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The information contained herein has been prepared for general informational purposes only and is not offered as and 

does not constitute legal advice or legal opinions. You should not act or rely on any information contained herein without 

first seeking the advice of your legal counsel. 

No copy or use of this presentation should occur without the permission of Vizo Financial. Vizo Financial retains all 

intellectual property interests associated with this presentation. Vizo Financial makes no claim, promise, or guarantee of 

any kind about the accuracy, completeness, or adequacy of the content of the presentation and expressly disclaims 

liability for errors and omissions in such content.

“Navigating the Suspicious Activity Report (SAR) Process: A Comprehensive Guide” discussed in this presentation is the 

current version with effective date of October 28, 2025.

The comments today are my own and not necessarily those of Vizo Financial or the Vizo Financial membership.

Disclaimer
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1970: The Bank Secrecy Act (BSA) is enacted, making suspicious activity reporting 
a legal requirement. The process was initially called a "criminal referral form"

1992: Annunzio-Wylie Anti-Money Laundering Act created the requirement for 
financial institutions to file SARs, replacing previous forms like Criminal Referral 
Forms.

1996: The process and form are officially standardized, and the term "Suspicious 
Activity Report" (SAR) becomes standard.

2001: The USA PATRIOT Act expands the scope of SARs to include combating 
domestic and international terrorism.

2012: BSA E-filing System moves the filing of SARs from paper to electronic and 
helps facilitate the sharing of information with law enforcement.

SAR Timeline – How Did We Get Here
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What Are you Reporting?
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▪ Criminal violations involving insider abuse in any amount.

▪ Criminal violations aggregating $5,000 or more when a suspect can be identified.

▪ Criminal violations aggregating $25,000 or more regardless of a potential suspect.

▪ Transactions conducted or attempted by, at, or through the credit union and aggregating $5,000 or 

more, if the credit union knows, suspects, or has reason to suspect that the transaction:

• May involve potential money laundering or other illegal activity (e.g., terrorism financing).

• Is designed to evade the BSA or its implementing regulations.

• Has no business or apparent lawful purpose or is not the type of transaction that the particular member 

would normally be expected to engage in, and the bank knows of no reasonable explanation for the 

transaction after examining the available facts, including the background and possible purpose of the 

transaction.



Reporting and Safe Harbor
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FinCEN states that institutions are not responsible for investigating the underlying suspected (or 

alleged) crime; investigations remain the responsibility of law enforcement. 

Institutions are responsible for reporting the information they know at the time they conclude that 

suspicious activity is present.

The law provides that a credit union and its directors, officers, employees, and agents that make a 

disclosure to the appropriate authorities of any possible violation of law or regulation, including a 

disclosure in connection with the preparation of SARs, "shall not be liable to any person under any law 

or regulation of the United States, any constitution, law, or regulation of any State or political 

subdivision of any State, or under any contract or other legally enforceable agreement (including any 

arbitration agreement), for such disclosure or for any failure to provide notice of such disclosure to the 

person who is the subject of such disclosure or any other person identified in the disclosure." The safe 

harbor applies to SARs filed within the required reporting thresholds as well as to SARs filed 

voluntarily on any activity below the threshold.



Confidentiality
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FinCEN encourages organizations and authorities, both governmental and non-

governmental, to be vigilant in ensuring SAR confidentiality is maintained. This includes 

making certain all employees, agents, and individuals appropriately entrusted with 

information in a SAR are informed of the individual obligation to maintain SAR 

confidentiality. This obligation applies not only to the SAR itself but also to information that 

would reveal the existence of the SAR. Likewise, such persons should also be informed of 

the consequences for failing to maintain such confidentiality, which could include civil and 

criminal penalties as explained herein.



Penalties for Disclosure
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The unauthorized disclosure of SARs is a violation of federal law. Both civil and criminal penalties 

may be imposed for SAR disclosure violations. Violations may be enforced through civil penalties of 

up to $100,000 for each violation and criminal penalties of up to $250,000 and/or imprisonment not to 

exceed five years. In addition, financial institutions could be liable for civil money penalties resulting 

from anti-money laundering program deficiencies (i.e., internal controls, training, etc.) that led to the 

improper SAR disclosure. Such penalties could be up to $25,000 per day for each day the violation 

continues. FinCEN is committed to working with regulatory agencies, law enforcement, SROs, and 

financial institutions to take appropriate action for unauthorized disclosures of SARs. Incidents 

involving unauthorized SAR disclosures are investigated and appropriate action is taken for someone 

found to be in violation of the law.



Question 1: SAR Filings for Potential Structuring – related 

Activity 

Question 2: Continuing Activity Reviews 

Question 3: Continuing Activity Reviews – Timeline 

Question 4: No SAR Documentation 
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FAQ’s from FinCEN – Changes or Clarification?



