
The story was explosive, rattling the entire government, a Chinese version of the Pentagon Papers: 
China’s own legal documents showed that relatives of Prime Minister Wen Jiabao — a man who had 
boasted that “my family was extremely poor” — had amassed a secret wealth of $2.7 billion.

Corruption is whispered in China, but this article was different: despite great efforts to use nominees 
and private holdings to hide their ownership, rigorous documentation showed that Wen’s wife, son, brother 
and other relatives had used his position to acquire lucrative stakes in jewelry, finance, insurance and 
communications companies. It was, as The Economist called it, “a tour de force.” 

The article, one of four about Chinese leaders and their families veering out of control, took David 
Barboza of The New York Times more than a year to piece together. Barboza, a veteran Shanghai 
correspondent who knows his finance, discovered that China’s financial system has obscure ways to look up 
corporate ownership and obtain documents about ultimate shareholders. He figured out novel approaches 
to discovering family connections, including examining gravestones in villages and circulating photos from 
government ID cards to confirm identities. 

Barboza persevered at considerable personal risk. He collected ten thousand pages of documents. 
Officials threatened him with “war” and expulsion from China. He received veiled telephone threats and 
visits from state security. His translator was interrogated many times. 

At one point, for Barboza’s safety, The Times temporarily relocated him to Japan. When he sought 
official comment for the article about the prime minister’s family, it was demanded that he return to Beijing, 
which he did only after securing a guarantee of safe passage. Chinese representatives met with the publisher 
and executive editor of The New York Times in New York, insisting that the article be killed.

The article about Wen caused a sensation. It revealed not only that the prime minister’s family 
members were secret billionaires. It also laid bare the weakness of China’s entire political system: the 
system was a show, its egalitarian pretenses a myth, and the calls for a crackdown on corruption profoundly 
hypocritical. 

Barboza wrote a second article about Wen’s wealth, meticulously showing how the discretion that 
Chinese political leaders have over the fate of companies makes them obvious targets for corporate 
outreach. But this isn’t conventional lobbying or anything so tawdry as a suitcase of cash. Rather, it’s 
a methodical system of hiring the leaders’ children to gain a friend in court or opening lucrative stock 
purchases to relatives and their surrogates.

How does this work in practice? Barboza, working with Sharon LaFraniere, chronicled how relatives of 
many senior Chinese politicians — including President Hu Jintao, two former prime ministers, a former vice 
president and several Politburo members — have accumulated wealth. The Hollywood studio DreamWorks 
Animation ballyhooed a plan to enter China’s protected film industry. What it didn’t mention was that one 
of its partners is the son of Jiang Zemin, the former president. Time and again, such “princelings” use their 
status as middlemen to get rich. In his final article, Barboza applied the same scrutiny to the family of a top 
financial official, Dai Xianglong, whose relatives made billions investing in companies under his regulatory 
authority.
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Nest”; and Ping An Insurance, one of
the world’s biggest financial services
companies.

As prime minister in an economy that
remains heavily state-driven, Mr. Wen,
who is best known for his simple ways
and common touch, more importantly
has broad authority over the major in-
dustries where his relatives have made
their fortunes. Chinese companies can-
not list their shares on a stock exchange
without approval from agencies over-
seen by Mr. Wen, for example. He also
has the power to influence investments
in strategic sectors like energy and tele-
communications.

Because the Chinese government
rarely makes its deliberations public, it
is not known what role — if any — Mr.
Wen, who is 70, has played in most pol-
icy or regulatory decisions. But in some
cases, his relatives have sought to profit
from opportunities made possible by
those decisions.

The prime minister’s younger broth-
er, for example, has a company that was
awarded more than $30 million in gov-
ernment contracts and subsidies to
handle wastewater treatment and med-
ical waste disposal for some of China’s
biggest cities, according to estimates
based on government records. The con-
tracts were announced after Mr. Wen
ordered tougher regulations on medical
waste disposal in 2003 after the SARS
outbreak. 

In 2004, after the State Council, a gov-
ernment body Mr. Wen presides over,
exempted Ping An Insurance and other
companies from rules that limited their
scope, Ping An went on to raise $1.8 bil-
lion in an initial public offering of stock.
Partnerships controlled by Mr. Wen’s
relatives — along with their friends and
colleagues — made a fortune by in-
vesting in the company before the pub-
lic offering. 

In 2007, the last year the stock hold-
ings were disclosed in public docu-
ments, those partnerships held as much
as $2.2 billion worth of Ping An stock,
according to an accounting of the in-
vestments by The Times that was ver-
ified by outside auditors. Ping An’s
overall market value is now nearly $60
billion.

