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Introduction

Dubai’s real estate market has demonstrated remarkable growth and resilience through 2024
and into 2025, solidifying its position as a leading global hub for property investment. The
residential and commercial sectors alike have experienced soaring demand, with residential
sales prices in Dubai notably increasing by approximately 18% year-on-year in 2024.
Residential rents rose by 16%, while office rents saw an even sharper increase of 22% during
the same period.

Transaction volumes across the city surged, with over 163,000 transactions recorded in the first
nine months of 2024 alone, totaling more than AED 544 billion in value. This momentum
continued into 2025, with a 25% growth in real estate transaction values during the first half of
the year, reaching AED 431 billion, supported by 125,538 transactions. The influx of
international investors, alongside domestic and expatriate demand, is reflected in the continued
upward trajectory of property prices and rental levels. Such sustained growth is propelled by
Dubai’s limited supply relative to demand, strategic infrastructure projects, regulatory initiatives,
and its reputation as a safe haven for wealth. New real estate developments continue to be
launched at a rapid pace, with expectations of over 42,000 residential units to be handed over in
2025, although supply still lags behind demand, maintaining upward pressure on prices and
rents.

Globally, real estate is recognized as a prime sector for money laundering due to the high value
and relatively opaque nature of property transactions, allowing illicit funds to be disguised as
legitimate investments. Real estate transactions facilitate layering and integration phases of
laundering by enabling criminals to convert dirty money into tangible assets, complicating asset
tracing and recovery efforts. Dubai’s real estate market is particularly attractive to money
launderers due to its robust growth, regulatory gaps, confidentiality norms, use of complex
ownership structures, and the emirate’s strategic geopolitical position as a commercial
crossroads.

The influx of wealthy individuals, including politically exposed persons (PEPs) and sanctioned
entities, has further increased risks. Dubai’s real estate sector offers mechanisms to obscure
beneficial ownership through shell companies, nominee owners, and opaque corporate
vehicles, making it difficult for authorities and international watchdogs to track illicit money flows.
This combination of market vibrancy, regulatory challenges, and anonymity has made Dubai a
global hotspot for laundering illicit wealth through real estate, enabling the integration of
proceeds from corruption, organized crime, and sanctions evasion into the formal economy.

This report aims to expose and map the flow of dirty money laundering through Dubai’s real
estate market during the period 2024-2025. By analyzing recent investigative findings, leaked
data, market dynamics, and regulatory frameworks, the report seeks to provide a
comprehensive understanding of how illicit funds penetrate and impact the sector. The
objectives include identifying key laundering mechanisms and typologies, profiling actors



involved such as politically exposed persons and sanctioned entities, assessing Dubai’s
regulatory environment and enforcement gaps, and highlighting global implications.

The scope covers transactional data, ownership structures, market trends, and international
cooperation efforts designed to combat money laundering risks. Ultimately, this report serves as
an evidence-based resource to inform policymakers, regulators, investors, and civil society,
urging increased transparency, strengthened anti-money laundering measures, and
cross-border collaboration to curb the pernicious influence of illicit money in Dubai’s coveted
real estate market.



Dubai’s Real Estate Market Size and Foreign
Investment (~$160B+)

Dubai's real estate market ranks among the most dynamic and high-value property sectors
globally, with foreign direct investments (FDI) surpassing $160 billion in recent assessments.
The city hosts over 800,000 properties owned by 274,000 individuals and entities worldwide,
signifying its role as a magnet for both genuine investors and illicit funds. Foreign nationals
particularly from India, Pakistan, the UK, Saudi Arabia, and Russia constitute substantial
proportions of property owners, collectively contributing tens of billions of dollars to Dubai’s real
estate market. For instance, Indian nationals own properties worth approximately $17 billion,
followed by Pakistanis at $12.5 billion, and UK citizens holding assets worth $10 billion. These
figures demonstrate the broad international demand and significant capital inflows that make
Dubai the world's premier real estate investment destination.

Characteristics that Make Dubai Attractive for Money Laundering

Dubai’s attractiveness as a money laundering hub in real estate is underpinned by several core
characteristics:

e Financial Secrecy and Anonymity: The emirate offers high levels of privacy and
confidentiality in financial transactions. Use of anonymous shell companies and nominee
ownership structures allows beneficial owners to obscure their identity, making it
challenging for regulators and investigators to trace illicit origins of funds.

e Regulatory Gaps and Loopholes: Historically, Dubai has operated with relatively
lenient regulatory frameworks and limited financial transparency. This includes weak
enforcement on beneficial ownership disclosures, gaps in anti-money laundering (AML)
oversight in real estate, and limited public availability of ownership data. Despite recent
regulatory reforms, loopholes remain to be effectively addressed.

e Ease of Capital Movement: Dubai’s open economy and liberal currency controls
facilitate large-scale capital inflows from diverse jurisdictions with minimal restrictions,
enabling quick and discreet movement of funds.

e High-Value and Liquid Asset: Real estate serves as a preferred vehicle to convert illicit
money into tangible, usable wealth that can be rented, resold, or leveraged for further
transactions.

e Geopolitical and Economic Role: Dubai’s strategic geographic location as a
commercial nexus between East and West, combined with its status as a global financial
center, attracts politically exposed persons (PEPs) and individuals seeking to safeguard



or legitimize wealth amidst geopolitical tensions and sanctions regimes.

These factors combined create an ecosystem conducive to laundering proceeds from
corruption, organized crime, sanctions evasion, and other illicit activities through Dubai real

estate.

Types of Investors Including Politically Exposed Persons (PEPSs),
Sanctioned Individuals, and Criminals

The Dubai real estate market hosts a complex mix of investors, many of whom pose significant
money laundering risks:

Politically Exposed Persons (PEPs): High-profile individuals such as foreign
government officials, senior politicians, and their relatives use Dubai real estate to park
wealth obtained through questionable means. For example, sanctioned Russian officials
and billionaires like Alexander Borodai and Dmitry Rybolovlev hold multiple luxury
properties in Dubai. Relationships with controversial figures such as Ramzan Kadyrov,
implicated in serious human rights violations, underscore Dubai’s allure as a preferred
safe haven for PEPs seeking financial concealment.

Sanctioned Individuals: Persons subject to international sanctions, including those
related to geopolitical conflicts and international regulatory blacklists, exploit Dubai’s
opaque ownership structures to circumvent restrictions and maintain asset control.
Dubai’s real estate provides a legal veneer to these assets.

Criminal Entities and Organized Crime: Dubai has attracted criminal financiers and
fugitives involved in money laundering, drug trafficking, fraud, and corruption. Examples
uncovered include members of organized crime syndicates from West Africa, Australia,
and Latin America, along with illicit financiers linked to Hezbollah and other sanctioned
groups.

High Net-Worth Individuals with lllicit Funds: Beyond politically exposed and clearly
sanctioned figures, there are wealthy individuals who accumulate assets through Ponzi
schemes, tax evasion, or illicit business dealings who also channel their money into
Dubai’s real estate sector.

These investor profiles, combined with Dubai’s regulatory vulnerabilities, create a fertile
environment for the integration of illicit funds into the formal economy through property
transactions, complicating international efforts to combat money laundering.



The Mechanics of Money Laundering in Dubai Real
Estate

Money laundering through real estate is a particularly insidious and complex operation,
capitalizing on the sector’s inherent characteristics such as high value, liquidity, and relative
opacity. Dubai, with its booming property market and unique regulatory environment, offers a
prime example of how illicit finances are funneled and integrated through real estate assets.
Understanding the mechanics of money laundering in Dubai’s real estate market involves
dissecting the methods used by criminals and politically exposed persons (PEPs) to launder
dirty money, the techniques that thwart transparency, and the instrumental role played by
anonymity and sophisticated ownership structures. This section delves deeply into these
aspects, exposing the modalities of laundering through property purchases.

Modes of Laundering Dirty Money Through Property
Purchase

At its core, money laundering through real estate consists of converting illicit funds into
seemingly legitimate assets—in this case, property—thereby distancing the money from its
illegal origin. In Dubai, this process can occur through several intertwined modes:

Direct Buying of Properties

One of the most straightforward methods is the direct purchase of real estate using illicit funds.
Wealthy individuals or entities transfer suspicious money, often disguised as clean, into Dubai’s
banking or financial intermediaries, which is then used to pay for high-value residential or
commercial properties. These purchases are often done in cash or through wire transfers that
obscure the origin of the funds. The direct purchase acts as a layer of integration in the
laundering cycle, making the money look legitimate through ownership of tangible assets.

