
 

 

2025/02/18 

Director Accountability: Global Lessons for South African Boards from the 
ASIC v Star Entertainment Case 

 

 
 

A provocative look at why the most effective GRC frameworks might not be found in 
corporate boardrooms, but in places where failure means more than just a fine. 
 

The Paradox: Crime Has Better GRC Than Most Legitimate Businesses 
 

Contrary to popular belief, successful criminal enterprises don’t operate through 
chaos and impulse. They apply sophisticated Governance, Risk, and Compliance 
principles, often more rigorously than legitimate corporations, because their margin 
for error is zero. In the shadows, GRC isn’t a compliance exercise; it’s a survival 
mechanism. 
 

Governance: The Criminal Boardroom 
 

Strategic Direction (The “Family” Charter) 
 

Criminal organisations operate with startling clarity: 
 

• Clear hierarchy: Don → Underboss → Caporegime → Soldiers → Associates. 
• Succession planning: Designated successors, contingencies for leadership 

“removal”. 
• Territory governance: Clearly defined turfs with no internal competition. 
• Ethical code: Omertà (code of silence), no cooperation with authorities. 

 

Example: The Mafia Commission 
 

Established in 1931, this governing body functioned as a criminal United Nations, 
setting membership rules, resolving disputes between families, and punishing 
violations more severely than any regulator. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GRC IN THE SHADOWS: CRIMINAL ENTERPRISES MASTER 
GOVERNANCE, RISK & COMPLIANCE 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

What Every Sole Practitioner Must Know in 2025 
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Performance Metrics That Matter 
 

• Revenue targets: Weekly “street taxes,” protection money quotas. 
• Operational efficiency: Lowest possible visibility for maximum profit. 
• Compliance metrics: Zero law enforcement interactions per quarter. 
• Growth objectives: Controlled expansion without attracting attention. 

 

 
 

 

Risk Management: The Art of Criminal Enterprise 
 

Risk Assessment Matrix (Criminal Edition) 

Probability/Impact High Impact Low Impact 

High Probability 

DEATH 
• Informants within organisation 
• Rival gang incursion 
• Law enforcement infiltration 

MANAGE 
• Minor theft by lower ranks 
• Small territory disputes 
• Petty corruption demands 

Low Probability 

INSURANCE 
• Key member arrest 
• Asset seizure 
• Leadership decapitation 

ACCEPT 
• Small business refusal to pay 
• Minor police harassment 
• Media speculation 

Operational Risk Controls 
 

• Compartmentalisation: Cell structures, strict need-to-know basis. 
• Counter-surveillance: Regular sweeps, encrypted communication. 
• Redundancy systems: Multiple escape routes, hidden cash reserves. 
• Continuous monitoring: Watching for tails, detecting undercovers. 

 

Criminal Risk Appetite Statement 
 

“We accept calculated risks in revenue generation but maintain zero tolerance for 
operational security breaches. We will risk 5-10% of illicit funds on expansion but 
protect 90% through laundering and legitimate fronts.” 
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Compliance: Following the Criminal Code 
 

Internal Regulations (The “Rulebook”) 
 

• No drugs in family territory (old-school Mafia rule). 
• No harming civilians (maintains community “support”). 
• No messing with other families’ operations (territorial compliance). 
• Mandatory contributions to the legal defense fund (regulatory fee). 
• Standardised money laundering procedures (process compliance). 

 

External “Regulatory” Compliance 
 

• Bribe schedules: Standard rates for police, politicians, judges. 
• Tax evasion protocols: How to structure legitimate fronts. 
• Labor compliance: Union infiltration following exact legal processes. 
• Environmental regulations: Dumping toxic waste, conspiring with corrupt 

inspector requirements. 
 

Audit & Enforcement 
 

• Internal affairs: “Made men” investigating potential rats. 
• Financial audits: Counting the take, ensuring no skimming. 
• Performance reviews: Meeting quota = Good. Missed = Problematic. 
• Compliance testing: Periodic checks for wiretaps, tracking devices. 

 

Integrated GRC in Criminal Operations 
 

Drug Trafficking Supply Chain GRC 
 

Governance: 
 

• Cartel leadership sets production quotas. 
• Distribution territories assigned. 
• Pricing controlled to avoid market chaos. 

