
1

Money Service Operators
Licensing Regime

April 2021
Money Service Supervision Bureau
Customs and Excise Department



2

Part 1

Introduction
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Anti-Money Laundering and Counter-
Terrorist Financing Ordinance (AMLO)

 Under the AMLO, the Customs and Excise
Department (C&ED) is the relevant authority for
the supervision of MSOs.

 Money service means a money changing service
or a remittance service.

 A person who operates a money service must
obtain a licence.
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Financial Action Task Force (FATF)

 An inter-governmental body sets international
standards, develops relevant measures to combat
money laundering & terrorist financing (ML/TF)

 Hong Kong is a member jurisdiction of FATF

 Mutual Evaluation
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Mutual Evaluation Report (MER) 
of Hong Kong

 Published on 
4 September 2019

 Available at FATF
website
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Mutual Evaluation Report (MER) 
of Hong Kong

 FATF recommendations for MSOs:
 Implement effective AML/CFT measures
 Deepen the understanding of risks of ML, TF and

Proliferation Financing (PF); Targeted Financial
Sanctions; and Enhanced Customer Due Diligence

 Way forward
 To uplift the compliance level of the sector
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Part 2

Licensing Requirements
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Licensing Guide
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Licensing Requirement
 Fit and Proper (F&P) Person Criteria

 The Commissioner of Customs & Excise (CCE) may grant a
licence to an applicant only if he is satisfied that the
individual/ each partner/ each director/ ultimate owner is a fit
and proper person to operate a money service/ to be
associated with the business of operating a money service.

 In addition to the matters he must have regard to, the CCE
may take into account any other matter that he considers
relevant in determining whether an applicant is a fit and
proper person.
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Licensing Requirements
 The F&P Guideline was issued in April 2018.
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Licensing Requirements
 Supplementary F&P Guideline was issued on 8 January 2020.
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Licensing Requirements

 Suitability of a particular premises used for the operation
of a money service
 Particular premises should be accessible by C&ED officers

for carrying out their regulatory functions
 Not suitable cases such as the premises are being used by

other MSO or they are designated for other specified uses
 Information of a local place for storage of books and

records (LPS) in Hong Kong
 Information of a local management office (LMO) in Hong

Kong for operating money service business without a
particular premises
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Licensing Requirements
 The Guidelines for Submission of Business Plan was 

issued on 8 January 2020.
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Licensing Requirements
 Guideline on Anti-Money Laundering and Counter-

Financing of Terrorism and Guidelines for Submission of
AML/CFT Policy were issued and revised on November
2018 and January 2020 respectively.
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Part 3

AML/CFT Compliance Obligations
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AML/CFT Compliance Obligations

 Customer Due Diligence (CDD) Requirements
(Pt. 2 , Sch. 2 , AMLO)
 Identification and verification of the identity of

customer, beneficial owner and person acting on
behalf of the customer

 Ongoing Monitoring
 Ongoing CDD
 Transaction monitoring
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AML/CFT Compliance Obligations
 Record-keeping Requirements

(Pt. 3 , Sch. 2 , AMLO)
 Retention of records relating to CDD and

transactions
 Original or copy of documents
 Data and information kept either on microfilm or

in the database of a computer.
 For a period of at least five years after the

completion of a transaction
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AML/CFT Compliance Obligations
 Changes that require Prior Approval

(S.35 to 39, AMLO)
 Director, Partner, Ultimate owner
 Operation premises

 Notify C&ED of the changes (S.40, AMLO)
 within one month beginning on the date on which the

changes take place

 Failure to meet the requirement
 Subject to prosecution and/or disciplinary proceeding
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AML/CFT Compliance Obligations

 AML/CFT Systems
 Risk-based Approach

 Suspicious Transaction Reports (STR)
 Statutory obligation to report any property that is

criminal proceeds or terrorist property

 Institutional Risk Assessment
 identify, assess and understand the ML/TF risks
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Part 4

Points to Note for
Licence Application/Renewal
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Licence Application/Renewal
 Application procedures

 Form 1 & Annex for New licence
 Form 2 & Annex for licence renewal

(45 days before expiry)

 Requisite information and documents
 Checklist attached to the Forms

 How long will the application be processed?

(Refer to Licensing Guide for more details)
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Common Issues in 
Licence Application/Renewal

 Failure in Fit and Proper Person Test

 Failure to submit required information or
documents within specified period

 Proposed premises not suitable to be used for
operation of a money service

 Breach of licensing requirements/conditions
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Common Issues in
Licence Application/Renewal

 Breach of licensing requirements/conditions, such as
 Failure to submit information of LPS/LMO
 Failure to submit business plan/AML Policy
 Business plan and AML Policy submitted not in

compliance with guidelines issued by C&ED
 Failure to submit quarterly Statement of Transaction in

a timely manner
 Failure to complete continuous training course/seminar

within the specified period
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Examples of Non-compliance

 Anti-money Laundering/Counter-Terrorist Financing
Policy (AML Policy)
 Submitted standardised AML Policy based on

template.
 Failed to draw up policies and controls with

reference to business nature and risk level
 Failed to comply with the requirements under the

AML Guideline and the Guidelines for Submission of
AML/CFT Policy
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Examples of Non-compliance

 Non-compliance with the requirements under the AML
Guideline in relation to, for example:
 Establishment of an independent audit function
 Conducting risk assessment
 Establishment of procedure for ongoing monitoring
 Maintenance of database of names of terrorists and

sanction lists
 Mechanism for submission of suspicious transaction

reports
 Policy for staff training
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Examples of Non-compliance
 Business Plan

