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			Welcome to the incredible world of money laundering, which accounts for 3% of global GDP. From Dubai to London, tax havens to neighborhood shops, mafias to institutions, this book reveals the secret mechanisms that transform dirty money into legitimate capital. 

			An anti-money laundering activist for thirty years, the author takes us to the heart of a globalized system where traffickers, wheeler-dealers, and the super-rich rub shoulders. He reveals the complicity of states, the gray areas, and the invisible mechanisms that drive the global economy. He points to the irresponsibility of those in power who, through blindness or amorality, allow this white-collar crime to flourish, threatening the very foundations of our democracies. 

			A fast-paced, well-researched account that is as disturbing as a thriller.
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			Foreword

			I turned 60 a few days ago. Not that I’m proud of it, but I have to assume that my career is advanced enough to put a few achievements and experiences into perspective. 

			Over my decades-long career as a “banker” (meaning “bank employee”, to keep things reasonable), much of it has taken place in a field that I saw truly emerge in French banks starting in 2009—a field known as “anti-money laundering”. It was in fact from this year onwards, once our country had very belatedly transposed a 2005 European Directive into French law, that a new paradigm in the fight against money laundering (AML, for short) was to emerge. This directive laid the groundwork for a coherent approach to what is more pompously referred to as “financial security”.

			This text, which was referred to as the “third anti-money laundering directive,” was like Jesus Christ in human history: there was a “before” and an “after.” 

			Twenty years ago, neither the banks, nor the financial system as a whole, nor even society as a whole had developed the maturity they have today. Very little academic training, no general awareness of the importance of “financial security”: anti-money laundering was mostly relegated in banks to a subset of a legal department or general secretariat, and its responsibility was at best entrusted to a former high-ranking police officer specializing in financial crime or the financialization of crime. In many ways, this niche speciality was the well-deserved end-of-career sinecure for many senior cops, who continued to cultivate their networks in certain cafés around the “36”1, for example, a spot well known to insiders on Rue du Roule, next to what used to be Les Halles de Paris. 

			These blessed years of building the fight against blan chiment were exciting ones, and the few specialists we were or were becoming, twenty years ago, formed a motley crew of bankers, cops, the odd lawyer or IT specialist, who spoke a language unknown to the uninitiated, as if to better preserve our inner circle. Having gained experience, I am now convinced that the fight against money laundering cannot be waged armed only with a monetary code2 or with a few doctrinaire analyses. Nor can it be achieved by simply looking for conventional, agreed-upon operating methods known to all: a money launderer can be, indeed must be, particularly imaginative when it comes to carrying out his operations. 

			However, knowing how to read the law remains essential, as does having an up-to-date general knowledge, at the risk of not being able to effectively anticipate new money-laundering strategies. No other field of activity requires so much intellectual curiosity and the ability to integrate complementary or even alternative viewpoints to analyze a situation or a risk. Thinking AML means thinking like a launderer, first and foremost. Just as developing protection against hackers presupposes being a hacker at heart. 

			But in any case, AML doesn’t invent modus operandi, it observes and reacts to them. It’s a reactive approach, because most of the time, we see “post mortem” that a technique is effective. We don’t create or imagine money-laundering schemes, we deal with them. It was this which, in 2015, led me to compare the AML to the fight against doping in certain cycling races (a bygone era, of course): you’re always a lap behind, the trick is to be aware of this and to react with as little inertia as possible.  

			It’s often frustrating, all right. But there’s no other “specialty” that calls on so much information as diverse as mastery of financial systems, knowledge of tax regulations, the major economic and geopolitical balances, and finally the constant discovery of new business sectors! 

			The following pages will describe some techniques, many of which are well known in the small world of money laundering, and will show, with anecdotes, that most modern techniques borrow from ancestral methods or position themselves in sometimes strange countries or markets. 

			I hope that reader will gain a better understanding of what money laundering is all about, far from clichés and ready-made ideas. 

			Welcome to the incredible world of money laundering. 

			 

			 

			

			
				
						1. 36 quai des Orfèvres, Paris, which was the headquarters of the Paris Prefecture of Police from 1913 to 2017.


