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Late Edition

By SCOTT SHANE

WASHINGTON — Facing the
possibility that President Obama
might not win a second term, his
administration accelerated work
in the weeks before the election
to develop explicit rules for the
targeted killing of terrorists by
unmanned drones, so that a new
president would inherit clear
standards and procedures, ac-
cording to two administration of-
ficials.

The matter may have lost
some urgency after Nov. 6. But
with more than 300 drone strikes
and some 2,500 people killed by
the Central Intelligence Agency
and the military since Mr. Obama
first took office, the administra-
tion is still pushing to make the
rules formal and resolve internal
uncertainty and disagreement
about exactly when lethal action
is justified.

Mr. Obama and his advisers
are still debating whether re-
mote-control killing should be a
measure of last resort against im-
minent threats to the United
States, or a more flexible tool,
available to help allied govern-
ments attack their enemies or to
prevent militants from control-
ling territory. 

Though publicly the adminis-
tration presents a united front on
the use of drones, behind the
scenes there is longstanding ten-
sion. The Defense Department
and the C.I.A. continue to press
for greater latitude to carry out
strikes; Justice Department and
State Department officials, and
the president’s counterterrorism
adviser, John O. Brennan, have
argued for restraint, officials in-
volved in the discussions say.

More broadly, the administra-
tion’s legal reasoning has not per-
suaded many other countries
that the strikes are acceptable
under international law. For
years before the Sept. 11, 2001, at-
tacks, the United States routinely
condemned targeted killings of
suspected terrorists by Israel,
and most countries still object to
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By DAVID D. KIRKPATRICK

CAIRO — Egyptian judges re-
belled Saturday against an edict
by President Mohamed Morsi ex-
empting his decrees from judicial
review, denouncing it as a bid for
unchecked power and calling for
a judges’ strike. 

The condemnation came from
an array of organizations. The
Supreme Council of the Judiciary
called the decree “an unprece-
dented attack on judicial inde-
pendence” and urged the presi-
dent to rescind it. A major associ-
ation of judges, the Judges Club,
called for a strike by courts
across Egypt. The leader of the
national lawyers’ association en-
dorsed the call. 

A judicial strike would be the
steepest escalation yet in a politi-
cal struggle between the coun-
try’s new Islamist leaders and
the institutions of the old authori-
tarian government over the
drafting of a new constitution.
Those tensions have flared since
Mr. Morsi announced his decree
on Thursday, saying he acted to
prevent the old-guard courts
from dissolving the Constitution-
al Assembly, as they had dis-
solved an earlier assembly and
the Parliament.

Mr. Morsi said his expanded
powers, which he announced a
day after he won international
praise for helping broker a cease-
fire in Gaza, would last only until
the new constitution was ratified.

The judges, who were appoint-
ed by Egypt’s ousted strongman,
Hosni Mubarak, joined liberal
and secular political leaders in
opposing the decree. Because the
court dissolved the Parliament, 
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By DAVID BARBOZA

SHENZHEN, China — The head of a fi-
nancially troubled insurer was pushing
Chinese officials to relax rules that re-
quired breaking up the company in the af-
termath of the Asian financial crisis. 

The survival of Ping An Insurance was
at stake, officials were told in the fall of
1999. Direct appeals were made to the vice
premier at the time, Wen Jiabao, as well as
the then-head of China’s central bank —
two powerful officials with oversight of the
industry. 

“I humbly request that the vice premier
lead and coordinate the matter from a
higher level,” Ma Mingzhe, chairman of
Ping An, implored in a letter to Mr. Wen
that was reviewed by The New York
Times. 

Ping An was not broken up.
The successful outcome of the lobbying

effort would prove monumental.
Ping An went on to become one of Chi-

na’s largest financial services companies, a
$50 billion powerhouse now worth more
than A.I.G., MetLife or Prudential. And be-

hind the scenes, shares in Ping An that
would be worth billions of dollars once the
company rebounded were acquired by rel-
atives of Mr. Wen.

The Times reported last month that the
relatives of Mr. Wen, who became prime
minister in 2003, had grown extraordinari-
ly wealthy during his leadership, acquiring
stakes in tourist resorts, banks, jewelers,
telecommunications companies and other
business ventures. 

The greatest source of wealth, by far,

The Times investigation has found, came
from the shares in Ping An bought about
eight months after the insurer was granted
a waiver to the requirement that big finan-
cial companies be broken up.

Long before most investors could buy
Ping An stock, Taihong, a company that
would soon be controlled by Mr. Wen’s rel-
atives, acquired a large stake in Ping An
from state-owned entities that held shares
in the insurer, regulatory and corporate
records show. And by all appearances, Tai-
hong got a sweet deal. The shares were
bought in December 2002 for one-quarter
of the price that another big investor — the
British bank HSBC Holdings — paid for its
shares just two months earlier, according
to interviews and public filings. 

By June 2004, the shares held by the Wen
relatives had already quadrupled in value,
even before the company was listed on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. And by 2007,
the initial $65 million investment made by
Taihong would be worth $3.7 billion.

Corporate records show that the rela-

Lobbying, a Windfall and a Leader’s Family
Chinese Insurer’s Regulatory Victory Proved a Boon to Premier’s Relatives 

Ma Mingzhe, left, head of Ping An, and
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao of China. Continued on Page 18

By CHRISTINE HAUGHNEY

Tony Stinkmetal, a many-tat-
tooed East Village artist and a
fixture at the Artists and Fleas
craft bazaar in Brooklyn, would
not strike most people as a Mar-
tha Stewart devotee.

But after his business partner,
Keith Bishop, watched a 5 a.m.
rerun of a Martha Stewart pro-
gram on how to turn a castoff
men’s jacket into a throw blanket,
he decided to make a similar
blanket from discarded Star
Wars sheets. From that first blan-
ket, the two men developed Golly

NYC, a brand of T-shirts and
lamps created from vintage chil-
dren’s sheets (depicting cartoons
or superheroes), inspired by Ms.
Stewart’s emphasis on crafts-
manship and perfectionism.

“The truth is, in my own little
Alphabet City tattooed way, I’m
uptight too, and I like to do things
right,” said Mr. Stinkmetal, who
changed his name from Michilini
for professional reasons.

Ms. Stewart’s company, Mar-
tha Stewart Living Omnimedia,
has faced some difficult blows
lately — substantial financial
losses, and layoffs and cutbacks
at its magazines and television
programs. But Ms. Stewart, the
71-year-old founder, has emerged
as something of a patron saint for
entrepreneurial hipsters, 20- and
30-somethings who, in a post-re-
cessionary world, have begun
their own pickling, cupcake and
letterpress businesses and are
selling crafty goods online. 

Pilar Guzman, the editor in
chief of Martha Stewart Living 

Martha Stewart Clicks With a Tattooed Crowd

FRED R. CONRAD/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Tony Stinkmetal, left, and Keith Bishop say they are inspired by
Martha Stewart’s emphasis on exacting craftsmanship. Continued on Page 4

By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — Senator
Bob Dole had just assumed the
mantle of Senate majority leader,
after the Republican landslide of
1994, when he confronted a prob-
lem. 

Piles of Republican legislation
from Newt Gingrich’s self-styled
“revolutionary” House were
stacking up in a narrowly divid-
ed, more deliberate Senate, and
Democrats were threatening to
gum up the works with amend-
ments that would stall the bills.

Mr. Dole turned to the Senate’s
Democratic master of floor pro-
cedure, Robert C. Byrd of West
Virginia, who taught him a parlia-
mentary trick known to Senate
insiders as “filling the tree,” Mr.
Dole recalled. 

The convoluted procedure al-
lows the majority leader to claim
all opportunity for offering
changes to a bill, effectively pre-
venting any other senator from
proposing an amendment intend-

ed to slow down legislation or
force a politically embarrassing
vote. 

“I never knew what ‘filling the
tree’ was until I tried it, but it
turned out to be pretty good,” Mr.
Dole said, ruefully accepting a
share of the blame for the parlia-
mentary arms race that has con-
sumed the Senate in recent
years. “I don’t think there’s any
credit.”

The increased use of the tactic,
which had previously been rare,
is part of the procedural warfare
that has reached a zenith over the
past two years in the Senate. Re-
publicans threaten to filibuster
and propose politically charged
amendments, Democrats fill the
amendment tree, and Republi-
cans filibuster in retaliation. 

The tactic initially meant to
speed bills has instead helped
slow them down. The Senate —
the legislative body that was de-

Senate’s Long Slide to Gridlock
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By NEIL MacFARQUHAR

MDOUKHA, Lebanon — The
winds spilling down off snow-cov-
ered Mount Hermon, bearing the
first nip of winter, rattled the bro-
ken windows of an abandoned el-
ementary school where Syrian
refugees are huddled in this Be-
kaa Valley hamlet.

Hundreds of thousands of Syri-
ans displaced by the war, many of
them stumbling out of Syria dur-
ing the summer wearing little
more than T-shirts and flip-flops,
now face the onslaught of winter
with inadequate shelter, senior
government officials and aid or-
ganizations say. 

“It will be winter outside and
winter inside,” said Mohamed
Khair al-Oraiby, a burly 27-year-
old who fled here over the sum-
mer with his wife and two infants.
“We already wake up early be-
cause it is so cold.”

With temperatures already
plunging to zero overnight in the
hills framing this valley, the hu-
manitarian crisis facing millions
of displaced Syrians is deepen-
ing. More than a million people in
need of aid remain out of reach of
international relief efforts, the

Cold Ravages
Syria Refugees

As Aid Falters
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C M Y K Nxxx,2012-11-25,A,001,Bs-BK,E3

SHENZHEN, China 

THE head of a financially troubled insurer 
was pushing Chinese officials to relax 
rules that required breaking up the com-

pany in the aftermath of the Asian financial cri-
sis.

The survival of Ping An Insurance was at 
stake, officials were told in the fall of 1999. Di-
rect appeals were made to the vice premier at 
the time, Wen Jiabao, as well as the then-head 
of China’s central bank — two powerful officials 
with oversight of the industry.

“I humbly request that the vice premier 
lead and coordinate the matter from a higher 
level,” Ma Mingzhe, chairman of Ping An, im-
plored in a letter to Mr. Wen that was reviewed 
by The New York Times.

Ping An was not broken up.
The successful outcome of the lobbying ef-

fort would prove monumental.
Ping An went on to become one of China’s 

largest financial services companies, a $50 bil-
lion powerhouse now worth more than A.I.G., 
MetLife or Prudential. And behind the scenes, 
shares in Ping An that would be worth billions 
of dollars once the company rebounded were 
acquired by relatives of Mr. Wen.

The Times reported last month that the rel-
atives of Mr. Wen, who became prime minister 
in 2003, had grown extraordinarily wealthy dur-
ing his leadership, acquiring stakes in tourist 
resorts, banks, jewelers, telecommunications 
companies and other business ventures.

The greatest source of wealth, by far, The 
Times investigation has found, came from the 
shares in Ping An bought about eight months 
after the insurer was granted a waiver to the re-

quirement that big financial companies be bro-
ken up.

Long before most investors could buy Ping 
An stock, Taihong, a company that would soon 
be controlled by Mr. Wen’s relatives, acquired a 
large stake in Ping An from state-owned entities 
that held shares in the insurer, regulatory and 
corporate records show. And by all appearanc-
es, Taihong got a sweet deal. The shares were 
bought in December 2002 for one-quarter of the 
price that another big investor — the British 
bank HSBC Holdings — paid for its shares just 
two months earlier, according to interviews and 
public filings.

By June 2004, the shares held by the Wen 
relatives had already quadrupled in value, even 
before the company was listed on the Hong 
Kong Stock Exchange. And by 2007, the initial 
$65 million investment made by Taihong would 
be worth $3.7 billion.

Corporate records show that the relatives’ 
stake of that investment most likely peaked at 
$2.2 billion in late 2007, the last year in which 
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By SCOTT SHANE

WASHINGTON — Facing the
possibility that President Obama
might not win a second term, his
administration accelerated work
in the weeks before the election
to develop explicit rules for the
targeted killing of terrorists by
unmanned drones, so that a new
president would inherit clear
standards and procedures, ac-
cording to two administration of-
ficials.

The matter may have lost
some urgency after Nov. 6. But
with more than 300 drone strikes
and some 2,500 people killed by
the Central Intelligence Agency
and the military since Mr. Obama
first took office, the administra-
tion is still pushing to make the
rules formal and resolve internal
uncertainty and disagreement
about exactly when lethal action
is justified.

Mr. Obama and his advisers
are still debating whether re-
mote-control killing should be a
measure of last resort against im-
minent threats to the United
States, or a more flexible tool,
available to help allied govern-
ments attack their enemies or to
prevent militants from control-
ling territory. 

Though publicly the adminis-
tration presents a united front on
the use of drones, behind the
scenes there is longstanding ten-
sion. The Defense Department
and the C.I.A. continue to press
for greater latitude to carry out
strikes; Justice Department and
State Department officials, and
the president’s counterterrorism
adviser, John O. Brennan, have
argued for restraint, officials in-
volved in the discussions say.

More broadly, the administra-
tion’s legal reasoning has not per-
suaded many other countries
that the strikes are acceptable
under international law. For
years before the Sept. 11, 2001, at-
tacks, the United States routinely
condemned targeted killings of
suspected terrorists by Israel,
and most countries still object to
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By DAVID D. KIRKPATRICK

CAIRO — Egyptian judges re-
belled Saturday against an edict
by President Mohamed Morsi ex-
empting his decrees from judicial
review, denouncing it as a bid for
unchecked power and calling for
a judges’ strike. 

The condemnation came from
an array of organizations. The
Supreme Council of the Judiciary
called the decree “an unprece-
dented attack on judicial inde-
pendence” and urged the presi-
dent to rescind it. A major associ-
ation of judges, the Judges Club,
called for a strike by courts
across Egypt. The leader of the
national lawyers’ association en-
dorsed the call. 

A judicial strike would be the
steepest escalation yet in a politi-
cal struggle between the coun-
try’s new Islamist leaders and
the institutions of the old authori-
tarian government over the
drafting of a new constitution.
Those tensions have flared since
Mr. Morsi announced his decree
on Thursday, saying he acted to
prevent the old-guard courts
from dissolving the Constitution-
al Assembly, as they had dis-
solved an earlier assembly and
the Parliament.

Mr. Morsi said his expanded
powers, which he announced a
day after he won international
praise for helping broker a cease-
fire in Gaza, would last only until
the new constitution was ratified.

The judges, who were appoint-
ed by Egypt’s ousted strongman,
Hosni Mubarak, joined liberal
and secular political leaders in
opposing the decree. Because the
court dissolved the Parliament, 
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By DAVID BARBOZA

SHENZHEN, China — The head of a fi-
nancially troubled insurer was pushing
Chinese officials to relax rules that re-
quired breaking up the company in the af-
termath of the Asian financial crisis. 

The survival of Ping An Insurance was
at stake, officials were told in the fall of
1999. Direct appeals were made to the vice
premier at the time, Wen Jiabao, as well as
the then-head of China’s central bank —
two powerful officials with oversight of the
industry. 

“I humbly request that the vice premier
lead and coordinate the matter from a
higher level,” Ma Mingzhe, chairman of
Ping An, implored in a letter to Mr. Wen
that was reviewed by The New York
Times. 

Ping An was not broken up.
The successful outcome of the lobbying

effort would prove monumental.
Ping An went on to become one of Chi-

na’s largest financial services companies, a
$50 billion powerhouse now worth more
than A.I.G., MetLife or Prudential. And be-

hind the scenes, shares in Ping An that
would be worth billions of dollars once the
company rebounded were acquired by rel-
atives of Mr. Wen.

The Times reported last month that the
relatives of Mr. Wen, who became prime
minister in 2003, had grown extraordinari-
ly wealthy during his leadership, acquiring
stakes in tourist resorts, banks, jewelers,
telecommunications companies and other
business ventures. 

The greatest source of wealth, by far,

The Times investigation has found, came
from the shares in Ping An bought about
eight months after the insurer was granted
a waiver to the requirement that big finan-
cial companies be broken up.

Long before most investors could buy
Ping An stock, Taihong, a company that
would soon be controlled by Mr. Wen’s rel-
atives, acquired a large stake in Ping An
from state-owned entities that held shares
in the insurer, regulatory and corporate
records show. And by all appearances, Tai-
hong got a sweet deal. The shares were
bought in December 2002 for one-quarter
of the price that another big investor — the
British bank HSBC Holdings — paid for its
shares just two months earlier, according
to interviews and public filings. 

By June 2004, the shares held by the Wen
relatives had already quadrupled in value,
even before the company was listed on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. And by 2007,
the initial $65 million investment made by
Taihong would be worth $3.7 billion.

Corporate records show that the rela-
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Ma Mingzhe, left, head of Ping An, and
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao of China. Continued on Page 18

By CHRISTINE HAUGHNEY

Tony Stinkmetal, a many-tat-
tooed East Village artist and a
fixture at the Artists and Fleas
craft bazaar in Brooklyn, would
not strike most people as a Mar-
tha Stewart devotee.

But after his business partner,
Keith Bishop, watched a 5 a.m.
rerun of a Martha Stewart pro-
gram on how to turn a castoff
men’s jacket into a throw blanket,
he decided to make a similar
blanket from discarded Star
Wars sheets. From that first blan-
ket, the two men developed Golly

NYC, a brand of T-shirts and
lamps created from vintage chil-
dren’s sheets (depicting cartoons
or superheroes), inspired by Ms.
Stewart’s emphasis on crafts-
manship and perfectionism.

“The truth is, in my own little
Alphabet City tattooed way, I’m
uptight too, and I like to do things
right,” said Mr. Stinkmetal, who
changed his name from Michilini
for professional reasons.

Ms. Stewart’s company, Mar-
tha Stewart Living Omnimedia,
has faced some difficult blows
lately — substantial financial
losses, and layoffs and cutbacks
at its magazines and television
programs. But Ms. Stewart, the
71-year-old founder, has emerged
as something of a patron saint for
entrepreneurial hipsters, 20- and
30-somethings who, in a post-re-
cessionary world, have begun
their own pickling, cupcake and
letterpress businesses and are
selling crafty goods online. 

Pilar Guzman, the editor in
chief of Martha Stewart Living 

Martha Stewart Clicks With a Tattooed Crowd
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Tony Stinkmetal, left, and Keith Bishop say they are inspired by
Martha Stewart’s emphasis on exacting craftsmanship. Continued on Page 4

By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — Senator
Bob Dole had just assumed the
mantle of Senate majority leader,
after the Republican landslide of
1994, when he confronted a prob-
lem. 

Piles of Republican legislation
from Newt Gingrich’s self-styled
“revolutionary” House were
stacking up in a narrowly divid-
ed, more deliberate Senate, and
Democrats were threatening to
gum up the works with amend-
ments that would stall the bills.

Mr. Dole turned to the Senate’s
Democratic master of floor pro-
cedure, Robert C. Byrd of West
Virginia, who taught him a parlia-
mentary trick known to Senate
insiders as “filling the tree,” Mr.
Dole recalled. 

The convoluted procedure al-
lows the majority leader to claim
all opportunity for offering
changes to a bill, effectively pre-
venting any other senator from
proposing an amendment intend-

ed to slow down legislation or
force a politically embarrassing
vote. 

“I never knew what ‘filling the
tree’ was until I tried it, but it
turned out to be pretty good,” Mr.
Dole said, ruefully accepting a
share of the blame for the parlia-
mentary arms race that has con-
sumed the Senate in recent
years. “I don’t think there’s any
credit.”

The increased use of the tactic,
which had previously been rare,
is part of the procedural warfare
that has reached a zenith over the
past two years in the Senate. Re-
publicans threaten to filibuster
and propose politically charged
amendments, Democrats fill the
amendment tree, and Republi-
cans filibuster in retaliation. 

The tactic initially meant to
speed bills has instead helped
slow them down. The Senate —
the legislative body that was de-

Senate’s Long Slide to Gridlock
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By NEIL MacFARQUHAR

MDOUKHA, Lebanon — The
winds spilling down off snow-cov-
ered Mount Hermon, bearing the
first nip of winter, rattled the bro-
ken windows of an abandoned el-
ementary school where Syrian
refugees are huddled in this Be-
kaa Valley hamlet.

Hundreds of thousands of Syri-
ans displaced by the war, many of
them stumbling out of Syria dur-
ing the summer wearing little
more than T-shirts and flip-flops,
now face the onslaught of winter
with inadequate shelter, senior
government officials and aid or-
ganizations say. 

“It will be winter outside and
winter inside,” said Mohamed
Khair al-Oraiby, a burly 27-year-
old who fled here over the sum-
mer with his wife and two infants.
“We already wake up early be-
cause it is so cold.”

With temperatures already
plunging to zero overnight in the
hills framing this valley, the hu-
manitarian crisis facing millions
of displaced Syrians is deepen-
ing. More than a million people in
need of aid remain out of reach of
international relief efforts, the
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By SCOTT SHANE

WASHINGTON — Facing the
possibility that President Obama
might not win a second term, his
administration accelerated work
in the weeks before the election
to develop explicit rules for the
targeted killing of terrorists by
unmanned drones, so that a new
president would inherit clear
standards and procedures, ac-
cording to two administration of-
ficials.

The matter may have lost
some urgency after Nov. 6. But
with more than 300 drone strikes
and some 2,500 people killed by
the Central Intelligence Agency
and the military since Mr. Obama
first took office, the administra-
tion is still pushing to make the
rules formal and resolve internal
uncertainty and disagreement
about exactly when lethal action
is justified.

Mr. Obama and his advisers
are still debating whether re-
mote-control killing should be a
measure of last resort against im-
minent threats to the United
States, or a more flexible tool,
available to help allied govern-
ments attack their enemies or to
prevent militants from control-
ling territory. 

Though publicly the adminis-
tration presents a united front on
the use of drones, behind the
scenes there is longstanding ten-
sion. The Defense Department
and the C.I.A. continue to press
for greater latitude to carry out
strikes; Justice Department and
State Department officials, and
the president’s counterterrorism
adviser, John O. Brennan, have
argued for restraint, officials in-
volved in the discussions say.

More broadly, the administra-
tion’s legal reasoning has not per-
suaded many other countries
that the strikes are acceptable
under international law. For
years before the Sept. 11, 2001, at-
tacks, the United States routinely
condemned targeted killings of
suspected terrorists by Israel,
and most countries still object to
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By DAVID D. KIRKPATRICK

CAIRO — Egyptian judges re-
belled Saturday against an edict
by President Mohamed Morsi ex-
empting his decrees from judicial
review, denouncing it as a bid for
unchecked power and calling for
a judges’ strike. 

