
Offshore Trust Services





Summit Trust International SA is an independent trust 

services group headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland. 

Founded in 1999 as Close Trustees (Switzerland) SA, the 

company became affiliated with Sanlam Limited, the South 

African insurance group with effect from November 2011.

Summit Trust International brings a combination of financial 

and management stability which enables it to provide 

continuity in personal relationships and the orderly passing 

of family wealth for high net worth individuals who require 

offshore trust and company management services.

We are not expecting to be the biggest offshore services 
provider, but we are striving to be the best. 



TRUST SERVICES

Trusts have been established to:
1. Reduce the taxation of property

2.  Preserve capital from feckless heirs

3. Facilitate the orderly transfer of property 

 to future generations

4.  Endow charities

5.  Protect against political risk in unstable countries

6.  Carry out commercial purposes

7.  Consolidate ownership of assets

8.  Enhance confi dentiality

9.  Avoid complications on death through 

 the avoidance of Probate

10.  Overcome forced heirship provisions

Sometimes several of these objectives can be achieved at 

once through the creation of a single trust.



What is a Trust?
Trusts have been recognized in England and Wales since the 

Middle Ages. A trust is a legal relationship, not a legal entity, 

which is usually created by private agreement between the 

original owner of property (“the Settlor”) and the person 

to whom the property is transferred (“the Trustee”). Trusts 

depend on the distinction in English (and other common law) 

legal systems between “legal” ownership and “benefi cial” 

(sometimes referred to as “equitable”) ownership. If a person 

holds property as trustee, he holds merely the legal title to it; 

the benefi cial ownership (that is, the right to enjoy or benefi t 

from the property) rests with the benefi ciaries of the trust. The 

effect of creating a trust is to shift the burdens of property 

ownership onto the Trustee while retaining the benefi t of the 

property oneself or with one’s family who would typically be the 

benefi ciaries of the trust.

As a trust is a legal relationship, not a legal entity like 

a foundation or corporation, it is essentially a private 

arrangement. Trusts are not ordinarily registered anywhere, 

and can therefore be established on a confi dential basis.

Trusts can last for several generations; some countries provide 

for trusts to last indefi nitely; others stipulate a maximum 

period such as 125 years in the case of England or 150 years in 

the Cayman Islands. Certain types of trusts are exempt from 

these rules. The trust relationship is usually created by the 

signing of a trust deed, which is a formal legal document that 

sets out the terms of the trust. These will include identifying 

who the benefi ciaries are (by name or by class description), 

what benefi cial rights they have, what powers the Trustees 

shall have and for how long the trust can last.

Trusts can be made “revocable” or “irrevocable”. A revocable 

trust is one which can be terminated on demand by the settlor; 

an irrevocable trust is one which cannot be brought to an end 

by unilateral action by the settlor. Which type is appropriate will 

often depend on tax considerations.

Trustees are subject to supervision by the Courts and 

benefi ciaries are entitled to apply to the Courts for redress 

against the trustee if they consider that the trustee has been 

in breach of the trust obligations it has assumed. Courts 

regard trusteeship as a responsible obligation and require 

high standards of care and performance from professional 

trustees. Trustees are personally liable for breaches of trust 

and can be required to make restitution to the trust fund in 

case of loss arising through breach of trust.

How can Summit Trust International help?
Any form of transferable property can be held in trust. While 

many fi nancial institutions will only accept certain types of 

property in trust, Summit Trust International has particular 

expertise in holding in trust not only portfolio assets and 

securities, but also real property (residential and commercial), 

intellectual property, trading companies and family businesses, 

fi ne art, bloodstock and chattels such as jewellery, aircraft and 

ships. This can be of particular interest to family offi ces which 

may require trustee services to handle complex assets of this 

nature.

Our staff has the appropriate professional qualifi cations and 

experience which enable them to deal confi dently with such 

complex asset holding structures.



