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NEWS SPECIAL INVESTIGATION LOST IN MIGRATION 

members of CSIC (currently 1,068)
pay annual dues of $2,067 and are
ostensibly subject to standards and
codes of conduct, the ghosts pay
nothing — and follow no rules.

CSIC was formed three years ago
to clean up an industry with a bad
reputation. Its architects consid-
ered the British model but ulti-
mately chose one more like Austra-
lia’s, a government-endorsed body
set up as a corporation. 

They did not insist on a law mak-
ing it illegal to charge fees for pro-
viding immigration advice without
being a member. 

That thwarts any hope of bringing
down unethical or incompetent
consultants — or protecting the
rights of Canadians and newcom-
ers alike. 

The harshest penalty a rogue con-
sultant faces from Citizenship and
Immigration Canada is a refusal to
deal with him, or his files. 

And that mostly penalizes clients,
who can get letters from immigra-
tion threatening them with becom-
ing inadmissible for using an unau-
thorized representative.

And there are lots of ghosts — as
many as 5,000, according to one es-
timate — operating beyond its
reach in Canada. Plus an unknown
number abroad.

“I’m not going to gloss over it,”
says CSIC’s chair and one of its
founders, John Ryan. 

“There’s a considerable number
of people who are trying to circum-
vent the regulations; as in any sys-
tem, people are trying to get around
it. It’s just the way things are.”

Without the power to lay penal-
ties, CSIC is reduced to such mea-
sures as pleading with ethnic news-
papers to run ads only from CSIC
members.

“The whole issue of discipline and
enforcement is a multi-jurisdic-
tional one,” Ryan said in an inter-
view. 

He says it’s up to Ottawa — the
RCMP, Immigration, the Immigra-
tion and Refugee Board, and Cana-
da Border Services — to do their
part. “We certainly govern the ac-
tivities of our members.”

In interviews with the Star, every-
one — from CSIC and a consulting
lobby group, to advocacy groups
and the RCMP — agreed there are
better ways of protecting the peo-
ple they all agree are most vulnera-
ble: the clients.

Here are some possible solutions: 

CRIMINALIZE GHOSTING: 
Francisco Rico-Martinez, former
CSIC board member and founder
of Faithful Companions of Jesus
Refugee Centre, says his not-for-
profit group spends about 30 per
cent of its time dealing with the fall-
out from bad advice and poor work
performed by consultants, many
but not all of them unregistered.

“This is a serious pain in the ass,”
Rico-Martinez says in an interview
at the west Toronto centre that is
also his home. “And neither CSIC

nor the Mounties are able to do
much about it,” he says. “You don’t
have a way to catch them.”

Anyone who complains to Immi-
gration Canada about a consultant
will be referred to the Mounties,
who are supposed to enforce the
Immigration and Refugee Protec-
tion Act, but the focus is on human
trafficking and smuggling.

The RCMP do not bust consul-
tants simply for operating outside
regulations. Investigations of un-
registered advisers are rare and dif-
ficult, and must involve fraud, such
as misrepresenting the facts on an
immigration application, or coun-
selling someone to enter a “mar-

riage of convenience.” Usually, it
takes a lot of money or multiple vic-
tims to be worth the effort.

“If you steal $100,000, the RCMP
might not be interested,” says Phil
Mooney, president of the Canadian
Association of Professional Immi-
gration Consultants. 

“If you steal $1 million, they might
come.”

The architects of CSIC did ponder
making unregistered consulting a
criminal offence, but felt a vaguely
worded provision in existing im-
migration law — which would
charge clients for failing to disclose
that they had used a representative
— would work. 

It has not. 

CSIC designers also figured that
because so many consultants work
in other countries, a Criminal Code
provision wouldn’t have much ef-
fect.

“We’re in a bad situation,” says Ri-
co-Martinez, who was a lawyer
back in his native El Salvador. “The
only way is to be very strong with
these guys.”

FIND THE WILL:
Changing law requires political

will. CSIC’s founders chose the self-
regulatory model in part because it
was the path of least resistance: It
required no major changes in law,
posed no legal liability to Ottawa.
And at a cost of $1.2 million in fed-
eral seed money — or about a dollar
for every immigrant who arrived in
Canada over the past five years — it
was cheap. 

In a post-9/11 environment, Otta-
wa also saw it as a way to fight the
perception that our borders are po-
rous.

“Incidences of fraud and other
questionable practices should be
greatly reduced, while at the same
time increasing the Canada Border
Services Agency’s ability to meet its
immigration enforcement man-
date,” Anne McLellan, then min-
ister of public safety, said in a news
release just before CSIC was
launched in April 2004.

“With these new regulations, ev-
eryone will have access to accred-
ited, qualified and ethical re-
presentation,” immigration minis-
ter Judy Sgro said in the same re-
lease.

Now in Opposition, Sgro did not
respond to the Star’s requests to
talk about CSIC. Nor did her suc-
cessor, Joe Volpe, whose assistant
said he had “no interest” in doing

so. Current minister Diane Finley
never responded. The Immigration
and Refugee Board also had noth-
ing to say about CSIC’s progress.

The lack of interest may suggest
where immigration ranks in the
priorities on Parliament Hill.

“They change immigration min-
isters as often as some people
change underwear,” complains Ben
Trister, past CSIC chair and one of
its architects. 

“It’s hard to get (them) to fully ap-
prise themselves of the pros and
cons and the history of an organiza-
tion.”

In the early days, the immigration
department had a representative at
CSIC board meetings. But the de-
partment representative was
pulled out in March 2006, just
months after turmoil on the board
over financial management and
governance concerns became pub-
lic fodder. 

According to a spokesperson, the
department felt its “presence at
board meetings was not necessary
any more.”