The condemnation came from
an array of organizations. The
Supreme Council of the Judiciary
called the decree “an unprece-
dented attack on judicial inde-
pendence” and urged the presi-
dent to rescind it. A major associ-
ation of judges, the Judges Club,
called for a strike by courts
across Egypt. The leader of the
national lawyers’ association en-
dorsed the call. 

A judicial strike would be the
steepest escalation yet in a politi-
cal struggle between the coun-
try’s new Islamist leaders and
the institutions of the old authori-
tarian government over the
drafting of a new constitution.
Those tensions have flared since
Mr. Morsi announced his decree
on Thursday, saying he acted to
prevent the old-guard courts
from dissolving the Constitution-
al Assembly, as they had dis-
solved an earlier assembly and
the Parliament.

Mr. Morsi said his expanded
powers, which he announced a
day after he won international
praise for helping broker a cease-
fire in Gaza, would last only until
the new constitution was ratified.

The judges, who were appoint-
ed by Egypt’s ousted strongman,
Hosni Mubarak, joined liberal
and secular political leaders in
opposing the decree. Because the
court dissolved the Parliament, 

EGYPTIAN JUDGES
CHALLENGE MORSI
OVER NEW POWER

JUDICIARY CALLS STRIKE

Conflict With Islamists
Over a Constitution
Strains Transition

Continued on Page 10

By DAVID BARBOZA

SHENZHEN, China — The head of a fi-
nancially troubled insurer was pushing
Chinese officials to relax rules that re-
quired breaking up the company in the af-
termath of the Asian financial crisis. 

The survival of Ping An Insurance was
at stake, officials were told in the fall of
1999. Direct appeals were made to the vice
premier at the time, Wen Jiabao, as well as
the then-head of China’s central bank —
two powerful officials with oversight of the
industry. 

“I humbly request that the vice premier
lead and coordinate the matter from a
higher level,” Ma Mingzhe, chairman of
Ping An, implored in a letter to Mr. Wen
that was reviewed by The New York
Times. 

Ping An was not broken up.
The successful outcome of the lobbying

effort would prove monumental.
Ping An went on to become one of Chi-

na’s largest financial services companies, a
$50 billion powerhouse now worth more
than A.I.G., MetLife or Prudential. And be-

hind the scenes, shares in Ping An that
would be worth billions of dollars once the
company rebounded were acquired by rel-
atives of Mr. Wen.

The Times reported last month that the
relatives of Mr. Wen, who became prime
minister in 2003, had grown extraordinari-
ly wealthy during his leadership, acquiring
stakes in tourist resorts, banks, jewelers,
telecommunications companies and other
business ventures. 

The greatest source of wealth, by far,

The Times investigation has found, came
from the shares in Ping An bought about
eight months after the insurer was granted
a waiver to the requirement that big finan-
cial companies be broken up.

Long before most investors could buy
Ping An stock, Taihong, a company that
would soon be controlled by Mr. Wen’s rel-
atives, acquired a large stake in Ping An
from state-owned entities that held shares
in the insurer, regulatory and corporate
records show. And by all appearances, Tai-
hong got a sweet deal. The shares were
bought in December 2002 for one-quarter
of the price that another big investor — the
British bank HSBC Holdings — paid for its
shares just two months earlier, according
to interviews and public filings. 

By June 2004, the shares held by the Wen
relatives had already quadrupled in value,
even before the company was listed on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. And by 2007,
the initial $65 million investment made by
Taihong would be worth $3.7 billion.

Corporate records show that the rela-

Lobbying, a Windfall and a Leader’s Family
Chinese Insurer’s Regulatory Victory Proved a Boon to Premier’s Relatives 

Ma Mingzhe, left, head of Ping An, and
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao of China. Continued on Page 18

By CHRISTINE HAUGHNEY

Tony Stinkmetal, a many-tat-
tooed East Village artist and a
fixture at the Artists and Fleas
craft bazaar in Brooklyn, would
not strike most people as a Mar-
tha Stewart devotee.

But after his business partner,
Keith Bishop, watched a 5 a.m.
rerun of a Martha Stewart pro-
gram on how to turn a castoff
men’s jacket into a throw blanket,
he decided to make a similar
blanket from discarded Star
Wars sheets. From that first blan-
ket, the two men developed Golly

NYC, a brand of T-shirts and
lamps created from vintage chil-
dren’s sheets (depicting cartoons
or superheroes), inspired by Ms.
Stewart’s emphasis on crafts-
manship and perfectionism.

“The truth is, in my own little
Alphabet City tattooed way, I’m
uptight too, and I like to do things
right,” said Mr. Stinkmetal, who
changed his name from Michilini
for professional reasons.

Ms. Stewart’s company, Mar-
tha Stewart Living Omnimedia,
has faced some difficult blows
lately — substantial financial
losses, and layoffs and cutbacks
at its magazines and television
programs. But Ms. Stewart, the
71-year-old founder, has emerged
as something of a patron saint for
entrepreneurial hipsters, 20- and
30-somethings who, in a post-re-
cessionary world, have begun
their own pickling, cupcake and
letterpress businesses and are
selling crafty goods online. 

Pilar Guzman, the editor in
chief of Martha Stewart Living 

Martha Stewart Clicks With a Tattooed Crowd

FRED R. CONRAD/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Tony Stinkmetal, left, and Keith Bishop say they are inspired by
Martha Stewart’s emphasis on exacting craftsmanship. Continued on Page 4

By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — Senator
Bob Dole had just assumed the
mantle of Senate majority leader,
after the Republican landslide of
1994, when he confronted a prob-
lem. 

Piles of Republican legislation
from Newt Gingrich’s self-styled
“revolutionary” House were
stacking up in a narrowly divid-
ed, more deliberate Senate, and
Democrats were threatening to
gum up the works with amend-
ments that would stall the bills.

Mr. Dole turned to the Senate’s
Democratic master of floor pro-
cedure, Robert C. Byrd of West
Virginia, who taught him a parlia-
mentary trick known to Senate
insiders as “filling the tree,” Mr.
Dole recalled. 

The convoluted procedure al-
lows the majority leader to claim
all opportunity for offering
changes to a bill, effectively pre-
venting any other senator from
proposing an amendment intend-

ed to slow down legislation or
force a politically embarrassing
vote. 

“I never knew what ‘filling the
tree’ was until I tried it, but it
turned out to be pretty good,” Mr.
Dole said, ruefully accepting a
share of the blame for the parlia-
mentary arms race that has con-
sumed the Senate in recent
years. “I don’t think there’s any
credit.”

The increased use of the tactic,
which had previously been rare,
is part of the procedural warfare
that has reached a zenith over the
past two years in the Senate. Re-
publicans threaten to filibuster
and propose politically charged
amendments, Democrats fill the
amendment tree, and Republi-
cans filibuster in retaliation. 

The tactic initially meant to
speed bills has instead helped
slow them down. The Senate —
the legislative body that was de-

Senate’s Long Slide to Gridlock
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By NEIL MacFARQUHAR

MDOUKHA, Lebanon — The
winds spilling down off snow-cov-
ered Mount Hermon, bearing the
first nip of winter, rattled the bro-
ken windows of an abandoned el-
ementary school where Syrian
refugees are huddled in this Be-
kaa Valley hamlet.

Hundreds of thousands of Syri-
ans displaced by the war, many of
them stumbling out of Syria dur-
ing the summer wearing little
more than T-shirts and flip-flops,
now face the onslaught of winter
with inadequate shelter, senior
government officials and aid or-
ganizations say. 

“It will be winter outside and
winter inside,” said Mohamed
Khair al-Oraiby, a burly 27-year-
old who fled here over the sum-
mer with his wife and two infants.
“We already wake up early be-
cause it is so cold.”

With temperatures already
plunging to zero overnight in the
hills framing this valley, the hu-
manitarian crisis facing millions
of displaced Syrians is deepen-
ing. More than a million people in
need of aid remain out of reach of
international relief efforts, the

Cold Ravages
Syria Refugees

As Aid Falters
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Late Edition

By SCOTT SHANE

WASHINGTON — Facing the
possibility that President Obama
might not win a second term, his
administration accelerated work
in the weeks before the election
to develop explicit rules for the
targeted killing of terrorists by
unmanned drones, so that a new
president would inherit clear
standards and procedures, ac-
cording to two administration of-
ficials.

The matter may have lost
some urgency after Nov. 6. But
with more than 300 drone strikes
and some 2,500 people killed by
the Central Intelligence Agency
and the military since Mr. Obama
first took office, the administra-
tion is still pushing to make the
rules formal and resolve internal
uncertainty and disagreement
about exactly when lethal action
is justified.

Mr. Obama and his advisers
are still debating whether re-
mote-control killing should be a
measure of last resort against im-
minent threats to the United
States, or a more flexible tool,
available to help allied govern-
ments attack their enemies or to
prevent militants from control-
ling territory. 

Though publicly the adminis-
tration presents a united front on
the use of drones, behind the
scenes there is longstanding ten-
sion. The Defense Department
and the C.I.A. continue to press
for greater latitude to carry out
strikes; Justice Department and
State Department officials, and
the president’s counterterrorism
adviser, John O. Brennan, have
argued for restraint, officials in-
volved in the discussions say.

More broadly, the administra-
tion’s legal reasoning has not per-
suaded many other countries
that the strikes are acceptable
under international law. For
years before the Sept. 11, 2001, at-
tacks, the United States routinely
condemned targeted killings of
suspected terrorists by Israel,
and most countries still object to

ELECTION SPURRED
A MOVE TO CODIFY 
U.S. DRONE POLICY

STANDARDS ARE SOUGHT

Debate in Washington
Over When Attacks

Can Be Justified

By DAVID D. KIRKPATRICK

CAIRO — Egyptian judges re-
belled Saturday against an edict
by President Mohamed Morsi ex-
empting his decrees from judicial
review, denouncing it as a bid for
unchecked power and calling for
a judges’ strike. 

The condemnation came from
an array of organizations. The
Supreme Council of the Judiciary
called the decree “an unprece-
dented attack on judicial inde-
pendence” and urged the presi-
dent to rescind it. A major associ-
ation of judges, the Judges Club,
called for a strike by courts
across Egypt. The leader of the
national lawyers’ association en-
dorsed the call. 

A judicial strike would be the
steepest escalation yet in a politi-
cal struggle between the coun-
try’s new Islamist leaders and
the institutions of the old authori-
tarian government over the
drafting of a new constitution.
Those tensions have flared since
Mr. Morsi announced his decree
on Thursday, saying he acted to
prevent the old-guard courts
from dissolving the Constitution-
al Assembly, as they had dis-
solved an earlier assembly and
the Parliament.

Mr. Morsi said his expanded
powers, which he announced a
day after he won international
praise for helping broker a cease-
fire in Gaza, would last only until
the new constitution was ratified.

The judges, who were appoint-
ed by Egypt’s ousted strongman,
Hosni Mubarak, joined liberal
and secular political leaders in
opposing the decree. Because the
court dissolved the Parliament, 

EGYPTIAN JUDGES
CHALLENGE MORSI
OVER NEW POWER

JUDICIARY CALLS STRIKE

Conflict With Islamists
Over a Constitution
Strains Transition
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By DAVID BARBOZA

SHENZHEN, China — The head of a fi-
nancially troubled insurer was pushing
Chinese officials to relax rules that re-
quired breaking up the company in the af-
termath of the Asian financial crisis. 

The survival of Ping An Insurance was
at stake, officials were told in the fall of
1999. Direct appeals were made to the vice
premier at the time, Wen Jiabao, as well as
the then-head of China’s central bank —
two powerful officials with oversight of the
industry. 

“I humbly request that the vice premier
lead and coordinate the matter from a
higher level,” Ma Mingzhe, chairman of
Ping An, implored in a letter to Mr. Wen
that was reviewed by The New York
Times. 

Ping An was not broken up.
The successful outcome of the lobbying

effort would prove monumental.
Ping An went on to become one of Chi-

na’s largest financial services companies, a
$50 billion powerhouse now worth more
than A.I.G., MetLife or Prudential. And be-

hind the scenes, shares in Ping An that
would be worth billions of dollars once the
company rebounded were acquired by rel-
atives of Mr. Wen.

The Times reported last month that the
relatives of Mr. Wen, who became prime
minister in 2003, had grown extraordinari-
ly wealthy during his leadership, acquiring
stakes in tourist resorts, banks, jewelers,
telecommunications companies and other
business ventures. 

The greatest source of wealth, by far,

The Times investigation has found, came
from the shares in Ping An bought about
eight months after the insurer was granted
a waiver to the requirement that big finan-
cial companies be broken up.

Long before most investors could buy
Ping An stock, Taihong, a company that
would soon be controlled by Mr. Wen’s rel-
atives, acquired a large stake in Ping An
from state-owned entities that held shares
in the insurer, regulatory and corporate
records show. And by all appearances, Tai-
hong got a sweet deal. The shares were
bought in December 2002 for one-quarter
of the price that another big investor — the
British bank HSBC Holdings — paid for its
shares just two months earlier, according
to interviews and public filings. 

By June 2004, the shares held by the Wen
relatives had already quadrupled in value,
even before the company was listed on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. And by 2007,
the initial $65 million investment made by
Taihong would be worth $3.7 billion.

Corporate records show that the rela-

Lobbying, a Windfall and a Leader’s Family
Chinese Insurer’s Regulatory Victory Proved a Boon to Premier’s Relatives 

Ma Mingzhe, left, head of Ping An, and
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao of China. Continued on Page 18

By CHRISTINE HAUGHNEY

Tony Stinkmetal, a many-tat-
tooed East Village artist and a
fixture at the Artists and Fleas
craft bazaar in Brooklyn, would
not strike most people as a Mar-
tha Stewart devotee.

But after his business partner,
Keith Bishop, watched a 5 a.m.
rerun of a Martha Stewart pro-
gram on how to turn a castoff
men’s jacket into a throw blanket,
he decided to make a similar
blanket from discarded Star
Wars sheets. From that first blan-
ket, the two men developed Golly

NYC, a brand of T-shirts and
lamps created from vintage chil-
dren’s sheets (depicting cartoons
or superheroes), inspired by Ms.
Stewart’s emphasis on crafts-
manship and perfectionism.

“The truth is, in my own little
Alphabet City tattooed way, I’m
uptight too, and I like to do things
right,” said Mr. Stinkmetal, who
changed his name from Michilini
for professional reasons.

Ms. Stewart’s company, Mar-
tha Stewart Living Omnimedia,
has faced some difficult blows
lately — substantial financial
losses, and layoffs and cutbacks
at its magazines and television
programs. But Ms. Stewart, the
71-year-old founder, has emerged
as something of a patron saint for
entrepreneurial hipsters, 20- and
30-somethings who, in a post-re-
cessionary world, have begun
their own pickling, cupcake and
letterpress businesses and are
selling crafty goods online. 

Pilar Guzman, the editor in
chief of Martha Stewart Living 

Martha Stewart Clicks With a Tattooed Crowd

FRED R. CONRAD/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Tony Stinkmetal, left, and Keith Bishop say they are inspired by
Martha Stewart’s emphasis on exacting craftsmanship. Continued on Page 4

By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — Senator
Bob Dole had just assumed the
mantle of Senate majority leader,
after the Republican landslide of
1994, when he confronted a prob-
lem. 

Piles of Republican legislation
from Newt Gingrich’s self-styled
“revolutionary” House were
stacking up in a narrowly divid-
ed, more deliberate Senate, and
Democrats were threatening to
gum up the works with amend-
ments that would stall the bills.

Mr. Dole turned to the Senate’s
Democratic master of floor pro-
cedure, Robert C. Byrd of West
Virginia, who taught him a parlia-
mentary trick known to Senate
insiders as “filling the tree,” Mr.
Dole recalled. 

The convoluted procedure al-
lows the majority leader to claim
all opportunity for offering
changes to a bill, effectively pre-
venting any other senator from
proposing an amendment intend-

ed to slow down legislation or
force a politically embarrassing
vote. 

“I never knew what ‘filling the
tree’ was until I tried it, but it
turned out to be pretty good,” Mr.
Dole said, ruefully accepting a
share of the blame for the parlia-
mentary arms race that has con-
sumed the Senate in recent
years. “I don’t think there’s any
credit.”

The increased use of the tactic,
which had previously been rare,
is part of the procedural warfare
that has reached a zenith over the
past two years in the Senate. Re-
publicans threaten to filibuster
and propose politically charged
amendments, Democrats fill the
amendment tree, and Republi-
cans filibuster in retaliation. 

The tactic initially meant to
speed bills has instead helped
slow them down. The Senate —
the legislative body that was de-

Senate’s Long Slide to Gridlock
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By NEIL MacFARQUHAR

MDOUKHA, Lebanon — The
winds spilling down off snow-cov-
ered Mount Hermon, bearing the
first nip of winter, rattled the bro-
ken windows of an abandoned el-
ementary school where Syrian
refugees are huddled in this Be-
kaa Valley hamlet.

Hundreds of thousands of Syri-
ans displaced by the war, many of
them stumbling out of Syria dur-
ing the summer wearing little
more than T-shirts and flip-flops,
now face the onslaught of winter
with inadequate shelter, senior
government officials and aid or-
ganizations say. 

“It will be winter outside and
winter inside,” said Mohamed
Khair al-Oraiby, a burly 27-year-
old who fled here over the sum-
mer with his wife and two infants.
“We already wake up early be-
cause it is so cold.”

With temperatures already
plunging to zero overnight in the
hills framing this valley, the hu-
manitarian crisis facing millions
of displaced Syrians is deepen-
ing. More than a million people in
need of aid remain out of reach of
international relief efforts, the

Cold Ravages
Syria Refugees

As Aid Falters
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Late Edition

By SCOTT SHANE

WASHINGTON — Facing the
possibility that President Obama
might not win a second term, his
administration accelerated work
in the weeks before the election
to develop explicit rules for the
targeted killing of terrorists by
unmanned drones, so that a new
president would inherit clear
standards and procedures, ac-
cording to two administration of-
ficials.

The matter may have lost
some urgency after Nov. 6. But
with more than 300 drone strikes
and some 2,500 people killed by
the Central Intelligence Agency
and the military since Mr. Obama
first took office, the administra-
tion is still pushing to make the
rules formal and resolve internal
uncertainty and disagreement
about exactly when lethal action
is justified.

Mr. Obama and his advisers
are still debating whether re-
mote-control killing should be a
measure of last resort against im-
minent threats to the United
States, or a more flexible tool,
available to help allied govern-
ments attack their enemies or to
prevent militants from control-
ling territory. 

Though publicly the adminis-
tration presents a united front on
the use of drones, behind the
scenes there is longstanding ten-
sion. The Defense Department
and the C.I.A. continue to press
for greater latitude to carry out
strikes; Justice Department and
State Department officials, and
the president’s counterterrorism
adviser, John O. Brennan, have
argued for restraint, officials in-
volved in the discussions say.

More broadly, the administra-
tion’s legal reasoning has not per-
suaded many other countries
that the strikes are acceptable
under international law. For
years before the Sept. 11, 2001, at-
tacks, the United States routinely
condemned targeted killings of
suspected terrorists by Israel,
and most countries still object to

ELECTION SPURRED
A MOVE TO CODIFY 
U.S. DRONE POLICY

STANDARDS ARE SOUGHT

Debate in Washington
Over When Attacks

Can Be Justified

By DAVID D. KIRKPATRICK

CAIRO — Egyptian judges re-
belled Saturday against an edict
by President Mohamed Morsi ex-
empting his decrees from judicial
review, denouncing it as a bid for
unchecked power and calling for
a judges’ strike. 

The condemnation came from
an array of organizations. The
Supreme Council of the Judiciary
called the decree “an unprece-
dented attack on judicial inde-
pendence” and urged the presi-
dent to rescind it. A major associ-
ation of judges, the Judges Club,
called for a strike by courts
across Egypt. The leader of the
national lawyers’ association en-
dorsed the call. 

A judicial strike would be the
steepest escalation yet in a politi-
cal struggle between the coun-
try’s new Islamist leaders and
the institutions of the old authori-
tarian government over the
drafting of a new constitution.
Those tensions have flared since
Mr. Morsi announced his decree
on Thursday, saying he acted to
prevent the old-guard courts
from dissolving the Constitution-
al Assembly, as they had dis-
solved an earlier assembly and
the Parliament.

Mr. Morsi said his expanded
powers, which he announced a
day after he won international
praise for helping broker a cease-
fire in Gaza, would last only until
the new constitution was ratified.

The judges, who were appoint-
ed by Egypt’s ousted strongman,
Hosni Mubarak, joined liberal
and secular political leaders in
opposing the decree. Because the
court dissolved the Parliament, 

EGYPTIAN JUDGES
CHALLENGE MORSI
OVER NEW POWER

JUDICIARY CALLS STRIKE

Conflict With Islamists
Over a Constitution
Strains Transition
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By DAVID BARBOZA

SHENZHEN, China — The head of a fi-
nancially troubled insurer was pushing
Chinese officials to relax rules that re-
quired breaking up the company in the af-
termath of the Asian financial crisis. 

The survival of Ping An Insurance was
at stake, officials were told in the fall of
1999. Direct appeals were made to the vice
premier at the time, Wen Jiabao, as well as
the then-head of China’s central bank —
two powerful officials with oversight of the
industry. 

“I humbly request that the vice premier
lead and coordinate the matter from a
higher level,” Ma Mingzhe, chairman of
Ping An, implored in a letter to Mr. Wen
that was reviewed by The New York
Times. 

Ping An was not broken up.
The successful outcome of the lobbying

effort would prove monumental.
Ping An went on to become one of Chi-

na’s largest financial services companies, a
$50 billion powerhouse now worth more
than A.I.G., MetLife or Prudential. And be-

hind the scenes, shares in Ping An that
would be worth billions of dollars once the
company rebounded were acquired by rel-
atives of Mr. Wen.

The Times reported last month that the
relatives of Mr. Wen, who became prime
minister in 2003, had grown extraordinari-
ly wealthy during his leadership, acquiring
stakes in tourist resorts, banks, jewelers,
telecommunications companies and other
business ventures. 

The greatest source of wealth, by far,

The Times investigation has found, came
from the shares in Ping An bought about
eight months after the insurer was granted
a waiver to the requirement that big finan-
cial companies be broken up.

