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Disclaimer

 

While this book is meant to provide you with a breadth of wealth management and tax planning material related to your move from the U.S. to Canada, it is not meant to be a replacement for expert guidance by qualified financial and tax professionals. 

When you read Your Move to Canada, keep in mind that tax and immigration laws and regulatory matters with financial matters are complex and constantly evolving. While writing this book over the course of 2024 and 2025, a plethora of laws have been proposed on both sides of the border, some eventually passing into legislation, and some not. The book reflects the authors’ understanding and interpretation of Canadian and U.S. rules at the time of publishing. 

The book is not meant to be tax or financial advice, and references laws and regulations that can change in the future. In addition, there are some grey-area matters that we discuss that do not have clear tax guidance, and some topics that do not have clear consensus between accountants and lawyers. Throughout the book we have attempted to do our best to highlight out when there isn’t clear guidance on a certain subject matter, and as a result suggest when professional, personalized consultation is needed. 

Nonetheless, we hope you enjoy this book and feel better informed about your move to Canada because of it.

 

The information contained this book does not purport to be a complete description of the securities, markets, or developments referred to in this material. The information has been obtained from sources considered to be reliable, but we do not guarantee that the foregoing material is accurate or complete. Any information is not a complete summary or statement of all available data necessary for making an investment decision and does not constitute a recommendation. Any opinions are those of the authors and not necessarily those of Raymond James Ltd., Raymond James (USA) Ltd. or Raymond James. Expressions of opinion are as of the initial book publishing date and are subject to change without notice.

 .








Preface

Over the course of our careers as cross-border financial and tax advisors, we’ve had the privilege of guiding hundreds of individuals and families through one of the most complex and meaningful transitions of their lives: moving from the United States to Canada or returning to Canada after years living abroad. At first glance, this process may seem purely technical, involving immigration paperwork, tax compliance, banking logistics, and asset allocation strategies. But once you dive in, you’ll find hundreds of things that need to be considered, and it’s easy to get overwhelmed.

Relocating across borders is not just a matter of changing your residency. It’s about rethinking what “home” means, not just geographically, but culturally, socially, and emotionally. It’s about letting go of certain things that may have become familiar to you, like personal and professional relationships, your current way of life, or the long-term financial plan that you have been working toward. It may mean challenging your assumptions about how healthcare works, how your retirement should be structured, or even what day-to-day life may mean in a new country. It’s about navigating unfamiliar systems, such as a country’s immigration process, new tax laws, and education structures, all of which can be overwhelming without the right guidance.

But with these challenges comes opportunity. For many of the people we’ve worked with, making the move marks the beginning of a positive new chapter filled with fresh purpose and renewed priorities. Like many of these families, you may have a desire to reconnect with Canadian roots, to raise your children in a new environment, or embrace a different pace of life. You may also take the opportunity to take a step back to reconsider what matters most to you, whether it’s financial independence, family ties, personal well being, or perhaps a desire of a new career or early retirement.

Our careers as advisors have taken different paths, but we have had a common goal: to help people make confident, informed decisions in the face of complexity and achieve their goals, while helping them understand the rules and manage the risks. Clark’s work has focused on the financial side, helping clients organize their investments, build tax-efficient retirement income strategies, and create holistic plans for life on both sides of the border. Sonya’s expertise lies in the cross-border tax world, solving some of the most nuanced and confusing puzzles that arise when the U.S. and Canadian tax systems intersect.

Sonya’s passion for tax began early. During her undergraduate studies in accounting, while many classmates gravitated toward audit or corporate finance, she was drawn to the intricacies of tax. Where others saw difficulty or tedium, she saw a challenge worth solving, a way to help people work through important, complicated problems. To her, cross-border taxation is like a jigsaw puzzle: there are many moving pieces, endless rules, and constant changes, but immense satisfaction when it all fits together. Over the years, she has helped hundreds of Americans understand the Canadian and U.S. tax implications of moving north. Her work is deeply informed by her technical expertise, including being a licensed CPA in both Canada and the U.S. (Illinois), and completion of the Chartered Retirement Planning Counselor (CRPC) designation, and Canada’s three-year In-Depth Tax Program.

Clark, too, has spent much of his career sitting with clients: listening, explaining, and helping them map out the road ahead. He has seen firsthand the anxiety that comes from not knowing what’s around the corner, and the confidence that emerges when a thoughtful plan is in place. He believes that the most effective financial advice is not only technically accurate but also deeply personal, tailored to a client’s values, goals, and long-term vision. Through this work, he’s witnessed how a clear, integrated financial strategy can be transformative during a life change as significant as an international move. Supporting his work as a portfolio manager and wealth advisor, Clark is a Chartered Financial Analyst® (CFA) charter holder and has both the CRPC and Canadian Investment Manager (CIM) designations.

We wrote this book because we identified a gap that needed to be filled. In speaking to Americans looking to immigrate to or return to Canada, we saw that there was no comprehensive resource that walked individuals through everything they needed to know from a financial, tax, and wealth planning perspective. While there are countless online resources covering Canadian taxation, U.S. taxation, or investment planning individually, very few speak specifically to the unique challenges that arise when those systems overlap, and of the few that do, many are written in language geared toward tax or legal professionals, making them inaccessible to the people who need them the most. Our goal was to fill this gap by creating a single, accessible roadmap, one that offers clear, practical, and integrated guidance on the financial, tax, and wealth planning considerations that define a successful cross-border move.

Too often, Americans trying to get professional guidance surrounding their move to Canada are left frustrated. Their U.S. financial and tax advisors may be highly competent within the U.S. context, but once a cross-border element is introduced, their expertise becomes limited. Some manage to find a cross-border accountant, only to discover that investment planning is outside that advisor’s scope. Others find a strong Canadian financial advisor who can’t advise on the U.S. tax consequences of investment decisions. The reality is, most people are left cobbling together fragmented advice from various sources, without a single roadmap that brings it all together.

