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Suspicious clients?
Have you ever suspected one of your clients isn’t being honest? This client may have bought and sold a num-
ber of properties using your services and may have referred others to you. But one day your client makes an 
offhand comment or you overhear part of a conversation that makes you wonder whether the “family busi-
nesses” or “investments” they say are the source of funds to buy properties, are legal.

goVerNmeNt	relatioNS

What do you do?
“You’re obliged to report this client 
to FINTRAC,” says Teresa Hughes, 
director of investigations at Probe Inc., 
a Vancouver-based company special-
izing in investigations, surveillance and 
security.

“When it comes to criminal gangs, 
real estate is seen as a good place to 
invest the proceeds of crime,” explains 
Hughes. 

In just one example, a recent Lower 
Mainland undercover operation known 
as Project E-Paragon, the police seized 
millions of dollars of drugs, cash, weap-
ons – and nine luxury homes. “So, it’s 
important for REALTORS® to be alert 
and to know what to do when they see 
suspicious behavior,” says Hughes.

The RCMP estimates there are 135 
active organized crime groups in BC, 
which annually launder billions of 
dollars. Estimating the total amount is 
difficult since organized crime operates 
at every level in every neighbourhood, 
from quiet suburbs to downtown office 
towers.

So great is the problem that SFU 
economics professor Stephen Easton 
estimates that marijuana grow operation 
sales alone account for 2.8% of BC’s 
GDP or about $10 billion. 

“Organized crime often takes great 
measures to appear legitimate,” explains 
Hughes. “Criminals use family members 
or relations who may look like a typical 
family with an ordinary business, while 
in reality they’re strawmen for criminals 
trafficking drugs, firearms, humans, sto-
len vehicles, or running illegal gambling 
and prostitution houses.”

Hughes has also seen criminals 
conceal their identity using nominees, 
partners, trusts, front or numbered 
companies or even legitimate businesses 

to create distance and appear honest. 
“They’re also masters at producing false 
identities which they use fraudulently,” 
says Hughes. 

“REALTORS® need to protect them-
selves,” advises Hughes. “This means 
being knowledgeable about what is ex-
pected of you. Make sure you understand 
and follow FINTRAC requirements.”

REALTORS® who see suspicious 
behavior, or have reasonable grounds to 
suspect something might not be right, 
should pay attention. Often a series of 
red flags taken together shows a pattern. 
If FINTRAC were to investigate and 
find that a REALTOR® ignored suspi-
cious behavior, this could be considered 
willful blindness. 

Hughes advises a REALTOR® in this 
situation to take care not to tip off the 
buyer or seller. Then as soon as possible, 
the REALTOR® should tell their broker 
and complete and electronically submit 
the FINTRAC Suspicious (Attempted) 
Transaction Report if the deal did not 
complete. If the deal did complete the 
REALTOR® should fill out a Suspi-
cious Transaction Report and submit it 
electronically with a client identification 
form. 

If a REALTOR® suspects that a client 
owns or is buying property controlled 
by or on behalf of a terrorist or terrorist 
group, they should immediately tell their 
broker and complete a Terrorist Property 

Report and send it by registered mail to:

FINTRAC, Section A, 
234 Laurier St., Avenue West, 24th Fl.
Ottawa, ON K1P 1H7

“Crime is a multi-billion-dollar growth 
industry,” says Hughes. “There is a good 
chance that a REALTOR® may come 
into contact with criminals buying or 

selling properties. So it’s important to 
stay alert and know what to do.” 

For more information on FINTRAC 
requirements for REALTORS®, visit 
REBGV’s home page on www.realtor-
link.ca. Click on the Money Laundering 
link in the Compliance Centre box and 
it will take you to CREA’s FINTRAC 
information site.

“Organized crime often takes great measures to appear 
legitimate,” explains Hughes. “Criminals use family members 
or relations who may look like a typical family with an 
ordinary business, while in reality they’re strawmen for 
criminals trafficking drugs, firearms, humans, stolen vehicles, 
or running illegal gambling and prostitution houses.”
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Do you know how to 
identify a client?
In the next issue of this newsletter, 
we’ll take an in-depth look at this 
often complex subject. We’ve also 
prepared	a	fiNtrac	fact	Sheet	
on this topic available at www.
realtorlink.ca


