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ADVENTURES OF AN ACCIDENTAL AMERICAN 
 

Maybe you were born in Pittsburgh when your parents went down to see a Steelers game.  Maybe 

your mom and dad met in Boston when your dad was going to university.  One thing you do know for 

sure is that your parents are both Canadians and you couldn’t possibly be an American. Well you are! 

 

If you were born in the United States, no matter how you got to the delivery room, you are an 

American citizen.  The United States constitution says so.  Anyways, accidental American citizen or 

not, the United States law says that its citizens must file a US income tax return - there are no ifs, and 

or buts about it.  It doesn’t matter where in the world you now live - a US 1040 personal tax return 

must be filed every year except if you only have small amounts of income.  Oh, and when you die an 

estate tax return will be needed and gift tax returns may be required if you give away property during 

your lifetime. 

 

I won’t deal with other forms that an accidental American needs to file but if you own RRSPs, 

RESPs, TFSAs, Canadian mutual funds or if your cash and investments total more than $200,000 you 

have some US reporting to do that may or may not be part of the 1040 tax return.  The penalties are 

horrendous for not filing.  They may check your Canadian passport at the border and ask why you 

aren’t using a US passport (it’s illegal to use a foreign passport) if you are a US citizen. 

 

The purpose of this article is not to talk about the tax filing requirements because other articles on 

our website (www.personalwealthstrategies.net) already deal with that.  The first problem you must 

confront is to get a US social security number in order to file anything.  That’s step one. 

 

US SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER 
 

The Americans are big on forms.  To get a social security number (SSN) you will need to go to the 

IRS website and download Form SS-5, fill it out, and put together the required supporting 

documentation.  This documentation helps the US Internal Revenue Service know 1) your age, 2) 

verify your identity, and 3) confirm that you are a US citizen. 

 

Many different documents can be used to verify the above three items but they must all be originals 

and not copies.  Here are a few of the allowed documents: 

 

1) Age: hospital record of your birth or passport 

2) Identity: drivers license, passport, or marriage or divorce decree 

3) Citizenship: any documents that show that you were born in the United States 

US TAX ALERT is a commentary on topics of current interest – usually topics relating to recent 

changes in tax law, new IRS administrative practices or current interpretations arising from tax 

cases.  Professional advice should be obtained before acting on any of this information.  
 

 

http://www.personalwealthstrategies.net/


 

One of my clients was born in the United States and her parents moved to Canada shortly after she 

was born.  She had no SSN. Here is her first experience with the IRS that she told to me: 

 

I have made good progress today (I think). I had seen on line that to apply with the 

Consulate, plan on 6 – 8 months to get the SSN. I got through on the phone, and 

talked to a real person who checked to see if I was ever issued a number. I wasn't, 

but I learned exactly what to take, and to go to the nearest SSN office (for Waterloo 

Region it is Niagara Falls NY). She said it depends how much verification they will 

need to follow up on, it could be done as fast as overnight, or up to 2 months. I will 

go early next week and let you know the results. 

 

She went to the Niagara Falls social security office with a pile of documents and this is where the 

real fun began.  Her experience should prove helpful to those who need to get a SSN. 

 

Good morning Ed - just thought I'd let you know how I made out. On Tuesday 

morning I left early to drive to the Niagara Falls NY Social Security Administration 

office. It was very easy to find - just less than 10 minutes from the Lewiston Bridge 

Boarder and right at the I90 interchange. I was there early and was 3rd in line. I 

presented my Birth Certificate and Canadian Passport ..... and the official said "Do 

you have your marriage certificate here as well to prove your name change?” (I 

have been divorced for 34 years - so not a document I keep real handy!!). I guess the 

frustrating part was that I had asked on the phone from 2 offices what 

documentation I needed, and checked online as well - and nowhere was it indicated 

that a person needs proof of any name change. (That would be a good item for you to 

note to others needing to apply.) Anyway, I headed home, found my certificate and 

10 minutes later was on my way back.  

By 2:30 I was finished, they had what they needed, they verified with the Bureau of 

Vital Statistics in Virginia, they called my older sister to verify that I had lived in 

Canada for the past 57 years, and my application was put through. She said I should 

receive it in 2 weeks - but might take a bit longer since it will be mailed to Canada. I 

will let you know as soon as I get it.  

Here are a couple things I learned and also what they had said I would need to have 

along - NOT listed on the internet:  

1. Name and day phone number of a person that they could verify the length of 

time living in Canada - can be family, but not children born after the move 

to Canada. They call right away, so the person needs to be available.  

2. They said I would need proof of residence - such as a copy of a utility bill 

showing address. (I had it along, but not needed to show).  

3. Canadian Passport worked fine - along with Birth Certificate.  

4. Legal proof of any name change.  

5. Completed Application Form "SS-5" Here is a good site with instructions, 

and also list of SS Admin offices: http://www.ssa.gov/ssnumber/ss5.htm  

 

 

 



 

6. Here is a hot line phone number I called - got a person after 3rd try. Very 

helpful: http://www.socialsecurity.gov/foreign/phones.html-"If you are 

calling about a new or replacement Social Security Number card, call 410-

965-9334."  .  

7. Office was open 9:00 to 3:30, but doors opened at 8:30 and you could take a 
number.  

 

That’s a very helpful description and not something you will find in any US government 

publications. 

 

You absolutely shouldn’t, mail in your Canadian passport or driver’s license to the US Social 

Security Office.  I strongly suggest you take the original documents and go there in person or you 

will wait forever.  Take more identification then you can ever imagine you need and you may come 

back without a second or third visit. This US Tax Alert first appeared in a newsletter for Castlemoore Inc.  
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