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Money laundering through real estate transactions represents a
significant challenge for criminal policy, owing to the high value of such
assets, the complexity of contractual relationships, and the difficulty of
tracing the origin of funds. This study aims to evaluate Iran’s criminal
policy in addressing this phenomenon by examining the status of
"ordinary documents" (unregistered private contracts) and the
requirements set forth by the United Nations Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime (the Palermo Convention). Employing
a descriptive-analytical methodology, the research reviews relevant laws
and regulations. The findings indicate that the mere existence of
numerous regulations—covering anti-money laundering, the formal
registration of transactions, and the monitoring of financial flows—does
not, in itself, guarantee an effective criminal policy. Rather, institutional
coordination, information exchange, and the ability to trace ownership
and the origin of funds are of fundamental importance. While "ordinary
documents" do not inherently imply criminal activity, a lack of
transparency and the inability to identify the "beneficial owner" can
facilitate the concealment of proceeds derived from crime. The Palermo
Convention emphasizes the criminalization of such acts, the prevention,
detection, and seizure of criminal proceeds, and international
cooperation. Consequently, enhancing the formal registration of
transactions, verifying the beneficial owner, monitoring payments, and
fostering coordination among responsible institutions are essential steps

Cite this Article: Kazemian, M., Parvizi Fard, A. & Bazrpach, H. (2026). Iran's Criminal Policy in
Combating Money Laundering in Real Estate Transactions in Light of the Requirements of the

Palermo Convention. International Relations Researches, 16(2), 195-217.
https://doi.org/10.22034/irr.2026.606260.2935

= © Author(s)
Publisher: Iranian Association of International Studies

DOI: 10.22034/irr.2026.606260.2935

toward improving the efficacy of Iran’s criminal policy in this domain..




1. Introduction

Money laundering through real estate transactions constitutes one of the most challenging
forms of financial crime due to the high value of immovable assets, the complexity of
contractual arrangements, the involvement of multiple intermediaries, and the difficulties
associated with identifying the ultimate beneficial owners and tracing the origins of funds.
Unlike certain other forms of financial transactions, real estate acquisitions may provide
opportunities for integrating illicit proceeds into the legitimate economy while
simultaneously creating the appearance of lawful ownership and investment.
Consequently, the real estate sector has become an important area of concern for national
anti-money laundering policies and international criminal cooperation.

In Iran, the legal framework addressing money laundering, the registration of property
transactions, and the supervision of financial flows has developed through various
legislative and regulatory instruments. Nevertheless, the existence of multiple legal
provisions does not necessarily guarantee effective prevention, detection, or prosecution
of money laundering. A particularly important issue concerns the coexistence of officially
registered instruments and informal documents (ordinary, non-official contracts) in
property transactions. Although informal documents do not, in themselves, constitute
evidence of criminal conduct, their use in circumstances characterized by insufficient
transparency, inadequate verification of ownership, or limited financial traceability may
create opportunities for concealing illicit proceeds and obscuring the identities of actual
beneficiaries.

Against this background, the present study evaluates Iran’s criminal policy toward money
laundering through real estate transactions, with particular attention to the legal
implications of informal documents and the requirements established by the United
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Convention). The
central research question is how far Iran’s existing legal and institutional arrangements are
capable of preventing the use of real estate transactions for money laundering and to what
extent alignment with the Palermo Convention can contribute to improving the
effectiveness of national criminal policy.

2. Theoretical Approach

The theoretical framework of this research draws on the concept of criminal policy
governance, particularly the relationship between criminalization, prevention, institutional
coordination, financial transparency, and international cooperation. From this perspective,
combating money laundering cannot be reduced to the adoption of criminal prohibitions
or the imposition of penal sanctions. Rather, effective criminal policy requires an integrated
system capable of identifying suspicious transactions, establishing the provenance of
financial resources, determining actual ownership, collecting and exchanging relevant
information, and ensuring the effective confiscation of criminal proceeds.

The study adopts an institutional and preventive understanding of anti-money laundering
governance. Accordingly, the effectiveness of criminal policy depends not only on the
substantive content of legislation but also on the capacity of responsible institutions to
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implement legal requirements through coordinated procedures and accessible information
systems. Transparency in property ownership, traceability of payments, and verification of
beneficial ownership are therefore considered essential components of an effective
preventive framework.

Within this theoretical perspective, informal documents are examined not as inherently
criminal instruments but as legal and institutional phenomena whose implications depend
on the degree of transparency and verifiability associated with their use. The central
analytical distinction is between the legal recognition of private contractual arrangements
and the potential misuse of insufficiently transparent transactions to conceal the origin of
assets or the identity of their actual owners. This distinction makes it possible to evaluate
the risks associated with informal documentation without automatically equating its use
with money laundering.

The Palermo Convention provides the principal international normative framework for this
analysis. Its provisions concerning the criminalization of money laundering, preventive
measures, the identification and confiscation of criminal proceeds, and international
cooperation establish relevant standards against which Iran’s criminal policy can be
assessed.

3. Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology based on documentary and
legal analysis. The primary sources consist of relevant Iranian legislation, regulations
governing anti-money laundering measures, provisions concerning the registration of real
estate transactions, and the legal framework regulating financial supervision and the
identification of suspicious transactions. The study also examines the relevant provisions
of the Palermo Convention, particularly those addressing the criminalization of money
laundering, preventive institutional arrangements, the identification and confiscation of
proceeds of crime, and international cooperation.

