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Introduction  

Offshore corporate structures and trusts have long been used as strategic tools for international 

business, wealth management, and asset protection. In simple terms, an offshore company is a legal 

entity incorporated in a jurisdiction outside one’s country of residence, typically in a low- or no-

tax nation. Likewise, an offshore trust is a trust established in a foreign jurisdiction, often to 

safeguard assets and enhance financial privacy. When structured correctly, these vehicles offer 

legitimate benefits – from tax optimization to enhanced privacy and confidentiality – for 

entrepreneurs, investors, and families. This guide provides a detailed overview of setting up 

offshore companies and trusts (in jurisdictions like the Cayman Islands, Seychelles, the British 

Virgin Islands, St. Kitts & Nevis, and Panama), explains the role of nominee services, and discusses 

the tax and privacy advantages (including considerations around the Common Reporting Standard, 

CRS). It is intended as an educational resource on how offshore structures work and why many 

choose to incorporate them into their global financial strategy. 

Why Go Offshore? Key reasons include minimizing taxes on foreign-sourced income, protecting 

assets from political or creditor risk, and achieving a greater degree of financial privacy. Offshore 

jurisdictions (also known as tax havens or offshore financial centers) compete by offering business 

friendly laws – for example, zero or very low taxes, simple incorporation procedures, 

confidentiality laws, and flexible corporate regulations. Using an offshore entity can legitimately 

reduce your tax burden (especially if your home country permits tax deferral on foreign earnings) 

and diversify your business operations internationally. Equally important is privacy: offshore 

financial centers often have strict secrecy rules, ensuring that sensitive information about company 

owners and finances is not publicly disclosed. In an age of global transparency, these structures 

provide a layer of discretion for law-abiding clients who value their financial confidentiality. 

Finally, offshore trusts add asset protection and estate planning advantages – allowing one to 

safeguard wealth from lawsuits or political instability and to pass assets to the next generation 

outside of lengthy probate processes. It’s crucial to note that establishing an offshore structure is a 

legal and widely-used practice when done in compliance with all applicable laws. The goal is not 

to “hide” money, but to organize and protect it more efficiently. With that in mind, let’s explore 

the details of how offshore companies, trusts, and nominee arrangements work, and what benefits 

they offer. 

Benefits of Offshore Structures: Tax Efficiency & Privacy  

Offshore companies and trusts confer several notable benefits for those who implement them 

properly:  

• Tax Savings: Many offshore jurisdictions impose zero corporate income tax on earnings 

generated outside their borders. For example, a British Virgin Islands (BVI) business 

company pays no local tax on its profits, and dividends can be moved in and out free of 

BVI taxes. Similarly, Panama does not tax the income that Panama offshore companies 
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earn abroad. By routing international income through an offshore entity, business owners 

may legally reduce or defer taxes in their overall structure (depending on their home 

country’s laws). This can significantly lower the global tax burden, as long as one remains 

compliant with home-country tax rules (e.g. controlled foreign company regulations or 

personal tax reporting requirements). Some jurisdictions even guarantee no future taxation 

– the Cayman Islands, for instance, offers a 20-year or 30-year tax exemption certificate 

assuring that no taxes will apply to an exempted company for that period.  

 

• Financial Privacy: Privacy is a major draw. Offshore centers typically have no public 

registries of company owners or trust beneficiaries, which keeps ownership information 

confidential. For instance, the BVI and Cayman Islands do not disclose shareholders or 

directors on any public database. Even where basic company information is filed with 

regulators, it’s usually kept out of public view. This confidentiality makes it harder for 

competitors, unwanted solicitors, or other third parties to pry into your financial holdings. 

Banking in these jurisdictions has traditionally come with strict secrecy as well – Panama, 

for example, became famous for its banking secrecy laws and key privacy features, making 

it a popular offshore banking destination. In short, offshore structures allow you to separate 

your personal name from transactions and assets, providing a degree of anonymity (note: 

this privacy applies to the public realm; as we’ll discuss, banks and tax authorities may still 

access needed information under compliance programs like CRS).  

 

 

• Asset Protection: Placing assets into an offshore entity or trust can shield them from 

potential risks at home. Offshore asset protection trusts (APTs) are a prime example – 

jurisdictions like Nevis and the Cook Islands design their trust laws to make it very difficult 

for creditors to reach assets held in trust. In Nevis, for instance, an offshore trust will not 

be deemed fraudulent as against a creditor once two years have passed since the asset 

transfer (and even if a claim is brought within two years, the creditor must prove the 

transfer was intended to defraud, with a “clear and convincing” evidence standard). Nevis 

law even requires a creditor to post a bond of US $100,000 before filing any lawsuit against 

a Nevis trust’s assets. Furthermore, many offshore trusts ignore foreign court orders or 

forced-heirship rules that conflict with the trust’s own governing law. This means assets 

held offshore, in a properly structured trust, are far less vulnerable to seizure from frivolous 

lawsuits or family inheritance disputes. Offshore LLCs and companies also add protection 

– by holding personal assets (like investment portfolios or real estate) inside an offshore 

company, you may make it harder for litigants to attack those assets, especially if the 

offshore jurisdiction does not readily enforce foreign judgments.  

