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Key Messages  
• Ghana’s commitment to establish a Beneficial Ownership register were hampered by gaps in legislation, 

a dearth of technical capacity, and a limited understanding by external actors about the constraints 

faced by Ghanaian institutions.

• STAAC worked with the Registrar General’s Department and key national stakeholders on a multi-

layered strategy for advancing BOT, including technical capacity-building, brokering of new 

partnerships with law enforcement, high-level policy engagement, and the drafting of the 2019 

Companies Act to provide legal foundations for Ghana’s BOT commitments.

• Ghana’s BO register was announced in October 2020 by an RGD committed and capable of 

maintaining it.

• The gains from BOT reforms will take time to come to fruition, which calls for continued, sustainable 

support from the UK and other donors.

Acronyms 
AML-CFT Anti-Money Laundering/Combating the Financing of Terrorism

BOT  Beneficial Ownership Transparency

CSO  Civil Society Organisation

EITI  Extractives Industries transparency Initiative 

GOGIG  Ghana Oil and Gas for Inclusive Growth 

FATF  Financial Action Task Force 

FIC  Financial Intelligence Centre 

GIABA  Inter-Governmental Action Group against Money Laundering in West Africa

RGD  Registrar General’s Department

STAAC  Strengthening Action Against Corruption Programme 

This case study was written by Rushaiya Ibrahim-Tanko, Technical Advisor STAAC). To learn more about the 

work please email Ambika.Sachdeva@adamsmithinternational.com.
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1. Introduction

1 https://devtracker.fcdo.gov.uk/projects/GB-1-204659

Ghana originally committed to establishing a Beneficial 

Ownership transparency (BOT) regime during a GIABA 

(Financial Action Task Force) peer review meeting in 2012. 

Not much progress was made until Ghana’s Extractive 

Industries Transparency Initiative (GHEITI) commenced 

working together with stakeholders to identify the necessary 

amendments to existing legislation to implement a BOT 

regime. At the 2016 Anti-Corruption Summit in London, 

Ghana committed to establishing a publicly accessible 

BOT register, together with implementation of several other 

international initiatives including the Extractives Industries 

Transparency Initiative (EITI), Financial Action Task Force 

(FATF) and its West Africa Regional body GIABA on BOT and 

anti-money laundering policies.

The Registrar General’s Department (RGD) would be 

responsible for delivering on these BOT commitments. 

Starting in 2017, the RGD received support from 

Strengthening Action Against Corruption (STAAC), a UK-

funded programme (2016-2020) designed to increase 

the risks of engaging in corrupt behaviour by working 

simultaneously with anti-corruption institutions and 

accountability actors1. STAAC’s strategic plan for the 

Registrar General’s Department was to provide capacity-

building support so that it could better understand its role 

within the anti-corruption chain, as well as to liaise with 

other anti-corruption authorities to implement Ghana’s 

commitment and legal obligations.

The planned interventions were designed and developed to 

aid Ghana to become one of the first countries in Africa to 

build and house a public register of beneficial ownership of 

companies. In addition, STAAC adopted a multi stakeholder 

approach to support the RGD in the development and 

passage of a new Companies Act with comprehensive BOT 

provisions. This involved working with the Ghana EITI, as well 

as local and international CSOs that were already engaged 

in the process, including but not limited to NRGI, GOGIG, 

ISODEC, ACEP, CDD, and GII.

2. The challenge: Adapting BOT to the Ghanaian 
context 
The BOT agenda is based on the assumption that the misuse 

of corporate vehicles could be significantly reduced if 

information regarding both the legal owner and the beneficial 

owner, the source of the corporate vehicle’s assets, and its 

activities were readily available to the authorities.  Legal and 

beneficial ownership information can assist law enforcement 

and other competent authorities by identifying those natural 

persons who may be responsible for the underlying activity 

of concern, or who may have relevant information to further 

an investigation. This allows the authorities to “follow the 

money” in financial investigations involving suspect accounts/

assets held by corporate vehicles. 