We understand the stress and uncertainties that come with a move of this magnitude: Will our retirement plans still work out? How do we handle taxation on both sides of the border? What happens to our investments? Will our kids thrive in a new school system? Are we making the right decision?

There are no shortcuts to answering these questions, but there are strategies. There is planning. And there is the reassurance that others have walked this path before; people with similar hopes, doubts, and dreams. Canada is more than just a beautiful country. It’s a country that welcomes new beginnings. It offers strong institutions, a high quality of life, and a spirit of inclusion that runs deep. But like any worthwhile transition, it takes time to settle in. It takes patience. It takes resilience. And it takes people who are willing to invest in the life they want to build on the other side.

If there is one message we hope this book leaves you with, it’s this: you don’t need to do it alone. Ask the hard questions early. Surround yourself with knowledgeable, experienced professionals. Don’t rush decisions just to get them done. Slow down and get them right. Cross-border life is complex, but it’s navigable. And with the right guidance, it can be one of the most rewarding journeys you’ll ever take.

We would also like to offer a special acknowledgement to Oasiss CPA Corp.’s managing partners Mandy Mo, Wilson Hui, and Kaman Kwok. Oasiss CPA is a cross-border tax firm located in Vancouver, BC with expertise in helping Americans navigate the tax complexities surrounding their move to Canada. We thank the partners for the generosity in their time reviewing select tax matters discussed throughout the book. 

-  Sonya & Clark  

For more details about the book or to contact the authors, please visit yourmovetocanada.com or contact yourmovetocanadabook@gmail.com 



PART I: BEFORE THE MOVE: KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR A LIFE IN CANADA

The first part of this book introduces the foundational elements of cross-border planning for Americans who are either considering a move to Canada or have already relocated. Even if you are already living in Canada, understanding the motivations behind the move and the structural differences between the two countries can help you reassess your current situation and identify planning opportunities.

This part of the book will cover:


		
Why Americans move to Canada, including lifestyle, family, and professional reasons.

		
The importance of early planning, ideally 12 to 24 months before a move.

		
How to build your cross-border advisory team, including legal, tax, and financial professionals who are equipped with managing complexities for individuals who will have assets across on both sides of the border or a U.S. immigration status.

		
Canadian immigration options, and how they impact your long-term planning.

		
Comparing healthcare systems and understanding how the Canadian healthcare system differs from the U.S. one—and when you may want to consider keeping access to U.S. healthcare. 

		
Investment and banking considerations on both sides of the border, including strategies for establishing credit as a new Canadian. 

		
An introduction to the Christiansons, an American couple from Seattle, WA moving to Victoria, BC, whose wealth and tax planning journey will guide you through the book. 






Chapter 1: Why More People are Choosing to Make Canada Home

 

“The secret of change is to focus all your energy not on fighting the old, but on building the new.”


	
- Socrates




 

Each year, thousands of Americans make the decision to move from the United States to Canada, and just as many Canadians move back after spending time living or working south of the border. 

As advisors to repatriating Canadians and new immigrants, we are always curious about, and often intrigued by, the reasons for each of these moves. For many individuals and families, particularly those who are Canadian, moving home was always part of their long-term plan. For others, including an increasing number of Americans, the decision has been made more recently, often because of work opportunities or for better alignment of political or societal values. 

Although every story in unique, several common themes emerge in the reasons people are choosing to move to Canada, including: 


		
Healthcare access: Canada’s universal healthcare system is often a primary motivation for moves to Canada, especially for families, retirees, or those managing chronic health needs. Many Americans are surprised to learn that doctor visits, hospital stays, and emergency care are covered without deductibles or co-pays. Canadians returning home often cite peace of mind and cost savings compared to navigating the U.S. health insurance system.

		
Proximity to family: Family connections are a powerful motivator for many cross-border moves. Some Americans move to Canada to join a Canadian spouse, live closer to adult children who have settled in Canada, or raise a family in a setting that offers greater social support and proximity to loved ones. Similarly, Canadians often return to care for aging parents, raise children near extended relatives, or reconnect with family after years abroad. 

		
Quality of life and environment: Canada consistently ranks highly for quality of life, thanks to access to clean air and water, public education, safe communities, and well-regarded institutions. People seeking a slower pace of life, closer ties to nature, or a more community-oriented lifestyle often find these goals more attainable in Canada.

		
Retirement planning: Canada is an increasingly attractive option for retirement, not only for returning Canadians but also for Americans seeking a change in lifestyle. For Canadians who spent their careers in the U.S., retiring back home offers familiarity, access to public healthcare, and the ability to simplify estate planning within one country. For some Americans, retirement in Canada offers a chance to live closer to family, benefit from more predictable healthcare costs, and enjoy a quieter, more community-oriented environment. As retirement approaches, many find that their priorities shift, and Canada offers a framework that better supports those evolving needs.

		
Job opportunities and remote work flexibility: Employment continues to play a central role in many cross-border moves. Some Americans are drawn to Canada for job opportunities in sectors like healthcare, technology, and education. Others are able to maintain U.S.-based employment while living in Canada, thanks to the growing acceptance of remote work. At the same time, many Canadians return home after building careers in the U.S., bringing valuable experience back to the Canadian job market or negotiating remote roles that allow them to work from Canada for their U.S. employers. The rise of flexible work arrangements has created new possibilities for both groups to live in Canada while continuing to pursue professional goals.

		
Political and social values: Some Americans and returning Canadians are drawn to what they see as Canada’s more stable political environment and stronger social cohesion. Commonly cited reasons include:




		Frustration with political polarization in the U.S.

		Appreciation for Canada’s policies on gun control, civil rights, and inclusion

		Desire for a more moderate and predictable public policy environment



For many, the decision to move or return to Canada reflects a broader reassessment of what matters most in life. It’s about building a future that aligns with their values, priorities, and long-term goals. A move to Canada may come with some uncertainties, but for those who plan carefully, it can offer a rewarding new chapter grounded in connection, stability, and opportunity.

