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The new Cayman Beneficial Ownership 
Regime: The Best of  Both Worlds

A new beneficial ownership regime came into force in the Cayman Islands in June 2017, but what is 
the new regime and should Cayman registered companies be alarmed? 
 
The new regime 
 
The UK chaired the G8 Summit in June 2013, placing great focus on anti-corruption and beneficial 
ownership transparency. At the same time, there was a similar push for transparency by the European 
Union as part of negotiations for the Fourth Anti Money-Laundering Directive. These events, 
together with the public outcry following the infamous Panama Papers leak of 2015, contributed to 
the UK government placing pressure on dependent territories, which led to the Cayman Islands 
signing the Exchange of Notes with the UK in April 2016. It is through this agreement that the 
Cayman Islands (a) committed itself to the UK’s plan for greater transparency, and (b) agreed to 
maintain a centralized beneficial ownership register. 
 
In summary, some of the key requirements on in-scope companies include: 
 

a. Identifying (and obtaining the necessary information from) beneficial owners and relevant 
legal entities. 
 

b. Maintaining an up-to-date beneficial ownership register at its registered office in the 
Cayman Islands. 
 

c. Providing the necessary beneficial ownership information to the designated authority 
through a regulated corporate service provider. 
 

d. Notifying changes in the beneficial ownership information to the designated authority as 
soon as possible. 

 
The new register will be searchable only by the designated authority at its premises and, unlike the 
equivalent regime in the British Virgin Islands, the register will not be cloud based or accessible over 
the web. Having this “air gap” between the register and the outside world should, in theory, make the 
centralized register more secure. Whilst complete protection can never be guaranteed (there is always 
a risk of human error or someone getting up to no good) it is clearly more difficult if not impossible 
for the register to fall prey to a cyber attack. 
 
Another feature of the register, setting the Cayman Islands far ahead of the curve, is that information 
held in the register is verified and not merely self-declared. The corporate service provider is subject 
to inspection and enforcement action by the regulatory authorities, so it has an active interest in 
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ensuring information supplied to the designated authority is accurate. Just how stringent the 
verification checks will be is unclear at this stage, but this is undoubtedly a step in the right direction. 
 
A public register? 
 
The UK government had pressed for the beneficial ownership registers of all British Overseas 
Territories, including that of the Cayman Islands, to be made publicly available and directly accessible 
by the UK’s law, regulatory and tax enforcement agencies, but this could not be agreed. Two key 
reasons for this spring to mind: 
 

a. The information belongs to beneficial owners, not the Cayman government. A public 
register would result in a loss of privacy for beneficial owners and the potential for identity 
fraud and theft. These risks must be balanced against the need for transparency. 
 

b. No country in the world allows unrestricted access to its beneficial ownership register and 
its use would prejudice the Cayman Islands by creating a competitive disadvantage. 
Business would likely move to less regulated jurisdictions and this would neither serve the 
interests of local industry, which the Cayman Islands has a responsibility to support, nor 
those of the authorities seeking access to the register.  

 
Next steps 
 
Failing to comply with the new regime can have serious consequences. Penalties include fines and 
imprisonment and these apply not only to in-scope companies, but to any individual or legal entity 
that does not comply with a request for information from an in-scope company. Whilst the new 
regime will be in force by 30 June 2017, there is a transition period of one year during which time no 
prosecutions will be brought for non-compliance.  
 
Companies and limited liability companies registered in the Cayman Islands will need to review their 
current beneficial ownership register arrangements and consider what changes, if any, they need to 
make before the end of the transition period. Undoubtedly, they will need to engage corporate service 
providers that will supply the necessary information to the designated authority.  
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