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Using digital data to trail money laundering 
Successive governments in Pakistan have misused the legitimate anti-corruption instruments like 
Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) and the various other accountability bureaus set up from 
time to time for selective campaigns to blackmail, disrupt and destroy their respective political 
opponents instead of using these instruments to actually curb corruption and bring to book the 
corrupt elements through courts. 
 
This is happening from the day General Ayub Khan staged his military coup in the late 1950s. 
And the practice has continued all these years by almost all successive governments. 
 
The newly-elected government of Prime Minister Imran Khan also appears to be turning the FIA 
and National Accountability Bureau (NAB) into weapons to destroy its political opponents 
through selective accountability. 
 
In a news feature (Why Governments That Ran on Anti-Corruption Promises Are Failing 
published on October 25, 2018) Banjo Damilola, an anti-corruption ‘crusader’ quoting anti-
corruption campaigners and experts claims that new governments that have come to power 
around the world on the promise to fight corruption have fallen into old patterns of corruption. 
 
Panelists at the “Corruption and the Post-Election Challenges” workshop held on Oct, 24, during 
the 18th International Anti-Corruption Conference (IACC) in Denmark, opined that the reasons 
for this turnabout are various but particularly a lack of political will to fight corruption and a lack 
of party ideology. 
 
In Pakistan, however, it happens mostly because the instruments of anti-corruption themselves 
are steeped in corruption, inefficiency and suffer from a total lack of expertise and lack of sense 
of pride in performance. 
 
At the workshop, Jose Ugaz, chair of Transparency International in Peru cited the example of his 
country, where almost all political aspirants - even the corrupt ones - made curbing corruption 
their top campaign pledge because such promises appeal to the electorate. 
 
Ugaz said the failure to then deliver on this promise “is usually as a result of a lack of political 
will”. He buttressed this by citing examples of politicians who promised to fight corruption in 
Peru, but shortly after taking office they were indicted and prosecuted for several corruption 
allegations. 
 
Anupama Jha, founder of Initiative for Transparency and Accountability in India, said regional 
and state governments are unable to fulfill their promise to fight corruption because they have 



limited powers and are often restricted by a central government that is not committed to fighting 
corruption. 
 
She also gave examples from India where two governments — including the central government 
and in Delhi — came to power riding on the electorate’s disenchantment of massive corruption 
in the country. 
 
However, the central government then became somewhat of an impediment to Delhi’s 
government, which had attempted to fulfill its campaign promises. 
 
Jha said the central government in India then took away the anti-corruption agency’s powers 
from the Delhi government upon realising that it was initiating corruption investigations into 
influential people, thereby “rendering the Delhi government toothless”. 
 
Jha stated another example where the Delhi government had to pull down from its party website 
the names of the party’s donors because the central government was targeting people who 
appeared on the list. 
 
It could also happen if the federal government is committed to curbing corruption while one of 
the provinces ruled by a different party refuses to subscribe to the policy wholeheartedly. 
 
Hon. Shakeel Shabbir Ahmed, who is a member of the Kenya National Assembly, in his 
contribution during the workshop, said another reason governments fail to deliver on their anti-
corruption promises is because of the lack of established ideology for parties. Reuben Lifuka, the 
Vice-Chair of Transparency International, agreed with Ahmed. 
 
Proffering solutions to this problem, Lifuka said: “We need to deal with this challenge at two 
levels; strategic and more practical levels. At the strategic level, we all need to understand what 
is driving the corruption agenda and in this case, it is to create a solid foundation for social-
economic development.” 
 
“On a more practical level is what my colleagues have said, we need independent anti-corruption 
agencies, independent media, providing space for civil societies to operate.” 
 
He concluded by saying that newcomers to the political scene and building ethics would help 
ensure that we elect people who are dedicated to the anti-corruption crusade into government. 
 
According to Sally Hayden (Confronting Tax Evasion and Other Illicit Financial Flows, 
published on Oct. 25 at the IACC) Denmark’s minister of taxation, Karsten Lauritzen, told an 
audience at this year’s International Anti-Corruption Conference that he writes an annual letter to 
the country’s top 20 tax-paying corporations. 
 
“Thanks for contributing to Danish society,” it reads. 
 