Ghana, like many developing countries, in a bid to appear 

compliant with donor demands of transparency and good 

governance, tends to make far-reaching promises at 

international platforms such as the London AC Summit, 

FAFT, EITI, etc., committing the country to initiatives that 

in some cases are binding. There was a pattern of high-

level government commitment at the global level without 

adequate or initial consultation with implementing agencies 

at the national level. Local counterparts were inundated with 

meetings, calls for responses and implementation plans from 

international initiatives, most of which they do not have any 

knowledge about.

After extensive consultation following the 2016 summit 

commitments, national stakeholders agreed to amend the 

Companies Act 1963 (Act 179) to include a provision on 

beneficial ownership rather than wait for a new Companies 

Bill to be passed. This resulted in the passing of Companies 

(Amendment) Act 2016 (Act 920). However, Ghana’s existing 

Companies Act was insufficient to meet the commitments 

made. A clear gap in the legal framework meant that there 

was the need to work with the Registrar General towards a 

revised Companies Act with credible provisions on beneficial 

ownership that met emerging international standards aimed 

at delivering an enhanced BOT register.

Moreover, a significant challenge in implementation would 

arise from the RGD’s financial obligations to provide 

internally generated funds to the central government, 

meaning that the Department would need to charge a fee 

for access to the data on its website. This ran counter to the 

https://devtracker.fcdo.gov.uk/projects/GB-1-204659
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global and UK agenda of providing direct and free access 

to the BO register, the initial stance adopted by STAAC and 

other international partners at the onset of the intervention. 

Even if those obstacles were somehow overcome, lack 

of technical capacity and resources hampered the ability 

of RGD staff to effectively implement BOT commitments. 

Initial engagement with the Registrar General and her 

staff revealed a dearth of technical understanding of BOT 

and the availability of IT infrastructure. The RGD was 

under-resourced, short on capacity for technical project 

management and for working with data to ensure a verified 

and complete data set. In addition to that, the RGD needed 

to ensure greater financial sustainability through breaking 

the perception that central government depends on internally 

generated funds from the RGD, and that access to company 

data is a key source of that revenue. 

Finally, there was a lack of clear understanding and mapping 

of legal and contractual obligations with private service 

providers. At the time, in Ghana, the drive to streamline 

government services and encourage private sector 

investment had led to the development of e-government 

platforms – one of which was the company registry that 

houses the RGD’s data. Contracts between international 

service providers and governments with limited technical 

know-how can be skewed to the detriment of the country, 

with high costs of services and additional charges for 

amending parts of the platform. This would add long delays 

to any attempt to roll out a BOT register.

3. STAAC’s approach: Problem-driven brokering 
and support
In January 2017 DFID (now FCDO) Ghana connected STAAC 

with Open Ownership (OO), which received funding from a 

FCDO centrally-managed programme, International Action 

Against Corruption (I-ACT).  STAAC provided in-country 

support to OO, encouraging the option of working with 

Ghana as a pilot country for a public register. At the same 

time the Registrar General sought support to review the 

Companies Bill, which was again being revised to streamline 

the corporate regulatory framework in Ghana, and was an 

opportunity to strengthen the provisions for BOT that weren’t 

included in the 2016 revision.

STAAC adopted a problem-driven, iterative and adaptive 

approach to support the RGD – first understanding the local 

context and then adapting the international commitment to 

the drivers of change by identifying and using key reformers 

to champion the cause. The team had to alter its approach 

several times after the initial discussions did not lead to 

concrete progress with the RGD. This change in tactic was 

appreciated and resulted in more open and frank discussions 

enabling implementation of a plan that reconciled UK’s 

concerns to promote BOT with Ghanaian revenue generation 

requirements. This changed the narrative from a one-sided 

requirement to a partnership between STAAC (UK) and the 

RGD.

STAAC’s approach to working with the Registrar-General and 

others on BOT had multiple tracks.

First, the Beneficial Ownership clauses contained in the 

2018 Companies Bill had to be brought into a new law. 

There was the need to work with the Registrar General 

towards Ghana having a revised Companies Act with credible 

provisions on BO that met emerging international standards 

aimed at delivering an enhanced BOT platform. 