UNDERSTAND THE POTENTIAL COSTS AND CHALLENGES

While the decision to move to Canada is often driven by personal goals such as reuniting with family, accessing universal healthcare, or pursuing a quality of life, the transition does not come without its challenges.

The move is rarely described as easy, nor is it typically motivated by the expectation of financial savings. In fact, many prospective movers are surprised by the real costs involved. Sticker shock is common, particularly when they begin to factor in higher income tax rates, unexpected cross-border tax complexities, and the high cost of housing in many Canadian cities. These financial realities often prompt individuals and families to pause and reassess their plans, to gain greater clarity and ensure a move is in alignment with their long-term objectives.

Taxation

Canada’s generous social programs and quality of life come at a price: higher taxes. Many individuals moving to Canada are aware that their move will come at a cost, but their priorities, values, and views on the importance of government programs and services make the cost worthwhile.

Canada’s tax system, which we will explore further in this book, is generally less favorable than the U.S. tax system, particularly for high-net-worth individuals and families. Canada is a tougher environment for wealth accumulation and family wealth transfer than the U.S., due to:


		Higher taxes on income

		Higher taxes on capital gains

		Fewer tax-incentivized estate planning opportunities to limit or defer taxes on death



With the additional burden of higher payroll and consumption taxes, and a growing number of punitive taxes on certain assets, particularly on secondary properties and other real estate, Canada’s tax system can present significant constraints. 

High Housing Costs 

With decades of strong population growth, insufficient new housing construction, and historically low interest rates, Canada’s real estate market has seen a significant escalation in home prices over the years. As a result, home ownership, and even renting, has become increasingly unaffordable, especially in Canada’s major urban centers. 

The cost of living in Canada’s major cities, such as Toronto and Vancouver, while rising, is still lower than some major centers in the U.S. such as San Francisco and New York. However, for those relocating to one of Canada’s major cities from a less expensive area in the U.S., the sharp increase in housing prices can present a significant economic hurdle.

Cross-Border Financial Complexities

Many individuals planning a move to Canada quickly discover that transferring their investments and financial assets across the border is far more complex than they initially expected. Due to differing tax systems and regulatory frameworks in the two countries, people are often forced to liquidate certain investments upon leaving the U.S., triggering capital gains taxes they had not planned for. 

Additionally, you may find yourself in another difficult position. While some of your investment accounts, particularly your retirement accounts, must remain in the U.S., your existing financial advisor, or virtually any U.S.-based advisor, will no longer be permitted to manage those assets once you become a Canadian resident.

INTRODUCING THE CHRISTIANSONS

To help illustrate the many planning decisions and challenges involved in a cross-border move, we will follow the story of John and Linda Christianson throughout this book. Their situation, a couple with one Canadian-born spouse and one American, now preparing for retirement after decades in the U.S., highlights the financial, legal, and emotional complexities faced by many individuals moving across the border. Through their journey, we’ll explore how careful planning, the right professional support, and strategic decision-making can turn an uncertain move into a successful one.

Linda, a Canadian citizen, completed most of her post-secondary education in Canada, but moved to California shortly after to become a professor. There she met John, an American citizen, who at the time had just been hired in sales with a semiconductor company. Within a year, John and Linda were married, and two kids soon followed. Seeking to establish more permanent ties to the country, Linda subsequently applied for and obtained U.S. citizenship.

Over the course or their 30-year careers, both John and Linda have excelled. Linda is now a tenured professor at the University of Washington. As she nears retirement, she has gradually scaled back her responsibilities. John changed companies a few times early in his career, but 25 years ago he joined a then-early-stage technology company in Seattle. His career has grown with the company, and he is now a senior executive and has played a key role in its success.

The move to Seattle early in their careers was a good personal decision for the Christiansons. Linda grew up just north of Seattle in Victoria, Canada, where her aging mother and two siblings still reside. While raising their children, the proximity to Victoria allowed Linda to visit her family frequently, and the kids spent much of their summers in Victoria with cousins and grandparents.

Their eldest child, Elizabeth, now 32, always felt a strong connection to her extended family and Canada and moved to Victoria for university. She stayed in the city after graduating, is now married, and has one child. John and Linda’s youngest child, Matthew, is 30, married with one child, and currently working at an advertising agency in New York.

John and Linda have been considering retirement for the past few years. Linda has already reduced her teaching schedule and plans to retire at the end of the academic year next spring. She now spends much of her free time visiting Elizabeth, her grandson, and her mother in Victoria. John has already informed his employer of his retirement plans and will continue working until the end of next year.

After much discussion, John and Linda have decided to retire to Canada. They plan to settle in Victoria, and Linda has been exploring the real estate market during her frequent visits. For Linda, the decision is primarily family-driven. With both children living away from Seattle, she misses her extended family and wants to spend more time with her mother. In addition, both John and Linda have grown disillusioned with the political climate and increasing social tensions in the U.S. They feel that relocating to a smaller Canadian city will offer a higher quality of life.

A few years ago, the Christiansons’ financial advisor in Seattle, Brenda, created a comprehensive retirement plan for them. At the time, they felt confident in their ability to retire comfortably. They own a home in the Seattle area that has doubled in value and have been mortgage-free for five years. Due to their strong earnings, both John and Linda have accumulated substantial retirement savings through their employers and are eligible for full U.S. Social Security benefits. They’ve also built additional savings in a revocable living trust, two Roth IRAs, and two Health Savings Accounts.

Since deciding to retire in Canada, however, they’ve begun to question their financial readiness. Although they plan to sell their Seattle home, they expect the cost of buying a comparable property in Victoria will exceed the sale proceeds. They're also increasingly aware that their tax situation will change significantly after the move. Leaving Washington state, where there is no state income tax, and relocating to British Columbia, where top marginal rates can exceed 50%, has raised concerns about the long-term affordability of their retirement plan. They have discovered that the after-tax income they thought they would have in retirement in Seattle will not go as far in Canada. 