This method is particularly popular among PEPs and sanctioned individuals who seek to invest
in prestigious properties in Dubai's luxury developments such as Palm Jumeirah or Downtown

Dubai. Owning real estate in these areas not only serves as a store of value but also enhances
the social status and provides opportunities to move funds further, such as leasing or selling at
adjusted prices.

Use of Shell Companies and Complex Corporate Structures

Due to ever-growing scrutiny on direct ownership, many money launderers prefer utilizing shell
companies or corporate vehicles registered in offshore jurisdictions or within the UAE itself to
buy properties. These corporate entities are often owned by multiple nominee shareholders or
trustees, thereby effectively concealing the true beneficial owners.



By interposing these companies between the illicit fund originators and the property, launderers
create a veil of complexity. This is especially effective in Dubai, where corporate registries may
have limited transparency, and the legal environment permits multiple layers of ownership,
nominee directors, and rapid company formation. Such structures significantly complicate law
enforcement investigations and diminish the likelihood of detection or disclosure of illicit
proceeds.

Shell companies also facilitate the layering stage by enabling multiple transactions involving the
same property — buying and selling between related entities at various price points, making the
flow of money appear legitimate and diversifying trails.

Third-Party Intermediaries and Nominee Buyers

Another important laundering mechanism involves engaging third-party intermediaries or
nominee buyers who act as proxies for the actual beneficial owners. These may include
lawyers, real estate agents, or other third parties willing or coerced to buy property on behalf of
the true owner.

Utilizing nominees adds a layer of separation between the laundered funds and the real estate
asset, preventing direct linkage of suspicious money with the identified party on records. This
method also increases the anonymity of illicit actors, providing plausible deniability and reducing
regulatory risks. In some cases, these nominees are family members or close associates,
further diffusing accountability.

Nominee arrangements are common in cases involving politically exposed persons or
sanctioned individuals, who must avoid direct association with assets that could trigger asset
freezes or international sanctions enforcement.

Common Techniques in Real Estate Money Laundering

Money laundering schemes often incorporate specialized financial and real estate tactics that
facilitate concealing illicit origins and laundering amounts effectively. Several prevalent
techniques have been identified within Dubai’s real estate market:

Over-Valuing and Under-Valuing Properties

One of the most common and effective laundering methods is manipulation of property prices
during transactions. This occurs in two ways:

e Over-Valuation: Criminals or complicit sellers artificially inflate the selling price of
properties to justify excessive payment of illicit funds disguised as legitimate business.
For example, a property worth AED 10 million might be sold internally between shell
companies or proxies for AED 15 million, allowing the launderer to inject extra illicit cash
seamlessly. This inflated price tag masks the influx of illegal money within a seemingly



plausible transaction.

e Under-Valuation: Conversely, properties may also be bought below market value,
particularly off-plan or during distress sales, to enable subsequent resale at market
prices later in the cycle, thus generating a “clean” profit that obscures the original illegal
source.

Over- and under-valuation disrupt honest market price signals, distort the real estate market,
and facilitate integration of unlawful proceeds under the guise of capital gains.

Off-Plan Investments and Early Settlements

Dubai’s vibrant off-plan property market—where buyers purchase properties before construction
is complete—offers unique laundering opportunities. Money launderers often enter agreements
to acquire off-plan units, sometimes with early settlement payments that prematurely clear
financial obligations.

Purchasing off-plan can be advantageous for launderers because the transaction finishes faster,
and the associated payments spread over time, which can camouflage irregular fund flows.
Moreover, developers’ leniency or irregular monitoring of these sales further opens
vulnerabilities.

The rapid speculative buying and subsequent sale of these off-plan projects also help create
layers of transaction history, effectively blurring the trail of illicit money.

Cash Transactions and Cryptocurrency Use

Cash transactions in real estate epitomize money laundering’s challenge due to cash’s inherent
anonymity and difficulty to trace. While Dubai regulates cash payments above certain
thresholds, enforcement remains inconsistent.

lllicit actors sometimes prefer large cash payments for property purchases to physically distance
the bank or electronic records from suspicious activity. This mitigates scrutiny and reduces
reporting triggers that financial institutions might raise.

Furthermore, recent trends point toward increasing use of cryptocurrencies in real estate
purchases, either through direct crypto-to-property deals or through conversions into fiat before
payment. Given Dubai’s emerging openness towards crypto assets, this evolving frontier
introduces significant risks with limited regulatory clarity.



Role of Anonymity and Corporate Structures in Disguising
Ownership

A cornerstone of successful real estate money laundering lies in disguising who truly owns or
controls the property. Anonymity is enabled by legal, corporate, and financial frameworks that
provide opacity and complexity.

Anonymity Through Corporate Veils

Dubai’s legal framework, coupled with the use of offshore jurisdictions, permits individual
beneficial owners to conceal their connection to real estate via layers of corporate entities.
Trusts, holding companies, and special purpose vehicles (SPVs) are regularly created with
nominee directors and shareholders, masking identities on public and commercial registries.

These structures often involve multiple tiers and cross-border arrangements, with companies
registered in tax havens forming part of a labyrinthine ownership chain that frustrates due
diligence and law enforcement efforts.

Without robust beneficial ownership disclosure requirements or public registries, these veils
protect dirty money owners and enable the safe integration of illicit wealth into the market.

Nominee Ownership and Trusted Intermediaries

Nominee ownership—where another person holds property on behalf of the true owner—is
widely utilized. Nominees may be paid agents or unwitting participants. Using nominees
removes direct names from official records, thwarting identification.

Additionally, trusted intermediaries such as real estate brokers, lawyers, and financial advisors
facilitate the obfuscation either by legally registering ownership under their names or by
orchestrating complex transactions that obscure who ultimately benefits.

These intermediaries exploit gaps in regulatory requirements and AML enforcement to maintain
client confidentiality, a prized feature for criminals and politically exposed persons alike.

Confidentiality and Limited Transparency

Dubai’'s commitment to financial confidentiality, long prized by investors, industry participants,
and government, paradoxically also provides criminals with a shield. Unlike many Western
jurisdictions with open beneficial ownership registries, Dubai’s limited public disclosure norms
reduce transparency.

While some reforms towards financial transparency have been introduced recently, enforcement
and public access still lack sufficient rigor. This environment allows launderers to exploit the
market without fear of immediate exposure.
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The mechanics of money laundering in Dubai real estate rest on a blend of straightforward and
sophisticated methods designed to inject illicit funds into the formal economy while obscuring
ownership and source. Direct property purchases, complex shell company structures, and
proxies remain the fundamental modes. These are complemented by laundering techniques
such as price manipulation, off-plan project investments, cash payments, and emerging
cryptocurrency use.

The critical enabler of these schemes is the opacity afforded by corporate structures, nominee
arrangements, and Dubai’s regulatory approach to confidentiality. This configuration makes
tracking illicit flows and identifying beneficial owners tremendously challenging, undermining
global efforts to combat money laundering through the real estate sector.

A comprehensive understanding of these mechanics is vital for policymakers, regulators, and
investigators aiming to strengthen anti-money laundering frameworks, improve transparency,
and curtail the contaminating influence of dirty money in Dubai’s lucrative property market.
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Insights from the Dubai Leaks and 2024-2025
Investigations

Recent investigations into Dubai's real estate market have pulled back the curtain on an
extensive and sophisticated network of illicit financial activity, revealing how the city's booming
property market has become a primary conduit for global money laundering. The most
significant of these revelations came from the "Dubai Leaks" data exposé—a collaborative
international investigation led by the Center for Advanced Defense Studies (C4ADS), the
Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP), and over 70 media organizations
worldwide. This section synthesizes key findings from the Dubai Leaks and 2024-2025
investigations, providing a detailed understanding of the scale, profiles of implicated actors,
high-profile examples, and the pivotal role investigative collaborations played in exposing this
shadowy world.

Summary of the Dubai Leaks Data Revealing $31+ Billion
Suspicious Transactions

The Dubai Leaks dataset, comprising property ownership information primarily between 2020
and 2022 with follow-up investigations into 2024 and 2025, uncovered over $31 billion worth of
suspicious real estate transactions. These transactions involved hundreds of thousands of
properties, encompassing luxury apartments, sprawling villas, and high-end commercial
developments across Dubai’s iconic neighborhoods.

