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INTRODUCTION

The UK property market serves as a safety
deposit box for those seeking to hide illicit
wealth. Real estate here retains value, can

still be bought and owned anonymously

using opaque trust structures, and generates
substantial income through rent and sales. The
rule of law and strong property rights also mean
that assets are hard to confiscate, even when
there is strong evidence to suspect they were
bought with ill-gotten gains.

Although the precise scale of this problem
remains unknown, the National Crime Agency
(NCA) estimates £10 billion could be laundered
through the UK property market annually.

Our own research confirms the scale is
substantial. Since 2016, we have identified over
2,000 properties worth over £12 billion bought
with suspicious wealth.2 These range from palatial
mansions to golf courses, and almost every other
type of property in between.

When we started collecting these records a
decade ago, we identified money laundering
risks presented by off-plan properties® —

real estate sold before construction is
complete — which Government recognised
subsequently.* Looking at our data more
systematically, we have found that over a

third of the 2,000 or so suspect purchases
(708) in our dataset, worth £2.2 billion, are
new-build dwellings (630 properties worth

£1.6 billion) or developments (78 properties
worth £647 million). These assets are not just
clustered in one place, but spread across more
than 150 locations in England and Scotland,
including London, the South East, Birmingham,
Leeds, and Liverpool, and involve more than
85 different developers.

UK companies and individuals bought most
of these assets by volume (617) and value
(£1.2 billion). Offshore entities held the rest, of
which those incorporated in Jersey, the British
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Virgin Islands (BVI), Guernsey, and the Isle of

Man owned 72 properties worth £813 million.
Roughly speaking, UK companies acquired lower-
value apartments whereas offshore companies
purchased those at the higher end of the market.

Given this is a convenience sample and only
focuses on cases where corruption is a potential
predicate offence, the likely scale of illicit

wealth invested through off-plan — including the
proceeds of organised crime — is almost certainly
more substantial.

Our analysis of this data identifies three weak
points in the UK’s money laundering defences
that need addressing:

¢ regulatory loopholes, with many
developers having no obligation to ask
awkward questions of buyers

¢ conflicts of interest held by conveyancers,
which encourage them to turn a blind eye to
money laundering risks

* high-risk commercial strategies targeting
lucrative overseas buyers over the domestic
market

This paper provides an overview of the evidence
we have collected, including case studies, and
proposes three recommendations that would
help address these issues through more targeted
policing of anti-money laundering rules. These
proposals are of growing significance as the UK
Government moves to increase the building of
new properties, and are crucial to ensuring these
homes help solve the housing crisis rather than
making it worse.



RECOMMENDATIONS

To address the concerns raised in this analysis we propose three recommendations to address illicit
funds being invested in the new-build property market.

RECOMMENDATION 1 RECOMMENDATION 3

REGULATE DEVELOPERS FOR INCREASE SCRUTINY OF FIRMS
MONEY LAUNDERING PURPOSES WORKING FOR HIGHER-RISK
Government should use its forthcoming OVERSEAS BUYERS

consultation on broadening the scope of To help anti-money laundering supervisors
the money laundering regulations to take take a risk-based approach to overseeing
a risk-based approach to supervising firms, solicitors should have to report
property developers. annually whether they have been

conveyancing properties for higher-risk
clients from overseas.

RECOMMENDATION 2
TRANSPARENCY OVER Note we use solicitors as short-hand for those
d in conveyancing activities covered by
DEVELOPER PANEL engage
0 S Regulation 12(1)(a) of The Money Laundering,
Soalicitors should report annually their Terrorist Financing and Transfer of Funds
membership of developer panels to their (Information on the Payer) Regulations 2017.

anti-money laundering supervisor annually.
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WHY IS NEW-BUILD ATTRACTIVE
TO MONEY LAUNDERERS?

Criminals might favour new-build property over e developers often depend on pre-sales
the resale market for several reasons, including: to finance the completion of the project,
and are under no legal obligation to do
due diligence on buyers, so have a strong
incentive to look the other way

e they can be bought in bulk, allowing buyers
to spread illicit investments over a range of
assets, which may arouse less suspicion
than a single, large purchase e off-plan properties may be sold at a

discount, providing an opportunity to

make a healthy profit when selling the
asset on completion

¢ they enable the buyer to ‘flip’ the property,
selling it on before completion, laundering
their money, avoiding stamp duty, and
keeping their name off the land register in In this insights paper, we explore three
the process key vulnerabilities that undermine the
UK'’s ability to identify and respond to the

* there are disincentives for panel solicitors money laundering risks posed by new-build
working with developers to understand the developments.

buyer’s source of funds

CONCERNING DEVELOPMENTS



REGULATORY LOOPHOLES

Parts of the private sector are subject to anti-
money laundering (AML) rules, providing the

first line of defence against ill-gotten gains being
invested into the property market. Estate agents,
banks, and law firms are all required to conduct
due diligence on buyers and sellers of property,
identifying their sources of wealth and the overall
money laundering risk they pose. Any suspicions
of money laundering should be reported to the
UK’s Financial Intelligence Unit, housed in the
National Crime Agency (NCA).