 

• Flexibility and Control: Offshore jurisdictions tend to have very flexible corporate laws. 

Most offshore companies can be formed with a single person as both shareholder and 

director, require no local directors (unless you want to meet certain tax residency criteria), 

and have minimal ongoing filing obligations. Annual meetings are typically not mandated 

or can be held anywhere in the world or even electronically. There are often no audit 

requirements and no financial statements that must be filed with the government. This light 
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reporting burden reduces administrative costs and keeps your business activities private. 

Despite this simplicity, offshore companies are recognized internationally – for example, 

the BVI’s Business Company is so well-known that banks worldwide are comfortable 

opening accounts for BVI entities. In short, you gain a globally accepted corporate vehicle 

without the heavy paperwork of an onshore company. 

 

 

• Estate Planning and Succession: Trusts in offshore jurisdictions are commonly used to 

hold family wealth for future generations. By moving assets into a trust or foundation, one 

can avoid local probate upon death and ensure a smooth transfer to heirs under the trust’s 

terms. Some offshore trusts, like the Cayman Islands’ STAR Trust, can be established with 

no beneficiaries (purpose trusts) or can last indefinitely, making them ideal for long-term 

family asset preservation or charitable legacies. Because the trust, not you, legally owns 

the assets, those assets might also be insulated from personal liabilities or estate taxes. 

Offshore private foundations (used in places like Panama and Seychelles) serve a similar 

role – they are legal entities that hold assets on behalf of beneficiaries and can exist 

perpetually. In fact, foundations are considered both the legal and beneficial owners of 

assets they hold under certain laws, which means your personal ownership is entirely 

relinquished and the foundation itself carries on the legacy according to your charter.  

In combination, these benefits make offshore companies and trusts powerful tools for those seeking 

to optimize their tax exposure, maintain privacy, and secure assets internationally. Below, we dive 

into how to set up such entities and the specifics of some leading offshore jurisdictions.  

Setting Up Offshore Companies (IBCs and LLCs)  

An offshore company typically refers to a corporation, Limited Liability Company (LLC), or 

International Business Company (IBC) formed under the laws of a foreign jurisdiction, with the 

intent to conduct business outside that jurisdiction. Popular offshore incorporation hubs include the 

Cayman Islands, British Virgin Islands (BVI), Seychelles, St. Kitts & Nevis, and Panama, among 

others. While each locale has its nuances, they share common features: minimal taxation, fast 

incorporation, and simple ongoing compliance.  

Key Offshore Jurisdictions and Their Company Features:  

• Cayman Islands: The Cayman Islands is a top-tier offshore finance center known for its 

political stability and sophisticated services. Its flagship entity is the Cayman Exempted 

Company. This company pays no corporate taxes on income earned abroad, and Cayman 

imposes no capital gains, withholding, estate, or income taxes on either the company or its 

shareholders. Confidentiality is strong: shareholder names are not public, and while 

directors/officers are registered with the authorities, that registry is not open for public 

inspection. In fact, Cayman even allows bearer shares (shares with no registered owner) to 

be issued, although in practice these must be held by authorized custodians. The Cayman 

Exempted Company can be formed with one shareholder and one director (who can be the 

same person), and there are no mandatory annual meetings or audit requirements. Another 

benefit is the ability to obtain a Tax Exemption Certificate guaranteeing zero taxes for 20 
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years (extendable to 30 years) as a reassurance. With English as the official language and 

a legal system based on English common law, Cayman companies offer a premium level 

of credibility and investor confidence. This makes them ideal for investment funds, fintech 

ventures, and holding companies seeking a well-regulated yet tax-neutral base. 

 

• British Virgin Islands (BVI): BVI has been one of the world’s most popular incorporation 

locations for decades, with hundreds of thousands of IBCs formed. A BVI Business 

Company enjoys zero taxation on all foreign-sourced income and no wealth, inheritance or 

gift taxes locally. The jurisdiction is famed for its simplicity and privacy – BVI does not 

maintain any public register of directors, shareholders, or beneficial owners. Only the 

registered agent knows the owners, and that information is kept confidential (shared with 

authorities only under strict protocols). Nominee shareholders or directors are allowed in 

BVI structures to enhance privacy (even corporate nominees can be used). While BVI had 

historically permitted bearer shares, today any bearer shares must be held by an approved 

custodian and incur additional fees. Key advantages of BVI companies include no annual 

reporting or audited accounts requirement, and great flexibility in management – just one 

director and shareholder suffice, and they can be of any nationality and reside anywhere. 