The sheer magnitude of this financial flow underscores Dubai’s appeal as a hub for dirty money
from numerous global sources. These suspicious transactions were not random cash flows but
part of an embedded system wherein diverse actors laundered billions through the emirate’s
property sector. The data not only highlights the volume of transactions but also exposes
systemic patterns of ownership, helping delineate the contours of global illicit finance channels
converging in Dubai.

This $31 billion comprises both outright illicit funds and suspiciously sourced investments,
ranging from corruption proceeds and criminal profits to evade sanctions and tax evasion.
Analysts note that these sums represent only the tip of the iceberg, with hidden wealth
potentially far exceeding these valuations due to hidden ownership layers, off-plan transactions,
and unreported cash dealings.

Key Findings: Number of Properties, Profiles of Owners
(PEPs, Sanctioned Individuals, Organized Crime)

The Dubai Leaks revealed profound insights into the nature and scale of owners holding these
mid- to ultra-high-value properties.
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Volume and Diversity of Properties

The leaked data catalogued approximately 800,000 properties owned by around 274,000
distinct individuals and entities, with notable concentrations of ownership within luxury
developments such as Palm Jumeirah, Downtown Dubai, Jumeirah Bay Towers, and other
prime locations. Among these owners were more than 200 individuals flagged for various
criminal, political, or sanction-related concerns.

Politically Exposed Persons (PEPSs)

One of the most striking revelations was the prominence of politically exposed persons and their
associates among the property owners. These include members of ruling families, senior
government officials, and their close relatives from countries known for endemic corruption and
kleptocracy. West African presidential families from Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, and the Republic
of Congo were particularly prevalent, deploying their illicit gains into Dubai real estate as a
strategy to shield and grow their wealth away from prying eyes.

Several PEPs who have been publicly accused or convicted of corruption or embezzlement
maintain extensive property portfolios in Dubai despite ongoing investigations in their home
countries. For example, family members of Teodoro Obiang Nguema of Equatorial Guinea and
Omar Bongo of Gabon hold numerous high-value assets, ranging from waterfront villas to luxury
apartments in prestigious Dubai buildings.

This presence confirms the role of Dubai not just as a regional but a global safe haven for
political elites seeking to safeguard their fortunes amid growing international scrutiny. The
emirate’s financial laws afford these actors a veil of opacity and protection from asset seizures
or sanctions compliance, compounding international efforts to hold corrupt elites accountable.

Here is a table of key Politically Exposed Persons (PEPs) relevant to Dubai real estate
laundering cases based on the most current data and investigations from 2024-2025:

Here is a table of key Politically Exposed Persons (PEPs) relevant to Dubai real estate
laundering cases based on the most current data and investigations from 2024-2025:

Name Country/Regi | Role/Position Type of Notes/Context
on Property/Location
in Dubai
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Despite international

Sanctioned sanctions, owns
Alexander Luxury apartment,
Russia Russian high-value property in
Borodai Palm Jumeirah
lawmaker Dubai, illustrating
sanction evasion
Billionaire,
Close ties to Russian
Dmitry former Olympic | Villain Palm
Russia elites; property valued
Rybolovlev committee Jumeirah
around $3.5 million
member
Businessman, Linked to Chechen leader
Ruslan Russia/Chech | close to Several large Ramzan Kadyrov, with
Baisarov nya Ramzan houses human rights abuse
Kadyrov allegations
Teodoro Allegedly linked to
Equatorial President’s Multiple villas and
Obiang'’s corruption and
Guinea family apartments
family kleptocracy
Gabonese
Accused of
ruling Luxury villas and
Gabon Political elites misappropriation of state
family apartments
funds
members
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Son of

General Son of former Property mortgaged,
Apartment in City
Qamar Pakistan Pakistan Army publicly declared in tax
Walk
Javed Chief returns
Bajwa
Properties valued
Mirza Industrialist, Multiple between $137K-$329K,
Pakistan
Ikhtiar Baig PPP member apartments with extensive real estate
holdings
Former Prime Income vs property
Shaukat
Minister & Luxury apartment | ownership discrepancy;
Aziz and Pakistan
Finance worth $2 million properties generate
family
Minister significant rental income
West Families of Including families from
Multiple
African Various presidents Equatorial Guinea, Gabon,
high-value
Presidential | countries involved in and Republic of Congo;
properties
families corruption suspected of laundering

These PEPs represent a diverse international cadre of politically exposed individuals who have
taken advantage of Dubai's real estate market as a means to launder money, conceal wealth,

evade sanctions, and invest suspicious funds with minimal transparency. Dubai’s appeal lies in
its financial secrecy, regulatory gaps, and the ability to hold luxury assets anonymously through
corporate structures or nominees.
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Sanctioned Individuals

The data also identified dozens of individuals subject to international sanctions for various
offenses, including involvement in politically motivated violence, links to organized crime, and
terrorism financing. Remarkably, multiple sanctioned Russian billionaires and officials, despite
tight Western sanctions regimes, have been able to acquire and maintain luxury properties in
Dubai—highlighting gaps and enforcement weaknesses enabling sanctions evasion.

High-profile sanctioned figures include Russian oligarchs linked to Kremlin elites, who have
used Dubai real estate transactions to circumvent asset freezes imposed by the European
Union, United States, and other jurisdictions. The data underscored Dubai’s strategic
importance for Russians and others on sanctions lists as a place to dispose of or conceal
sanctioned assets.

Moreover, sanctioned financiers associated with Hezbollah and other designated terrorist
organizations were found to own numerous properties through nominee companies and
complex ownership structures, raising alarms about the emirate’s vulnerability to illicit finance
supporting terrorism.

Organized Crime and Fugitives

The leaks further exposed Dubai as a magnet for prominent figures from global organized crime
networks, including drug traffickers, money launderers, and fugitives. Individuals linked to major
international drug cartels—including the notorious Kinahan cartel from Ireland, West African
trafficking networks, and Australian outlaw motorcycle gangs—have purchased multiple
properties in Dubai.

Many of these criminal actors reportedly exploit Dubai’s lack of effective due diligence by some
real estate agencies and lax enforcement of suspicious transaction reporting to quietly integrate
their illicit proceeds into the market. For example, data revealed properties tied to Joseph
Johannes Leijdekkers, a Dutch cocaine trafficker, and Daniel Kinahan, an alleged cartel leader
on the U.S. most-wanted list.

Organized crime’s presence illustrates Dubai’s complex role: not merely a passive destination
for illicit wealth but an active node facilitating global criminal enterprises through real estate
investments and financial services.

High-Profile Cases: Russian Billionaires, Sanctioned Politicians,
and Others

The leaked data brought to light numerous high-profile individual cases symbolizing Dubai’s
problematic real estate market.
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Russian Billionaires and Sanctioned Oligarchs

Among the most scrutinized profiles were oligarchs tied to the Russian political elite. Despite
international sanctions following Russia’s geopolitical actions in 2022, numerous sanctioned
individuals maintained substantial property holdings in Dubai. The data showed luxury
apartments and villas owned by figures linked to influential Russian business groups, some of
whom were recently added to Western sanctions lists.

These individuals acquired properties using intricate corporate structures and nominee
arrangements to shield ownership, often for billions of dollars. This enabled them to bypass
freezing orders and maintain control or rental income through proxies, posing a significant
challenge for international sanctions enforcement.

Politically Exposed Individuals Linked to Corruption

Prominent PEPs and relatives from Gulf states, African autocracies, and Central Asia were
found owning multi-million-dollar properties. Cases such as Candido Nsue Okomo, the former
head of Equatorial Guinea’s state oil company implicated in corruption investigations,
showcased how ruling elites use Dubai real estate as a safe repository for funds siphoned from
natural resources and public monies.

Similarly, members of West African ruling families, such as Pastor Obiang, owned lavish villas
hidden behind shell companies, adding to concerns over kleptocratic wealth being recycled and
legitimized through Dubai’s real estate vaults.

Notorious Criminal Figures and Fugitives

The data highlighted persons like Daniel Kinahan—the alleged leader of the Kinahan
cartel—who owns high-end properties in Dubai despite being a top target for transnational law
enforcement. Other drug traffickers and money launderers, some labeled as “Europe’s Most
Wanted,” continue to reside and invest in Dubai, leveraging the city's regulatory opacity and
political sensitivities around extradition.