Due diligence is more complex in new-build
developments, with more firms involved in

the sales process as well as different client
relationships. The UK’s most recent national
risk assessment for money laundering and
terrorist financing, produced by HM Treasury
and Home Office, highlighted that the diverse
mix of professionals, often operating across
borders, can make it unclear exactly who has
carried out checks on a buyer.® Verifying the
source of funds on new-build purchases is

also more complicated, with staged payments,
reservation fees, deposits paid well before
completion, and contributions from third parties
being commonplace. Our findings appear to
confirm these risks. We have identified 630 newly
built properties worth £1.6 billion bought with
suspicious wealth.

Developers themselves are not required to be
regulated for money laundering purposes if they
are not selling properties in an estate agency
capacity. The UK’s national risk assessment
estimates 74 per cent of developers are not
registered with an AML supervisor.® This means
they are not required to carry out checks on
buyers if they sell their own properties directly via
a development company. Additionally, separate
sales agents often act on behalf of the developer.
While they are obliged to carry out checks on
buyers, they do not have a direct relationship with
those acquiring the property, and do not have the
same cross-development view of buyers and their
associated risks as the developer.

Buyers may also approach a developer through
a buying agent, which can obscure the identity
of the end-client (see Case study: Former
Bangladeshi land minister). The case study below
shows that while some developers may claim to
undertake checks similar to those required under
the money laundering regulations, these can be
ineffective. Were there a legal obligation on the
developer to enquire about the buyer’s identity
and source of funds, these purchases might not
have proceeded.
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Former Bangladeshi land minister

In 2024, Bloomberg reported that the then
Bangladeshi land minister, Saifuzzaman
Chowdhury, had acquired a vast UK
property portfolio worth £170 million despite
having a stated annual salary of around
£10,000.7 This portfolio included almost
300 newly built properties.

In the same year, a separate undercover
investigation by Al Jazeera highlighted how
Mr Chowdhury’s estate agent fixer, Ripon
“Shawkhat” Mahmood, assisted the minister
with property purchases, acting as an
introducer to the developer, Berkeley Group.®
He claimed that Berkeley knew he acted on
behalf of high-risk politically exposed clients,
but that he presented them to the developer
in such a way that “they can’t say no.” In the
documentary, Ripon Mahmood also remarked
that Mr Chowdhury had steered clear of “big
projects” with “big money” to avoid detection by
the authorities.

Mr Mahmood’s estate agency firm — supervised
for money laundering purposes by HMRC -
claims to have £779 million worth of properties
under management, £900 million worth of
properties sold, and to have found buyers for
apartments in over 145 developments.®

Following the Al Jazeera investigation,
Saifuzzaman Chowdhury claimed to be the
subject of a politically motivated “witch-hunt”
against people associated with the previous
government. Ripon Mahmood told Al Jazeera
he had carried out robust AML checks on Mr
Chowdhury. A Berkeley Group spokesperson
said, “We undertake due diligence on all buyers
and comply with UK AML rules and obligations
on a voluntary basis.”

In June 2025, the UK’s NCA secured freezing
orders against Mr Chowdhury’s assets as part
of a civil investigation.'® They remain frozen at
the time of writing.

FIGURE 1: Screenshot of Ripon Mahmood from Al Jazeera’s documentary, The minister’s millions (2024)
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As well as client risks, there are also money
laundering threats posed by some developers
themselves. In total, we have identified

78 property titles worth £647 million being
developed by landowners with suspicious
wealth or developers with corruption and
money laundering allegations against them
(see Case study: Iranian-backed development
for an example).

Our analysis indicates the risk primarily lies with
those who have used suspicious wealth to
acquire land and then seek to develop and sell
property, enabling them to launder money on

a larger scale in the process. Developers who
work with these landowners are not required to
conduct due diligence on them or their sources
of funds. This is a critical shortcoming, adding
weight to the argument that Government should
include developers within the scope of the
money laundering regulations.

RECOMMENDATION 1

REGULATE DEVELOPERS FOR
MONEY LAUNDERING PURPOSES

Government should use its forthcoming
consultation on broadening the scope of
the money laundering regulations to take
a risk-based approach to supervising
property developers.