Second, STAAC sought to bring together and sustaining a 

steering committee and using the media to raise awareness 

on BOT. Agreement among key stakeholders on the need for 

Ghana to have a national publicly accessible register before 

linking that information to international platforms such as 

the Open Ownership global database was necessary to 

make this a fully open register. Due to the sensitive nature 

of the subject, STAAC identified the importance of having 

the support of some key CSOs, Ghana EITI and government 

agencies, which led to the setting up of a BO steering 

committee that met to review progress and assess areas that 

needed public attention.  

Third, the programme would strengthen the technical 

expertise of the Registrar-General’s office to collect and 

verify information as well as maintain the register. STAAC 

worked with the FCDO Governance Advisor to support the 

RGD’s transition into collecting and managing BO data. The 

programme also worked with the RGD to quality assure work 

done by a government IT subcontractor and ensured that the 

RGD team were equipped to manage the BO register after 

it was completed and handed over. This was made possible 

with the support from I-ACT, which was secured through 

mediation by FCDO Ghana.

Fourth, STAAC engaged with a wide coalition of stakeholders 

on the more systemic challenges of improving AML-CFT and 

anti-corruption systems, including the Financial Intelligence 

Centre (FIC) to ensure compliance with GIABA (FATF) 

Recommendations in keys areas, both from a regulatory 
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and an effectiveness perspective. This complemented the 

work on BOT, as Ghana is required to put in place oversight 

mechanisms to ensure that basic and beneficial ownership 

information maintained by a legal entity or the RGD is 

adequate, accurate and current, to meet FATF requirements. 

In September 2018, when the risk of possible grey-listing 

due to limited progress became a more urgent issue, the 

opportunity arose for STAAC to work closely with the FIC and 

RGD, which now faced a stronger incentive to collaborate 

more closely. STAAC also provided technical support on the 

need and benefits of BOT to the country for the UK High 

Commission and FCDO Heads to discuss with the Offices 

of the President and Vice-President as well as the Attorney 

General. 

Fifth, at the international level, the intervention focused 

on bridging the divide between the UK and international 

expectations of good practice in BOT, on the one hand, and 

local contextual realities based on our understanding of 

the sector, on the other hand. That is the need for Ghana to 

have a credible database of BO information that aligned with 

emerging international good practice of what comprises an 

open, publicly accessible and free register. To meet these 

objectives, STAAC re-engaged with the RG by investing time 

to understand her constraints and contextualise this global 

challenge. 

4. Impact: Ghana’s Beneficial Ownership Register
In spite of the challenges encountered during the course of 

the intervention, Ghana’s BOT reform appears to have made 

relatively faster progress compared with some other contexts, 

partly due to a locally-driven and collaborative approach 

adopted by key actors from both demand and supply side 

and the combined impetus of FATF, GHEITI and international 

pressure, as well as growing domestic understanding of the 

concept of BOT. STAAC’s support and guidance contributed 

to marked improvements both in legal and technical scopes 

of BOT implementation in Ghana.

The immense improvement in the BOT provisions contained 

in the 2019 Companies Act is a testament to the evolving 

relationship and the RGD’s gradual appreciation and 

understanding of the BOT agenda. After several years for 

advocacy, the 2019 Companies Act was passed in May 

2019. The majority of STAAC technical recommendations 

after a review of the Bill were accepted, including expanding 

the scope of politically exposed persons to include Ghanaian 

nationals and political party officials. This resulted in 

improving the typology of BO information that is collected 

when a new company is registering or filing annual returns. In 

addition, at the time of STAAC’s closure, work was underway 

to finalise draft Regulations to operationalise the BOT 

provisions within the Act.

The technical know-how of the RGD staff in understanding 

BOT and role of the department was strengthened. This was 

evidenced in the ability of the staff to carry out train-the-

trainer workshops during the engagement with stakeholders 

in high risk sectors such as extractives, finance, insurance, 

etc.

A template for collection of company data was developed 

by STAAC in collaboration with the Ghana EITI and Ghana 

Oil and Gas for Inclusive Growth (GOGIG) to guide the 

RGD and Ghana Extractives Industries Transparency in 

developing both general and sector specific templates. 

