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In an era marked by geopolitical volatility, digital disruption, and heightened regulatory scrutiny, the credibility of international finance centres (IFCs) has become both more complex and essential. Investors, governments, and global institutions no longer view IFCs solely as gateways to financial efficiency; they assess them as governance ecosystems.

Historically, and currently, this has presented a problem for IFCs. Their credibility is constantly under attack. These attacks, often motivated by socialists and others who see IFCs as emblematic of the capitalist system they despise, are sometimes deliberately mischievous and sometimes simply ignorant of the facts. 

I have written about these attacks on numerous occasions in the past and will not repeat the arguments here, save to say IFCs cannot trust socialists. At best, there can be a truce because of a temporary collective self-interest (socialists may hate IFCs but they love the tax revenue they produce). However, their long-term interests are never in alignment. It was always thus and will always be thus.

Of greater concern to IFC credibility are the own goals that the sector individually or collectively scores. Individually via corruption, collectively via our habit of believing our own propaganda that everything we do (whether financial sector related or not) is somehow of benefit to the rest of the planet. 

Corruption is hardly a unique IFC thing. Political corruption exists everywhere, and in fact one can argue that it can be identified faster in an IFC due to its size (the sudden wealth of a Minister with whom you went to school is far more obvious than a person you only read about in the newspapers). It is, however, potentially more damaging, as IFC politicians tend to be the face of their jurisdiction more than in other finance centres, and therefore their corruption is more damaging. Their behaviour is seen as representative of the jurisdiction as a whole, rather than simply their own lack of morality. Therefore, IFC’s must be fully transparent in their governance. They must welcome independent reviews, whether of the quality of their AML regimes by MONEYVAL etc, or their own probity via independent audits. Fairly or not, secrecy now implies guilt. Once discovered, corruption at any level must be swiftly dealt with.

In respect of believing our own publicity, we should remember that some of what we do is not part of our vital role in financial service innovation and efficiency. 

For example, online gambling can cause addiction and misery. A number of IFCs are major online gambling centres. These firms operate legally and are well regulated in many of the IFCs, but they operate at the margins of social utility. They are not banks or insurance companies, the fabric of society would not collapse without them. Of course, people should be allowed to gamble if they wish (unless their god has banned it), but please don't base your argument on the fallacious principle that if you didn't encourage gamblers to use firms in your jurisdiction, they would go somewhere less regulated and therefore would be at greater risk.  

Financial service regulations now focus on protecting vulnerable customers by imposing strict rules on product design and sale, as well as the identification of customers at risk. To me, “when the fun stops, stop” and not designing products attractive to children, doesn't quite match this in levels of protection. 

I have nothing against online gambling and it provides jobs and revenue to IFCs, but let’s not claim it helps the moral reputation of a jurisdiction. If an IFC wishes to encourage it, it must accept the associated reputational risks. It is the activity itself that causes the damage, whether it is well regulated or not is superfluous, save that it prevents cross contamination of regulatory damage into other sectors.

If we look at the financial sector which (with the possible exception of crypto currencies, the crystal meth of capitalism) does carry a social utility badge when done properly, the time ahead holds similar challenges to the past, but with a modern twist. In 2026, credibility must continue to be earned through substance, maturity, enforcement, accountability, regulatory independence, and reputational resilience. This article explores what credibility now means and how IFCs are reinforcing their institutional frameworks, either by choice or necessity.

However, before doing so it is vital to emphasise that nothing that is important for credibility can or should affect an IFC’s competitive capacity. Excessive regulation does not create credibility, it diminishes it. Overzealous enforcement does not provide increased protection, but simply renders it indiscriminate. 

Some of you may be old enough to remember Laurence Gower’s phrase in the ‘Review of Investor Protection’ (the Gower Report) back in 1984. This report was the genesis of financial service regulation in the UK, which resulted from a series of scandals in the early 1980’s and culminated in the Financial Services Act 1986.

In it, Professor Gower stated that “the degree of regulation should be no greater than is necessary to protect reasonable people from being made fools of.” Forty years later, this sound philosophy has been drowned in a sea of, often futile, regulations. Some of us still believe in this principle.

With that in mind, nothing that follows requires more regulation, indeed much can be achieved with less. It is easy to overregulate, adding sticking plaster upon sticking plaster in the hope that eventually the wound will heal. Of greater skill is the fine use of a regulatory scalpel to achieve laudable objectives. Too many regulators prefer to hack away with whatever sharp instrument comes to hand and then wonder why the patient has ceased to show signs of life.

What Credibility Means In 2026

Substance
Credibility today requires real economic presence, not hollow corporate formality. Substance means that an IFC demonstrates genuine operational footprint: real staff, real offices, real decision-making. Regulators and tax authorities worldwide demand proof that companies are not merely using jurisdictions as booking centres or vehicles for avoidance. The acid test of substance will move beyond where a board meeting is physically held, especially in the age of Teams, and will become where the majority of the work is actually done. Is it in the IFC? In establishing this, tax authorities will be looking through legal entities and outsourcing to other group companies to see where the beating heart of the enterprise lies.

