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Since the ousting of former ruler Omar al-Bashir in 2019, Sudan has taken steps toward the Sudanese transitional gov-
ernment’s stated aim of achieving a “modern, democratic nation-state.”1 Progress has been slow, however, and perva-
sive economic corruption and strategic challenges, including hardships resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, continue 
to create hurdles in delivering demonstrable economic progress for the average person in Sudan. This failure can be 
traced, in part, to the country’s inability to transparently address issues in the banking and financial sectors inherited from 
decades of mismanagement under the former regime. 

In order to build the confidence of the Sudanese people and the international community and encourage foreign invest-
ment, Sudan must engage in transparent, democratic, and innovative economic rebuilding. As the country looks toward 
a more stable future that will provide opportunity to all Sudanese people, it must prioritize banking reform—including 
improving banking supervision and implementing stronger, more effective real-world anti-money laundering and an-
ti-corruption measures—and the collaborative international recovery of assets that Bashir and his ruling clique stashed 
abroad. Until Sudan reforms the banking sector and roots out corrupt actors, real risks remain.

Overview

In December 2020, the United States officially lifted the State Sponsor of Terrorism (SST) designation on Sudan, fa-
cilitating international investment that can help the country rebuild its economy. However, after decades of corruption, 
the opacity of Sudan’s economic system remains a hindrance to investment. International banks, private investors, and 
companies struggle to conduct customer due diligence on Sudanese clients and are unable to adequately assess risks. 
These factors reduce confidence in the Sudanese economy and stymie outside investment. 

Sudan has already taken important first steps to improve its basic anti-money laundering and countering the financing 
of terrorism (AML/CFT) regime, at least from a technical standpoint. It has established AML/CFT laws, a financial intel-
ligence unit (FIU) tasked with tracking and investigating illicit finance, and judicial powers to prosecute such cases. In 
2010, Sudan was placed on the Financial Action Task Force’s (FATF) list of jurisdictions with significant deficiencies in 
their AML/CFT regime, the so-called “gray list.” In 2015, Sudan was removed from the list after the FATF found that the 
government had met basic AML/CFT technical requirements.2 A year later, in 2016, the Middle East and North Africa 
Financial Action Task Force (MENAFATF), the regional FATF-style body, found that the government had addressed most 
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corruption-related shortcomings identified in an earlier review in terms of technical output. It did so, however, without 
measuring actual implementation of new guidelines on politically exposed persons (PEPs).3 The next planned review, to 
be conducted by MENAFATF, will take place in 2022 and will measure the effectiveness of Sudan’s AML/CFT regime. 
Ahead of the review, Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok announced a new law aimed at strengthening the Central Bank and 
improving AML/CFT measures at financial institutions.4 

While Sudan has laws on the books intended to curb illicit finance, implementation remains uneven and ineffective, and 
banking supervision remains weak. Communication and collaboration need to improve across the sector. The Central 
Bank’s capacity to crack down on corruption is largely untested, but Central Bank leaders have repeatedly promised 
improvements in banking supervision.5 In September 2020, Central Bank Governor Mohamed al-Fatih Zainelabidine 
vowed to increase anti-money laundering efforts to improve the integrity of Sudan’s banking system.6 He stated that the 
government was focused on much-needed reforms to address the economic crisis, including “exchange rate chaos,” 
smuggling, and the illicit gold trade.7 He reportedly told a World Bank delegation in May 2021 about planned AML/CFT 
reforms and efforts to restore correspondent bank relationships.8 In February 2021, Zainelabidine announced the launch 
of a dual system allowing both Islamic and non-Islamic borrowing.9 However, the Central Bank has been slow to roll out 
the accompanying regulations and guidelines or provide staff with the required training to put these systems into practice. 

In addition to banking sector reforms, Sudan has passed legislation and created units specifically aimed at recovering 
Bashir-era assets.10 One such law establishes a committee tasked with dismantling the Bashir regime, including by 
dissolving the former ruling National Congress Party (NCP), confiscating its property and assets, and recovering looted 
resources.11 This anti-corruption committee has allowed the government to seize many of the now dissolved NCP’s as-
sets, including its affiliated companies, office buildings, vehicles, and bank accounts.12 Four private television channels 
and newspapers are reportedly among these holdings,13 along with the religious charity organization Al-Quran al-Kareem 
Society’s resources.14 All of these assets are said to come from within Sudan. In addition, the committee dissolved 
the boards of the Khartoum International Airport Company and the Sudan Airports Holding Company over corruption 
claims.15 The committee has been identifying and seizing other Bashir-related assets, including those of alleged Bashir 
accomplice Abdelbasit Hamza and his companies.16, 17