BVI companies are also easy to bank with internationally, owing to BVI’s reputation as a 

well-regulated (yet business-friendly) financial center. The BVI brand is considered a mark 

of quality in the offshore world, which is why it remains a go-to choice for holding 

companies, joint venture vehicles, and asset owning entities worldwide.  

 

• Seychelles: The Republic of Seychelles in the Indian Ocean is a relative newcomer 

(offshore laws since 1994) that quickly became a top-three offshore incorporation venue. 

The Seychelles IBC is prized for being cost-effective and fast. Government fees are low 

(around US$100 to register, and a similar flat annual fee regardless of share capital). 

Incorporation can be done in one day, and documents are delivered rapidly. Like others, a 

Seychelles IBC is exempt from local taxes on foreign income; it only pays a small annual 

license fee. Privacy is guaranteed – Seychelles IBCs file no information on shareholders or 

beneficial owners with the registry, so those details remain with the registered agent and 

are not publicly accessible. Asset protection is also noted: by keeping assets in a Seychelles 

IBC, one can utilize the country’s strong secrecy laws and its refusal (in many cases) to 

enforce foreign judgments. Maintenance is simple: no annual return filings, no audit or 

accounting requirements. You need only a minimum of one director and one shareholder 

(individual or corporate), and meetings can be held anywhere or via teleconference. 

Additionally, Seychelles laws facilitate easy inheritance – if a foreign shareholder dies, the 

shares can be transmitted without local court probate (except if they owned Seychelles real 

estate). Overall, Seychelles offers an affordable, quick solution for those seeking an 

anonymous holding company or trading vehicle in a stable, independent jurisdiction.  

 

• St. Kitts & Nevis: The Federation of St. Kitts and Nevis, especially the island of Nevis, is 

renowned for asset protection structures. An International Business Company (IBC) in 

Nevis enjoys zero local taxes (no income, capital gains, or withholding taxes on offshore 

activities). Nevis distinguishes itself by its strong privacy laws and political independence. 
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As an independent Commonwealth nation (since 1983) with no direct oversight from a 

larger country, Nevis has resisted external pressure to weaken its confidentiality laws. 

There is no public registry of shareholders or directors in Nevis, preserving anonymity. 

Nominee arrangements are permitted to further ensure the real owners are not disclosed 

publicly. Nevis also allows bearer shares (like the BVI, they must be held by an approved 

trustee/custodian). Companies can be formed very quickly here – often within 24-48 hours. 

Similar to other offshore IBCs, Nevis companies require no audits, no annual returns, and 

only minimal record-keeping locally. Another advantage is Nevis’s use of the Eastern 

Caribbean Dollar, which is stable and pegged to the US dollar, reflecting a sound monetary 

environment. Thanks to Nevis’s robust legal frameworks (like the Nevis LLC Ordinance 

and trust laws), many view Nevis as ideal for those who prioritize lawsuit protection and 

financial privacy above all. It’s common to see a Nevis company combined with a Nevis 

trust for a double layer of protection. 

 

• Panama: Panama is one of the oldest and most established offshore jurisdictions, with over 

250,000 offshore companies registered over the years. Panama’s appeal lies in its territorial 

tax system – a Panama corporation owes no tax on income earned outside Panama, and 

even on Panama-source income the corporate tax rate is moderate. Additionally, Panama 

imposes no taxes on dividends paid to foreigners and no taxes on capital gains from sales 

of company shares. This makes Panama companies excellent for holding investments or 

conducting international trade. Privacy remains a cornerstone: Panama does not maintain 

any public list of shareholders or beneficial owners of companies. (Directors’ names are 

filed on incorporation, but typically professional nominee directors are used for privacy.) 

Nominee directors and shareholders are explicitly allowed, and many Panama service 

providers will appoint professional nominee directors (often attorneys in Panama) to satisfy 

the legal requirement of three directors while a single owner controls the company behind 

the scenes. Panama boasts a well-developed legal infrastructure (its corporate laws are 

modeled in part on Delaware’s corporate code). There are no annual reporting or financial 

statement filings for offshore companies in Panama, and no requirement to hold annual 

general meetings. Another Panama strength is world-class banking: Panama City is a 

banking hub of Latin America, so Panama companies can easily open bank accounts locally 

or abroad, and banking secrecy in Panama is still among the strongest. Politically, Panama 

is fully sovereign and thus (like Nevis) is seen as less vulnerable to foreign intervention in 

its financial laws. Overall, Panama offers a mix of corporate stability, banking options, and 

anonymity that continues to attract investors, despite global pressures on transparency.  