Iranian-backed
development

In October 2025 the UK added

“corrupt Iranian banker and businessman”
Ali Ansari to its sanctions list, claiming he
financially supported the Iranian Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps.!" Media reports
claimed Mr Ansari had close ties to the now
supreme leader of Iran Mojtaba Khamenei,
including holding assets on his behalf.’? A
2026 US sanctions notice stated Ali Ansari
institutionalised large-scale embezzlement
within the Iranian regime. '

Despite Mr Ansari being a politically
connected individual from a country with

a high risk of corruption, an Isle of Man
company he controlled was able to gain
planning permission to build 33 luxury
apartments in North London in late 2024.
Planning documents seen by The Times
newspaper showed that as late as June
2025, estate agent Savills was instructed by
Ali Ansari’s Isle of Man company to manage
planning amendments for the development,
months before he was sanctioned.™ This
shows how individuals with close ties

to corrupt and repressive regimes can
navigate the UK planning system, creating
opportunities to invest suspicious funds in
new-build developments for profit. Speaking
via his lawyer to The Times, Ali Ansari

said he vehemently denied any financial
relationship with Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps or the new supreme leader,
and he intended to challenge the imposition
of sanctions on him.'® Savills declined to
comment to The Times.
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CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

Developers can have ‘panels’ of conveyancing
firms they work with on projects, and towards
whom they direct buyers. This can have some
benefits — such as the firms’ familiarity with
the site and lower costs for customers — but
this practice has also attracted criticism.

The Competition and Markets Authority has
expressed concerns that the commercial
incentives in these arrangements, where
conveyancers are keen to avoid losing

the recommendation of developers, could
encourage firms to not represent the best
interests of buyers. This same dynamic could
have a detrimental impact on financial crime
checks, too.

While panel solicitors should be carrying out
‘know your customer’ checks on buyers, the
commercial incentives involved can mean these
are often not as rigorous as they should be. In
some instances, hundreds of purchases are
signed off by just one or two law firms that have
a strong incentive to rubber-stamp questionable
transactions because:

e the developer will often offer to pay the legal
fees for buyers, which is a key source of
income for the panel conveyancing firm

e firms do not want to be seen as obstructive
and risk not being chosen on development
panels for other projects

These are strong structural imperatives to push

sales through, even when tough questions should

be asked about a buyer’s source of wealth (see
Case study: The former Heygate Estate and
Elephant Park for an example).

CONCERNING DEVELOPMENTS

Panel arrangements are not always easily
identifiable, despite them providing important
context to a firm’s risk profile. Those tasked
with policing AML rules do not collect data

on panel membership systematically, even
though this could have a detrimental impact on
firms’ customer due diligence work. Requiring
solicitors to report panel membership annually,
alongside the types of clients being engaged
(see Recommendation 3 below), would enable
AML supervisors to target their resources more
effectively at higher-risk activity.

RECOMMENDATION 2

TRANSPARENCY OVER
DEVELOPER PANELS
Solicitors should report annually their

membership of developer panels to their
anti-money laundering supervisor annually.
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The former Heygate Estate and Elephant Park

In 2016, we analysed off-plan purchases for
the Elephant Park development on what was
once the Heygate Estate in South London.

The controversial site, which saw original
residents forced to leave the area as the
amount of affordable housing was slashed,®
was marketed heavily in China, Hong Kong, and
Malaysia.' Back then, we found that overseas
investors from these jurisdictions were the main
off-plan buyers, with all purchases at the time
processed by the development’s sole panel
solicitor, Riseam Sharples.?°

Riseam Sharples describes itself as a specialist
in “advising Asian and other offshore investors
in purchasing London property”.2! Around
3,000 new properties were built in Elephant
Park on the site of the former Heygate Estate. It
is unclear exactly how many transactions were
processed by the site’s sole panel solicitor or
were sold to overseas investors.

A decade later, an investigation by The Times and
the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting
Project (OCCRP) identified 19 apartments within
the Elephant Park development bought by
companies owned by Su Jiangbo — wanted by
Chinese authorities for running an illegal gambling
operation.?? The report also revealed that the NCA
has now frozen all these properties as part of an
investigation, and has issued unexplained wealth
orders asking Su Jiangbo to clarify the source of
funds used to buy the apartments. Our analysis
found all these transactions were conveyanced by
Riseam Sharples.

Riseam Sharples did not respond to the
OCCRP’s multiple requests for comment by
email and phone.?®

Su Jiangbo denies the charges against him,
claiming the authorities in China are using them
as a means to extort money.?*

Transparency International UK



HIGH-RISK COMMERCIAL STRATEGIES

While there is a domestic market for mid-to-
high-end new-build property, prices within these
developments are often unaffordable for the
average UK person, with small one-bedroom
apartments in London often starting around
£400,000. This has led developers to look
overseas, where there are a seemingly endless
number of people looking for an investment
opportunity. Some build their own foreign-
language websites to cater for this market,
and work with sales agents abroad who hold
promotional events for new developments.

