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The signal towards a beneficial ownership registry and review of Canada's anti-money laundering laws 

come in the wake of the release of the Panama and Paradise Papers in 2016 and 2017. 

 
Finance Minister Bill Morneau holds a closing press conference after meeting with provincial and territorial finance ministers in December 2017, when he announced 

an agreement to pursue stricter laws on beneficial ownership disclosures. The Hill Times file photograph by Andrew Meade 

Finance Canada is flirting with the idea of creating a first-ever central beneficial ownership registry that 

would serve as a potent tool to combat and deter money laundering and terrorist financing, a measure 

supported by advocates for corporate transparency. 

With the Liberal government promising to overhaul the rules on corporate disclosures, especially in wake 

of the Panama and Paradise Papers, the Department of Finance released a white paper last month 

presenting broad steps that Canada could take towards further clamping down on money laundering and 

terrorist financing. The RCMP estimated in 2009 that $15-billion was being money laundered in Canada 

each year. 

https://www.hilltimes.com/author/jolson-lim
https://www.hilltimes.com/wp-admin/post.php?post=138487&action=edit


These steps, which would touch on numerous corporate law statutes, could expand the scope of the 

federal Proceeds of Crime (Money Laundering) and Terrorist Financing Act and have broad implications 

for the country’s financial enforcement authorities, corporations, lawyers and politicians. Currently, the 

PCMLTFA is undergoing a mandatory five-year review by the House Finance Committee.  

The paper notes Canada currently doesn’t have a central registry of information on beneficial ownership, 

that is, who really profits from non-public corporations that often hide its financial business behind odd 

names and numbers. Money launderers use such corporations anonymously to legitimize its profits from 

illegal activities. 

Although the white paper doesn’t make specific recommendations, it states that a “critical first step” for 

improving corporate transparency for federal authorities is to provide clear, standardized direction to 

corporations as to what beneficial ownership information they should record and maintain. 

The document also notes that easy access to accurate and up-to-date beneficial ownership information by 

financial authorities is recommended under standards put forth by the Paris-based Financial Action Task 

Force on Money Laundering, while the G20 has called on governments to strengthen its laws. 

It also stated that specific standards, laws and practices of different Canadian jurisdictions will inform 

future discussion on different registry models that could include publishing beneficial ownership 

information publicly. 

In December 2017, Finance Minister Bill Morneau (Toronto-Centre, Ont.) met with provincial finance 

ministers and agreed in principle to pursue reforms to federal and provincial laws to “ensure corporations 

hold accurate and up-to-date information on beneficial owners.” They also agreed to eliminate bearer 

shares, paper stocks often used in money laundering. 

Canada’s anti-money laundering laws only require beneficial ownership information be provided by 

corporations when accessing financial services, and thus limited to a list of reporting entities that include 

financial institutions, securities dealers, life insurance, and money services businesses. 



There are currently business registries that exist at both federal and provincial levels, although it only 

requires the name of a nominee or director that often doesn’t get verified. Meanwhile, provincial laws and 

standards aren’t harmonized with federal rules, making it hard for financial authorities such as the 

government’s Financial Transactions and Reports Analysis Centre of Canada (FINTRAC) to assess the 

information if needed. 

The Liberals committed to reforming its anti-money laundering laws in the 2017 budget, stating that it 

wanted to implement “strong standards” for corporate and beneficial ownership transparency. 

Since early February, the House Finance Committee has been studying the PCMLTFA as part of the 

statute’s required Parliamentary review, and plans trips to Toronto, London, Washington, D.C., and New 

York City this spring at a cost of $141,000. 

“The committee’s study will be rather important,” Luc Beaudry, assistant director of FINTRAC, told the 

committee last month.“The weakness in the Canadian system that was underscored by the FATF is quite 

sizable.” 

NDP MP Pierre-Luc Dusseault (Sherbrooke, Que.), his party’s deputy finance critic, told The Hill 

Times that a beneficial ownership registry is a “fantastic” idea and hopes for broad reforms to corporate 

transparency laws in the near future. He said the December federal-provincial announcement was a big 

initial move toward better laws against corporate secrecy. 