Formation Process: Forming an offshore company in these jurisdictions is typically 

straightforward. You engage a licensed registered agent or corporate service firm (such as 

Valewood, which specializes in multi-jurisdictional structuring) to handle the paperwork. They will 

check your chosen company name, prepare the Memorandum and Articles of Association (or LLC 

operating agreement), and file incorporation documents with the Registrar of Companies. Thanks 

to efficient online registries, incorporation can often be completed within 1-3 days, depending on 

the jurisdiction. You’ll receive a Certificate of Incorporation and corporate documents, after which 

the company can open bank accounts, enter contracts, and conduct business internationally. All 
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jurisdictions require some Know Your Customer (KYC) due diligence on the owners (passport, 

proof of address, etc.), but this information stays with the registered agent. The cost varies by 

jurisdiction – Seychelles and Nevis are relatively low-cost (few hundred dollars plus agent fees), 

while Cayman and BVI are higher-end (due to their reputation and compliance infrastructure). 

Annual renewal fees are required to keep the company in good standing (often a flat government 

fee like $100 in Seychelles or a few hundred dollars in BVI).  

Once your offshore company is set up, ongoing administration is minimal: maintain a local 

registered address/agent, pay the annual fee, and keep internal records of resolutions and 

transactions. You do not file detailed financial statements or tax returns in these jurisdictions for a 

pure offshore entity. This ease of maintenance, combined with tax and privacy benefits, is what 

makes offshore companies so attractive to international businesspeople.  

Offshore Trusts and Asset Protection Vehicles  

While companies are used for business operations and holding assets, offshore trusts serve as 

powerful tools for asset protection, estate planning, and wealth management. A trust is a legal 

arrangement where a person (the settlor) transfers assets to a trustee, who manages those assets for 

the benefit of designated beneficiaries or purposes, according to the trust deed. Offshore trusts are 

simply trusts set up under the laws of a foreign jurisdiction – often ones that have modern, trust 

friendly-legislation. Many high-net-worth families use offshore trusts to protect assets from 

lawsuits or political risks and to provide for heirs over the long term, all while taking advantage of 

the offshore jurisdiction’s legal benefits. 

Some of the most popular offshore trust jurisdictions include the Cayman Islands (STAR Trusts), 

Nevis (Asset Protection Trusts), Cook Islands, Belize, and others. Let’s look at two notable 

examples to understand how offshore trusts work:  

• Cayman Islands – STAR Trusts: The Cayman Islands introduced a special type of trust 

called the STAR trust (under the Special Trusts (Alternative Regime) Law) to add 

flexibility beyond traditional trusts. A STAR trust is unique in that it can be established for 

either charitable or non-charitable purposes, or both, and it does not require named 

beneficiaries at all. In other words, you can set up a trust to fulfill a particular purpose (e.g. 

maintaining a family business or philanthropic goal) without having specific beneficiaries 

– something not possible under ordinary trust law. STAR trusts also are not subject to the 

rule against perpetuities, meaning they can exist indefinitely (normal trusts in many places 

must end after some decades or a life in being). Enforcement of the trust is handled by an 

“enforcer” rather than beneficiaries. The enforcer is a person or entity appointed to ensure 

the trustee carries out the trust’s purposes, since in a purpose trust there may be no 

beneficiaries to hold the trustee to account. This structure is ideal for long-term holdings – 

for example, wealthy individuals use STAR trusts to hold shares of private family 

companies or to endow charitable foundations, ensuring these entities remain “ownerless” 

and intact for generations. Confidentiality is strong with Cayman trusts: there is no public 

registry of trusts, and Cayman law imposes penalties for unauthorized disclosure of trust 

information. In fact, the Cayman trust statute provides a robust framework for 

confidentiality, protecting the privacy of STAR trust arrangements and their terms. To 
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establish a STAR trust, at least one of the trustees must be a Cayman licensed trust 

company or a Cayman-resident trustee (ensuring regulatory oversight), but settlors and 

beneficiaries can be from anywhere. Many advisors recommend STAR trusts when the 

goals are complex – e.g., you want a structure that can hold assets perpetually, possibly 

“orphaning” an asset so it’s legally independent, or balancing both philanthropic and family 

benefits in one vehicle. The STAR trust delivers flexibility, longevity, and confidentiality 

beyond what a normal family trust might.  

