National Crime Agency freezes £170 million in UK properties linked to ousted Bangladeshi minister
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Britain's National Crime Agency (NCA) has recently taken significant action by freezing £170 million worth of UK properties belonging to Saifuzzaman Chowdhury, the former land minister of Bangladesh, a key ally of the ousted leader Sheikh Hasina. This freeze comes amidst a broader crackdown on corruption following Hasina's fall from power in August 2024, marked by a student-led revolution that transformed the political landscape in Bangladesh. The NCA confirmed that Chowdhury's extensive UK real estate portfolio, consisting of over 300 properties, has been entirely subjected to asset freezing orders, effectively preventing any transfer or sale.
Prominent properties affected by this freeze include a luxury residence in St John's Wood, London, which was purchased for £11 million in 2022, and an apartment block in Fitzrovia bought for £12.65 million the previous year. The portfolio's total value is estimated to be around £170 million. These assets have come under scrutiny not only from UK authorities but also from the interim government in Dhaka, led by Muhammad Yunus, who has travelled to London seeking cooperation in tracing allegedly embezzled funds from the previous administration.
This action follows an earlier freeze which targeted £90 million worth of properties linked to two members of the Rahman business dynasty. The NCA's spokesperson confirmed the resistance against corruption, stating, “We can confirm that the NCA has secured freezing orders against a number of properties as part of an ongoing civil investigation.” This investigation aims to address corruption that reportedly allowed vast sums—estimated at around $234 billion—to be illicitly transported out of Bangladesh, involving fraudulent loans and over-invoicing in infrastructure projects during Hasina's lengthy tenure.
In recent developments, Chowdhury, who claims that his wealth stems from legitimate business ventures, has been resistant to characterisations of his dealings as corrupt. He has previously dismissed the investigations as a politically motivated witch-hunt. However, as underscored by Ben Cowdock from Transparency International, the freezing orders mark a significant step forward in asset recovery efforts. Cowdock emphasised the need for continued vigilance, stating, “Where corruption is found, funds should be returned to Bangladesh to support the interim government’s efforts to seek accountability.”
Concerns are mounting over the remaining properties linked to Hasina's regime. Chowdhury is not the only member of the ousted elite facing scrutiny; regulators and watchdogs have highlighted that millions of pounds worth of UK properties belonging to associates of Hasina are at risk of being sold or hidden, potentially evading law enforcement efforts in both the UK and Bangladesh.
The NCA's actions align with broader efforts by the new Bangladeshi government, which has requested UK assistance in investigating the overseas assets of key figures from the former regime. According to Bangladesh's Finance Minister, Muhammad Yunus, the government is pursuing investigations into more than £13 billion in assets that have allegedly been diverted abroad during Hasina's rule. The collaboration between the two governments is viewed as crucial for recovering stolen assets and restoring integrity to Bangladesh's financial systems.
Moreover, scrutiny has been directed toward UK businesses and institutions implicated in enabling these questionable transactions. Recent letters from members of the all-party parliamentary group on anti-corruption have urged UK regulators to investigate whether appropriate checks were conducted regarding the source of Chowdhury's wealth. Politicians assert that demonstrating commitment to anti-corruption could entail rigorous investigations into potentially fraudulent dealings and compliance with anti-money laundering regulations.
Overall, as the situation develops, both the NCA and Bangladeshi authorities face pressing demands to ensure accountability and recover assets lost to corruption, against a backdrop of ongoing tensions and allegations within the political sphere.
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