Long before most investors could buy
Ping An stock, Taihong, a company that
would soon be controlled by Mr. Wen’s rel-
atives, acquired a large stake in Ping An
from state-owned entities that held shares
in the insurer, regulatory and corporate
records show. And by all appearances, Tai-
hong got a sweet deal. The shares were
bought in December 2002 for one-quarter
of the price that another big investor — the
British bank HSBC Holdings — paid for its
shares just two months earlier, according
to interviews and public filings. 

By June 2004, the shares held by the Wen
relatives had already quadrupled in value,
even before the company was listed on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. And by 2007,
the initial $65 million investment made by
Taihong would be worth $3.7 billion.

Corporate records show that the rela-

Lobbying, a Windfall and a Leader’s Family
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Ma Mingzhe, left, head of Ping An, and
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao of China. Continued on Page 18

By CHRISTINE HAUGHNEY

Tony Stinkmetal, a many-tat-
tooed East Village artist and a
fixture at the Artists and Fleas
craft bazaar in Brooklyn, would
not strike most people as a Mar-
tha Stewart devotee.

But after his business partner,
Keith Bishop, watched a 5 a.m.
rerun of a Martha Stewart pro-
gram on how to turn a castoff
men’s jacket into a throw blanket,
he decided to make a similar
blanket from discarded Star
Wars sheets. From that first blan-
ket, the two men developed Golly

NYC, a brand of T-shirts and
lamps created from vintage chil-
dren’s sheets (depicting cartoons
or superheroes), inspired by Ms.
Stewart’s emphasis on crafts-
manship and perfectionism.

“The truth is, in my own little
Alphabet City tattooed way, I’m
uptight too, and I like to do things
right,” said Mr. Stinkmetal, who
changed his name from Michilini
for professional reasons.

Ms. Stewart’s company, Mar-
tha Stewart Living Omnimedia,
has faced some difficult blows
lately — substantial financial
losses, and layoffs and cutbacks
at its magazines and television
programs. But Ms. Stewart, the
71-year-old founder, has emerged
as something of a patron saint for
entrepreneurial hipsters, 20- and
30-somethings who, in a post-re-
cessionary world, have begun
their own pickling, cupcake and
letterpress businesses and are
selling crafty goods online. 

Pilar Guzman, the editor in
chief of Martha Stewart Living 

Martha Stewart Clicks With a Tattooed Crowd
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Tony Stinkmetal, left, and Keith Bishop say they are inspired by
Martha Stewart’s emphasis on exacting craftsmanship. Continued on Page 4

By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — Senator
Bob Dole had just assumed the
mantle of Senate majority leader,
after the Republican landslide of
1994, when he confronted a prob-
lem. 

Piles of Republican legislation
from Newt Gingrich’s self-styled
“revolutionary” House were
stacking up in a narrowly divid-
ed, more deliberate Senate, and
Democrats were threatening to
gum up the works with amend-
ments that would stall the bills.

Mr. Dole turned to the Senate’s
Democratic master of floor pro-
cedure, Robert C. Byrd of West
Virginia, who taught him a parlia-
mentary trick known to Senate
insiders as “filling the tree,” Mr.
Dole recalled. 

The convoluted procedure al-
lows the majority leader to claim
all opportunity for offering
changes to a bill, effectively pre-
venting any other senator from
proposing an amendment intend-

ed to slow down legislation or
force a politically embarrassing
vote. 

“I never knew what ‘filling the
tree’ was until I tried it, but it
turned out to be pretty good,” Mr.
Dole said, ruefully accepting a
share of the blame for the parlia-
mentary arms race that has con-
sumed the Senate in recent
years. “I don’t think there’s any
credit.”

The increased use of the tactic,
which had previously been rare,
is part of the procedural warfare
that has reached a zenith over the
past two years in the Senate. Re-
publicans threaten to filibuster
and propose politically charged
amendments, Democrats fill the
amendment tree, and Republi-
cans filibuster in retaliation. 

The tactic initially meant to
speed bills has instead helped
slow them down. The Senate —
the legislative body that was de-

Senate’s Long Slide to Gridlock

Continued on Page 24
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By NEIL MacFARQUHAR

MDOUKHA, Lebanon — The
winds spilling down off snow-cov-
ered Mount Hermon, bearing the
first nip of winter, rattled the bro-
ken windows of an abandoned el-
ementary school where Syrian
refugees are huddled in this Be-
kaa Valley hamlet.

Hundreds of thousands of Syri-
ans displaced by the war, many of
them stumbling out of Syria dur-
ing the summer wearing little
more than T-shirts and flip-flops,
now face the onslaught of winter
with inadequate shelter, senior
government officials and aid or-
ganizations say. 

“It will be winter outside and
winter inside,” said Mohamed
Khair al-Oraiby, a burly 27-year-
old who fled here over the sum-
mer with his wife and two infants.
“We already wake up early be-
cause it is so cold.”

With temperatures already
plunging to zero overnight in the
hills framing this valley, the hu-
manitarian crisis facing millions
of displaced Syrians is deepen-
ing. More than a million people in
need of aid remain out of reach of
international relief efforts, the

Cold Ravages
Syria Refugees

As Aid Falters

Continued on Page 8
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 

Lobbying, a Windfall and a Chinese Leader’s Family 

2012 Ping An, today a 
hugely successful 
conglomerate, is building a 
115-story headquarters in 
Shenzhen.

Rise of a Financial Giant The Ping An Insurance Company was founded in Shenzhen in 1988. At that time, the Chinese insurance market was dominated by a single state-owned giant, People’s Insurance. 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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2012 Ping An, today a 
hugely successful 
conglomerate, is building a 
115-story headquarters in 
Shenzhen.

Rise of a Financial Giant The Ping An Insurance Company was founded in Shenzhen in 1988. At that time, the Chinese insurance market was dominated by a single state-owned giant, People’s Insurance. 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.

GILLES SABRIE FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES 

SUKREE SUKPLANG/REUTERS

Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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2012 Ping An, today a 
hugely successful 
conglomerate, is building a 
115-story headquarters in 
Shenzhen.

Rise of a Financial Giant The Ping An Insurance Company was founded in Shenzhen in 1988. At that time, the Chinese insurance market was dominated by a single state-owned giant, People’s Insurance. 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.

GILLES SABRIE FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES 

SUKREE SUKPLANG/REUTERS

Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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Taihong’s shareholder records were publicly 
available. Because the company is no longer 
listed in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if 
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen or the 
central bank chief at the time, Dai Xianglong, 
personally intervened on behalf of Ping An’s re-
quest for a waiver, or if Mr. Wen was even aware 
of the stakes held by his relatives.

But internal Ping An documents, govern-
ment filings and interviews with bankers and 
former senior executives at Ping An indicate 
that both the vice premier’s office and the cen-
tral bank were among the regulators involved in 
the Ping An waiver meetings and who had the 
authority to sign off on the waiver.

Only two large state-run financial institu-
tions were granted similar waivers, filings show, 
while three of China’s big state-run insurance 
companies were forced to break up. Many of the 
country’s big banks complied with the breakup 
requirement — enforced after the financial cri-
sis because of concerns about the stability of 
the financial system — by selling their assets in 
other institutions.

Ping An issued a statement to The Times 
saying the company strictly complies with rules 
and regulations, but does not know the back-
grounds of all entities behind shareholders. The 
company also said “it is the legitimate right of 
shareholders to buy and sell shares between 
themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry did not 
return calls seeking comment for this article. 
Earlier, a Foreign Ministry spokesman sharply 
criticized the investigation by The Times into 
the finances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it 
“smears China and has ulterior motives.”

After The Times reported last month on the 
family’s wealth, lawyers representing the fam-
ily said the article contained unspecified errors 
and that the family reserved the right to take 
legal action.

In addition, the Chinese government 
blocked access to the English-language and Chi-
nese-language Web sites of The Times in China 
— and continues to do so — saying the action 
was “in accordance with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to re-
tire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now the head 
of the National Social Security Fund, could be 
reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and lawyers 
involved in Ping An’s 2004 Hong Kong stock list-
ing and a subsequent 2007 listing in Shanghai 
said they did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen 
had acquired large stakes in the company.

Executives at Morgan Stanley and Gold-
man Sachs, which once held sizable stakes in 
Ping An and served as lead underwriters for the 
Hong Kong public offering, also said they were 
never told of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, 
the two investment banks had also appealed in 
2000 to Mr. Wen and other regulators for the 
waiver from the breakup rule. The private eq-
uity divisions of the two investment banks sold 
their combined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about 
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their initial in-
vestment.

Thousands of pages of publicly available 
corporate documents reviewed by The Times 
suggest that the Ping An stakes held by the 
prime minister’s relatives were concealed be-
hind layers of obscure partnerships rather than 
being held directly in their names.

In an interview last month, Duan Weihong, 
a wealthy Wen family friend, said that the 
shares in Ping An actually belonged to her and 
that it was an accident that Mr. Wen’s relatives 
appeared in shareholding records. The process 
involved borrowing their government identity 
cards and obtaining their signatures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed regu-
lations on the disclosure of corporate infor-
mation deemed material to a publicly listed 
company’s operation, like the identities of 
large shareholders and details about whether 
companies controlling large stakes are related 
parties. But legal experts say enforcement is 
often lax, particularly inside China. There is 
also, they say, a culture of nominee sharehold-
ers — when one person holds shares on behalf 
of someone else — that is difficult for even the 
most seasoned lawyers and accountants to 
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such regula-
tions or any law was broken, nor any evidence 
that Mr. Wen held shares in Ping An under his 
own name.

After reviewing questions from The Times, 
the Securities and Futures Commission of Hong 
Kong and the Hong Kong Stock Exchange de-
clined to comment. The China Securities Regu-
latory Commission in Beijing did not respond to 



inquiries.
HSBC, today Ping An’s largest shareholder 

with about 15.5 percent of its stock, declined to 
comment. The company announced last week 
that it is considering selling its stake in Ping An 
as part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful con-
glomerate with revenue of $40 billion last year 
and about 500,000 insurance agents across Chi-
na. It is China’s only fully integrated financial 
institution, with the second largest insurer, a 
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more firepower, 
announcing a $4 billion deal that has since given 
it control of the Shenzhen Development Bank, 
one of China’s midsize commercial banks. Ping 
An is now building a new headquarters here in 
Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story office tower 
that was designed by the New York architectur-
al firm Kohn Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman and 

chief executive, was a high school graduate who 
got his start as an aide to Yuan Geng, a pioneer-
ing figure in some of China’s earliest economic 
reforms and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect, Mr. Yuan 
put him in charge of human resources at a state-
managed industrial park, and eventually at a 
new insurance firm, Ping An, which took root in 
Shenzhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. China was 
just beginning to restructure its state-led econ-
omy. The government began dismantling the 
iron rice bowl system, which had guaranteed 
pensions, social insurance and living quarters 
to Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a state 
entity, it was one of the first Chinese insurance 
companies to experiment with Western man-
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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2012 Ping An, today a 
hugely successful 
conglomerate, is building a 
115-story headquarters in 
Shenzhen.

Rise of a Financial Giant The Ping An Insurance Company was founded in Shenzhen in 1988. At that time, the Chinese insurance market was dominated by a single state-owned giant, People’s Insurance. 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.

GILLES SABRIE FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES 

SUKREE SUKPLANG/REUTERS

Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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2012 Ping An, today a 
hugely successful 
conglomerate, is building a 
115-story headquarters in 
Shenzhen.

Rise of a Financial Giant The Ping An Insurance Company was founded in Shenzhen in 1988. At that time, the Chinese insurance market was dominated by a single state-owned giant, People’s Insurance. 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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2012 Ping An, today a 
hugely successful 
conglomerate, is building a 
115-story headquarters in 
Shenzhen.

Rise of a Financial Giant The Ping An Insurance Company was founded in Shenzhen in 1988. At that time, the Chinese insurance market was dominated by a single state-owned giant, People’s Insurance. 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 
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2012 Ping An, today a 
hugely successful 
conglomerate, is building a 
115-story headquarters in 
Shenzhen.

Rise of a Financial Giant The Ping An Insurance Company was founded in Shenzhen in 1988. At that time, the Chinese insurance market was dominated by a single state-owned giant, People’s Insurance. 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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tives’ stake of that investment most
likely peaked at $2.2 billion in late 2007,
the last year in which Taihong’s share-
holder records were publicly available.
Because the company is no longer listed
in Ping An’s public filings, it is unclear if
the relatives continue to hold shares.

It is also not known whether Mr. Wen
or the central bank chief at the time, Dai
Xianglong, personally intervened on be-
half of Ping An’s request for a waiver, or
if Mr. Wen was even aware of the stakes
held by his relatives. 

But internal Ping An documents, gov-
ernment filings and interviews with
bankers and former senior executives
at Ping An indicate that both the vice
premier’s office and the central bank
were among the regulators involved in
the Ping An waiver meetings and who
had the authority to sign off on the
waiver.

Only two large state-run financial in-
stitutions were granted similar waivers,
filings show, while three of China’s big
state-run insurance companies were
forced to break up. Many of the coun-
try’s big banks complied with the break-
up requirement — enforced after the fi-
nancial crisis because of concerns about
the stability of the financial system —
by selling their assets in other institu-
tions.

Ping An issued a statement to The
Times saying the company strictly com-
plies with rules and regulations, but
does not know the backgrounds of all
entities behind shareholders. The com-
pany also said “it is the legitimate right
of shareholders to buy and sell shares
between themselves.”

In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry
did not return calls seeking comment
for this article. Earlier, a Foreign Min-
istry spokesman sharply criticized the
investigation by The Times into the fi-
nances of Mr. Wen’s relatives, saying it
“smears China and has ulterior mo-
tives.”

After The Times reported last month
on the family’s wealth, lawyers repre-
senting the family said the article con-
tained unspecified errors and that the
family reserved the right to take legal
action. 

In addition, the Chinese government
blocked access to the English-language
and Chinese-language Web sites of The
Times in China — and continues to do so
— saying the action was “in accordance
with laws and rules.”

Neither Mr. Wen, who is expected to
retire in March, nor Mr. Dai, who is now
the head of the National Social Security
Fund, could be reached for comment.

Western and Chinese bankers and
lawyers involved in Ping An’s 2004
Hong Kong stock listing and a subse-
quent 2007 listing in Shanghai said they
did not know that relatives of Mr. Wen
had acquired large stakes in the compa-
ny. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs, which once held sizable
stakes in Ping An and served as lead
underwriters for the Hong Kong public
offering, also said they were never told
of the holdings. At Ping An’s urging, the
two investment banks had also ap-
pealed in 2000 to Mr. Wen and other reg-
ulators for the waiver from the breakup
rule. The private equity divisions of the
two investment banks sold their com-
bined stakes to HSBC in 2005 for about
$1 billion — a 14-fold increase on their
initial investment.

Thousands of pages of publicly avail-
able corporate documents reviewed by
The Times suggest that the Ping An
stakes held by the prime minister’s rela-
tives were concealed behind layers of
obscure partnerships rather than being
held directly in their names. 

In an interview last month, Duan
Weihong, a wealthy Wen family friend,
said that the shares in Ping An actually
belonged to her and that it was an acci-
dent that Mr. Wen’s relatives appeared
in shareholding records. The process in-
volved borrowing their government
identity cards and obtaining their signa-
tures.

China and Hong Kong have detailed
regulations on the disclosure of corpo-
rate information deemed material to a
publicly listed company’s operation, like
the identities of large shareholders and
details about whether companies con-
trolling large stakes are related parties.
But legal experts say enforcement is
often lax, particularly inside China.
There is also, they say, a culture of
nominee shareholders — when one per-
son holds shares on behalf of someone
else — that is difficult for even the most
seasoned lawyers and accountants to
penetrate.

The Times found no indication such
regulations or any law was broken, nor
any evidence that Mr. Wen held shares
in Ping An under his own name. 

After reviewing questions from The
Times, the Securities and Futures Com-
mission of Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange declined to com-
ment. The China Securities Regulatory

Commission in Beijing did not respond
to inquiries.

HSBC, today Ping An’s largest share-
holder with about 15.5 percent of its
stock, declined to comment. The compa-
ny announced last week that it is con-
sidering selling its stake in Ping An as
part of a broad effort to raise capital.

Ping An today is a hugely successful
conglomerate with revenue of $40 bil-
lion last year and about 500,000 insur-
ance agents across China. It is China’s
only fully integrated financial institu-
tion, with the second largest insurer, a
trust company and brokerage house.

In late 2010, Ping An added more fire-
power, announcing a $4 billion deal that
has since given it control of the Shen-
zhen Development Bank, one of China’s
midsize commercial banks. Ping An is
now building a new headquarters here
in Shenzhen, a spectacular 115-story of-
fice tower that was designed by the
New York architectural firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox.

Ping An’s Close Call
Ma Mingzhe, the Ping An chairman

and chief executive, was a high school
graduate who got his start as an aide to
Yuan Geng, a pioneering figure in some
of China’s earliest economic reforms
and an early leader of Ping An.

Impressed with Mr. Ma’s intellect,
Mr. Yuan put him in charge of human
resources at a state-managed industrial
park, and eventually at a new insurance
firm, Ping An, which took root in Shen-
zhen, a coastal boomtown.

Mr. Ma’s timing was opportune. Chi-
na was just beginning to restructure its
state-led economy. The government be-
gan dismantling the iron rice bowl sys-
tem, which had guaranteed pensions,
social insurance and living quarters to
Communist Party cadres.

Although Ping An was founded as a
state entity, it was one of the first Chi-
nese insurance companies to experi-
ment with Western management sys-
tems, including the use of actuaries and

back-office operations, as well as for-
eign shareholders. 

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny com-
pany when it was founded in 1988. Sev-
eral years later, he was looking for big-
name shareholders from the United
States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs
each paid about $35 million to acquire
7.5 percent interests in Ping An. At the
time, they were the largest foreign in-
vestments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success
was attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charg-
ing executive who was admired for his
management and political skills — and
for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great en-
trepreneur,” says Yan Feng, who helped
run Ping An’s Shanghai office in the
1990s. “He was a quick learner, knew
how to adapt to new situations and was
really determined. He’d do whatever it
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran
into trouble in the late 1990s, when Chi-
na’s economy weakened after the 1997
Asian financial crisis. 

The bloated state sector began to col-
lapse, and by 1998, some of the nation’s
biggest banks were nearly insolvent. 

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were
also evaporating. Like most big Chinese
insurers, Ping An had won new clients
with investment products that guaran-
teed big returns over long periods
based on the high interest rates banks
offered for deposits during a time of in-
flation. When interest rates plummeted
in the mid-1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An
began to acknowledge that the compa-
ny could soon be insolvent. As a joint-
stockholding company, Ping An had big
institutional investors, mostly state
companies. But many of them refused
to come to the company’s aid by pur-
chasing additional shares, which would
have provided needed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would
survive,” said one former Ping An exec-
utive who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity.

There was also mounting pressure
from the government. Worried about
systemic risks to the financial system,
regulators in Beijing stepped up their
enforcement of laws that required fi-
nancial institutions to limit the scope of
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in
brokerage houses or trust companies;
and insurance companies had to choose
to operate in life or property insurance,
but not both.

After China’s new insurance regula-
tory agency was established in 1998, it
began pressing Ping An to shed its trust
and securities business, and to split its
life and property insurance divisions
into separate companies. 

At a news conference in November
1999, Ma Yongwei, then the chairman of
the China Insurance Regulatory Com-
mission, said the agency had already
drawn up plans to split up Ping An and
other insurers.

“The separation plans have been sub-
mitted to the State Council for approv-
al,” Ma Yongwei told the media, adding
that they would “deepen reform of the
insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken

up, Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter
Ma, fired off letters to leaders in Beijing,
dictated memos reminding himself to
“buy golf clubs” for high-ranking offi-
cials, and kept detailed charts outlining
the lobbying responsibilities of each top
executive at Ping An, according to a
copy of those records verified by former
Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal
energy on China’s highest government
administrative body, the State Council,
a 38-member group whose senior lead-
ers were Prime Minister Zhu Rongji
and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The

company also sought the support of Dai
Xianglong, the nation’s central bank
chief, who also had oversight over the
insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He
was head of China’s powerful Central
Financial Work Commission, which had
been established in 1998 to oversee the
country’s banking, securities and insur-
ance regulators, as well as China’s big-
gest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told
them his company was facing insolven-
cy and asked them to help shore up the
company’s balance sheet by approving
a Hong Kong stock offering, according
to transcripts of Ping An meetings and
interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a
loss, and property insurance and the
trust company have thin margins,” Mr.
Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 1999, letter to
Mr. Wen. The contents were confirmed
by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup,
Mr. Ma offered a middle road. After
seeking advice of other investors, Mr.
Ma proposed the formation of a holding
company that would effectively sepa-
rate life insurance from property but
keep them under one corporate umbrel-
la, along with the securities and trust di-
vision. 

The company, he said, would re-es-
tablish itself as the Ping An Group, ac-
cording to Ping An documents reviewed
by The Times. He then began looking
for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s back-
ing, executives from Morgan Stanley
and Goldman Sachs wrote a joint letter
to Mr. Wen arguing that a breakup
would “violate China’s policy to encour-
age and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed
by The Times. The letter’s authenticity
was verified by former executives at the
two investment banks.

The American investment banks
warned that “as a listed company in the
U.S., we could be required to disclose 

Lobbying, a Windfall and a Chinese Leader’s Family 

2012 Ping An, today a 
hugely successful 
conglomerate, is building a 
115-story headquarters in 
Shenzhen.

Rise of a Financial Giant The Ping An Insurance Company was founded in Shenzhen in 1988. At that time, the Chinese insurance market was dominated by a single state-owned giant, People’s Insurance. 
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1994 Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs each pay $35 
million to acquire a stake in 
Ping An, the largest foreign 
investment in a Chinese 
financial institution.

1995 A new law orders 
insurance companies to 
choose between life and 
property insurance and to sell 
off other units.

1998 After the Asian 
financial crisis, regulators step 
up efforts to break up 
insurance companies and 
other financial institutions.

1999 Ping An executives 
campaign to prevent 
regulators from breaking up 
the company.

The wife of then-vice premier 
Wen Jiabao visits Ping An’s 
chairman. A diamond 
company partly controlled by 
her relatives occupies space 
in a Ping An office building.

2000 Wen Jiabao’s son 
co-founds an I.T. company 
that later wins a lucrative Ping 
An contract.

Executives from Morgan 
Stanley and Goldman Sachs 
write a letter to Wen Jiabao 
arguing that breaking up Ping 
An would damage foreign 
investment.

An associate of Hong Kong 
billionaire Cheng Yu-tung 
begins acquiring large stakes 
in Ping An using investment 
vehicles that later co-invest in 
companies with the relatives 
of Wen Jiabao.

