification for product, location and timing. It is not the mechanical average of all reported trades. Selecting and interpreting information is part of the process. [4]

This is where two different calculations are often confused. Platts' daily assessment and a contract's monthly average are separate objects. The former is produced by a market-assessment methodology. The latter can be an ordinary arithmetic average of daily values that have already been published. In the Trafigura case, that monthly average linked the physical market to the financial positions. [1]


[image: Simplified diagram: firm bids, offers, transactions and other information feed a daily Platts assessment. Physical contracts may use the reference plus or minus a differential; indexed derivatives may use it for cash settlement. Pricing formulas and periods depend on the contract. This is not an automatic average of all transactions.]
Reading diagram, not to scale and with no amounts. The CFTC describes the benchmark’s physical and financial uses and the 2017 MOC; the June 2026 Platts guide describes current methodology. Cash settlement is illustrated by the current ICE specification, not by identification of Trafigura’s exact contracts. Pricing periods and differentials depend on the contract. [1] [4] [6]


An export trade with a larger financial position alongside it

The starting point was an identifiable commercial opportunity. In January 2017, Trafigura's traders saw an arbitrage between the US Gulf Coast and Singapore: an opportunity to buy in one region and sell in another to exploit the price difference. The CFTC describes an export programme developed and deployed roughly between January and March. [1]

During January, the Houston entity entered into contracts to sell approximately 3.5 million barrels to its related Singapore company for delivery in February, March and April 2017. It then needed to acquire fuel to meet those commitments. Higher purchasing prices would make that physical trade less attractive. [1]

A long position in derivatives could protect against that risk. A derivative is a financial contract whose value depends on a reference price; a long position benefits when the price to which it is exposed rises. Used to hedge an upcoming purchase, the financial gain can offset the higher cost of the physical material. The CFTC expressly recognises that part of Trafigura's position served as an economic hedge for anticipated purchases. [1]

But the regulator found that the long derivative position was larger than the physical exposure it hedged. The excess was effectively speculative. As a result, a higher benchmark could generate gains on the derivatives exceeding the additional cost of the physical fuel. The buyer's invoices, examined on their own, would have given an incomplete picture of its economic interest in the price. [1]

That is not a reason to treat every hedge as suspect. The export programme supplied a commercial rationale for part of the position. Nor does an additional speculative exposure, by itself, establish manipulation. The further question is what happened in the physical market used to assess the reference price.


Eighty cargoes in the pricing window

From 1 February through the end of the month, Trafigura bid heavily and bought 80 cargoes totalling 3.6 million barrels in the MOC window. The order says trades in that window were generally for 45,000 barrels. Its use of “cargoes” should not be turned into a claim that 80 ocean-going tankers were involved. The public account identifies transactions, not a fleet. [1]

The CFTC highlights two departures from the firm's previous behaviour. Trafigura had never bought so much in the window within a single month. Its near-exclusive use of that window to source such large quantities also differed from its past conduct. The regulator found that the concentrated buying created artificially high benchmark values during February 2017 that did not reflect ordinary supply and demand. [1]


[image: According to the CFTC order of 17 June 2024: 80 cargoes bought in the February 2017 MOC window, totalling 3.6 million barrels. The grid shows aggregate volume in units of 45,000 barrels, not ships or day-by-day purchases. Excess derivative exposure is not quantified in the order.]
Source: CFTC order of 17 June 2024, pp. 4–6. February 2017 MOC purchases, in physical barrels; not production or global market share. The grid divides the reported total into 80 equal units: 3,600,000 ÷ 80 = 45,000. It does not identify dates or volumes for each individual transaction. [1]

Two conspicuous numbers in the order invite a tempting but invalid calculation. The 3.5 million barrels were physical sales contracted in January for three delivery months. The 3.6 million barrels were physical purchases made in the February window. Neither figure is the size of the derivatives position. Subtracting one from the other does not reveal a speculative position of 100,000 barrels. The order does not disclose the size of the excess derivative exposure. [1]

The significance of the case lies partly in the fact that the purchases were real. An executed transaction provides evidence of market activity, but that does not automatically make its price representative of an undistorted market. In this case, the regulator considered the physical buying alongside the purchaser's larger financial exposure. [1]

The legal finding was that Trafigura acted with at least reckless disregard for the likely artificial increase in the assessment and the resulting benefit to its derivatives. The CFTC described an extreme departure from the standard of ordinary care. That is a more precise account than claiming that Trafigura admitted a fully documented, intentional scheme. It made no such admission in the settlement. [1]


Nineteen daily values, one monthly reference

The financial positions described in the order settled by reference to the average of the daily Platts benchmark values over the 19 trading days in February 2017. A physical purchase could therefore affect a daily assessment, which then entered a monthly average used to value financial contracts. [1]

A currently documented ICE contract illustrates that link. The Fuel Oil Outright – USGC HSFO (Platts) Future, symbol RBO, represents 1,000 barrels and is cash-settled. Its final settlement uses the average of the daily “Mid” quotations in the Houston section of Platts US Marketscan during the determination period. The specification consulted on 7 September 2026 does not identify the particular contracts Trafigura held in 2017. [6]

A simple sensitivity calculation shows what one day contributes, without inventing a historical price series. In an equally weighted average of 19 values, adding $1 per barrel to one value, with the other eighteen unchanged, raises the average by $1/19, or approximately 5.26 US cents per barrel. Adding a dollar to all nineteen values raises the average by a dollar.


[image: Sensitivity calculation, not historical prices: a simple average of 19 values. Adding $1 per barrel to one value while leaving the other 18 unchanged adds $1/19, or $0.05263158, approximately 5.26 US cents per barrel, to the average. Adding $1 to all 19 values adds $1 to the average. This is not an estimate of the 2017 distortion.]
l0g calculation: an equally weighted mean of 19 values. The day count comes from the CFTC order; the uniform +$1 shock is a teaching convention, not an observed increase. In the first case, the other 18 values remain unchanged. Results are before any contract-specific rounding. No estimate of actual February 2017 distortion or profit. [1]

A monthly average thus dilutes an isolated movement but does not cancel a repeated influence. This says nothing about the actual size of the distortion in 2017. The CFTC does not publish the nineteen counterfactual prices that would have prevailed without the conduct, or an estimate of their difference from the observed values. Drawing a historical “fair price” line from this public record would mean inventing data.

The gain on a financial position also depends on its size and entry price. The result of the whole commercial operation requires the physical purchasing cost and other expenses as well. Without those inputs, the 3.6 million barrels of purchases cannot be converted into a credible estimate of net profit attributable to the manipulation. [1]


Publishing a price when the visible market is thin

The case raises a broader measurement problem: what happens when only a limited part of the physical market supplies observable information? In its 2 October 2012 summary of IOSCO's principles for oil price-reporting agencies, the Financial Stability Board noted that data submission was voluntary. It also recognised that overly burdensome requirements could discourage contributions. This is the framework described in that 2012 document, not a comprehensive statement of every reporting obligation in force in 2026. [8]

Platts' June 2026 methodology does not prescribe a minimum volume of transaction data for an assessment. Where one company supplies more than half the available information, its bids or offers must be executable by other potential MOC participants. That is neither a market-share measure nor an automatic prohibition. The CFTC order does not disclose Trafigura's share of all the information underlying the February 2017 assessments. [4]

There is a genuine trade-off here. Refusing to assess a price whenever trading becomes thin could deprive contracts of a usable reference. Continuing to publish requires confidence that the available observations still support a reasonable assessment. The number of transactions, their verifiability and the ability of other participants to respond answer different questions. None automatically substitutes for the others.

Actual execution is therefore a useful check, but an incomplete one. Detecting the mechanism in this case also requires connecting physical interventions with the financial positions that benefit from the published benchmark. That is an implication of the CFTC's account. It is not evidence that Platts knew the entire derivatives position or participated in the conduct sanctioned by the regulator. [1]


Public responses and the limits of the record

Trafigura's June 2024 statement says it strengthened market-integrity procedures, communications controls and compliance testing after the period in question. That is the company's public response, not independent verification of the effectiveness of its improvements. [3]

There were also objections inside the CFTC. Summer Mersinger and Caroline Pham, commissioners at the time, criticised the new interpretation applied to confidentiality provisions. Their objections concerned that separate part of the case, not a rebuttal of the fuel-oil manipulation analysis. Pham expressly commended the enforcement work against manipulation. Their statements cannot fairly be presented as a rejection of the entire case. [9] [10]

The main unresolved questions are quantitative. In the public documents reviewed for this article, we found neither the exact excess derivative exposure, nor net profit attributed to the manipulation, nor losses allocated among customers. The order sets out the regulator's conclusion and the mechanism behind it. It does not release the full investigative record. A distorted contractual reference can reach firms that never participated in the initial purchases; the effect on any one of them depends on its contracts and hedges. [1]

The documented risk arises from the mismatch between the exposures: physical buying can affect a benchmark to which a larger financial position is tied. The case explains why purchases, pricing periods and derivatives need to be examined together. An invoice shows what the buyer paid for the fuel. On its own, it does not show how the same movement in price affected the rest of the trade. [1]

Documentary investigation as of 7 September 2026. Market events: February 2017. Regulatory order and public responses: 17 June 2024. Current methodology documents: June 2026; ICE specification consulted as of the research date. No interviews or directly obtained responses are claimed.


Sources and documentary notes

Sources reviewed as of 7 September 2026. Page links refer to PDF pages, which match printed pagination in the cited documents. The 2026 materials describe current rules, not a complete archive of the 2017 methodology. Company representations and access limitations are identified.


	CFTC : In the Matter of Trafigura Trading LLC : Docket No. 24-08. Administrative order of 17 June 2024, entered without admission or denial of its findings. P. 1: settlement status; pp. 3–4: benchmark, MOC and usual lot size; pp. 5–6: physical sales, February purchases, derivative exposure and 19 trading days; pp. 8–9: legal standard; p. 11: total civil penalty. No disclosed amount for excess derivative exposure or attributable net profit. Printed and PDF page numbers match.

	CFTC : CFTC Orders Trafigura to Pay $55 Million for Fraud, Manipulation and Impeding Communications with the CFTC : Release 8921-24. Release dated 17 June 2024. Confirms the three parts of the settlement and aggregate penalty; the order supplies the transaction and exposure details. The other conduct covers 2014–April 2019 and 2017–2020.

	Trafigura : Statement re Civil Settlement with US CFTC. Company statement published on 17 June 2024. Neither admission nor denial; compliance improvements are company representations, not independently verified here. This is a published statement, not a response obtained by l0g.