Priority Steps

The COVID-19 pandemic and actions to mitigate its effects, endemic economic challenges, a shaky transition to civilian 
rule, security concerns, and the drastic impact of climate change shape an uncertain future for the country.18 Today, 
Sudan still ranks as one of the most corrupt countries in the world.19, 20 Until Sudan reforms the banking sector and 
roots out corrupt actors, real risks remain. The Sudanese government and banking sector need to demonstrate greater 
transparency, enforce and comply with Sudan’s existing anti-money laundering laws and policies, and improve banking 
supervision policies and practices. Prioritizing economic recovery and growth, as well as asset return, will help set Sudan 
on a path to recovery.

Transparency

An international body such as the World Bank or International Monetary Fund (IMF) should conduct forensic 
audits of the Central Bank and other regulatory bodies alongside a domestic partner. General audits of other gov-
ernment ministries should be conducted to ensure accountability and reveal corruption, fraud, and waste. Government 
websites should publish all audit reports.21 In addition, the joint legislative session of the cabinet and Sovereign Council 
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should examine 2019 and 2020 audit reports, address cases of documented corruption using the legal mechanisms 
already in place, and make the findings public.

The government of Sudan should identify and ensure the removal of security force elements from private firms. 
For decades, companies owned in whole or in part by government security services, including the Sudanese Armed 
Forces (SAF) and top commanders of the Rapid Support Forces (RSF), have operated with little scrutiny in the most 
profitable sectors of the economy. They have awarded themselves government contracts, using national assets for 
self-enrichment. The government of Sudan must step up efforts to transform these companies into publicly owned 
entities. In the meantime, the companies should be subject to the oversight of the Ministry of Finance and should be 
required to produce audits to the National Audit Chamber. The government should also take necessary steps to ensure 
law enforcement and judiciary bodies are appropriately staffed and empowered to bring those corrupt actors to justice.22  

The government of Sudan should prioritize FIU reform. The Sudanese FIU, while functional, has suffered from years 
of neglect. The government should ensure that the unit is fully independent and has all appropriate support to carry out its 
mission; is staffed with appropriately paid, qualified professionals free from conflicts of interest; receives staff training on 
anti-corruption efforts, along with local and regional emerging threats, such as contracting fraud or cryptocurrencies; and 
has the equipment and software its staff needs to conduct investigations thoroughly and prepare cases for prosecution.

The government of Sudan should strengthen the judiciary. The judiciary should receive the appropriate support to 
remain independent from possible outside influence while carrying out its mission. In addition, the government should 
ensure that the judiciary staff receives appropriate training or technical support on topics relevant to complex money 
laundering cases, including illicit finance and corruption. 

The United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK), and other governments should implement tailored responsi-
ble investment reporting requirements, such as necessitating that banks and other private sector actors involved in 
high-risk sectors conduct enhanced due diligence when beginning a new business relationship in Sudan and publish the 
results of these initiatives. Such a system could promote broader transparency overall from both the public and private 
sectors. The US, the UK, and other governments with leading international banks should thus facilitate formal and trans-
parent dialogue and information sharing between the financial institutions within their jurisdiction and Sudanese banks.

Banking supervision 

Sudan’s Central Bank must play an independent and transparent role in banking supervision. Efforts should 
include reviewing and improving current AML/CFT legislation; confirming the sale of all the Central Bank’s shares in com-
mercial banks; issuing specific guidance on illicit financial activities affecting Sudan, such as corruption, terror financing, 
and PEPs; and adopting a risk-based approach to prioritize high-risk banks and entities that threaten economic stability. 
The Central Bank would also benefit from an independent, third-party review of its organizational structure, along with an 
assessment of staffing needs and qualifications.

The Central Bank, with the assistance of international partners, should encourage Sudan’s banking sector to file 
suspicious activity reports (SARs), particularly related to corruption and terrorism finance. To create a truly effective 
system, the Central Bank should issue guidance that not only encourages the filing of SARs but also clearly sets out 
best practice models that encourage the filing of effective and timely SARs in order to maximize impact and assist the 
Sudanese FIU. The FIU should also engage in a continuous dialogue with the financial sector and share illicit financing 
typologies, trends, and red flags that banks can use to improve their AML/CFT compliance programs and further enrich 
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the quality of SARs. Sudan’s FIU should then use the SARs to open investigations that lead to prosecutions. International 
partners like the US Department of the Treasury and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) should 
work with the Central Bank and the FIU to urge and support their engagement to elicit more and better quality SARs.