These high-profile cases illustrate Dubai’s dualistic nature: a glittering global city attractive to the
elite but also a refuge for criminals and sanctioned individuals using real estate to launder
proceeds and evade justice.

Role of Investigative Collaborations

The scale and depth of the Dubai Leaks revelations were only possible through unprecedented
global investigative collaborations, which combined resources, expertise, and jurisdictions to
expose systemic money laundering in Dubai real estate.
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The Center for Advanced Defense Studies (C4ADS)

Based in Washington, D.C., C4ADS specializes in investigating transnational crime and conflict
and played an instrumental role in obtaining, processing, and safeguarding the leaked Dubai
property records. Their data expertise allowed for advanced analytics to identify suspicious
ownership patterns, beneficial ownership obfuscation, and links to illicit actors.

The Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP)

OCCRRP coordinated a multinational journalism consortium comprising more than 70 media
outlets across 58 countries. This network facilitated thousands of hours of investigative work,
ensuring rigor in verifying property ownership, cross-referencing with international sanctions
lists, criminal databases, and open-source intelligence.

Journalists in multiple countries engaged in painstaking research—combining leaked data
analysis, court records, social media monitoring, and field reporting—to connect property
owners in Dubai with global crime and corruption networks.

Global Media and NGOs

The investigation also benefited from cooperation with NGOs like Transparency International
and academic experts in illicit finance, who helped contextualize the findings and prepared
policy recommendations. Media partnerships extended to major outlets such as E24 in Norway
and outlets across Africa, the Americas, and Asia, helping amplify the impact and reach of the
revelations.

Impact of the Collaboration

This global investigative effort broke through the opacity that had long shielded Dubai’s real
estate dealings from scrutiny. By pooling resources and expertise across borders, the
consortium produced a comprehensive narrative exposing how Dubai serves as a nexus for
dirty money, illuminating how billions are parked in opulent property assets under complex
ownership arrangements.

Moreover, these collaborations have pressured authorities worldwide to revisit policies regarding
illicit finance, asset forfeiture, and intergovernmental cooperation on financial crime. The
combined journalistic efforts have also fueled demand for greater transparency in real estate
markets, spurring legislative and regulatory initiatives in Dubai and the broader UAE.

The Dubai Leaks and subsequent 2024—-2025 investigations provided an unprecedented
window into the astonishing scale and complexity of money laundering through Dubai’s real
estate market. The data revealed over $31 billion in suspicious transactions involving hundreds
of thousands of properties, owned by an array of politically exposed persons, sanctioned
individuals, and organized crime figures. High-profile cases ranging from Russian oligarchs
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circumventing sanctions to African kleptocrats and international drug traffickers showcased the
diverse users of Dubai property for illicit gain.

Crucially, this exposé was made possible by a landmark cooperative effort among investigative
organizations and global media, highlighting the indispensability of cross-border collaboration in
unraveling such entrenched illicit financial networks. The findings underscore persistent
regulatory weaknesses and ongoing challenges to transparency in Dubai’s real estate sector,
signaling an urgent need for enhanced global coordination, robust enforcement, and systemic
reform to stem the flow of dirty money through one of the world’s most coveted property
markets.
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Impact of Dubai’s Regulatory Environment

The regulatory environment governing Dubai’s real estate sector plays a critical role in shaping
the market's dynamics and vulnerabilities, especially in the context of money laundering risks.
Historically, Dubai’s regulatory framework has been marked by certain gaps that enabled real
estate laundering to flourish. However, fuelled by both domestic economic ambitions and
international pressure, the regulatory landscape has evolved significantly in recent years. This
evolution includes reforms aimed at boosting transparency, strengthening Anti-Money
Laundering (AML) compliance, and harmonizing local regulations with global standards. This
section analyzes Dubai’s regulatory environment by examining its historical context, recent
reforms, and the effectiveness of enforcement mechanisms, highlighting ongoing challenges
related to transparency.

UAE’s Historical Regulatory Gaps and Its Relationship with
FATF

Historically, the UAE, including Dubai, was grappling with several regulatory vulnerabilities that
made its real estate sector an attractive destination for illicit money. While the country has
always maintained a pro-business, relatively liberal economic environment, this openness came
with trade-offs in the form of lax oversight in certain sectors, including real estate.

Prior to the recent reforms, Dubai’s real estate market suffered from several structural
weaknesses:

e Lack of Mandatory Beneficial Ownership Disclosure: Until recently, Dubai did not
require comprehensive disclosure of the ultimate beneficial owners (UBOs) of
companies and property holdings. This opacity allowed shell companies and nominee
arrangements to dominate ownership records, effectively concealing the owners’
identities.

e Limited Public Registry Transparency: Property ownership registries were not publicly
accessible in detail, restricting the ability of regulators, financial institutions, journalists,
and law enforcement to track suspicious ownership patterns efficiently.

e Weak AML Controls in Real Estate: Real estate transactions historically fell outside
stringent AML frameworks common in financial sectors like banking, creating regulatory
blind spots. The absence of mandated rigorous KYC (Know Your Customer) and
transaction monitoring for property purchases opened doors for exploitation.

e Escrow and Payment Oversight Limitations: Enforcement around escrow accounts

and payment flows in off-plan property investments was underdeveloped, increasing
risks of fraud and illicit fund integration.
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These gaps contributed to Dubai’s inclusion on the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) grey list
in the past, indicating deficiencies in its AML/CFT (Combating the Financing of Terrorism)
regime. The grey listing signaled that the UAE needed to urgently enhance its regulatory
frameworks and enforcement practices to align with international standards.

However, the UAE undertook concerted efforts to address FATF concerns and improve its
regulatory stance. In late 2023 and through 2024, after multiple rounds of FATF evaluations and
recommendations, the UAE achieved removal from the grey list, reflecting significant progress.
This shift marked a pivotal point, underscoring the government's commitment to tightening AML
compliance across sectors—including real estate—that incubated financial crime risks.

Recent Regulatory Reforms: Reporting Requirements and
AML Compliance Efforts

In response to both global pressure and internal economic policy goals, Dubai has implemented
several far-reaching reforms targeting the transparency and governance of its real estate
market. These reforms are aimed at reducing illicit finance vulnerabilities and improving investor
confidence, which is critical for sustainable growth.

The Real Estate Activity Report (REAR)

A cornerstone regulatory reform has been the introduction of the Real Estate Activity Report
(REAR)—a mandatory reporting framework requiring real estate brokers, developers, escrow
services, and financial institutions to submit detailed data on transactions and client identities to
regulatory authorities.

Key features of REAR include:

e Comprehensive Transaction Reporting: All property transactions, including sales,
resales, and off-plan agreements, must be reported with buyer and seller details,
transaction value, and payment method.

e Beneficial Ownership Identification: The report mandates the disclosure of ultimate
beneficial owners behind entities involved in property deals, countering previous
anonymity advantages.

e Periodic Submission and Digital Integration: REAR is integrated with government

digital portals, ensuring real-time reporting, quick risk assessments, and flagging of
suspicious transactions for further investigation.

REAR effectively closes some of the historical blind spots that allowed anonymity and
unregulated capital flows in Dubai’s real estate market to foster money laundering.
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Enhanced Anti-Money Laundering and Counter-Terrorism Financing
Regulations

Building on REAR, Dubai’s regulatory framework has expanded to include explicit AML
directives tailored to real estate professionals, including:

e Mandatory AML Training and Licensing: Real estate agents and brokers are now
required to undergo AML compliance training, pass certification exams, and maintain
periodic training updates, supervised by the Real Estate Regulatory Agency (RERA).

e Know Your Customer (KYC) Protocols: Buyers must present verified identification and

source-of-funds documents before transactions can proceed. Enhanced due diligence
applies to high-risk clients, such as PEPs and entities from high-risk jurisdictions.

e Transaction Monitoring and Suspicious Activity Reporting: Real estate firms are
obligated to monitor transactions for red flags like unusually structured deals, rapid

resales, or irregular payment patterns and report suspicious cases to the UAE’s
Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU).

e Escrow Account Supervision: The 2025 reforms reinforce the use of designated
escrow accounts for off-plan purchases with strict rules limiting developer access to
buyer funds until construction milestones are verified, reducing the risk of project

abandonment and fund misappropriation.

These regulatory updates align Dubai’s real estate governance with international AML norms,

bridging critical gaps that previously limited effective oversight.