Naturally, they turned to their long-time financial advisor, Brenda, for help. The Christiansons have worked with her for years and trust her judgment. But when they met with Brenda to revisit their retirement plan and discuss their move to Canada, they were surprised and disappointed. Brenda explained that she did not have the expertise or resources to advise on cross-border financial planning or Canadian tax matters. Furthermore, she informed them that once they moved to Canada, she would no longer be able to maintain their accounts and that they would need to transfer their assets to a Canadian advisor.

Following this conversation, John began researching the financial implications of their move online, particularly Canadian tax rules and how to transition their investment and retirement accounts. He found little practical guidance and was discouraged by suggestions that they may not be able to transfer all of their investments to Canada and might even be forced to liquidate assets they’ve held for years.

During a recent visit to Victoria, Linda met with her sister’s advisor, Stephen, but left that meeting equally discouraged. Stephen admitted that his firm, like many in Canada, could not manage U.S. accounts, and he lacked sufficient knowledge of the U.S. tax system to provide appropriate planning advice.

Like many families moving from the U.S. to Canada, the Christiansons now find themselves in a stressful position. They’re unsure whether they can afford to retire when planned, and more urgently, they don’t know where to turn for the cross-border financial guidance they clearly need.

TURNING YOUR DECISION INTO A PLAN

Whether driven by family ties, healthcare access, or lifestyle considerations, the decision to move to Canada marks the beginning of a larger financial and logistical journey. As we’ll explore in the next chapter, successfully making that move, particularly for those with assets, income, or tax obligations in both countries, requires more than motivation. It requires thoughtful planning, early preparation, and an understanding of key steps that should be taken well before your move.

Key Takeaways


		Many individuals move to Canada for family, healthcare, quality of life, or social values. But the transition can be complex.

		Cross-border moves often involve higher taxes, steep housing costs, and complications with investments and financial advisors.

		Early planning is essential to avoid surprises and ensure a smooth transition.

		As illustrated by John and Linda Christianson’s story, finding cross-border financial advice can be a major challenge, but it’s also the key to a successful move and retirement.



 

 


Chapter 2: Planning Ahead—The Key to a Successful Move

 

“Good fortune is what happens when opportunity meets with planning.”


	
- Thomas Edison




 

Planning your move to Canada involves far more than simply packing boxes; it requires careful coordination across financial, legal, tax, and immigration fronts. Without proactive preparation, we’ve seen even the most promising moves quickly become stressful, expensive, and overwhelming. In this chapter, we explore the key pitfalls to avoid, and how thoughtful planning can position you for a smoother, more successful transition.

Like any major journey, relocating to another country requires a well-considered plan. Without one, mistakes and wrong turns are likely, and the costs may end up being higher than they need to be. 

Most of the cross-border clients we have worked with over the years have been proactive planners who engaged us well in advance of their moves. The most successful moves we’ve supported were planned well over a year in advance. This proactive engagement allowed us to take the necessary time to understand our clients’ unique situations, connect them with the right professionals, and guide them through the actions needed before they arrived in Canada. It also gave us the ability to establish long-term strategies, ensuring that the common financial and legal nuances faced by Americans living in Canada were minimized.

Unfortunately, we are also often contacted by people who have already arrived in Canada with minimal planning, and are playing catch-up with steps they missed and problems that have arisen. Sometimes this delay in planning can be challenging to fix, even with the support of professionals. In some cases, the opportunity to resolve some of these issues has already passed. Often, the mistakes we see have resulted in extra taxes being paid, or tax deferrals being lost. Even when corrections are possible, they are often costly. Taking the time to plan your move thoroughly and well in advance can ensure a much smoother transition. 

COMMON PITFALLS WITHOUT ADVANCE PLANNING

Failing to plan carefully can create a wide range of challenges that go far beyond just financial concerns. This section highlights some of the most common issues that arise when proactive planning is overlooked and how these issues can affect your financial security, legal status, and overall quality of life.

Common Pitfalls of Poor Cross-Border Planning


		

				Pitfall

				Why it Happens

				Consequences

		

		
				Double taxation

				Misaligned timing or structure

				Tax on same income twice

		

		
				U.S. account restrictions

				Lack of dual-licensed advisor

				Loss of investment access

		

		
				Sticky state residency

				Failure to sever state ties

				Ongoing U.S. state tax

		

		
				Delayed healthcare access

				No private coverage

				High out-of-pocket expenses

		

	


 

Double Taxation Risks

Double taxation occurs when the same income is taxed by two different jurisdictions, without the ability to offset the taxes levied by one country with the tax liability paid to the other country. While the Canada-U.S. tax treaty generally helps prevent double taxation, important exceptions remain, particularly in more complex financial situations.

Differences in how each country recognizes income, applies tax timing rules, or classifies entities, can result in unintended tax burdens for cross-border individuals. These risks are especially pronounced when certain types of assets or structures are involved. Common examples include:


		
U.S.-based trusts: Canada may tax undistributed income within a U.S. trust that is not yet taxable in the U.S., resulting in mismatched timing and potential double taxation. Trust distributions may also be treated differently by each country, adding to the complexity.

		
Stock options and deferred compensation: The U.S. and Canada may recognize the timing of income from employee stock options or deferred compensation plans differently. You could be taxed in one country before the income is considered taxable in the other.

		
Real estate gains: Canada and the U.S. have different rules for principal residence exemptions and capital gains calculations. A property that qualifies for full exemption in one country may still trigger taxable gains in the other, especially if you’ve changed residency in the interim.



Because these mismatches can lead to situations where foreign tax credits don't fully eliminate double tax exposure, it's critical to seek professional guidance before your move. With proper planning, many of these risks can be mitigated or avoided entirely.