This template was built upon and expanded by a separate 

provider funded by FCDO’s I-ACT programme to harmonise 

the legal requirements in Ghana’s BO law with international 

recommendations. This template went a long way for Ghana 

to demonstrate progress on BOT implementation by both 

GHEITI and RGD at FAFT Mutual Evaluation Report meetings. 

In addition, the RGD began piloting the data collection 

process in the extractive sector through GHEITI. Processes 

and procedural manuals were also developed to guide the 

Department in its role. 

To ensure sustainability, STAAC helped the RGD secure 

funding from the European Union. This was as part of 

budget support to the Government of Ghana, which made 

the development of the BO register one of the conditions to 

be met before funds are released. As a result, the local IT 

subcontractor was able to commence work on building the 

register, working with STAAC and the other FCDO-funded 

provider to develop the online systems and conduct user 

acceptance tests which enhanced the quality of the systems 

being developed.

The RGD BOT electronic register was announced in October 

2020. For the first time, it would allow for the comprehensive 

collection of BOT information in Ghana.

The team also saw some unexpected results during 

implementation. Through STAAC’s facilitation, investigators 

with the Ghana Police Criminal Investigations Department 

and Economic and Organised Crime Office were granted 

access to the RGD’s company database efficiently and 

without bureaucratic bottlenecks to aid in and speed up 

financial crimes investigations. Lastly, STAAC supported 

the engagement of the RGD with the FIC, Bank of Ghana 

and the other authorities to demonstrate joint progress 
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during International Cooperation Review Group and GIABA 

meetings, which highlighted the work done thus far for Ghana 

to be removed from the FATF Grey-list.

5. Lessons and implications 
Translating global agendas to national realities requires a 
flexible mindset

One of the key factors that allowed STAAC to make progress 

despite all the challenges was the ability and understanding 

of FCDO Ghana advisors to consider a revision in the UK’s 

stance on BOT. Initial conversations with the RGD were 

focused on technical issues around open data and the 

potential to link this to the Open Ownership Global Register, 

rather than taking time to understand the challenge and 

perspectives of the RGD. This led to the RGD viewing 

the UK’s request to merge Ghana’s company data with 

international platforms with suspicion. STAAC’s mediation 

allowed the UK to re-engage the Registrar General and 

her team with a new approach while keeping in mind the 

Ghanaian context.

BOT’s broader implications are not always understood

A lack of understanding of the wider implications of a BO 

regime and the RGD’s role within it initially stopped the 

Registrar General from engaging more openly with FCDO 

and STAAC. The strategic decision to link the RGD’s work on 

BOT with the FATF delisting efforts led by the FIC, resulted in 

a greater appreciation for collective action on these issues, 

and resulted in the Registrar General bringing in the Ghana 

Revenue Authority and others whose inputs are necessary for 

the implementation and use of the BO register. The RGD now 

understands ‘how it all fits together’ with the work of the FIC, 

the main objective being generating usable data for analysis 

and intelligence beyond just having a BO register. 

BOT requires significant investments in capacity building

There can be no BOT register without the staff of the RGD 

understanding the concept, its uses and applicability to 

their work. Technical capacity building, which STAAC started 

and was later taken up by other FCDO-funded consultants, 

needs to be provided before responsible staff can be in the 

position to interact with and collect data from the companies 

that operate in Ghana, let alone with international partners 

advancing highly technical agendas. The assumption that 

only the IT side will have to be developed trained does not 

bode well for the reform agenda.

BOT reforms need time and continued support to come 
to fruition

The ultimate impact of STAAC’s support to the RGD – the 

BOT register itself and the capacity need to operate it – 

was not yet fully evident as of the programme’s closure in 

December 2020. Post STAAC, there will likely be teething 

problems associated with the use of the register. This was an 

investment which would reap benefits in a year or two. Thus, 

support to the RGD and BOT should remain a UK priority to 

ensure that momentum built since 2016 is not lost. The UK 

should fund other external actors, like OpenOwnership, to 

allow for sustained progress on the register itself. But it also 

must ensure continued support to the RGD in its continued 

engagement with the FIC and other competent AML-CFT 

authorities.  
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