Assessment of Enforcement Effectiveness and Challenges in

Transparency

While regulatory reforms mark significant progress, the enforcement of these measures and
broader transparency remain complex challenges with real implications for combating money

laundering in Dubai’s real estate market.

Positive Developments

e Increased Compliance by Developers and Brokers: Reports indicate growing
adherence to mandatory licensing and training under RERA. The enhanced oversight
has reduced overt fraudulent activity and increased accountability among developers

through project milestone reporting and investor grievance platforms.

22



e Better Transaction Visibility for Authorities: The implementation of REAR and digital
transaction monitoring tools has improved government authorities’ capabilities to identify
suspicious flows and patterns, leading to more proactive investigations.

e International Cooperation: Dubai has deepened ties with global AML bodies,
facilitating cross-border information sharing on suspicious entities and integrating FATF
recommendations more comprehensively into national laws.

e Public Dispute Resolution Resources: Expanded regulatory dispute resolution centers
have empowered buyers, offering formal platforms to challenge non-compliant
developers or brokers.

Persistent Challenges

e Opaque Ownership Structures: Despite improved beneficial ownership disclosure
requirements, the use of complex layered corporate entities, offshore jurisdictions, and
nominee shareholders continues to obscure ultimate property owners effectively. Full
transparency remains elusive.

e Data Sharing and Public Access: Comprehensive property ownership databases are
still not fully public, limiting independent oversight by civil society, journalists, and
international investigators. Data access restrictions also complicate AML compliance
verification.

e Inconsistent AML Enforcement: While many firms comply, some real estate agents
and developers continue to operate with inadequate AML controls, partly due to
resource limitations or lack of full regulatory understanding. Uneven enforcement
undermines sector-wide integrity.

e Cash and Cryptocurrency Use: Despite regulatory emphasis on traceable payment
methods, cash transactions persist in certain sectors, and Dubai’s openness toward
cryptocurrency use introduces new AML risks in a still developing regulatory framework.

e Sanctions Evasion and PEPs: Continued ownership of Dubai real estate by sanctioned
individuals and politically exposed persons demonstrates enforcement gaps in applying
due diligence rigor or freezing suspicious assets promptly.

e Reluctance to Fully Publicize Risk Data: Political and economic considerations result

in limited transparency about ongoing investigations or probable illicit networks,
restricting comprehensive public accountability.

Dubai’s regulatory environment has undergone significant transformation from a historically
lenient framework to a more robust, digitally-integrated real estate governance system aligned
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with global AML standards. The introduction of reporting mandates like REAR, tighter licensing,
obligatory KYC, and escrow safeguards signal increasing government commitment to curbing
money laundering risks.

However, despite these reforms, challenges persist in full enforcement and transparency. The
continued complexity of ownership structures, uneven application of regulations, and data
access constraints create environments where illicit finance can still shelter, albeit with greater
government scrutiny.

Sustained progress will require not just improved regulations but enhanced enforcement
capabilities, broader data sharing, international cooperation, and increased market
transparency. Addressing these imperatives is essential if Dubai is to balance its ambitions as a
premier global real estate destination with its responsibility to combat financial crime and uphold
international AML obligations.

The trajectory suggests that Dubai is navigating this transformation thoughtfully, but the real test
lies in fully operationalizing reforms and maintaining vigilance against evolving money
laundering techniques in the property market beyond 2025.
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Mapping the Flow of Dirty Money

Money laundering through Dubai's real estate sector is a vast and intricate operation involving
complex flows of illicit funds originating from multiple geographies and diverse economic
sectors. The emirate’s strategic location as a global trading hub, coupled with its thriving
property market, facilitates the inflow, layering, and integration of dirty money into the formal
economy. This section explores the geographic and sectoral sources funneling illicit funds into
Dubai, the typologies and networks underpinning laundering structures, and the mechanisms by
which these funds are blended seamlessly into Dubai’s real estate market and broader
economy.

Geographic and Sectoral Sources of lllicit Money Flowing into
Dubai Real Estate

Dubai attracts illicit funds globally due to its reputation as a financial safe haven with a liberal
regulatory environment and flourishing real estate market. The dirty money flowing into Dubai’s
property sector primarily originates from:

Russia and Post-Soviet States

Russia remains one of the largest sources of illicit funds entering Dubai’s real estate sector.
Powerful oligarchs, sanctioned individuals, and politically exposed persons (PEPs) from Russia
and neighboring post-Soviet states channel wealth into Dubai properties to evade Western
sanctions, protect assets from seizure, and store wealth in stable, currency-diverse assets.
Despite international efforts to clamp down on sanctioned individuals, many continue to use
Dubai as a critical asset destination through opaque corporate structures.

Notable Russian billionaires linked to property holdings in Palm Jumeirah and Downtown Dubai
maintain complex ownership layers to evade sanctions scrutiny. The close ties of some Russian
elites to Dubai’s business environment create challenges for regulatory enforcement.

Middle East and North Africa (MENA)

Wealth from MENA countries constitutes a substantial share of foreign investments in Dubai real
estate, with funds often linked to politically exposed persons or families involved in corruption
scandals. Oil-rich Gulf states, Iran, Iraq, and North African countries like Libya and Egypt
contribute significant illicit proceeds, many stemming from rent-seeking, embezzlement, or
political patronage.

Dubai’s cultural and business ties within the Arab region make it a preferred destination for
capital flight from these countries. The desire for financial privacy and ease of wealth mobility
attracts MENA elites and family networks to invest in safe, luxurious properties, often using
nominee ownership.
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South Asia

Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh feature prominently as geographic sources of illicit funds, with
numerous PEPs, business magnates, and politically connected families investing heavily in
residential and commercial properties. Many of these funds arise from illicit business dealings,
tax evasion, government contract kickbacks, or politically motivated corruption.

For instance, Pakistani PEPs and influential families are linked to dozens of properties in Dubai
acquired through front companies. South Asian expatriate communities also use real estate in
Dubai as a vehicle to repatriate wealth while circumventing local banking and currency
restrictions.

Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa, particularly countries like Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, and the Republic of
Congo, have notable flows of illicit money into Dubai’s real estate market. Many African
autocrats and ruling family members accumulate illicit wealth through corruption and
embezzlement, which they funnel into offshore real estate holdings in Dubai to secure their
fortunes abroad.

This capital flight from Africa into Dubai real estate illustrates patterns of kleptocracy and asset
laundering that undermine governance and development in these countries.

Southeast Asia and Other Regions

Dirty money from Southeast Asia, including countries like Indonesia and the Philippines, also
finds its way into Dubai real estate via criminal networks engaged in drug trafficking, illegal
logging, and tax evasion. Additionally, funds linked to Latin America, Europe, and Australasia
representing organized crime groups or sanction-evading entities contribute to the global nature
of Dubai’s money laundering ecosystem.

Across sectors, these illicit funds are traced back to economic activities and crimes such as
fraud, narcotics trafficking, arms trade, human trafficking, and sanction circumvention schemes.

Networks and Typologies of Laundering Structures

Money laundering networks in Dubai real estate adapt sophisticated typologies and structures to
obscure the origin and nature of illicit funds. These typologies include:

Use of Layered Corporate and Trust Structures

The dominant typology consists of layered corporate vehicles, including shell companies,
holding entities, trusts, and special purpose vehicles (SPVs) registered domestically or in
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offshore jurisdictions. These vehicles are used extensively to obscure beneficial ownership and
create multiple ownership layers.

Money launderers often establish chains of ownership where a company owns a property but is
owned by another offshore company, which in turn is controlled by a trust, and so forth.
Nominee directors and shareholders appointed by professional intermediaries further
complicate tracing efforts.

Layering through corporate networks enables laundering actors to quickly buy, sell, and transfer
property assets while avoiding regulatory detection and confiscation.

Third-Party and Nominee Intermediation

Intermediaries such as lawyers, real estate agents, and fiduciaries act as nominees or proxies,
registering properties in their names on behalf of the true beneficial owners. This layer adds
anonymity, detaching the illicit source from the real asset and providing plausible deniability.
Nominee use is prevalent among PEPs and sanctioned individuals who must avoid direct
association with properties to prevent asset freezes or sanctions enforcement.

Off-Plan Developments and Complex Sales Schemes

Particularly in the fast-growing off-plan market, laundering networks exploit delayed payments,
staggered financing, and early settlements to layer and integrate funds unpredictably.

Buyer and seller roles may be swapped in quick succession to create inflated transaction values
or cyclical property deals that mask the original illicit capital injection.

