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DeGroote’s Connections With The Mob: Where Did They 
Come From and How Deep Do They Run? 
 

Canadian Billionaire Michael DeGroote’s Recent Organized Crime Scandal With Dream 
Casinos Opens Up Larger Concerns Over White-Collar Corruption in Canada 
 
By: Alex Copp 

 
The recent investigation involving 

billionaire investor and philanthropist, 
Michael DeGroote and his connection with 
some of Canada’s most infamous criminal 
organizations is one of the most illuminating 
cases in recent Canadian history of the 
strong linkage that exists between white 
collar corruption and organized crime. 

 
ORGANIZED CRIME IN CANADA 

Although many citizens may find it hard 
to believe, organized crime in Canada is 
much more widespread and well-structured 
than it may appear.  Since most communities 
are not plagued by the types of extortion and 
violence that we see in films like The 
Godfather or Goodfellas, there is a tendency 
to pretend that organized crime doesn’t exist 
in Canada.  But this is certainly not the case. 

In 1984, a joint committee of justice 
officials from the federal and provincial 
government estimated that organized crime 
in Canada produced approximately $20 
billion in revenues annually.  In Toronto, the 
Hell’s Angels Biker gang has had a 
significant presence since the 1970s, as well 
as several different Mafia families.  In 
Montreal, one Mafia family has been 
dominant since the mid-1980s: the Rizzuto 
clan, led by Nick Rizzuto and then by his 
son Vito.  Vito Rizzuto recently died on 
December 23, 2013, but in the year 
preceding his death, he was linked to none 
other than Michael DeGroote through his 
business dealings with Dream Casinos in the 
Dominican Republic.        

 
WHO IS MICHAEL DEGROOTE? 

Michael DeGroote is one of Canada’s 
most famous self-made billionaires, having 
made a small fortune in the trucking industry 
with Laidlaw, a Hamilton-based company 
that he sold for just under half a billion 
dollars in 1988 to Canadian Pacific.  In the 
1990’s, DeGroote began his philanthropic 
efforts after becoming an officer of the 
Order of Canada and has poured millions of 
dollars into McMaster’s business and 
medical schools, which have both been 
named in his honour.   

Once one of Canada’s most respected 
business moguls, DeGroote’s name has 
recently been dragged through the mud, 
following the recent press coverage of the 
series of legal proceedings and backdoor 
negotiations surrounding his business 
venture with Dream Casinos.  

 
DEGROOTE’S CASINO DREAM 

DeGroote’s venture with Dream 
Casinos reportedly began in 2010 when he 
ran into an old friend and businessman, 
Andrew Pajak, who introduced DeGroote to 
his two business partners, brothers Antonio 
and Francesco Carbone.  The Carbone 
brothers had recently developed electronic 
slot machines that they planned on installing 
in a casino in Jamaica, but they needed 
investors.  Impressed by the Carbones’ sales 
pitch, DeGroote put up $5 million to support 
the Carbones’ endeavour in Jamaica. 

After promising early returns on this 
investment, DeGroote continued to fund the 
Carbones, as they took control of a string of 
sports betting outlets, lottery kiosks, and 
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casinos across the Dominican Republic, 
under the corporate holding group called the 
Dream Group, along with Andrew Pajak, the 
president of the company.  They became 
known as the Dream Casinos.   

While the Carbones initially were 
making good on their loan payments, 
according to DeGroote, in May 2012, their 
loan payments stopped.  The Carbones have 
gone on record to deny these allegations, 
stating that DeGroote was a “predatory 
lender.”  After back-and-forth negotiations 
between DeGroote and the Carbones, 
DeGroote eventually sued to get access to 
the Dream Group’s books and to get the 
money back that he was owed.  This lawsuit 
and investigation ended up unveiling a lot 
about Pajak’s and the Carbones’ history.  

 
DIRTY PASTS ARE REVEALED 

It turns out the Carbones had already 
been sued over debt payments before.  Both 
their house-painting business and their cigar 
importing business were pursued by the 
banks for unpaid debts.  In 2009, the 
provincial government raided their office to 
investigate suspected unpaid tobacco taxes, 
and found two unlicensed firearms, one of 
which was loaded and had the serial number 
filed off.  The Carbones were sentenced to 
60 days in prison for these charges in July 
2011. 

