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The cross-border transfer of money which is illicit in origin, transfer or use – commonly acknowledged as illicit 
financial flows (IFFs) – has become a key issue in the international agenda. The reduction of IFFs is one of 
the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), specifically SDG 16.4.1, and is at the core of the 
global debate fostered by high level bodies such as the G20 and G7. In fact, the impact of IFFs on developing 
countries can be assumed to be heavy, in particular if one looks at the money outflows stemming from grand 
corruption or corporate profit shifting. However, assessing the extent of this impact is not easy due to at least 
two problems: first, conceptualising IFFs in a clear manner; second, measuring them. Several estimates of IFFs 
have been produced to date, but they are in most cases ‘mythological figures’ not supported by sufficient em-
pirical evidence and transparent methodologies. The challenges in measurement eventually make it difficult to 
design effective policies to curb IFFs and mitigate their impact on developing countries.
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Peter Reuter is a Distinguished University Professor at the University of Maryland. In June, 2019 he was one of 
two awardees for the 2019 Stockholm Prize in Criminology, the leading prize in that field.  His research deals 
with drug policy, money laundering and organized crime.  He was the editor of the World Bank volume Drai-
ning Development: Controlling illicit flows of funds from developing countries and contributed a Chapter on 
IFFs to the 2017 World Development Report, the flagship publication of the World Bank. Dr. Reuter served as 
the first president of the International Society for the Study of Drug Policy. He also served as editor of the Journal 
of Policy Analysis and Management from 1999 to 2004. Dr. Reuter received his PhD in Economics from Yale.
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