The analytical process involves three interconnected stages. First, the domestic legal
framework is examined to identify the principal legal mechanisms governing money
laundering, property registration, and financial transparency. Second, the position of
informal documents within the Iranian system of real estate transactions is analyzed, with
particular emphasis on their implications for ownership verification, financial traceability,
and the identification of beneficial owners. Third, the domestic framework is evaluated in
light of the normative and institutional requirements of the Palermo Convention.

The research does not rely on quantitative datasets or empirical measurements of the
volume of money laundering in the Iranian real estate market. Instead, its principal
objective is to identify legal and institutional gaps and assess the structural conditions
affecting the effectiveness of criminal policy.

4. Results and Discussion

The findings demonstrate that the principal challenge facing Iran’s anti-money laundering
policy in the real estate sector is not simply the absence of legal provisions, but rather the
effectiveness of their implementation and the degree of coordination among the institutions



responsible for enforcing them. The existence of legislation addressing money laundering,
property registration, and financial supervision represents an important foundation.
However, the effectiveness of these mechanisms depends on whether relevant institutions
can exchange information, identify suspicious transactions, verify ownership structures,
and trace the financial resources used in property acquisitions.

One of the central findings concerns the role of informal documents in creating potential
vulnerabilities within the real estate market. Such documents cannot automatically be
classified as instruments of money laundering, nor does their existence necessarily indicate
an unlawful transaction. Nevertheless, when transactions are conducted through
arrangements that are insufficiently recorded, when the identity of the actual owner cannot
be reliably established, or when the financial flows associated with the acquisition remain
outside effective monitoring mechanisms, opportunities may emerge for concealing illicit
proceeds. The distinction between the formal validity of a transaction and its transparency
for anti-money laundering purposes is therefore of considerable importance. A transaction
may generate contractual or property-related effects while simultancously presenting
difficulties for financial monitoring and criminal investigation.

Another important finding concerns the limitations of fragmented institutional supervision.
Effective anti-money laundering governance requires the integration of property
registration information with financial intelligence, tax information, and other relevant
institutional databases, subject to appropriate legal safeguards. Without effective
information exchange, suspicious transactions may remain undetected even where the
necessary legal provisions formally exist. Similarly, the absence of reliable mechanisms
for identifying beneficial ownership may allow individuals to conceal their economic
interests behind intermediaries or complex contractual arrangements.

The analysis of the Palermo Convention highlights several essential requirements for
improving Iran’s criminal policy. These include the effective criminalization of money
laundering, the adoption of preventive measures, the identification and tracing of criminal
proceeds, the freezing and confiscation of assets derived from crime, and the development
of mechanisms for international cooperation. These requirements indicate that anti-money
laundering policy should operate across the entire process, from preventing the entry of
illicit funds into the real estate market to identifying, investigating, and confiscating assets
associated with criminal activity.

The findings further suggest that formal registration should be understood as an important
instrument of transparency and traceability rather than as an isolated administrative
objective. Registration systems can contribute to identifying the parties involved in
transactions, establishing ownership histories, and facilitating the investigation of
suspicious financial activities. However, registration alone cannot eliminate money
laundering risks unless it is accompanied by effective verification of beneficial ownership,
monitoring of payment channels, and institutional access to relevant information.
Accordingly, the effectiveness of Iran’s criminal policy depends on moving beyond a
predominantly legislation-oriented approach toward an integrated governance model
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combining preventive regulation, financial supervision, institutional coordination, and
effective criminal enforcement. Such an approach must also distinguish between legitimate
private transactions and arrangements that are deliberately used to conceal criminal
proceeds, thereby preventing excessive criminalization while strengthening the capacity to
detect and prosecute financial crime.

5. Conclusions and Suggestions

The study concludes that the effectiveness of Iran’s criminal policy against money
laundering through real estate transactions depends less on the mere proliferation of legal
provisions than on the coherence and operational capacity of the institutions responsible
for implementing them. Informal documents, although not inherently criminal, may create
vulnerabilities when they undermine transparency, impede the identification of actual
owners, or make it difficult to trace the financial origins of property acquisitions.
Consequently, the regulatory response should focus on reducing opportunities for
concealment rather than treating the use of informal documents as an independent
indication of criminality. In light of the Palermo Convention, the study proposes several
measures to strengthen Iran’s anti-money laundering framework. First, the registration and
documentation of real estate transactions should be strengthened to ensure reliable records
of ownership and transaction histories. Second, effective mechanisms should be
established for identifying and verifying beneficial owners, particularly in transactions
involving intermediaries or complex ownership arrangements. Third, financial supervision
should be reinforced through systematic monitoring of payment channels and the
identification of transactions inconsistent with the financial profiles of the parties involved.
Fourth, institutional coordination and secure information exchange among property
registration authorities, financial intelligence bodies, tax institutions, and law enforcement
agencies should be improved. Fifth, mechanisms for tracing, freezing, and confiscating
criminal proceeds should be made more effective. Finally, the development of international
cooperation mechanisms should be pursued in accordance with applicable legal
obligations and the relevant standards of the Palermo Convention.

Ultimately, the research argues that an effective anti-money laundering policy in the real
estate sector requires an integrated framework in which legal registration, beneficial
ownership transparency, financial traceability, institutional coordination, and criminal
enforcement operate as complementary mechanisms. Strengthening these components can
reduce the vulnerabilities associated with informal documentation and improve the
capacity of Iran’s criminal justice system to prevent, detect, and respond to money
laundering through real estate transactions.
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