TAX PLANNING AND TRUSTS

Introduction
As the legal owner of the trust property is the Trustee not the 

benefi ciaries, it is normally the Trustee who would be liable to 

be taxed on the trust property. If the Trustee is resident in a 

country where trusts are not taxed, it will often be possible 

for the trust fund to avoid being taxed directly. Whether the 

benefi ciaries will be taxed in relation to the trust fund will 

depend on specifi c legislation in their countries of residence. 

This feature has given rise to a number of interesting tax 

planning opportunities. A few of these are described below.

The United Kingdom
The UK has been described as the “world’s best tax haven for 

people who were not born there”. The UK has attracted high net 

worth individuals from all over the world partly because of its 

favourable tax system. Persons who are not “domiciled” in the 

UK but who are resident there for tax purposes are not subject 

to UK income and capital gains taxes on non-UK source 

income and gains unless remittances are made to the UK. 

Capital assets situated outside the UK are outside the scope 

of UK inheritance tax for so long as the owner remains non-

UK domiciled (and not “deemed domiciled” in the UK). Using 

an offshore or non-UK trust can enhance these tax benefi ts 

further by for example enabling the complete avoidance of 

inheritance tax to be achieved. Individuals may reside in the 

UK and providing that they only remit to the UK (for living 

expenses, for example) capital they will have no liability to UK 

income or capital gains tax in respect of their offshore assets.

In order to achieve these considerable tax benefi ts it is usual to 

take detailed tax advice prior to establishing a trust. Attention 

needs to be given to claiming non-UK domiciled status with 

the UK tax authorities and consideration given to the form of 

trust structure depending upon how the trust assets are to 

be invested. Appropriate record keeping and segregation of 

income will be required in the administration of the trust and a 

holding company may be required in many cases.

The United States
American citizens are subject to US taxation by reason of 

their nationality. Residents and deemed residents of the 

US are also subject to US taxation on their income (which 

includes capital gains). US taxes are not low by international 

standards, but despite this the US attracts many immigrants 

and international families often have branches in the US. It 

is possible for a person who is not a ‘US Person’ to create a 

trust for the benefi t of persons who are US taxpayers or US 

residents free of US taxes, although since 1996 income from 

such trusts must be reported to the Internal Revenue Service 

of the USA.

It is also possible to provide income from an offshore trust 

fund to US taxpayers or US residents which is taxable in the 

US, while maintaining the capital of the trust fund outside the 

scope of US gift and estate taxes.

Canada
Canada has also attracted many immigrants and offers 

citizenship after three years of residence if relatively modest 

investments are made in the country. Canadian tax law 

provides for a fi ve year tax exemption for certain forms of 

offshore trust which contain assets contributed by a person 

who takes up residence in Canada. There are also long term 

exemptions from Canadian tax for Canadian residents who 

benefi t from trusts established and funded by persons 

who are not (and do not become) Canadian residents. Such 

trusts generally now have to be reported to the Canadian tax 

authorities even if not taxable, but the existence of these 

exemptions and preferential treatment can be of considerable 

benefi t to individuals who may wish to acquire Canadian 

citizenship. After acquiring Canadian citizenship, a person 

may decide to leave Canada. Non-residents of Canada are 

not taxed on non-Canadian income, so even if a fi ve year 

tax exempt trust is created liability to Canadian taxes can 

be reduced or eliminated after that period has expired if the 

settlor of the trust ceases to be a tax resident of Canada.

 



Other countries
If a person moves his tax residency from one country to another 

there may be opportunities to mitigate taxation in both the old 

and the new countries of residence. It is diffi cult to generalise 

since the specifi c tax treatment will depend upon the precise 

situation and the countries in question. “Going cross border” 

can often enable capital gains taxes to be avoided completely 

and for income tax to be deferred in the new country of 

residence if assets are transferred to an offshore trust 

structure before the new tax residence has been established. 

It may be possible to use offshore trusts to defer liability to 

income tax in the case of persons moving from abroad to 

countries such as New Zealand, Sweden, Switzerland, and 

France. Tax planning using trusts in Continental Europe is not 

generally straightforward, but with appropriate professional 

advice it may be possible to achieve considerable tax savings. 