The Carbones were also found to be 
involved in an online gambling website 
called Don Carbone Sportsbook and Casino, 
DCSC.com.  According to banking records, 
the Carbone brothers wired $245,000 from 
their cigar company’s account to DCSC in 
2008.  Before it closed down in 2010, DCSC 
was connected to a larger bookmarking 
network called Platinum Sportsbook, which 
was established as a joint undertaking of the 
Hell’s Angels and the Italian Mafia.  

Andrew Pajak, who DeGroote says has 
been a close friend for 40 years, was found 

to have several connections to the Mafia that 
he reportedly used to brag about openly.  
Four former investigators—two from the 
RCMP and two from the Toronto Police—
have gone on record saying that Pajak has a 
history of association with mob figures and 
has been described as a “mob associate in 
the first degree.” 

 
BACKDOOR DEALS BEGIN 

When DeGroote found that the 
Carbones were not making good on their 
payments, his response was not limited to a 
matter of legal negotiations.  Death threats, 
intimidation, and extortion became the 
subjects of discussion behind closed doors.  
DeGroote reportedly met with more dubious 
characters in the early part of 2013, 
including Peter Shoniker, a former Crown 
attorney convicted of money laundering in 
2006 and Sasha Visser, a man with 40 years 
of convictions for fraud and other crimes.   

During these meetings, DeGroote 
reportedly offered Visser a large sum of 
money to “deal with” the Carbones and to 
pay Dream employees to make sworn 
statements against the two brothers.  Visser 
is recorded saying to DeGroote: "You pay 
me half a million you're going to get all that. 
You have my word, I am going to make sure 
that the Carbones can't even sell chestnuts 
on the corner of the f—king street."  
According to reports, DeGroote settled on 
sending Visser $150 000, with “no strings 
attached” to manage the situation in the 
Dominican Republic.   

In July 2013, Visser was captured on 
security footage at a Dream Casino 
accompanied by the godfather of Montreal 
himself, Vito Rizzuto.  The move was 
undoubtedly meant to intimidate the 
Carbones, but reports also show that a series 
of meetings occurred between Rizzuto, 
Visser, and Pajak, in the eastern Dominican 
at the time, and that the Mafia was looking 
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to leverage this relationship to strengthen an 
already established transit point, in the 
Domincian Republic, for drug shipments 
into Montreal.  

With so many shady characters involved 
in this investigation, all pointing fingers in 
different directions, it is difficult to separate 
the guilty from the innocent, the offenders 
from the victims.  While Michael 
DeGroote’s lawyers have built a strong case 
for fraud in the legal battle against the 
Carbones, DeGroote is by no means exempt 
from the aggressive tactics used to get back 
his money and take control of the Dream 
Corporation. 

 
A CLOSER LOOK AT DEGROOTE’S 
DEALINGS 

By May 2012, DeGroote’s records show 
that he had invested $111.9 million US into 
the Dream Group’s operations, yet $107 
million of this debt remains unpaid.  
DeGroote testified under oath, “I am not an 
owner of Dream. I am strictly a creditor."  It 
seems convenient, from a legal standpoint, 
that DeGroote took no ownership stock in 
Dream, yet was willing to invest such a large 
sum of money in its operation.  To invest 
almost $112 million in a casino chain based 
in a country with a notorious reputation for 
its Mafia-infiltrated gambling industry, and 
to trust this investment in the hands of two 
men with criminal records, links to 
organized crime, and a history of unpaid 
debts to run the operation hardly seems like 
a wise or even legitimate business decision.   

When looking at the facts, two possible 
scenarios emerge with respect to Michael 
DeGroote’s involvement in this debacle: 
DeGroote did absolute no due diligence in 
researching the men he was doing business 
with or he had his hands dirty with the mob 
from the very beginning.  As a highly 
intelligent and successful businessman, it 
seems that the latter is the far more likely 

scenario, especially since his response to the 
Carbones not paying their debts was to 
contact associates with known connections 
to the Mafia.   