2002 Regulators approve 
Ping An’s proposal to avoid a 
split-up.

British bank HSBC pays $600 
million for a 10 percent stake 
in Ping An.

Investment vehicles controlled 
by associates of Cheng 
Yu-tung buy a large stake 
from the China Merchants 
Group.

A company that would later 
be partly controlled by the 
relatives of Wen Jiabao 
acquires a Ping An stake.

2004 Ping An raises $1.8 
billion in Hong Kong public 
stock offering.

2007 Ping An sells stock in 
Shanghai, raising $5 billion.

Two investment vehicles 
partly controlled by the 
mother of Wen Jiabao show 
her holding a stake in Ping An 
worth $120 million.

Delegates at the Ninth 
National People’s Congress in 
Beijing sought measures to 
address the financial crisis.
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Above left, Ma Mingzhe, the chairman and chief executive of Ping An, struck the gong at the Shanghai Stock Exchange as the company list-
ed its stock there in 2007. Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s relatives bought Ping An stock quietly through a series of investment vehicles. It is
not clear whether the relatives still own shares in the company. Top, Ping An is now building a new 115-story office tower in Shenzhen.
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agement systems, including the use of actuar-
ies and back-office operations, as well as foreign 
shareholders.

Mr. Ma helped manage the tiny company 
when it was founded in 1988. Several years later, 
he was looking for big-name shareholders from 
the United States.

In 1994, the private equity divisions of Mor-
gan Stanley and Goldman Sachs each paid 
about $35 million to acquire 7.5 percent interests 
in Ping An. At the time, they were the largest 
foreign investments ever made in a Chinese fi-
nancial institution.

Much of the company’s early success was 
attributed to Mr. Ma, a hard-charging executive 
who was admired for his management and po-
litical skills — and for taking risks.

“He had all the qualities of a great entrepre-
neur,” says Yan Feng, who helped run Ping An’s 
Shanghai office in the 1990s. “He was a quick 
learner, knew how to adapt to new situations 
and was really determined. He’d do whatever it 
takes to get what he wants.”

But the company’s growth drive ran into 
trouble in the late 1990s, when China’s economy 
weakened after the 1997 Asian financial crisis.

The bloated state sector began to collapse, 
and by 1998, some of the nation’s biggest banks 
were nearly insolvent.

Ping An’s hard-won fortunes were also 
evaporating. Like most big Chinese insurers, 
Ping An had won new clients with investment 
products that guaranteed big returns over long 
periods based on the high interest rates banks 
offered for deposits during a time of inflation. 
When interest rates plummeted in the mid-
1990s, losses piled up.

In 1999, senior executives at Ping An began 
to acknowledge that the company could soon 
be insolvent. As a joint-stockholding company, 
Ping An had big institutional investors, mostly 
state companies. But many of them refused to 
come to the company’s aid by purchasing addi-
tional shares, which would have provided need-
ed capital.

“They weren’t sure Ping An would survive,” 
said one former Ping An executive who spoke 
on the condition of anonymity.

There was also mounting pressure from 
the government. Worried about systemic risks 
to the financial system, regulators in Beijing 
stepped up their enforcement of laws that re-

quired financial institutions to limit the scope of 
their business activities.

Banks were told to sell their stakes in bro-
kerage houses or trust companies; and insur-
ance companies had to choose to operate in life 
or property insurance, but not both.

After China’s new insurance regulatory 
agency was established in 1998, it began press-
ing Ping An to shed its trust and securities busi-
ness, and to split its life and property insurance 
divisions into separate companies.

At a news conference in November 1999, Ma 
Yongwei, then the chairman of the China Insur-
ance Regulatory Commission, said the agency 
had already drawn up plans to split up Ping An 
and other insurers.

“The separation plans have been submitted 
to the State Council for approval,” Ma Yongwei 
told the media, adding that they would “deepen 
reform of the insurance system.”

Pushing Back the Regulators
With his company about to be broken up, 

Ma Mingzhe, also known as Peter Ma, fired off 
letters to leaders in Beijing, dictated memos 
reminding himself to “buy golf clubs” for high-
ranking officials, and kept detailed charts outlin-
ing the lobbying responsibilities of each top ex-
ecutive at Ping An, according to a copy of those 
records verified by former Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma focused much of his personal ener-
gy on China’s highest government administra-
tive body, the State Council, a 38-member group 
whose senior leaders were Prime Minister Zhu 
Rongji and Wen Jiabao, then vice premier. The 
company also sought the support of Dai Xian-
glong, the nation’s central bank chief, who also 
had oversight over the insurance industry.

Mr. Wen was in a unique position. He was 
head of China’s powerful Central Financial 
Work Commission, which had been established 
in 1998 to oversee the country’s banking, securi-
ties and insurance regulators, as well as China’s 
biggest financial institutions.

When Mr. Ma met regulators, he told them 
his company was facing insolvency and asked 
them to help shore up the company’s balance 
sheet by approving a Hong Kong stock offering, 
according to transcripts of Ping An meetings 
and interviews with participants.

“Now, Ping An’s life insurance is in a loss, 
and property insurance and the trust company 
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our losses relating to the investment in
Ping An, which would not be helpful for
the image of China’s policy of reform
and opening to the outside.” 

The letter came after months of ag-
gressive lobbying on the part of Ping An
executives and the two American banks
to persuade other high-ranking officials
in Beijing, including the central bank
and the insurance regulator, to hold
Ping An together, according to corpo-
rate documents reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping
An also began making contact with the
relatives of Mr. Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee
who served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant
from 1997 to 2000, recalled a 1999 meet-
ing between Mr. Ma and Zhang Beili,
the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what
transpired at the meeting, but he re-
called his boss’s reaction. “Because of
that meeting, Chairman Ma got very ex-
cited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now living in
the United States and who has quar-
reled with Ping An over 52,000 shares
he claimed he was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The
Times indicate that Mr. Ma held an af-
ternoon meeting and then dinner with
the prime minister’s wife and Li Chu-
nyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed,
but the relationship seemed to flourish.
Around the same time, a diamond com-
pany partly controlled by the relatives
of Ms. Zhang began occupying office
space at the Ping An office tower in Bei-
jing, according to records the diamond
company filed with regulators. Later, a
start-up co-founded by Wen Yunsong,
the son of Ms. Zhang and the prime min-
ister, won a lucrative technology con-
tract from Ping An, according to in-
terviews with former Ping An execu-
tives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping
An, declined to comment for this article.
Interviews with four senior executives
who worked with Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at
the corporate headquarters in Shen-
zhen during the same period corrob-
orate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the
content of the documents reviewed by
The Times concerning Ping An’s lobby-
ing efforts and meetings with the rela-
tives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the
Beijing office, confirmed in a telephone
interview that during that period he had
brought Ms. Zhang to meet the Ping An
chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed
no light on whether those meetings
played a role in the decision by govern-
ment regulators to abandon plans to
split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the
nation’s top regulators delivered their
verdict. With approval of the State
Council and insurance regulators, Ping
An began the process of transforming it-
self into a financial conglomerate. 

The company was not only allowed to
retain property and life insurance li-
censes, but also licenses that permitted
it to operate a brokerage and a trust
company. It was also allowed to obtain a
bank license. 

Together, analysts say, the licenses
were worth a fortune in China’s tightly
regulated marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to
enjoy these gold-digging benefits,” said
Bob Leung, a longtime insurance ana-
lyst at UBS in Hong Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply
survived the downturn, its prospects
had begun to look bright. The compa-
ny’s restructuring bolstered revenue
and profits. In October of that year, one
of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC,
agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a
10 percent stake in the company from
Ping An. Just over a year later, reg-
ulators approved the company’s appli-
cation to list and sell shares on the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its
listing in Hong Kong, a group of invest-
ors with close ties to senior officials in
Beijing, including Wen Jiabao, were qui-

etly accumulating large blocks of Ping
An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show,

a company run by Duan Weihong, a
Wen family friend from the prime min-
ister’s hometown, acquired Ping An
stock through a company called Tai-
hong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr.
Wen and colleagues of his wife took con-
trol of that investment vehicle, the
records show. 

According to documents Ping An filed
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong
acquired 77.7 million shares of Ping An
from the China Ocean Shipping Compa-
ny, a global shipping giant known as
Cosco, and 2.2 million more shares from
Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-for-
one stock split doubled the number of
shares Taihong owned. So in June 2004,
just before Ping An’s Hong Kong of-
fering, Taihong held 159.8 million
shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s
stock, according to public filings. 

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she
had paid about 40 cents a share at cur-
rent exchange rates, or a total of $65
million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge
and unusual discount, analysts say,
since HSBC had two months earlier ac-
quired its 10 percent stake for about
$1.60 a share, according to public filings. 

Cosco did not return calls seeking
comment.

For Taihong, it was a blockbuster pur-
chase. By 2007, when the price of Ping
An’s stock peaked, the 159 million
shares were valued at $3.7 billion —
though by 2007 Taihong had already sig-
nificantly reduced its stake, according
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of
record, the beneficiaries of the Ping An
deal were cloaked behind more than a
dozen investment vehicles controlled by
the relatives of Mr. Wen, including two
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as well
as several longtime colleagues and
business partners of his wife, Zhang
Beili, according to corporate and regula-

tory documents. All of them were listed,
along with Ms. Duan, as the owners of
Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s
mother, who is now 91, was listed on
public documents as holding $120 mil-
lion worth of Ping An stock through a
pair of investment companies linked to
Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know
the prime minister’s family in 2000, said
that she bought the Ping An shares for
her own personal account. The Wen rel-
atives only appear in the Taihong share-
holding records, she said, because her
company borrowed the government-is-
sued identity cards of other people —
mistakenly, she said, from relatives of
the prime minister — to help mask her
own Ping An stake from the public.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I re-
ceived 100 percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations

that put restrictions on trading in listed

shares by Communist Party members
and their families. 

For instance, the rules barred party
officials in charge of a state-owned com-
pany from using their parents, children
— or even their children’s spouse’s rela-
tives — to trade stocks of a listed state-
owned company. 

The Times found no indication that
Mr. Wen shared inside information with
family members. 

But there are many unanswered
questions about the relatives’ holdings,
analysts consulted by The Times said,
like who might have known about the
relatives’ purchases and whether any-
one had a legal obligation to disclose
that information. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs say they were unaware
of the share purchases and were not in-
volved in the transactions. 

The companies also said that a typical
I.P.O. process is unlikely to uncover the
ultimate identity of shareholders who
are hiding behind layers of investment
vehicles using unrecognizable names.

According to regulations in Hong
Kong and China, publicly listed compa-
nies and their professional partners
who help sell shares to the public are le-
gally obligated to disclose the identities
of only those shareholders controlling a
stake larger than 5 percent. The Times
found that at its peak, Taihong, the in-
vestment vehicle tied to the Wen family,
never held more than a 3.2 percent
stake. 

Another question that remains unan-
swered is how Taihong was able to buy
shares of Ping An at a price that ap-
pears to have been highly discounted.
By late 2002, Ping An had already be-
come a hot I.P.O. prospect following a
big investment by HSBC. 

The answers to some of the questions,
legal experts say, may turn on who was
involved in brokering the deal that led
to the relatives’ acquiring shares in
Ping An in the period before the compa-
ny’s public offering in 2004, and wheth-
er the deal-makers were seeking to gain
favors from the regulators. 

“The key questions are: why were
these people chosen, and on what terms
did they get the shares?” said Jerome
A. Cohen, a professor at New York Uni-
versity Law School and an expert on
China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot
I.P.O.”
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Zhang Yuhong
Family friend and colleague
of Wen Jiabao’s brother
9.1 million

Zhang Jianhong
Brother of Wen
Jiabao’s wife
3.3 million

17%

In October 2004, the investment company Taihong was one of the largest 
shareholders of insurance giant Ping An, holding 135 million shares. Taihong 
was itself owned by a series of other investment companies, which were in 
turn owned by others. Many of these owners were connected with China’s 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Records show that Wen family members, and 
friends and colleagues of the prime minister's wife effectively controlled at 
least 88 percent of the shares owned by Taihong.
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A Company’s Hidden Shareholders: Friends and Family of Wen Jiabao
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and his wife, or her 
friends and colleagues

KEY

Zhang 
Jiankun
Brother of 
Wen Jiabao’s wife
1 million (27% of Shijixing)

Two relatives obtained stakes in Ping An through 
Hongrui, beginning in 2005. By 2007, Yang Zhiyun, left, 
the prime minister’s mother, held $120 million worth of 
Ping An stock; and Yang Quanmei, the father-in-law of 
the prime minister’s son, held $113 million.

In October 2004, 135 million 
shares of Ping An Insurance 
were owned by Taihong, an 

investment vehicle owned by:

Duan Weihong
Friend of Wen
Jiabao’s wife
21.2 million

By DAVID BARBOZA

The main connection to Ping An for
relatives of Wen Jiabao was through
their stakes in a company based in the
prime minister’s hometown, Tianjin,
in northern China. But there was also
apparently a Hong Kong connection.

One big investor in Ping An was
Zheng Jianyuan, who former Ping An
executives said worked as a business
associate and an investment manager
for Cheng Yu-tung, the Hong Kong bil-
lionaire who controls both the New
World Development Group and Chow
Tai Fook, one of the world’s largest
jewelry store chains.

Between 2000 and 2004, five compa-
nies affiliated with Mr. Cheng and his
New World Group acquired 20 per-
cent of Ping An’s stock from the China
Merchants Group and other state en-
tities ahead of Ping An’s listing on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. At one
time, all five companies were man-
aged or controlled by Mr. Zheng.

Corporate and other public records
show that the investment vehicles
controlled by Mr. Zheng formed nu-
merous business partnerships with
the relatives of Mr. Wen, around the
time of the Ping An investments, and
financed two start-ups run by the

prime minister’s son, Wen Yunsong. 
In mid-2001, moreover, one of Mr.

Zheng’s investment vehicles bor-
rowed about $9 million from a dia-
mond company partly controlled by
relatives of the prime minister, and
his wife’s former government col-
leagues in the diamond trade, accord-
ing to regulatory filings. Soon after,
that vehicle — Baohua — bought
about 20 million Ping An shares be-
fore its initial public offering. 

Ping An executives declined to
comment. Cheng Yu-tung, who is now
87, could not be reached for comment.
Efforts to reach Mr. Zheng were also
unsuccessful.

People familiar with the sale of Ping
An shares to associates of Mr. Cheng
say that in 1999 a Chow Tai Fook joint
venture was restructured in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan and several other
investment vehicles were set up in
mainland China in order to avoid a
Chinese restriction on foreign owner-
ship.

At that point, Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley owned about 15 per-
cent of Ping An’s shares, and by 2002,
the British bank HSBC held 10 per-
cent. Under rules issued in 1998 by
China’s insurance regulators, total
foreign investment in Ping An was

capped at 25 percent. Those rules also
applied to investors from Hong Kong,
who are still considered foreign be-
cause Hong Kong is governed sep-
arately.

Using a Chinese government-issued
identity card in his name, Mr. Zheng
was able to control companies that
held more than one billion shares of

Ping An stock at the time of the Hong
Kong I.P.O. — just over 20 percent of
Ping An’s shares.

“These several parties were under
common control,” said one executive
who worked with Mr. Cheng and rela-
tives of Mr. Wen, but who asked not to
be named for fear of retribution. “It
was under the surface, like the Higgs
boson theory, economic dark matter:
It has a gravitational pull, but you
can’t see it.” 

A New York Times review of Ping
An’s public filings indicates that the
company never publicly disclosed
that Mr. Cheng or Mr. Zheng con-
trolled the stakes — or that the vari-
ous companies they were linked to
were closely related. And a search of
Hong Kong records and a visit to
Luhe County, in Guangdong Province
— the county listed as Mr. Zheng’s
hometown on his identity card — sug-
gests that Mr. Zheng was in fact a
Hong Kong resident.

After searching the local govern-
ment database, police in Luhe County
said no such person existed in the
county, and that the ID number was
not in their records. And Zheng Chen-
gyu, who compiles family histories in
Luhe County, said: “I’ve never heard
of this name.” 

Another Big Stake in Ping An, Hidden in a Hong Kong Investment

BOBBY YIP/REUTERS

Cheng Yu-tung, a Hong Kong bil-
lionaire. At one time, his compa-
nies owned 20 percent of Ping An. 

JIM WILSON/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Hu Kun is a former Ping An employee who served as staff assistant to Ma Mingzhe, the company chairman. 
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our losses relating to the investment in
Ping An, which would not be helpful for
the image of China’s policy of reform
and opening to the outside.” 

The letter came after months of ag-
gressive lobbying on the part of Ping An
executives and the two American banks
to persuade other high-ranking officials
in Beijing, including the central bank
and the insurance regulator, to hold
Ping An together, according to corpo-
rate documents reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping
An also began making contact with the
relatives of Mr. Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee
who served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant
from 1997 to 2000, recalled a 1999 meet-
ing between Mr. Ma and Zhang Beili,
the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what
transpired at the meeting, but he re-
called his boss’s reaction. “Because of
that meeting, Chairman Ma got very ex-
cited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now living in
the United States and who has quar-
reled with Ping An over 52,000 shares
he claimed he was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The
Times indicate that Mr. Ma held an af-
ternoon meeting and then dinner with
the prime minister’s wife and Li Chu-
nyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed,
but the relationship seemed to flourish.
Around the same time, a diamond com-
pany partly controlled by the relatives
of Ms. Zhang began occupying office
space at the Ping An office tower in Bei-
jing, according to records the diamond
company filed with regulators. Later, a
start-up co-founded by Wen Yunsong,
the son of Ms. Zhang and the prime min-
ister, won a lucrative technology con-
tract from Ping An, according to in-
terviews with former Ping An execu-
tives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping
An, declined to comment for this article.
Interviews with four senior executives
who worked with Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at
the corporate headquarters in Shen-
zhen during the same period corrob-
orate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the
content of the documents reviewed by
The Times concerning Ping An’s lobby-
ing efforts and meetings with the rela-
tives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the
Beijing office, confirmed in a telephone
interview that during that period he had
brought Ms. Zhang to meet the Ping An
chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed
no light on whether those meetings
played a role in the decision by govern-
ment regulators to abandon plans to
split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the
nation’s top regulators delivered their
verdict. With approval of the State
Council and insurance regulators, Ping
An began the process of transforming it-
self into a financial conglomerate. 

The company was not only allowed to
retain property and life insurance li-
censes, but also licenses that permitted
it to operate a brokerage and a trust
company. It was also allowed to obtain a
bank license. 

Together, analysts say, the licenses
were worth a fortune in China’s tightly
regulated marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to
enjoy these gold-digging benefits,” said
Bob Leung, a longtime insurance ana-
lyst at UBS in Hong Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply
survived the downturn, its prospects
had begun to look bright. The compa-
ny’s restructuring bolstered revenue
and profits. In October of that year, one
of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC,
agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a
10 percent stake in the company from
Ping An. Just over a year later, reg-
ulators approved the company’s appli-
cation to list and sell shares on the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its
listing in Hong Kong, a group of invest-
ors with close ties to senior officials in
Beijing, including Wen Jiabao, were qui-

etly accumulating large blocks of Ping
An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show,

a company run by Duan Weihong, a
Wen family friend from the prime min-
ister’s hometown, acquired Ping An
stock through a company called Tai-
hong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr.
Wen and colleagues of his wife took con-
trol of that investment vehicle, the
records show. 

According to documents Ping An filed
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong
acquired 77.7 million shares of Ping An
from the China Ocean Shipping Compa-
ny, a global shipping giant known as
Cosco, and 2.2 million more shares from
Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-for-
one stock split doubled the number of
shares Taihong owned. So in June 2004,
just before Ping An’s Hong Kong of-
fering, Taihong held 159.8 million
shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s
stock, according to public filings. 

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she
had paid about 40 cents a share at cur-
rent exchange rates, or a total of $65
million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge
and unusual discount, analysts say,
since HSBC had two months earlier ac-
quired its 10 percent stake for about
$1.60 a share, according to public filings. 

Cosco did not return calls seeking
comment.

For Taihong, it was a blockbuster pur-
chase. By 2007, when the price of Ping
An’s stock peaked, the 159 million
shares were valued at $3.7 billion —
though by 2007 Taihong had already sig-
nificantly reduced its stake, according
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of
record, the beneficiaries of the Ping An
deal were cloaked behind more than a
dozen investment vehicles controlled by
the relatives of Mr. Wen, including two
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as well
as several longtime colleagues and
business partners of his wife, Zhang
Beili, according to corporate and regula-

tory documents. All of them were listed,
along with Ms. Duan, as the owners of
Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s
mother, who is now 91, was listed on
public documents as holding $120 mil-
lion worth of Ping An stock through a
pair of investment companies linked to
Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know
the prime minister’s family in 2000, said
that she bought the Ping An shares for
her own personal account. The Wen rel-
atives only appear in the Taihong share-
holding records, she said, because her
company borrowed the government-is-
sued identity cards of other people —
mistakenly, she said, from relatives of
the prime minister — to help mask her
own Ping An stake from the public.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I re-
ceived 100 percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations

that put restrictions on trading in listed

shares by Communist Party members
and their families. 

For instance, the rules barred party
officials in charge of a state-owned com-
pany from using their parents, children
— or even their children’s spouse’s rela-
tives — to trade stocks of a listed state-
owned company. 

The Times found no indication that
Mr. Wen shared inside information with
family members. 

But there are many unanswered
questions about the relatives’ holdings,
analysts consulted by The Times said,
like who might have known about the
relatives’ purchases and whether any-
one had a legal obligation to disclose
that information. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs say they were unaware
of the share purchases and were not in-
volved in the transactions. 

The companies also said that a typical
I.P.O. process is unlikely to uncover the
ultimate identity of shareholders who
are hiding behind layers of investment
vehicles using unrecognizable names.

According to regulations in Hong
Kong and China, publicly listed compa-
nies and their professional partners
who help sell shares to the public are le-
gally obligated to disclose the identities
of only those shareholders controlling a
stake larger than 5 percent. The Times
found that at its peak, Taihong, the in-
vestment vehicle tied to the Wen family,
never held more than a 3.2 percent
stake. 

Another question that remains unan-
swered is how Taihong was able to buy
shares of Ping An at a price that ap-
pears to have been highly discounted.
By late 2002, Ping An had already be-
come a hot I.P.O. prospect following a
big investment by HSBC. 

