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Biometric bank accounts 
Biometric verification has been made mandatory for opening a new bank account with effect from 
1st January, 2016. However, now, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has decided biometric 
verification of all bank accounts opened even before this date as a part of its Anti-Money Laundering 
and Combating the Financing of Terrorism (AML/CFT) efforts. There are some 50 million accounts 
in domestic and foreign banks and all these accounts will be made biometric phase-wise. In this 
regard, the SBP is reported to be preparing guidelines for banks which will be communicated soon to 
them. It may be mentioned that for new account holders and prospective banks' customers, banks are 
required to issue initial deposit receipt with a "Disclaimer" that account will only be opened after 
completing necessary due diligence including Nadra verification and no transaction in the account 
including issuance of cheque book/ATM Card or any other instrument is allowed before the 
completion of verification of the identity of the customer. In case the biometric thumb impression of 
the customer is verified by Nadra, the account is activated instantly subject to satisfactory due 
diligence. The branches of banks/DFIs are also required to maintain a list of customers/accounts 
where the business relationship is needed to be closed on account of negative message from Nadra. 
 
The above instructions of the SBP are obviously aimed at eliminating fake/fictitious bank accounts 
and illegal financial transactions as well as curb corruption and reduce the chances of ill-gotten 
wealth likely to be sent abroad to hide the tainted money. Such an exercise had become all the more 
necessary subsequent to the widening gap in the current account (C/A) of the country, loss in foreign 
exchange reserves, rupee slide and the growing pressure of the outside world to undertake measures 
to combat AML/CFT. One of the reasons of growing C/A deficit is thought to be illegal transactions 
through money changers that are estimated to facilitate an outflow of about dollar 10 billion per 
annum. The action had also to be expedited because some of the banks seemed to be involved in this 
illegal dubious practice. FIA recently unearthed some fake or Benami bank accounts with a balance 
of billions of rupees. For example, authorities found over Rs 2 billion in an account of Abdul Qadir - 
a roadside fruit juice vendor in Karachi who was even unaware of his bank account with billions of 
rupees deposited in it. Similar cases were also detected in some other areas of the country. Besides, 
Pakistan is already on monitoring list of Financial Action Task Force (FATF) and taking a number of 
measures for AML/CFT. Hopefully, the decision of the SBP to biometric all bank accounts will send 
a positive message to other participating countries to improve Pakistan's position. It does not mean, 
however, that Pakistan is not aware of this unhealthy practice in the banking system. The SBP had 
already taken several measures to prevent the use of banking channels for money laundering/terrorist 
financing. AML/CFT Regulations were, more or less, aligned earlier with the FATF 
recommendations to cover essential aspects of preventing measures as per risks involved. The latest 
measure to biometric all bank accounts would definitely be another step to remove any doubt that 
banks could be used for corrupt practices and ulterior motives as well as terror financing and money 
laundering. However, certain safeguards will be in order to facilitate the shift to biometric system of 
bank accounts. For instance, enough time should be given to banks and their customers to complete 
the verification of all the existing accounts and some leniency should be demonstrated for senior 
citizens whose finger prints and other identification marks change very often. 
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