Ping An said in a statement that the
company did “not know the background
of the entities behind our sharehold-
ers.” The statement said, “Ping An has
no means to know the intentions behind
shareholders when they buy and sell
our shares.”

While Communist Party regulations
call for top officials to disclose their
wealth and that of their immediate fam-
ily members, no law or regulation pro-
hibits relatives of even the most senior
officials from becoming deal-makers or
major investors — a loophole that ef-
fectively allows them to trade on their
family name. Some Chinese argue that
permitting the families of Communist
Party leaders to profit from the coun-
try’s long economic boom has been im-
portant to ensuring elite support for
market-oriented reforms.

Even so, the business dealings of Mr.
Wen’s relatives have sometimes been
hidden in ways that suggest the rela-
tives are eager to avoid public scrutiny,
the records filed with Chinese regula-
tory authorities show. Their ownership
stakes are often veiled by an intricate
web of holdings as many as five steps
removed from the operating companies,
according to the review. 

In the case of Mr. Wen’s mother, The
Times calculated her stake in Ping An
— valued at $120 million in 2007 — by
examining public records and govern-
ment-issued identity cards, and by fol-
lowing the ownership trail to three Chi-
nese investment entities. The name re-
corded on his mother’s shares was Tai-
hong, a holding company registered in
Tianjin, the prime minister’s home-
town.

The apparent efforts to conceal the
wealth reflect the highly charged poli-
tics surrounding the country’s ruling
elite, many of whom are also enormous-
ly wealthy but reluctant to draw atten-
tion to their riches. When Bloomberg
News reported in June that the ex-
tended family of Vice President Xi Jin-
ping, set to become China’s next presi-
dent, had amassed hundreds of millions
of dollars in assets, the Chinese govern-
ment blocked access inside the country
to the Bloomberg Web site.

“In the senior leadership, there’s no
family that doesn’t have these prob-
lems,” said a former government col-
league of Wen Jiabao who has known
him for more than 20 years and who
spoke on the condition of anonymity.
“His enemies are intentionally trying to
smear him by letting this leak out.”

The Times presented its findings to
the Chinese government for comment.
The Foreign Ministry declined to re-
spond to questions about the invest-
ments, the prime minister or his rela-
tives. Members of Mr. Wen’s family also
declined to comment or did not respond
to requests for comment.

Duan Weihong, a wealthy business-
woman whose company, Taihong, was
the investment vehicle for the Ping An
shares held by the prime minister’s
mother and other relatives, said the in-
vestments were actually her own. Ms.
Duan, who comes from the prime min-
ister’s hometown and is a close friend of
his wife, said ownership of the shares
was listed in the names of Mr. Wen’s
relatives in an effort to conceal the size
of Ms. Duan’s own holdings.

“When I invested in Ping An I didn’t

want to be written about,” Ms. Duan
said, “so I had my relatives find some
other people to hold these shares for
me.” 

But it was an “accident,” she said,
that her company chose the relatives of
the prime minister as the listed share-
holders — a process that required regis-
tering their official ID numbers and ob-
taining their signatures. Until pre-
sented with the names of the investors
by The Times, she said, she had no idea
that they had selected the relatives of
Wen Jiabao. 

The review of the corporate and regu-
latory records, which covers 1992 to
2012, found no holdings in Mr. Wen’s
name. And it was not possible to de-
termine from the documents whether
he recused himself from any decisions
that might have affected his relatives’
holdings, or whether they received
preferential treatment on investments. 

For much of his tenure, Wen Jiabao
has been at the center of rumors and
conjecture about efforts by his relatives
to profit from his position. Yet until the
review by The Times, there has been no
detailed accounting of the family’s rich-
es.

His wife, Zhang Beili, is one of the
country’s leading authorities on jewelry
and gemstones and is an accomplished
businesswoman in her own right. By
managing state diamond companies
that were later privatized, The Times
found, she helped her relatives parlay
their minority stakes into a billion-dol-
lar portfolio of insurance, technology
and real estate ventures.

The couple’s only son sold a technol-
ogy company he started to the family of
Hong Kong’s richest man, Li Ka-shing,
for $10 million, and used another in-
vestment vehicle to establish New Hori-
zon Capital, now one of China’s biggest
private equity firms, with partners like
the government of Singapore, accord-
ing to records and interviews with
bankers.

The prime minister’s younger broth-
er, Wen Jiahong, controls $200 million in
assets, including wastewater treatment
plants and recycling businesses, the
records show.