						2. Monetary and Financial Code: the “Tables de la Loi” for financial activities in France. 


				

			

		

	
		
			Introduction: Money Laundering, the Natural Offspring of Crime

			It’s impossible to approach a study of money laundering without a few essential points of context, starting with the first: why on earth should we launder money?

			The very word “laundering” makes it clear that the raw material—and not just money in the sense of “currency” as such—is dirty, stained, tainted. Tainted by irregularities in the way it was obtained, tainted by suspicions as to its origin or destination: we’re laundering something “unclear”. 

			But then the question arises: what is dirty money? Money is money, isn’t it? 

			Welcome to real life. Abandon all your principles of the link between effort and income, between work and wealth, between honesty and success, and at the same time your illusions about a hypothetical morality that would differentiate man from beast. Welcome to the land of moray eels lurking in the abyss, anacondas prowling between two waters, black widows with deadly kisses and mosquitoes that rot your summer nights.

			We’re moving to the dark, obscure side of our societies, the realm of the vermin that lurks and creeps everywhere. If only to avoid them better, let’s approach those of our fellow creatures who are the most agile, liars and perverts, and observe their techniques, sometimes ancestral, sometimes at the cutting edge of technology. 

			On a large and “popular” scale, when it comes to organized crime and structured, interconnected teams that have gained a foothold in “real” economies and developed forms of specialization, we speak of the mafia, be it Calabrian, Albanian, Marseilles or the palaces of the Republic. 

			Their development has sometimes been favored by comparative advantages in terms of geography, natural resources, manpower or even permissive regulations: easy access to stockpiles of weapons in the Balkans, to exploited manpower from poor populations in Africa or Asia, to precious natural resources shamelessly plundered with contempt for local populations in Africa, or even access via dirty tricks agencies to certain artificial havens described as “tax havens”. And in cases no less critical for the blows they inflict on the rule of law, exploitation of privileged information, corruption, court betrayals, sustained blindness and theft of public funds. These are all areas of predilection for what is shorthandly called “white-collar crime”, as if a criminal had to look like a villain to be credible. 

			Crime thrives, invests, structures, optimizes and becomes more efficient by the day, as the fruits of its labors quickly and easily find their way into conventional economic circuits. Crime thrives on the ease with which profits can be made; this is not a new phenomenon, but it is becoming more apparent every day, taking advantage of the retreat of a form of morality, thriving on the demand for immediacy of pleasure, the disappearance of the link between work, morality and ultimately justice. 

			In any case, this vicious circle of financial crime <-> money laundering is now getting stronger, and the AML remains one of the last brakes on its rotation, since in the end everything is going to hell in a handbasket. 

			Well, crime (understood in the broadest sense) has always been consubstantial with a society, no doubt. And let’s face it: crime can’t be eradicated as long as it’s worth more than work, and with far less effort. 

			So there’s a major reason to fight money laundering: it’s to fight the crimes that generate profit. After all, in a criminal’s logic, there’s no profit in risking prison or more if you can’t launder the fruits of crime to profit freely. In fact, Europol, the organization coordinating the European Union’s police authorities, estimates that nearly 70%3 of criminals use money laundering methods, while 80% of criminal networks use “legal” businesses to recycle the fruits of their crimes. 

			Money laundering is the natural offspring of crime—or perhaps its financial avatar—but it is increasingly its umbilical cord: there is no crime without profit, at least outside crimes of passion. And no profit without money laundering, even more so in our developed economies. So, no crime without money laundering.

			Fighting money laundering is therefore the same as fighting crime, the two being respectively an intermediate and a final objective. Let’s not forget that money laundering is nothing more than a by-product of crime, but—and this is the irony of it all—it’s also its weak point, which ultimately makes the AML the most marvellous weapon of all.

			If it were so easy to fight crime by eliminating the possibility of laundering its proceeds, we’d know. Money laundering techniques, some of which are discussed in this book, are constantly evolving, and are gaining in maturity faster than their most zealous combatants are gaining in expertise. The techniques involved in money laundering are often elaborate, sometimes comical, sometimes grotesque, but in almost all cases they harm the community at various levels. These may involve the overpricing of housing due to a distortion of the real estate market following an influx of dirty money, the loss of gambling opportunities in rigged betting circuits, or the obligation to pay taxes on behalf of shameless crooks who have removed assets from tax friction by buying stupefying nationalities, the risk of death when attempting to treat with counterfeit drugs, and sometimes, in the most fragile economies, the impossibility of a country’s development and a major health risk—even genocide—for its population, a sort of “loss of chance through money laundering”.

