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Auto fraud in the fast lane
The old “fender-bender” has taken on a whole new meaning as organized gangs move in
Now, thanks to organized criminal rings, a
surprising number of accidents are actually
staged. Bogus. Not so accidental.
”Phony car crashes and accidents are a multimillion-dollar business that has become a
national problem,” says Robert Whitman,
National Director for Insurance Bureau of
Canada’s Injury Rings Investigative Unit.
“These complex schemes frequently involve
organized criminals, tow-truck operators,
paralegals and registered healthcare providers.
What’s worse, staged collisions can also cause
serious injuries and have deadly consequences.”
Whitman’s expertise as a senior fraud
investigator is based on three decades of police
work that included investigating welfare fraud,
credit card fraud and organized crime.
There are several types of staged collisions that
insurers have documented, he says, such as the
swoop and squat, drive down, sideswipe, and
the phantom vehicle.
In many cases, the fake accidents involve
innocent drivers who are unaware of the scam.
Particularly dangerous is the swoop and squat,
in which two cars box you in while driving. A
third car quickly passes in front of you and then
jams on the brakes, forcing you to rear-end the
vehicle. These types of accidents, which occur
mainly on highways, are difficult to control and
can cause injury and death.

“We see the same kinds of staged collisions on
a regular basis,” Whitman says.
“In some cases, scammers bring bags of glass
and metal debris to the supposed accident scene
to make it look more realistic. Or, they
deliberately damage their car, claiming a hit-andrun driver did it.
In more elaborate schemes, a ‘runner’ recruits
drivers and passengers to play roles in a carefully
scripted, controlled crash. Bogus witnesses are
positioned near the staged collision to support
the criminals’ account and contradict the innocent
driver’s testimony.”

Whatever the method, the goal is the same,
says Whitman – to make money.
“Collision scams are occurring daily,” Whitman
says. “The risk is low, the profits are high, and
it’s costing us all.”
Most people in the insurance industry are
aware of the numbers related to insurance crime
and fraud. Auto theft costs about $600 million a
year, a figure that grows to more than $1 billion
when police, health officials and judicial services
are factored in. (Insurance fraud has an estimated
$3 billion price tag each year, or roughly 10% to
15% of premiums).
Over the past two years in Ontario alone, there
have been more than 70 projects related to
investigating staged collisions, over-billing by
rehab clinics, paralegal fraud and identity theft, at
an estimated cost of at least $15 million.
“We have documented proof that organized
crime syndicates are involved, and that various
groups may even be working together, sharing
their unique abilities to get their criminal actions
past the insurance industry’s frontline adjusting
staff, insurance investigators and police,” he says.
“We’re pleased to report that our efforts have
lead to successful convictions against organized
rings and expect on-going investigations will lead
to further arrests and convictions,” Whitman
adds.

Busted!
In a case typical of many such schemes,
eight people, including a paralegal, were
charged in connection with a staged auto
accident scam. The claimants reported an
auto accident that never occurred. Seven of
the accused filed for and received benefits
for the bogus accident, receiving a
combined $86,000 from two insurers.
The paralegal had coached the “accident
victims'” on how to describe their fake
injuries and how to portray the symptoms.
A health care practitioner charging for
services never rendered was also involved.
If the claimants had not been caught, the
total, final loss to the companies would
have been over $200,000 – an amount
equal to the annual premiums of 154
drivers paying $1,300 each.
So far, from July 1 of 2005, 54 criminal
charges of insurance crime have been laid
against 19 individuals. Nine paralegals have
been removed from practice with the
assistance of the Financial Services
Commission of Ontario.

Boating safety: Seconds can kill
(continued from page 1)
10 feet or less from safety. Most incidents involve
boats less than 6 metres in length. And most
often, drowning results from either a person’s
inability to swim, hypothermia (the effects of cold
water on the body) or alcohol.”
Some experts have estimated that half of all
drowning victims actually die from the effects of
hypothermia and not from water-filled lungs.
“If there’s one thing and only one thing we
need to learn,” says Blaicher, “it’s to always wear
a lifejacket or Personal Flotation Device (PFD).
Most victims who drowned owned a lifejacket or
PFD, but they weren’t wearing it when they
ended up in the water,” he says. “And, contrary
to what many boaters think, it’s very difficult to
put on a lifejacket while you’re in the water.”
Blaicher also revealed that such drownings
usually occur rapidly and soundlessly, averaging
20 seconds in small children and less than a
minute in adults.
“To the untrained eye, a drowning person may
appear to be waving, splashing about or
clowning around,” he says.
To increase your chances of survival in cold
water, Blaicher suggests that you first get a PFD
with added insulation against cold water.
In an emergency, try to get out of the water,
but don’t swim unless you can safely reach a
nearby boat or floating object, because
swimming lowers your body temperature.
If there are others in the water, you should
huddle together for warmth. If you’re alone, cross
your arms tightly against your chest and draw
your knees up towards your chest. Remain still to
conserve body heat.
Alcohol also a factor
Did you know that a boat operator with a
blood alcohol level above the legal limit of .08 is
10 times more likely to be killed in a boating
incident than a boater with a level of zero?
“We never drink and drive, but many of us
don’t think twice about going boating after
several drinks,” says Blaicher. “This can be a
deadly decision, especially when you consider
that sun, wind, noise, glare and vibration while
in a boat can heighten the effect of alcohol on
your balance, vision, judgement and coordination. Alcohol can also slow your response
time, cause an inner-ear disturbance (which can
affect your perception of up and down when
you’re in cold water), and hasten the onset of
hypothermia.”
It’s also against the law, Blaicher adds, with a
minimum fine of $600 for the first offence and
imprisonment for no less than 14 days for the
second offence. Penalties increase in severity with
each subsequent offence.
One strategy his organization initiated is Know
Before You Go, which promotes boating as a
shared responsibility. “To help keep boaters in the
know, we have included valuable information on
such topics as lifejackets, PFDs, hypothermia,
alcohol and how to be an environmentally
responsible boater in our Boat Smart From the

Start Guide.”
His organization, in partnership with the
Lifesaving Society, the Canadian Power and Sail
Squadrons and the Canadian Coast Guard, has
also managed several award-winning safe

boating campaigns including the Labatt
WaterWise Campaign, and Be A Responsible
Boater.
As mentioned earlier, he is currently working
with Canada’s home, car and business insurers to

help them with the boating, water and ice safety
aspects of their new Be Smart. Be Safe.
campaign.
For more information, please visit
www.besmartbesafe.ca.

Get in the know before you go.
Summer means fun on the water for the entire family. Before you go boating, make sure
everyone is wearing an appropriately sized lifejacket or personal flotation device (PFD)
that is Canadian approved.*

Look for these safety features when
buying a flotation device for children:
• A large collar for head support
• A sturdy grab strap attached to the collar
• Waist ties or elastic gathers in front and back
• A safety strap that goes between the legs to prevent
the device from slipping over your child’s head
• Buckle-on safety straps and reflective tape
• For added safety, attach a non-metallic pealess whistle

By wearing your flotation device, you will set a good example and be in a much better
position to help in an emergency. Remember, even when wearing a lifejacket or PFD,
children should be at arm’s reach – because drowning can occur in seconds.

A message from Canada’s home, car and business insurers.
*Check labels to make sure lifejackets and PFDs are approved by the Canadian Coast Guard, Transport Canada, Fisheries and Oceans Canada, or any combination of the above.
Sources: Transport Canada, Water Incident Research Alliance, Canadian Red Cross National Drowning Report, Mustang Survival. Photos courtesy of Mustang Survival.