 

• Nevis – International Asset Protection Trusts: Nevis has become synonymous with asset 

protection trusts (often alongside the Cook Islands as the strongest jurisdictions). The Nevis 

International Exempt Trust (IET) is governed by modern legislation (initially passed in 

1994, with subsequent enhancements) tailored to shield assets from external attacks. A 

Nevis trust can hold any type of asset – bank accounts, investment portfolios, real estate, 

etc. – and as long as neither the settlor nor beneficiaries are Nevis residents, the trust’s 

income and assets are exempt from all Nevis taxes. What sets Nevis trusts apart are the 

legal provisions discouraging lawsuits: if someone (e.g. a creditor or an ex-spouse) wants 

to challenge a transfer of assets into a Nevis trust as fraudulent, Nevis law requires that this 

transfer must have been made within the last 2 years and with actual intent to defraud that 

creditor – which is very hard to prove. Any action must be brought within that two-year 

window; after that, the law states the transfer is not fraudulent per se. Even within the 

window, the burden of proof is “beyond reasonable doubt” or “clear and convincing 

evidence” (a very high standard) that the settlor’s intention was to hinder that specific 

creditor. Nevis also requires the plaintiff to post a USD $100,000 cash bond with the court 

before filing a claim against a trust – if they lose, they forfeit the bond, which deters 

frivolous suits. Moreover, Nevis trusts explicitly override foreign judgements and ignore 

foreign forced-heirship (mandatory inheritance) laws. This means if your home country’s 

law says a child or former spouse must get a portion of your estate, a Nevis trust can 

lawfully prevent that, as Nevis will apply its own law. From a privacy standpoint, Nevis 

trusts are not publicly registered – only a trust name and trustee’s name are recorded 

privately for regulatory purposes. The settlor and beneficiaries’ identities are kept 

confidential by the trustee. Many Nevis trusts are “self-settled,” meaning the settlor is also 

a beneficiary (allowed in Nevis) – this way you can transfer assets to the trust yet still 

receive benefits (like distributions or usage of property) while those assets are legally out 

of your personal estate. Typically, one would combine a Nevis trust with a Nevis LLC: the 

trust would own the LLC (which holds bank accounts or investments). The trustee of the 

trust can also be a Nevis company or a licensed trust firm. This kind of layering makes it 

exceedingly difficult for a creditor to even locate assets, let alone pursue them. In summary, 

a Nevis trust offers profound asset protection, tax neutrality, and estate planning freedom 

in a jurisdiction that has built its law to favor the settlor and beneficiaries at every turn. 

How Offshore Trusts Are Used: Offshore trusts are versatile. Common uses include: protecting 

personal wealth (by transferring savings and property into a trust to put them beyond the reach of 

potential litigants), business succession planning (e.g. placing shares of a family business in a trust 

to be managed by professional trustees, ensuring the business survives if something happens to the 
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owner), estate planning (avoiding probate and smoothly passing wealth to heirs or charities via trust 

instructions), and investment holding (a trust can hold a portfolio of investments or even serve as 

the shareholder of an offshore company, adding an extra layer between the individual and the 

assets). Some offshore trusts are set up for charitable purposes or to support a cause over time, 

taking advantage of the ability to have purpose trusts (like STAR trusts) or non-profit foundations. 

Another interesting use is to create “ownerless” special purpose vehicles in finance – for example, 

a STAR trust can hold the shares of a private trust company or a financing vehicle, effectively 

making it independent and bankruptcy-remote for transaction structuring. The confidentiality of 

trusts means that, unlike a company, there’s no public record tying assets to you, which is attractive 

for privacy.  

Foundations vs. Trusts: In civil law countries (and some offshore centers like Panama, Belize, 

and Seychelles), you also have the option of a Private Foundation (sometimes called a Private 

Interest Foundation). This functions similarly to a trust (it can hold/manage assets for beneficiaries), 

but it’s technically a separate legal entity (a corporate body without owners). The foundation’s 

council or board manages the assets as per the founder’s charter. One major distinction is that a 

foundation can itself be the legal owner of assets – in fact, under Seychellois law, a foundation is 

regarded as both the legal and beneficial owner of assets in its name. This can provide an additional 

layer of privacy and control: if a foundation holds shares of an offshore company, then legally the 

foundation (not any individual) is the shareholder of record. Some advisors use foundations to hold 

offshore companies or to be the beneficiary of trusts, thereby keeping individual names off any 

documents that might be seen by third parties. Panama Foundations are particularly popular for 

holding global investments or bank accounts; they pay no tax on foreign income and do not require 

public disclosure of beneficiaries either. Whether one chooses a trust, or foundation often comes 

down to legal tradition and specific needs, but both serve the purpose of separating individuals 

from direct ownership while offering control via trusted persons or written rules.  