Jeopardizing the Tax-Sheltered Status of Investments

Canada and the United States have different investment environments and account types, particularly when it comes to tax-sheltered and tax-deferred accounts. A tax-deferred account, such as a U.S. traditional IRA or 401(k), allows investment income to grow without immediate taxation, with taxes deferred until withdrawal. A tax-sheltered account, such as a Roth IRA, may allow for investment growth and withdrawals to be entirely tax-free, under certain conditions.

Although the Canada-U.S. tax treaty provides some relief by allowing continued tax deferral or exemption on certain U.S. retirement accounts for Canadian residents who hold them, these protections may not be automatic, and not all accounts are covered. Moreover, specific actions taken after establishing Canadian tax residency can jeopardize that treatment.

For example:


		
Roth IRAs: If you make contributions or rollovers into your Roth IRA after becoming a Canadian tax resident, the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) may no longer recognize the account as tax-exempt. This could result in Canadian taxation on all future income and gains in the account.

		
529 Plans: U.S. education savings plans, such as 529 plans, do not receive any special treatment in Canada. Income and growth within the plan may be taxable annually under Canadian rules, and trust reporting requirements may also apply.



This issue also works in reverse, where favorable tax treatments for some Canadian accounts can be reduced if you’re a U.S. taxpayer:


		
TFSAs (Tax-Free Savings Accounts): TFSAs, tax-sheltered accounts in Canada that are like U.S. Roth IRAs, are not recognized as tax-sheltered by the IRS. Income and capital gains inside a TFSA are taxable annually for U.S. residents, and the account may require burdensome foreign trust reporting (e.g., Forms 3520 and 3520-A).

		
RESPs (Registered Education Savings Plans): RESPs, tax-advantaged education savings plans in Canada, also lack tax-sheltered status in the U.S. and are typically considered foreign trusts for U.S. tax purposes. This can trigger burdensome reporting obligations in the U.S. and any growth within the plan may be subject to annual U.S. taxation. 



Without proper planning and action, you may inadvertently lose the favorable tax treatment these accounts would otherwise provide, leading to unexpected reporting requirements, tax, and even penalties. 

Sticky State Residency Risks

When moving from the U.S. to Canada, many people focus on federal tax obligations and overlook the potential for continued liability at the state level. Some U.S. states, notably California, New York, and Massachusetts, have strict residency rules and may continue to treat you as a tax resident even after you've left the country, especially if you haven’t fully severed your ties.

This risk, known as “sticky state residency,” arises when a state determines that you still maintain sufficient connections, such as a home, driver’s license, voter registration, or ongoing income in the state, to justify ongoing taxation. Simply spending fewer days in the state may not be enough to break residency and may expose you to unnecessary tax.

To avoid this, careful exit planning is essential. This includes selling or renting out your U.S. residence, cancelling state-specific registrations and affiliations, and clearly establishing residential ties in Canada. Without these steps, you may face unexpected and ongoing state income tax liabilities long after your physical move.

Canadian Tax Triggers From Poor Timing

Establishing Canadian residency before receiving certain U.S. income can unintentionally subject that income to Canadian taxation. For example, if you are leaving an employer and expect a large lump-sum payment such as a final bonus, retirement allowance, or severance, it may be more tax-efficient to receive that payment before becoming a resident of Canada. Otherwise, the income could become taxable to you in Canada at higher Canadian rates.

Similarly, selling U.S.-based assets, such as a personal residence, after establishing Canadian residency may trigger Canadian capital gains tax on any appreciation that occurs while you are living in Canada. In addition, depending on your citizenship or residency status, the sale could also be subject to U.S. IRS withholding tax requirements.

Missing Out on Canadian Tax Benefits

Although Canada generally has a more punitive tax environment than the United States, it does offer certain tax planning opportunities that are not available south of the border. However, these advantages can be unintentionally lost if asset ownership or financial structuring is not carefully coordinated, especially when spouses have different citizenships or tax residency statuses.

For example:


		
Principal residence exemption: Gains on the sale of a principal residence in Canada are entirely tax-free to Canadian residents. However, if a Canadian home is legally owned by a U.S. citizen spouse, a portion of the gain on sale may be taxable in the U.S., even if fully exempt in Canada, undermining one of Canada’s most valuable tax benefits.

		
Pension income splitting: Canadian residents can split eligible pension income with a spouse to reduce overall household tax, but this strategy can be compromised or disallowed if one spouse is a non-resident or is filing under the U.S. tax system without proper coordination.



Account Restrictions After Your Move

Due to securities regulations, many U.S. financial institutions restrict the services they can offer to clients who are no longer U.S. residents. If you keep your investment accounts with your existing U.S. firm after moving to Canada and do not transition to an advisor licensed to work with cross-border clients, you may find yourself unable to place trades, rebalance your portfolio, or receive advice. These restrictions typically apply if the account remains with the U.S.-based firm.

In some cases, particularly with larger brokerage houses, clients are given a limited window to relocate their assets before the firm forces an account closure. If this includes tax-deferred accounts like IRAs or 401(k)s, a forced distribution could trigger immediate U.S. taxation and potential early withdrawal penalties, significantly disrupting your retirement plans.

IMMIGRATION AND PROFESSIONAL LICENSING GAPS

Navigating the immigration process involves a complex range of documentation, permits, and approvals. Failing to understand Canada’s immigration system, your available options, and the required procedures can lead to significant delays, missed opportunities, or even denials of entry. Waiting too long to address immigration requirements may result in disappointment or, in some cases, difficulties securing the necessary legal status to live and work in Canada. 

If you arrive in Canada without the appropriate visa or residency status, you may face barriers to securing employment, challenges accessing services, and the potential risk of deportation. We discuss immigration and residency status in more detail in Chapter 4.

