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Key words2

Warmer 1
Discuss the questions. 

1. What’s the highest value banknote you’ve ever used?

2. Have you ever seen a €500 banknote? What colour is it? 

Find the key words in the article and write them next to the definitions below. The paragraph numbers are 
given to help you.

1. the time when something stops existing ________________________ (title)

2. be involved in an activity for a short time in a way that is not very serious ________________________  
(para 1)

3. made a sudden and unexpected attack on a place ________________________ (two words, para 3)

4. thick piles of papers or money ________________________ (para 3)

5. the action of taking something, especially using power or force ________________________ (para 3)

6. hiding the origin of money obtained from illegal activities by putting it into legal businesses 
________________________ (para 3)

7. illegal copies of goods or banknotes made in order to trick people ________________________ (para 3)

8. small round pieces of a substance ________________________ (para 4)

9. got rid of something ________________________ (para 5)

10. the official end of something ________________________ (para 6)

11. the value of a particular coin or banknote ________________________ (para 6)

12. pay money into a bank account ________________________ (para 10)

13. relating to the judges and courts that are responsible for justice in a country or state 
________________________ (para 10)

14. things that are unusual, unexpected or different from what normally happens ________________________ 
(para 11)

15. dislike or not enjoy something ________________________ (para 11)

16. claim that something is true ________________________ (para 12)
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Criminal links of €500 banknote could 
spell its demise    
Several European countries favour high-value 
banknotes but law enforcement authorities are 
less convinced
Jennifer Rankin
12 February, 2016

1 He had the tastes of a typical millionaire. He owned 
a gold and silver Rolex and a fleet of expensive 
cars. He liked to dabble in modern art. But, although 
this Chinese businessman had several companies 
and a palatial villa in the Madrid suburbs, he had 
almost no money in the bank, a detail that piqued 
the interest of Spanish authorities.

2 Gao Ping, who had lived most of his adult life 
in Spain, had a monopoly on supplies to 4,000 
Chinese bazaars across the Mediterranean country. 
But, authorities suspected he was not paying taxes 
on the clothes, furniture and other goods he was 
importing from China.

3 When police swooped on his warehouses in 2012 
they found piles of cash: wads of €100, €200 and 
€500 notes were wrapped in elastic bands. Around 
€12m was wheeled away in trolleys, the largest 
ever cash seizure by Spanish police. The gang, 
with Gao the alleged ringleader, stands accused 
of laundering up to €300m a year, as well as 
selling counterfeit goods and toys with fake safety 
marks. The government prosecutor said Gao’s 
illegal business was so big it was damaging the 
competitiveness of Spain. Gao is on bail; the case 
has not yet come to trial.

4 Law enforcement officials have long had concerns 
about €500 notes. Small and easy to transport 
relative to their value, they are the payment method 
of choice for tax dodgers, money launderers 
and drug barons. The sum of €1m in €500 notes 
fits easily into a small laptop bag, where the 
same amount in €50 notes would require a small 
suitcase. Cash mules have been known to fold the 
notes into plastic pellets and swallow them. A less 
dangerous method of concealment is to stuff the 
banknotes into a car chassis.

5 The UK stopped distribution of the €500 note in 
2010 on the grounds that demand for it was “almost 
entirely for criminal purposes”. In 2009, Italy’s 
central bank warned that the notes were widely 
used by mafia money launderers and terrorists. 
Other countries have limited their own high-
denomination notes due to links to organized crime 

– Canada scrapped its $1,000 note in 2000 on the 
advice of law enforcement officers. 

6 In an age of electronic payment systems and 
contactless cards, more are questioning whether 
printing these notes can be justified. Peter Sands, 
the former head of Standard Chartered Bank, has 
called for the abolition of high-denomination notes, 
including the €500, the $100, the 1,000 Swiss 
Franc note and the £50. In a report for the Harvard 
Kennedy School of Government, Sands argued it 
was time to get rid of high-value notes that make 
life easier for “bad guys” pursuing tax evasion, 
financial crime, terrorist finance and corruption. 
Although criminals would switch to smaller-
denomination bills, or gold or diamonds, these 
substitutes are bulkier and more traceable, making 
it more likely they will get caught, he said. 

7 At a conference on terrorist financing in London, 
the Head of Europol, Rob Wainwright, called on the 
European Central Bank (ECB) to look at whether 
it “should continue to produce and circulate these 
notes that make it easier for criminals and terrorists 
to hide their business and to fund illegal activities”. 
According to Europol, the purple €500 note 
accounts for 30% of the value of all the euro notes 
in circulation, although most people have never 
seen one.

8 The €500 note was introduced in 2002 when the 
euro was born: it replaced the 1,000 Deutschmark, 
the 10,000 Belgian franc and the 500,000 Italian 
lira. Several European countries favoured high-
value banknotes. “It is definitely a preference that 
has been there for a long time,” says Pia Hüttl, 
an affiliate fellow at the Bruegel thinktank. “The 
preference is based on the idea that cash has a 
lower cost and is accepted everywhere.”

9 Cash remains king in Germany and Austria, where 
more than half of all transactions are made with 
paper money and coins. The former president 
of Germany’s constitutional court, Hans-Jürgen 
Papier, told Germany’s Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung that restrictions on cash were at odds with 
individual freedom, while tabloid newspaper Bild 
has launched a petition in defence of paper money, 
including the €500 note – “hands off my cash”.