	S&P Global / Platts : Platts Assessments Methodology Guide. Version labelled “Latest update: June 2026”. P. 4: all-day collection and assessment at the close; p. 10: no minimum transaction-data threshold, concentrated submissions and normalisation; pp. 11–12: hierarchy and judgment. Published methodology, not an audit of its application in 2017 or 2026. Relevant PDF pages, including the process diagram on p. 4, were inspected.

	S&P Global / Platts : Specifications Guide : Americas Refined Oil Products. June 2026 version, p. 51: FOB Houston, seven-to-fifteen-day loading window, RMG 380 and 3.5% maximum sulphur. Used as a current specification, not as a February 2017 archive. Illustrative prices elsewhere in the guide are not treated as an observed price series.

	ICE : Fuel Oil Outright – USGC HSFO (Platts) Future : contract specifications. Undated specification consulted on 7 September 2026. RBO contract, 1,000 barrels, cash-settled; Final Settlement uses an average of Platts US Marketscan “Mid” quotations. Daily and final settlement have different definitions. This specification is not identified as the exact position held by Trafigura in 2017.

	Platts : Transactional interest in bids, offers in Platts MOC process. Notice dated 17 January 2014, before the events. Published bids and offers, firmness, explicit price and counterparty. Establishes these stated requirements at that date, not how every 2017 transaction was reviewed.

	Financial Stability Board : Principles for Oil Price Reporting Agencies. Institutional summary of IOSCO principles, dated 2 October 2012: reliability, detecting abuse and voluntary data contributions. The FSB summary was consulted; its linked original IOSCO PDF was not retrieved. No comprehensive claim about reporting law in 2026 is inferred.

	CFTC : Summer K. Mersinger : Concurring Statement Regarding Settlement With Trafigura Trading LLC. Statement of 17 June 2024 by a commissioner then in office. Objections concern the interpretation applied to confidentiality clauses, not a rebuttal of the fuel-oil findings. No claim is made about her current role.

	CFTC : Caroline D. Pham : Statement Regarding Settlement Order with Trafigura Trading LLC. Statement of 17 June 2024. Commends enforcement against manipulation and criticises the additional confidentiality charge. Used to identify the scope of the disagreement, not to imply rejection of the benchmark case.
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Banking on Oil : episode 5

On 25 April 2024, South Africa’s Competition Tribunal announced its conditional approval of Engen’s acquisition by a Vitol group vehicle. Some conditions concerned an ordinary business decision: where Engen would buy its fuel. Supply commitments to Sasol and Astron Energy were part of the remedy. The new owner would not have complete freedom to redirect those purchases. [1]

The transaction closed on 21 May. Malaysia’s PETRONAS sold its 74% stake in Engen Limited to Vivo Energy, a Vitol subsidiary. The seller’s own announcement confirms the transfer. Behind the service-station branding, an importer and trader was acquiring an outlet for the products it sold. That relationship matters at least as much as the sign above the forecourt. [2]

Part 1 followed the financing of a cargo, Part 2 mapped the banks behind Trafigura, Part 3 reconstructed Chad’s oil-backed debt to Glencore and Part 4 entered the making of a Platts benchmark. This fifth part turns to the physical network: refineries, storage terminals and distribution businesses. Vitol’s investments show how owning assets can change the routes available to a trader and the suppliers chosen along the way. They also reveal why a map of company logos is an unreliable guide to market power.

A tank can make a cargo commercially useful

A competitive cargo price is only the beginning of an offer. The product still needs somewhere to discharge, suitable storage and a route to the customer. Some supplies also require blending. VTTI describes these as core terminal services, connecting products with ships, trains, trucks and pipelines, depending on the location. [4]

Consider a distributor choosing between two fuel offers. One looks cheaper at the loading port but requires storage that is unavailable on arrival. The other can move through infrastructure the buyer already has access to. The meaningful comparison is between delivered products, including the costs and practical constraints of getting them there. Terminal access changes that calculation.

Ownership can make access more predictable and allow closer coordination with other operations. It does not erase existing customer contracts or physical limitations. A tank that is occupied, unsuitable for the product or poorly connected to the intended market cannot simply be called into service because a shareholder needs it. Ownership of the site and availability of usable capacity are separate facts.

A refinery provides a different kind of flexibility: the ability to turn feedstocks into saleable products. Saras, for example, describes a business producing and distributing diesel, gasoline, heating oil and aviation fuel, particularly in Italy and Spain. The plant expands the available supply and processing choices. It must also earn enough to cover the costs of operating those choices. [7]

Vitol explicitly presents long-term assets as complementary to trading. Its review of 2025, published in March 2026, lists 1.2 million barrels a day of refining capacity and more than 10,000 service stations in its portfolio. These are company-reported measures of industrial and commercial reach. The review does not provide the asset-by-asset ownership reconciliation needed to turn them into equity-weighted capacity. They should not be read as actual refinery output or as a statement that every site is wholly owned. [3]


Saras, VTTI and VARO involve different rights

The Saras acquisition in Sardinia ended in full ownership, but not on the date of the first share purchase. On 18 June 2024, Varas, the acquisition vehicle indirectly controlled by Vitol, bought the Moratti family’s 35.019% holding. Vitol’s direct and indirect stake then stood at 45.48%. A mandatory tender offer followed. Treating the June transaction as an immediate acquisition of the whole company would skip a material part of the process. [5]

The remaining shares were transferred on 11 September 2024, when Saras was also delisted. The company’s current profile confirms that the Vitol group acquired full ownership. Saras puts the capacity of its Sarroch refinery at approximately 300,000 barrels a day. That is a description of the facility’s capacity, not a daily production figure. [6] [7]

VTTI has a shared ownership structure. Its published breakdown is 45% IFM Global Infrastructure Fund, 45% Vitol and 10% ADNOC. Its governance page explains that the Vitol side also includes an investment vehicle sponsored and managed by the trader. IFM separately reports a 45% fund holding as at 30 June 2026. Calling the entire network “Vitol’s terminals” loses both the other shareholders and the company’s own governance arrangements. [8] [9] [10]

VARO presents another structure. The European merger notification published in July 2025 identifies it as jointly controlled by Carlyle and Vitol Refining Group. VARO was buying sole control of Preem; Vitol was not thereby becoming the sole controller of VARO. The Preem acquisition closed on 16 January 2026. [11] [12]

Figure 01Documented ownership relationships
[image: Saras became wholly owned by the Vitol group in September 2024. VTTI reports 45% IFM, 45% under the Vitol label and 10% ADNOC. The July 2025 EU notice identifies joint control of VARO by Carlyle and Vitol Refining Group. Equity bars do not represent physical volumes.]Different dates and different rights. VTTI pages accessed 7 September 2026; IFM confirms its stake as at 30 June 2026. The internal allocation between Vitol and its investment vehicle is not disclosed here. Sources: Saras, VTTI, IFM and European Commission. [6] [7] [8] [9] [10] [11]
The combined company, VAROPreem, says it has access to more than 120 terminals. It does not say that it owns 120 terminals. Its six manufacturing hubs also perform different functions and should not be counted as six interchangeable oil refineries. The network may provide substantial operational reach, but a site count does not disclose the duration, exclusivity or cost of the access agreements. [12]

A full owner, a co-investor and a contracted customer have different rights. None of those labels, by itself, establishes that a single trading desk can direct all capacity or inspect every customer’s commercial information. The agreements and governance arrangements still matter.


An outside customer uses the Rotterdam network

There is a concrete example of infrastructure serving a business beyond the shareholder group. On 27 May 2024, Neste announced that it had commissioned capacity at VTTI’s ETT terminal in Rotterdam to store and blend its sustainable aviation fuel. The producer highlighted the site’s connections to the wider European distribution network. This is documented use of the terminal by another industrial group. [14]

It does not establish that every applicant can obtain space, or that all customers receive identical terms. Individual tariffs and contracts were not disclosed. It does, however, rule out the simple assumption that Vitol’s investment automatically reserves all VTTI capacity for its own trading operations.

Turning a customer away also has an economic cost: the infrastructure business loses that customer’s payments. For an integrated group, gains elsewhere in the supply chain would have to make up for the loss. Co-investors introduce a further consideration, since a decision has to be assessed from the infrastructure company’s perspective as well. This is an explanation of the incentives, not an allegation about VTTI’s conduct. [9] [16]


Engen was also somebody else’s customer

The South African case highlights a less intuitive concern. A merger can weaken a rival by taking away its customer, rather than by denying it a necessary input. Engen was a significant buyer of locally refined products. A shift in its procurement could deprive existing suppliers of an important outlet. The Commission identified this as a customer-foreclosure risk, as the Tribunal’s summary explains. [1]

There need be no misconduct for purchasing incentives to change. Before integration, a distributor selects among suppliers. After it is acquired by one of them, the consequences of those decisions are assessed across the enlarged group. An order that previously generated revenue for an outside supplier may now support an affiliated business. The displaced supplier then needs another viable route to market.

Customers may benefit if the replacement supply is cheaper. Competition concerns arise when the change weakens other suppliers’ ability to keep the market competitive. Assessing that possibility requires evidence about alternative outlets, costs and customer outcomes. A lost order does not, on its own, establish abuse. The European Commission’s 2008 non-horizontal merger guidelines distinguish foreclosure of supplies from foreclosure of customers, and explicitly separate harm to a competitor from harm to competition. [16]

The Tribunal’s account of Engen identifies the relevant infrastructure. Vitol jointly controlled Burgan Cape Terminal in Cape Town, while Engen owned or leased storage in Cape Town and Durban. Combined with Vitol’s import capabilities, these assets raised concerns about the outlets available to local refineries. This was a forward-looking merger assessment, not a finding that Engen had already carried out an exclusionary scheme against Sasol or Astron. [1]

Figure 02Supply channels in the Engen merger case
[image: The diagram places Astron and Sasol’s locally refined products alongside Vitol’s imports as supply channels for Engen. The 2024 approval provides for minimum-purchase contracts with local refineries. No volumes or market shares are represented.]Mechanism examined in South Africa in 2024. These channels are not an exhaustive supplier list. Commitments constrain some procurement decisions, but the public summary does not disclose thresholds. This is neither a measured flow chart nor a finding of exclusion. Source: Competition Tribunal, 25 April 2024. [1]
Domestic refining and consumer interests are not automatically identical. A local plant can lose orders because an imported product offers better value. Equally, a temporary gain may need to be considered alongside the longer-term availability of competing suppliers. South Africa’s decision addressed competition and public-interest concerns together; it does not establish that importing fuel is inherently harmful.