			Anti-money laundering is nothing more than that, but it’s all that at the same time: trying, in a given environment, to find ways of making money laundering as difficult as possible, so that in the end “crime doesn’t pay”, or at least not enough.

			It’s about learning to think out of the box, trying not to be too far behind the crook, because we’ll never be ahead of him anyway. But, beyond that and ultimately, the fight against money laundering is and is becoming more and more a highly relevant form of crime-fighting at all levels, and even more a means of protecting the community from the financial, economic and social consequences of this crime. 

			 

			 

			

			
				
						3. “The other side of the coin, an analysis of financial and economic crime”, Europol, 2024.


				

			

		

	
		
			Part 1 - What is Money Laundering?

			1.1 A Brief History of Money Laundering

			From a historical perspective, some believe that the term “money laundering”, which means making white or clean something that originally is not, has its roots in the laundromats that Al Capone had the idea of opening to give a lawful appearance to the cash that his gang took from alcohol smuggling and prostitution in the 1930s. It’s a useful shortcut, but reducing money laundering to this is still only a shortcut. 

			In fact, the first to structure advanced money-laundering techniques was Meyer Lansky, head of a Mafia family associated with “Lucky” Luciano, who earned the nickname “The Mob Accountant”. Warmed by the fate resulting from Capone’s amateurism, this man would, throughout his life, clear the way for an economic and criminal system still in its infancy, and create pathways for money laundering. He was to be the man who almost theorized the international dimension required of any opacification operation.

			Indeed, in addition to his genius for figures, Lansky was a true visionary. For example, he was to develop cross-border techniques and circuits, making it possible to get the best out of different jurisdictions with an agility that law enforcement didn’t have. For a very long time, he was one step ahead. 

			Lansky had a transverse, global and agile vision of money-laundering processes. Among other things, he would have concluded an agreement with Baptista4 in Cuba, but the Castro revolution sounded the death knell for his Caribbean success story, leading him to reorganize his circuits and direct Mafia money towards the development of Las Vegas, still known today as “Sin City”, the city of sins. He was directly involved in the creation of the Sands, the Riviera, the Sahara, the Tropicana… So many casino addresses that objectively everyone knew served as money-laundering hubs, starting with the local authorities. 

			Lansky not only worked to internationalize money laundering, but also to create an “international money laundering organization”. He was undoubtedly the first, if not to implement, at least to theorize about the large-scale use of permissive jurisdictions, even if it meant taking advantage of the culpable blindness, not to say complicity, of a banking institution. In this case, Lansky was to forge a criminal pact with a Swiss bank that had become the mafia’s green-bill laundry5: Crédit International, in Geneva. Crédit International paved the way for many other banks to follow. These included BCCI, a Luxembourg-based Pakistani bank specializing in the laundering of narcodollars; Banque Havilland, which managed to lose its banking license in Luxembourg and thus in the European Union; and Moldindconbank, a Moldavian bank that played an active role in Moldova’s economic collapse, as part of what came to be known as the “Russian Laundromat”. 

			In short, so many banks, among many others, were to contribute very early on to building the image of the “Bankster”, a contraction of bank and gangster, and nurturing the distressing myth that “all bankers are rotten”. 

			Let’s take a look at one of them, which is fortunately a rare exception, at least in Europe: Banque Havilland. From the remains of an Icelandic bank ruined by the 2008 financial crisis, whose banking license it had bought out, Banque Havilland had succeeded in prospering thanks to establishments in Luxembourg, of course, but also in Monaco (where it had bought out a former Crédit Mutuel subsidiary, Banque Pasche, nicknamed “the laundress of the Rock” at the time), Lichtenstein, Switzerland and Dubai. This bank alone, not to mention its branches in Nassau and Moscow, which have since been closed, was the backbone of any self-respecting money-laundering circuit, both in terms of the location of its capital entry points in hose countries and its representative offices in some of the most successful countries6. Havilland was the sole embodiment of a form of international money-laundering service provision, whose activities could not have been ignored by anyone with an interest in the field and who was properly informed.