In creating an offshore trust or foundation, it’s essential to work with experienced trustees or 

foundation council members. Firms like Valewood Sovereign can act as trustees or provide 

corporate trustee services in reputable jurisdictions, ensuring the trust is administered properly and 

in compliance with local laws and international standards. The setup involves drafting a trust deed 

(or foundation charter), naming your beneficiaries (or purposes), appointing a trustee, and 

transferring the assets into the trust’s name. Once in place, an offshore trust can literally last 

indefinitely (if the law allows), providing a lasting legacy and peace of mind that your wealth is 

insulated from many of the uncertainties of the world. 

 

Nominee Services for Privacy and Anonymity 

When establishing offshore companies or even trusts, clients often use nominee services to enhance 

privacy. A nominee is essentially a stand-in: someone who lends their name as the official director 

or shareholder of a company, or as the listed settlor/beneficiary of a trust, on behalf of the real 

owner. The nominee has no real control or economic interest – they act according to instructions 

and typically sign a declaration or power of attorney to hand control back to the beneficial owner. 
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Nominees are a legally accepted mechanism in most offshore jurisdictions to keep the true party’s 

name out of public documents or to meet local resident agent requirements.  

Using nominees can greatly enhance privacy. For instance, if John Doe wants to own XYZ Ltd. but 

remain anonymous, he can appoint a nominee shareholder to appear as the owner on the 

incorporation documents and a nominee director to be listed in the corporate registry. The nominee 

shareholder then signs a private Declaration of Trust stating that they hold the shares in XYZ Ltd. 

in trust for John Doe and will only act on his instructions. Similarly, the nominee director signs a 

nominee services agreement (and often gives John Doe a signed undated resignation letter) to 

ensure they only act under John’s direction and have no independent authority. In this way, John 

Doe’s name does not appear in the public corporate records at all – yet he remains the true 

owner/controller behind the scenes.  

Nominees are commonly used and legal in offshore structuring. They are particularly useful in 

jurisdictions that require a local resident director: for example, Singapore requires at least one local 

resident director – many foreigners fulfill this by hiring a professional nominee director in 

Singapore, who meets the residency rule but does not interfere in the business. In offshore contexts, 

nominees are mainly about privacy. BVI, Cayman, Panama, Nevis – none of these have public 

ownership info, but if any documents (say financial statements or shareholder registers) did leak or 

needed to be shared with a bank, having a nominee means the first-layer name is not the client’s. 

Many offshore providers, including Valewood, offer professional nominee directors and nominee 

shareholders for an annual fee. These are often either in-house staff or licensed individuals who 

perform this role for many companies. As mentioned, the arrangement is cemented through legal 

paperwork ensuring the nominee cannot make any move without the real owner’s consent. The 

beneficial owner usually holds a Power of Attorney to manage the company’s affairs and is often 

named as an authorized signatory on bank accounts, so they effectively run the business while the 

nominee fulfills statutory roles.  

The advantages of using nominees are clear: they provide an extra layer of insulation between the 

beneficial owner and the public. If someone searches the company registry, they see only the 

nominee’s name. If the company is mentioned in a lawsuit or article, the owner’s name isn’t 

automatically evident. This deters casual inquiries and helps prevent unwanted attention or 

harassment. It is especially useful for high-profile individuals who don’t want their personal wealth 

or business interests exposed. Nominees can also simplify multi-layered structures – for example, 

if your offshore company is owned by an offshore trust, you might use a nominee settlor for the 

trust to avoid the bank having a record of you as the settlor.  

However, it’s important to understand that nominees do not absolve regulatory compliance. The 

true beneficial owner’s identity is still known to the registered agent and the bank (through KYC 

processes), even if it’s not public. Nominees simply keep the information private from the general 

public or prying eyes. As such, they are a privacy tool, not a secrecy or fraud tool – reputable 

providers will not allow their nominees to be used for illegal purposes.  

In summary, nominee director and shareholder services are a legitimate way to protect your 

anonymity while still maintaining full control over your offshore entity. Through trusts, powers of 

attorney, and agreements, the nominee’s role is strictly limited to what the beneficial owner permits. 
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This service underscores the offshore industry’s ethos: privacy without compromising legality or 

control. When combined with an already confidential jurisdiction, nominee services make it 

extremely difficult for anyone except authorized authorities to link an individual to an offshore 

structure – providing peace of mind and discretion for clients who desire it.  

Privacy, CRS, and Regulatory Compliance  

In recent years, the world has trended toward greater financial transparency – yet properly 

structured offshore entities still offer significant privacy. It’s crucial to distinguish between privacy 

from the public (and commercial actors) versus transparency toward regulators and tax authorities. 

Offshore jurisdictions continue to uphold strict privacy for clients vis-à-vis the public, even as they 

implement global standards to combat illicit activity. In this section, we address how initiatives like 

the Common Reporting Standard (CRS) affect offshore structures, and how one can stay compliant 

while enjoying the benefits of an offshore setup.  