Such dynamic dealings enhance the complexity of money flows and legitimate the tainted
assets over time.

Cross-Border Financial Flows and Cryptocurrency Integration

The layering often extends internationally, with funds traveling through multiple banks and
jurisdictions before being converted into property. Increasingly, cryptocurrency or virtual asset
service providers (VASPs) are involved in converting illicit crypto gains to fiat currencies, which
then enter Dubai’s real estate market.

Dubai’s status as a fintech and crypto hub raises concerns that digital assets may bypass
traditional financial controls and facilitate rapid cross-border layering and integration of
concealed wealth.

How lllicit Funds Integrate into Dubai’s Formal Economy through
Real Estate

Once illicit funds penetrate Dubai’s real estate market, they undergo integration via several
mechanisms that embed illegal proceeds into the formal economy:
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Capital Preservation in Tangible, Appreciating Assets

Real estate provides a stable, appreciating tangible store of value where illicitly gained capital
can be ‘parked’ safely. Wealth holders conceal the illicit origins by converting cash or complex
financial instruments into visible property holdings, which gain legal ownership status under
Dubai’s regulatory framework.

Dubai’s continued property price appreciation and high rental yields add economic justification
to such holdings, making illicit wealth appear legitimate investment income.

Rental Income and Legitimate Economic Activity

Properties owned with illicit funds often generate rental income, providing a legal revenue
stream cited as justification for wealth accumulation. Rental agreements, managed by legitimate
property management companies, create layers of bookkeeping and traceability, further
disguising the money’s origins.

This rental income is then utilized in the formal economy through banking and legal channels
without attracting immediate suspicion.

Resale and Profit Realization

A further integration step involves the resale of real estate assets, sometimes at manipulated
values, generating ‘clean profits.” Launderers use complex networks to sell properties to related
companies or supportive buyers, inflating sales prices to justify large capital gains.

The profits realized through these legitimate-looking sales validate illicit earnings and facilitate
their entry into regulated financial systems.

Financing and Mortgage Structures

lllicit investors often access financing and mortgage products, injecting dirty money as down
payments, and servicing loans to amplify capital efficiency. Mortgage registrations, interest
payments, and associated fees create formal financial transaction trails, blending illicit and
legitimate funds.

Such financial intermediation by banks deepens integration into the formal economy through
credit products linked to real estate assets.

Economic Spillover Effects

The integration of illicit funds also stimulates demand for related industries and services such as
construction, interior design, hospitality, and luxury goods. This economic ripple fosters
employment, tax revenues, and business growth connected indirectly to the laundered funds.

Consequently, illicit proceeds circulate widely within Dubai’s formal economy, complicating
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Mapping the flow of dirty money into Dubai’s real estate sector reveals a global and multifaceted
network channeling illicit capital from diverse regions and economic activities. Russia, MENA
countries, South Asia, and Africa stand out as major geographic sources, alongside
contributions from Southeast Asia, Europe, and Latin America.

The laundering typologies underpinning these flows involve sophisticated corporate layering,
nominee intermediaries, off-plan transactions, and emerging cryptocurrency usage, driven by
the need to preserve anonymity and evade regulatory scrutiny.

Once embedded, illicit funds integrate seamlessly into Dubai’s formal economy through property
ownership, rental income, resale profits, and ancillary economic activities. This integration not
only legitimizes proceeds of crime but also complicates enforcement and compliance regimes.

Addressing these challenges requires continued regulatory vigilance, enhanced transparency,
and robust international cooperation to disrupt the financial circuits enabling Dubai’s real estate
to serve as a conduit for global money laundering.
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Socioeconomic and Geopolitical Implications

Dubai’s real estate sector has undeniably become a critical axis for global illicit finance, with
profound socioeconomic and geopolitical implications. The integration of dirty money has
created distortions not only in the local property market and economy but also ripples far
beyond, impacting global anti-corruption efforts and Dubai’s international standing. This section
critically evaluates these multi-layered consequences, unveiling how Dubai’s struggle to balance
growth, openness, and regulatory discipline shapes its future and the broader fight against
financial crime.

Effects on Dubai’s Property Market and Local Economy

Dubai’s real estate market has experienced spectacular growth over the past two decades,
fueled in part by foreign investment and international capital flows. However, much of this
investment includes significant proportions of illicit money, which generates several problematic
effects on the market and economy.

Inflation and Asset Price Distortions

One of the most immediate impacts of money laundering on Dubai’s property market is
inflationary pressure on asset prices. When vast amounts of illicit funds are funneled into real
estate, demand is artificially inflated beyond the fundamentals of supply and local economic
growth. This speculative demand pushes property prices upward, creating bubbles and pricing
out genuine end-users—residents and businesses who form the backbone of the city's
economy.

These elevationary pressures generate elite enclaves of luxury housing whose valuations are
disconnected from the realities faced by the average purchaser or renter. As prices spiral, the
risk of market corrections increases, exposing everyday investors and the broader economy to
shocks when bubbles burst or regulatory tightening restricts capital flows.

Market Volatility and Speculation

The influx of illicit wealth intensifies real estate market volatility. Money laundering actors often
use complex layering through corporate vehicles and cyclical buying and selling strategies,
contributing to price manipulations and unstable market conditions. Such speculative activity
undermines market confidence and fosters an environment where legitimate investors hesitate,
foreseeing sudden fluctuations and regulatory risks.

Moreover, off-plan developments, often favored for laundering, exacerbate supply-demand
imbalances as capital manipulations influence project viability and delivery timelines. Market
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players complain about opaque buyer intentions and abrupt cancellations, complicating
long-term urban planning and growth.

Displacement and Social Inequality

As illicit funds inflate luxury developments and demand high-end properties, socioeconomic
stratification worsens. Middle-income populations and local workers struggle with inadequate
affordable housing options, while expatriates and wealthier segments consume much of the
prime real estate inventory.

This phenomenon deepens inequality within Dubai, undermining social cohesion and
threatening the city’s narrative as a cosmopolitan and inclusive hub. The socio-political risks of
such disparities demand corrective policy interventions, yet the continuing lure of high returns in
the luxury segment stalls inclusive housing development.

Economic Dependence on Real Estate

Dubai’s economy has become heavily reliant on real estate as a growth engine, contributing
roughly 7% to GDP directly and significantly more when considering construction, hospitality,
and services linked to property. Although this dependence generates jobs and attracts
investment, it also creates systemic vulnerabilities.

The intertwining of illicit finances means parts of this economic growth are fueled by
non-productive, opaque capital, exposing Dubai to regulatory shocks, international financial
sanctions, and reputational damage. A correction or contract slowdown in the real estate sector
reverberates through related sectors, risking a broader economic contraction.

Pressure on Public Services and Infrastructure

Rapid and often speculative real estate development driven by illicit capital can strain Dubai’s
infrastructure and municipal services. The location and types of properties purchased for
laundering may prioritize exclusivity over integration with urban planning goals, resulting in
uneven development, traffic congestion, and overstretched public utilities.

Dubai’s authorities face challenges balancing economic growth through real estate investments
with sustainable urban management and equitable access to essential services.

Impact on Global Anti-Corruption and Anti-Money Laundering
Efforts

Dubai’s status as a laundering hub significantly complicates international efforts to combat
corruption and revive the integrity of global financial systems.
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Undermining International Sanctions Regimes

Dubai’s opacity and regulatory gaps have repeatedly allowed sanctioned individuals and
entities—especially from Russia, Iran, and other geopolitical hotspots—to park assets or
conduct financial transactions despite international measures aimed at containment.

This systemic sanctions evasion weakens the potency of global sanction regimes, diluting
efforts by the US, EU, and others to isolate corrupt elites and illicit networks. Dubai’s regulatory
ambivalence or slow responsiveness sends mixed messages internationally, leading to criticism
and calls for stricter enforcement.

Weakening the Global Fight Against Kleptocracy

By harboring the stolen wealth of kleptocrats and autocratic regimes, Dubai’s real estate market
perpetuates governance failures in source countries. lllicit gains plundered from public coffers
continue to be shielded and legitimized, reducing pressure on corrupt regimes to reform or face
accountability.

Civil society campaigns and international organizations point out that the preserved wealth in
Dubai’s market directly finances sustained corruption, repression, and underdevelopment
globally. This dynamic erodes the prospects of equitable growth and democratic governance
worldwide.