As prime minister, Mr. Wen has
staked out a position as a populist and a
reformer, someone whom the state-run
media has nicknamed “the People’s
Premier” and “Grandpa Wen” because
of his frequent outings to meet ordinary
people, especially in moments of crisis
like natural disasters.

While it is unclear how much the
prime minister knows about his fam-
ily’s wealth, State Department docu-
ments released by the WikiLeaks or-
ganization in 2010 included a cable that
suggested Mr. Wen was aware of his
relatives’ business dealings and unhap-
py about them.

“Wen is disgusted with his family’s
activities, but is either unable or unwill-
ing to curtail them,” a Chinese-born ex-
ecutive working at an American compa-
ny in Shanghai told American diplo-
mats, according to the 2007 cable.

China’s ‘Diamond Queen’

It is no secret in China’s elite circles
that the prime minister’s wife, Zhang
Beili, is rich, and that she has helped
control the nation’s jewelry and gem
trade. But her lucrative diamond busi-
nesses became an off-the-charts suc-
cess only as her husband moved into
the country’s top leadership ranks, the
review of corporate and regulatory
records by The Times found.

A geologist with an expertise in gem-
stones, Ms. Zhang is largely unknown
among ordinary Chinese. She rarely
travels with the prime minister or ap-
pears with him, and there are few offi-
cial photographs of the couple together.
And while people who have worked
with her say she has a taste for jade and
fine diamonds, they say she usually
dresses modestly, does not exude glam-
our and prefers to wield influence be-
hind the scenes, much like the relatives
of other senior leaders. 

The State Department documents re-
leased by WikiLeaks included a sugges-
tion that Mr. Wen had once considered
divorcing Ms. Zhang because she had
exploited their relationship in her dia-
mond trades. Taiwanese television re-
ported in 2007 that Ms. Zhang had
bought a pair of jade earrings worth
about $275,000 at a Beijing trade show,
though the source — a Taiwanese trad-
er — later backed off the claim and Chi-
nese government censors moved swift-
ly to block coverage of the subject in
China, according to news reports at the
time.

“Her business activities are known to
everyone in the leadership,” said one
banker who worked with relatives of
Wen Jiabao. The banker said it was not
unusual for her office to call upon busi-
nesspeople. “And if you get that call,
how can you say no?”

Zhang Beili first gained influence in
the 1990s, while working as a regulator
at the Ministry of Geology. At the time,
China’s jewelry market was still in its
infancy. 

While her husband was serving in
China’s main leadership compound,
known as Zhongnanhai, Ms. Zhang was
setting industry standards in the jew-
elry and gem trade. She helped create
the National Gemstone Testing Center
in Beijing, and the Shanghai Diamond
Exchange, two of the industry’s most
powerful institutions.

In a country where the state has long
dominated the marketplace, jewelry
regulators often decided which compa-
nies could set up diamond-processing
factories, and which would gain entry to
the retail jewelry market. State reg-
ulators even formulated rules that re-
quired diamond sellers to buy certif-
icates of authenticity for any diamond
sold in China, from the government-run
testing center in Beijing, which Ms.
Zhang managed. 

As a result, when executives from
Cartier or De Beers visited China with
hopes of selling diamonds and jewelry
here, they often went to visit Ms. Zhang,
who became known as China’s “dia-
mond queen.” 

“She’s the most important person
there,” said Gaetano Cavalieri, presi-

dent of the World Jewelry Confeder-
ation in Switzerland. “She was bridging
relations between partners — Chinese
and foreign partners.”

As early as 1992, people who worked
with Ms. Zhang said, she had begun to
blur the line between government offi-
cial and businesswoman. As head of the
state-owned China Mineral and Gem
Corporation, she began investing the
state company’s money in start-ups.
And by the time her husband was
named vice premier, in 1998, she was
busy setting up business ventures with
friends and relatives. 

The state company she ran invested
in a group of affiliated diamond compa-
nies, according to public records. Many
of them were run by Ms. Zhang’s rela-
tives — or colleagues who had worked
with her at the National Gemstone Test-
ing Center.

In 1993, for instance, the state compa-
ny Ms. Zhang ran helped found Beijing
Diamond, a big jewelry retailer. A year
later, one of her younger brothers,
Zhang Jianming, and two of her govern-
ment colleagues personally acquired 80
percent of the company, according to
shareholder registers. Beijing Diamond
invested in Shenzhen Diamond, which
was controlled by her brother-in-law,
Wen Jiahong, the prime minister’s
younger brother.

Among the successful undertakings
was Sino-Diamond, a venture financed
by the state-owned China Mineral and
Gem Corporation, which she headed.
The company had business ties with a
state-owned company managed by an-
other brother, Zhang Jiankun, who
worked as an official in Jiaxing, Ms.
Zhang’s hometown, in Zhejiang Prov-
ince.