Maturity
Maturity reflects the depth of an IFC’s legal and institutional structures. Mature IFCs operate sophisticated legal systems, well-developed regulatory frameworks, and have long track records of navigating market disruptions. Maturity also reflects resilience: the capacity to absorb shocks—political, reputational, or financial—without destabilising the jurisdiction. 

Here the quality of the professional service firms will be key. Are they originators and facilitators of modern complicated transactions or simply the ‘local guy on the ground’? IFCs cannot be simple hewers of wood and drawers of water. 

Enforcement
A robust regulatory framework is meaningless without consistent, risk-based enforcement. Credible IFCs must enforce AML/CFT standards, supervise service providers, and impose sanctions when warranted. In 2026, enforcement differentiates jurisdictions with principled compliance from those simply offering a thin regulatory varnish 

For example, a number of IFCs have suffered as a result of being on the FATF grey list. Whilst many, like Gibraltar and Malta, have succeeded in getting themselves removed, scars remain, not least because it takes time for the international financial community to fully follow removal from the list, and therefore it takes time for a jurisdiction to stop being considered high risk, and stop being subject to increased controls, or being avoided entirely. 

Some, like Gibraltar have taken a holisitic approach emphasising the role of everyone in preventing money laundering and financial crime. Creating such a unification of purpose is an excellent way of defending a jurisdiction.


Accountability
Accountability requires transparency, independent review, access to beneficial ownership information, and functioning checks and balances. Courts must be genuinely independent, public bodies audited, and political office holders subject to scrutiny. 

Accountability converts governance into trust. For those British Overseas Territories for whom the UK Government still has ultimate responsibility, the threat and, ultimately, the use of temporary direct rule must remain a credible deterrent to those tempted to use their power for corrupt and other criminal purposes. They must be aware they are not above the law. Actions taken against both the Turks & Caicos Islands and the British Virgin Islands has shown the UK capacity to be real, and indicates that it can be used successfully

Regulatory Independence
Regulatory independence is a non-negotiable hallmark of a credible IFC. A regulator must be empowered, professionally staffed, and operationally insulated from political interference. Without independence:
· Enforcement becomes inconsistent.
· Governance is vulnerable to corruption.
· International partners lose confidence.
· The jurisdiction risks suspension, sanction, or blacklisting.

Truly independent regulators underpin investor confidence and allow an IFC to adapt rapidly to evolving standards. Politicians should hold regulators accountable, but they must not interfere in individual regulatory decisions. There is not the trust in them to allow this to happen.

Reputational Resilience
Credibility is fragile. Credibility must be continuously earned. It is ultimately demonstrated by a sustained practice, not a certificate. 

Reputational resilience is the capacity of an IFC to respond to crisis, whether regulatory, political, or criminal, without long-term harm.

Reputationally resilient jurisdictions:
· Respond transparently to failures.
· Commit immediately to reform.
· Collaborate with international bodies.
· Communicate openly with industry and civil society.
· Demonstrate measurable progress.

Resilience is not merely surviving crises but emerging stronger, aligned with global norms, and better equipped to prevent future failures.

How Leading IFCs Are Reinforcing Institutional Frameworks

Beneficial Ownership Transparency
Many IFCs have developed beneficial ownership registers. These systems ensure law enforcement and tax authorities can access information about the real individuals behind corporate structures—a global expectation today. Some, like Gibraltar, have the register open to public access.

Sanctions Compliance and AML/CFT Modernisation
IFCs have strengthened sanctions enforcement and AML/CFT supervision. Many have updated sanctions guidance, expanded supervisory powers, and enhanced penalties for non-compliance. Incorporating UN Security Council resolutions and FATF recommendations is now standard.

Legal And Constitutional Reforms
Jurisdictions facing governance weaknesses have introduced legislative reforms in public financial management, procurement, and appointments to rebuild trust.

Strengthening Regulatory Capacity
Leading IFCs invest in such things as qualified regulatory staff, digital supervision tools, cross-border cooperation mechanisms and intelligence-led risk assessment. These measures demonstrate both competence and independence, addressing global concerns about under-resourced regulators.


IFCs increasingly collaborate with organisations such as FATF, OECD, IOSCO and the IAIS. Mutual evaluations, independent reviews, and external audits are now opportunities to demonstrate credibility, they are not threats. However, many of these bodies are themselves unaccountable and have a tendency to demonstrate the truth of Einstein’s definition of madness. It is at these bodies that political focus should be placed to ensure there is movement away from the straitjacket of excessive regulation.

Credibility is the defining asset of an IFC. In 2026, it is measured by substance, maturity, enforcement, accountability, independence, and resilience. The lessons of recent years, particularly from the British Virgin Islands and Turks & Caicos, show that governance failures have tangible consequences, including external intervention and long-term reputational damage.

The IFCs that will thrive are those that choose transparency over secrecy, independence over political expediency, effective regulation instead of overregulation and accountability over complacency. Success will depend not on how they market but on how they govern themselves.