It is possible to use trusts to mitigate estate or inheritance 

taxes in a number of countries, which is often of considerable 

interest to entrepreneurs.

OTHER USES OF TRUSTS

Charities
Charitable trusts can be established to further worthy or 

desirable purposes. Such charitable trusts are exempted 

from rules against perpetual duration and can last indefi nitely. 

Charitable trusts can be established “on-shore” (such as in 

the United Kingdom) as well as offshore. “On-shore” charitable 

trusts may be able to benefi t from double taxation treaties 

so that withholding taxes can be reclaimed or dis-applied in 

relation to the trust assets, but will need to meet governmental 

requirements in order to obtain charitable status for tax 

purposes. Offshore charitable trusts may be set up generally 

without intrusive scrutiny by the local tax or regulatory 

authorities.

Estate Planning
As many trusts will be established by a transfer of assets during 

the lifetime of a person, such assets will not fall into the estate 

of that person on death, but will remain held by the Trustee 

for the benefi t of the benefi ciaries. Although inheritance 

rights under civil law legal systems will be relevant, the fact 

that assets do not fall into the estate may prevent the direct 

triggering of estate or inheritance tax liabilities. Even if no tax 

saving is intended, the use of a trust in these circumstances 

can provide a greater degree of confi dentiality since probate 

formalities which may apply (such as the publication of wills 

and the advertising for creditors) would be avoided.

Purpose Trusts
Non-charitable trusts set up to further particular purposes are 

generally invalid under English law. The trust laws of a number 

of offshore jurisdictions such as the Cayman Islands and 

Bermuda do permit trusts to be established by which funds 

are applied to further pure purposes. Purpose trusts can be 

used to support research or ideological interests or be used 

by companies to avoid holding assets on balance sheet in 

structured fi nancial transactions.



HOLDING COMPANY SERVICES

Introduction
Company profi ts are often subject to ‘double taxation’- 

taxation fi rst in the hands of the company which has earned or 

received the profi ts and again when the company distributes 

profi ts to shareholders. This can affect both income profi ts 

and capital gains. To counteract this economic ineffi ciency, 

a number of countries provide different forms of relief and 

exemption against such double taxation. It is possible to 

combine the various reliefs and exemptions to achieve 

genuine tax savings. A number of these benefi ts are available 

to ‘holding companies’ and others are purely features of a 

country’s tax system.

Capital Gains Tax Planning Using “Participation Exemptions”
A number of European countries exempt capital gains made on 

the disposal of the shares in subsidiary companies if specifi c 

conditions are met. The countries include the Netherlands, 

Luxembourg, Belgium, Switzerland, Austria, the UK and some 

Scandinavian countries. It is often possible to distribute 

profi ts derived from such capital disposals with little further 

taxation in the country where the holding company is situated. 

Additional tax relief afforded by double taxation treaties can 

enhance these benefi ts in appropriate cases.

Dividend Income
Dividend income is often exempted from taxation if received 

by holding companies located in particular jurisdictions. There 

is either a specifi c statutory exemption if certain conditions 

are met (as in the Netherlands, for example) or the domestic 

tax code will relieve the dividend income from further taxation 

if the company paying the dividend has paid, or been subject 

to, tax on its profi ts at a certain rate of tax (as in the United 

Kingdom). Some countries in Europe, such as the United 

Kingdom, do not levy withholding taxes on dividends, and 

others, such as the Netherlands, do not levy withholding taxes 

on interest. It is often possible to structure investments in 

European countries using one or more holding companies with 

the result that the tax cost of the investment can be reduced 

considerably, particularly if double taxation treaty relief is 

available or if the EU Parent-Subsidiary directive applies.