Corporate Secrecy vs. Beneficial Owner Registers: Traditionally, jurisdictions like Cayman, 

BVI, and Seychelles did not even record the names of beneficial owners with the government – all 

information was kept by the local registered agent. Today, many offshore financial centers have 

introduced beneficial owner registration regimes, but importantly, these registers are kept 

confidential (not open to public) and often only accessible by local authorities if needed. For 

example, if you form a Seychelles IBC or a Belize IBC now, the registered agent must maintain an 

internal beneficial owner register, but it’s not filed publicly. This means that while there is a paper 

trail for regulators, random third parties cannot look up your name. The BVI has a secure private 

register of beneficial owners (under its BOSS system) that can only be accessed by competent 

authorities via request, not by the public or foreign governments on a fishing expedition. Thus, the 

privacy of offshore structures remains robust in the sense that your name is not publicly searchable 

in connection with your company or trust. Professional secrecy laws further ensure that service 

providers cannot release client information without legal compulsion. 

Common Reporting Standard (CRS): That said, bank accounts and financial assets held by 

offshore structures are subject to international transparency via the CRS, which is an information-

sharing agreement among over 100 countries. Under the OECD Common Reporting Standard, 

banks and other financial institutions in participating countries must identify the ultimate tax 

residencies of account holders and annually report financial account information to the local 

authorities, who then automatically exchange that data with the tax authorities where the account 

holder or beneficiaries are tax-resident. In effect, CRS has made it so that the era of “secret Swiss 

bank accounts” is over – almost all traditional tax havens and banking centers now disclose foreign 

account holder info to the relevant countries. As of 2025, about 120 countries (including most 

offshore jurisdictions like Cayman, BVI, Panama, Seychelles, St. Kitts & Nevis, etc.) have signed 

on and are sharing data. This means if you are a tax resident of Country A and you hold an account 

under your offshore company in Country B (which participates in CRS), the bank in Country B 

will report that Company X is ultimately controlled by you (Country A resident) and details of the 

account balances, interest earned, etc., will be sent to Country A’s tax authorities each year. CRS 

looks through shell companies and trusts – financial institutions are required to drill down to the 

“controlling persons” behind entities. For a trust, the settlor, trustees, and beneficiaries are often all 
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classified as controlling persons to be reported. For a company, anyone owning 25% or more (or 

the controlling party) would be reported.  

It’s therefore essential to remain tax compliant when using offshore structures. These tools are not 

meant for evading taxes in your home country – authorities will either already know or can find out 

about your offshore accounts through CRS. For US persons, note that the US hasn’t joined CRS, 

but it has its own similar reporting system via FATCA (and the US receives information from 

foreign banks on American account holders). If you’re American, you must report your offshore 

accounts to the IRS via FBAR and FATCA forms regardless. If you’re not American, your home 

country likely participates in CRS, so assume that any bank account tied to you via an offshore 

entity is transparent to your tax authority. The good news is that having an offshore company or 

trust is not illegal and not by itself a red flag – as long as you declare any taxable income and assets 

per your country’s requirements, you can fully enjoy the legal advantages (tax deferral, asset 

protection, etc.) that these structures provide. For example, a UK citizen who becomes non-resident 

and settles in Dubai could legally accumulate profits in a BVI company tax-free, because the UK 

no longer taxes non-residents and Dubai has no income tax – here, CRS reporting would occur, but 

the UK has no tax claim on the income, so it’s merely informational.  

Preserving Privacy in a CRS World: Is there any way to maintain greater financial privacy given 

these transparency regimes? One approach is jurisdictional arbitrage – i.e., placing certain assets or 

accounts in jurisdictions that have chosen not to participate in CRS. Not all countries signed the 

CRS agreement; notable exceptions include a handful of countries in the Middle East and Asia, and 

the United States (which, as mentioned, has its own system). For instance, U.S. banks do not report 

to foreign governments under CRS (the U.S. did not sign the multilateral CRS accord). This has 

led some investors to use, say, a Belize company to open a bank account in Florida or Delaware, 

thereby avoiding the CRS exchange (though the U.S. may still report interest income to the IRS 

and any FATCA obligations to certain countries). Other non-CRS countries as of 2025 include 

Cambodia, Armenia, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, North Macedonia, the Philippines, among 

others – banking in these jurisdictions would keep your data out of the CRS net (although local 

stability and quality of banks vary). However, one must be extremely careful with this approach: 

the goal is not to hide income (you should still voluntarily report it if taxable), but to choose banking 

locations that value customer confidentiality. Additionally, most top-tier offshore jurisdictions are 

in CRS now – so if you want a highly reputable place for your trust or company’s account, you’re 

likely dealing with CRS reporting.  