 Submitted standardized “Business Plan” based on
template

 Failure to elaborate on the entire delivery channel

 Particular premises for operation of a money
service
 Non-compliance with the specified use or the terms

and conditions for the use of the premises under the
tenancy agreement

 Applicant who is neither landlord nor tenant cannot
fully control the use of the premises.
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Examples of Non-compliance

Tenancy Agreement

Some applicants/licensees are 
not the landlord/tenant of the 
specified premises

The use of premises are not
suitable for money service
operation
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Examples of Non-compliance

The name of company on the
signboard must tally with the name of
business/corporation as stated on the
Business Registration Certificate.
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Examples of Non-compliance
 Inadequate knowledge on MSO business

 Insufficient operation experience and academic
qualifications

 Incompetent senior management oversight

 Channel for money service operation
 Failure to provide any bank account in the name of the

company
 Use of third-party bank account
 Failure to provide any agreement for acting as agent
 Failure to elaborate on measures taken to protect

customer funds
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Examples of Non-compliance

 Source of Capital
 Failure to elaborate on the source of capital

 Customer Due Diligence (CDD)
 Failure to carry out CDD measures

 Screening and Enhanced Checking
 Failure to set up/ use a screening system to identify

politically exposed persons/ persons on UN
sanction lists
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Examples of Non-compliance

 Duty to Keep Records
 Non-compliance with the statutory and 

regulatory record-keeping requirements

 Suitable Agent
 Assign/appoint irrelevant persons to deal with

the licence application



32

Part 6

New Licensing Measure

Competence Assessment for MSOs
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Objective of the Assessment

 Ensuring senior management of a licensed
MSO is equipped with fundamental knowledge
and clear understanding of anti-money
laundering and counter-financing of terrorism
(AML/CFT)

 Maintaining a high level of compliance with the
AML/CFT standards in the MSO sector
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Licensing Requirement
 Licensing Guide revised in March 2021:

 At least one member of the senior management of a
licence applicant/a licensee pass the Assessment

 The Assessment result will constitute a substantial
weighting in determining the overall F&P person status

 Implementation timeline
 New Licence Application: 1 June 2021
 Renewal Application: Q3 of 2021 (tentatively)

 Failure to attend the Assessment due to circumstantial
factors
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Eligible Person(s) for the Assessment

 The eligible person is someone who:

 must be the senior management of the licence
applicant/licensee;

 has a direct involvement in making decision; and

 is held accountable in the compliance functions
and systems of the company.
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Eligible Person(s) for the Assessment

 Senior Management is confined to:
 Natural person: sole proprietor / partners
 Legal person: sole director / directors
 Compliance Officer?

 Not more than 3 eligible persons to attend the
Assessment

 The eligible persons of a company / corporation
must attend the same session of the Assessment
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Nomination for the Assessment

 Nomination to attend the Assessment would be made
only for once and under the following circumstances:

 A new licence application is filed;
 Within 90 days before the expiry of the licence and

the licensee has no eligible person who has passed
the Assessment; and

 Upon notification by a licensee of the resignation of
the only eligible person who has passed the
Assessment.
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Mode and Scope of the Assessment

 35 Multiple Choice questions (Chinese/English)

 Assessment time: 1 hrs & 15 mins.

 7 modules of AML/CFT knowledge
(each consists of 5 questions)

 “Pass” in the Assessment:
 Not more than 2 mistakes in each module; and
 Total score is 25 or above.



39

Modules of the Assessment

 The 7 modules are:
 General knowledge on AML/CFT and Counter

Proliferation Financing
 Part 1-7 of the AMLO
 Schedules to the AMLO
 Guidelines promulgated by the C&ED
 MSO's systems and controls (i) Institutional governance

and strategy
 MSO's systems and controls (ii) AML/CFT control areas
 MSO's systems and controls (iii) Demonstrating and

monitoring compliance
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Suggested Reference

 Anti-Money Laundering and Counter-Terrorist Financing
Ordinance (Cap. 615)

 Guideline on Anti-Money Laundering and Counter-
Financing of Terrorism issued by C&ED for MSOs

 Licensing Guide issued by C&ED to MSOs
 Guidelines issued by C&ED to MSOs
 Circulars issued by C&ED to MSOs

Website of the Money Service Operators Licensing System  
(https://eservices.customs.gov.hk/MSOS/index)
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Assessment Schedule 

 For New Licence Application:
 Attend the Assessment within 30 days upon attending the

interview with C&ED
 If failed, re-take the Assessment after 30 days upon the

notification of result

 For Renewal Application:
 Attend the Assessment within 30 days upon the issue of

reminder letter (90 days before the expiry of the licence)
 If failed, re-take the Assessment after 30 days upon the

notification of result and before the expiry of the licence
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Assessment Schedule 
 For the case that the licensee no longer has at least one

member of the senior management who passed the
Assessment:
 Except for sole proprietorship, the licensee has to attend 

the Assessment within 30 days upon notification to the 
C&ED of change in partnership or directorship 

 If failed, re-take the Assessment after 30 days upon the 
notification of result

 If the licence is due for renewal within 180 days, the
Assessment will follow the procedures for renewal
application.
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Information of the Assessment
 Guidance Notes on the Assessment for MSOs published by

C&ED in March 2021
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Part 6

Q & A
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- The End -

Thank you !

Contact Information

Tel : 2707 7837
Email :msoenquiry@customs.gov.hk
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