Given DeGroote’s aggressive response 
to the situation with the Carbones, it is also 
worth questioning how long the billionaire 
from Hamilton, Ontario has kept his 
connections with the Canadian Mafia under 
wraps, and how closely connected his 
relations to the mob have been to his 
overwhelming commercial success in the 
trucking industry and beyond.  After all, 
Mafia connections do not appear out of thin 
air – they develop from years and years of 
trust and reciprocal financial gain. 

Although his contributions to McMaster 
University and Hillfield Strathallan College 
have certainly helped his public image, 
DeGroote’s career was not without its 
scandals – after selling Laidlaw, he was 
involved in Canada’s largest out-of-court 
settlement for insider trading in the 
country’s history.  DeGroote and others 
involved paid $23 million to settle the suit 
without admission to guilt.   

By allowing this case to be settled out-
of-court, the details of this case never gained 
any public attention and any chance of 
deeper corruption within the company being 
discovered was prevented.  Beyond being 
another example of the morally and socially 
unjust practice of allowing insider trading 
allegations to be settled out-of-court, this 
settlement is further proof that DeGroote is 
no stranger to getting his hands dirty while 
doing business.  The question is: just how 
dirty have his hands gotten outside of public 
knowledge? 
 
WAS LAIDLAW LEGIT? 

According to the Encyclopedia of 
Consumption and Waste, Laidlaw drew a lot 
of criticism in the 1970s and 80s for its 
“aggressive takeovers” of smaller waste 
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disposal companies, rather than forming 
partnerships.  A 1993 McGill Case Law 
study of abuse of dominance in the 
marketplace describes Laidlaw’s aggressive 
tactics in further detail, stating that Laidlaw 
“repeatedly harassed the principal owners 
with taunts regarding the future of their 
operations or with threats to put them out of 
business.” 

It is also worth noting that the amount 
of capital required to absorb so many 
companies would have been inordinate, even 
with Laidlaw’s high level of commercial 
success at the time.  In Harold Crooks’ book 
Giants of Garbage, he details how a legend 
circulated in trucking barns and roadside 
cafes about how DeGroote’s “seemingly 
limitless supplies of capital came from the 
coffers of the King of Belgium.”  This 
legend was, of course, a farce, but it does 
shed some light on the questionable nature 
of DeGroote’s excess capital.  

One possible explanation is that 
DeGroote utilized dirty money from the mob 
to absorb these smaller companies, knowing 
that the money would eventually come out 
clean, once Laidlaw took over these 
companies’ markets.  DeGroote’s decision 
to expand his trucking enterprise into waste 
disposal certainly provides some support to 
this laundering scheme theory, as the waste 
disposal industry has a notorious history of 
mob-related activity in North America.   

 
A DIRTY INDUSTRY 

According to a 1989 New Jersey 
Commission of Investigation Report on 
“Solid Waste Regulation,” several waste 
haulers have been associated to some degree 
with organized crime figures over the years.  
The report also acknowledges that 
“organized crime activity has been a real 
issue in the industry,” which likely has a lot 
to do with the fact that garbage trucks have 
the ability to dispose of mass amounts of 

incriminating evidence without drawing any 
attention from authorities. 

With Laidlaw, at one point, having a 
general excess of eighty-seven percent 
market shares in Canada, and being the third 
largest waste disposal service in North 
America, it is not a stretch of the 
imagination to believe that there was some 
level of mob involvement in DeGroote’s 
business.  The fact that Andrew Pajak, 
DeGroote’s close friend for 40 years, was 
caught up in an investigation in the 1980s 
with his own garbage company, “Super 
Disposal,” that was described in court as a 
“mass of criminal activity…from bottom to 
top,” only compounds the suspect nature of 
Laidlaw’s business dealings. 

