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Executive summary

The Anti-Money Laundering (AML)
landscape across the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) is in the
midst of a profound transformation,
driven by global scrutiny, increasing
regulatory sophistication, and a
rapidly digitizing financial ecosystem.
Regulatory bodies, correspondent
banks, and increasingly aware
customers now demand measurable,
outcome-based effectiveness, not just
procedural compliance. Simply having
policies in place is no longer sufficient;
financial institutions are expected to
prove, with data and outcomes, that
they can actively detect, disrupt, and
prevent illicit financial activity.

This whitepaper unpacks the key
forces shaping AML strategy in the
GCC today, from shifting regulatory
paradigms and the rise of complex,
cross-border risk typologies to the
evolving expectations of supervisors.
It highlights the need for institutions
to transition from reactive to
proactive approaches, underpinned
by technology and intelligence-led
frameworks. Drawing from a
real-world fintech case study, the
paper demonstrates how integrated,
cloud-native AML systems can
enhance detection accuracy, reduce
operational burden, and enable
growth with compliance built in.
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The changing regulatory context

Over the past decade, international
standard-setters like the FATF have amplified
pressure on jurisdictions to improve anti-money
laundering effectiveness, not just rule adherence.
The GCC region, particularly the UAE following its
grey listing in 2022, has responded with sweeping
reforms. In 2024 alone, the UAE implemented two
major legislative updates, fortifying beneficial
ownership transparency, boosting the powers of
supervisory bodies, and embedding risk-based
principles into national AML strategy.

Other member states are also advancing
reforms. Kuwait introduced new asset-freeze
provisions, while Saudi Arabia strengthened
intelligence-sharing protocols across borders.
These developments mark a pivotal shift from
rules-based compliance to performance-driven
AML regimes. Regulators are no longer asking “do
you have controls?”, they are asking “are your
controls working?” Institutions must now present
real-time data and audit trails that demonstrate
effectiveness in identifying and mitigating threats.

An evolving, complex risk landscape

The GCC's position as a strategic hub for global
trade, finance, and technology makes it uniquely
vulnerable to a diverse and evolving spectrum

of money-laundering risks. The region'’s rapid
digital adoption, open economy, and growing
fintech ecosystem have created new avenues for
exploitation, from trade-based laundering and
shell company misuse to regulatory arbitrage
and abuse of virtual assets.

Traditional, checklist-driven anti-money
laundering frameworks cannot keep pace.
Institutions need to adopt continuous,
intelligence-led risk assessments that evolve with
shifting customer behaviors, transaction patterns,
and geopolitical trends. This shift requires a
cultural and operational pivot toward agility,
adaptability, and data-driven decision-making.

Key emerging typologies include:

B Trade-based laundering involving
mis-invoicing, over/under-invoicing, and
dual-use goods

B Layering illicit proceeds through cash-heavy
businesses with opaque structures

B Jurisdictional arbitrage exploiting weaker
regulatory environments via cross-border
channels

B Abuse of digital payment systems, virtual
currencies, and fintech platforms for
anonymity and speed



Beyond compliance:

What supervisors now demand

Supervisory expectations have escalated
sharply. Regulators across the GCC are
increasing the frequency and intensity

of enforcement actions, moving from
documentation checks to on-site
inspections, thematic reviews, and
system stress testing. AML programmes
are being evaluated not by their design,
but by their ability to prevent and detect
suspicious activity in real-time.

For instance, over AED 339 million in
AML-related fines were levied in the
UAE during the first half of 2025 alone,

a clear signal that regulatory tolerance
for ineffective controls is wearing thin.
Supervisors are leveraging tools such
as mystery shopping, transaction
sampling, and real-time monitoring
walkthroughs to test the operational
resilience of AML programmes.

To succeed, institutions must ensure their
AML systems are auditable, responsive,
and continuously improving. Reporting
dashboards, detection accuracy metrics,
and governance documentation must all
be ready for scrutiny at any time.

Building an effective, risk-based

AML programme

The foundation of an effective AML programme lies in its ability to adapt,
dynamically and at scale, to an institution’s evolving risk landscape. Al-powered
analytics and machine learning enable dynamic recalibration of risk scoring
models, detect anomalies, and reduce false positives. A risk-based approach
enables organizations to allocate resources efficiently, focusing on areas of
greatest exposure rather than treating all customers or products equally.

