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About Transparency International and 
Transparency International Canada

Transparency International (TI) is the world’s leading non-governmental 
anti-corruption organization. With more than 100 chapters worldwide and 
an international secretariat in Berlin, TI has helped put corruption on the 
agendas of governments and businesses around the world. Through 
advocacy, research and capacity building work, TI strives toward a world 
that is free of corruption.

Transparency International Canada (TI Canada) is the Canadian 
chapter of Transparency International. Since its foundation in 1996, TI 
Canada has been at the forefront of the national anti-corruption agenda. 
In addition to advocating legal and policy reform on issues such as 
whistleblower protection, public procurement and corporate disclosure, 
we design practical tools for Canadian businesses and institutions 
looking to manage corruption risks, and serve as an anti-corruption 
resource for organizations across Canada.

About Canadians for Tax Fairness

Canadians for Tax Fairness is a non profit organization whose aim is 
to raise public awareness of crucial issues of tax justice and to change 
the way Canadians talk about tax. We advocate for fair and progressive 
government policies aimed at building a strong and sustainable economy, 
reducing inequalities and funding quality public services. Canadians for 
Tax Fairness believes in the development and implementation of a tax 
system, based on ability to pay, to fund the comprehensive, high-quality 
network of public services, and programs required to meet our social, 
economic and environmental needs in the 21st century.

About Publish What You Pay Canada

Publish What You Pay Canada is part of the global Publish What You 
Pay movement of civil society organisations working to make oil, gas 
and mineral governance open, accountable, sustainable, equitable and 
responsive to all people. As a movement, we envision a world where 
all people benefit from their natural resources, today and tomorrow. 
Launched in 2008, PWYP-Canada today numbers 15 members and 
realises its work through advocacy, research and public outreach to 
promote and achieve enhanced disclosure of information about extractive 
industry operations, with an emphasis on revenues and contracts.
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Executive Summary
Criminals need homes too. It might not come as a surprise to hear that local crooks buy 
their houses with the proceeds of crime. But property is also an appealing asset class 
for individuals looking to launder and invest large sums of dirty cash, and there are few 
countries quite as welcoming as Canada.
 
As an investment, real estate is relatively stable and offers significant returns – 
characteristics that are universally attractive. However, the Canadian real estate market 
has other conditions that particularly appeal to money launderers: weak regulation, 
lax enforcement, and the ability to hide in plain sight through anonymous ownership 
structures.
 
Opaque ownership has been cited as the most important single factor facilitating 
money laundering in real estate.1 Canada’s property registers allow beneficial owners 
to remain anonymous by using companies, trusts, or nominees (straw men) to hold 
title to property. Using one or more of those three structures, individuals can hide their 
ownership from law enforcement, tax authorities, and private sector entities with anti-
money laundering (AML) obligations.2

 
Money launderers use that anonymity to take advantage of significant gaps in Canadian 
AML regulations in the real estate sector. Reporting entities such as real estate agents, 
brokers and developers are not required to conduct beneficial ownership or source-
of-funds checks on buyers, and transactions can be structured through lawyers who 
are exempt from AML legislation. Where they do have obligations, real estate industry 
players have a dismal record of compliance – something Canada’s regulatory agencies 
have done little to remedy.
 
To make matters worse, our enforcement record advertises that laundering dirty money 
is a low-risk endeavour in Canada. Money laundering cases rarely go to trial, and often 
collapse when they do. This appears to have contributed to a rise in professional money 
laundering operations across the country.
 
Domestic criminals have known for decades that Canada is ‘la la land’ for financial 
crime,3 but word has spread internationally too. As the case studies in this report show, 
Canadian real estate has attracted the attention and money of corrupt government 
officials and organized crime syndicates from across the globe. 
 

Opaque Ownership in the Greater Toronto Area
To determine the prevalence of opaque ownership in Canada’s largest housing market, 
we analyzed more than 1.4 million residential property transactions in the Greater 
Toronto Area (GTA) dating back to 2008. Because there is no data on nominee owners 
and trusts, our analysis focused on properties owned through corporate entities.



OPACITY: Why Criminals Love Canadian Real Estate (And How to Fix It) Page 3

Key Findings
Corporate entities have acquired $28.4 billion in GTA 
housing since 2008. The vast majority of those companies 
are privately owned, with no information on their beneficial 
owners.

$9.8 billion in GTA housing was acquired by companies 
through cash purchases during that period, much of it 
bypassing statutory AML checks on source of funds and 
beneficial owners.4

From 2008 to 2018 more than $25 billion in residential 
mortgages5 in the GTA were provided by unregulated 
lenders6 with no AML reporting obligations. Nearly 50% 
of those unregulated mortgages were issued to corporate 
buyers, despite corporate purchases accounting for less than 
4% of total transactions. 