Procurement obligations and capital still to be spent

The Tribunal’s public summary describes supply agreements with Sasol and Astron covering minimum purchases, pricing principles and dispute resolution. Those commitments constrain the redirection of some orders. The release does not disclose the actual thresholds or commercial formulas, so it cannot establish how much of Engen’s demand remains open to unrestricted procurement decisions. [1]

A separate government announcement on 22 May 2024 sets out capital commitments: R9.85 billion over five years, with a further R4 billion dependent on feasibility studies. That brings the potential amount to R13.85 billion. These are commitments announced when the agreement was signed, not verified expenditure already incurred. [15]

Figure 03South African capital-investment commitments
[image: The government announced R9.85 billion over five years and an additional conditional R4 billion, for a potential R13.85 billion. Scale: zero to fifteen billion rand. These are commitments, not expenditure already made.]Nominal billion South African rand; five-year horizon announced on 22 May 2024. The additional envelope depends on feasibility studies. l0g calculation: 9.85 + 4 = 13.85. Estimated fuel purchases are not part of this sum. Source: South Africa’s Department of Trade, Industry and Competition. [15]
The same statement refers to approximately R100 billion of purchases of locally refined products. That estimate should not be added to capital investment as though the two described the same economic activity. Buying fuel supplies the trading business; capital expenditure maintains or expands the facilities used by that business. Neither amount can simply be described as an equivalent payment to the government. [15]

Geographical scope needs similar care. At completion, Vivo described a combined network of more than 3,900 service stations in 28 African markets. This was the enlarged group’s footprint in May 2024, not its South African station count or a statement of its present network. Its accompanying media notes described storage in terms of capacity the business could access. The commercial network was broader than a list of wholly owned property. [17]

We did not obtain a complete public reconciliation of the commitments against expenditure delivered by 7 September 2026. The announcements cannot therefore serve as an implementation scorecard. That documentary gap is not evidence of a breach: a multiyear commitment cannot be assessed solely from the release that first announced it.


The supply chain behind Namibia’s divested stations

Recent developments in Namibia bring the distinction between ownership and commercial independence into focus. Vivo publishes a list of divested service stations and states that, from 27 May 2026, they are owned and supplied by Nasan Energies. A familiar forecourt brand can therefore remain while the owner and immediate supplier change. [18]

The next question is where the new supplier gets its own fuel. Reuters reported on 6 July that the competition authority had imposed a five-year prohibition on Nasan sourcing from Vitol as a condition of the transaction. A review notice published on 8 May records Nasan’s request to buy from Vitol, Vivo or their affiliates, or alternatively to receive a 60-month transition. [19] [21]

A ministerial determination published on 3 July 2026 suspended specified conditions until a further decision. Its reasons cite storage and logistical constraints as well as security of supply. Those are the minister’s stated justifications, without an independent assessment of every possible alternative. Reuters confirms the change. The Government Gazette’s four-page facsimile provides the decision and its reasons. [20] [21]

The minister also points to a policy adopted by his own government: the interim appointment of a single bulk supplier. Reuters reports that Vitol had been awarded a three-month exclusive supply agreement. The difficulty of securing independent supplies therefore also reflects an intervening policy choice, rather than physical infrastructure constraints alone. [20] [21]

Transferring forecourts does not automatically give the buyer an autonomous supply chain. Requiring independence can support competition, but a requirement with no workable supply route could also undermine a new entrant. The material reviewed does not establish the comparative cost of the alternatives. We found no public confirmation of a subsequent decision reinstating the restrictions before 7 September 2026.


The economics of owning the assets

Not every refinery purchase is evidence of a captured market. On 14 July 2025, the European Commission decided not to oppose the VARO–Preem transaction and declared it compatible with the internal market. The notice appeared on 22 July. That approval cannot certify every Vitol investment as harmless, but it equally prevents this particular acquisition from being presented as one condemned by the European regulator. [13]

Integration can improve coordination and reduce repeated negotiations between interdependent businesses. It can make an offer feasible where buying each stage separately would not. Such gains have to be weighed against costs and alternatives. We have no defensible estimate of the benefit or detriment, in cents per litre, attributable to the acquisitions examined here. [16]

Owning physical facilities also commits resources for longer than an individual cargo transaction. Buying a refinery, maintaining it and funding the products used in its operations are different financing needs. VAROPreem says the Preem acquisition was fully financed through a debt package. Infrastructure ownership does not remove the banks from this series; it adds assets and financing requirements to the trade those facilities support. [12]

To assess customer outcomes, the acquisition announcements would need to be supplemented with access tariffs, genuinely available capacity, supply-contract terms and switching options. A price increase after a merger would not, in isolation, establish that the deal had increased margins. Changes in input costs and market conditions would have to be separated from the effect of the ownership change.

The documented development is that Vitol is connecting its trading business to manufacturing capacity and customer outlets, through arrangements that confer markedly different rights. Engen shows that integration can change procurement choices enough to prompt obligations governing purchases. Neste’s use of a VTTI terminal shows how infrastructure in that investment portfolio can also expand an outside customer’s options.

The decisive question is whether customers and suppliers can switch on commercially viable terms. Refineries, tanks and forecourts make some transactions possible; the contracts around them can make alternatives difficult. That is where the trader’s influence can be examined without treating industrial scale as sufficient evidence of dominance.



Public-source investigation completed as at 7 September 2026. Portfolio figures are company-reported, not an audited or equity-weighted asset inventory. South African conditions are described from the Tribunal’s official summary; the Namibian Government Gazette facsimiles are cross-checked against Reuters. The investigation uses public documents; no interviews were conducted or requests for comment sent.


Sources and documents


	Competition Tribunal, South Africa : Tribunal approves Vitol and Engen merger which sees billions invested in SA25 April 2024. Official summary of conditional approval, case LM196Mar23. Covers the concerns and procurement agreements, but not their thresholds or formulas. The release expressly states that it is a non-binding explanatory note, not the full conditions.


	PETRONAS : PETRONAS Completes Transaction on Engen21 May 2024. Seller confirmation of the transfer of a 74% stake in Engen Limited to Vivo Energy. Cross-checked against the buyer’s completion release and regulatory approval. This percentage does not describe every subsidiary’s ownership.


	Vitol : Vitol 2025 volumes and review24 March 2026; review of 2025 activities. Company-reported portfolio figures for refining capacity and service stations. No complete asset-by-asset equity reconciliation is supplied. Capacity, output and traded volumes are different measures.


	VTTI : About VTTIUndated page, accessed 7 September 2026. Describes terminal services and transport connections. It establishes the functions offered, not the availability of individual tanks on a given date.


	Vitol : Completion of the acquisition of the 35.019% shareholding held by the Moratti family in Saras S.p.A.18 June 2024. Records the Moratti block purchase and Vitol’s aggregate holding at that date. This step preceded the tender offer and September’s final procedure.


	Saras, on behalf of Varas : Settlement of the joint procedure and delistingSaras’s financial-release register dates this notice to 11 September 2024 and titles it “Settlement Joint Procedure and delisting”. The company’s current profile subsequently confirms full Vitol group ownership and the delisting.


	Saras : Company profileUndated page, accessed 7 September 2026. Confirms full Vitol group ownership and gives Sarroch’s refining capacity. It does not report actual daily throughput.


	VTTI : Our shareholdersUndated page, accessed 7 September 2026. VTTI’s published ownership breakdown. The simplified Vitol label is qualified using the governance page and checked against IFM’s reported fund holding.


	VTTI : GovernanceUndated page, accessed 7 September 2026. Names Vitol Holding B.V. and Vitol Investment Partnership II Ltd, a vehicle sponsored and managed by Vitol. It does not quantify the split between those entities.


	IFM Investors : VTTI : portfolioPosition stated as at 30 June 2026; page accessed 7 September. IFM confirms a 45% fund holding. This is a co-investor cross-check, not an independent audit of VTTI.


	European Commission : Prior notification of a concentration : M.11976, VARO ENERGY / PREEMOfficial Journal, 1 July 2025, C/2025/3600; notification received 20 June. Identifies joint control of VARO by Carlyle and Vitol Refining Group and the proposed sole control of Preem. It does not state VARO equity percentages.


	VAROPreem : VARO completes acquisition of Preem and creates VAROPreem16 January 2026. Buyer’s completion statement, industrial footprint and debt financing. It describes access to more than 120 terminals, not ownership of all those sites. The six manufacturing hubs perform different activities.


	European Commission : Non-opposition to a notified concentration : M.11976, VARO ENERGY / PREEMDecision dated 14 July 2025; notice published 22 July. Non-opposition under Article 6(1)(b). The article relies on the official notice, not a detailed market assessment extracted from the full decision.


	Neste : Neste expands its sustainable aviation fuel supply capabilities in Europe in partnership with VTTI27 May 2024. Terminal use reported by the customer, Neste. Establishes a third-party service arrangement, not a general access obligation or an individual tariff. No quantified environmental claims are used.


	Department of Trade, Industry and Competition, South Africa : Government and Engen’s new owners, Vitol agree on public interest commitments22 May 2024. The body specifies R9.85 billion plus a conditional R4 billion; the headline rounds the figures. Estimated fuel purchases of R100 billion are separate. The indexed full text was reviewed; direct access was intermittent.


	European Commission : Guidelines on the assessment of non-horizontal mergersOfficial Journal C 265, 18 October 2008, pp. 6–25. Dated analytical framework covering integration gains, input and customer foreclosure, ability and incentives. Used to explain the economics, not to make a legal finding about particular conduct in 2026.


	Vivo Energy : Engen and Vivo Energy combination completed, creating a pan-African energy champion21 May 2024. More than 3,900 stations in 28 markets describes the pan-African footprint at completion. Do not substitute current website counters or equate accessible storage capacity with ownership.


	Vivo Energy Namibia : Nasan Energies sitesPage accessed 7 September 2026. Vivo states that the listed sites are owned and supplied by Nasan from 27 May 2026. No national station total is inferred from this list.


	Namibia Government Gazette, facsimile archived by Gazettes.Africa : Gazette 8914, Government Notice 158Notice signed 7 May and published 8 May 2026; application received 8 April. The two-page PDF facsimile sets out Nasan’s application and its alternative request for a 60-month transition. The application was not itself an approval.


	Namibia Government Gazette, facsimile archived by Gazettes.Africa : Gazette 8969, Government Notice 235Determination signed 2 July and published 3 July 2026. The four-page PDF facsimile suspends the specified conditions pending a further decision and sets out the minister’s reasons. Those reasons remain attributed and are cross-checked against Reuters.