Core components of a modern AML framework include:

®m Dynamic risk assessments that integrate internal data (customer behavior,
product usage) with external intelligence (jurisdictional risk, market volatility)

®m Enhanced due diligence (EDD) for high-risk customers, including UBO tracing,
adverse media monitoring, and frequent re-screening

m Al/ML-powered transaction monitoring that reduces false positives while
detecting emerging patterns across channels

B Integrated sanctions and PEP screening to prevent onboarding or servicing
restricted entities

B Automated, auditable STR filing aligned with local regulatory formats and
timelines

B Top-down governance that ensures board ownership, policy reinforcement,
and a culture of compliance across the enterprise
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trillion projected
global cost of
financial crime

Leveraging technology for e
demonstrq ble effectiveness -McKinsey & Company

As anti-money laundering risks become
more sophisticated, institutions must rely
on technology as a strategic enabler,
not just an operational support. Manual
reviews, static rule engines, and siloed
systems are no longer viable in an era
where illicit actors operate at speed

and scale.

Modern AML platforms offer the agility
and intelligence necessary to maintain
compliance in real-time while enhancing
operational efficiency.

Transformational technologies include:

B Machine learning for pattern
recognition, anomaly detection, and
continuous model refinement

B Real-time screening engines
that minimize latency in customer
onboarding and transactions

B Privacy-preserving analytics that
enable secure collaboration across
borders and entities

®  Advanced reporting and case
management tools with embedded
audit trails and transparent logic




Case study:

Transforming AML across
financial institutions

A rapidly expanding fintech platform Azentio deployed a unified, cloud-native
serving millions of SMEs across the AML solution tailored to the fintech’s
region found itself struggling to maintain real-time need’s. By centralizing data,
anti-money laundering effectiveness automating monitoring, and integrating
amid explosive growth. Its manual screening directly into workflows, the
processes, spread across fragmented platform achieved operational resilience
systems, could not keep up with the without compromising customer
volume and velocity of customer experience.

interactions. Investigations were
delayed, alerts were missed, and risk
exposure increased.

Impact highlights:

B |nstantaneous anti-money laundering KYC checks and reduced alert response
time during onboarding

B High-volume transaction monitoring with significantly improved
signal-to-noise ratio

B Case prioritization based on risk scores, enabling faster decision-making

B Seamless scalability to support geographic and customer base expansion
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Case study:

Transforming AML across

financial institutions

Another regional bank operating in
a highly regulated and fast-growing

environment was facing similar challenges.

The legacy AML system lacked coverage
for newer risks like Trade-Based Money
Laundering (TBML), and investigations were
often delayed due to manual exception
handling and siloed data systems.

Impact highlights:

Azentio’s AMLOCK solution was selected
after a rigorous vendor evaluation. The
deployment was collaborative and phased,
resulting in improved compliance, faster
reporting, and real-time monitoring
capabilities. It provided the bank with
enhanced risk coverage, automated
escalation workflows, regulator-aligned
reporting, and seamless integration with
over 20 internal banking systems.

B End-to-end compliance with national regulatory bodies

B Centralized investigation management and faster alert resolution

B Automated generation of regulator-specific reports

B Seamless integration into core banking and customer data systems

B Accelerated time-to-value with minimal customization
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“Strengthening our compliance

infrastructure, especially against TBML
was priority, and Azentio delivered just
that with precision and agility. We are
confident in our long-term regulatory

readiness.”

Head of IT Services,
Leading regional bank




Conclusion:

Turning compliance into capability

The GCC's anti-money laundering
transformation represents more than a
regulatory challenge, it is an opportunity
for financial institutions to build resilience,
strengthen stakeholder trust, and
safeguard regional financial integrity.
Those that invest in modern frameworks
and technologies will not only meet
compliance requirements but unlock
strategic advantages.

Effective AML today is not just a box-ticking
exercise. It is a core capability, one that
must be continuously tested, evolved,

and aligned with the institution’s broader
business objectives.

please contact us:
contactus@azentio.com
www.azentio.com

As institutions look to navigate this

shift, they should prioritize closing gaps
against new regulatory expectations,
modernizing monitoring and screening
with intelligent tools, and building a
culture of accountability and continuous
improvement. By partnering with
technology providers that offer scalable,
audit-ready solutions, financial institutions
can future-proof their compliance efforts
and embrace AML as a driver of trust and
growth.
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