			Nevertheless, it continued to offer its services shamelessly, with the full knowledge of local supervisory authorities, until recently.7

			We’ll come back to the international dimension of money laundering, which is a sine qua non for “efficient” operations. Understand that domestic money laundering is certainly folkloric, but “small-scale” and fundamentally doomed to be uncovered in the medium term. As the economy has become mon dialized, as financial flows have accompanied this movement, it was logical, indeed necessary, that money launderers should not deprive themselves of this opportunity and make the most of the comparative advantage that a given jurisdiction can offer in terms of discretion, tax incentives, and even a laxity that sometimes borders on complicity.

			 

			 

			1.2 The “Classic Model” of Money Laundering

			For many years, money laundering has been depicted as a sequence of three stages: “placement”, “layering” and “integration”. In other words, to use a telling image, I take the dirty laundry, put it in the washing machine, run multiple wash and spin cycles, then, once dry and ironed, I integrate the clean clothes back into my wardrobe.

			This view—simple (some studies even challenge it as simplistic) and very academic—quickly gained followers, to the point where it can even be found in training materials developed by the OECD for the tax officials of member countries8! 

			Admittedly, as we will see, the question of the lawfulness of income is no longer as simple as it was a few years ago, and this model strictly limits money laundering to financial operations or, at the very least, to activities associated with the financial sphere. 

			Very earnestly, the OECD thus told us that: “Around the world, it is well known that the laundering process used to give illicit proceeds a legitimate appearance consists of three main stages: placement, layering and integration. Integration itself may be subdivided into two phases: justification and investment. A laundering offence is committed at each of these stages, and it is not necessary for funds of illicit origin to pass through all three for the laundering offence to be constituted”.

			Frankly, if money laundering were as simply circumscribed as this, the fight against it would be less complicated, as would the lives of those involved. 

			But let’s take a closer look at each stage of the process.
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			Investment 

			The OECD experts concede that “to the extent that the proceeds of criminal activity no longer take the form solely of cash or bank deposits, tax inspectors should be aware that new and more efficient investment methods may be used”. They certainly should be. And the handbook goes on to highlight key points: the use of third parties, demonetization, the underground banking system, cryptos… So many methods that we’re going to tackle together.

			 

			Layering

			“The aim at this stage is to conceal the criminal origin of the proceeds. Capital can be transferred and distributed several times between bank accounts, countries and per sons and/or legal entities, thus distancing themselves from their criminal origin”, the document tells us. This sentence sums up that layering is at the heart of the money laundering reactor, and we’re going to look at the various techniques used to create opacity, because that’s what it’s all about. However, the description overlooks demonetization and the absence of transfers, for example, by offsetting or manipulating the prices of real assets in commercial transactions9, which makes it less relevant.

			 

			Integration

			The final stage, separated between “justification” (giving a legal appearance to capital) and “investment” (which speaks for itself), is identified by the OECD as “(the aim) at this ultimate stage is to be able to use the proceeds of criminal activities for one’s own benefit”. A reasonable statement. But then to add: “A criminal may feel the desire to flaunt his wealth and lavish lifestyle by acquiring ‘outward signs of wealth’ such as sumptuous residences, luxury cars, boats, jewelry, etc. He will attempt to launder the proceeds of his criminal activities for his own benefit. He will attempt to launder the proceeds of his criminal activities by using them to pay for these acquisitions, to avoid detection by tax or law enforcement authorities”.

			In other words, the criminal is a moron? That’s sometimes true, no doubt, but the money launderer is probably much less so, insofar as he will have made his mantra the principles of Lansky, who made discretion a rule of life. And now introduces the concept of separating the roles of criminal and laundryman. It’s this division of criminal tasks that we’re going to come back to in particular when we talk about the underground “offers” on this very special money laundering market. 

			 

			 

			1.3 Combating Money Laundering and Terrorist Financing: Like Chalk and Cheese

			By trying too hard to simplify things, people often talk about ‘AML/CFT,’ in other words ‘Anti-Money Laundering and Countering the Financing of Terrorism.’ This term, although widely used, contains a fundamental misconception: yes, it involves financial flows, and yes, it involves crimes—but that’s where the similarity ends. 