If you are seeking employment in Canada, it is also important to understand the licensing and credentialing requirements for your profession. Without advance research and preparation, you may find yourself ready to work, only to discover that you must complete additional studies, exams, or certifications before being allowed to practice in your field. This is especially common in regulated professions such as:


		
Medical professionals (e.g., physicians, nurses, dentists, and pharmacists): Typically must be licensed by a professional regulatory body and may need to complete additional exams, credential verifications, or supervised practice before being allowed to work in their field.

		
Lawyers: Must pass Canadian bar requirements and often complete bridging programs.

		
Teachers: May need additional certification through provincial colleges of education.

		
Engineers: Must be licensed by a provincial or territorial engineering association (e.g., PEO or APEGBC) which may require academic and professional assessments. 

		
Accountants: Often must transition to the Canadian CPA designation and fulfill residency or education criteria.

		
Skilled trades (e.g., electricians, plumbers): Require Red Seal certification or provincial licensing, depending on the trade and region.



Taking the time to confirm your profession’s requirements and beginning the process before your move, where possible, can save considerable time, expense, and frustration.

DELAYED HEALTHCARE ACCESS

Most provinces in Canada impose a waiting period before new residents are eligible to enroll in the province’s public healthcare system. Without adequate private insurance during this time, you may face unexpected out-of-pocket medical expenses. It is advisable to arrange for at least three months of private health coverage before arriving in Canada. You should also consider researching and securing a family doctor in advance, as access to primary care can be limited, or wait listed in many regions. See Chapter 5 for more on provincial healthcare enrollment.

PRE-MOVE PLANNING CHECKLIST

Avoid disappointment by planning early. Take the time to understand how your move to Canada will affect all aspects of your current situation and develop a strategy to address potential issues in advance. For nearly every challenge, there is a solution, provided it’s approached proactively.

For repatriating Canadians, immigration may not be a concern, but early planning remains essential, ideally beginning at least a year before the move. As we’ll explore in later chapters, certain tax strategies are most effective when executed over a two-year period. If you are an American moving to Canada for the first time, planning two years ahead is advisable due to the added complexity of immigration and residency considerations.

To help you stay organized and ensure you are taking the right steps at the right time, the following Pre-Move Planning Checklist summarizes the key actions you should consider as you prepare for your transition to Canada.


		

				12–24 Months Before Your Move

		

		
				 

				Begin working with a cross-border financial advisor to assess tax, investment, and retirement implications.

		

		
				 

				Consult with an immigration lawyer to determine the appropriate immigration path and documentation requirements.

		

		
				 

				Review your U.S. income sources (bonuses, severances, property sales) and plan the optimal timing for receipt or disposition before establishing Canadian residency.

		

		
				 

				Analyze your U.S. investment accounts for tax-sheltered status and potential cross-border compliance issues.

		

		
				 

				Research licensing or certification requirements for your profession in Canada.

		

		
				6-12 Months Before Your Move

		

		
				 

				Establish connections with Canadian professionals (realtor, banker, insurance agent, family doctor).

		

		
				 

				Budget for the cost of living in your chosen Canadian city, factoring in housing, taxes, and healthcare expenses.

		

		
				 

				Prepare for currency exchange needs and develop a cash flow plan for cross-border banking and investments.


		

		
				3-6 Months Before Your Move

		

		
				 

				Finalize immigration paperwork, permits, and approvals.

		

		
				 

				Liquidate or adjust investments if necessary to minimize tax exposure upon residency change.

		

		
				 

				Organize documentation for all financial accounts, tax filings, and property ownership to facilitate future reporting requirements.

		

		
				 

				Set up Canadian bank accounts and credit facilities if possible.

		

		
				0–3 Months Before Your Move

		

		
				 

				Confirm the exact date you will become a Canadian tax resident to align financial transactions appropriately.

		

		
				 

				Begin formally severing ties with your U.S. state of residence to minimize ongoing tax obligations.

		

		
				 

				Obtain or arrange private health insurance coverage for the first three months after arrival.

		

		
				 

				Arrange for the safe transfer of physical property, ensuring all cross-border customs and duties are considered.

		

		
				 

				Notify your financial institutions of your upcoming move to avoid disruptions to your accounts.

		

		
				 

				Ensure all professional licensing or credentialing steps are underway if you intend to work shortly after arriving.

		

	


 

 


IT’S DIFFICULT TO DO THIS ALONE

Even with the best-laid plans, a cross-border move to Canada can still present challenges if you’re not supported by the right professionals. The issues and strategies in this chapter are tackled best when implemented with guidance from advisors who understand both Canadian and U.S. systems. In the next chapter, we explore how to assemble the right cross-border advisory team who can help you carry out your plan with confidence and avoid costly mistakes.

Key Takeaways


		
Start early. Planning 12–24 months before your move gives you the time and flexibility to make strategic decisions and avoid rushed mistakes.

		
Avoid tax surprises. Without proper coordination, you risk double taxation, lost tax benefits, or triggering unnecessary gains on investments or real estate.

		
Understand account implications. Not all investment accounts are treated equally across borders. Some may lose their tax-preferred status or trigger reporting requirements.

		
Exit cleanly from your U.S. state. Failure to sever state residency ties can lead to unwanted tax exposure even after you’ve left.

		
Check immigration and credentialing rules. If you plan to work in Canada, begin the licensing and immigration process early to avoid delays.

		
Plan for gaps in healthcare. You may not be immediately eligible for provincial health coverage. Arrange for temporary private insurance before arrival.

		
Use a checklist. A well-structured pre-move checklist keeps your transition on track and helps ensure no key steps are overlooked.






Chapter 3: Getting the Right Advice

 

“Surround yourself with people who are smarter than you.”


	
- Russell Simmons




 

A move to Canada is something that you might be able to tackle on your own. However, as we discussed in the last chapter, our experience is that with so many moving parts, there’s a lot that can go wrong. These issues can be minimized or avoided if you get the right advice. 