	Reuters, republished by MarketScreener : Namibia’s energy minister lifts bar on Nasan Energies securing fuel from Vitol6 July 2026. Confirms the original five-year bar, its removal on review and the three-month exclusive supply agreement awarded to Vitol. This is a Reuters dispatch. Unreconciled station counts are not repeated.
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On 9 November 2022, Trafigura arranged for a sample of containers to be opened in Rotterdam. The shipping documents described nickel cathodes. The inspection found what appeared to be carbon steel. There was an unusual detail: Trafigura had already sold the cargo back to a company in Prateek Gupta's network. The cargo had already been resold before its contents were checked. The inspection went ahead anyway and exposed the gap between an onward sale and verification of the goods actually being shipped. [1]

On 30 January 2026, London's High Court found that Gupta had organised a large-scale fraud through the corporate defendants. Mr Justice Saini rejected his account of a secret scheme devised by Trafigura employees, clearing Sokratis Oikonomou and Harshdeep Bhatia of the wrongdoing alleged against them. This was a civil judgment, not a British criminal conviction, and it did not mean Trafigura had collected the money it was entitled to recover. [2]

The financing explains why the difference is so important. Trafigura was paying to hold cargo between two sales, then refinancing that position with Citi. Its protection depended on being able to sell valuable metal if the expected buyer failed to return. The documents described that protection. They could not make it real.

Part 1 followed the financing of a cargo, Part 2 mapped the banks behind Trafigura, Part 3 reconstructed Chad’s oil-backed debt to Glencore, Part 4 entered the making of a Platts benchmark and Part 5 examined Vitol’s physical assets. This sixth part returns to Trafigura to separate three things that are easily blurred: the documents, the metal and the credit.

A trader provides the time between two sales

The relationship began around 2014 or 2015 with straightforward transactions: Trafigura bought nickel and resold it to its own customers. From about 2018, a different arrangement became more prominent. Under transit financing, Trafigura bought a shipment from a Gupta-linked company, usually expecting another sale back into that network as the vessel approached its discharge port. The original seller and the eventual buyer were not necessarily the same legal entity. The judgment uses “UIL” as shorthand for these separate companies. [3]

Trafigura held title for an interval and earned a return related to the number of days it financed the cargo. Settlement also reconciled the provisional purchase price with the final price determined under the contract. The judgment describes the commercial return as equivalent to interest. That is not the same as the trader's net profit after its own financing and operating costs. [3]

Initially, Trafigura typically paid about 90% of a provisional price linked to London Metal Exchange nickel. The remaining balance fell due when the final price was established. Retaining roughly 10% provided some protection against price movements; it was not a 10% profit margin. In a simplified, constant-price example, paying 90 for an asset worth 100 leaves a cushion of 10. That cushion offers little comfort if the asset is worth only a small fraction of the amount advanced. [3]

The specification mattered. The contracts required nickel with a minimum purity of 99.8%, of an LME-approved brand. Steel that happened to contain nickel was not an acceptable substitute. The description identified the product that could be resold, not merely an element somewhere in its composition. [4]


Citi’s contractual backstop

When Trafigura first purchased the metal, the Gupta companies were not bound to buy it back. Repurchase was expected, but it required a subsequent agreement. The trader could accept that arrangement because it believed it held a readily saleable commodity. If the original supplier did not return, the nickel could go to another customer or into the LME system. The judge accepted the commercial logic in principle, provided the cargo was what it purported to be. [3]

Trafigura's deal with Citi was different. Having bought the shipment, it would ask the bank whether it wanted to refinance it. If Citi agreed, title passed to the bank along with the original bills of lading: the shipping documents used in these transactions to transfer rights over the goods. Trafigura committed to taking the position back at maturity. Financing generally ran for about a month and could be rolled over. [3]

This sale-and-repurchase arrangement is a repo. Citi had Trafigura's commitment. Trafigura, in turn, expected the Gupta network to repurchase the cargo or relied on being able to sell it elsewhere. A supplier's failure to buy back did not release Trafigura from its undertaking to the bank.


[image: In the arrangement described in the judgment, a Gupta-linked seller sells cargo to Trafigura. Repurchase is expected but is not binding at the outset. If Citi refinances the trade, it acquires title with Trafigura committed to taking the position back at maturity. Arrows show contractual relationships, not physical routes or payment timing.]
The commitments are not automatically matched. A Gupta-network buy-back is expected but not binding at the outset; Trafigura’s undertaking to Citi is contractual. Arrows show relationships, not the movement of goods or cash. Source: judgment of 30 January 2026, paragraphs 63–68. [3]

By 2022, the Citi facility had a ceiling of US$850 million. The judgment expressly says it financed several products and businesses, not nickel alone. The ceiling was not the amount lent to Gupta, the amount outstanding on the disputed cargoes, or a loss suffered by Citi. Adding it to Trafigura's losses would double up different concepts rather than measure the scale of the fraud. [3]


The reassurance of repeat business

An internal email dated 24 September 2020 put the financing team's concern plainly: “we have become the bank of this company”. The message questioned the customer's dependence on Trafigura, the length of voyages and the volume being financed. Its inclusion in the judgment shows that the financial substance of the relationship was being discussed within the firm. [5]

It would be wrong to turn the email into an admission that employees knew about the fraud. The judge rejected that inference. Long journeys, delays and the lack of inspections between sale and repurchase were also features of earlier trading that both sides accepted had involved genuine nickel. Unusual commercial behaviour did not, by itself, distinguish the honest transactions from the later ones. [5]

Repeated settlement nevertheless created an obvious source of reassurance: the customer came back, and the trades closed. But that experience tested payment behaviour. For a container resold unopened, it did not independently establish what was inside. The November 2022 inspection, involving cargo that had already been bought back, illustrates the gap particularly well.


The bank withdrew before the metal was checked

During the second half of 2022, buy-backs became increasingly difficult. The record describes late payments, some failures to pay and cargoes stranded at ports. In October, Citi reviewed the facility and pressed for inspections. By 24 October, Trafigura's internal correspondence was explicitly discussing the possibility that it would have to take positions back if the bank refused to roll its financing. [6]

On 27 October 2022, Citi said it would stop financing the UIL-related trades immediately. After 4 November, once the bank's positions had matured, Trafigura funded the outstanding buy-back business itself. The inspection that revealed the first physical discrepancy took place on 9 November. The sequence is decisive: the bank's exit preceded the discovery described in the judgment. [6]


[image: 27 October 2022: Citi stops UIL-related financing. After 4 November, once its positions have matured, Trafigura funds the business itself. The 9 November Rotterdam inspection finds apparent steel; eight further containers inspected on 22 December contain steel. Event spacing does not measure duration.]
Trafigura funds the exposure before the physical finding. Citi withdraws on 27 October 2022; after 4 November the trader finances the business itself. Event spacing is not proportional to time. Source: judgment, paragraphs 145–160 and 193. [6] [1]

A short-term lender can decline to renew before a fraud finding is established. Trafigura was left holding the cargo exposure and had to finance it without that facility. The difference between the two repurchase arrangements had become a cash requirement.

Citi's withdrawal did not stop the inspections. The judge found that the employees concerned continued to pursue them, conduct inconsistent with the suggestion that they were protecting a fraudulent arrangement. The discovery then developed over time. On 22 December 2022, eight further containers were inspected in Rotterdam and found to contain steel rather than the promised nickel. A discrepancy identified in November should not be confused with immediate knowledge of the entire exposure. [1]


The limits of certificates of analysis

The purchase contracts required several documents before payment, including a certificate of analysis or quality. Yet payments were made without those certificates. The judgment records this and describes the commercial manager's surprise on learning that the protocol he expected had not been followed. There was a genuine gap between the contractual requirements and their implementation. [7]

But the next part of the judge's analysis is just as important. When asked for certificates, the sellers could produce apparently compliant documents describing pure nickel even though the cargo contained stainless steel. The judgment identifies a specific example. Insisting on the missing document could therefore have completed the administrative file without exposing the substitution. The document still had to be matched to the contents of the particular shipment. [7]

The choice of inspector presented a related problem. In late October, the Gupta network identified cargoes it would allow to be checked, but by an agency of its own choosing. It then objected to moving those cargoes for inspection once Trafigura insisted on using its own nominated inspectors. The judge concluded that the plan had been to obtain a false report from a compliant inspector. Merely adding an inspection certificate to the file would not have solved that problem either. [1]

The practical questions follow from those findings: who selects the sample, who appoints the inspector, and how is the finding tied to the asset being financed? Contractual rights matter, but exercising them can mean moving a container, interrupting a shipment and inconveniencing a customer. In this case, it was common ground that removing a container for inspection and then returning it could take one to two weeks. [1]


An inventory of something else

The proceedings concerned 107 trades, divided into several categories. The largest group comprised 91 cargoes to which Trafigura held title at the end of 2022. The court found that 77 contained stainless-steel plates or sheets, 11 contained iron briquettes and three contained aluminium ingots. These are counts of trades and cargoes, not tonnes or containers. A single cargo could occupy several containers. [8]


[image: Judgment paragraph 212(1) records 77 cargoes of stainless-steel plates or sheets, 11 of iron briquettes and 3 of aluminium ingots, totalling 91 main trades within 107 disputed trades. Bars start at zero and represent counts, not volume, weight or value.]
A count, not an estimate of lost value. The 91 main cargoes to which Trafigura held title at end-2022 form part of the 107 disputed trades. A cargo may occupy several containers. Source: judgment of 30 January 2026, paragraph 212(1). [8]

With one limited exception, the materials in that main group were sold for a combined sum just below US$10 million, or about 2% of their original purchase price, according to the judgment. That comparison concerns the proceeds from selling those goods. It is not an overall recovery rate covering litigation, other assets, insurance and every available claim. [8]

Two further trades raised a different issue. Rival sets of bills of lading circulated for cargoes described as nickel. The carrier, OOCL, concluded that the documents delivered to Trafigura were invalid and that Hyphen held the genuine originals. The judge found that Trafigura had not obtained the title for which it paid. He attributed this variant of the fraud to Gupta and UIL Malaysia, rather than extending responsibility for it to every defendant. [9]

A laboratory test cannot settle that question. Metal may exist without belonging to the party that believes it bought it. Verifying the substance of a cargo and verifying the rights over it are separate tasks. Nor does an ocean bill describing LME-grade nickel establish that its holder has an LME warrant, the title issued for metal placed in the exchange's approved warehouse system. [4]


A charge, a judgment and a collection are different amounts

On 9 February 2023, Trafigura announced a US$577 million charge, then described as its estimate of maximum loss exposure. Its annual report, published on 8 December 2023, recorded a US$578 million write-off for the financial year ended 30 September 2023. Note 6 of the consolidated accounts says the charge primarily related to inventory and was predominantly included in materials, transportation and storage costs. Recognising it did not mean that another payment of that amount had been made on the accounting date. [10] [11]

The 30 January 2026 judgment granted proprietary relief over roughly US$500 million, together with substantial damages. Some claims and the tracing of money into other assets were reserved for a second phase. The judicial amounts and the accounting charge cover different things; they cannot be added together as a measure of the fraud. [2]

After the hearing on 26 February 2026, Trafigura put Gupta's liability at about US$700 million, plus legal costs, according to Reuters. The High Court refused permission to appeal, although Gupta could still seek permission directly from the Court of Appeal at that point. The US$700 million total is the company's figure; the report does not provide a complete reconciliation of its components. [12]

Collection is another stage. A freezing order aims to stop assets being dissipated; it does not automatically transfer their value to the claimant. On 22 September 2025, the Dubai International Financial Centre Court of Appeal continued freezing measures in support of the English proceedings. Those measures could protect an eventual recovery, but did not establish that recovery had occurred. [13]

There is a separate criminal history. Global Trade Review reported on 25 August 2026 that a Dubai forgery conviction in 2024 had been overturned on appeal, with Gupta's acquittal upheld in 2025. Its account relies on DIFC filings we have not inspected directly. That local criminal outcome should not be described as overturning the English civil judgment. Its effect on enforcement is contested. [14]

The documents reviewed do not establish cumulative net recoveries as of 7 September 2026. We also found no public decision establishing the outcome of the DIFC hearing announced for 31 August. The London judgment cannot be presented as the end of the recovery process.