“For now it’s a good first step but we need very much stronger steps going forward and in collaboration 

with the provinces,” he said. 

The paper noted that the publication of the Panama and Paradise papers in 2016 and 2017, respectively, 

have highlighted how corporate vehicles are used to conceal the true ownership of assets for money 

laundering. It also cautioned of small but growing use of cryptocurrencies in money laundering. 

Canada Revenue Agency official Stéphane Bonin told the House committee on Feb. 28 that the agency 

had 150 ongoing cases linked to the Panama Papers. 



Canada viewed as behind on corporate transparency 

 

Finance Minister Bill Morneau in front of his provincial and territorial finance counterparts in December 

2017. The Hill Times photograph by Andrew Meade 

Canada is sometimes seen as an opaque jurisdiction because it allows true owners of private companies to 

remain in the dark. The United Kingdom and other European countries have beneficial ownership 

registries, while the issue is being pushed for in Congress south of the border. 

A 2013 study by American researchers found Canada hovered high among a list of 60 countries for ease 

in setting up an untraceable company. The researchers had composed the list through sending out 

thousands of queries about setting up anonymous shell companies. 

Canada’s laws have resulted in Transparency International criticizing Canada as a destination for “snow 

washing,” that is, using Canada to hide money from illicit activities. 



“We’re definitely falling behind the best jurisdictions and certainly the European Union,” said Mora 

Johnson, an Ottawa-based lawyer, consultant and former federal official who worked on corporate 

transparency files. She authored a December report that found Canada to be a laggard when it comes to 

requiring anti-money laundering corporate disclosures. 

Ms. Johnson, who appeared before the committee on March 21, said a registrar should have a strong anti-

money laundering and counter-terrorism mandate and include due diligence provisions to ensure the 

information put onto a registry isn’t dubious. 

She said it should apply to all designated non-financial business and professions who transfer more than 

$10,000, the current threshold for mandatory reporting to FINTRAC by a select list of reporting entities. 

She said criminals can currently provide fraudulent information to a federal business registry, and repeat 

the same information to a bank, citing the details of the registry for credibility. 

“They’re completely passive. You fill in the form and list the directors in the address. No one checks 

anything,” she said. 

Ms. Johnson said a stronger registry “will cost more but there’s potential cost recovery options for the 

government. As well, there will be aggregate savings across the economy and within government.” 

Implications for lawyers, real estate industry and more 

The white paper also floated the idea of expanding the types entities who must report to FINTRAC to 

include mortgage insurers, land registry and title insurance companies, non-federally regulated mortgage 

lenders, dealers in high-value goods such as auction houses and jewellers, and unregulated financial 

companies. 

In addition, the document noted that reporting requirements are weak on politicians, who are at higher 

risk of corruption and blackmail, and heads of international organizations. 
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Lawyers are also currently not reporting entities after a 2015 Supreme Court ruling removed FINTRAC’s 

powers to search law firms because it violates the principle of solicitor-client privilege. The ruling said 

that Parliament could impose requirements on laws if they are within Charter boundaries given the public 

purpose of fighting money laundering. 

Justice Department official Paul Saint-Denis noted to committee last month that there’s “not a lot of 

wiggle room” to establish standards for lawyers required by the ruling. The white paper also stressed that 

legal professionals often help or are duped into laundering money for criminals because of their unique 

position. 

RCMP assistant commissioner Joanne Crampton also told the committee that a “provision for 

recklessness” could be implemented to deal with lawyers who ignore where and why money was being 

invested or moved so it won’t be linked to the criminal offense from which the money was made. 

Fight money laundering is no easy task for law enforcement, with the RCMP often ranking such files as 

tier 1 or tier 2, the higher number being a more complex and sophisticated case. Criminals also make it 

extra tough investigators by breaking up large transfers of money to get under the $10,000 FINTRAC 

threshold, a process known as “smurfing.” 
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