Now, CSIC has only a reporting re-
lationship to the government. Be-
cause federal seed money was in-
volved, it must provide updates on
finances, administration and other
developments. 

The immigration department
wouldn’t say how it felt about the
society’s performance. Evaluating
CSIC is a job for its members, a
spokesperson said.

CSIC executives told the Star they
consider the department a “part-
ner” and have a good relationship.

Trister says the department could
and should monitor CSIC more
closely and more actively protect
immigration applicants — but
doesn’t, in part, because many con-
sultants are former immigration
officers (one in four, by one esti-
mate).

Trister says the other part is sim-
ply that “They don’t care enough
about this file.

“That’s regrettable.”

EDUCATE THE CUSTOMER:
Googling Canada, immigration and
information produces 12.5 million
hits. Only a minute fraction lead to
a government website. The vast
majority take you to consultants,
recruiters and agents who make
their pitch in a Babel of languages.

Do the same search in Spanish,
and neither the government site
nor CSIC shows up in the first 100
hits. 

You will, however, find many Latin
American websites touting life in
Canada.

Getting out the “official” message
is a challenge, yet the only real hope
for protecting prospective mi-
grants from bad advisers lies in ed-
ucating a global audience.

CSIC provides limited informa-
tion on its website, in eight languag-
es. Immigration Canada’s site is
solely English and French.

Both agree more could be done.

CONSULTANTS from A1
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Consultant Phil Mooney is critical of how the Canadian Society of Immigration Consultants is run but optimistic that its discipline process is ramping up.

Consultants by the numbers

RESEARCH BY NICHOLAS KEUNG AND JIM RANKIN TREVOR JOHNSTON/TORONTO STAR

6,000 Estimated number of consultants, including “ghosts,” 
operating in Canada.

1,068 Members as of June 13, 2007

209 Complaints received by CSIC (Nov. 1, 2005 to Oct. 31, 2006)

5 Percentage of CSIC members stationed abroad

$0 Dues of a “ghost” consultant who does the same work but 
doesn’t join

1 in 4 Were outside CSIC’s jurisdiction (ghost consultants 
or lawyers)

1,600 Members of the Canadian Society of Immigration 
Consultants at its 2004 launch

1 in 2 Were about competence and quality of service

$2,067 Annual dues to be a registered consultant

0 Disciplinary hearings held since inception of CSIC (2004)

560 Number of memberships suspended or revoked, as of 
December 2006, for failing to meet standards

3 Number of CSIC board resignations in the regulator’s early 
days in which governance and management issues were cited

6 Percentage of closed cases including members that 
resulted in “corrective action”

$1.2
million

Cost to taxpayers to establish CSIC

UNKNOWN Number of agents and unregulated consultants offering 
immigration advice abroad to prospective migrants

1 You don’t necessarily need
anyone to help you with
immigration applications.
Information and forms can be
downloaded from Canada’s
immigration website
(http://cic.gc.ca). 
1 If you need help, you must
retain a lawyer or a registered
member of the Canadian Society
of Immigration Consultants
(CSIC). Their fees vary. Shop
around. Ask others for
recommendations and
references.
1 You can seek free help from
reputable not-for-profit groups,
who can’t ask for money beyond
applicable government fees.
(These fees are listed at
www.cic.gc.ca/english/
applications/fees.html)
1 Ask prospective advisers: 

What qualifications and
experience do they have? What
services will they provide? What
are the fees?

For lawyers: Are they
authorized by a Canadian
provincial or territorial law
society, or the Chambre des
notaires du Quebec? 

For consultants: Do they belong
to CSIC?
1 Negotiate a written agreement
that says precisely what services
will be provided at what fees.
Have the consultant or lawyer
sign a retainer (form: IMM5476)
available on Immigration
Canada’s website. Make sure
you keep a copy. It’s good to
bring in a friend or relative who
knows English or French to
interpret.
1 Never leave original
identification documents with a
consultant or lawyer.
1 Ask for receipts and copies of
all documents. 
1 Never base a claim on lies,
even if your adviser suggests it.
You are paying your adviser for a
professional assessment of your
application, not to tell you what
you would like to hear.
1 Canada does not have an
amnesty program for people
here illegally. Be careful of
anyone who claims otherwise.
1 If you have a problem with your
representative, file a complaint.

WHAT YOU NEED
TO KNOW ABOUT
USING
IMMIGRATION
ADVISERS

Continued on next page 

The only way is to
be very strong
with these guys.
FRANCISCO
RICO-MARTINEZ,

REFUGEE CENTRE FOUNDER

Penalties could clean up industry

In the United States, only
lawyers can perform
immigration work. That was
considered in Canada, but with
our consulting industry so
entrenched, the American model
was discarded.

Given that consultants appear
to be here to stay, here are some
improvements that could
strengthen the self-regulatory
model: 
1 Accept third party complaints.
This would allow anyone aware
of consultant misconduct to
come forward. Official police
“don’t ask, don’t tell” policies
would also encourage fraud
victims to come forward.
1 Eliminate the use of “agents”
— such as foreign or locally
based recruiters — by registered
consultants and lawyers. This
would reduce the possibility of
poor or illegal advice.
1 Require agencies and
non-profits who offer free
immigration advice to become
non-paying members of CSIC.
They would adhere to the same
code of conduct and be
accountable.
1 Crack down on non-registered
consultants by monitoring
advertising in the ethnic press
and on the Web, and set up a
snitch line. The Canadian
Association of Professional
Immigration Consultants has
plans to do this.

FOUR FIXES

A fuller version of this tip sheet —
including translations into Chinese,
Farsi, Hindi, Korean, Portuguese,
Punjabi, Spanish, Tamil and Urdu —
is available at thestar.com. 