The fallback depended on real nickel

The evidence does not show that transit financing is inherently fraudulent. The court describes an earlier period in which the same broad arrangement involved genuine nickel. It also accepts the logic of reselling a liquid commodity if the original supplier does not repurchase it. Providing funds while goods move is a real commercial service. [3] [5]

The vulnerability was a fallback whose value remained untested. As repurchases continued, settlement could reassure the financier without verifying the inventory. Once bank funding stopped, the trader had to carry that inventory and establish what it could actually sell. In this case, rights over cargoes described as nickel left Trafigura with much less valuable materials and claims against their sellers.

Genuine nickel could have been sold to someone else. That was the protection Trafigura thought it had.


Sources and documentary references

The judgment of 30 January 2026 is the central source. References below identify the relevant passages; they are not fourteen independent sources. Research cut-off: 7 September 2026.


	High Court : the inspections that exposed the fraud30 January 2026. Paragraphs 151–160 and 193: funding withdrawal, inspector selection, the 9 November and 22 December 2022 inspections. The first sample came from cargo already bought back.


	High Court : Trafigura Pte Ltd & Anor v Prateek Gupta & Ors, [2026] EWHC 159 (Comm)30 January 2026. Paragraphs 1–11 and 363–364: civil claim, liability, proprietary relief, second phase, and rejection of allegations against former employees. Official full judgment.


	High Court : transit finance and the Citi commitmentParagraphs 17–21, 61–69 and 201–207. Initially non-obligated UIL repurchase, Trafigura’s undertaking to Citi, provisional payment around 90%. The US$850m ceiling covers several products and businesses.


	LME : approved brands and warehouse entryInstitutional page accessed 7 September 2026; no publication date shown. Read with judgment paragraphs 1 and 201 for the 99.8% minimum and contractual specification. An ocean bill of lading and an LME warrant are different documents. Full judgment.


	High Court : trading history and the 2020 concernsParagraphs 70–72 and 93–102. The 24 September 2020 email is reproduced at paragraph 93. The judge rejects the inference of collusion; the same features existed during the acknowledged honest period.


	High Court : Citi’s autumn 2022 maturitiesParagraphs 126–128 and 145–152, especially 151. Withdrawal on 27 October; after 4 November Trafigura funds the relevant business itself. Financing amounts mentioned in correspondence are not treated as bank losses.


	High Court : missing and misleading certificates of analysisParagraphs 129–137. Payments without contractually required certificates and apparently compliant but false certificates. The judgment does not infer employee collusion from these facts.


	High Court : cargo contents and resale proceedsParagraph 212(1): 77 + 11 + 3 = 91 main trades, within the 107 disputed trades. Paragraph 4: main-group materials, with one limited exception, sold for just under US$10m, about 2% of original cost. Neither volume shares nor an overall recovery rate.


	High Court : the two OOCL tradesParagraphs 353–362. Rival bills of lading and title not obtained by Trafigura; liability of Gupta and UIL Malaysia. This part of the judgment does not extend liability to every defendant.


	Trafigura : Statement re Legal ActionStatement dated 9 February 2023 retained below an update of 30 January 2026. US$577m is the then-announced estimate of maximum loss exposure. Corporate source and party to the litigation.


	Trafigura : 2023 Annual Report, consolidated accountsPublished 8 December 2023. Year from 1 October 2022 to 30 September 2023. Note 6, printed p. 69 / PDF page 71: US$578m charge, primarily inventory; also p. 7. Printed page 69 visually checked. Audited IFRS accounts.


	Reuters : London hearing, 26 February 202626 February 2026, 15:45 on the London South East republication. High Court refusal of permission, with a direct Court of Appeal application still possible at that point. Roughly US$700m attributed to Trafigura’s spokesperson. Detailed order not inspected.


	DIFC Courts : Trafigura v Gupta, [2025] DIFC CA 00122 September 2025. Order point 3 and paragraphs 9–26: continued freezing measures supporting English proceedings. Addresses asset preservation, not money collected by Trafigura.


	Global Trade Review : the separate Dubai criminal proceedingsJacob Atkins, 25 August 2026. Reporting based on translated filings; original criminal decisions and underlying filings not independently inspected by l0g. The report announces a 31 August hearing; its outcome was not confirmed in public sources found by 7 September.
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On 7 February 2014, an intermediary sent a Trafigura executive an invoice for US$390,240, supposedly for oil-business consulting. Three days later, the intermediary received another invoice for exactly the same amount. This one came from a Hong Kong company and described services connected with sourcing, buying and arranging the logistics of Brazilian floor and wall tiles. Court documents then trace the payments intended ultimately to benefit Petrobras officials. The shift from fuel oil to tiles happened in the supporting paperwork.[1]

The sequence is part of the facts admitted by Trafigura Beheer B.V., the group’s parent during the relevant period, in its US guilty plea on 28 March 2024. The company pleaded guilty to conspiring to violate the anti-bribery provisions of the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act, or FCPA. The case concerned business obtained or retained with Brazil’s state-controlled oil company, Petrobras, between approximately 2003 and 2014.[2]

Part 1 followed the financing of a cargo, Part 2 mapped the banks behind Trafigura, Part 3 reconstructed Chad’s oil-backed debt to Glencore, Part 4 entered the making of a Platts benchmark, Part 5 examined Vitol’s physical assets and Part 6 tested the limits of paper collateral. Part 7 looks at another commercial advantage: influencing the person on the other side of a deal. Trafigura admitted paying for business and arranging negotiations in advance. Brazil’s federal prosecutor describes the payments as a way to obtain improper advantages in the commercial relationship. The 2025 resolutions show where the settlement money is meant to go and which controls the authorities require.[3] [10]

Negotiations with a pre-arranged result

The US account begins around 2003. A Houston-based Petrobras trader told a Trafigura representative that winning business in the Caribbean market required bribes. Under that initial arrangement, payments were about five to ten US cents per barrel bought from or sold to Petrobras. The statement of facts attributes roughly US$500,000 in bribes to that official over the period from 2003 to 2008.[3]

The commercial process is described in unusual detail. A Trafigura representative and a Petrobras official agreed prices and bribe amounts in advance. The representative then instructed Trafigura traders to negotiate with Petrobras, knowing those discussions were meant to arrive at the agreed price. The document does not automatically attribute the same knowledge to every trader asked to conduct the negotiations.[3]

No global oil benchmark has to move for such an arrangement to create an advantage. It can sit inside the terms of an individual transaction. A buyer who knows or can influence the price a supplier will accept faces a different negotiation from an outsider. A seller may gain access to a customer on preferential terms. The bribe compromises the judgment of someone expected to protect their employer’s interests, while the resulting trade can still look ordinary to those outside the arrangement.

The documents do not establish the counterfactual price of every cargo or quantify an effect on petrol-station prices. Profits attributed to Trafigura’s corruptly obtained business cannot simply be relabelled as Petrobras’s loss. Measuring that loss trade by trade would require competing offers, product specifications and the relevant delivery, timing and payment terms.[3] [6]


Payments tied to trading volume

From around 2009, another arrangement provided for bribes of up to twenty US cents per barrel. This was a term of the scheme described in the case, not an industry-standard commission or a rate applicable to all Trafigura business. Linking illicit payments to volumes gives their recipients a direct interest in keeping the trades coming, even when the amount per barrel looks small.[2] [3]

The admitted facts put the corrupt commissions covered by the conspiracy at approximately US$19.7 million, portions of which were used to bribe public officials. That is not a claim that the entire US$19.7 million reached those officials. It covers the commission arrangements through which the scheme operated. Treating the whole amount as money received by officials would invent an allocation the agreement does not supply.[3]

Nor can the conduct be reduced to an outside agent deceiving an otherwise uninvolved company. A former Petrobras trader became a Trafigura agent and then an employee in Brazil, while continuing to use companies he controlled to receive commissions. A December 2012 intermediary agreement with Trafigura Singapore involved executives who knew that some of the fees would finance bribes.[4]

These are corporate admissions concerning specified people and conduct. They should not be turned into guesses about the identities of people anonymised in the document. The company’s guilty plea is also not a personal conviction of every employee or executive mentioned in its account.


Following the US$390,240

The February 2014 sequence connects trading records with the payment trail. An email passed on fuel-oil volumes for part of a Trafigura subsidiary’s Petrobras business. The intermediary issued the purported oil-consulting invoice that day. On 10 February, another participant in the payment network sent him the Hong Kong company’s invoice referring to Brazilian tiles.[1]

Trafigura Singapore instructed its bank to make the payment on 12 February. The intermediary received the euro equivalent of approximately US$390,240. On 17 February, he transferred US$390,240 to the Hong Kong bank account of the company named on the second invoice, through a US financial institution. The statement of facts identifies the intended ultimate beneficiaries as Petrobras officials.[1]

The figure separates invoices from transfers. Two invoices and successive movements of funds must not be added together as separate bribes. The account does not identify exactly how much of this payment reached each ultimate recipient.