			To confuse the two aspects is to confuse the objectives and the means: a money launderer thinks in terms of the dissemination or opacification of capital derived from a concealed activity or criminally reprehensible behaviour, whereas the financing of terrorism involves raising funds, whether legal or not, with a view to committing a terrorist act in the broadest sense of the term. 

			Let’s take another look at our little OECD manual for tax agents: the steps involved in terrorist financing have nothing, and I mean nothing, to do with those involved in money laundering! 

			 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			 

			Financing a terrorist act requires the collection of modest sums, often from multiple sources and with storage and routing processes that are often affinity-based and sheltered behind the cloak of a religious or cultural association set up for the occasion. These characteristics of concealment and small unit amounts, often in cash, make the detection of a potential terrorist act via financial flows alone extremely delicate, if not illusory. At the other end of the circuit, the attack itself often requires fanatical accomplices rather than large sums of money. For example, the destruction of the World Trade Center towers on September 11, 2001 “cost” less than half a million dollars, the Paris attacks of 2015 cost just €82,00010, and the Nice attack of 2016 was perpetrated without any financial transactions likely to herald or suggest such a monstrous act. 

			While identifying financial flows resulting from reprehensible acts in money-laundering operations can help trace back to an underlying crime, any financial movement that may foreshadow a terrorist plot remains discreet—“under the radar.”

			Thus, AML and CTF operate with two different approaches: not alternative, sometimes complementary, but in any case distinct. This is why we will limit ourselves here to AML, carefully leaving the very complex field of CTF to the few experts in the matter. 

			 

			 

			1.4 The Rise of the Fight against Money Laundering

			Historically, the beginnings of the global fight against money laundering can be traced back to the fifteenth summit of the G7 countries, held in Paris on July 14, 1989, the bicentenary of the French Revolution. The summit was nicknamed the “Arche Summit”, since part of it was held in the Grande Arche de la Défense. 

			Far from dealing with the problem of money laundering in its entirety as we know it today, this summit addressed, among other issues, that of the spread of the HIV virus, which was one of the main concerns in developed countries at the time, for those who knew it. And it’s no coincidence that two points in the summit’s final declaration (which heralded the creation of the “FATF”11) dealt successively with the fight against drug trafficking and the fight against AIDS. 

			The idea was full of common sense: since it was impossible to eradicate a trade as underground by definition as the narcotics trade—and particularly that of what was then considered the “drug of the suburbs”, heroin—it became necessary to deal with the evil downstream: combating the laundering of the fruits of the narcotics trade. Thus, point 53 of the joint declaration12 specified the decision to:

			“To convene a special group of financial experts comprising Summit participants and other countries interested in these problems. Its mandate is to evaluate the results of cooperation already implemented to prevent the use of the banking system and financial institutions for money laundering purposes, and to study additional preventive measures in this area, including the adaptation of legal and regulatory systems so as to strengthen multilateral mutual legal assistance.”

			And point 54 dealt with “international cooperation against AIDS”. 

			No doubt the succession of these two points was not accidental: in 1989, curbing the AIDS pandemic, and therefore halting the spread of HIV, could not be based on therapies (tritherapies would not arrive until 1996). It was therefore necessary to treat the disease “at its root”: hard drug use was one of the vectors identified, since shared syringes facilitated contamination. Tackling the drug trade would ultimately limit the spread of the virus, mechanically. Finally, in its implacable logic, the fight against money laundering in its modern form was partly born of a public health approach:

			Fighting AIDS → Fighting drug addiction → Fighting drug trafficking → Fighting narco profit → Fighting the opportunity and profitability of crime → Fighting money laundering. 

			This chronology is fascinating in every way: it conjures up, 35 years ahead of time, the principles that are set to music in the13 law against “narcotrafficking”, and establishes with implacable rigor the “follow the money” dogma that had not yet found applicability in money laundering at the time.14

			Let us return to the “Arche Summit.” At its conclusion, a “special group of experts,” which the G7 had long been calling for, was to be brought into existence. The FATF (Financial Action Task Force), or GAFI (Groupe d’action financière), as it is known in French, would henceforth carry forward the work promoted by the 1988 Vienna Convention (the United Nations Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances).

