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Picture this: Professionals are gathered at an anti-money 

laundering (AML) conference where cases ripped from the 

headlines are being presented by senior industry and law 

enforcement officials. A slideshow with complex overdose 

maps and drug routes is presented on the jumbotron.

Ooohs and ahhs can be 

heard in the conference 

room.

Notes are being frantically 

taken by the attendees.

Cell phones capture 

images of detailed slides.

All the while, the local community 

police officer who conducted the 

traffic stop that was the catalyst 

for this sensational story is nothing 

more than a minute-long bullet point 

discussion with undersized font.

why do rare, macro investigations 

garner the interest and attention of 

the AML industry but overlook the 

importance of the initial micro law 

enforcement action?

The contributions of the officer 

and his local Bank Secrecy Act (BSA) 

and AML associates are glossed over 

in this keynote speech begging  

the question-- 
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EXTRAORDINARY BEGINS WITH ORDINARY

Although the officer’s bullet point 

on the slideshow is minor in both 

presence and explanation, small 

does not mean insignificant. 

Thanks to training and experience, what 

began as a predictable traffic stop quickly 

evolved into the identification and ultimately 

the disruption of an international complex 

narcotics trafficking and concurrent money 

laundering scheme.

At the point of detection, 

there were no men in black 

from a three-letter agency 

executing a high-risk takedown.

There was no media hovering 

in the sky capturing the daring 

moments on film.

The only visible infraction worthy 

of attention was the expired tag 

on a driver’s vehicle.

The midnight patrol officer could 

not possibly know what was inside the 

vehicle. The patrol officer initiated 

the traffic stop and transmitted his 

location to dispatch.

The officer informs the driver of 

the justification for the stop and 

begins to ask follow-up questions. 

The officer notes the driver’s signs 

of distress. With curiosity raised, the 

officer asks to speak with the 

driver outside the vehicle.

Ultimately, the driver is released with nothing 

more than a summons with an option to prepay 

the ticket online. With a sigh of relief, the 

driver takes several long strides back to the 

driver’s seat of the vehicle. Prior to opening 

the driver’s side door, the patrol officer 

sheepishly inquires if the driver has any dead 

bodies in the car.

Dead bodies? The question is so absurd the 

overconfident driver happily entertains the 

question with a robust “no.” Both laughing, 

the officer casually asks the driver for 

permission to search the vehicle.

The driver is keenly aware there are no 

bodies, dead or alive, in the vehicle. With 

permission granted, the driver patiently waits 

for the officer to return red-faced with 

embarrassment as the search for a dead body 

will hit a dead end. Yet, what was hidden in plain 

sight was a narcotics violation and the 

probable cause for an arrest.
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Thus, a series of incongruities would then unfold that, when 

connected, would illuminate the financial and unlawful illicit 

activity scheme of the narcotics organization. It would take 

the synchronization of the individual pieces--

--the narcotics violation,--

--the single suspicious activity report (SAR) 

that was detected early on the financial 

pattern with no economic basis,--

--a timely supporting record production from 

the AML section, compliance with a subpoena 

and an educated law enforcement community--

--to identify the totality of the criminal infrastructure. 

These lackluster, modest types of contributions are 

often the groundwork for post-conviction celebrations.

The traffic stop did not begin with the big picture. In 

fact, it only began with the observance of an expired 

tag on the vehicle--a likely oversight of a distracted 

driver. At the initiation of the stop, there was no 

objective by the officer to uncover a major criminal 

enterprise, he was just doing his job. The absence of 

intentionality underscores the importance of every 

action, no matter how seemingly insignificant.
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BSA officers, much like patrol officers, strive to 

achieve the stated goals and objectives of their 

agency. When something anomalous arises, both 

banking and law enforcement do not presume it will 

make headlines. Nor should they. Abnormalities in both 

professions are typically minor and far from blatant. 

Moreover, they routinely do not require an elevation 

to an escalation department. Instead, protocol 

would state that the size of the irregularity equates 

to the size of the response by both law 

enforcement and AML officers. Rarely does an 

investigation start with a kingpin highlighted on a 

display board. Often, it is only at the onset of 

addressing a slight variance that a larger scheme can 

be unraveled, revealing a large criminal network.

Lesser (but not less important) 

actions, from an initial SAR to a 

subject stop, often make possible 

the exceptional lessons learned 

at major AML conferences more 

than proving the importance of 

the micro investigation.

While the size of the investi-

gation catalyst is inconsequential, 

the size of one’s effort is 

crucial. It is irrelevant if the 

probing mind is that of a patrol 

officer or a BSA officer.

What is relevant is the initiative, the willingness 

to ask questions by anyone and everyone, the 

submission of requests for further 

information and the exercising of resources 

to channel routine inquiries into proactive 

investigations.

So, whether a notification is generated by an AML 

monitoring system or an anonymous tip, both law 

enforcement and AML professionals should deliver 

an Academy Award-worthy performance for every 

investigation. In Hollywood, there can only be a few 

Academy Award nominations and one Oscar winner in 

each category. The slim likelihood of winning does 

not stop directors from an award-winning effort. 

The same situation should exist in the AML industry. 

The odds are not probable that every suspicious 

activity notification will result in an ACAMS plenary 

session headline. However, a comprehensive 

performance by way of a thorough investigation in 

both the law enforcement and private sectors will 

always be worthy of at least an honorable mention. 

So, the next time a stack of complaints seems 

overwhelming, do not cut corners, increase effort. 

Exceptional merit will always be worthy of 

commendation. 

Law Enforcement Professional, VA, USA, 

editor@acams.org

This is the equivalent of following 

through on an incident, regardless of 

its initial appearance. It is the perpetual 

fight to seek knowledge and to hold 

offenders accountable that results in a 

successful criminal/AML investigation and 

subsequent prosecution.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MICRO INVESTIGATIONS

UNCOMMON BEGINS WITH ROUTINE
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Certified 
Anti-Money 
Laundering  
Specialist – 
Audit

CAMS-Audit is an 
advanced specialist  
level certification, 
designed for those 
conducting AML audits, 
and other professionals 
involved in the 
independent testing  
of Anti-Financial  
Crime controls.

New for 2021
CAMS-Audit is now a  
global exam-based 
qualification – start 
anytime, and complete 
your exam online.