The answers to some of the questions,
legal experts say, may turn on who was
involved in brokering the deal that led
to the relatives’ acquiring shares in
Ping An in the period before the compa-
ny’s public offering in 2004, and wheth-
er the deal-makers were seeking to gain
favors from the regulators. 

“The key questions are: why were
these people chosen, and on what terms
did they get the shares?” said Jerome
A. Cohen, a professor at New York Uni-
versity Law School and an expert on
China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot
I.P.O.”
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In October 2004, the investment company Taihong was one of the largest 
shareholders of insurance giant Ping An, holding 135 million shares. Taihong 
was itself owned by a series of other investment companies, which were in 
turn owned by others. Many of these owners were connected with China’s 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Records show that Wen family members, and 
friends and colleagues of the prime minister's wife effectively controlled at 
least 88 percent of the shares owned by Taihong.
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Two relatives obtained stakes in Ping An through 
Hongrui, beginning in 2005. By 2007, Yang Zhiyun, left, 
the prime minister’s mother, held $120 million worth of 
Ping An stock; and Yang Quanmei, the father-in-law of 
the prime minister’s son, held $113 million.
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shares of Ping An Insurance 
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21.2 million

By DAVID BARBOZA

The main connection to Ping An for
relatives of Wen Jiabao was through
their stakes in a company based in the
prime minister’s hometown, Tianjin,
in northern China. But there was also
apparently a Hong Kong connection.

One big investor in Ping An was
Zheng Jianyuan, who former Ping An
executives said worked as a business
associate and an investment manager
for Cheng Yu-tung, the Hong Kong bil-
lionaire who controls both the New
World Development Group and Chow
Tai Fook, one of the world’s largest
jewelry store chains.

Between 2000 and 2004, five compa-
nies affiliated with Mr. Cheng and his
New World Group acquired 20 per-
cent of Ping An’s stock from the China
Merchants Group and other state en-
tities ahead of Ping An’s listing on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. At one
time, all five companies were man-
aged or controlled by Mr. Zheng.

Corporate and other public records
show that the investment vehicles
controlled by Mr. Zheng formed nu-
merous business partnerships with
the relatives of Mr. Wen, around the
time of the Ping An investments, and
financed two start-ups run by the

prime minister’s son, Wen Yunsong. 
In mid-2001, moreover, one of Mr.

Zheng’s investment vehicles bor-
rowed about $9 million from a dia-
mond company partly controlled by
relatives of the prime minister, and
his wife’s former government col-
leagues in the diamond trade, accord-
ing to regulatory filings. Soon after,
that vehicle — Baohua — bought
about 20 million Ping An shares be-
fore its initial public offering. 

Ping An executives declined to
comment. Cheng Yu-tung, who is now
87, could not be reached for comment.
Efforts to reach Mr. Zheng were also
unsuccessful.

People familiar with the sale of Ping
An shares to associates of Mr. Cheng
say that in 1999 a Chow Tai Fook joint
venture was restructured in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan and several other
investment vehicles were set up in
mainland China in order to avoid a
Chinese restriction on foreign owner-
ship.

At that point, Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley owned about 15 per-
cent of Ping An’s shares, and by 2002,
the British bank HSBC held 10 per-
cent. Under rules issued in 1998 by
China’s insurance regulators, total
foreign investment in Ping An was

capped at 25 percent. Those rules also
applied to investors from Hong Kong,
who are still considered foreign be-
cause Hong Kong is governed sep-
arately.

Using a Chinese government-issued
identity card in his name, Mr. Zheng
was able to control companies that
held more than one billion shares of

Ping An stock at the time of the Hong
Kong I.P.O. — just over 20 percent of
Ping An’s shares.

“These several parties were under
common control,” said one executive
who worked with Mr. Cheng and rela-
tives of Mr. Wen, but who asked not to
be named for fear of retribution. “It
was under the surface, like the Higgs
boson theory, economic dark matter:
It has a gravitational pull, but you
can’t see it.” 

A New York Times review of Ping
An’s public filings indicates that the
company never publicly disclosed
that Mr. Cheng or Mr. Zheng con-
trolled the stakes — or that the vari-
ous companies they were linked to
were closely related. And a search of
Hong Kong records and a visit to
Luhe County, in Guangdong Province
— the county listed as Mr. Zheng’s
hometown on his identity card — sug-
gests that Mr. Zheng was in fact a
Hong Kong resident.

After searching the local govern-
ment database, police in Luhe County
said no such person existed in the
county, and that the ID number was
not in their records. And Zheng Chen-
gyu, who compiles family histories in
Luhe County, said: “I’ve never heard
of this name.” 

Another Big Stake in Ping An, Hidden in a Hong Kong Investment

BOBBY YIP/REUTERS

Cheng Yu-tung, a Hong Kong bil-
lionaire. At one time, his compa-
nies owned 20 percent of Ping An. 

JIM WILSON/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Hu Kun is a former Ping An employee who served as staff assistant to Ma Mingzhe, the company chairman. 
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our losses relating to the investment in
Ping An, which would not be helpful for
the image of China’s policy of reform
and opening to the outside.” 

The letter came after months of ag-
gressive lobbying on the part of Ping An
executives and the two American banks
to persuade other high-ranking officials
in Beijing, including the central bank
and the insurance regulator, to hold
Ping An together, according to corpo-
rate documents reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping
An also began making contact with the
relatives of Mr. Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee
who served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant
from 1997 to 2000, recalled a 1999 meet-
ing between Mr. Ma and Zhang Beili,
the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what
transpired at the meeting, but he re-
called his boss’s reaction. “Because of
that meeting, Chairman Ma got very ex-
cited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now living in
the United States and who has quar-
reled with Ping An over 52,000 shares
he claimed he was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The
Times indicate that Mr. Ma held an af-
ternoon meeting and then dinner with
the prime minister’s wife and Li Chu-
nyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed,
but the relationship seemed to flourish.
Around the same time, a diamond com-
pany partly controlled by the relatives
of Ms. Zhang began occupying office
space at the Ping An office tower in Bei-
jing, according to records the diamond
company filed with regulators. Later, a
start-up co-founded by Wen Yunsong,
the son of Ms. Zhang and the prime min-
ister, won a lucrative technology con-
tract from Ping An, according to in-
terviews with former Ping An execu-
tives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping
An, declined to comment for this article.
Interviews with four senior executives
who worked with Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at
the corporate headquarters in Shen-
zhen during the same period corrob-
orate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the
content of the documents reviewed by
The Times concerning Ping An’s lobby-
ing efforts and meetings with the rela-
tives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the
Beijing office, confirmed in a telephone
interview that during that period he had
brought Ms. Zhang to meet the Ping An
chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed
no light on whether those meetings
played a role in the decision by govern-
ment regulators to abandon plans to
split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the
nation’s top regulators delivered their
verdict. With approval of the State
Council and insurance regulators, Ping
An began the process of transforming it-
self into a financial conglomerate. 

The company was not only allowed to
retain property and life insurance li-
censes, but also licenses that permitted
it to operate a brokerage and a trust
company. It was also allowed to obtain a
bank license. 

Together, analysts say, the licenses
were worth a fortune in China’s tightly
regulated marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to
enjoy these gold-digging benefits,” said
Bob Leung, a longtime insurance ana-
lyst at UBS in Hong Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply
survived the downturn, its prospects
had begun to look bright. The compa-
ny’s restructuring bolstered revenue
and profits. In October of that year, one
of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC,
agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a
10 percent stake in the company from
Ping An. Just over a year later, reg-
ulators approved the company’s appli-
cation to list and sell shares on the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its
listing in Hong Kong, a group of invest-
ors with close ties to senior officials in
Beijing, including Wen Jiabao, were qui-

etly accumulating large blocks of Ping
An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show,

a company run by Duan Weihong, a
Wen family friend from the prime min-
ister’s hometown, acquired Ping An
stock through a company called Tai-
hong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr.
Wen and colleagues of his wife took con-
trol of that investment vehicle, the
records show. 

According to documents Ping An filed
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong
acquired 77.7 million shares of Ping An
from the China Ocean Shipping Compa-
ny, a global shipping giant known as
Cosco, and 2.2 million more shares from
Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-for-
one stock split doubled the number of
shares Taihong owned. So in June 2004,
just before Ping An’s Hong Kong of-
fering, Taihong held 159.8 million
shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s
stock, according to public filings. 

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she
had paid about 40 cents a share at cur-
rent exchange rates, or a total of $65
million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge
and unusual discount, analysts say,
since HSBC had two months earlier ac-
quired its 10 percent stake for about
$1.60 a share, according to public filings. 

Cosco did not return calls seeking
comment.

For Taihong, it was a blockbuster pur-
chase. By 2007, when the price of Ping
An’s stock peaked, the 159 million
shares were valued at $3.7 billion —
though by 2007 Taihong had already sig-
nificantly reduced its stake, according
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of
record, the beneficiaries of the Ping An
deal were cloaked behind more than a
dozen investment vehicles controlled by
the relatives of Mr. Wen, including two
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as well
as several longtime colleagues and
business partners of his wife, Zhang
Beili, according to corporate and regula-

tory documents. All of them were listed,
along with Ms. Duan, as the owners of
Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s
mother, who is now 91, was listed on
public documents as holding $120 mil-
lion worth of Ping An stock through a
pair of investment companies linked to
Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know
the prime minister’s family in 2000, said
that she bought the Ping An shares for
her own personal account. The Wen rel-
atives only appear in the Taihong share-
holding records, she said, because her
company borrowed the government-is-
sued identity cards of other people —
mistakenly, she said, from relatives of
the prime minister — to help mask her
own Ping An stake from the public.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I re-
ceived 100 percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations

that put restrictions on trading in listed

shares by Communist Party members
and their families. 

For instance, the rules barred party
officials in charge of a state-owned com-
pany from using their parents, children
— or even their children’s spouse’s rela-
tives — to trade stocks of a listed state-
owned company. 

The Times found no indication that
Mr. Wen shared inside information with
family members. 

But there are many unanswered
questions about the relatives’ holdings,
analysts consulted by The Times said,
like who might have known about the
relatives’ purchases and whether any-
one had a legal obligation to disclose
that information. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs say they were unaware
of the share purchases and were not in-
volved in the transactions. 

The companies also said that a typical
I.P.O. process is unlikely to uncover the
ultimate identity of shareholders who
are hiding behind layers of investment
vehicles using unrecognizable names.

According to regulations in Hong
Kong and China, publicly listed compa-
nies and their professional partners
who help sell shares to the public are le-
gally obligated to disclose the identities
of only those shareholders controlling a
stake larger than 5 percent. The Times
found that at its peak, Taihong, the in-
vestment vehicle tied to the Wen family,
never held more than a 3.2 percent
stake. 

Another question that remains unan-
swered is how Taihong was able to buy
shares of Ping An at a price that ap-
pears to have been highly discounted.
By late 2002, Ping An had already be-
come a hot I.P.O. prospect following a
big investment by HSBC. 

The answers to some of the questions,
legal experts say, may turn on who was
involved in brokering the deal that led
to the relatives’ acquiring shares in
Ping An in the period before the compa-
ny’s public offering in 2004, and wheth-
er the deal-makers were seeking to gain
favors from the regulators. 

“The key questions are: why were
these people chosen, and on what terms
did they get the shares?” said Jerome
A. Cohen, a professor at New York Uni-
versity Law School and an expert on
China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot
I.P.O.”
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In October 2004, the investment company Taihong was one of the largest 
shareholders of insurance giant Ping An, holding 135 million shares. Taihong 
was itself owned by a series of other investment companies, which were in 
turn owned by others. Many of these owners were connected with China’s 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Records show that Wen family members, and 
friends and colleagues of the prime minister's wife effectively controlled at 
least 88 percent of the shares owned by Taihong.
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Two relatives obtained stakes in Ping An through 
Hongrui, beginning in 2005. By 2007, Yang Zhiyun, left, 
the prime minister’s mother, held $120 million worth of 
Ping An stock; and Yang Quanmei, the father-in-law of 
the prime minister’s son, held $113 million.

In October 2004, 135 million 
shares of Ping An Insurance 
were owned by Taihong, an 
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Jiabao’s wife
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By DAVID BARBOZA

The main connection to Ping An for
relatives of Wen Jiabao was through
their stakes in a company based in the
prime minister’s hometown, Tianjin,
in northern China. But there was also
apparently a Hong Kong connection.

One big investor in Ping An was
Zheng Jianyuan, who former Ping An
executives said worked as a business
associate and an investment manager
for Cheng Yu-tung, the Hong Kong bil-
lionaire who controls both the New
World Development Group and Chow
Tai Fook, one of the world’s largest
jewelry store chains.

Between 2000 and 2004, five compa-
nies affiliated with Mr. Cheng and his
New World Group acquired 20 per-
cent of Ping An’s stock from the China
Merchants Group and other state en-
tities ahead of Ping An’s listing on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. At one
time, all five companies were man-
aged or controlled by Mr. Zheng.

Corporate and other public records
show that the investment vehicles
controlled by Mr. Zheng formed nu-
merous business partnerships with
the relatives of Mr. Wen, around the
time of the Ping An investments, and
financed two start-ups run by the

prime minister’s son, Wen Yunsong. 
In mid-2001, moreover, one of Mr.

Zheng’s investment vehicles bor-
rowed about $9 million from a dia-
mond company partly controlled by
relatives of the prime minister, and
his wife’s former government col-
leagues in the diamond trade, accord-
ing to regulatory filings. Soon after,
that vehicle — Baohua — bought
about 20 million Ping An shares be-
fore its initial public offering. 

Ping An executives declined to
comment. Cheng Yu-tung, who is now
87, could not be reached for comment.
Efforts to reach Mr. Zheng were also
unsuccessful.

People familiar with the sale of Ping
An shares to associates of Mr. Cheng
say that in 1999 a Chow Tai Fook joint
venture was restructured in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan and several other
investment vehicles were set up in
mainland China in order to avoid a
Chinese restriction on foreign owner-
ship.

At that point, Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley owned about 15 per-
cent of Ping An’s shares, and by 2002,
the British bank HSBC held 10 per-
cent. Under rules issued in 1998 by
China’s insurance regulators, total
foreign investment in Ping An was

capped at 25 percent. Those rules also
applied to investors from Hong Kong,
who are still considered foreign be-
cause Hong Kong is governed sep-
arately.

Using a Chinese government-issued
identity card in his name, Mr. Zheng
was able to control companies that
held more than one billion shares of

Ping An stock at the time of the Hong
Kong I.P.O. — just over 20 percent of
Ping An’s shares.

“These several parties were under
common control,” said one executive
who worked with Mr. Cheng and rela-
tives of Mr. Wen, but who asked not to
be named for fear of retribution. “It
was under the surface, like the Higgs
boson theory, economic dark matter:
It has a gravitational pull, but you
can’t see it.” 

A New York Times review of Ping
An’s public filings indicates that the
company never publicly disclosed
that Mr. Cheng or Mr. Zheng con-
trolled the stakes — or that the vari-
ous companies they were linked to
were closely related. And a search of
Hong Kong records and a visit to
Luhe County, in Guangdong Province
— the county listed as Mr. Zheng’s
hometown on his identity card — sug-
gests that Mr. Zheng was in fact a
Hong Kong resident.

After searching the local govern-
ment database, police in Luhe County
said no such person existed in the
county, and that the ID number was
not in their records. And Zheng Chen-
gyu, who compiles family histories in
Luhe County, said: “I’ve never heard
of this name.” 

Another Big Stake in Ping An, Hidden in a Hong Kong Investment

BOBBY YIP/REUTERS

Cheng Yu-tung, a Hong Kong bil-
lionaire. At one time, his compa-
nies owned 20 percent of Ping An. 

JIM WILSON/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Hu Kun is a former Ping An employee who served as staff assistant to Ma Mingzhe, the company chairman. 
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our losses relating to the investment in
Ping An, which would not be helpful for
the image of China’s policy of reform
and opening to the outside.” 

The letter came after months of ag-
gressive lobbying on the part of Ping An
executives and the two American banks
to persuade other high-ranking officials
in Beijing, including the central bank
and the insurance regulator, to hold
Ping An together, according to corpo-
rate documents reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping
An also began making contact with the
relatives of Mr. Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee
who served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant
from 1997 to 2000, recalled a 1999 meet-
ing between Mr. Ma and Zhang Beili,
the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what
transpired at the meeting, but he re-
called his boss’s reaction. “Because of
that meeting, Chairman Ma got very ex-
cited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now living in
the United States and who has quar-
reled with Ping An over 52,000 shares
he claimed he was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The
Times indicate that Mr. Ma held an af-
ternoon meeting and then dinner with
the prime minister’s wife and Li Chu-
nyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed,
but the relationship seemed to flourish.
Around the same time, a diamond com-
pany partly controlled by the relatives
of Ms. Zhang began occupying office
space at the Ping An office tower in Bei-
jing, according to records the diamond
company filed with regulators. Later, a
start-up co-founded by Wen Yunsong,
the son of Ms. Zhang and the prime min-
ister, won a lucrative technology con-
tract from Ping An, according to in-
terviews with former Ping An execu-
tives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping
An, declined to comment for this article.
Interviews with four senior executives
who worked with Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at
the corporate headquarters in Shen-
zhen during the same period corrob-
orate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the
content of the documents reviewed by
The Times concerning Ping An’s lobby-
ing efforts and meetings with the rela-
tives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the
Beijing office, confirmed in a telephone
interview that during that period he had
brought Ms. Zhang to meet the Ping An
chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed
no light on whether those meetings
played a role in the decision by govern-
ment regulators to abandon plans to
split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the
nation’s top regulators delivered their
verdict. With approval of the State
Council and insurance regulators, Ping
An began the process of transforming it-
self into a financial conglomerate. 

The company was not only allowed to
retain property and life insurance li-
censes, but also licenses that permitted
it to operate a brokerage and a trust
company. It was also allowed to obtain a
bank license. 

Together, analysts say, the licenses
were worth a fortune in China’s tightly
regulated marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to
enjoy these gold-digging benefits,” said
Bob Leung, a longtime insurance ana-
lyst at UBS in Hong Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply
survived the downturn, its prospects
had begun to look bright. The compa-
ny’s restructuring bolstered revenue
and profits. In October of that year, one
of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC,
agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a
10 percent stake in the company from
Ping An. Just over a year later, reg-
ulators approved the company’s appli-
cation to list and sell shares on the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its
listing in Hong Kong, a group of invest-
ors with close ties to senior officials in
Beijing, including Wen Jiabao, were qui-

etly accumulating large blocks of Ping
An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show,

a company run by Duan Weihong, a
Wen family friend from the prime min-
ister’s hometown, acquired Ping An
stock through a company called Tai-
hong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr.
Wen and colleagues of his wife took con-
trol of that investment vehicle, the
records show. 

According to documents Ping An filed
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong
acquired 77.7 million shares of Ping An
from the China Ocean Shipping Compa-
ny, a global shipping giant known as
Cosco, and 2.2 million more shares from
Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-for-
one stock split doubled the number of
shares Taihong owned. So in June 2004,
just before Ping An’s Hong Kong of-
fering, Taihong held 159.8 million
shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s
stock, according to public filings. 

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she
had paid about 40 cents a share at cur-
rent exchange rates, or a total of $65
million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge
and unusual discount, analysts say,
since HSBC had two months earlier ac-
quired its 10 percent stake for about
$1.60 a share, according to public filings. 

Cosco did not return calls seeking
comment.

For Taihong, it was a blockbuster pur-
chase. By 2007, when the price of Ping
An’s stock peaked, the 159 million
shares were valued at $3.7 billion —
though by 2007 Taihong had already sig-
nificantly reduced its stake, according
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of
record, the beneficiaries of the Ping An
deal were cloaked behind more than a
dozen investment vehicles controlled by
the relatives of Mr. Wen, including two
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as well
as several longtime colleagues and
business partners of his wife, Zhang
Beili, according to corporate and regula-

tory documents. All of them were listed,
along with Ms. Duan, as the owners of
Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s
mother, who is now 91, was listed on
public documents as holding $120 mil-
lion worth of Ping An stock through a
pair of investment companies linked to
Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know
the prime minister’s family in 2000, said
that she bought the Ping An shares for
her own personal account. The Wen rel-
atives only appear in the Taihong share-
holding records, she said, because her
company borrowed the government-is-
sued identity cards of other people —
mistakenly, she said, from relatives of
the prime minister — to help mask her
own Ping An stake from the public.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I re-
ceived 100 percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations

that put restrictions on trading in listed

shares by Communist Party members
and their families. 

For instance, the rules barred party
officials in charge of a state-owned com-
pany from using their parents, children
— or even their children’s spouse’s rela-
tives — to trade stocks of a listed state-
owned company. 

The Times found no indication that
Mr. Wen shared inside information with
family members. 

But there are many unanswered
questions about the relatives’ holdings,
analysts consulted by The Times said,
like who might have known about the
relatives’ purchases and whether any-
one had a legal obligation to disclose
that information. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs say they were unaware
of the share purchases and were not in-
volved in the transactions. 

The companies also said that a typical
I.P.O. process is unlikely to uncover the
ultimate identity of shareholders who
are hiding behind layers of investment
vehicles using unrecognizable names.

According to regulations in Hong
Kong and China, publicly listed compa-
nies and their professional partners
who help sell shares to the public are le-
gally obligated to disclose the identities
of only those shareholders controlling a
stake larger than 5 percent. The Times
found that at its peak, Taihong, the in-
vestment vehicle tied to the Wen family,
never held more than a 3.2 percent
stake. 

Another question that remains unan-
swered is how Taihong was able to buy
shares of Ping An at a price that ap-
pears to have been highly discounted.
By late 2002, Ping An had already be-
come a hot I.P.O. prospect following a
big investment by HSBC. 

The answers to some of the questions,
legal experts say, may turn on who was
involved in brokering the deal that led
to the relatives’ acquiring shares in
Ping An in the period before the compa-
ny’s public offering in 2004, and wheth-
er the deal-makers were seeking to gain
favors from the regulators. 

“The key questions are: why were
these people chosen, and on what terms
did they get the shares?” said Jerome
A. Cohen, a professor at New York Uni-
versity Law School and an expert on
China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot
I.P.O.”
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In October 2004, the investment company Taihong was one of the largest 
shareholders of insurance giant Ping An, holding 135 million shares. Taihong 
was itself owned by a series of other investment companies, which were in 
turn owned by others. Many of these owners were connected with China’s 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Records show that Wen family members, and 
friends and colleagues of the prime minister's wife effectively controlled at 
least 88 percent of the shares owned by Taihong.
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Two relatives obtained stakes in Ping An through 
Hongrui, beginning in 2005. By 2007, Yang Zhiyun, left, 
the prime minister’s mother, held $120 million worth of 
Ping An stock; and Yang Quanmei, the father-in-law of 
the prime minister’s son, held $113 million.
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By DAVID BARBOZA

The main connection to Ping An for
relatives of Wen Jiabao was through
their stakes in a company based in the
prime minister’s hometown, Tianjin,
in northern China. But there was also
apparently a Hong Kong connection.