In the summer of 1999, after securing
agreements to import diamonds from
Russia and South Africa, Sino-Diamond
went public, raising $50 million on the
Shanghai Stock Exchange. The offering
netted Ms. Zhang’s family about $8 mil-
lion, according to corporate filings.

Although she was never listed as a
shareholder, former colleagues and
business partners say Ms. Zhang’s ear-
ly diamond partnerships were the nu-
cleus of a larger portfolio of companies
she would later help her family and col-
leagues gain a stake in.

The Times found no indication that
Wen Jiabao used his political clout to in-
fluence the diamond companies his rel-
atives invested in. But former business
partners said that the family’s success
in diamonds, and beyond, was often bol-
stered with financial backing from
wealthy businessmen who sought to
curry favor with the prime minister’s
family.

“After Wen became prime minister,
his wife sold off some of her diamond in-
vestments and moved into new things,”
said a Chinese executive who did busi-
ness with the family. He asked not to be
named because of fear of government
retaliation. Corporate records show that
beginning in the late 1990s, a series of
rich businessmen took turns buying up
large stakes in the diamond companies,
often from relatives of Mr. Wen, and

then helped them reinvest in other lu-
crative ventures, like real estate and fi-
nance.

According to corporate records and
interviews, the businessmen often sup-
plied accountants and office space to in-
vestment partnerships partly controlled
by the relatives. 

“When they formed companies,” said
one businessman who set up a company
with members of the Wen family, “Ms.
Zhang stayed in the background. That’s
how it worked.”

The Only Son
Late one evening early this year, the

prime minister’s only son, Wen Yun-
song, was in the cigar lounge at Xiu, an
upscale bar and lounge at the Park Hy-
att in Beijing. He was having cocktails
as Beijing’s nouveau riche gathered
around, clutching designer bags and
wearing expensive business suits, ac-
cording to two guests who were
present.

In China, the children of senior lead-
ers are widely believed to be in a class
of their own. Known as “princelings,”
they often hold Ivy League degrees, get
V.I.P. treatment, and are even offered
preferred pricing on shares in hot stock
offerings.

They are also known as people who
can get things done in China’s heavily
regulated marketplace, where the state
controls access. And in recent years,
few princelings have been as bold as the
younger Mr. Wen, who goes by the Eng-
lish name Winston and is about 40 years
old. 

A Times review of Winston Wen’s in-
vestments, and interviews with people
who have known him for years, show
that his deal-making has been extensive
and lucrative, even by the standards of
his princeling peers.

State-run giants like China Mobile
have formed start-ups with him. In re-
cent years, Winston Wen has been in
talks with Hollywood studios about a fi-
nancing deal.

Concerned that China does not have
an elite boarding school for Chinese stu-
dents, he recently hired the headmas-
ters of Choate and Hotchkiss in Con-
necticut to oversee the creation of a $150
million private school now being built in
the Beijing suburbs.

Winston Wen and his wife, moreover,
have stakes in the technology industry
and an electric company, as well as an
indirect stake in Union Mobile Pay, the
government-backed online payment
platform — all while living in the prime
minister’s residence, in central Beijing,
according to corporate records and peo-
ple familiar with the family’s invest-
ments. 

“He’s not shy about using his influ-
ence to get things done,” said one ven-
ture capitalist who regularly meets with
Winston Wen.

The younger Mr. Wen declined to
comment. But in a telephone interview,
his wife, Yang Xiaomeng, said her hus-
band had been unfairly criticized for his
business dealings.

“Everything that has been written
about him has been wrong,” she said.
“He’s really not doing that much busi-
ness anymore.”

Winston Wen was educated in Beijing
and then earned an engineering degree
from the Beijing Institute of Technology.
He went abroad and earned a master’s
degree in engineering materials from
the University of Windsor, in Canada,
and an M.B.A. from the Kellogg School
of Business at Northwestern University
in Evanston, Ill., just outside Chicago.

When he returned to China in 2000, he
helped set up three successful technol-
ogy companies in five years, according
to people familiar with those deals. Two
of them were sold to Hong Kong busi-
nessmen, one to the family of Li Ka-
shing, one of the wealthiest men in Asia.

Winston Wen’s earliest venture, an
Internet data services provider called
Unihub Global, was founded in 2000
with $2 million in start-up capital, ac-
cording to Hong Kong and Beijing cor-
porate filings. Financing came from a
tight-knit group of relatives and his
mother’s former colleagues from gov-
ernment and the diamond trade, as well
as an associate of Cheng Yu-tung, patri-
arch of Hong Kong’s second-wealthiest
family. The firm’s earliest customers
were state-owned brokerage houses
and Ping An, in which the Wen family
has held a large financial stake.

