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He looked very anxious and that made
the bank officer suspicious.”

“Eventually, the customer reluctantly
said that he was paying the money to
rescue his brother from Libya. He was
paying it to the extortionist's partner in
Bangladesh. One thing led to another
and the name of the account holder was
identified.”

“Later we found out that huge
amounts of money had gone in [the
same account] in the last two weeks and
around 12 people were held hostage in
Libya. Unfortunately we did not have
the international network to stop this at
a national level. Right now what we
have in place are very basic anti-money
laundering activities. It is not specifically
related to human trafficking,” explained
Saleh.

It's not as though law enforcers in
Bangladesh are completely unaware of
this strategy.

Three years ago, when the trafficking
of Bangladeshis to Malaysia was at its
peak, the Bangladesh Bank's Financial
Intelligence Unit had seminars with
branches of banks located at the border-
ing areas and warned them to look out
for transactions that could indicate
human trafficking.

This was something that led to the
arrest of Mohammad Asem, considered
to be the kingpin behind the entire
Malaysia saga.

ance focusing on these issues from
beforehand, things could have defi-
nitely been a lot smoother for law
enforcement agencies. The banks them-
selves could have developed red flags
and sent in regular suspicious reports,
making life a lot easier for the law
enforcers.

And this is exactly what HSBC,
through a pilot programme, is working
on. “We are a global bank in 75 coun-
tries. We have data that is a roughly a
quarter the size of Facebook's. We have
endless amounts of data. We are now
looking through them manually and
filing SARs. A lot of it is secret, but it is
being done,” explained Erik Barnett,
Regional Head of Europe for Financial
Crime Threat Mitigation, HSBC, in a
conference.

Through the research, HSBC is bound
to create many more red flags that can
further help bankers notice trends.
Again, as far as red flags and warnings
are concerned, these can vary from
culture to culture. For instance, it may
be quite common for Bangladeshis to
use cheque books, but that isn't the
same in the UK. Even if a Bangladeshi
bank joins one of these alliances abroad,
it would still need to focus on building
its own system of warnings, rather than
depending upon the ones already cre-
ated.

The Bangladesh Bank's 'Guidelines
on Prevention of Money Laundering'
does warn bankers of human traffick-

"Unfortunately we did not have the
international network to stop this at a
national level. Right now what we have
in place are very basic anti-money laun-
dering activities. It is not specifically
related to human trafficking”

CID's Organised Crime Unit
Superintendent of Police, Mollah Nazrul
Islam, told the media back then that they
had received sufficient evidence through
Asem's bank details. Nazrul claimed
that they got records of illegal transac-
tions worth Tk 20 to 25 crore, made
through different bank accounts named
after the culprit's family members.

Speaking to The Daily Star, Nazrul
explains that if the Bangladesh Bank's
Financial Intelligence Unit analyses
transactions and finds something suspi-
cious they can file suspicious transaction
reports (STRs) and this can be investi-
gated by the anti-corruption commission
or the police. However, the problem
with this is that the warning signs here
have to do more with money laundering
as opposed to the specific red flags for
trafficking.

In the case of Asem, the police started
investigating the issue only after one of
the victims had filed a case against him
in 2016. Had there been a bankers' alli-

PHOTO: COURTESY

ing. However, it is quite clear that
there's plenty more that can be done in
this regard.

The steps taken to tackle human traf-
ficking have traditionally been quite
reactionary. For instance it's only after
thousands of victims got trafficked from
Bangladesh to Libya that the govern-
ment and aid agencies decided to take
action. Traffickers in Thailand were
brought to court only after mass graves
were found in a Thai island of migrants
hoping to reach Malaysia. Punishing
these actors after the crime is committed
doesn't solve the problem. As long as the
system is rickety enough for the traffick-
ers to exploit, the problem is bound to
persist.

And that's the reason why experts
believe that in today's world, if govern-
ments aren't proactive about tackling
trafficking, they won't win the battle
since the trends of trafficking keep on
changing. And in order to be proactive,
one needs to tackle these issues through
policies.

For instance, in April 2018, the United
States passed the Stop Enabling Sex
Traffickers Act (SESTA) and Allow States
and Victims to Fight Online Sex
Trafficking Act (FOSTA) package law.
These laws would make it easier to pros-
ecute social media platforms and
websites that facilitate sex trafficking
through online advertisements.

Days after the above law was passed,
websites in the United States witnessed a
sharp drop in the number of ads online.
The number of sex ads, based on reports,
fell by 80 percent to about 20,000 a day.
This is an example of a policy that can
battle trafficking as a whole, rather than
just following reactionary measures.

In a similar way, creating a set of red
flags and an alliance of banks against
trafficking can probably be a major step
in Bangladesh's battle against human
trafficking. The only question that
remains here is whether the country is
ready to take such a radical step to curb
one of its thorniest issues.
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