One big investor in Ping An was
Zheng Jianyuan, who former Ping An
executives said worked as a business
associate and an investment manager
for Cheng Yu-tung, the Hong Kong bil-
lionaire who controls both the New
World Development Group and Chow
Tai Fook, one of the world’s largest
jewelry store chains.

Between 2000 and 2004, five compa-
nies affiliated with Mr. Cheng and his
New World Group acquired 20 per-
cent of Ping An’s stock from the China
Merchants Group and other state en-
tities ahead of Ping An’s listing on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. At one
time, all five companies were man-
aged or controlled by Mr. Zheng.

Corporate and other public records
show that the investment vehicles
controlled by Mr. Zheng formed nu-
merous business partnerships with
the relatives of Mr. Wen, around the
time of the Ping An investments, and
financed two start-ups run by the

prime minister’s son, Wen Yunsong. 
In mid-2001, moreover, one of Mr.

Zheng’s investment vehicles bor-
rowed about $9 million from a dia-
mond company partly controlled by
relatives of the prime minister, and
his wife’s former government col-
leagues in the diamond trade, accord-
ing to regulatory filings. Soon after,
that vehicle — Baohua — bought
about 20 million Ping An shares be-
fore its initial public offering. 

Ping An executives declined to
comment. Cheng Yu-tung, who is now
87, could not be reached for comment.
Efforts to reach Mr. Zheng were also
unsuccessful.

People familiar with the sale of Ping
An shares to associates of Mr. Cheng
say that in 1999 a Chow Tai Fook joint
venture was restructured in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan and several other
investment vehicles were set up in
mainland China in order to avoid a
Chinese restriction on foreign owner-
ship.

At that point, Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley owned about 15 per-
cent of Ping An’s shares, and by 2002,
the British bank HSBC held 10 per-
cent. Under rules issued in 1998 by
China’s insurance regulators, total
foreign investment in Ping An was

capped at 25 percent. Those rules also
applied to investors from Hong Kong,
who are still considered foreign be-
cause Hong Kong is governed sep-
arately.

Using a Chinese government-issued
identity card in his name, Mr. Zheng
was able to control companies that
held more than one billion shares of

Ping An stock at the time of the Hong
Kong I.P.O. — just over 20 percent of
Ping An’s shares.

“These several parties were under
common control,” said one executive
who worked with Mr. Cheng and rela-
tives of Mr. Wen, but who asked not to
be named for fear of retribution. “It
was under the surface, like the Higgs
boson theory, economic dark matter:
It has a gravitational pull, but you
can’t see it.” 

A New York Times review of Ping
An’s public filings indicates that the
company never publicly disclosed
that Mr. Cheng or Mr. Zheng con-
trolled the stakes — or that the vari-
ous companies they were linked to
were closely related. And a search of
Hong Kong records and a visit to
Luhe County, in Guangdong Province
— the county listed as Mr. Zheng’s
hometown on his identity card — sug-
gests that Mr. Zheng was in fact a
Hong Kong resident.

After searching the local govern-
ment database, police in Luhe County
said no such person existed in the
county, and that the ID number was
not in their records. And Zheng Chen-
gyu, who compiles family histories in
Luhe County, said: “I’ve never heard
of this name.” 

Another Big Stake in Ping An, Hidden in a Hong Kong Investment

BOBBY YIP/REUTERS

Cheng Yu-tung, a Hong Kong bil-
lionaire. At one time, his compa-
nies owned 20 percent of Ping An. 

JIM WILSON/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Hu Kun is a former Ping An employee who served as staff assistant to Ma Mingzhe, the company chairman. 
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our losses relating to the investment in
Ping An, which would not be helpful for
the image of China’s policy of reform
and opening to the outside.” 

The letter came after months of ag-
gressive lobbying on the part of Ping An
executives and the two American banks
to persuade other high-ranking officials
in Beijing, including the central bank
and the insurance regulator, to hold
Ping An together, according to corpo-
rate documents reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping
An also began making contact with the
relatives of Mr. Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee
who served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant
from 1997 to 2000, recalled a 1999 meet-
ing between Mr. Ma and Zhang Beili,
the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what
transpired at the meeting, but he re-
called his boss’s reaction. “Because of
that meeting, Chairman Ma got very ex-
cited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now living in
the United States and who has quar-
reled with Ping An over 52,000 shares
he claimed he was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The
Times indicate that Mr. Ma held an af-
ternoon meeting and then dinner with
the prime minister’s wife and Li Chu-
nyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed,
but the relationship seemed to flourish.
Around the same time, a diamond com-
pany partly controlled by the relatives
of Ms. Zhang began occupying office
space at the Ping An office tower in Bei-
jing, according to records the diamond
company filed with regulators. Later, a
start-up co-founded by Wen Yunsong,
the son of Ms. Zhang and the prime min-
ister, won a lucrative technology con-
tract from Ping An, according to in-
terviews with former Ping An execu-
tives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping
An, declined to comment for this article.
Interviews with four senior executives
who worked with Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at
the corporate headquarters in Shen-
zhen during the same period corrob-
orate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the
content of the documents reviewed by
The Times concerning Ping An’s lobby-
ing efforts and meetings with the rela-
tives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the
Beijing office, confirmed in a telephone
interview that during that period he had
brought Ms. Zhang to meet the Ping An
chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed
no light on whether those meetings
played a role in the decision by govern-
ment regulators to abandon plans to
split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the
nation’s top regulators delivered their
verdict. With approval of the State
Council and insurance regulators, Ping
An began the process of transforming it-
self into a financial conglomerate. 

The company was not only allowed to
retain property and life insurance li-
censes, but also licenses that permitted
it to operate a brokerage and a trust
company. It was also allowed to obtain a
bank license. 

Together, analysts say, the licenses
were worth a fortune in China’s tightly
regulated marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to
enjoy these gold-digging benefits,” said
Bob Leung, a longtime insurance ana-
lyst at UBS in Hong Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply
survived the downturn, its prospects
had begun to look bright. The compa-
ny’s restructuring bolstered revenue
and profits. In October of that year, one
of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC,
agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a
10 percent stake in the company from
Ping An. Just over a year later, reg-
ulators approved the company’s appli-
cation to list and sell shares on the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its
listing in Hong Kong, a group of invest-
ors with close ties to senior officials in
Beijing, including Wen Jiabao, were qui-

etly accumulating large blocks of Ping
An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show,

a company run by Duan Weihong, a
Wen family friend from the prime min-
ister’s hometown, acquired Ping An
stock through a company called Tai-
hong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr.
Wen and colleagues of his wife took con-
trol of that investment vehicle, the
records show. 

According to documents Ping An filed
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong
acquired 77.7 million shares of Ping An
from the China Ocean Shipping Compa-
ny, a global shipping giant known as
Cosco, and 2.2 million more shares from
Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-for-
one stock split doubled the number of
shares Taihong owned. So in June 2004,
just before Ping An’s Hong Kong of-
fering, Taihong held 159.8 million
shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s
stock, according to public filings. 

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she
had paid about 40 cents a share at cur-
rent exchange rates, or a total of $65
million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge
and unusual discount, analysts say,
since HSBC had two months earlier ac-
quired its 10 percent stake for about
$1.60 a share, according to public filings. 

Cosco did not return calls seeking
comment.

For Taihong, it was a blockbuster pur-
chase. By 2007, when the price of Ping
An’s stock peaked, the 159 million
shares were valued at $3.7 billion —
though by 2007 Taihong had already sig-
nificantly reduced its stake, according
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of
record, the beneficiaries of the Ping An
deal were cloaked behind more than a
dozen investment vehicles controlled by
the relatives of Mr. Wen, including two
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as well
as several longtime colleagues and
business partners of his wife, Zhang
Beili, according to corporate and regula-

tory documents. All of them were listed,
along with Ms. Duan, as the owners of
Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s
mother, who is now 91, was listed on
public documents as holding $120 mil-
lion worth of Ping An stock through a
pair of investment companies linked to
Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know
the prime minister’s family in 2000, said
that she bought the Ping An shares for
her own personal account. The Wen rel-
atives only appear in the Taihong share-
holding records, she said, because her
company borrowed the government-is-
sued identity cards of other people —
mistakenly, she said, from relatives of
the prime minister — to help mask her
own Ping An stake from the public.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I re-
ceived 100 percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations

that put restrictions on trading in listed

shares by Communist Party members
and their families. 

For instance, the rules barred party
officials in charge of a state-owned com-
pany from using their parents, children
— or even their children’s spouse’s rela-
tives — to trade stocks of a listed state-
owned company. 

The Times found no indication that
Mr. Wen shared inside information with
family members. 

But there are many unanswered
questions about the relatives’ holdings,
analysts consulted by The Times said,
like who might have known about the
relatives’ purchases and whether any-
one had a legal obligation to disclose
that information. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs say they were unaware
of the share purchases and were not in-
volved in the transactions. 

The companies also said that a typical
I.P.O. process is unlikely to uncover the
ultimate identity of shareholders who
are hiding behind layers of investment
vehicles using unrecognizable names.

According to regulations in Hong
Kong and China, publicly listed compa-
nies and their professional partners
who help sell shares to the public are le-
gally obligated to disclose the identities
of only those shareholders controlling a
stake larger than 5 percent. The Times
found that at its peak, Taihong, the in-
vestment vehicle tied to the Wen family,
never held more than a 3.2 percent
stake. 

Another question that remains unan-
swered is how Taihong was able to buy
shares of Ping An at a price that ap-
pears to have been highly discounted.
By late 2002, Ping An had already be-
come a hot I.P.O. prospect following a
big investment by HSBC. 

The answers to some of the questions,
legal experts say, may turn on who was
involved in brokering the deal that led
to the relatives’ acquiring shares in
Ping An in the period before the compa-
ny’s public offering in 2004, and wheth-
er the deal-makers were seeking to gain
favors from the regulators. 

“The key questions are: why were
these people chosen, and on what terms
did they get the shares?” said Jerome
A. Cohen, a professor at New York Uni-
versity Law School and an expert on
China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot
I.P.O.”
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In October 2004, the investment company Taihong was one of the largest 
shareholders of insurance giant Ping An, holding 135 million shares. Taihong 
was itself owned by a series of other investment companies, which were in 
turn owned by others. Many of these owners were connected with China’s 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Records show that Wen family members, and 
friends and colleagues of the prime minister's wife effectively controlled at 
least 88 percent of the shares owned by Taihong.
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Two relatives obtained stakes in Ping An through 
Hongrui, beginning in 2005. By 2007, Yang Zhiyun, left, 
the prime minister’s mother, held $120 million worth of 
Ping An stock; and Yang Quanmei, the father-in-law of 
the prime minister’s son, held $113 million.

In October 2004, 135 million 
shares of Ping An Insurance 
were owned by Taihong, an 
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By DAVID BARBOZA

The main connection to Ping An for
relatives of Wen Jiabao was through
their stakes in a company based in the
prime minister’s hometown, Tianjin,
in northern China. But there was also
apparently a Hong Kong connection.

One big investor in Ping An was
Zheng Jianyuan, who former Ping An
executives said worked as a business
associate and an investment manager
for Cheng Yu-tung, the Hong Kong bil-
lionaire who controls both the New
World Development Group and Chow
Tai Fook, one of the world’s largest
jewelry store chains.

Between 2000 and 2004, five compa-
nies affiliated with Mr. Cheng and his
New World Group acquired 20 per-
cent of Ping An’s stock from the China
Merchants Group and other state en-
tities ahead of Ping An’s listing on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. At one
time, all five companies were man-
aged or controlled by Mr. Zheng.

Corporate and other public records
show that the investment vehicles
controlled by Mr. Zheng formed nu-
merous business partnerships with
the relatives of Mr. Wen, around the
time of the Ping An investments, and
financed two start-ups run by the

prime minister’s son, Wen Yunsong. 
In mid-2001, moreover, one of Mr.

Zheng’s investment vehicles bor-
rowed about $9 million from a dia-
mond company partly controlled by
relatives of the prime minister, and
his wife’s former government col-
leagues in the diamond trade, accord-
ing to regulatory filings. Soon after,
that vehicle — Baohua — bought
about 20 million Ping An shares be-
fore its initial public offering. 

Ping An executives declined to
comment. Cheng Yu-tung, who is now
87, could not be reached for comment.
Efforts to reach Mr. Zheng were also
unsuccessful.

People familiar with the sale of Ping
An shares to associates of Mr. Cheng
say that in 1999 a Chow Tai Fook joint
venture was restructured in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan and several other
investment vehicles were set up in
mainland China in order to avoid a
Chinese restriction on foreign owner-
ship.

At that point, Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley owned about 15 per-
cent of Ping An’s shares, and by 2002,
the British bank HSBC held 10 per-
cent. Under rules issued in 1998 by
China’s insurance regulators, total
foreign investment in Ping An was

capped at 25 percent. Those rules also
applied to investors from Hong Kong,
who are still considered foreign be-
cause Hong Kong is governed sep-
arately.

Using a Chinese government-issued
identity card in his name, Mr. Zheng
was able to control companies that
held more than one billion shares of

Ping An stock at the time of the Hong
Kong I.P.O. — just over 20 percent of
Ping An’s shares.

“These several parties were under
common control,” said one executive
who worked with Mr. Cheng and rela-
tives of Mr. Wen, but who asked not to
be named for fear of retribution. “It
was under the surface, like the Higgs
boson theory, economic dark matter:
It has a gravitational pull, but you
can’t see it.” 

A New York Times review of Ping
An’s public filings indicates that the
company never publicly disclosed
that Mr. Cheng or Mr. Zheng con-
trolled the stakes — or that the vari-
ous companies they were linked to
were closely related. And a search of
Hong Kong records and a visit to
Luhe County, in Guangdong Province
— the county listed as Mr. Zheng’s
hometown on his identity card — sug-
gests that Mr. Zheng was in fact a
Hong Kong resident.

After searching the local govern-
ment database, police in Luhe County
said no such person existed in the
county, and that the ID number was
not in their records. And Zheng Chen-
gyu, who compiles family histories in
Luhe County, said: “I’ve never heard
of this name.” 

Another Big Stake in Ping An, Hidden in a Hong Kong Investment

BOBBY YIP/REUTERS

Cheng Yu-tung, a Hong Kong bil-
lionaire. At one time, his compa-
nies owned 20 percent of Ping An. 

JIM WILSON/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Hu Kun is a former Ping An employee who served as staff assistant to Ma Mingzhe, the company chairman. 
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our losses relating to the investment in
Ping An, which would not be helpful for
the image of China’s policy of reform
and opening to the outside.” 

The letter came after months of ag-
gressive lobbying on the part of Ping An
executives and the two American banks
to persuade other high-ranking officials
in Beijing, including the central bank
and the insurance regulator, to hold
Ping An together, according to corpo-
rate documents reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping
An also began making contact with the
relatives of Mr. Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee
who served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant
from 1997 to 2000, recalled a 1999 meet-
ing between Mr. Ma and Zhang Beili,
the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what
transpired at the meeting, but he re-
called his boss’s reaction. “Because of
that meeting, Chairman Ma got very ex-
cited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now living in
the United States and who has quar-
reled with Ping An over 52,000 shares
he claimed he was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The
Times indicate that Mr. Ma held an af-
ternoon meeting and then dinner with
the prime minister’s wife and Li Chu-
nyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed,
but the relationship seemed to flourish.
Around the same time, a diamond com-
pany partly controlled by the relatives
of Ms. Zhang began occupying office
space at the Ping An office tower in Bei-
jing, according to records the diamond
company filed with regulators. Later, a
start-up co-founded by Wen Yunsong,
the son of Ms. Zhang and the prime min-
ister, won a lucrative technology con-
tract from Ping An, according to in-
terviews with former Ping An execu-
tives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping
An, declined to comment for this article.
Interviews with four senior executives
who worked with Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at
the corporate headquarters in Shen-
zhen during the same period corrob-
orate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the
content of the documents reviewed by
The Times concerning Ping An’s lobby-
ing efforts and meetings with the rela-
tives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the
Beijing office, confirmed in a telephone
interview that during that period he had
brought Ms. Zhang to meet the Ping An
chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed
no light on whether those meetings
played a role in the decision by govern-
ment regulators to abandon plans to
split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the
nation’s top regulators delivered their
verdict. With approval of the State
Council and insurance regulators, Ping
An began the process of transforming it-
self into a financial conglomerate. 

The company was not only allowed to
retain property and life insurance li-
censes, but also licenses that permitted
it to operate a brokerage and a trust
company. It was also allowed to obtain a
bank license. 

Together, analysts say, the licenses
were worth a fortune in China’s tightly
regulated marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to
enjoy these gold-digging benefits,” said
Bob Leung, a longtime insurance ana-
lyst at UBS in Hong Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply
survived the downturn, its prospects
had begun to look bright. The compa-
ny’s restructuring bolstered revenue
and profits. In October of that year, one
of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC,
agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a
10 percent stake in the company from
Ping An. Just over a year later, reg-
ulators approved the company’s appli-
cation to list and sell shares on the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its
listing in Hong Kong, a group of invest-
ors with close ties to senior officials in
Beijing, including Wen Jiabao, were qui-

etly accumulating large blocks of Ping
An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show,

a company run by Duan Weihong, a
Wen family friend from the prime min-
ister’s hometown, acquired Ping An
stock through a company called Tai-
hong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr.
Wen and colleagues of his wife took con-
trol of that investment vehicle, the
records show. 

According to documents Ping An filed
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong
acquired 77.7 million shares of Ping An
from the China Ocean Shipping Compa-
ny, a global shipping giant known as
Cosco, and 2.2 million more shares from
Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-for-
one stock split doubled the number of
shares Taihong owned. So in June 2004,
just before Ping An’s Hong Kong of-
fering, Taihong held 159.8 million
shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s
stock, according to public filings. 

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she
had paid about 40 cents a share at cur-
rent exchange rates, or a total of $65
million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge
and unusual discount, analysts say,
since HSBC had two months earlier ac-
quired its 10 percent stake for about
$1.60 a share, according to public filings. 

Cosco did not return calls seeking
comment.

For Taihong, it was a blockbuster pur-
chase. By 2007, when the price of Ping
An’s stock peaked, the 159 million
shares were valued at $3.7 billion —
though by 2007 Taihong had already sig-
nificantly reduced its stake, according
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of
record, the beneficiaries of the Ping An
deal were cloaked behind more than a
dozen investment vehicles controlled by
the relatives of Mr. Wen, including two
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as well
as several longtime colleagues and
business partners of his wife, Zhang
Beili, according to corporate and regula-

tory documents. All of them were listed,
along with Ms. Duan, as the owners of
Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s
mother, who is now 91, was listed on
public documents as holding $120 mil-
lion worth of Ping An stock through a
pair of investment companies linked to
Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know
the prime minister’s family in 2000, said
that she bought the Ping An shares for
her own personal account. The Wen rel-
atives only appear in the Taihong share-
holding records, she said, because her
company borrowed the government-is-
sued identity cards of other people —
mistakenly, she said, from relatives of
the prime minister — to help mask her
own Ping An stake from the public.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I re-
ceived 100 percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations

that put restrictions on trading in listed

shares by Communist Party members
and their families. 

For instance, the rules barred party
officials in charge of a state-owned com-
pany from using their parents, children
— or even their children’s spouse’s rela-
tives — to trade stocks of a listed state-
owned company. 

The Times found no indication that
Mr. Wen shared inside information with
family members. 

But there are many unanswered
questions about the relatives’ holdings,
analysts consulted by The Times said,
like who might have known about the
relatives’ purchases and whether any-
one had a legal obligation to disclose
that information. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs say they were unaware
of the share purchases and were not in-
volved in the transactions. 

The companies also said that a typical
I.P.O. process is unlikely to uncover the
ultimate identity of shareholders who
are hiding behind layers of investment
vehicles using unrecognizable names.

According to regulations in Hong
Kong and China, publicly listed compa-
nies and their professional partners
who help sell shares to the public are le-
gally obligated to disclose the identities
of only those shareholders controlling a
stake larger than 5 percent. The Times
found that at its peak, Taihong, the in-
vestment vehicle tied to the Wen family,
never held more than a 3.2 percent
stake. 

Another question that remains unan-
swered is how Taihong was able to buy
shares of Ping An at a price that ap-
pears to have been highly discounted.
By late 2002, Ping An had already be-
come a hot I.P.O. prospect following a
big investment by HSBC. 

The answers to some of the questions,
legal experts say, may turn on who was
involved in brokering the deal that led
to the relatives’ acquiring shares in
Ping An in the period before the compa-
ny’s public offering in 2004, and wheth-
er the deal-makers were seeking to gain
favors from the regulators. 

“The key questions are: why were
these people chosen, and on what terms
did they get the shares?” said Jerome
A. Cohen, a professor at New York Uni-
versity Law School and an expert on
China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot
I.P.O.”
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In October 2004, the investment company Taihong was one of the largest 
shareholders of insurance giant Ping An, holding 135 million shares. Taihong 
was itself owned by a series of other investment companies, which were in 
turn owned by others. Many of these owners were connected with China’s 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Records show that Wen family members, and 
friends and colleagues of the prime minister's wife effectively controlled at 
least 88 percent of the shares owned by Taihong.
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Two relatives obtained stakes in Ping An through 
Hongrui, beginning in 2005. By 2007, Yang Zhiyun, left, 
the prime minister’s mother, held $120 million worth of 
Ping An stock; and Yang Quanmei, the father-in-law of 
the prime minister’s son, held $113 million.

In October 2004, 135 million 
shares of Ping An Insurance 
were owned by Taihong, an 
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Friend of Wen
Jiabao’s wife
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By DAVID BARBOZA

The main connection to Ping An for
relatives of Wen Jiabao was through
their stakes in a company based in the
prime minister’s hometown, Tianjin,
in northern China. But there was also
apparently a Hong Kong connection.

One big investor in Ping An was
Zheng Jianyuan, who former Ping An
executives said worked as a business
associate and an investment manager
for Cheng Yu-tung, the Hong Kong bil-
lionaire who controls both the New
World Development Group and Chow
Tai Fook, one of the world’s largest
jewelry store chains.