Another privacy-preserving strategy is to use offshore structures within structures. As discussed 

earlier, using a foundation or trust to hold an offshore company’s shares can add a layer such that, 

legally, the foundation is the beneficial owner, not an individual. Even though under CRS the 

individuals behind the foundation may still be reportable, layering can make it more complex to 

trace and can keep names off many local records. Moreover, some providers offer a service of using 

a “nominee beneficial owner” at the time of account opening or registry filing – for example, 

appointing a trusted third-party as the initial beneficiary of a trust (perhaps a charity or a 

professional nominee) so that your personal name isn’t recorded in certain documents. Later, the 

trust can be quietly amended to add you or your family as beneficiaries once the initial compliance 
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is done. While such tactics may be legally sound, they enter a grey area and underscore the need 

for qualified legal advice to avoid breaching any anti avoidance laws.  

It’s worth highlighting that privacy is not absolute secrecy. Responsible offshore practitioners 

emphasize confidentiality alongside compliance. The objective is to keep your financial affairs 

private from the public eye and potential civil litigants, while still complying with international 

laws and tax rules. The offshore world today is about legal optimization, not hiding wealth. 

Regulations like CRS have certainly increased transparency, but they do not eliminate the benefits 

of using offshore structures—they simply require careful planning and honest reporting. If you set 

things up correctly (for instance, you choose the right jurisdiction, use the proper entity type, and 

maintain good records), the information exchange under CRS is merely a formality – your home 

tax authority gets a report, which you’ve likely already disclosed in your tax filings, and there’s no 

issue. Meanwhile, your assets enjoy the low-tax regime, protection, and privacy that the offshore 

structure provides in all other contexts.  

Staying Compliant: To ensure you’re on the right side of the law, always consult with tax 

professionals about your offshore structure. Determine if there are Controlled Foreign Corporation 

(CFC) rules, significant global entity rules, or trust reporting requirements in your home country 

that you must adhere to. Many countries require you to report even the existence of offshore trusts 

or companies and any income from them (even if not taxed, it may be for informational purposes). 

Do not attempt to evade these obligations. With full disclosure, you can confidently enjoy asset 

protection and tax deferment benefits without fear. Remember the mantra: offshore does not mean 

off-law. It’s about using the law of advantageous jurisdictions to complement your home laws, not 

circumvent them illicitly.  

Conclusion and Next Steps  

Offshore companies, trusts, and nominee services form a toolkit that, when used correctly, can 

greatly enhance your financial strategy. They offer tax efficiency, asset security, global investment 

flexibility, and personal privacy. This guide has walked through the fundamentals: how offshore 

companies in Cayman, BVI, Seychelles, Nevis, Panama and beyond operate and what advantages 

they confer; how offshore trusts like Cayman STAR trusts and Nevis APTs can protect wealth 

across generations; and how nominees and careful planning can preserve anonymity in a lawful 

manner.  

In today’s environment, these structures are most effective when implemented with professional 

guidance and a mind toward transparency with authorities. By educating yourself (as you’ve done 

by reading this guide), you are better positioned to leverage offshore vehicles to your benefit while 

avoiding pitfalls. Each individual’s situation is different – the optimal structure depends on your 

residency, type of income, asset profile, and objectives.  

Valewood Sovereign stands ready to assist in designing and executing a bespoke offshore plan for 

you. With expertise across multiple jurisdictions (from Cayman trusts to Nevis LLCs and more), 

our team can ensure that your structure is both effective and compliant. We take pride in absolute 

discretion, robust asset protection strategies, and staying up-to-date with the latest regulatory 
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changes. Whether you aim to minimize international taxation, shield assets from risk, or secure 

your family’s legacy, offshore structures – crafted with care – are a proven solution.  

In summary, the world of offshore companies and trusts offers powerful benefits to those who 

approach it correctly. By combining the right jurisdiction with the right entity (and using tools like 

nominees or foundations where appropriate), you can achieve a level of financial freedom and 

security that might not be possible onshore. As always, undertake these strategies with thorough 

advice and clear purpose. When you do, you’ll find that the offshore realm, rather than a shadowy 

maze, is a well-mapped landscape of opportunities for preserving and growing wealth globally.  

Next steps: If you’re considering setting up an offshore company or trust, it’s wise to have a 

consultation to discuss your goals. Gather your questions about tax implications, costs, and 

administrative requirements. Professionals at Valewood or other reputable firms can then help you 

navigate incorporation, bank account opening, and ongoing management. With the right partner, 

moving offshore can be a seamless, rewarding process – opening the door to international business 

growth, investment diversification, and peace of mind for your assets. 