			In the end, it was under the heading of the fight against “problems relating to narcotics” that we would find the beginnings of what was to become, in successive layers, the very broad field of the fight against money laundering as we know it today. In 2001, trafficking in human beings, works of art and extortion were added at European level, and its scope was further extended after the American Patriot Act redefined a new framework in the fight against the financing of terrorism that same year. 

			With the successive European directives, AML—now AML/CFT—would gradually become more structured, gaining coherence and maturity. The third directive of 200515 included, among other innovative approaches, corruption and any predicate offence punishable by more than one year of imprisonment within the scope of AML. In other words, laundering income derived from such a crime or offence is deemed money laundering… but only insofar as one knows what lies behind the laundering transaction. 

			And since sentencing quanta differ within the various EU countries, what might be qualified as money laundering in one country might not be in another. It is this kind of asymmetry16 that the evil-doer has been able to take greedy advantage of, and which new texts17 intend to do away with. 

			In fact, there is no strict or universal definition of the underlying in money laundering. The FATF cites a series of 21 categories of offence in its reference document18. The new “European package”19 lists no less than 22 underlying offences—including tax fraud—but if we take into account the possible combinations between them, and add the offences additionally identified by local regulations, we arrive at such a broad spectrum that we can consider that, little by little, money or capital that is not stamped “clean”, is considered to have a dubious origin: we are living through a Copernican revolution in AML, which leaves the old scheme behind. 

			 

			crime → dirty money or capital → assumed or proven money laundering

			 

			to a reversal of the principle of proof: if you can’t prove that money is clean, then it’s deemed to be dirty. It is this reasoning, borrowed in particular from British legislation20, which may have guided the legislator’s pen in drafting the so-called “narcotrafic” law: for the first time, we find the principle of “injunction for unexplained wealth” applied to traffickers. In other words, as soon as a person’s lifestyle seems to be out of line with the most elementary logic, given his or her declared professional situation or assets, the authorities are entitled to investigate. 

			So, fighting money laundering would therefore seem to require identifying the existence of an underlying crime and determining its nature… But beware. A splendid aphorism from a brilliant AML specialist I met a few years ago comes to mind: “If you start thinking you’re a cop, you’ll end up with the cops; if you start thinking you’re a judge, you’ll end up before the judge.” In other words, my friend the AML specialist, be prepared to dance on the rim of the volcano.

			 

			 

			1.5 Money Laundering—A Global Force 

			By its very nature, money laundering is difficult to quantify in terms of both volume and impact. However, a consensus of experts suggests that between 2 and 5% of global GDP (Gross Domestic Product, in other words, the wealth produced worldwide each year) is directly associated with money laundering, giving an idea of the power of what constitutes a major… underground economy. If we use a median estimate of 3.5% of global GDP, the capital associated with money laundering would represent the world’s fifth largest economy, on a par with India and ahead of the UK and France.21

			In France, in particular, a recent Senate report estimates that money laundering accounts for 30% of the proceeds of crime and fraud22: 
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			In other words, laundered money—or, ultimately, criminal money, i.e. crime—undoubtedly has a place in the concert of nations, and not to play the triangle!

			It’s never invited to the G7, or even the G20. And yet, money laundering shapes the world, the geopolitical and economic balances that govern it, and ultimately ensures the prosperity of crime and its cousin corruption, while keeping useful idiots in power as relays of its ability to enslave populations. 

			 

			So you might say to yourself, “OK, money laundering happens where there’s crime, i.e. in exotic, criminogenic countries”. For much, we need to qualify this preconception. Indeed, money laundering is not directly linked to financial crime or any other type of crime in a specific way: money laundering is both a by-product and a precursor of crime, and is not exclusive to the lands most exposed to crime of all kinds.23
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			Part 2 - Money Laundering and its Limits

			Before turning to some of the classic, and in some cases immemorial, techniques of money laundering, it is necessary to eliminate a number of commonplaces, errors and unfortunate assimilations which could complicate the reading of the chapters to come. 