Between 2000 and 2004, five compa-
nies affiliated with Mr. Cheng and his
New World Group acquired 20 per-
cent of Ping An’s stock from the China
Merchants Group and other state en-
tities ahead of Ping An’s listing on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. At one
time, all five companies were man-
aged or controlled by Mr. Zheng.

Corporate and other public records
show that the investment vehicles
controlled by Mr. Zheng formed nu-
merous business partnerships with
the relatives of Mr. Wen, around the
time of the Ping An investments, and
financed two start-ups run by the

prime minister’s son, Wen Yunsong. 
In mid-2001, moreover, one of Mr.

Zheng’s investment vehicles bor-
rowed about $9 million from a dia-
mond company partly controlled by
relatives of the prime minister, and
his wife’s former government col-
leagues in the diamond trade, accord-
ing to regulatory filings. Soon after,
that vehicle — Baohua — bought
about 20 million Ping An shares be-
fore its initial public offering. 

Ping An executives declined to
comment. Cheng Yu-tung, who is now
87, could not be reached for comment.
Efforts to reach Mr. Zheng were also
unsuccessful.

People familiar with the sale of Ping
An shares to associates of Mr. Cheng
say that in 1999 a Chow Tai Fook joint
venture was restructured in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan and several other
investment vehicles were set up in
mainland China in order to avoid a
Chinese restriction on foreign owner-
ship.

At that point, Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley owned about 15 per-
cent of Ping An’s shares, and by 2002,
the British bank HSBC held 10 per-
cent. Under rules issued in 1998 by
China’s insurance regulators, total
foreign investment in Ping An was

capped at 25 percent. Those rules also
applied to investors from Hong Kong,
who are still considered foreign be-
cause Hong Kong is governed sep-
arately.

Using a Chinese government-issued
identity card in his name, Mr. Zheng
was able to control companies that
held more than one billion shares of

Ping An stock at the time of the Hong
Kong I.P.O. — just over 20 percent of
Ping An’s shares.

“These several parties were under
common control,” said one executive
who worked with Mr. Cheng and rela-
tives of Mr. Wen, but who asked not to
be named for fear of retribution. “It
was under the surface, like the Higgs
boson theory, economic dark matter:
It has a gravitational pull, but you
can’t see it.” 

A New York Times review of Ping
An’s public filings indicates that the
company never publicly disclosed
that Mr. Cheng or Mr. Zheng con-
trolled the stakes — or that the vari-
ous companies they were linked to
were closely related. And a search of
Hong Kong records and a visit to
Luhe County, in Guangdong Province
— the county listed as Mr. Zheng’s
hometown on his identity card — sug-
gests that Mr. Zheng was in fact a
Hong Kong resident.

After searching the local govern-
ment database, police in Luhe County
said no such person existed in the
county, and that the ID number was
not in their records. And Zheng Chen-
gyu, who compiles family histories in
Luhe County, said: “I’ve never heard
of this name.” 

Another Big Stake in Ping An, Hidden in a Hong Kong Investment

BOBBY YIP/REUTERS

Cheng Yu-tung, a Hong Kong bil-
lionaire. At one time, his compa-
nies owned 20 percent of Ping An. 

JIM WILSON/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Hu Kun is a former Ping An employee who served as staff assistant to Ma Mingzhe, the company chairman. 
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our losses relating to the investment in
Ping An, which would not be helpful for
the image of China’s policy of reform
and opening to the outside.” 

The letter came after months of ag-
gressive lobbying on the part of Ping An
executives and the two American banks
to persuade other high-ranking officials
in Beijing, including the central bank
and the insurance regulator, to hold
Ping An together, according to corpo-
rate documents reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping
An also began making contact with the
relatives of Mr. Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee
who served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant
from 1997 to 2000, recalled a 1999 meet-
ing between Mr. Ma and Zhang Beili,
the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what
transpired at the meeting, but he re-
called his boss’s reaction. “Because of
that meeting, Chairman Ma got very ex-
cited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now living in
the United States and who has quar-
reled with Ping An over 52,000 shares
he claimed he was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The
Times indicate that Mr. Ma held an af-
ternoon meeting and then dinner with
the prime minister’s wife and Li Chu-
nyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed,
but the relationship seemed to flourish.
Around the same time, a diamond com-
pany partly controlled by the relatives
of Ms. Zhang began occupying office
space at the Ping An office tower in Bei-
jing, according to records the diamond
company filed with regulators. Later, a
start-up co-founded by Wen Yunsong,
the son of Ms. Zhang and the prime min-
ister, won a lucrative technology con-
tract from Ping An, according to in-
terviews with former Ping An execu-
tives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping
An, declined to comment for this article.
Interviews with four senior executives
who worked with Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at
the corporate headquarters in Shen-
zhen during the same period corrob-
orate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the
content of the documents reviewed by
The Times concerning Ping An’s lobby-
ing efforts and meetings with the rela-
tives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the
Beijing office, confirmed in a telephone
interview that during that period he had
brought Ms. Zhang to meet the Ping An
chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed
no light on whether those meetings
played a role in the decision by govern-
ment regulators to abandon plans to
split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the
nation’s top regulators delivered their
verdict. With approval of the State
Council and insurance regulators, Ping
An began the process of transforming it-
self into a financial conglomerate. 

The company was not only allowed to
retain property and life insurance li-
censes, but also licenses that permitted
it to operate a brokerage and a trust
company. It was also allowed to obtain a
bank license. 

Together, analysts say, the licenses
were worth a fortune in China’s tightly
regulated marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to
enjoy these gold-digging benefits,” said
Bob Leung, a longtime insurance ana-
lyst at UBS in Hong Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply
survived the downturn, its prospects
had begun to look bright. The compa-
ny’s restructuring bolstered revenue
and profits. In October of that year, one
of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC,
agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a
10 percent stake in the company from
Ping An. Just over a year later, reg-
ulators approved the company’s appli-
cation to list and sell shares on the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its
listing in Hong Kong, a group of invest-
ors with close ties to senior officials in
Beijing, including Wen Jiabao, were qui-

etly accumulating large blocks of Ping
An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show,

a company run by Duan Weihong, a
Wen family friend from the prime min-
ister’s hometown, acquired Ping An
stock through a company called Tai-
hong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr.
Wen and colleagues of his wife took con-
trol of that investment vehicle, the
records show. 

According to documents Ping An filed
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong
acquired 77.7 million shares of Ping An
from the China Ocean Shipping Compa-
ny, a global shipping giant known as
Cosco, and 2.2 million more shares from
Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-for-
one stock split doubled the number of
shares Taihong owned. So in June 2004,
just before Ping An’s Hong Kong of-
fering, Taihong held 159.8 million
shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s
stock, according to public filings. 

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she
had paid about 40 cents a share at cur-
rent exchange rates, or a total of $65
million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge
and unusual discount, analysts say,
since HSBC had two months earlier ac-
quired its 10 percent stake for about
$1.60 a share, according to public filings. 

Cosco did not return calls seeking
comment.

For Taihong, it was a blockbuster pur-
chase. By 2007, when the price of Ping
An’s stock peaked, the 159 million
shares were valued at $3.7 billion —
though by 2007 Taihong had already sig-
nificantly reduced its stake, according
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of
record, the beneficiaries of the Ping An
deal were cloaked behind more than a
dozen investment vehicles controlled by
the relatives of Mr. Wen, including two
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as well
as several longtime colleagues and
business partners of his wife, Zhang
Beili, according to corporate and regula-

tory documents. All of them were listed,
along with Ms. Duan, as the owners of
Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s
mother, who is now 91, was listed on
public documents as holding $120 mil-
lion worth of Ping An stock through a
pair of investment companies linked to
Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know
the prime minister’s family in 2000, said
that she bought the Ping An shares for
her own personal account. The Wen rel-
atives only appear in the Taihong share-
holding records, she said, because her
company borrowed the government-is-
sued identity cards of other people —
mistakenly, she said, from relatives of
the prime minister — to help mask her
own Ping An stake from the public.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I re-
ceived 100 percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations

that put restrictions on trading in listed

shares by Communist Party members
and their families. 

For instance, the rules barred party
officials in charge of a state-owned com-
pany from using their parents, children
— or even their children’s spouse’s rela-
tives — to trade stocks of a listed state-
owned company. 

The Times found no indication that
Mr. Wen shared inside information with
family members. 

But there are many unanswered
questions about the relatives’ holdings,
analysts consulted by The Times said,
like who might have known about the
relatives’ purchases and whether any-
one had a legal obligation to disclose
that information. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs say they were unaware
of the share purchases and were not in-
volved in the transactions. 

The companies also said that a typical
I.P.O. process is unlikely to uncover the
ultimate identity of shareholders who
are hiding behind layers of investment
vehicles using unrecognizable names.

According to regulations in Hong
Kong and China, publicly listed compa-
nies and their professional partners
who help sell shares to the public are le-
gally obligated to disclose the identities
of only those shareholders controlling a
stake larger than 5 percent. The Times
found that at its peak, Taihong, the in-
vestment vehicle tied to the Wen family,
never held more than a 3.2 percent
stake. 

Another question that remains unan-
swered is how Taihong was able to buy
shares of Ping An at a price that ap-
pears to have been highly discounted.
By late 2002, Ping An had already be-
come a hot I.P.O. prospect following a
big investment by HSBC. 

The answers to some of the questions,
legal experts say, may turn on who was
involved in brokering the deal that led
to the relatives’ acquiring shares in
Ping An in the period before the compa-
ny’s public offering in 2004, and wheth-
er the deal-makers were seeking to gain
favors from the regulators. 

“The key questions are: why were
these people chosen, and on what terms
did they get the shares?” said Jerome
A. Cohen, a professor at New York Uni-
versity Law School and an expert on
China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot
I.P.O.”
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In October 2004, the investment company Taihong was one of the largest 
shareholders of insurance giant Ping An, holding 135 million shares. Taihong 
was itself owned by a series of other investment companies, which were in 
turn owned by others. Many of these owners were connected with China’s 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Records show that Wen family members, and 
friends and colleagues of the prime minister's wife effectively controlled at 
least 88 percent of the shares owned by Taihong.
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Two relatives obtained stakes in Ping An through 
Hongrui, beginning in 2005. By 2007, Yang Zhiyun, left, 
the prime minister’s mother, held $120 million worth of 
Ping An stock; and Yang Quanmei, the father-in-law of 
the prime minister’s son, held $113 million.

In October 2004, 135 million 
shares of Ping An Insurance 
were owned by Taihong, an 
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By DAVID BARBOZA

The main connection to Ping An for
relatives of Wen Jiabao was through
their stakes in a company based in the
prime minister’s hometown, Tianjin,
in northern China. But there was also
apparently a Hong Kong connection.

One big investor in Ping An was
Zheng Jianyuan, who former Ping An
executives said worked as a business
associate and an investment manager
for Cheng Yu-tung, the Hong Kong bil-
lionaire who controls both the New
World Development Group and Chow
Tai Fook, one of the world’s largest
jewelry store chains.

Between 2000 and 2004, five compa-
nies affiliated with Mr. Cheng and his
New World Group acquired 20 per-
cent of Ping An’s stock from the China
Merchants Group and other state en-
tities ahead of Ping An’s listing on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. At one
time, all five companies were man-
aged or controlled by Mr. Zheng.

Corporate and other public records
show that the investment vehicles
controlled by Mr. Zheng formed nu-
merous business partnerships with
the relatives of Mr. Wen, around the
time of the Ping An investments, and
financed two start-ups run by the

prime minister’s son, Wen Yunsong. 
In mid-2001, moreover, one of Mr.

Zheng’s investment vehicles bor-
rowed about $9 million from a dia-
mond company partly controlled by
relatives of the prime minister, and
his wife’s former government col-
leagues in the diamond trade, accord-
ing to regulatory filings. Soon after,
that vehicle — Baohua — bought
about 20 million Ping An shares be-
fore its initial public offering. 

Ping An executives declined to
comment. Cheng Yu-tung, who is now
87, could not be reached for comment.
Efforts to reach Mr. Zheng were also
unsuccessful.

People familiar with the sale of Ping
An shares to associates of Mr. Cheng
say that in 1999 a Chow Tai Fook joint
venture was restructured in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan and several other
investment vehicles were set up in
mainland China in order to avoid a
Chinese restriction on foreign owner-
ship.

At that point, Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley owned about 15 per-
cent of Ping An’s shares, and by 2002,
the British bank HSBC held 10 per-
cent. Under rules issued in 1998 by
China’s insurance regulators, total
foreign investment in Ping An was

capped at 25 percent. Those rules also
applied to investors from Hong Kong,
who are still considered foreign be-
cause Hong Kong is governed sep-
arately.

Using a Chinese government-issued
identity card in his name, Mr. Zheng
was able to control companies that
held more than one billion shares of

Ping An stock at the time of the Hong
Kong I.P.O. — just over 20 percent of
Ping An’s shares.

“These several parties were under
common control,” said one executive
who worked with Mr. Cheng and rela-
tives of Mr. Wen, but who asked not to
be named for fear of retribution. “It
was under the surface, like the Higgs
boson theory, economic dark matter:
It has a gravitational pull, but you
can’t see it.” 

A New York Times review of Ping
An’s public filings indicates that the
company never publicly disclosed
that Mr. Cheng or Mr. Zheng con-
trolled the stakes — or that the vari-
ous companies they were linked to
were closely related. And a search of
Hong Kong records and a visit to
Luhe County, in Guangdong Province
— the county listed as Mr. Zheng’s
hometown on his identity card — sug-
gests that Mr. Zheng was in fact a
Hong Kong resident.

After searching the local govern-
ment database, police in Luhe County
said no such person existed in the
county, and that the ID number was
not in their records. And Zheng Chen-
gyu, who compiles family histories in
Luhe County, said: “I’ve never heard
of this name.” 

Another Big Stake in Ping An, Hidden in a Hong Kong Investment

BOBBY YIP/REUTERS

Cheng Yu-tung, a Hong Kong bil-
lionaire. At one time, his compa-
nies owned 20 percent of Ping An. 

JIM WILSON/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Hu Kun is a former Ping An employee who served as staff assistant to Ma Mingzhe, the company chairman. 
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our losses relating to the investment in
Ping An, which would not be helpful for
the image of China’s policy of reform
and opening to the outside.” 

The letter came after months of ag-
gressive lobbying on the part of Ping An
executives and the two American banks
to persuade other high-ranking officials
in Beijing, including the central bank
and the insurance regulator, to hold
Ping An together, according to corpo-
rate documents reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping
An also began making contact with the
relatives of Mr. Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee
who served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant
from 1997 to 2000, recalled a 1999 meet-
ing between Mr. Ma and Zhang Beili,
the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what
transpired at the meeting, but he re-
called his boss’s reaction. “Because of
that meeting, Chairman Ma got very ex-
cited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now living in
the United States and who has quar-
reled with Ping An over 52,000 shares
he claimed he was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The
Times indicate that Mr. Ma held an af-
ternoon meeting and then dinner with
the prime minister’s wife and Li Chu-
nyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed,
but the relationship seemed to flourish.
Around the same time, a diamond com-
pany partly controlled by the relatives
of Ms. Zhang began occupying office
space at the Ping An office tower in Bei-
jing, according to records the diamond
company filed with regulators. Later, a
start-up co-founded by Wen Yunsong,
the son of Ms. Zhang and the prime min-
ister, won a lucrative technology con-
tract from Ping An, according to in-
terviews with former Ping An execu-
tives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping
An, declined to comment for this article.
Interviews with four senior executives
who worked with Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at
the corporate headquarters in Shen-
zhen during the same period corrob-
orate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the
content of the documents reviewed by
The Times concerning Ping An’s lobby-
ing efforts and meetings with the rela-
tives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the
Beijing office, confirmed in a telephone
interview that during that period he had
brought Ms. Zhang to meet the Ping An
chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed
no light on whether those meetings
played a role in the decision by govern-
ment regulators to abandon plans to
split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the
nation’s top regulators delivered their
verdict. With approval of the State
Council and insurance regulators, Ping
An began the process of transforming it-
self into a financial conglomerate. 

The company was not only allowed to
retain property and life insurance li-
censes, but also licenses that permitted
it to operate a brokerage and a trust
company. It was also allowed to obtain a
bank license. 

Together, analysts say, the licenses
were worth a fortune in China’s tightly
regulated marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to
enjoy these gold-digging benefits,” said
Bob Leung, a longtime insurance ana-
lyst at UBS in Hong Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply
survived the downturn, its prospects
had begun to look bright. The compa-
ny’s restructuring bolstered revenue
and profits. In October of that year, one
of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC,
agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a
10 percent stake in the company from
Ping An. Just over a year later, reg-
ulators approved the company’s appli-
cation to list and sell shares on the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its
listing in Hong Kong, a group of invest-
ors with close ties to senior officials in
Beijing, including Wen Jiabao, were qui-

etly accumulating large blocks of Ping
An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show,

a company run by Duan Weihong, a
Wen family friend from the prime min-
ister’s hometown, acquired Ping An
stock through a company called Tai-
hong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr.
Wen and colleagues of his wife took con-
trol of that investment vehicle, the
records show. 

According to documents Ping An filed
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong
acquired 77.7 million shares of Ping An
from the China Ocean Shipping Compa-
ny, a global shipping giant known as
Cosco, and 2.2 million more shares from
Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-for-
one stock split doubled the number of
shares Taihong owned. So in June 2004,
just before Ping An’s Hong Kong of-
fering, Taihong held 159.8 million
shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s
stock, according to public filings. 

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she
had paid about 40 cents a share at cur-
rent exchange rates, or a total of $65
million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge
and unusual discount, analysts say,
since HSBC had two months earlier ac-
quired its 10 percent stake for about
$1.60 a share, according to public filings. 

Cosco did not return calls seeking
comment.

For Taihong, it was a blockbuster pur-
chase. By 2007, when the price of Ping
An’s stock peaked, the 159 million
shares were valued at $3.7 billion —
though by 2007 Taihong had already sig-
nificantly reduced its stake, according
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of
record, the beneficiaries of the Ping An
deal were cloaked behind more than a
dozen investment vehicles controlled by
the relatives of Mr. Wen, including two
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as well
as several longtime colleagues and
business partners of his wife, Zhang
Beili, according to corporate and regula-

tory documents. All of them were listed,
along with Ms. Duan, as the owners of
Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s
mother, who is now 91, was listed on
public documents as holding $120 mil-
lion worth of Ping An stock through a
pair of investment companies linked to
Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know
the prime minister’s family in 2000, said
that she bought the Ping An shares for
her own personal account. The Wen rel-
atives only appear in the Taihong share-
holding records, she said, because her
company borrowed the government-is-
sued identity cards of other people —
mistakenly, she said, from relatives of
the prime minister — to help mask her
own Ping An stake from the public.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I re-
ceived 100 percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations

that put restrictions on trading in listed

shares by Communist Party members
and their families. 

For instance, the rules barred party
officials in charge of a state-owned com-
pany from using their parents, children
— or even their children’s spouse’s rela-
tives — to trade stocks of a listed state-
owned company. 

The Times found no indication that
Mr. Wen shared inside information with
family members. 

But there are many unanswered
questions about the relatives’ holdings,
analysts consulted by The Times said,
like who might have known about the
relatives’ purchases and whether any-
one had a legal obligation to disclose
that information. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs say they were unaware
of the share purchases and were not in-
volved in the transactions. 

The companies also said that a typical
I.P.O. process is unlikely to uncover the
ultimate identity of shareholders who
are hiding behind layers of investment
vehicles using unrecognizable names.

According to regulations in Hong
Kong and China, publicly listed compa-
nies and their professional partners
who help sell shares to the public are le-
gally obligated to disclose the identities
of only those shareholders controlling a
stake larger than 5 percent. The Times
found that at its peak, Taihong, the in-
vestment vehicle tied to the Wen family,
never held more than a 3.2 percent
stake. 

Another question that remains unan-
swered is how Taihong was able to buy
shares of Ping An at a price that ap-
pears to have been highly discounted.
By late 2002, Ping An had already be-
come a hot I.P.O. prospect following a
big investment by HSBC. 

The answers to some of the questions,
legal experts say, may turn on who was
involved in brokering the deal that led
to the relatives’ acquiring shares in
Ping An in the period before the compa-
ny’s public offering in 2004, and wheth-
er the deal-makers were seeking to gain
favors from the regulators. 

“The key questions are: why were
these people chosen, and on what terms
did they get the shares?” said Jerome
A. Cohen, a professor at New York Uni-
versity Law School and an expert on
China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot
I.P.O.”
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In October 2004, the investment company Taihong was one of the largest 
shareholders of insurance giant Ping An, holding 135 million shares. Taihong 
was itself owned by a series of other investment companies, which were in 
turn owned by others. Many of these owners were connected with China’s 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Records show that Wen family members, and 
friends and colleagues of the prime minister's wife effectively controlled at 
least 88 percent of the shares owned by Taihong.
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Two relatives obtained stakes in Ping An through 
Hongrui, beginning in 2005. By 2007, Yang Zhiyun, left, 
the prime minister’s mother, held $120 million worth of 
Ping An stock; and Yang Quanmei, the father-in-law of 
the prime minister’s son, held $113 million.

In October 2004, 135 million 
shares of Ping An Insurance 
were owned by Taihong, an 

investment vehicle owned by:

Duan Weihong
Friend of Wen
Jiabao’s wife
21.2 million

By DAVID BARBOZA

The main connection to Ping An for
relatives of Wen Jiabao was through
their stakes in a company based in the
prime minister’s hometown, Tianjin,
in northern China. But there was also
apparently a Hong Kong connection.

One big investor in Ping An was
Zheng Jianyuan, who former Ping An
executives said worked as a business
associate and an investment manager
for Cheng Yu-tung, the Hong Kong bil-
lionaire who controls both the New
World Development Group and Chow
Tai Fook, one of the world’s largest
jewelry store chains.

Between 2000 and 2004, five compa-
nies affiliated with Mr. Cheng and his
New World Group acquired 20 per-
cent of Ping An’s stock from the China
Merchants Group and other state en-
tities ahead of Ping An’s listing on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. At one
time, all five companies were man-
aged or controlled by Mr. Zheng.

Corporate and other public records
show that the investment vehicles
controlled by Mr. Zheng formed nu-
merous business partnerships with
the relatives of Mr. Wen, around the
time of the Ping An investments, and
financed two start-ups run by the

prime minister’s son, Wen Yunsong. 
In mid-2001, moreover, one of Mr.