[image: Two invoices for US$390,240: oil consulting on 7 February and Brazilian tiles on 10 February. Transfers follow one payment chain: Trafigura Singapore pays the euro equivalent to the intermediary on 12 February; he transfers US$390,240 on 17 February to a Hong Kong company account through a US financial institution, for the ultimate benefit of Petrobras officials. Do not add invoices or transfer stages as separate bribes. Source: admitted facts, paragraph 38(e)–(i).]
One payment trail, with different supporting descriptions. Dates are approximate in the statement of facts. Arrows show transfers, not movements of goods. The final amount received by each official is not specified. Source: US plea agreement, Attachment A, paragraph 38(e)–(i), PDF p. 38. [1]

The presence of a bank in that chain does not establish that it knew the purpose of the transfer. And the US case cannot be explained by the blanket assertion that every dollar payment creates American jurisdiction. The agreement also describes acts on US territory, including a meeting in Miami Beach on 24 October 2011 at which participants discussed continuing the bribery arrangement.[5]


A deal reference can make a payment look legitimate

An invoice needs more than a bank account and an authorised signature to justify payment. It needs an underlying service. In January 2013 correspondence, executives sought trade references against which to book commissions. The admitted facts explain that matching commissions to trades helped both calculate the payments and conceal them as legitimate expenses in the books.[4]

This is a practical problem for financial controls. A payment can have a named supplier, a contract, an invoice and a deal reference while serving an illicit purpose. Checking that the documents agree with one another does not answer whether the work was done, who benefited or why the payment was necessary.

There is a close parallel in a separate Petrobras case. In the resolution announced on 3 December 2020, Vitol Inc. admitted buying confidential pricing and competitor information. That account also describes staged negotiations designed to settle at a price agreed through back channels. Vitol entered a deferred prosecution agreement at the time, a different legal outcome from Trafigura’s 2024 guilty plea. The comparison establishes a similar mechanism in two documented cases; it does not establish that all commodity trading works this way.[7]

The opposite shortcut would be equally misleading: treating every intermediary fee as inherently corrupt. A service provider can contribute useful expertise, find a customer or perform an identifiable task. What matters is what the service and payment are actually for. The compliance provisions attached to Trafigura’s US agreement address the business rationale for using a third party, its reputation and links to officials, whether it performs the contracted work and whether its compensation is appropriate.[8]


Unpacking the US$127 million resolution

The admitted facts attribute approximately US$61 million in profits to corruptly obtained Petrobras business. The US agreement provides for a criminal fine of US$80,488,040 and a forfeiture money judgment of US$46,510,257, representing proceeds of the offence. Together they amount to US$126,998,297, excluding a mandatory US$400 special assessment.[6]

The US$61 million in profits, US$19.7 million in commissions and US$46.51 million subject to forfeiture are not ready-made entries in a single profit-and-loss account. Their definitions and legal scope differ. The public document does not fully reconcile the profit attributed to the business with the proceeds used for forfeiture. Subtracting one from another to calculate “profit retained” would not be justified.[6]

Part of the US fine also anticipates the Brazilian resolution. Under the agreement, up to US$26,829,346 paid to Brazilian authorities can be credited against the US criminal fine, subject to the specified conditions. That potential credit sits inside the US$80.49 million fine; it is not an extra penalty. The figure shows agreed obligations, not verified cash receipts.[6]


[image: The US$80,488,040 criminal fine and US$46,510,257 forfeiture total US$126,998,297. Up to US$26,829,346 of the fine can be credited for Brazilian payments under the agreement’s terms. The outlined portion is within the fine, not additional. Bars start at zero; displayed values are rounded to three decimal places in millions. The US$400 special assessment is excluded. These are not verified receipts.]
The Brazilian credit is already inside the fine. The outlined segment shows the maximum credit available, subject to conditions. Fine plus forfeiture equals US$126,998,297, excluding the US$400 special assessment. March 2024 obligations, not cash receipts; bars start at zero. Source: paragraph 22. [6]

Coordination between enforcement authorities means that several national announcements need not represent wholly separate, cumulative charges. It does not, by itself, verify payment. That requires the amounts actually credited and received, rather than the maximum figures in a resolution.


Brazil specifies who is meant to receive the money

On 28 March 2025, Brazil’s federal comptroller-general, CGU, and attorney-general’s office, AGU, signed a leniency agreement with Trafigura Beheer B.V. Their announcement on 31 March put fines and recovery for the federal government and Petrobras at R$435,410,672.26. On 16 July 2025, the federal prosecutor’s office announced ratification of its coordinated agreement. The Brazilian sum should not be counted twice because more than one institution announced a resolution.[9] [10]

The published financial annex provides a more precise allocation. R$367,158,685.65 consists of two fines payable to the federal government. R$68,251,986.61 is designated for Petrobras: two forfeiture-related items and a damage-compensation item of R$15,073,685.62. Describing the entire R$435.41 million as compensation to Petrobras would therefore be wrong, as would treating it as a single measure of the company’s loss.[11]


[image: Agreed allocation in Brazil’s March 2025 Annex III: R$367,158,685.65 to the federal government as two fines and R$68,251,986.61 to Petrobras, including R$15,073,685.62 in damages. Total R$435,410,672.26. Both bars start at zero on the same scale; display rounded to three decimal places in millions. Contractual allocation, not verified cash receipts.]
The whole settlement is not payable to Petrobras. The five rows of the March 2025 Annex III are grouped by recipient. The federal government is allocated the two fines; Petrobras the two forfeiture-related items and damages. Agreed allocation, not verified payments. [11]

The annex records the exchange rate used to express the amounts in reais: R$5.7292 per US dollar, quoted on 26 March 2025 and used for the conversion on 27 March. This is a historical input to the agreement, not a current exchange rate. Trafigura’s own announcement described an additional payment of approximately US$49 million, while referring to the credit allowed by the United States. The gross Brazilian amount and that incremental cost answer different questions.[11] [12]

The arithmetic is consistent with the company’s rounded figure. Converting the real-denominated total at the annex’s rate gives approximately US$76 million. Subtracting the maximum US credit leaves about US$49.17 million. This explains the order of magnitude; it does not establish that the credit was used in full or that the authorities and Petrobras received every amount due.[11] [6] A complete record of executed payments was not verified for this investigation.


Remediation has specific requirements

Trafigura says it stopped using third-party agents to originate new business in 2019. The DOJ recognised that decision and improvements to its controls in the 2024 agreement. But its assessment also records that the company did not promptly and voluntarily disclose the conduct, failed to preserve or produce some evidence in a timely manner early in the investigation, and was slow to take certain disciplinary measures. Reporting only the positive findings would leave out part of the official assessment.[13] [14]

Removing business-origination agents addresses an identified channel for bribery. It does not remove the need to oversee other service providers or people inside the group. The US agreement requires third-party checks and ongoing controls. It sets a three-year term from acceptance of the plea, with annual reports and meetings at least quarterly. The DOJ decided not to impose an independent monitor in light of the remediation and enhanced reporting. No external monitor does not mean no oversight obligations.[8] [14]

The Brazilian annexes go further than a broad pledge to improve compliance. Annex IV requires the submission of integrity-programme reports produced under the US agreement. It also requires people involved in the misconduct to be excluded from the relevant Brazil-related activities and from contacts with Petrobras on the group’s behalf, even informally. Other provisions require local compliance responsibility and training specifically addressing dealings with Brazil’s public sector.[15]

The reference to informal contacts matters. A supplier name or an individual’s employment status can change without necessarily changing who influences a commercial relationship. Asking who still speaks to the public-sector customer supplements checks on an approved-vendor list. That is an interpretation of the risk addressed by the annex, without implying that the agreement was later circumvented.


Testing controls against actual business

In December 2025, Trafigura reported updates to its code of conduct, policies and training for the financial year ended 30 September. The DOJ has separately acknowledged improvements, while the US and Brazilian agreements set monitoring requirements. That record provides grounds to take the remedial measures seriously rather than dismiss them as a public-relations promise.[16] [14] [15]

Whether those controls work consistently in practice is a separate question. Detailed submissions to the DOJ are intended to remain non-public, subject to the agreement’s exceptions. Brazil’s published annexes tell readers what is required, but they are not audit reports confirming that every requirement has been met. This investigation did not obtain a comprehensive account of compliance tests, failures detected and the changes made in response.[14] [15]

The bribery documented here was embedded in real petroleum trading, with contracts and commercial references. Confirming that a cargo exists cannot establish that the business was won legitimately. That also requires understanding why a particular buyer or seller obtained the deal and what each fee actually paid for. Trafigura’s admissions establish how that commercial decision was corrupted in the Petrobras case. The required controls are public; their performance remains distinct from the text that requires them.

Scope. This documentary investigation draws on US corporate admissions, official Brazilian disclosures and the public CGU–AGU annexes, checked against Trafigura’s statements. No interviews or private responses are claimed. Figures and legal outcomes retain the scope of their respective proceedings. The article draws no sector-wide conclusion or estimate of an effect on pump prices.


Sources and documentary references

The sixteen references below identify passages in ten main documents. Several refer to the same US agreement and are not independent confirmations. Research cut-off: 7 September 2026.


	United States : February 2014 invoices and transfersPlea Agreement, case 1:23-cr-20476-KMW, document 33 filed 29 March 2024. Attachment A, paragraph 38(e)–(i), attachment p. 11 / PDF p. 38. Visually checked. Expressly admitted facts, not merely a press allegation.


	DOJ : announcement of the guilty plea28 March 2024; webpage updated 6 February 2025. Entity: Trafigura Beheer B.V.; offence: conspiracy to violate the FCPA anti-bribery provisions. Read with paragraph 16 and the introduction to Attachment A for the admissions.


	Plea Agreement : pre-arranged prices and volume-based commissionsAttachment A, paragraphs 14–20, PDF pp. 31–32. Approximately US$19.7m in corrupt commissions covered by the conspiracy, portions used as bribes. Five to ten cents per barrel concern one arrangement; up to twenty cents another from around 2009. Paragraph 17 describes staged negotiations.


	Plea Agreement : agents, employees and deal referencesAttachment A, paragraphs 19–23 and 28–32, PDF pp. 32–35. Former Petrobras trader’s move to Trafigura, controlled companies, December 2012 intermediary agreement and commissions assigned to trade references. Anonymised individuals are not identified by inference.


	Plea Agreement : acts on US territoryAgreement paragraphs 2–3; Attachment A, paragraphs 26–27, PDF pp. 33–34. Miami Beach meeting on 24 October 2011. Routing funds through a bank does not establish that the bank knew of the bribery.