He made an even bolder move in
2005, by pushing into private equity
when he formed New Horizon Capital
with a group of Chinese-born class-
mates from Northwestern. The firm
quickly raised $100 million from invest-
ors, including SBI Holdings, a division
of the Japanese group SoftBank, and
Temasek, the Singapore government in-
vestment fund.

Under Mr. Wen, New Horizon estab-
lished itself as a leading private equity
firm, investing in biotech, solar, wind
and construction equipment makers.
Since it began operations, the firm has
returned about $430 million to invest-
ors, a fourfold profit, according to SBI
Holdings.

“Their first fund was dynamite,” said
Kathleen Ng, editor of Asia Private Eq-
uity Review, an industry publication in
Hong Kong. “And that allowed them to
raise a lot more money.”

Today, New Horizon has more than
$2.5 billion under management.

Some of Winston Wen’s deal-making,
though, has attracted unwanted atten-
tion for the prime minister.

In 2010, when New Horizon acquired
a 9 percent stake in a company called
Sihuan Pharmaceuticals just two
months before its public offering, the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange said the
late-stage investment violated its rules
and forced the firm to return the stake.
Still, New Horizon made a $46.5 million
profit on the sale.

Soon after, New Horizon announced
that Winston Wen had handed over day-
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Prime Minister Wen Jiabao, middle, delivered a toast last month at a government banquet. Top,
a $150 million private school is being built in the Beijing suburbs. Bottom left, Mr. Wen with his

family in the 1980s. Bottom right, the “Bird’s Nest” stadium for the Beijing Olympics.
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A video traces the life of Wen Jiabao,
the outgoing prime minister of China

and the state-run media’s favorite
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In a year of extraordinary political drama in China, other news organizations took on sensitive subjects. 
But even in this distinguished field, Barboza’s work stood apart for its bravery, ingenuity and enormous 
impact. High-level Chinese officials confide that the articles mesmerized people in the government like no 
other piece of journalism. The first Wen article was e-mailed back and forth among officials. It was discussed 
at Politburo meetings. Some party insiders say Barboza’s findings led to increasing calls for China to tighten 
its rules on disclosing personal assets, long rejected by party leaders. 

David Remnick of The New Yorker wrote Barboza and said his reporting was “astonishing” and 
“among the best I’ve ever seen.” The Guardian’s media critic, Michael Wolff, said Barboza’s revelations 
may be the “most direct challenge to a sitting government” by The Times since the Pentagon Papers in 1971. 
Barboza’s work “is the type of journalism that not only catches the powerful in flagrante delicto, but that 
revivifies the paper’s reason for being.”

In an extraordinary response, Prime Minister Wen himself asked the top party leadership to 
investigate his family’s business dealings and publicize the results. In a letter, Wen offered to submit to 
punishment if he had violated laws or disciplinary rules that, in theory, hold top leaders responsible for 
family members who trade on their proximity to power. 

In a speech captured on amateur video, Wen passionately defended his integrity but ended by asking 
the Chinese people to forget him after his retirement, referring cryptically to failings he didn’t identify. Many 
Chinese took Barboza’s revelations as the subtext: “In the pursuit of truth, I would die nine times without 
regret,” Wen said, paraphrasing Qu Yuan, an ancient Chinese statesman and poet who took his own life to 
protest imperial corruption 2,300 years ago.

The truth-telling came at great cost to The Times. The paper had just started a Chinese-language Web 
site in China. Traffic soared far past expectations in its first months. But minutes after Barboza’s first article 
was posted, China blocked both The Times’s Chinese and English-language sites. Nonetheless, Barboza’s 
articles reached countless Chinese through e-mail or virtual private networks that get around censorship. 
The Times also became the victim of a sophisticated and sustained cyberattack on its servers that American 
experts traced to the People’s Liberation Army. The attack was trolling for e-mails or other data to reveal 
sources of Barboza’s reporting on the Wen family.

We have no regrets. To the contrary, we burst with pride to have published these historic revelations. 
The exclusive coverage did more than show how China’s leaders actually operate. More damningly, it 
underscored profound inequities and hypocrisies in the ruling class of the world’s largest country. 

Barboza nailed this work so well that the evidence was unarguable. We believe his revelations have few 
parallels in foreign correspondence. We are proud to nominate him for the Pulitzer Prize for International 
Reporting.