10 Law enforcement authorities are less convinced, 
amid a steady stream of reports of suspicious 
bundles of cash. In one case that has caught 
the attention of police, two men walked into a 
bank and tried to deposit €200,000 of torn and 
muddy €500 notes. In the same week, €1.3m in 
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Comprehension check3
Answer the questions, if possible without referring back to the article.

1. What led the Spanish authorities to be interested in Gao Ping’s business activities?

2. How does his case relate to the subject of this article? 

3. What happened to Canada’s 1,000 dollar banknote and why?

4. What has the head of Europol asked the European Central Bank to do regarding €500 banknotes?

5. When did the €500 note come into circulation and what notes did it replace?

6. What anomaly did Europol ask Luxembourg to explain and what answer did they give?

€500 notes was found stuffed in the false bottom 
of suitcase. But, a suspicion of criminality is not 
enough to keep people in custody. “Our frustration 
from a law enforcement perspective is that, in 
many jurisdictions, it is impossible to provide 
sufficient evidence to satisfy judicial authorities 
of a link between suspicious cash detections and 
criminality,” says Jennifer MacLeod, a specialist in 
Europol’s financial intelligence group. “The search 
for these links is complicated further through 
time constraints and fragmented cooperation and 
information exchange.” 

11 The agency would like to see central banks take 
more responsibility for the “striking anomalies” 
in the use of €500 notes. Luxembourg, for 
example, issued more than twice its annual GDP 
in banknotes in 2013 alone, despite being one 
of the most cash-averse countries in Europe. 
Europol asked Luxembourg’s central bank to 

explain. “The reply we had from Luxembourg is 
that they simply issue the notes requested and 
have no explanation for the reasons behind the 
demand,” MacLeod says. “I find it surprising that 
a central bank does not consider itself to have a 
responsibility in this area.” 

12 This could be changing. Mario Draghi, the head of 
the ECB, has said he is determined that the income 
the bank generates from issuing the notes should 
not be “a comfort for criminals”. Other members of 
the ECB’s top team, such as Yves Mersch, contend 
there is no evidence about the criminal uses of 
the €500 note. But, amid heightened fears about 
terrorism, this argument may no longer cut any ice. 
EU finance ministers have called on policymakers 
to explore “appropriate restrictions” on high-value 
notes and report back by 1 May 2016.
© Guardian News and Media 2016
First published in The Guardian, 12/02/16
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Discussion 6
• In what denominations are banknotes available in your country?

• How well can you describe the banknotes without looking at them?

• What security features do they contain?

• In your country, do people prefer to use cash or another method of payment?

• In what situations would you never or always pay using …

 … cash?

 … credit card?
 … contactless card?

 … cheque?

Expressions5
a. Rearrange the letters in italics to complete the expressions from the article.

1. uqeip the interest of

2. come to ltair

3. method of ociehc

4. a steady mtares of

5. be at dsod with

6. in usyctdo

7. ahtcc the attention of

8. not utc any ice

b. In your own words, explain what each expression means.
c. Write a sentence using each expression.

Collocations4
Match the words to make collocations from the article. Discuss what they mean. Then, use them to talk 
about the article.

1. counterfeit

2. tax

3. money

4. drug

5. cash

6. car

7. judicial

8. contactless

9. tabloid

10. time

a. mules

b. launderers

c. goods

d. dodgers

e. barons

f. newspaper

g. cards

h. authorities

i. constraints

j. chassis
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KEY
1 Warmer 

2.    purple

2 Key words  

1. demise
2. dabble
3. swooped on
4. wads
5. seizure
6. laundering
7. counterfeit
8. pellets
9. scrapped
10. abolition
11. denomination
12. deposit
13. judicial
14. anomalies
15. averse
16. contend

3 Comprehension check

1. The fact that, although he was obviously rich, he 
had almost no money in the bank.

2. When police swooped on his warehouses, they 
seized piles of cash, including €500 notes.

3. Canada scrapped its $1,000 note in 2000 on the 
advice of law enforcement officers.

4. He has asked them to look at whether the bank 
“should continue to produce and circulate these 
notes that make it easier for criminals and terrorists 
to hide their business and to fund illegal activities.”

5. It was introduced in 2002 and it replaced the 1,000 
Deutschmark, the 10,000 Belgian franc and the 
500,000 Italian lira.

6. Europol asked Luxembourg’s central bank to 
explain why it issued more than twice its annual 
GDP in banknotes in 2013 alone, despite being 
one of the most cash-averse countries in Europe. 
The answer from Luxembourg was that they simply 
issue the notes requested and have no explanation 
for the reasons behind the demand.

4 Collocations

1. c    – illegal copies of expensive items 
2. d – people who try hard to avoid paying tax
3. b – people who hide the origin of money obtained 

from illegal activities by putting it into  
legal businesses

4. e – a powerful person in an organization that deals 
in illegal drugs 

5. a – people who transfer stolen money or illegal 
goods between countries

6. j – the frame and wheels of a vehicle
7. h – organizations or institutions (often a public 

service) that control something to do with legalities 
or justice 

8. g – debit or credit cards that are waved over a 
reader to make secure payments 

9. f – a newspaper with fairly small pages mostly 
containing stories about famous people and not 
much serious news

10. i – limits to the time you have available to  
do something

5 Expressions

a. and b. 
1. pique – make someone want to know more about 

something or someone
2. trial – be examined and judged in a court of law
3. choice – the way you choose, or prefer, to  

do something
4. stream – a constant flow of something
5. odds – oppose something or go against the way it 

should be
6. custody – a situation in which someone is kept in 

prison until they go to court for trial
7. catch – attract the interest of
8. cut – fail to impress or influence someone