When planning a move to Canada, having the right experts in your corner ensures:


		Everything is properly coordinated

		Your best financial interests are served

		Your move will be as efficient as possible

		You are compliant with the regulatory and legal requirements of both countries

		The likelihood of costly errors is reduced

		Mistakes are prevented and frustrations are reduced



Your team of advisors should include cross-border professionals who can assist with:


		Guiding you through the immigration process

		Identifying any areas where you may inadvertently be exposed to tax you may otherwise be able to avoid

		Establishing a plan to efficiently step you through the financial aspects of your cross-border move

		Providing a solution to maintain investment and retirement accounts you may need to transfer from your existing advisory firm

		The requisite tax filings and compliance on both sides of the border

		Establishing an estate plan specific to your cross-border situation, aimed at easing administrative burden and tax complications for your beneficiaries  



This chapter introduces the essential professional advisors you’ll need to assemble, a cross-border team that ensures your strategy is executed accurately.

Your Cross-Border Advisory Team


		

				Professional

				Role

		

		
				Immigration Lawyer

				Guides visa and residency process, ensures legal status in Canada

		

		
				Cross-Border Financial Advisor

				Manages investments and financial planning across the U.S. and Canada

		

		
				Cross-Border Accountant

				Prepares integrated U.S. and Canadian tax filings, ensures compliance

		

		
				Cross-Border Estate Lawyer

				Designs wills, trusts, and estate strategies effective in both countries

		

	


 

IMMIGRATION LAWYER

If you are moving to Canada for the first time and are not already a Canadian citizen or permanent resident, one of your earliest and most important steps should be consulting with an immigration lawyer. While Canada’s immigration process is accessible and many people navigate it on their own, professional legal support can significantly improve your chances of success and reduce the stress and uncertainty of the application process.

Even if you intend to submit your application independently, an initial consultation with an experienced immigration lawyer can provide valuable insights into your eligibility, your options, and the procedural steps involved.

Why Work With an Immigration Lawyer?

Canada offers a range of immigration programs, some based on employment, others on family sponsorship, investment, education, or humanitarian grounds. As we will explore in the next chapter, understanding which pathway is most appropriate for your circumstances can be complex.

An immigration lawyer can help you:


		Assess your eligibility for different immigration programs based on your personal, professional, and financial circumstances.

		Identify the most suitable immigration pathway for your move.

		Prepare and file your application properly, including compiling the correct documentation, meeting deadlines, and avoiding common pitfalls.

		Communicate with immigration authorities on your behalf, reducing the risk of misunderstandings or errors.

		Respond to challenges or refusals, including representing you in hearings, preparing appeals, or helping you reapply with a stronger case.

		Manage stress and save time by guiding you through what can otherwise be a confusing, bureaucratic, and time-consuming process.



With ever-evolving policies, documentation requirements, and procedural nuances, the value of legal advice becomes even more apparent in complex or time-sensitive cases.

How to Find a Qualified Immigration Lawyer

Choosing the right immigration lawyer is crucial. Here are a few tips for identifying one with the right qualifications and experience:


		Ensure they are licensed to practice law in Canada and a member in good standing of a Canadian provincial or territorial law society.

		Look for experience in your specific immigration category, seeking someone with a proven track record handling similar cases.

		Check their reputation by reading online reviews, looking for client testimonials, and verify any disciplinary history through the relevant law society.

		Ask for referrals from other professionals, or friends, family, or colleagues who have recently gone through the same process.

		As the immigration process can move quickly and require urgent follow-up, evaluate their communication and responsiveness.



Hiring a lawyer does involve an upfront cost, but it can save you considerable time, frustration, and potentially even rejection of your application. 

CROSS-BORDER FINANCIAL ADVISOR

A good financial advisor understands your situation and can be trusted to provide you with sound advice. However, if your U.S.-based advisor is not qualified to manage your investments once you’re in Canada, which is very common because of regulations and required certifications that many advisors don’t have, you’ll want to work with a cross-border financial advisor licensed in the province you are moving to in Canada. 

A cross-border financial advisor can help you navigate the challenges of moving from the U.S. to Canada and make sure your investments, retirement accounts, and overall financial plan stay on track.

While we discussed earlier why most U.S. or Canadian advisors can’t manage accounts across the border, the bigger issue is that many simply don’t have the cross-border knowledge and resources to guide you effectively. 

To address this gap, there are a number of investment firms and financial advisors that have specialized in serving cross-border clients. By gaining the knowledge and appropriate licensing to advise cross-border clients on their overall wealth management needs, they have filled a much-needed void. These professionals have the knowledge to help you manage wealth, minimize taxes, and coordinate planning across both countries. 

WHAT A CROSS-BORDER ADVISOR CAN HELP WITH 

Tax Planning Across Borders

Because the U.S. taxes its citizens on their worldwide income, regardless of where they live, if you’re an American moving to Canada you’ll need to report and pay taxes in both countries.

A cross-border financial advisor can help you navigate this dual obligation by:


		Coordinating your financial plan to minimize taxation in both countries

		Helping you avoid double taxation and unnecessary penalties

		Ensuring that tax credits and treaty provisions are properly considered in the management of your investments

		Working alongside your cross-border accountant to help simplify tax filing and compliance 



Managing Retirement Accounts

A cross-border financial advisor can help you with your U.S. investments when the U.S. advisor and firm you’re dealing with can’t. They can:


		Help you maintain and manage your U.S. retirement accounts (like traditional and Roth IRAs) while living in Canada

		Assist with the setup and integration of Canadian accounts (like RRSPs and TFSAs)

		Create a retirement income strategy that draws from both U.S. and Canadian sources efficiently

		Avoid penalties and unnecessary taxation on withdrawals and account transfers



Coordinating Investment and Currency Strategy

With volatile financial markets and an increasingly complex world, managing an investment portfolio is challenging under the best of circumstances. Once you move to Canada, managing your portfolio will be even more complicated. A cross-border financial advisor can help you navigate these challenges by addressing both tax and non-tax considerations.

