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Ghost Directors and Shell Companies:
Disrupting UK High Street Crime

Operational Challenges of High Street Crime Networks

The fight against transnational organised crime is challenged by criminal networks that exploit the opacity

of international corporate registration systems to conceal illicit activity. Recent exposures, such as networks
utilising UK businesses like mini-marts and car washes for money laundering and other criminal activities,
illustrate how modern financial crime relies on the rapid creation of shell companies and the use of “ghost
directors” to conceal illegal working and finance. This model of corporate camouflage, characterised by
complex, churning ownership structures across registers like the UK's Companies House, presents a major
obstacle to tracing beneficial ownership and dismantling criminal enterprises. Traditional, manual investigation
methods are ill-equipped to connect these seemingly disparate data points across international jurisdictions
and public records, hindering the ability of law enforcement to target the structural root of these schemes.

Addressing this complexity requires leveraging advanced graph intelligence platforms like Sayari that can
aggregate, structure, and visualise massive amounts of global corporate and trade data, transforming
fragmented public records into a unified, explorable map of corporate relationships. Through its automated
capabilities, Sayari enables investigators to quickly unmask beneficial ownership, identify high-risk dynamics
such as director cycling and serial incorporation, and visualise the corporate footprint of a criminal network.
This approach accelerates case resolution by moving beyond the limitations of document-by-document
review, offering a scalable and comprehensive framework for tackling systemic corporate exploitation and
illicit finance schemes exemplified here by the mini-mart network.

Exposing High Street Crime Networks: Sayari Analysis

According to recent BBC reporting, a series of crime networks in the UK are conducting a range of criminal
activities utilising mini-marts and other examples of High Street cash-intensive businesses. These networks
pay so-called “ghost directors” to sign their names on the official paperwork behind dozens of businesses
despite no other operational involvement in the companies.

Sayari's data and knowledge graph allows investigators to leverage queries targeting specific typologies. In
this case, Sayari analysts conducted corporate network analysis and queries to return individuals exhibiting
specific patterns and relationships that suggest potential involvement in these schemes, as reported by UK
law enforcement.
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Elements of this pattern include:

— Multiple cash-intensive businesses linked to the same director

— Shared addresses, including residential addresses

— Incorporation dates occurring within a short period of time

— Shared nationalities of ghost directors and owners

- Locations in reported hotspots for such activity (e.g. Rochdale, Shrewsbury)
— Previous convictions among associated parties

— "Phoenixing,” when a company goes out of business and then is immediately re-established with
the same directors, assets, or business model, escaping unpaid debts

— Individuals linked with multiple closed cash-intensive businesses

Using Sayari's market-leading data and risk intelligence, which includes over 9.9 billion distinct
records from more than 250 jurisdictions worldwide , investigators can use such typological risk
characteristics to target this specific activity. For example, analysts queried Sayari data for all
entities in the UK incorporated within the last year with the NACE code of 96.02 “Hairdressing and
other beauty treatment,” resulting in over 12 thousand results. Ranking those results with shared
addresses identified potential nodes and hotspots in the networks, including residential addresses
serving as the registered addresses of multiple cash-intensive businesses, as well as accountancy
or law firms acting as professional enablers of these businesses. Additional links to natural persons
via ownership and/or control can narrow the uncertainty gap further and identify potential ghost
directors behind the businesses.

One of the top addresses in the results for the analysis above was an address in London. This
residential address was listed as the registered address of more than 150 cash-intensive businesses.
Other recurring addresses in the analysis included other reported hotspots for High Street crimes as
well, including locations in Rochdale and Shrewsbury, among others.
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Fig. 1: Google Map street view of a residential address in London associated with over 150 cash-intensive businesses, including hair salons and
mini-marts, as of October 2025 and according to UK corporate records accessed via Sayari.

In another case, Zach American Candy Ltd., in South Shields, had a previous shareholder who was
also the registered director of more than 30 cash-intensive businesses (including mini-marts, car
washes, newsagents, and hair salons) throughout the UK. Several of these businesses were closed,
with others opening within weeks of the closures, suggesting potentially illicit activity. The individual
was sentenced in March 2025 to over three years in prison for illicit tobacco offences in Derby.

Fig. 2: Sayari Graph chart showing Zach American Candy Ltd. (upper left) as previously owned by an individual (middle in blue) who has been listed
as director for over 30 cash-intensive businesses throughout the UK. Other previous links to a second individual (upper left) suggest other avenues
of investigation into related activity.
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Based on original records from the UK Disqualified Directors Register, accessed through and stored by
Sayari, several of the other businesses associated with the individual had been flagged for
related activity.

Disqualifications

Court order (12 March 2025)

Address provided by the disqualifying authority
29 Reeves Road, Derby, England, DE23 8JF

Start date
12 March 2025

End date
11 March 2035

Case Reference
T20230072/520240041/520240028

Court
Derby Crown Court

Disqualified for conduct while acting for
« LOWERDALE NEWS LTD
« KABUSHLTD
+ ONE STOP MINI MARKET LTD
« ZALARASH AMIN LTD

Fig. 3: UK Disqualified Directors Register, accessed via Sayari, showing several companies linked to the disqualified director.

Graph Intelligence for Disrupting lllicit Finance

The sophisticated nature of modern organised crime, exemplified by networks utilising shell companies,
“ghost directors,” and deceptive company formation presents a formidable challenge to law enforcement
and regulatory bodies. Recent investigations into High Street crime in the UK underscore how criminal
enterprises leverage corporate camouflage—characterised by complex ownership structures and

rapid company churn—to conceal criminal activities like illicit trade, human trafficking, and related
money laundering. However, despite the deception, indicators of such activity are present—though
disaggregated—in corporate registers. Advanced solutions like Sayari are now more vital than ever to
systematically acquire and connect relevant records, transforming them into unified views of corporate
relationships and risks therein. Sayari's ability to target typological risk indicators like shared addresses,
business purpose, company churn, and shared associations provide scalable means to expedite case
resolution, disrupt systemic corporate exploitation, and successfully target financial crime at its root.
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ABOUT SAYARI SRR

Sayari is the risk intelligence company providing government agencies and vendors

with immediate visibility into complex commercial relationships. Drawing on more than
a decade of innovation and support from industry-leading investors, Sayari delivers the
largest commercially available collection of corporate and trade data as a dynamic,
living model of global ownership and trade activity. Sayari's solutions harness this model
to enable risk resilience, enhanced vendor vetting, and clear-eyed business decisions.

Sayari is headquartered in Washington, D.C., USA and its solutions are trusted by UK
government agencies, Fortune 100 companies, financial institutions, and governments
in over 35 partner nations.

To learn more about how Sayari powers safer global commerce and supply chain
security for the world’s most pressing challenges, please visit sayari.com >