Opaque ownership is most prevalent in the luxury 
segment of the market, with more than half of homes above 
$7 million owned through companies.

Between 2008 and 2018, $28.4 billion in residential property across the GTA was acquired through 
companies. Approximately 22,9207 entities bought 51,498 properties, accounting for nearly 4% of 
total residential transactions during that period. The vast majority of those companies are privately 
owned entities with no available information on their beneficial owners.8

 
Corporate ownership becomes much more common with high-value real estate. In this respect, 
buyers of luxury real estate in the GTA behave much like their counterparts in other cities like 
London, New York and Vancouver. As Figure 1 shows, the more expensive a property, the more 
likely it is owned through a company.9 Only 3.5% of residential properties bought for under $1 million  
have corporate owners. Yet if a home was purchased for $7-10 million, there is a 54% chance it is 
owned through a company.
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Figure 1:  Corporate Ownership by Property Value
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Cash Purchases
The data shows that companies are far less likely than individuals to take out mortgages. Of the 51,498 
properties acquired through corporate entities between 2008 and 2018, 35% percent were cash 
purchases (i.e. had no mortgages). That compares to 11% of properties bought by individuals. Cash 
purchases by companies have been rising steadily over the past decade and accounted for nearly half 
of corporate purchases in 2018 (see Figure 2).

Buying property without a mortgage enables a buyer to avoid the scrutiny of financial institutions with 
statutory AML obligations. Funds may transit through one or more regulated entities, but they are 
unlikely to identify suspicious activity from such limited information.

Figure 2:  Corporate Purchases: Cash v Mortgaged
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This is precisely the type of activity that the US Treasury Department recently tried to curb through 
Geographic Targeting Orders (GTO, see page 46), which require the beneficial owners of companies 
paying cash for residential property in some US cities to identify themselves to the government. That 
information is not shared with the public, and GTOs did not impact the limited liability or legal tax 
advantages of holding property through a company. Nevertheless, within months of the regulation 
taking effect in 2016, cash purchases by companies dropped by 70-95%.10 The dramatic impact of GTOs 
suggests that many buyers who make cash purchases through companies do so in order to conceal 
their identities from law enforcement and tax authorities.

Unregulated Lending
When corporate entities do take out mortgages, they often borrow from unregulated private lenders. 
Unregulated lending accounts for 49% of all mortgages taken out by companies across the GTA in the 
last 10 years, compared to 3% of borrowing by individual buying a home. As a reminder, private lenders 
are not covered under Canada’s AML regime and do not need to conduct beneficial ownership or 
source-of-funds checks on customers. 
 
Corporate buyers have taken out $10.4 billion in mortgages from unregulated lenders since 2008. Those 
lenders have provided a further $14.7 billion in mortgages to individuals purchasing homes in the GTA. 
In all, $25 billion in lending has bypassed the AML controls (and mortgage stress tests) of regulated 
financial institutions. 

Corporate buyers that take out mortgages tend to be much more leveraged than their individual 
counterparts. The average loan-to-value (LTV) ratio for individuals has remained around 75% over the 
past 10 years. Meanwhile, the average mortgage taken out by a corporate buyer has ranged from 90% 
to 150% of purchase price. These high LTV ratios could reflect readvanceable mortgages11 used to 
finance development projects - which can appear on title in full as being much larger than the purchase 
price – but could also include borrowing with the intention of washing dirty money through repayment.12 

Figure 3:  Borrowing by Corporate Buyers
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The good news is that opaque ownership and the other conditions that 
make our real estate markets vulnerable to money laundering can be 
addressed with relatively straightforward policy reforms. For starters, 
Canada’s federal, provincial and territorial governments should:

Require beneficial owners of real estate to identify themselves 
to land title authorities, and make that information available 
to the public in an open data format. Disclosure of beneficial 
ownership should be a prerequisite for any property transfer.

Require all companies and trusts registered or transacting in 
Canada to identify their beneficial owners, and publish that 
information in a central publicly available registry.

Amend the Proceeds of Crime (Money Laundering) and 
Terrorist Financing Act (PCMLTFA) and its regulations 
to include other real estate-related businesses such as 
unregulated mortgage lenders, mortgage brokers, land 
registries, title and mortgage insurers, ‘for sale by owner’ 
companies, promoters and redevelopers. 

Require all Designated Non-Financial Businesses and 
Professions (DNFBPs) to collect and verify beneficial owners, 
and conduct due diligence on Politically Exposed Persons 
(PEPs) and Heads of International Organizations (HIOs).

Develop made-in-Canada versions of Geographic Targeting 
Orders and Unexplained Wealth Orders to provide authorities 
with new tools to gather intelligence and seize unlawfully 
acquired real estate.

Policy Solutions
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