 

Risk Management: 
 

• Multiple smuggling routes (diversification). 
• Corruption of officials at each border (risk mitigation). 
• Product testing for purity (quality control). 
• Counter-surveillance teams (operational security). 

 

Compliance: 
 

• Following bribery protocols at checkpoints. 
• Adhering to delivery schedules (contract compliance). 
• Paying “taxes” to local gangs (regulatory compliance). 
• Maintaining code of conduct with suppliers. 
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Money Laundering as GRC Excellence 
 

Phase 1: Placement (Risk Assessment) 

 

Identifying banks with lax AML controls, determining maximum deposits to avoid 
reporting thresholds, assessing optimal business fronts. 
 

Phase 2: Layering (Risk Mitigation) 

 

Multiple transactions across jurisdictions, shell companies as risk buffers, 
cryptocurrency mixing as technological control. 
 

Phase 3: Integration (Compliance) 

 

“Clean” money enters legitimate economy, tax filings show plausible sources, 
auditable trails created. 
 

Why Criminal GRC Often Works Better 
 

1. Consequences Are Immediate and Severe. 
Corporate GRC failure: Maybe a fine in 3 years. 
Criminal GRC failure: Bullet tonight. 
Result: Absolute adherence to protocols. 

 

2. Alignment of Incentives. 
Everyone’s livelihood depends on GRC success. Personal survival links directly 
to organisational compliance. No “compliance theater”, only real, effective 
controls. 
 

3. Streamlined Decision-Making 
No committees, no stakeholder consultations. Decisive action based on 
survival. Rapid adaptation to changing regulatory environments. 
 

4. Perfect Risk Awareness 
Constant threat sharpens risk assessment. Every operation assumes hostile 
environment. Complacency equals death or imprisonment. 

 

Legitimate Businesses Can Learn from Criminal GRC 
 

Provocative Insight: Many Fortune 500 companies would be more secure if they 
treated compliance failures with criminal enterprise seriousness. 
 

What Legitimate Businesses Should Adopt: 
 

• Make GRC personal: Link compliance directly to individual survival (career, 
bonuses). 

• Eliminate compliance theater: Stop checking boxes, start managing real risks. 
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• Streamline decision-making: Reduce GRC bureaucracy that hinders actual 
security and productivity. 

• Treat information as gold: Criminal enterprises protect secrets better than 
corporations protect IP. 

• Continuous operational security: Assume you’re always being watched/tested. 
 

What to Avoid (Obviously): 
 

• The violence and illegality. 
• The paranoia that prevents legitimate collaboration. 
• The short-term thinking that sacrifices sustainability. 

 

The Ultimate Irony 
 

Most compliance failures in legitimate businesses occur because: 
 

• Employees see rules as bureaucratic hurdles 
• Leadership treats GRC as cost center, not survival mechanism 
• Consequences are delayed and impersonal 

 

While in criminal enterprises: 
 

• Every member understands GRC is life-or-death. 
• Leadership invests in GRC as primary operational expense. 
• Consequences are immediate and personal 

 

The Uncomfortable Truth 
 

A drug cartel’s money laundering operation often has: 
 

• Better documentation than a bank’s transaction monitoring. 
• Tighter internal controls than a public company’s financial reporting. 
• More rigorous operational security than a defense contractor. 
• Clearer governance than many corporate boards. 

 

Not because they’re more ethical, but because their failure modes include death and 
decades in prison rather than fines and bad PR. 
 

Legitimate Businesses 
 

Ask yourself: 
 

1. Does our GRC feel like bureaucratic box-ticking or a survival mechanism? 
2. Are consequences for GRC failures immediate and meaningful? 
3. Do we protect our critical assets with criminal-level seriousness? 
4. Is our governance as clear as a crime family’s chain of command? 
5. Do we adapt to new risks as quickly as criminals adapt to new laws? 
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Don’t let organized crime out-organise you. The goal isn’t to become criminals, 
seriously! It’s to recognise that when GRC is treated as existential rather than 
administrative, it becomes remarkably effective. 
 

At Cyclopedic Consulting, we guide your company to adopt the focus, rigor, and 
integration that keeps criminal enterprises “in business”, without breaking any laws. 
We bring that level of discipline to your business, minus the sketchy stuff. 
 
 

 

By Adv. Sannah Pooe 2026/02/18 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/adv-sannah-pooe-78277334a/