Overseas marketing and a reliance on
international investment to make developments
profitable carry several money laundering risks.
As a minimum, catering to investors from
countries with higher levels of corruption and
organised crime poses a higher aggregate risk
than servicing domestic clients. Mitigating this
risk through more robust customer due diligence

CONCERNING DEVELOPMENTS

might also prove difficult where there is limited
or no free press in the buyer’s country of origin,
and therefore few public domain sources of
information about these high-end clients. And in
a context where a panel solicitor is undertaking
the checks, there is little commercial incentive
for them to spend additional time and resources
overcoming these challenges.

While these additional money laundering risks are
not insurmountable, they are qualitatively different
from those posed by domestic purchases. Our
research found some instances where dozens of
apartments in the same development were sold to
those later sanctioned by the UK Government or
subject to criminal investigation. In situations like
this, when all suspect transactions were processed
by just one firm, it raises serious questions as to
whether the solicitors have sufficient AML systems
in place to detect suspicious activity (see Case
study: The Prince Group below).

FIGURE 2:

Ballymore’s Chinese language
website for its Embassy Gardens
development (see Case study:
The Prince Group below)
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Where AML supervisors are overseeing thousands
of firms, it is crucial they can identify higher-risk
practice to deploy their resources effectively.
However, they do not have granular enough data
to do so. While solicitors must conduct business-
wide risk assessments for money laundering,
including whether they are conveyancing for
overseas clients from a tightly defined list of “high
risk jurisdictions”,?® this information is not readily
available to supervisors. Considering the inherently
high money laundering risks in conveyancing, and
the compound risks posed by overseas buyers
from higher-risk jurisdictions, firms should be
required to report more information about this
activity annually, and AML supervisors should be
using it to help target their auditing work.

The Prince Group

On 14 October 2025, the UK’s Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development

Office sanctioned the Prince Group?® — a
conglomerate labelled by the US authorities
as a “Transnational Criminal Organization”.?”
Investigations by journalists, later confirmed
by the UK and US sanctions notices, revealed
the group engaged in human trafficking and
torture in Cambodia while keeping a ledger of
bribes to be paid to officials.?®

Members of the Prince Group, who originated
in China and moved to Cambodia, invested
over £280 million into UK property, with much
of this going into new-build apartments. Wei
Ren Qiu — the cousin of the group’s leader,
Chen Zhi — used UK companies to acquire

17 properties for almost £27 million across two
developments: Battersea’s Embassy Gardens
and Centre Point Tower in Central London.?®
These were all frozen after Wei Ren Qiu was
sanctioned. Yihua Yuan, another Prince Group
executive, bought 10 apartments in the same

RECOMMENDATION 3

INCREASE SCRUTINY OF FIRMS
WORKING FOR HIGHER-RISK
OVERSEAS BUYERS

To help anti-money laundering supervisors
take a risk-based approach to overseeing
firms, solicitors should have to report
annually whether they have been
conveyancing properties for higher-risk
clients from overseas.

Battersea development as Wei Ren Qiu and at
the same time.*° These have now been frozen
by the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS).

Yihua Yuan is not currently sanctioned in

the UK, and he did not respond to previous
requests for comment about the CPS applying
to freeze his real estate.®!

The conveyancer for all of these new-build
purchases was law firm Chan Neill Solicitors LLP.
The firm cites its Chinese-language services

as one of its unique selling points, with a
Mandarin version of its website also available.®?

At the time of purchase in 2021 there was
already media coverage in the public domain
highlighting numerous risks around the

Prince Group and its operations.®® Leaked
documents from the Isle of Man showed some
banks already viewed Prince Group members
with suspicion.®* When asked about these
transactions, Chan Neill did not respond.
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CONCLUSION

Thanks to transparency reforms over the
past decade, we are able to identify suspect
investments into the UK property market, at
scale. Analysing this data we have spotted a
crucial weakness in our country’s defences
against illicit funds: off-plan purchases,
where there is a strong incentive for lawyers
processing transactions to look the other
way. At the same time, the developers
profiting from these sales have no obligation
to question where the money is coming from,
even if it looks like it could be the proceeds
of crime. This wilful blindness has allowed
billions of pounds in questionable funds to
enter our economy, a substantial amount of
which is now frozen by UK authorities.

CONCERNING DEVELOPMENTS

While recent large-scale asset seizures are
welcome, the challenge at hand is not one

we can address through enforcement alone.

Stopping the money upstream is crucial

if we want to end the UK’s reputation as

a haven for ill-gotten gains, and prevent
illicit wealth from distorting our housing
market. With better data and more eyes

on the issue, we can make more targeted
interventions to make sure businesses are
not rolling out the red carpet for kleptocrats
and organised crime.
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