			In French law, the concept of “money laundering” does not exist, but is subsumed under the broader notion of “money laundering”, since money is never more than a part of an aggregate known as “financial capital”. Even money, represented by a currency, has a strict role as a medium of exchange, a reserve and possibly a standard of value24 which makes it a category of capital, alongside other assets such as human capital, financial capital or intellectual capital, for example.

			In fact, the ultimate goal of money laundering, its most accomplished form, is to transform dirty capital into clean capital, whatever its form, as long as this capital can in turn produce clean money. The story of the money launderer is one of investing ill-gotten capital to generate income or use after having invested it in some form: house, watch, painting, apartment, business premises, whatever—the result must have a legal appearance. It’s all about turning a thief into a family man. An effective money-laundering scheme is one that lasts, grows and contaminates: It’s real estate in Dubai, casinos in Cyprus, Russian mafiosi capturing the real estate market in Courchevel, Serbian and Montenegrin barons in the Bay of Kotor, the murky world of online casinos operating illegally from Curacao or the Comoros, it’s an honorable activity hijacked for a purpose that is not. 

			 

			 

			2.1 Money Laundering techniques: Two Methods

			Making capital appear legal, or at least making its illegal nature more difficult to identify, requires rigor, method and, let’s face it, a fair amount of professionalism. This is undoubtedly the reason why an “offer” seems to be developing quietly, providing swindlers and criminals with structured, formatted, opaque services offering a remarkable efficiency/price ratio. These are the techniques we’re going to discuss here, from the most “classic”, which call on the financial sphere, to the most innovative in terms of the means deployed, via the oldest, which make the most of strategies, some of which have been tried and tested for centuries. 

			In my experience, there are two main methodological approaches to the “treatment” of a money laundering operation: the stock approach and the flow approach. Both pursue the objective of concealing or at least opacifying the illicit origin of the capital in question, but their approaches differ, even if they can of course be implemented in perfect synergy with each other in certain set-ups.

			The two approaches converge in their aim: to create distance, and therefore vagueness, between the operation, its initiator, its beneficiary and its economic underpinning. The aim is threefold: 

			1. to conceal the economic reality of the origin of the funds, since the funds originate from a misdemeanor, a crime or, at the very least, from an origin that one wishes to hide;

			2. conceal the justification for the operation itself and its traceability, or even invent a plausible justification from scratch to provide a more or less credible alibi, by inventing, for example, an atypical transaction to support the financial flow;

			3. conceal the identity of the “beneficial owners” of the transaction(s) and capital, in other words the individuals behind the scheme.

			 

			2.1.1 The “Property” Method 

			This approach seeks to conceal the identity of the beneficial owners25 of the party or parties involved in the laundering operation, and ultimately of the scheme/ structuring, to enable the true beneficiaries of the funds to prosper in secrecy. 

			This “school” includes techniques whose aim is to “natively” conceal the ownership of assets, and therefore their possible criminal origin. While some of the techniques traditionally used are described below, it should be noted that this type of approach, which has become the stock-in-trade of legal firms, some of which are well known26, mainly consists of deploying perfectly legal methods to hide—or at least make it difficult to identify—who is the owner or beneficial owner of assets when they are held directly or through companies set up for the purpose. These are referred to as “beneficial owners”, because the people behind the sometimes opaque structures are in fact the beneficiaries (those who will actually benefit) of the scheme, since they are the “owners” of the capital, whether through traditional capital-intensive means or legal artifice.

			There is a plethora of experts in the field of opacification through ownership. They range from the simplest (I came across a case, a long time ago, in which a company manager who neither wrote nor spoke any language other than a Zhejiang dialect, nevertheless managed 93 textile companies in Paris) to the most complex in the case of structures set up in a territory accustomed to trusts, fiducies, Anstalts and other stiftungs, whose sole aim is reasonably—and this is just between us—to hide the true owner of a capital asset. Just for fun, let’s take the case of Anstalt: like truffles or edelweiss, they can be found in places known only to the initiated. Who would believe for a second that Liechtenstein and its capital Vaduz are the preferred home of these “things” whose contours are hard to guess? And just between you and me, can you see where Liechtenstein is?
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