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What is an Anti-Money Laundering 
check?

Why do these businesses have to 
complete AML checks?

An Anti-Money Laundering check or AML check is something all businesses 
at risk of money laundering must complete on all customers before they enter 
into a business relationship with them.  Rules vary across the world in terms 
of which businesses must complete checks, but in the US, UK and Europe, 
all businesses working in financial services must complete AML checks 
on customers - this includes banks, buildings societies and other financial 
institutions. Those working in other at-risk sectors including legal, property, 
investment and finance – must also run AML checks on their clients.

Financial institutions are by far the most vulnerable, with around 97% of money 
laundering believed to be done through financial institutions. The property 
sector is also very exposed, with certain countries -like the UK, where rules 
allow property to be purchased via anonymous companies and trusts - at 
particularly high risk. It is thought that around £4.2billion of property in London 
alone is owned by individuals or companies with a high money laundering risk.

The Financial Action Task Force (FATF) is the global money laundering and 
terrorist financing watchdog, and in its formal recommendations, recommends 
that all financial institutions and regulated organisations apply a ‘risk-based 
approach’ to their anti-money laundering and compliance. 

What this means is that, because the risk level of different customers, sectors 
and countries vary, each business must determine the risks of the customer and 
perform assessments appropriate to that risk.

According to FATF, a successful risk-based approach should include 
a thorough customer due diligence (CDD) programme consisting of 
identification, verification and screening for links to fraudulent or criminal 
activity, as well as for any evidence suggesting the person’s position puts them 
at a heightened risk of bribery or corruption. Enhanced due diligence should 
then be performed on any clients identified as high risk as a result of those 
checks.

‘According to the most recent estimates, between $800 billion and $2 trillion is laundered 
globally every year and there are certain sectors, mentioned above, which due to the nature 
of their business are more at risk of being used by money launderers than others. 
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How do businesses usually complete 
AML checks?

What is a smartsearch?

Most businesses still rely on manual AML checks, which means using 
physical documents such as driving licences, passports and photographic 
ID cards to check someone’s ID. 

Unfortunately, as well as being hugely time consuming and expensive 
due to the administration involved, manual checks are also open 
to human error. Furthermore, fraudulent ID documents are now so 
sophisticated that even when businesses have proper procedures in 
place, if their checks are still predominantly manual, they would quite 
likely be unable to spot a fake.

A smartsearch is completed using the innovative online SmartSearch platform, 
which is the only Know Your Customer (KYC) solution that also provides 
full sanction and Politically Exposed Person (PEP) screening and ongoing 
monitoring. This means clients need only use one piece of technology for all 
their AML compliance needs.

The business must ensure all employees understand the CDD, and that 
there are procedures in place for anything suspicious to be reported to 
the appropriate authorities. All checks must be recorded for compliance 
purposes, and all customers monitored for any changes to their risk. Any AML 
procedures must also be regularly reviewed to ensure they are up to date 
and meeting all the latest regulations.

A ‘smartsearch’ is an electronic AML check with identification and verification, PEP and 
sanction screening, enhanced due diligence and monitoring, all in one search.
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Identification, verification and automatic screening

A smartsearch uses global data from partners including Experian and 
Equifax – the two largest credit reference bureaus in the world – and the 
Dow Jones Global Watchlist, which has access to more than 1,100 PEPs and 
Sanctions lists and is updated daily. 

Using the data provided by the customer and cross-referencing with these 
global data partners, SmartSearch is able to identify, verify and screen an 
individual or business in a matter of seconds. 

Enhanced due diligence

If the smartsearch finds a match, enhanced due diligence is triggered 
automatically. This will comprise of running extensive checks, including 
building up a comprehensive adverse media profile, on any SIPs (Special 
Interest Persons with links to financial crimes), anyone named on sanctions 
lists, as well as any PEPs or RCAs (Relatives and Close Associates of PEPs).

Anyone identified as any of the above are seen as higher risk, because 
either they already have known links to financial crime, or because they are 
more vulnerable to bribery and corruption. This information is then passed 
on so you are able to assess the risk to your business. 

Automatic record keeping and ongoing monitoring

As well as completing all the required checks, doing a smartsearch rather 
than a standard AML check also means that your record keeping will 
always be up to date. That is because when you run a smartsearch, the 
check is automatically saved into the system to ensure watertight record-
keeping. The entire system is monitored every night meaning that any 
changes to any customers’ status or public position will be identified, and 
you will be alerted if this affects the potential risk to the business.

How does a smartsearch work?
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It is widely agreed that electronic verification is the most reliable and robust 
way of completing AML checks. This is because, as mentioned earlier, 
manual checks are inefficient, expensive, open to error and vulnerable to 
fraud. 

There are many electronic solutions on the market that perform 
identification and verification checks, there are also a number of platforms 
that are able to screen for sanctions and PEPs, while other firms have 
programmes set up to monitor customer databases. 

However, there is only one check that does all these things in one easy step, 
and that is a smartsearch. 

Not only that, but because the SmartSearch platform is constantly being 
updated and developed, with new features added regularly to ensure 
it meets with AML regulations, any client that uses SmartSearch for its 
AML compliance will never have to upgrade. The developments come as 
standard for all customers. Recent additions include:

• Ultimate Beneficial Owner Checks

• Business Owner Checks

• Retrospective database checks

• CRM integration

• Fully integrated app

The other major benefit of doing a smartsearch over any other electronic 
AML check is that they can be performed from anywhere, on any device, 
anytime. 

The SmartSearch app can be downloaded to the users’ phone or tablet, 
allowing them to run a smartsearch wherever they are, either by keying in 
the information, or scanning the client’s photo ID.  The result of the check is 
automatically uploaded and saved to the system, ensuring records are kept 
and the customer is regularly monitored.

Why is a smartsearch better than a 
standard AML check?
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Not only is this useful for those who need to perform checks remotely, 
perhaps because they are often meeting with clients in their homes or 
offices, but also, as the pandemic has shown, means that compliance 
checks can continue to be run remotely, even if you are unable to see the 
person face to face. Advanced facial recognition techniques built into the 
SmartSearch system means it also has the capacity to use customer selfie 
videos to compare the real person with their photo ID for an added layer of 
security when running remote checks is the only option.

Many countries’ own domestic AML regulations are now calling for 
electronic checks to be used whenever possible - with the most recent 
European Money Laundering Directive mandating that this should be the 
case. 

With so many businesses struggling to run checks during the pandemic, the 
need for electronic solutions has never been more urgent, making it likely 
that electronic verification will not only be the preferred option, but that it 
will be made compulsory to ensure businesses are doing everything in their 
power to fight the ever-growing global threat of money laundering.
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