	Plea Agreement : fine, forfeiture and Brazil creditParagraph 22, PDF pp. 19–22, and Attachment A, paragraph 40, PDF p. 39. Fine US$80,488,040; forfeiture US$46,510,257; maximum credit within the fine US$26,829,346; special assessment US$400. The original terms include a twelve-month condition for the credit. Agreed obligations, not cash receipts. The public documents do not fully reconcile roughly US$61m in profits with the proceeds forfeited.


	DOJ : the separate Vitol–Petrobras case3 December 2020; page updated 5 February 2025. Confidential information and staged negotiations. Vitol Inc. entered a deferred prosecution agreement in 2020, not a guilty plea. No claim about the agreement’s current status.


	Plea Agreement : third-party and service verificationAttachment C, paragraphs 16–18, PDF pp. 48–49. Business rationale, reputation and public-official relationships, work actually performed, appropriate compensation, monitoring and audit rights. The prescribed standard does not, by itself, describe its implementation.


	CGU–AGU : the 2025 Brazilian agreement and public registerOfficial register: Trafigura 2025 row, R$435,410,672.26 total. The register links the agreement signed on 28 March and Annexes II to V. This is an agreed amount, not a record of sums already paid.


	MPF : ratification of the coordinated agreementAnnouncement dated 16 July 2025 at 20:10. The MPF describes payments intended to obtain improper advantages in the commercial relationship. Its Fifth Chamber ratified the agreement; this is not a new sum to add to the CGU–AGU announcement. 16 July is the announcement date, not a payment date.


	CGU–AGU : Annex III, allocation and payment instructionsSEI document 3569398, two pages, electronically signed on 27–28 March 2025; upload date not displayed. Page 1 table read from the page image and checked by summation. Two fines payable to the federal government; two forfeiture-related items and damages to Petrobras. Rate quoted on 26 March: US$1 = R$5.7292; conversion dated 27 March. Page 2 requires payment evidence to the CGU. These are not receipts.


	Trafigura : the announced incremental Brazilian payment31 March 2025. Corporate statement from a party to the agreement. Reports an additional US$49m, approximately R$282m, and recalls the US credit of up to US$26.8m. The US$49.17m reconciliation is our calculation assuming the maximum credit, not a receipt or confirmation of final credit use.


	Trafigura : response to the US resolution28 March 2024. Corporate source. Dates the end of third-party business-origination agents to 2019; the change is recognised in US agreement paragraph 7(e)–(g). Not an independent assessment of current control effectiveness.


	Plea Agreement : cooperation, reporting and confidentialityParagraphs 1, 7(b)–(g), 8(j), 25; Attachment D, PDF pp. 51–54, especially paragraphs 11–13. DOJ criticisms and recognised remediation; initial three-year term, annual reports, meetings at least quarterly, no independent monitor. Reports are intended to remain non-public, with exceptions. No public certification of full compliance was verified for this article.


	CGU–AGU : Annex IV, integrity requirementsSEI document 3569506, one page, electronic signatures on 27–28 March 2025; upload date not shown. Entire page read visually. Points 1–2: US-agreement reports and exclusion of people involved, including informal Petrobras contacts on the group’s behalf. Points 7–9: training and local responsibility. Obligations, not findings of implementation.


	Trafigura : FY2025 compliance update16 December 2025; financial year ended 30 September 2025. Corporate announcement of updates to its code, policies and training. This is the company’s own communication, not an audit of the effectiveness of its anti-bribery controls.
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The UK prepared a £40 billion backstop for energy companies in autumn 2022. It received no applications and issued no guarantees. The Energy Markets Financing Scheme opened on 17 October to help firms in gas and electricity markets fund the cash demands arising from their hedges. It closed on 27 January 2023 without being used. The £40 billion ceiling was never a taxpayer bill of that size. At closure, the Bank of England noted that lower wholesale gas prices had eased some of the pressure on eligible firms. [1][2]

That outcome does not establish that the scheme was pointless. Announcing support and paying it out are different interventions; their effects cannot be read from the same number. But it provides a useful starting point for this final investigation. Funding pressure, a financial loss and an interrupted delivery describe different stages of a possible crisis.

A credit squeeze can disrupt supplies when cash is unavailable at the deadline and no other firm can take over the transaction in time. International financial institutions have identified this transmission mechanism. The public record does not, however, reveal a single oil price, debt figure or margin call that would automatically bring world trade to a halt. [17]

The cargo and the cash run on different clocks

The first instalment followed a cargo; the second traced the banks behind the trader. To understand how supplies might be interrupted, we now need to put three dates on the same calendar: payment to the supplier, collection from the customer and collateral calls on financial contracts.

Consider a trader holding oil and selling futures to protect against a fall in its price. If prices rise, the inventory may become more valuable while the futures position loses value. Whether these movements offset economically depends on the hedge and on being able to sell the actual cargo. Even an effective hedge does not guarantee matching cash receipts and payments. [3][4]

Variation margin settles changes in the financial contract’s value. Initial margin protects against potential losses during the time needed to close out a position after a default, and its amount may be revised. A firm may therefore need to fund both the price movement already recorded and a larger protective buffer. [3][4]

The central counterparty stands between buyers and sellers. A clearing intermediary acting for the trader can require additional collateral and must meet its own obligations even when the client is late. Holding a saleable cargo does not give the trader money that can necessarily be transferred straight away. [3]

A timing mismatch can be bridged. A customer default or fictitious inventory can cause an economic loss. An imperfect hedge leaves residual price risk. The nickel investigation demonstrated why the existence of the goods matters. There is another reason for caution with oil: price direction alone does not tell us which company needs cash. A rise affects different positions differently.


The same funding buys fewer barrels

Derivatives are not required for a funding squeeze. A trader already has to carry the cost of purchases until customers pay. Higher prices or slower collections can increase that requirement even if the volume of oil passing through the business is unchanged.

To isolate the mechanism, take a wholly hypothetical example, not an observed market price or a forecast. A company has a fixed US$80 million funding budget devoted entirely to the purchase cost of goods. It buys a steady volume every day and recovers precisely that cost after a set interval. Freight, interest, hedging collateral, profits and supplier credit are excluded.

In steady state, the daily volume that can be financed equals the funding budget divided by the oil price and then by the number of days for which the money is tied up. At US$80 a barrel and a 40-day funding interval, US$80 million supports 25,000 barrels a day.

At US$120, the same budget supports roughly 16,667 barrels a day. Extend the interval to 60 days as well, and capacity falls to approximately 11,111 barrels. The 55.6% reduction from the first case is the result of these assumptions, not an observed fall in deliveries.


[image: Hypothetical US$80 million budget. US$80 a barrel and a 40-day gap supports 25,000 barrels a day. US$120 and 40 days supports 16,667; US$120 and 60 days supports 11,111. Rounded values, not market observations.]
Hypothetical assumptions, not a forecast. Fixed US$80 million budget; full financing of purchase costs; a constant daily volume within each steady-state scenario. l0g calculation: budget ÷ price ÷ funding interval. Zero-based bars; volumes rounded to whole barrels, percentages computed before rounding. The interval covers payment to recovery of purchase cost. Neither a time series nor corporate data.

The interval runs from paying for the goods to recovering their purchase cost. It may include transit, storage or the wait for an invoice to be paid. It is not simply the vessel’s sailing time. Nor does the calculation assume that every financed barrel is physically sitting in the trader’s tanks.

The model deliberately holds back the possible adjustments. The business might secure more funding, collect sooner, negotiate supplier credit or use its own resources. Its bank might recognise a higher inventory value. It could also demand more protection. Available funding is itself a variable in a crisis, not a universal constant. The chart shows why it must increase to sustain the same commercial flow when unit costs and the funding interval rise.


Who can take over the delivery?

Now suppose the trader reaches its funding limit. It can cut new purchases, sell down positions or seek a partner. The oil does not disappear. If a creditworthy rival can take over the cargo, obtain the necessary documents and arrange transport, the customer can still receive the product.

A disruption becomes possible when that replacement is unavailable or too slow. The obstacle might be credit, but it might also be unavailable storage, restricted terminal access or the time needed to transfer contracts. This is a conditional transmission scenario, not a single documented incident reconstructed from start to finish. In April 2022, the IMF warned that impaired derivatives markets could spill over into commodity availability. [17]


[image: A funding need may exceed usable resources. Additional funding or another firm can preserve delivery. Disruption becomes possible when the replacement is absent or too slow. Analytical diagram, with no assigned probability or volume.]
Financial stress need not reduce physical flows by the same amount. l0g analytical diagram: a replacement must have funding, the required rights and timely logistical access. No probabilities or volumes are assigned to either outcome. Transmission framework: IMF, April 2022, Box 1.1 [17]; Bank of England, July 2022, section 4 [5].

The practical question is who can supply the required product, at the agreed location and time, with funding already available. A long list of potential competitors is a poor answer if every candidate depends on the same credit channel or lacks access to the right infrastructure.

There are several outcomes between business as usual and a shortage. The customer may accept a delay, pay sooner or pay more. Another trader may expand its sales. Reduced activity at the original intermediary can therefore shift trade flows rather than cut consumption by the same amount. Without evidence on replacement transactions, converting a balance-sheet problem into “missing barrels” would amount to inventing the result.

This matters when interpreting headlines about a large trading group. Its annual volumes say little about the share of transactions that could be replaced promptly in a particular port. Substitutability has to be tested against a product, a location and a deadline, not assumed from either the size or the visibility of a company.


The financial system absorbed much of the 2022 shock

The Financial Stability Board’s February 2023 assessment does not support a simple collapse narrative. It found that the commodities-market ecosystem had largely absorbed the shock, with limited effects on the wider financial system. The severe disruption in London Metal Exchange nickel was a notable exception. That judgement about markets does not mean households, industrial users or energy suppliers escaped economic damage. [4]

Bank lending helped absorb the pressure, but with an important qualification. In July 2022, the Bank of England judged that banks had enough capital to meet the sector’s financing needs. It also made clear that actual lending would depend on banks’ risk decisions. A well-capitalised lender is not committed to financing every borrower. [5]

Some companies also sought bilateral derivatives requiring less immediate collateral. By November 2022, the ECB had found signs of this adjustment but limited evidence of a wholesale migration. Its warning was about the other side of the arrangement: easing the customer’s cash requirement could increase the counterparty’s exposure. [6]

There is no need to assume unlawful evasion to understand that transfer. A bank can take on a funding requirement that its client no longer meets directly, charge for the service and carry the additional exposure. That may be a workable solution. Its capacity still depends on the provider. Under a common market shock, the availability of the alternative matters as much as its contractual design.

Reducing hedges also requires careful interpretation. It can lower an immediate collateral requirement while leaving the business more exposed to prices. An improvement in today’s cash position, on its own, does not establish that the company has become safer overall.