Intellectual Property   Services for Artistes
Copyrights, designs and other forms of intellectual property are 

usually exploited by granting licences for use. Where licence 

fees or royalties are paid cross-border, withholding taxes are 

often levied. Withholding taxes can be reduced or removed by 

double taxation treaties and the use of a licensing company 

in an appropriate jurisdiction is often an important means of 

reducing taxation. The licensing company can sometimes also 

function as an employment or service company to contract 

for the provision of the services of the artiste or performer 

in question. Depending upon the jurisdiction and method of 

ownership and structuring selected, the effective rate of tax 

on the licensing company can be an almost nominal amount.

Offshore Holding Companies
In cases where it is desired to transfer assets to companies in 

offshore jurisdictions for holding or consolidation of ownership, 

a company incorporated in a zero-tax juridiction such as the 

Cayman Islands may be appropriate. Such holding companies 

are often used for holding real estate as investments in 

countries such as the United Kingdom.

Nominee Companies
If ownership by a tax haven company is inappropriate, it 

is possible for assets such as real estate or shares to be 

registered in the name of a nominee company. The nominee 

company can be incorporated in a jurisdiction such as the 

United Kingdom or Canada without exposing the assets to 

taxation there. The nominee company simply holds title to 

the underlying assets either for an individual or for a company 

incorporated in an offshore jurisdiction.

Our Holding Company Services
Summit Trust International is able to provide a full incorporation 

and management service including the provision of directors 

and offi cers, registered offi ce and agency facilities and 

accounting services for all types of holding companies. 



FOUNDATIONS

A foundation is a legal entity established under a civil law legal 

system. It has a legal personality independent of the founder 

who established it, and can endure beyond the lifetime of 

that person. Foundations are often used to endow charitable 

purposes in civil law countries in the way that trusts can be 

used in common law countries. A few jurisdictions such 

as Liechtenstein, Panama, Jersey and the Bahamas allow 

foundations to be established for purely private purposes or 

for holding and distributing family wealth. A private foundation 

can therefore be used in a similar way to a trust to hold title 

to assets and to enable assets to be held for or passed on to 

benefi ciaries.

Foundations can be of perpetual duration or can determine on 

a pre-arranged date or eventuality.

Foundations can be used to achieve tax-planning benefi ts, but 

their use in connection with common law countries needs to be 

handled with care. In some countries the use of a foundation 

would not be advisable.

Foundations can be used to own holding companies which 

may enhance the tax benefi ts available.

A foundation may be an appropriate alternative to a trust in 

some situations; in others a trust may be advantageous. 

Which will be the more appropriate will depend upon a number 

of factors and a general consideration of the issues involved in 

a particular situation should be undertaken before a decision 

to create a trust or foundation is made.

SPECIALIST OFFSHORE SERVICES

In conjunction with the provision of trustee, holding company 

or foundation services, Summit Trust International can 

provide services in relation to the creation and operation 

of limited partnerships, mutual funds, escrow agencies, 

nominee ownership and other structures and arrangements. 

If a special service or bespoke structure is required, Summit 

Trust International is able to work with professional advisers 

internationally to design and then implement individually-

tailored offshore services for investment holding and 

exploitation.

Summit Trust International can work with clients’ professional 

advisers in a coordinated manner to ensure that the right 

structure, with the maximum tax benefi ts, is created. In the 

event that advice cannot be obtained from existing advisers 

Summit Trust International has ready access to a wide range 

of highly experienced lawyers, accountants, tax advisers and 

other professional advisers in a wide range of jurisdictions 

from whom specialist advice can be obtained



NEXT STEPS 

Call us on +41 (0)22 707 8399 and arrange to meet one of 

our management team at our Geneva office, or in your city if 

appropriate.

At your personal consultation, share all the facts with us, find 

out more about us and ask all the questions you would like to 

ensure your complete understanding of our service philosophy.

Summit Trust International SA

6 Place des Eaux-Vives

Geneva 1207

Switzerland

Telephone: +41 (0)22 707 8399

Fax: +41 (0)22 707 8395
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Switzerland
Tel. +41 (0) 22 707 8399
Fax +41 (0) 22 707 8395
www.SummitTrustGroup.com