Michael DeGroote’s timeframe of 
involvement in the waste disposal industry 
was almost too good to be true from a profit 
margin standpoint.  In the 1970s and 80s, 
waste disposal was an ideal market for 
highly profitable, aggressive business 
practices because newly emergent logistics 
and communications technologies allowed 
for a system where the majority of American 
and Canadian waste could be disposed by a 
few large conglomerates.  Also, strict 
environmental regulations were basically 
non-existent, which permitted companies to 
engage in the cost-effective, yet 
environmentally destructive practice of 
dumping waste in natural ecosystems and 
near bodies of freshwater.   

Today, this sort of dumping is much 
more highly regulated but it is still occurs 
more frequently than it should.  According 
to a 2011 Public Safety Canada report, 
“organized crime is thought to be highly 
involved in illegal dumping,” but empirical 
evidence to back up these claims is still 
lacking. 

After DeGroote sold Laidlaw in 1988, it 
only took 12 years for the company to get 
into serious legal troubles.  In the 2000 
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precedent-setting lawsuit, Friends of the 
Earth, Inc. et al v. Laidlaw Environment 
Services, Inc, Laidlaw’s destructive 
environmental practices were ruled by the 
Supreme Court to be representative of the 
problems with the industry at the time.  
Laidlaw was sued by the residents of South 
Carolina’s North Tyger River for preventing 
any recreational use of the river because of 
the pollution caused by its dumping 
practices.  In 2002 and 2003, they were also 
involved in securities fraud suits, regarding 
the misrepresentation of the financial 
condition of the company.  After settling 
these suits, Laidlaw declared bankruptcy 
shortly thereafter, and became Laidlaw 
International. 
 
WHITE COLLAR CRIME & THE MOB 

Laidlaw’s quick decline after DeGroote 
sold the company may also be related to his 
$23 million in-court settlement for insider 
trading, which occurred shortly after he sold 
the company.  In this suit, DeGroote was 
forced to settle allegations that him and 
various associates had used inside 
information to profit from trading Laidlaw 
shares.  Is it possible then, that DeGroote’s 
inside information was not only obtained 
through Mafia connections, but also 
contributed to the downfall of the very 
company that he built from nothing? 

If he was involved with a Mafia family 
as powerful as the Rizzutos at the time, this 
is certainly a possibility, and based on his 
recent connection with Vito Rizzuto in the 
Dream Group fiasco, a possible relationship 
between DeGroote and the Mafia in the 
1990s is not out of the question. 

Although the investigation of 
DeGroote’s venture with Dream Casinos has 
not been able to provide any evidence as to 
the deeper corruption of major Canadian 
corporations, the multitude of characters 
surrounding the fiasco who have a strong 

presence in both corporate and organized 
crime circles suggests a deeper, more 
systemic level of corruption than is currently 
being reported. 

The Rizzuto family, for instance, is 
notorious for engaging in all kinds of white-
collar crimes, including: “extortion, frauds, 
smuggling, stock-market manipulation, 
insider trading and criminal transfer of 
securities.”  Vito Rizzuto was even accused 
of running these types of operations on an 
international scale from prison, in October 
2007, after a series of raids across Italy and 
France seized 22 companies and $689 
million in illegal assets.   

The Rizzuto clan was also reportedly 
responsible for a “pump-and-dump scheme” 
that occurred between 2004 and 2008, in 
which shares from Infinex Ventures Inc, a 
US-based mining company, were 
manipulated by Italians working for the 
family, netting a total profit of $21 million.  
It seems as though white-collar crimes such 
as these are the way of the future for 
organized crime in Canada because of their 
higher profit margins and the difficulty that 
exists in regulating them.  This is 
particularly concerning for the integrity of 
our economic infrastructure, especially since 
“there is no comprehensive study of the 
infiltration of organized crime in legitimate 
enterprises and markets in the Canadian 
situation,” according to the 2011 Public 
Safety Canada report on organized crime.    

While money laundering, drug 
trafficking, and street violence are still a 
major part of the organized crime problem in 
Canada, the recent events and investigation 
that have surrounded Michael DeGroote’s 
involvement with the mob may be an 
indication that perhaps it is time for our 
government to have a closer look at how 
deeply organized crime has infiltrated the 
more legitimate institutions of our country, 
before it is too late. 
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