Global correspondent banks should engage with and, as needed, pressure Sudanese banks to improve their 
AML/CFT compliance programs, including customer due diligence (CDD) practices. In particular, global correspondent 
banks should emphasize enhanced due diligence (EDD) on PEPs, entities formally or informally associated with PEPs, 
and high-risk transactions. To mitigate against possible de-risking, Sudanese banks should ensure that their correspon-
dent banks are aware of all the steps they are taking to improve compliance with AML/CFT obligations, in particular by 
implementing robust CDD and EDD.

Technical assistance

The international community should continue their assistance programs to support Sudan’s new government. 
Specific technical assistance options should focus on anti-corruption and AML/CFT efforts, something the World Bank, 
IMF, US Treasury Department, US Department of State, European Union/European External Action Service (EU/EEAS), 
UNODC, and other groups have expertise in implementing. 

MENAFATF should help develop an AML/CFT action plan for Sudan’s government, leveraging its regional network 
of banking professionals and finance experts. Areas of particular vulnerability should receive priority, such as gold sector 
AML concerns, assistance for the banking sector to comply with international guidelines, and guidance for the FIU on the 
increased use of SARs by banks. 

Asset recovery

Sudan and its allies should form an international partnership to identify, seize, and return ill-gotten Bashir-era 
gains stashed overseas. An effective international asset recovery program would bolster Sudan’s transition to a mod-
ern, democratic state. Such a move would send a strong message to the Sudanese people that the international com-
munity supports the transition to democratic rule and will no longer act as a safe harbor for ill-gotten gains, as occurred 
under Bashir. While the precise amount of state funds stolen during Bashir’s 30-year rule may never be known, billions 
of dollars are likely involved, given the scope of domestic seizures and the length of time he was in power. The recovered 
assets would serve as a boon to a struggling Sudanese economy.

The international partnership should comply with established international standards on transparency and as-
set recovery. Such an initiative should include an online presence that is easy to access and provides a clear and trans-
parent platform for the return of Bashir-era assets, signaling the international community’s commitment to resolving this 
issue. It would also facilitate intelligence sharing, provide a single centralized communication strategy on progress, and 
allow civil society and other actors to share information on potential targeted assets on a single platform. The guidelines 
set out by the World Bank and the UNODC-backed Stolen Asset Recovery Initiative (StAR) should form the basis of this 
effort.23, 24 

The international partnership should be housed within the International Anti-Corruption Coordination Centre. 
The program would ideally be housed at the London-based International Anti-Corruption Coordination Centre (IACCC), 
which includes law enforcement officers from multiple agencies around the world, in order to maximize the international 
cooperative and intelligence-sharing opportunities; alternatively, it could be housed within an existing Troika law en-
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forcement unit.25 This same initiative should also feature a capacity-building and experience-sharing element that allows 
Sudanese law enforcement officials to learn from those involved in international efforts to improve technical knowhow in 
Sudan. 

The international partnership must engage now on how to return assets. At an early stage of any such program’s 
inception, actors should address the modalities of the channel by which the assets should be returned. In line with do-
mestic examples, recovered assets could be transferred directly to the Finance Ministry or a program it runs. However, 
serious consideration should also be given to bilateral agreements that ensure funds are allocated to long-term projects 
with the greatest benefit for Sudan. A dedicated sub-section of the World Bank-administered Sudan Family Support Proj-
ect (SFSP) for economic aid could also serve this purpose.26, 27 Such an internationally recognized and approved conduit 
would enable the safe return of assets to the Sudanese people while also serving as a positive example for other nations 
rising from the ashes of fallen regimes.

Sudanese and international banks and other financial Institutions must commit to cooperating fully with the 
international partnership. Full cooperation between the public and private sectors will be key. Banks and financial 
institutions must commit to fully complying in a timely and accurate manner with requests for information and intelligence 
linked to Bashir-related assets. Banks and financial institutions should therefore be engaged at an early stage and pro-
vide transparent public commitments to assist in the initiative. In particular, banks that have previously operated in or 
had exposure to Sudan prior to the overthrow of the former regime should carry out reviews and identify any assets that 
could be the proceeds of corruption.
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