He was speaking at a panel titled ‘Confronting Tax Evasion and Other Illicit Financial Flows – 
Time to Translate Commitments into Action’. 



 
Before sharing this, Lauritzen quipped that he wished the phrase “nothing in life is certain but 
death and taxes” was true. “It would certainly make my job easier, but actually death is the only 
certain thing,” he said. 
 
Over two hours, Lauritzen, Ghana’s deputy minister of finance Kwaku Kwarteng, and Jonathan 
Larsen, the deputy director of IRS Criminal Investigation in the United States, spoke about the 
problems around tax evasion and reasons why an individual might not pay tax. 
 
Lauritzen said people need to believe that tax is going toward important public services, rather 
than going into the wrong pockets. “As a human being I understand that,” he said. 
 
Corruption undermines trust in a government and willingness to pay tax, Lauritzen said, adding 
that transparency “is a game-changer.” 
 
Some estimate the total amount of tax evasion is 5% of GDP – though the real amount is 
unknown due to the fact that the very nature of evasion is that it’s a hidden crime. 
 
Culture also plays a role, believes Kwarteng. “Traditionally in our society disclosure of assets 
and personal wealth is a very private matter, and if people knew how much you were worth it 
could open you up to all sorts of hassle.” He said that they recently set up the office of the 
special prosecutor to deal with corruption in Ghana. 
 
Meanwhile, Larsen was asked about working under the US president Donald Trump, whom 
critics have accused of tax evasion and lack of transparency in his own business dealings. Larsen 
would not be drawn on it. “As a government employee we have a very strict set of ethical rules 
and we don’t get involved in politics…we do that regardless of who it is, what political party it 
is.” 
 
Following digital data is like following a “trail of blood that leads to the knife for the murder 
investigation,” said Karen Greenaway, a US Federal Bureau of Investigation agent, according to 
Leonie Kijewski (Using Data to Counter Corruption and Money Laundering, published on Oct. 
24, 2018 at the 18th IACC). 
 
Greenaway, who has more than 20 years of investigation experience, was speaking at the Using 
Data to Counter Corruption and Money Laundering workshop at the Conference. 
 
How can one expose crime when money is being shuffled around from country to country, and 
how can one trace those behind illegal transactions that serve to launder money illegally? These 
were some of the central questions posed. 
 
Here are some of the strategies and tools panelists shared: 
 
Open data of business registries is part of the solution, the panelists at the workshop said. 
 



Datasets on corporate registrations and their beneficial owners that are freely accessible online 
provide a toolbox for scrutiny. Yet, as anti-corruption NGO Global Witness’s Anti-Money 
Laundering Campaigner Nienke Palstra said, this access is currently only provided by the United 
Kingdom, with governments arguing that not enough people would use it. 
 
Palstra disagrees. “People are using it, and people are scrutinising it,” she said, adding that 
access rates had “skyrocketed”, with six million access points per year before it became free of 
charge, to two billion access points a year afterwards.   
 
Howard Cooper, managing director of Kroll, a private corporation based in the United States that 
investigates corruption and money laundering, said public records – such as geo-tagging – held 
vast information that could uncover clusters of relationships. 
 
To ensure money is not laundered through financial transactions, fellow panelist Daria Kaleniuk 
from Ukraine’s Anti-Corruption Action Centre (ANTAC) said that banks had to verify their 
clients, which could lead to the freezing of assets if they suspected money-laundering. She says 
that as banks often act globally, many times they fail to exercise their due diligence. 
 
“It’s a comfortable excuse to say: ‘You know what, we were not able to identify PEP [politically 
exposed person] among our clients, because there is no such database by government or 
international institutions’”, she said. 
 
To “kill the argument,” Kaleniuk and her organisation created a database in 2015 that kept track 
of all politically exposed persons – broadly speaking, people of political interest and their family 
members – and their investments. She said banks can use this database to check their clients. 
 
Petra Blum, senior researcher with International Consortium of Investigative Journalists, said 
leaked information from corporations is crucial to uncovering money laundering abroad. For 
example, law firms often have access to information on beneficiaries of corporations. 
 
“We think that the whole topic of offshore is about connections,” she said. “This is the 
philosophy of our database: it is about making those connections visible.” 
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