
Gold, Banks, and Dirty Money: Inside Southern Africa’s Commodity 
Laundering Networks 

Executive Summary 
The "Gold Mafia" investigation, primarily documented by Al Jazeera’s Investigative Unit in 2023, 
exposes a sophisticated value-conversion system operating across Southern Africa, East Africa, 
and the United Arab Emirates. This network transforms illicit proceeds—largely from illegal 
tobacco trading and tax evasion—into seemingly legitimate wealth through the strategic use of 
gold, fabricated trade documentation, and compromised banking insiders.Critical takeaways 
from the analysis include: 

●​ Commodity Convergence:  Gold is utilized as a high-value laundering instrument 
because it can concentrate substantial value into a durable, portable asset that loses its 
origin once refined. 

●​ Trade-Based Money Laundering (TBML):  Fabricated invoices and front companies 
are used to move funds through formal banking channels under the guise of legitimate 
imports. 

●​ The Insider Multiplier:  The most significant threat to financial integrity is the 
compromised bank employee. Insiders can neutralize multiple Anti-Money Laundering 
(AML) controls by leveraging their legitimate permissions and system knowledge. 

●​ Regulatory Consequences:  The fallout includes a multibillion-rand civil claim by the 
South African Revenue Service (SARS) against Sasfin Bank and international sanctions 
imposed by the U.S. and UK against specific smuggling networks. 

The "Gold Mafia" Framework 
The investigation uncovered several distinct but overlapping networks rather than a single 
unified organization. These networks exploit the intersection of legitimate financial infrastructure 
and illicit commodity trading. 

Key Entities and Figures 

Entity/Individual,Role/Context 
"Mohamed Khan (""Mo Dollars"")",Alleged operator of a South African laundering network. 
Simon Rudland,Zimbabwean tobacco entrepreneur associated with the alleged network (claims 
the allegations are a smear campaign). 
Kamlesh Pattni,Leader of a Zimbabwe-based gold-smuggling network; sanctioned by the U.S. 
and UK in December 2024. 
Sasfin Bank,Faced internal misconduct and a R5.3 billion civil claim from SARS for allegedly 
assisting in moving undeclared funds. 
Absa & Standard Bank,Named in investigations regarding employees allegedly assisting illicit 
fund movements. 



Mechanisms of Trade-Based Money Laundering (TBML) 
The networks utilize TBML to move money across borders while presenting transactions as 
ordinary commerce. This process relies on the fact that an invoice does not prove that genuine 
trade occurred. 

The TBML Process 

●​ Placement:  Cash generated from predicate crimes (e.g., illicit tobacco sales) is 
integrated into the financial system. 

●​ Fabrication:  Front companies create false trade documents, such as invoices for 
clothing, gold, or tobacco. 

●​ Payment:  Funds are transferred through formal banking channels to offshore suppliers 
in jurisdictions like the UAE, Mauritius, and Switzerland. 

●​ Value-Conversion:  The payment appears to be for imports, but the goods may never 
enter the country, or their value is significantly misrepresented through: 

●​ Over-invoicing or under-invoicing. 
●​ Multiple invoicing for the same shipment. 
●​ False descriptions of quantity or quality. 

The Role of High-Value Commodities 

Gold as a Laundering Instrument 

Gold is uniquely suited for illicit financial flows due to its dual status as a commodity and a store 
of value. 

●​ Anonymity:  Once melted or refined, its origin is nearly impossible to track without 
perfect supply-chain documentation. 

●​ Portability:  It can move outside the banking system physically, yet justify massive 
electronic transfers within the system. 

●​ Economic Plausibility:  A multimillion-dollar transfer is less likely to trigger suspicion if 
the invoice concerns precious metals rather than consumer goods. 

Illicit Tobacco Proceeds 

Illicit tobacco serves as a primary source of cash-based criminal proceeds. Cigarettes are often 
manufactured legally but then diverted or sold without excise tax payments. This cash creates 
an "integration problem" that gold and TBML structures solve by providing a path to convert 
cash into offshore assets or "clean" revenue. 

The Insider Threat: Compromised Bank Personnel 
The investigation highlights that insider assistance is more powerful than external control 
evasion. Compromised employees act as "control-system multipliers" who can weaken an 
institution from within. 

Functions of Compromised Insiders 

●​ Onboarding:  Assisting illicit actors in passing Customer Due Diligence (CDD). 



●​ Facilitation:  Approving foreign-exchange transactions and providing necessary 
regulatory documentation. 

●​ Interference:  Tampering with transaction records or alert logic to prevent escalation by 
compliance teams. 

Bribery Typologies 

Corrupt benefits provided to bank employees often extend beyond simple cash payments to 
include: 

●​ Recurring "stipend" payments. 
●​ Travel and holidays. 
●​ Property improvements. 
●​ Benefits provided to relatives or associates. 

Regulatory and Legal Consequences 
The revelations led to significant institutional and legal actions in South Africa and abroad: 

●​ Sasfin Bank Misconduct:  Sasfin dismissed employees and pursued criminal 
complaints. However, it also faced a R5.3 billion summons from SARS. A November 
2025 High Court judgment allowed a statutory claim under financial-sector legislation to 
proceed against the bank. 

●​ International Sanctions:  In December 2024, the U.S. sanctioned 28 individuals and 
entities connected to Kamlesh Pattni’s network for exploiting Zimbabwean natural 
resources through bribery and front companies. 

●​ FATF Status:  South Africa was placed on the FATF "increased monitoring" list (grey list) 
in February 2023. Following strategic reforms in beneficial ownership and financial 
intelligence, it was removed from the list in October 2025. 

Strategic Recommendations for Financial Institutions 
To combat commodity-based laundering, financial institutions must move beyond checking 
boxes and begin reconstructing the "complete economic narrative" behind high-value trade. 

Essential Control Layers 

1.​ Trade-Data Validation:  Test invoices against market benchmarks, shipping records, 
and customs data. 

2.​ Enhanced Due Diligence (EDD):  Apply rigorous scrutiny to commodity traders and 
foreign-exchange businesses operating in high-risk corridors. 

3.​ Beneficial Ownership Analysis:  Identify relationships between customers, offshore 
suppliers, and recurring intermediaries. 

4.​ Employee Integrity Monitoring:  Monitor for repeated control overrides, unusual 
approval patterns, and unexplained lifestyle changes among staff. 

5.​ Network Analytics:  Use technology to detect circular payment patterns and shared 
infrastructure (addresses, directors, or banking connections) across different accounts. 



6.​ Independent Escalation:  Ensure that the commercial importance of a client or the 
seniority of an employee does not prevent an investigation from reaching the board or 
internal audit. 

Conclusion 

Commodity laundering succeeds when each component of a scheme—the company, the 
invoice, the payment—appears legitimate in isolation. Resilience depends on the ability of 
financial crime leaders to integrate fragmented data across AML, fraud, and tax-risk teams to 
identify where the documentation and the economic reality do not align. 
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