Private schools at risk of becoming conduits for organised crime and money laundering
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Gangsters and corrupt figures are increasingly using the UK's prestigious private school system as a vehicle to launder illicit funds and provide their children with elite education, raising alarms about the intersection of organised crime and the country’s educational institutions. The phenomenon reflects a broader international pattern where the proceeds of crime are channelled into private schooling, often through opaque financial transactions designed to conceal their origins.
The issue is not new, but recent cases underscore the scale and complexity of the challenge. According to the Independent Schools Council, the UK's private schools host over 61,000 foreign students, including significant numbers from China, Russia, and Nigeria—countries often linked in media and law enforcement reports to money laundering concerns. A notable example involves Gregory Bell, a convicted drug baron who led a sophisticated operation supplying Class A drugs across Britain. Bell’s illicit wealth funded his daughter's private school fees, which he notoriously paid in envelopes of cash handed directly to a school receptionist. His criminal enterprise, exposed through encrypted communications, illustrated how such payments evade traditional banking scrutiny, complicating efforts to trace illicit money flows.
Experts warn that the introduction of a 20 per cent VAT on private school fees, enforced from January, may inadvertently be prompting some parents to resort to cash payments, circumventing bank oversight. Tom Keatinge of the Royal United Services Institute highlighted that accepting substantial cash payments poses a direct risk for schools, potentially making them unwitting accessories to money laundering. He stressed that while banks serve as a critical check on suspicious funds, cash transactions bypass these safeguards, increasing vulnerabilities in the system. Regulators have clear restrictions on cash payments for high-value services, yet enforcement remains a challenge.
This misuse extends beyond the UK. In Ireland, Ciaran 'Sam' O’Sullivan, an associate of notorious crime figure Christy Kinahan, used criminal proceeds to pay for his daughters' education at a Swiss finishing school. Evidence uncovered at his home showed payments channelled through relatives' accounts, alongside purchases of luxury goods such as Rolex watches and designer handbags. Such cases illustrate the transnational dimension of laundering criminal wealth through educational institutions and luxury consumption.
Furthermore, the exploitation of private schools by corrupt elites has been well documented in West Africa. Former Nigerian governors Joshua Dariye and James Ibori notoriously siphoned millions from public funds to finance their children’s education in the UK. A report by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace detailed how these funds were laundered to secure places and pay fees at prestigious British schools. Ibori’s spending included not only schooling but also luxury jets, high-end properties in multiple countries, opulent vehicles, and designer goods, highlighting a comprehensive laundering operation masked by legitimate expenditures.
Investigations have also linked leading British private schools, including Millfield, with dubious payments from foreign shell companies. Millfield was implicated in a large-scale money laundering operation involving a Russian ghost company and Latvian banks, with transfers reported to authorities in 2014. Despite such scrutiny, the prevalence of foreign students paying large fees, sometimes in cash, poses ongoing regulatory challenges. While a spokeswoman for HM Revenue and Customs noted that cash payments themselves are not illegal, organisations must remain vigilant and report suspicious transactions to prevent becoming conduits for financial crime.
Compounding these financial concerns are reports of more sinister criminal exploitation linked to the private school sector. Concerns have been raised about criminals using the UK’s visa system to traffic children for exploitation following their arrival under the pretext of education. Incidents involving Vietnamese minors disappearing shortly after entering the UK on student visas have prompted calls for schools to exercise extreme caution. Additionally, former gang leader Matthew Norford has highlighted the ease with which children in the UK can be groomed into drug trafficking, suggesting that private education venues may intersect with broader societal vulnerabilities exploited by criminal networks.
The intricate relationship between organised crime, money laundering, and private education prompts urgent calls for improved transparency, enhanced due diligence, and more rigorous enforcement. Schools, regulators, and law enforcement agencies must collaborate closely to ensure that educational institutions do not become unwitting facilitators of illicit financial flows or criminal exploitation.
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