Complicating International Law Enforcement Cooperation

The transnational complexity of real estate laundering—from layered offshore holdings to
nominee corporate vehicles—poses serious challenges to cross-border investigations. Dubai’s
partial transparency and fragmented regulatory approaches impede timely and effective
cooperation between global law enforcement agencies.

Even when suspicious activities are detected abroad, tracing assets through Dubai’'s market
involves prolonged legal battles and diplomatic negotiations, allowing launderers to exploit
procedural gaps and delays.

This regulatory fragmentation undermines trust among jurisdictions, hampers collective action,
and results in substantial recoverable assets slipping through the cracks.

Reputational Risks to Global Financial Systems

Dubai’s role as a major hub in global illicit finance tarnishes broader international financial
systems. The systemic presence of dirty money in a jurisdiction central to regional and global
trade networks raises risks of contagion, where illicit funds may taint legitimate investment flows
beyond Dubai.
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This challenges the efficiency and legitimacy of global markets, influencing investor confidence
and complicating due diligence efforts in other jurisdictions.

Dubai’s International Reputation and Pressure from Global
Watchdogs

Dubai’s ascent as a global real estate hub also brings increased international scrutiny, stemming
from multiple watchdogs, regulatory bodies, and civil society, which exert mounting pressure on
the emirate to alter its course.

Persistent Label as a Financial Secrecy Haven

Despite strides in reform and its removal from the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) grey list in
2024, Dubai continues to be characterized by many as a financial secrecy haven. Independent
studies, such as the Opacity in Real Estate Ownership Index by Transparency International,
consistently rank Dubai among jurisdictions vulnerable to money laundering through real estate.

This labeling affects Dubai’s ambitions to position itself as a transparent and trustworthy
financial center and deters cautious institutional investors concerned about regulatory and
reputational risks.

Growing International Regulatory Scrutiny and Pressure

International organizations including FATF, the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), as well as major trading partners like the US and EU, have escalated their demands for
stronger AML compliance and transparency from Dubai. This has translated into more frequent
assessments, audits, and directives focused explicitly on the real estate sector as a priority
area.

European and American governments have also imposed pressure through diplomatic
channels, signaling potential consequences relating to trade agreements, investment treaties,
and visa regimes if Dubai fails to enhance its financial integrity measures.

Media Exposure and Public Campaigns

The “Dubai Leaks” in 2024, a major data leak exposing billions of dollars of suspicious real
estate transactions linked to PEPs and sanctioned entities, amplified global media attention on
Dubai’s role in financial crime.

These exposés have intensified public and political debates on the responsibilities of Dubai’s
authorities to clean up their property market. Activists and watchdog groups internationalized
their campaigns, urging reforms and calling for joint international investigations.
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Dubai’s image as a gleaming, futuristic metropolis stands in stark contrast against allegations of
harboring corrupt elites and criminal syndicates, generating negative headlines that are difficult
to reconcile.

Economic and Diplomatic Consequences

Reputational damage risks tangible economic consequences: restricted access to international
capital markets, reluctance from global pension funds and sovereign wealth funds to deploy
capital in Dubai, and potential downgrades of credit ratings by major agencies assessing
governance criteria.

Additionally, diplomatic friction arises when Dubai’s lax regulations are perceived as
undermining collective international efforts to contain corruption and terrorism financing, risking
isolation or onerous regulatory embargoes.

Government Response and Balancing Act

Dubai’s government has launched multiple initiatives to counter the negative pressures, rolling
out enhanced AML regulations, investing in technological monitoring systems, and engaging in
dialogue with international bodies.

Nevertheless, a fundamental tension persists between maintaining Dubai’s attractiveness to
global wealth, which values discretion and rapid transactions, and complying with growing
international demands for transparency and accountability.

The economic reliance on real estate and associated financial flows creates reluctant resistance
among influential local stakeholders to aggressive reforms that might deter investors or disrupt
rapid growth cycles.

The socioeconomic and geopolitical implications of Dubai’s real estate money laundering
problem are extensive and deeply intertwined. On the local level, dirty money injects distortions
into property prices and market stability, exacerbating social inequalities and risking economic
dependence on speculative capital flows.

Globally, Dubai’s real estate sector has become a crucial loophole undermining powerful
anti-corruption and anti-money laundering mechanisms, enabling kleptocrats, sanctioned elites,
and criminal networks to preserve and grow illicit wealth outside the reach of law enforcement.

The city’s international reputation remains under severe strain amid growing pressure from
watchdogs, governments, and civil society groups demanding transparency and reform.
Balancing Dubai’s economic ambitions against these imperatives represents one of the most
significant governance challenges it faces.
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Dubai’s future as a sustainable international financial and real estate hub hinges on its ability to
decisively address money laundering risks, strengthen regulatory enforcement, embrace
transparency, and collaborate fully with global partners to restore trust and integrity.

The stakes go beyond economic calculations; they encompass Dubai’s very identity and role on
the world stage, with consequences for regional security, global financial stability, and the
broader fight against systemic corruption.
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Recommendations for Strengthening AML in Dubai
Real Estate

Money laundering through Dubai’s real estate sector poses deep and persistent challenges that
demand a multi-faceted, rigorous response from UAE authorities. While recent reforms have
created important foundations for combating illicit finance, the sophistication and scale of
laundering networks require further decisive action. This section offers comprehensive and
critical recommendations targeting Dubai’s AML framework, focusing on enhanced policy and
regulatory measures, transparency improvements, international cooperation, and robust due
diligence and compliance.

Policy and Regulatory Recommendations for UAE Authorities

Dubai and the wider UAE political and regulatory apparatus stand at a crucial juncture: the
urgency to reconcile economic ambitions with compliance demands is more acute than ever.
Stronger policies and enforceable regulations must underpin this transformation.

Enact Comprehensive Beneficial Ownership Legislation

One of the most foundational steps is the passage and enforcement of laws that require
mandatory, public beneficial ownership disclosure for all real estate holdings and corporate
entities involved in property transactions. While progress has been made, existing regimes still
allow layered corporate vehicles and nominee shareholders to obscure true ownership.

A centralized, publicly accessible registry of ultimate beneficial owners (UBOs) linked to
real estate assets would dramatically increase transparency. This registry should mandate
real-time, verifiable data-sharing with law enforcement, financial institutions, and international
partners, subject to strict safeguards against misuse.

Doing so addresses the fundamental veil that money launderers exploit and aligns Dubai with
international best practices adopted by jurisdictions like the UK, Canada, and the EU.

Harmonize and Strengthen AML Laws Across Emirates

Regulatory fragmentation remains an issue in the UAE, where different emirates maintain
distinct property laws and AML enforcement agencies. This fragmentation undermines
coordination and creates loopholes.

Dubai's efforts should be complemented by harmonized federal AML standards with clear
jurisdictional oversight, unified reporting mechanisms, and consistent sanctions penalties across
all emirates. The Federal government must equip competent AML authorities with substantial
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investigatory and enforcement powers while facilitating cooperation between emirates’ financial
intelligence units (FIUs).

Institute Real Estate Sector-Specific AML Regulations

Implementing AML regulations specific to real estate agents, brokers, developers, and ancillary
services is critical. These rules should define clear responsibilities for:

e Enhanced Due Diligence (EDD) requirements for high-risk clients, especially PEPs and
foreign investors from high-risk jurisdictions.

e Systematic source of funds (SOF) and source of wealth (SOW) verification for all
property transactions.

e Obligatory anti-money laundering audits and compliance reporting tailored to real
estate market intricacies.

e Integration of technological tools, such as blockchain for transaction
transparency and Al for pattern detection, to improve supervision.

Sector-tailored rules enable more precise risk mitigation than generic financial sector AML
policies and close transaction monitoring gaps.

Enforce Stringent Penalties for Non-Compliance

Despite rising fines in 2024 and 2025, enforcement remains inconsistent. UAE authorities
should adopt a zero-tolerance approach with stringent penalties, including large
administrative fines, license suspensions, and criminal prosecutions for entities and individuals
who disregard AML responsibilities.

Effective sanctions against both corporate entities and individuals (such as compliance officers,
brokers, or developers) send a powerful deterrent message. Penalty frameworks should also
include asset forfeiture and blacklisting of repeat offenders from government contracts and real
estate activities.

Regulate Virtual Asset and Cryptocurrency Transactions Firmly

With Dubai emerging as a hub for cryptocurrency-based real estate deals, AML regulations
must cover transactions involving virtual assets comprehensively. Firms engaged in tokenized
property sales or crypto payments must:
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Be licensed by the Virtual Asset Regulatory Authority (VARA).