SAR Filings for Potential Structuring-related Activity 

Is a financial institution required to file a SAR for a transaction or a series of 
transactions with a value at or near the currency transaction reporting (CTR) 
threshold (i.e., over $10,000) absent information that the transaction or series of 
transactions is designed to evade BSA reporting requirements?

Answer: No. The mere presence of a transaction or series of transactions by or on 
behalf of the same person at or near the $10,000 CTR threshold is not information 
sufficient to require the filing of a SAR.

A financial institution is required to file a SAR for a transaction conducted or attempted 
by, at, or through the institution if it involves or aggregates at least $5,000 in funds or 
other assets and the institution knows, suspects, or has reason to suspect that, 
among other criteria, the transaction is designed to evade BSA reporting 
requirements (e.g., structuring a transaction to avoid a CTR filing). Absent this 
knowledge, suspicion, or reason to suspect, financial institutions are not required to file a 
SAR.
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Continuing Activity Reviews 
Is a financial institution required to conduct a review of a customer or account 
following the filing of a SAR to determine whether suspicious activity has continued?

Answer: No. In the October 2000 SAR Activity Review: Trends, Tips and Issues, 
FinCEN suggested that financial institutions report repeated and ongoing suspicious activity 
via a SAR filing at least every 90 days. Over time, this suggestion has become interpreted 
as a requirement or expectation that financial institutions conduct a separate review of a 
customer or account following the filing of a SAR to determine whether suspicious activity 
has continued.

A financial institution is not required to conduct a separate review—manual or 
otherwise—of a customer or account following the filing of a SAR to determine whether 
suspicious activity has continued. Financial institutions instead may rely on risk-based 
internal policies, procedures, and controls to monitor and report suspicious activity as 
appropriate, provided those internal policies, procedures, and controls are reasonably 
designed to identify and report such activity.
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https://www.fincen.gov/system/files/shared/sar_tti_01.pdf


Continuing Activity Reviews – Timeline

What is the timeline for a financial institution that elects to file 
SARs in accordance with FinCEN’s continuing suspicious activity 
guidance?

Answer: As noted above, FinCEN previously suggested that financial 
institutions report continuing suspicious activity via a SAR filing at 
least every 90 days. Subsequent FinCEN guidance advised financial 
institutions to file SARs for continuing activity after a 90-day period 
with the filing deadline being 120 calendar days after the date of the 
previously related SAR filing. However, financial institutions are not 
required to do so and may instead file SARs as appropriate in line with 
applicable timelines.
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Continuing Activity Reviews – Timeline

For financial institutions that elect to file SARs in accordance with FinCEN’s 
continuing suspicious activity guidance, below is a timeline in which a 
financial institution files a SAR with an identified subject and determines that 
suspicious activity has continued:

Day 0: detection of facts that may constitute a basis for filing a SAR
Day 30: filing of initial SAR
Day 120: end of 90-day period
Day 150: filing of a SAR for continued suspicious activity

When filing a SAR for continuing activity, the date or date range of 
suspicious activity (Item 30 on the SAR form) should include the entire 90-
day period starting on the date immediately following the filing of the initial 
SAR or the date following the end of the previous 90-day period.
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No SAR Documentation
Is a financial institution required to document the decision not to file a 
SAR?

Answer: No. There is no requirement or expectation under the BSA or its 
implementing regulations for a financial institution to document its decision 
not to file a SAR. FinCEN has previously encouraged, but not required, 
financial institutions to document the decision not to file a SAR.

Should a financial institution choose to document its decision not to file a 
SAR, the level of appropriate documentation may vary based on the 
specifics of the activity being reviewed and need not exceed that which is 
necessary for the institution’s internal policies, procedures, and controls, 
which should be risk-based and reasonably designed to identify and report 
suspicious activity.
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The Physical 

Suspicious

Activity Report
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Institution Information
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The Narrative



Resources
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FinCEN’s Frequently Asked Questions on Suspicious Activity Reports

FinCEN’s Frequently Asked Questions on Currency Transaction Reports

https://www.fincen.gov/forms/bsa_forms/

https://www.fincen.gov/resources/advisories/fincen-advisory-fin-2010-a014

https://www.fincen.gov/suspicious-activity-report-sar-advisory-key-terms

https://www.fincen.gov/index-topics-sar-activity-review-volumes-1-23

Filing FinCEN’s new Currency Transaction Report and Suspicious Activity Report  

- FIN-2012-G002

https://www.fincen.gov/frequently-asked-questions-regarding-fincen-suspicious-activity-report-sar
https://www.fincen.gov/frequently-asked-questions-regarding-fincen-currency-transaction-report-ctr
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Questions



Thank You

Cindy Hagan

VP, Compliance & Fraud 

Risk

chagan@vfccu.org
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