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An Interpol photo of Vladimir Vagin, a member of the Brothers' Circle crime syndicate, according to the
U.S. Department of the Treasury.

Washington has levied sanctions against five leading criminal figures it identified as members
of a "coordinating body" of organized crime.

The U.S. Treasury Department slapped asset freezes and transaction bans on Temur Mirzoyev,
Vladimir Vagin, Koba Shemazashvili and the brothers Lasha and Kakhaber Shushanashvili,
according to a statement on its website, which was republished by the U.S. Embassy late
Thursday.

It said the five were members of the "Brothers' Circle," which combines key members of what
it dubs a "Eurasian crime syndicate."

Experts said each of the identified figures is associated with Aslan Usoyan, better known as
Grandpa Khasan and considered the most influential mafia boss on former Soviet territory.
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The Tbilisi-born Mirzoyev is described by the U.S. Treasury as a leading mobster
from Yekaterinburg, and has been identified by national media as Usoyan's crown prince. He
was reportedly temporarily arrested in 2006 in Sochi and again in 2009 in Moscow.

Another native of Georgia working for Usoyan is Lasha Shushanashvili, who was arrested
in Greece this January on a warrant from Spain, where he is wanted on several charges.

According to the Treasury, he was "in overall charge of a criminal organization," and his
brother, Kakhaber, and Koba Shemazashvili acted as his subordinates.

Kakhaber Shushanashvili was arrested in Spain in 2010, during a Europe-wide raid in which
some 80 reputed mobsters with ties to the former Soviet Union were arrested. He
and Shemazashvili, who was arrested in Ukraine last year, are now imprisoned in Spain.

Vagin fled the country after being wanted by police for attempted murder in 2009. He was
arrested in the United Arab Emirates, but escaped in March 2010 and has since disappeared,
the statement said.

The action coincides with a visit by David Cohen, the Treasury Department's undersecretary
for terrorism and financial intelligence, earlier this week.

Cohen briefed Russian officials on U.S. efforts to "combat global threats posed
by transnational organized crime" and stressed that Washington remains committed
to continuing its close coordination with Moscow on this issue, the U.S. Embassy said on its
website.

Experts said the U.S. strategy of targeting mobsters' cash flow was promising because
criminal funds are often pooled together.

"It certainly undermines the trust and reciprocity that is crucial in maintaining these
networks," Mark Galeotti, a professor at New York University's Center for Global Affairs,
wrote on his blog.

"Bit by bit, the strategy will nibble away at the wider networks," Galeotti wrote.
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