Zheng’s investment vehicles bor-
rowed about $9 million from a dia-
mond company partly controlled by
relatives of the prime minister, and
his wife’s former government col-
leagues in the diamond trade, accord-
ing to regulatory filings. Soon after,
that vehicle — Baohua — bought
about 20 million Ping An shares be-
fore its initial public offering. 

Ping An executives declined to
comment. Cheng Yu-tung, who is now
87, could not be reached for comment.
Efforts to reach Mr. Zheng were also
unsuccessful.

People familiar with the sale of Ping
An shares to associates of Mr. Cheng
say that in 1999 a Chow Tai Fook joint
venture was restructured in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan and several other
investment vehicles were set up in
mainland China in order to avoid a
Chinese restriction on foreign owner-
ship.

At that point, Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley owned about 15 per-
cent of Ping An’s shares, and by 2002,
the British bank HSBC held 10 per-
cent. Under rules issued in 1998 by
China’s insurance regulators, total
foreign investment in Ping An was

capped at 25 percent. Those rules also
applied to investors from Hong Kong,
who are still considered foreign be-
cause Hong Kong is governed sep-
arately.

Using a Chinese government-issued
identity card in his name, Mr. Zheng
was able to control companies that
held more than one billion shares of

Ping An stock at the time of the Hong
Kong I.P.O. — just over 20 percent of
Ping An’s shares.

“These several parties were under
common control,” said one executive
who worked with Mr. Cheng and rela-
tives of Mr. Wen, but who asked not to
be named for fear of retribution. “It
was under the surface, like the Higgs
boson theory, economic dark matter:
It has a gravitational pull, but you
can’t see it.” 

A New York Times review of Ping
An’s public filings indicates that the
company never publicly disclosed
that Mr. Cheng or Mr. Zheng con-
trolled the stakes — or that the vari-
ous companies they were linked to
were closely related. And a search of
Hong Kong records and a visit to
Luhe County, in Guangdong Province
— the county listed as Mr. Zheng’s
hometown on his identity card — sug-
gests that Mr. Zheng was in fact a
Hong Kong resident.

After searching the local govern-
ment database, police in Luhe County
said no such person existed in the
county, and that the ID number was
not in their records. And Zheng Chen-
gyu, who compiles family histories in
Luhe County, said: “I’ve never heard
of this name.” 

Another Big Stake in Ping An, Hidden in a Hong Kong Investment

BOBBY YIP/REUTERS

Cheng Yu-tung, a Hong Kong bil-
lionaire. At one time, his compa-
nies owned 20 percent of Ping An. 

JIM WILSON/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Hu Kun is a former Ping An employee who served as staff assistant to Ma Mingzhe, the company chairman. 
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have thin margins,” Mr. Ma wrote in the Sept. 29, 
1999, letter to Mr. Wen. The contents were con-
firmed by two former top Ping An executives.

Rather than an out-and-out breakup, Mr. 
Ma offered a middle road. After seeking advice 
of other investors, Mr. Ma proposed the forma-
tion of a holding company that would effectively 
separate life insurance from property but keep 
them under one corporate umbrella, along with 
the securities and trust division.

The company, he said, would re-establish 
itself as the Ping An Group, according to Ping 
An documents reviewed by The Times. He then 
began looking for allies to promote his proposal.

In January 2000, with Mr. Ma’s backing, 
executives from Morgan Stanley and Goldman 
Sachs wrote a joint letter to Mr. Wen arguing 
that a breakup would “violate China’s policy to 
encourage and protect foreign investment,” ac-
cording to a copy of the letter reviewed by The 
Times. The letter’s authenticity was verified by 
former executives at the two investment banks.

The American investment banks warned 
that “as a listed company in the U.S., we could 
be required to disclose our losses relating to the 
investment in Ping An, which would not be help-
ful for the image of China’s policy of reform and 
opening to the outside.”

The letter came after months of aggressive 
lobbying on the part of Ping An executives and 
the two American banks to persuade other high-
ranking officials in Beijing, including the central 
bank and the insurance regulator, to hold Ping 
An together, according to corporate documents 
reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping An also 
began making contact with the relatives of Mr. 
Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee who 
served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant from 1997 to 
2000, recalled a 1999 meeting between Mr. Ma 
and Zhang Beili, the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what transpired 
at the meeting, but he recalled his boss’s reac-
tion. “Because of that meeting, Chairman Ma 
got very excited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now liv-
ing in the United States and who has quarreled 
with Ping An over 52,000 shares he claimed he 
was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The Times 
indicate that Mr. Ma held an afternoon meeting 
and then dinner with the prime minister’s wife 

and Li Chunyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed, but 
the relationship seemed to flourish. Around 
the same time, a diamond company partly con-
trolled by the relatives of Ms. Zhang began oc-
cupying office space at the Ping An office tower 
in Beijing, according to records the diamond 
company filed with regulators. Later, a start-
up co-founded by Wen Yunsong, the son of Ms. 
Zhang and the prime minister, won a lucrative 
technology contract from Ping An, according to 
interviews with former Ping An executives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping An, 
declined to comment for this article. Interviews 
with four senior executives who worked with 
Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at the corporate headquar-
ters in Shenzhen during the same period cor-
roborate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the content 
of the documents reviewed by The Times con-
cerning Ping An’s lobbying efforts and meet-
ings with the relatives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the Beijing 
office, confirmed in a telephone interview that 
during that period he had brought Ms. Zhang to 
meet the Ping An chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed no light 
on whether those meetings played a role in the 
decision by government regulators to abandon 
plans to split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the 
nation’s top regulators delivered their verdict. 
With approval of the State Council and insur-
ance regulators, Ping An began the process of 
transforming itself into a financial conglomer-
ate.

The company was not only allowed to retain 
property and life insurance licenses, but also li-
censes that permitted it to operate a brokerage 
and a trust company. It was also allowed to ob-
tain a bank license.

Together, analysts say, the licenses were 
worth a fortune in China’s tightly regulated 
marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to enjoy 
these gold-digging benefits,” said Bob Leung, 
a longtime insurance analyst at UBS in Hong 
Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply sur-
vived the downturn, its prospects had begun to 
look bright. The company’s restructuring bol-
stered revenue and profits. In October of that 
year, one of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC, 



agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a 10 per-
cent stake in the company from Ping An. Just 
over a year later, regulators approved the com-
pany’s application to list and sell shares on the 
Hong Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its listing 
in Hong Kong, a group of investors with close 
ties to senior officials in Beijing, including Wen 
Jiabao, were quietly accumulating large blocks 
of Ping An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show, a 

company run by Duan Weihong, a Wen family 
friend from the prime minister’s hometown, ac-
quired Ping An stock through a company called 
Taihong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr. Wen 
and colleagues of his wife took control of that 
investment vehicle, the records show.

According to documents Ping An filed 
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong ac-
quired 77.7 million shares of Ping An from the 
China Ocean Shipping Company, a global ship-
ping giant known as Cosco, and 2.2 million more 
shares from Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-
for-one stock split doubled the number of shares 

Taihong owned. So in June 2004, just before Ping 
An’s Hong Kong offering, Taihong held 159.8 
million shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s 
stock, according to public filings.

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she had paid 
about 40 cents a share at current exchange rates, 
or a total of $65 million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge and un-
usual discount, analysts say, since HSBC had two 
months earlier acquired its 10 percent stake for 
about $1.60 a share, according to public filings.

Cosco did not return calls seeking comment.
For Taihong, it was a blockbuster purchase. 

By 2007, when the price of Ping An’s stock 
peaked, the 159 million shares were valued at 
$3.7 billion — though by 2007 Taihong had al-
ready significantly reduced its stake, according 
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of re-
cord, the beneficiaries of the Ping An deal were 
cloaked behind more than a dozen investment 
vehicles controlled by the relatives of Mr. Wen, 
including two brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as 
well as several longtime colleagues and busi-
ness partners of his wife, Zhang Beili, according 
to corporate and regulatory documents. All of 
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our losses relating to the investment in
Ping An, which would not be helpful for
the image of China’s policy of reform
and opening to the outside.” 

The letter came after months of ag-
gressive lobbying on the part of Ping An
executives and the two American banks
to persuade other high-ranking officials
in Beijing, including the central bank
and the insurance regulator, to hold
Ping An together, according to corpo-
rate documents reviewed by The Times.

As early as 1999, executives at Ping
An also began making contact with the
relatives of Mr. Wen.

Hu Kun, a former Ping An employee
who served as Mr. Ma’s staff assistant
from 1997 to 2000, recalled a 1999 meet-
ing between Mr. Ma and Zhang Beili,
the wife of Mr. Wen.

Mr. Hu said he was not told what
transpired at the meeting, but he re-
called his boss’s reaction. “Because of
that meeting, Chairman Ma got very ex-
cited,” said Mr. Hu, who is now living in
the United States and who has quar-
reled with Ping An over 52,000 shares
he claimed he was owed.

Corporate records reviewed by The
Times indicate that Mr. Ma held an af-
ternoon meeting and then dinner with
the prime minister’s wife and Li Chu-
nyan, who ran Ping An’s office in Bei-
jing, on June 17, 1999.

It is not known what they discussed,
but the relationship seemed to flourish.
Around the same time, a diamond com-
pany partly controlled by the relatives
of Ms. Zhang began occupying office
space at the Ping An office tower in Bei-
jing, according to records the diamond
company filed with regulators. Later, a
start-up co-founded by Wen Yunsong,
the son of Ms. Zhang and the prime min-
ister, won a lucrative technology con-
tract from Ping An, according to in-
terviews with former Ping An execu-
tives.

Mr. Ma, who is 56 and still runs Ping
An, declined to comment for this article.
Interviews with four senior executives
who worked with Mr. Ma and Mr. Hu at
the corporate headquarters in Shen-
zhen during the same period corrob-
orate Mr. Hu’s recollections and the
content of the documents reviewed by
The Times concerning Ping An’s lobby-
ing efforts and meetings with the rela-
tives of Mr. Wen.

In addition, Li Chunyan, who ran the
Beijing office, confirmed in a telephone
interview that during that period he had
brought Ms. Zhang to meet the Ping An
chairman, Mr. Ma.

The documents and interviews shed
no light on whether those meetings
played a role in the decision by govern-
ment regulators to abandon plans to
split up Ping An. But in April 2002, the
nation’s top regulators delivered their
verdict. With approval of the State
Council and insurance regulators, Ping
An began the process of transforming it-
self into a financial conglomerate. 

The company was not only allowed to
retain property and life insurance li-
censes, but also licenses that permitted
it to operate a brokerage and a trust
company. It was also allowed to obtain a
bank license. 

Together, analysts say, the licenses
were worth a fortune in China’s tightly
regulated marketplace.

“They were one of the few who got to
enjoy these gold-digging benefits,” said
Bob Leung, a longtime insurance ana-
lyst at UBS in Hong Kong.

By late 2002, Ping An had not simply
survived the downturn, its prospects
had begun to look bright. The compa-
ny’s restructuring bolstered revenue
and profits. In October of that year, one
of the world’s biggest banks, HSBC,
agreed to pay $600 million to acquire a
10 percent stake in the company from
Ping An. Just over a year later, reg-
ulators approved the company’s appli-
cation to list and sell shares on the Hong
Kong Stock Exchange.

While Ping An was preparing for its
listing in Hong Kong, a group of invest-
ors with close ties to senior officials in
Beijing, including Wen Jiabao, were qui-

etly accumulating large blocks of Ping
An stock.

Buying Into Ping An
On Dec. 26, 2002, Ping An filings show,

a company run by Duan Weihong, a
Wen family friend from the prime min-
ister’s hometown, acquired Ping An
stock through a company called Tai-
hong. Soon after, the relatives of Mr.
Wen and colleagues of his wife took con-
trol of that investment vehicle, the
records show. 

According to documents Ping An filed
ahead of its Hong Kong listing, Taihong
acquired 77.7 million shares of Ping An
from the China Ocean Shipping Compa-
ny, a global shipping giant known as
Cosco, and 2.2 million more shares from
Cosco’s Dalian subsidiary. A two-for-
one stock split doubled the number of
shares Taihong owned. So in June 2004,
just before Ping An’s Hong Kong of-
fering, Taihong held 159.8 million
shares, or about 3.2 percent of Ping An’s
stock, according to public filings. 

In an interview, Ms. Duan said she
had paid about 40 cents a share at cur-
rent exchange rates, or a total of $65
million, to acquire the shares.

The price seems to have been a huge
and unusual discount, analysts say,
since HSBC had two months earlier ac-
quired its 10 percent stake for about
$1.60 a share, according to public filings. 

Cosco did not return calls seeking
comment.

For Taihong, it was a blockbuster pur-
chase. By 2007, when the price of Ping
An’s stock peaked, the 159 million
shares were valued at $3.7 billion —
though by 2007 Taihong had already sig-
nificantly reduced its stake, according
to public filings.

While Taihong was the shareholder of
record, the beneficiaries of the Ping An
deal were cloaked behind more than a
dozen investment vehicles controlled by
the relatives of Mr. Wen, including two
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, as well
as several longtime colleagues and
business partners of his wife, Zhang
Beili, according to corporate and regula-

tory documents. All of them were listed,
along with Ms. Duan, as the owners of
Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s
mother, who is now 91, was listed on
public documents as holding $120 mil-
lion worth of Ping An stock through a
pair of investment companies linked to
Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know
the prime minister’s family in 2000, said
that she bought the Ping An shares for
her own personal account. The Wen rel-
atives only appear in the Taihong share-
holding records, she said, because her
company borrowed the government-is-
sued identity cards of other people —
mistakenly, she said, from relatives of
the prime minister — to help mask her
own Ping An stake from the public.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I re-
ceived 100 percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations

that put restrictions on trading in listed

shares by Communist Party members
and their families. 

For instance, the rules barred party
officials in charge of a state-owned com-
pany from using their parents, children
— or even their children’s spouse’s rela-
tives — to trade stocks of a listed state-
owned company. 

The Times found no indication that
Mr. Wen shared inside information with
family members. 

But there are many unanswered
questions about the relatives’ holdings,
analysts consulted by The Times said,
like who might have known about the
relatives’ purchases and whether any-
one had a legal obligation to disclose
that information. 

Executives at Morgan Stanley and
Goldman Sachs say they were unaware
of the share purchases and were not in-
volved in the transactions. 

The companies also said that a typical
I.P.O. process is unlikely to uncover the
ultimate identity of shareholders who
are hiding behind layers of investment
vehicles using unrecognizable names.

According to regulations in Hong
Kong and China, publicly listed compa-
nies and their professional partners
who help sell shares to the public are le-
gally obligated to disclose the identities
of only those shareholders controlling a
stake larger than 5 percent. The Times
found that at its peak, Taihong, the in-
vestment vehicle tied to the Wen family,
never held more than a 3.2 percent
stake. 

Another question that remains unan-
swered is how Taihong was able to buy
shares of Ping An at a price that ap-
pears to have been highly discounted.
By late 2002, Ping An had already be-
come a hot I.P.O. prospect following a
big investment by HSBC. 

The answers to some of the questions,
legal experts say, may turn on who was
involved in brokering the deal that led
to the relatives’ acquiring shares in
Ping An in the period before the compa-
ny’s public offering in 2004, and wheth-
er the deal-makers were seeking to gain
favors from the regulators. 

“The key questions are: why were
these people chosen, and on what terms
did they get the shares?” said Jerome
A. Cohen, a professor at New York Uni-
versity Law School and an expert on
China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot
I.P.O.”
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Jiabao’s wife
3.3 million

17%

In October 2004, the investment company Taihong was one of the largest 
shareholders of insurance giant Ping An, holding 135 million shares. Taihong 
was itself owned by a series of other investment companies, which were in 
turn owned by others. Many of these owners were connected with China’s 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Records show that Wen family members, and 
friends and colleagues of the prime minister's wife effectively controlled at 
least 88 percent of the shares owned by Taihong.
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Two relatives obtained stakes in Ping An through 
Hongrui, beginning in 2005. By 2007, Yang Zhiyun, left, 
the prime minister’s mother, held $120 million worth of 
Ping An stock; and Yang Quanmei, the father-in-law of 
the prime minister’s son, held $113 million.

In October 2004, 135 million 
shares of Ping An Insurance 
were owned by Taihong, an 
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By DAVID BARBOZA

The main connection to Ping An for
relatives of Wen Jiabao was through
their stakes in a company based in the
prime minister’s hometown, Tianjin,
in northern China. But there was also
apparently a Hong Kong connection.

One big investor in Ping An was
Zheng Jianyuan, who former Ping An
executives said worked as a business
associate and an investment manager
for Cheng Yu-tung, the Hong Kong bil-
lionaire who controls both the New
World Development Group and Chow
Tai Fook, one of the world’s largest
jewelry store chains.

Between 2000 and 2004, five compa-
nies affiliated with Mr. Cheng and his
New World Group acquired 20 per-
cent of Ping An’s stock from the China
Merchants Group and other state en-
tities ahead of Ping An’s listing on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange. At one
time, all five companies were man-
aged or controlled by Mr. Zheng.

Corporate and other public records
show that the investment vehicles
controlled by Mr. Zheng formed nu-
merous business partnerships with
the relatives of Mr. Wen, around the
time of the Ping An investments, and
financed two start-ups run by the

prime minister’s son, Wen Yunsong. 
In mid-2001, moreover, one of Mr.

Zheng’s investment vehicles bor-
rowed about $9 million from a dia-
mond company partly controlled by
relatives of the prime minister, and
his wife’s former government col-
leagues in the diamond trade, accord-
ing to regulatory filings. Soon after,
that vehicle — Baohua — bought
about 20 million Ping An shares be-
fore its initial public offering. 

Ping An executives declined to
comment. Cheng Yu-tung, who is now
87, could not be reached for comment.
Efforts to reach Mr. Zheng were also
unsuccessful.

People familiar with the sale of Ping
An shares to associates of Mr. Cheng
say that in 1999 a Chow Tai Fook joint
venture was restructured in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan and several other
investment vehicles were set up in
mainland China in order to avoid a
Chinese restriction on foreign owner-
ship.

At that point, Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley owned about 15 per-
cent of Ping An’s shares, and by 2002,
the British bank HSBC held 10 per-
cent. Under rules issued in 1998 by
China’s insurance regulators, total
foreign investment in Ping An was

capped at 25 percent. Those rules also
applied to investors from Hong Kong,
who are still considered foreign be-
cause Hong Kong is governed sep-
arately.

Using a Chinese government-issued
identity card in his name, Mr. Zheng
was able to control companies that
held more than one billion shares of

Ping An stock at the time of the Hong
Kong I.P.O. — just over 20 percent of
Ping An’s shares.

“These several parties were under
common control,” said one executive
who worked with Mr. Cheng and rela-
tives of Mr. Wen, but who asked not to
be named for fear of retribution. “It
was under the surface, like the Higgs
boson theory, economic dark matter:
It has a gravitational pull, but you
can’t see it.” 

A New York Times review of Ping
An’s public filings indicates that the
company never publicly disclosed
that Mr. Cheng or Mr. Zheng con-
trolled the stakes — or that the vari-
ous companies they were linked to
were closely related. And a search of
Hong Kong records and a visit to
Luhe County, in Guangdong Province
— the county listed as Mr. Zheng’s
hometown on his identity card — sug-
gests that Mr. Zheng was in fact a
Hong Kong resident.

After searching the local govern-
ment database, police in Luhe County
said no such person existed in the
county, and that the ID number was
not in their records. And Zheng Chen-
gyu, who compiles family histories in
Luhe County, said: “I’ve never heard
of this name.” 

Another Big Stake in Ping An, Hidden in a Hong Kong Investment
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Cheng Yu-tung, a Hong Kong bil-
lionaire. At one time, his compa-
nies owned 20 percent of Ping An. 
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Hu Kun is a former Ping An employee who served as staff assistant to Ma Mingzhe, the company chairman. 
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them were listed, along with Ms. Duan, as the 
owners of Taihong.

And by 2007, the prime minister’s mother, 
who is now 91, was listed on public documents 
as holding $120 million worth of Ping An stock 
through a pair of investment companies linked 
to Taihong.

Ms. Duan, who says she got to know the 
prime minister’s family in 2000, said that she 
bought the Ping An shares for her own personal 
account. The Wen relatives only appear in the 
Taihong shareholding records, she said, because 
her company borrowed the government-issued 
identity cards of other people — mistakenly, she 
said, from relatives of the prime minister — to 
help mask her own Ping An stake from the pub-
lic.

“In the end,” Ms. Duan said, “I received 100 
percent of the returns.”

The Fallout
In 2001, China issued new regulations that 

put restrictions on trading in listed shares by 
Communist Party members and their families.

For instance, the rules barred party officials 
in charge of a state-owned company from us-
ing their parents, children — or even their chil-
dren’s spouse’s relatives — to trade stocks of a 
listed state-owned company.

The Times found no indication that Mr. Wen 
shared inside information with family members.

But there are many unanswered questions 
about the relatives’ holdings, analysts consulted 
by The Times said, like who might have known 
about the relatives’ purchases and whether 
anyone had a legal obligation to disclose that in-
formation.

Executives at Morgan Stanley and Gold-
man Sachs say they were unaware of the share 
purchases and were not involved in the transac-
tions.

The companies also said that a typical I.P.O. 
process is unlikely to uncover the ultimate iden-
tity of shareholders who are hiding behind lay-
ers of investment vehicles using unrecognizable 
names.

According to regulations in Hong Kong 
and China, publicly listed companies and their 
professional partners who help sell shares to 
the public are legally obligated to disclose the 
identities of only those shareholders controlling 
a stake larger than 5 percent. The Times found 
that at its peak, Taihong, the investment vehicle 
tied to the Wen family, never held more than a 
3.2 percent stake.

Another question that remains unanswered 
is how Taihong was able to buy shares of Ping 
An at a price that appears to have been highly 
discounted. By late 2002, Ping An had already 
become a hot I.P.O. prospect following a big in-
vestment by HSBC.

The answers to some of the questions, le-
gal experts say, may turn on who was involved 
in brokering the deal that led to the relatives’ 
acquiring shares in Ping An in the period be-
fore the company’s public offering in 2004, and 
whether the deal-makers were seeking to gain 
favors from the regulators.

“The key questions are: why were these 
people chosen, and on what terms did they get 
the shares?” said Jerome A. Cohen, a professor 
at New York University Law School and an ex-
pert on China’s legal system. “Obviously, every-
one would like to get in before a hot I.P.O.”   n