Uniper had an economic loss to absorb

Uniper illustrates a different causal chain. When contracted Russian gas stopped arriving, the company had to purchase more expensive replacement volumes to meet its commitments. In its 2022 results, it reported approximately €13.2 billion of realised additional replacement-gas costs. That item was neither temporary margin posted nor the whole IFRS net loss. [7]

In December 2022, the European Commission authorised a recapitalisation intended to restore the company’s financial position and avert serious disruption in Germany’s gas market, subject to conditions. Uniper subsequently reported receiving approximately €13.5 billion through capital increases during financial year 2022. The amount authorised and the amount actually provided are different measures. [8][9]

Here, a physical supply failure first caused a loss, which then threatened the capacity to keep delivering. Describing the problem as waiting for an offsetting future gain would miss the point. The company needed to absorb the cost of a substitution that had become much more expensive.

The story also continued after the rescue. On 13 March 2025, Uniper announced that it had settled an approximately €2.6 billion repayment obligation to the German state two days earlier. Subtracting that payment from the capital injection would not establish the intervention’s final net cost: the value of the state’s investment and its other cash flows would also have to be accounted for. [9]

The unused British guarantee scheme and the German recapitalisation thus represent different instruments addressing different problems. Comparing them helps diagnose the underlying difficulty. It does not produce a meaningful ranking of taxpayer exposure.


Standby credit has a maturity too

On 10 March 2026, Trafigura announced a US$3 billion contingent facility alongside its ordinary refinancing. The initial tenor was six months, with two three-month extension options. Twelve participating banks were named. The disclosure documents a contractual source of funding intended for periods of heightened volatility; it is not a statement that the company had received US$3 billion in cash. [10]

The facility matters, and so does its duration. To assess the protection at a particular date, one would need the drawdown conditions, the remaining availability and confirmation of any extensions. The release does not provide all that information. Our research through 8 September 2026 did not find public confirmation that the extensions had been exercised; that is not evidence that they had not been exercised.

An extension option must remain an option in the analysis. Treating it as twelve months of firm funding from the outset would overstate the protection disclosed. Equally, treating the existence of a maturity date as a solvency warning would go beyond the evidence.

The useful question is not just how much a company can borrow, but when and on what terms. Two identical headline amounts can serve very different purposes when one is immediately transferable and the other depends on a decision or a procedure.


More detailed safeguards, with a defined scope

On 10 December 2024, the FSB published eight recommendations on liquidity preparedness for margin calls, including contingency funding plans, stress tests and usable liquidity resources. Their scope requires care: non-financial commodity traders are not directly covered. The FSB says that they and their counterparties could benefit from adopting the recommendations as sound practices. [11][12]

That is not a finding that commodity traders are generally unregulated. The Dutch central bank, for example, explains that specified non-financial counterparties can be subject to clearing obligations under EMIR, the European derivatives regulation, for defined contract classes and under particular conditions. A market-regulation regime and a liquidity-preparedness framework do not necessarily cover the same ground. [16]

On 15 January 2025, international banking, payments and securities standard setters published margin-transparency proposals and practices for improving margin flows. The operational aim is straightforward: give participants a better understanding of possible calls and reduce friction between collecting and distributing the money. [13][14]

Work continued in 2026. A CPMI-IOSCO consultation published on 6 May, with responses due by 30 June, proposed changes to CCP guidance and public quantitative disclosures. As of 8 September, our review had not identified a subsequent final text for that consultation. Presenting the whole package as fully implemented everywhere would be premature. [15]


[image: FSB recommendations on 10 December 2024 do not directly cover non-financial commodity traders. International margin reports followed on 15 January 2025. CPMI-IOSCO consultation on 6 May 2026, responses due by 30 June. No subsequent final text for that consultation found by 8 September. Not a complete map of applicable law.]
Different publication statuses. The FSB recommendations are not a universal bank-like regime for traders. The May 2026 consultation concerns CCPs, and its response deadline has passed. Selected milestones, with no proportional time scale or claim to cover all domestic rules. Sources: FSB [11] [12], BIS [13] [15].

The objective cannot simply be to make collateral smaller. Too little protection leaves more unpaid losses with counterparties; a difficult-to-anticipate increase can strain cash resources. Greater predictability and stronger funding arrangements address different sides of the same problem. The two objectives need to be assessed together.


Testing the whole delivery chain

The policy work can be extended into the physical trade through three questions. These are analytical tests, not an official score assigned to the groups in this series.

Will the money arrive before the deadline? A useful test puts payments and receipts on one calendar, in the required currencies. Cash must be distinguished from assets that need to be sold and facilities that need to be drawn. A large liquidity total may conceal a mobilisation delay. Operational readiness and resources available under stress are central to the FSB’s recommendations. [11]

Will the alternatives remain available together? Several contracts can still leave a business dependent on providers exposed to the same shock. The test should examine conditions and concentrations without assuming that every credit line will disappear. It follows the Bank of England’s distinction between the ability and the willingness to lend. [5]

Who takes over if the intermediary withdraws? A replacement needs purchase funding, the product, the necessary rights and timely logistical access. Finding a new owner, lender or transporter need not take the same amount of time. This is where balance-sheet analysis meets the infrastructure examined earlier in the series.

The public documents reviewed do not match every group’s physical commitments, hedges and available funding at every relevant deadline. The ECB had already warned that missing physical-position information limits the interpretation of derivatives exposures. A ranking of traders by imminent supply-disruption risk would therefore exceed the available information. [6]

This series has examined Chad’s oil-backed debt, the making of a Platts benchmark, Vitol’s physical infrastructure and bribery in the Trafigura–Petrobras trade. The intermediary’s contribution is as tangible as its dependence on credit: buying a product, carrying risk and organising delivery before recovering the money spent.

A breaking point arises when an unavoidable payment meets unavailable funding and a replacement that cannot arrive in time. The 2022 shock demonstrated that several buffers can work; Uniper showed why some losses demand much more than a short-term cash bridge. Understanding these mechanisms helps explain a crisis without predicting the next interruption to supplies.

Documentary research cut-off: 8 September 2026. No interviews or private exchanges with companies are claimed. The funding example is hypothetical; the 2022 cases include gas and electricity and are not presented as a worldwide oil-delivery crisis.


Sources and documentary references

Seventeen primary references, with dates and scope. Documents from the same institution and releases from the same company are not independent confirmations. The educational calculation is by l0g, using explicitly hypothetical assumptions. Research cut-off: 8 September 2026.


	HM Treasury: a £40 billion guarantee capacity23 September 2022 announcement. Full guarantees for additional bank lending, subject to conditions. The announced ceiling is neither actual lending nor budget expenditure.


	Bank of England: EMFS closure27 January 2023 update: applications opened on 17 October 2022; none received and no guarantees issued. Eligibility concerned a material role in UK gas or electricity markets. Non-use does not measure the announcement’s effect.


	BCBS–CPMI–IOSCO: margin dynamics in 2022May 2023 report, section 1.2, pp. 7–8, and section 5.3, p. 20 (printed and PDF page numbers coincide). Clearing intermediaries and margin add-ons; qualitative survey of twelve CCPs. No quantitative extrapolation to global markets.


	FSB: financial stability aspects of commodities marketsExecutive summary, Box 1 on printed p. 16 / PDF p. 20, sections 3.3 and 4. Initial and variation margin, funding and the shock’s outcome. The conclusion concerns market functioning and financial stability, not the absence of economic damage.


	Bank of England: bank capacity versus willingness to lendJuly 2022 Financial Stability Report, section 4 on commodities markets. Bank capital does not guarantee credit supply, which also depends on risk assessment and risk appetite.


	ECB: energy derivatives and the transfer of riskFurtuna et al., November 2022 Financial Stability Review, sections 3–5. Data show only a limited shift to bilateral contracts; physical positions are needed to interpret derivatives exposures fully. European gas figures are not extrapolated to global oil.


	Uniper: 2022 results and replacement gas costs2022 results, published on 17 February 2023: approximately €13.2 billion of realised additional replacement-gas costs, distinct from expected future losses and total IFRS net loss. Corporate source; direct access was intermittent and the text was read through the search index.


	European Commission: authorisation of Uniper’s recapitalisationGerman representation release dated 21 December on the 20 December 2022 decision. Approval of up to €34.5 billion, with conditions; institutional confirmation of the supply-disruption rationale. The ceiling is not presented as an actual payment.


	Uniper: capital received and March 2025 repayment13 March 2025 release: about €13.5 billion provided through capital increases in financial year 2022; an approximately €2.6 billion repayment obligation settled in full on 11 March 2025. The difference is not a measure of the state’s final net cost.


	Trafigura: contingent facility announced in March 2026US$3 billion facility: six-month initial tenor and two three-month extension options. Names twelve participating banks. The announcement does not disclose all drawdown conditions; an option is not evidence that it was exercised. Corporate disclosure, not an independent audit. The same terms appear in the 2026 EMTN prospectus, PDF p. 144.


	FSB: liquidity preparedness, final reportSection 2.1, printed p. 9 / PDF p. 13: scope. Sections 3.1–3.3: usable liquidity, stress testing and operational execution. The executive summary is less precise on commodity traders than the scope section and the Compendium entry [12].


	FSB Compendium: clarification on non-financial commodity tradersThe entry explicitly states that non-financial entities, including commodity traders, are not directly in scope; they and their counterparties may adopt the recommendations as sound practices. This does not mean that no other regulation applies.


	BCBS–CPMI–IOSCO: the three January 2025 final reports15 January 2025 publication release. Ten final initial-margin policy proposals, plus variation-margin practices and recommendations. International proposals must not be confused with universal legal implementation.


	CPMI–IOSCO: variation-margin collection and distributionFinal report with eight examples of effective practices. Efficient margin collection and distribution are treated separately from participants’ capital. Used for the operational mechanism, not as evidence of each CCP’s compliance.


	CPMI–IOSCO: May 2026 consultationConsultation published 6 May 2026, responses due 30 June. Proposed amendments to CCP guidance and public disclosures. As of 8 September 2026, no subsequent final text for this consultation was found in the publications reviewed.


	DNB: non-financial counterparties under EMIRFactsheet first published 31 March 2022, updated 15 July 2025. Certain non-financial counterparties are subject to clearing obligations for specified classes, under defined conditions. No numerical threshold or comprehensive legal audit is inferred.


	IMF: transmission from derivatives stress to commoditiesApril 2022 Global Financial Stability Report, chapter 1, Box 1.1 (Torsten Ehlers), p. 38. A possible transmission mechanism from market stress to commodity availability, not a count of cargoes actually interrupted.
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