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Middle East's first information-sharing public-private 

partnership eyes 2021 launch 

Published 13-Oct-2020 by Peter Shaw-Smith in Dubai 

TRRI News 

The Middle East and North Africa Financial Crime Compliance Group (MENA FCCG) is 

exploring the introduction of a regional public-private partnership (PPP) next year, to 

improve regulatory oversight. It has also taken steps to strengthen protocols to bring 

them into line with the Wolfsberg Group's principles. 

"We are already planting the seed for a PPP in the region and have been in discussion 

with the Royal United Services Institute to consider the MENA region, possibly on their 

2021 calendar," said Michael Matossian, chief compliance officer at Arab Bank and 

deputy chair of MENA FCCG. 

A report published in August by the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI) found that of 

the 20 national-level partnerships and three trans-national information-sharing groups 

already established, none was located in the Middle East. 

Best practice tools 

Launched in Bahrain in 2016, MENA FCCG exists to coordinate the response to 

financial crime across the region, and to simplify the daily life of the region's hard-

pressed banking community. This year, it launched a guide to implementing anti-bribery 

and corruption programmes and has also put in place Arabic guidance on the Wolfsberg 

Correspondent Banking Due Diligence Questionnaire. 

"Compliance is a journey and MENA banks' compliance programmes differ in maturity. 

As such, we envisage the group's best practice tools and publications will increase the 

effectiveness and efficiency of compliance programmes among smaller banks in the long 

term," Matossian said. 

 

https://www.gcffc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/FFIS-Report-Five-Years-of-Growth-of-Public-Private-Partnerships-to-Fight-Financial-Crime-18-Aug-2020.pdf
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De-risking 

The Gulf Cooperation Council has faced some of the world's toughest de-risking 

measures in the past five years. The banking sector is overcrowded and banks, some of 

which lack the scale required to compete internationally, have come under stiff scrutiny. 

The decline in bank flows to oil exporters largely reflects net outflows from countries 

affected by sanctions and conflict, according to a report published by the International 

Monetary Fund in October 2019. 

"Survey evidence shows that about one-third of banks in the region experienced a 

decline in correspondent banking relationships (due to de-risking) amid tighter anti-

money laundering and combating the financing of terrorism (AML/CFT) scrutiny," the 

report said. 

"Sanctions, money laundering, corruption and other compliance risks — as well as the 

enforcement in these areas — have continued to trend upward. As long as that 

continues to be the case, I expect derisking in the region to follow a similar trend," said 

Mahmoud Fadlallah, international trade partner at Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld in 

Dubai. 

Criminals using the banking system to launder illicit proceeds were costing the region 

dear, Matossian said. 

"With [an] estimated 5% of global GDP laundered every year, or $2 trillion, financial 

crime is laying devastating consequences on our societies. Criminals are using the 

means of globalisation to advance their criminal activity. [T]he only way by which we can 

turn the vulnerabilities of globalisation into an advantage is via collaboration and 

dialogue between different stakeholders and across borders," he said. 

Swift progress on a regional PPP would serve notice to the international banking 

community that the Middle East was committed to international best practice, he said. 

"To me, financial intelligence sharing is the future. The [FFIS'] latest survey report is a 

step in the right direction. It is impossible to win the fight against financial crime since it's 

an infinite game. While some criminals get caught, more and more join the game." 

Shift in approach 

Building capacity for this fight required a shift in approach to ensure efforts were targeted 

and risk-based, and this could only be achieved through PPPs, he said. Public-private 

partnerships helped to throw situations into relief by combining different perspectives, 

leading to enhanced understanding of evolving financial crime and making it easier to 

prioritise risks and resources. 

Attempts to establish a regional PPP would be far from simple, Fadlallah said. 
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"In principle, information-sharing is a good thing, but when coupled with over-

conservatism could lead to undesirable outcomes. Many banks have their own 

proprietary grey lists, and the bar for addition to those lists is quite low. 

"If information is going to be shared with third parties it should be done according to 

established and consistent standards on criteria for inclusion, otherwise regional 

government objectives, including establishing a start-up ecosystem, supporting SMEs 

and fostering the growth of fintech, will suffer," he said. 

 

Cryptocurrencies: striking an appropriate balance 

The continued expansion of cryptocurrencies was inevitable, even though they were a 

burgeoning tool for financial criminals, Matossian said. 

"It's not a question of 'if' but 'when' it will become mainstream. As banks, we need to 

strike the appropriate balance between embracing innovation and effectively protecting 

against financial crime." 

MENA regulators have taken different approaches with some, notably the Qatar 

Financial Centre, prohibiting any dealings in cryptocurrencies, while others, such as 

Saudi Arabia, have taken a measured stance. Others, again, have encouraged digital 

ecosystems, notably Abu Dhabi Global Market, which hopes to launch virtual asset 

exchanges by year's end. As such, more standards would need to be established to 

ensure consistency across the region, he said. 

COVID-19 had placed new constraints on Middle East banks, which had relocated and 

purchased new laptops to make sure staff could work from home effectively, Matossian 

said. While compliance resources were stretched, banks should take steps to address 

the likelihood that criminals were exploiting new vulnerabilities caused by COVID-19 to 

further their illicit activities. 

"This includes understanding new threats and calibrating monitoring solutions as 

appropriate, while ensuring compliance with regulatory reporting timeframes. MENA 

FCCG's technical committee continued active efforts, while group meetings were held 

remotely to ensure ongoing focus and appropriate governance," Matossian said. 

 