A cross-border advisor can help ensure your portfolio remains tax-efficient by navigating the significant differences between U.S. and Canadian tax rules. This includes:


		Helping you avoid problematic investments like Passive Foreign Investment Companies (PFICs) that can have complex reporting requirements and potentially punitive taxes

		Coordinating your investment strategy across jurisdictions, ensuring that capital gains, interest, and dividends are treated as favorably as possible under both tax systems

		Placing certain types of investments in the right accounts (taxable vs. tax-deferred) to optimize after-tax returns

		Taking into consideration differences in capital gains rules between both countries: 




		The CRA, the Canadian tax authority, does not distinguish between short- and long-term capital gains, while the IRS does.

		Investments that you bring into Canada with you will typically have a different tax-cost basis for you in the U.S. than they will in Canada. Generally, your basis for U.S. tax purposes will be the original cost of the investment, while the basis for Canadian tax purposes will be the value of that investment on your arrival date in Canada.




		Tracking and reporting these differences properly, which helps avoid overpaying tax or triggering penalties



In addition to tax considerations, a cross-border advisor can help build and maintain a portfolio that meets your personal goals while managing cross-border complexities. They can assist by:


		Building a globally diversified portfolio that reflects your risk tolerance and time horizon, ensuring you are not overly concentrated in either the U.S. or Canadian market

		Managing currency risk and optimizing the timing of conversions

		Helping with liquidity and cash flow planning, ensuring you have access to funds when needed in the appropriate currency and country

		Adjusting your investment plan over time, as your residency status, goals, and financial situation evolve 



By combining tax-smart strategies with disciplined portfolio management, a cross-border financial advisor can help you make the most of your investments on both sides of the border. 

Holistic Financial Planning

A qualified cross-border financial advisor will do more than just manage investments and minimize taxes. They will help you build a comprehensive financial plan that reflects your life across both Canada and the United States.

Because the two countries have different rules for taxes, retirement accounts, estate planning, and more, working with someone who understands both sides of the border can bring everything together into a coordinated strategy that will help you achieve stronger results. 

Here’s how they can help with developing an effective plan: 


		Address all key areas of your financial life with cross-border expertise, including:




		Retirement income planning

		Social Security and pension integration

		Estate planning and beneficiary coordination

		Education savings

		Charitable giving strategies




		Integrate these pillars into a coordinated financial plan, helping ensure that: 




		Accounts, incomes, and withdrawals are aligned with tax and legal rules in both countries

		Planning strategies don’t conflict across borders

		Assets are positioned to grow efficiently and be accessed smoothly, no matter what country you’re in




		Identify cross-border opportunities that may not be obvious to single-country advisors, such as strategic Roth conversions, discussed in Chapter 13, or dual pension optimization

		Create a detailed, personalized action plan before your move:




		This roadmap outlines everything that needs to be done in advance, such as closing or transferring accounts, updating estate documents, or adjusting currency holdings

		It ensures nothing is missed during your transition and provides structure and peace of mind



It is strongly recommended that you begin working with a cross-border advisor at least a year in advance of your move so they can conduct a thorough analysis of your situation and begin planning early. 

What to Look For in a Cross-Border Advisor

When selecting a cross-border financial advisor, make sure they are:


		
Licensed in both Canada and the U.S.: This is a necessity for them to have the ability to manage accounts for you on both sides of the border and a starting point to ensuring they have the knowledge to guide your situation.

		
Specialized with cross-border experience: Look for someone who regularly works with clients moving between the U.S. and Canada, not just someone who occasionally handles these cases. 

		
Part of a strong, multi-disciplined team: Ideally the advisor works with a team that includes professionals with deep expertise in tax, estate, and retirement planning in both countries. 

		
Recognized with credentials in both jurisdictions: Look for designations such as:




		CFP (Certified Financial Planner) in Canada

		CRPC (Chartered Retirement Planning Counselor) or similar U.S. qualifications 




		
Clear and uses client-focused communication: Choose someone who explains complex topics in a way that’s easy to understand and who is responsive to your questions and concerns.

		
Transparent with fees and services: Make sure you understand how the advisor is compensated and what services are included. 

		
Reputable and strongly referred: Read online reviews, ask for client references, or get recommendations from other professionals you trust. 



Taking the time to find the right advisor will pay off in peace of mind and better financial outcomes before and after your move. 

CROSS-BORDER ACCOUNTANT

If you remain a U.S. person after your move to Canada (e.g., a citizen or by continuing to hold your green card), you will have ongoing tax reporting obligations on both sides of the border. Given the complexity and specialized knowledge required to remain compliant and ensure taxes are minimized, it is highly advisable to engage an accountant who is licensed in both countries and has the knowledge to prepare both returns in a coordinated manner. This will help:


		Identify tax-saving opportunities

		Ensure compliance

		Avoid costly mistakes and penalties

		Reduce the potential for double taxation



Although your existing U.S. accountant and a new Canadian accountant may be able to manage each return independently, engaging one specialized cross-border accountant who can prepare both returns ensures proper integration. There are several tax complexities as a dual taxpayer you may face, which a cross-border accountant is well-equipped to address. These, which will be discussed in more detail later in this book, include:


		The proper application of foreign tax credits (Chapter 10)

		Foreign asset disclosure (Chapter 17)

		Ensuring ongoing tax deferral of your retirement accounts (Chapter 12)

		Capital gains tax integration (Chapter 11)

		Renunciation and exit tax planning (Chapters 33 and 34)



When choosing a cross-border accountant, ensure they have recognized qualifications and have experience working with expatriate or international clients. It’s a good idea to consult with several different accountants or firms to find the one best aligned with your needs. The professional you choose should understand both Canadian and U.S. tax laws and hold designations in both countries. Common credentials to look for are CPA (Certified Public Accountant) or Enrolled Agent (EA) for U.S. professionals and Chartered Professional Accountant (CPA) for Canadian professionals. 
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