Conduct full KYC, SOF, and enhanced due diligence on virtual asset sources.

Use licensed Virtual Asset Service Providers (VASPs) for crypto-to-fiat conversions.

Implement end-to-end transaction tracking and suspicious activity reporting.

Robust crypto AML integration limits a risky avenue exploited by illicit actors and aligns Dubai
with FATF’s recently updated standards on virtual assets.

Enhancing Transparency and Beneficial Ownership Disclosure

Clarity and visibility are the twin pillars to undermine anonymity enabling Dubai’s real estate
laundering networks.

Create a Publicly Accessible Beneficial Ownership Registry for Real Estate

A public registry of real estate beneficial owners is among the most effective anti-laundering
reforms globally. Dubai should establish such a registry with:

e Mandatory disclosure of ultimate beneficial owners behind all corporate entities
holding or transacting property in Dubai.

e Regular verification and updates of ownership information with severe penalties for
false declarations.

e Secure interfaces enabling easy access by regulators, law enforcement, financial
institutions, journalists, and civil society actors to conduct due diligence or
investigations.

This transparency measure cuts through fictitious or nominee ownership and dramatically
facilitates investigations into corrupt and criminal linkages.

Improve Access and Integration of Data Across Government Agencies

Dubai’s real estate transaction records, registries, and AML reporting databases exist but often
function in silos or under restricted access. To fortify transparency:

e Implement integrated data platforms connecting the Dubai Land Department, Real
Estate Regulatory Agency (RERA), Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU), and tax authorities.
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e Facilitate real-time sharing and matching of identified risks, beneficial ownership
information, and transaction data across these agencies.

e Empower data analytics units with Al and machine learning tools for anomaly detection
and automated flagging of suspicious ownership or transaction patterns.

Such data-driven transparency advances the state’s ability to detect, prevent, and prosecute
illicit finance.

Encourage Stakeholder Transparency and Clarity in Corporate Structures

Dubai should incentivize developers, brokers, and investment entities to use straightforward,
transparent ownership structures and publicly disclose conflict of interest and funding sources in
real estate deals.

Greater corporate governance codes and disclosure requirements for real estate
investment trusts (REITs), property funds, and offshore intermediaries should be adopted.
Transparency best practices build confidence among foreign investors and promote cleaner
markets.

Strengthening International Cooperation and Information Sharing

Money laundering in Dubai real estate is a cross-border crime requiring collaboration beyond
local jurisdictions.

Build Formal International AML Cooperation Frameworks

Dubai and UAE authorities should ratify and operationalize multilateral mutual legal
assistance treaties (MLATs) and data-sharing agreements with high-risk jurisdictions and
global financial centers.

These frameworks must support rapid exchange of ownership data, investigation results, and
enforcement actions relating to real estate holdings to dismantle transnational laundering
networks.

Participate in Joint Task Forces Against Real Estate Laundering

Dubai could establish or join internationally coordinated real estate financial crime task
forces alongside the FATF, INTERPOL, EU agencies, and major financial intelligence units.

Joint operations, asset recovery initiatives, and unified sanction enforcement enhance capacity
to disrupt illicit flows and prevent exploitation.
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Reporting and Monitoring Standardization Across Borders

Adopting globally recognized AML standards, reporting mechanisms such as the Financial
Action Task Force (FATF) recommendations, and the Egmont Group’s guidelines ensures
Dubai’s reporting systems are interoperable and trusted internationally.

Regular external audits and peer reviews by international AML bodies would certify Dubai’s
adherence and highlight improvements.

Improving Due Diligence and Compliance in Real Estate
Transactions

Robust due diligence and compliance regimes among real estate actors close enforcement
gaps and raise costs for money launderers.

Mandate Comprehensive KYC/CDD/EDD for All Real Estate Transactions

Every party engaging in property transactions must undergo rigorous Know Your Customer
(KYC) and Customer Due Diligence (CDD) checks, with Enhanced Due Diligence (EDD)
protocols triggered for high-risk profiles such as PEPs, foreign nationals from high-risk
jurisdictions, or complex corporate purchasers.

Due diligence must verify identity, validate source of funds and wealth, and flag suspicious links

using publicly available and proprietary intelligence.

Implement Continuous Monitoring and Post-Transaction Controls

Due diligence should not end at the point of sale. Ongoing monitoring of property ownership

and associated financial activities must detect shifts in ownership concentration, sudden
sales, or involvement of new stakeholders that indicate laundering.

Auditable compliance trails and periodic re-verification increase accountability.

Train and Certify Real Estate Sector Professionals

Mandatory AML training and certification for brokers, agents, developers, and legal
professionals are essential. These professionals often serve as gatekeepers deciding which
clients to onboard and what transactions to facilitate.

Training programs should focus on red flags in real estate laundering, regulatory obligations,
and reporting procedures to enhance sector-wide vigilance.

Leverage Technology and Digital Tools
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Adopting PropTech innovations such as blockchain registries, automated KYC platforms,
biometric verification, and machine learning-based transaction monitoring can vastly
improve the accuracy and speed of compliance.

Digital registries reduce manual errors, increase transparency, and support regulators in
conducting targeted audits and investigations.

Strictly Enforce Suspicious Transaction Reporting

Real estate firms must be legally obligated to report suspicious transactions promptly with
clear internal escalation paths. Regulators should monitor compliance, impose penalties for
non-reporting, and provide secure channels protecting whistleblowers.

To confront the entrenched challenge of money laundering in Dubai’s real estate sector, UAE
authorities must pursue a robust, integrated strategy addressing regulatory gaps, transparency
deficits, compliance weaknesses, and international cooperation shortfalls.

Significant policy improvements like mandatory public beneficial ownership registries,
harmonized federal AML standards tailored to real estate, strict penalties, and cryptocurrency
oversight are foundational. Enhancing transparency mandates data integration among
government entities and incentivizing openness among real estate actors must follow.

International cooperation at the intelligence and enforcement level is indispensable to uproot
cross-border laundering schemes that exploit Dubai’s market.

Finally, embedding rigorous due diligence practices, continuous compliance monitoring,
professional training, and emerging technology tools in the real estate industry completes the
matrix of defenses.

Only through sustained, coordinated efforts balancing Dubai’s economic growth ambitions with
uncompromising integrity can the emirate restore investor confidence, protect its financial
system, and contribute meaningfully to the global fight against illicit finance.
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Conclusion

The investigation into Dubai’s real estate market reveals a staggering flow of dirty money, with
over $31 billion in suspicious transactions uncovered in recent years. This massive influx of illicit
funds is facilitated through complex ownership structures, nominee arrangements, and
regulatory gaps that persist despite gradual reforms. Key findings highlight that numerous
properties in prime locations such as Palm Jumeirah and Downtown Dubai are owned by
politically exposed persons, sanctioned individuals, and members of organized crime networks.
The flow of illicit capital not only inflates property prices but also corrodes the integrity of Dubai’s
real estate sector, making it fertile ground for global money laundering activities.

Dubai now stands at a critical crossroads in its trajectory as a global financial and real estate
hub. The emirate’s authorities are faced with a dual imperative: to sustain rapid economic
growth and maintain investor confidence while decisively combating the entrenched problem of
money laundering that threatens to undermine the entire system. The recent removal of the
UAE from the FATF grey list symbolizes progress but also intensifies international scrutiny and
expectations. The challenge resides in enforcing regulations robustly and transparently without
dissuading legitimate investment or stifling market dynamism. Failure to do so risks alienating
key global partners, inviting sanctions, and damaging Dubai’s international reputation.

Transparency and enforcement emerge as the twin pillars necessary for Dubai’s future success
in curbing money laundering. Transparency must be broadened significantly through the
establishment of comprehensive public registries revealing beneficial ownership, making it
significantly harder for illicit actors to hide behind corporate veils. Parallelly, enforcement
agencies need enhanced capacity, resources, and political will to rigorously apply AML laws,
prosecute offenders, and seize criminal assets. This will require sustained commitment,
improved inter-agency coordination, and international cooperation to trace and dismantle
complex laundering networks. Ultimately, only through unwavering adherence to these
principles can Dubai reclaim its standing as a legitimate and compliant global real estate
destination, fostering sustainable economic development free from the corrosive effects of illicit
finance.
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