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“When navigating cross-border wealth, 
particularly from a depreciating currency 

base, the instinct to contain costs is entirely 
understandable...”

For South Africans with significant wealth or complex business interests, the 
notion of externalising assets has, over the past decade, moved from speculative 
conversation to a necessary consideration. The catalysts are well known – 
currency volatility, political uncertainty, shifting legislative frameworks, and the 
desire to construct a resilient, internationally aligned legacy. Increasingly, the 
question is no longer whether to look abroad, but rather how to do so in a 
sustainable, intelligent manner.

There exists a wealth of professional guidance on the mechanics of offshore 
structuring. Tax practitioners, legal advisers, and consultants offer a multitude 
of options – each shaped by the prevailing regulatory landscape and the unique 
features of a client’s personal and commercial circumstances. These technical 
components are, of course, critical. But what is discussed far less frequently 
(perhaps because it appears so mundane) is the question of who will administer, 
interpret, and steward the structure once it has been established.

This question, while often treated as peripheral, is in fact foundational. It is not 
simply about maintaining records or meeting statutory obligations. It is about 
preserving coherence, ensuring that a structure remains faithful to its original 
purpose while adapting to change.

What is currently unfolding in the traditional offshore jurisdictions, Guernsey 
among them, is a gradual transformation of the fiduciary sector. Consolidation, 
often driven by private equity or institutional capital, is producing larger, more 
anonymous organisations. Some firms are quietly closing their doors, absorbed 
into conglomerates or wound down entirely. 



In addition to the structural shift lies a more subtle and far-reaching challenge: 
the increasing difficulty of attracting and retaining skilled professionals. A 
confluence of factors including rising regulatory pressure, changing career 
aspirations, and the growing complexity of fiduciary work has made recruitment 
in the sector markedly more difficult. The result is a thinning talent pool 
precisely at a time when nuance, judgement, and continuity are most needed. 
On the surface, the system continues to function. Beneath it, however, many 
existing clients are beginning to feel the strain.

The consequences of these factors are subtle but far-reaching. Clients 
accustomed to bespoke service are now faced with a carousel of relationship 
managers, none of whom remain long enough to develop a true understanding 
of the family’s objectives or history. Structures that were once carefully crafted 
risk becoming orphaned from their original context, their complexity reduced 
to a series of administrative tasks managed by people unfamiliar with the 
reasoning that shaped them.

This phenomenon is not catastrophic, but it is deeply corrosive. It undermines 
the very premise of offshore structuring, which is not only to provide 
regulatory or tax efficiency, but to deliver clarity, control, and continuity across 
generations. Without consistency, even the most well-conceived trust can 
falter – its intentions diluted and its utility diminished.

At the heart of a trust is a very deliberate decision: to place authority in the hands 
of others, with the expectation that they will act with competence, discretion, 
and a long-term view. It is not a matter of formality; it is a matter of judgement. 
The trustee’s role is not confined to administration. It involves interpreting the 
structure as circumstances evolve, ensuring that the original intent remains 
clear and intact. These are not fleeting relationships. They span jurisdictions, 
adapt to shifting priorities, and often continue across generations. For a trust 
to endure and remain effective, the individuals responsible must understand 
more than just the legal mechanics; they must grasp the rationale that shaped 
it and be capable of applying that understanding over time, with consistency 
and care.



One of the most common (and costly) errors in trustee selection is an 
overemphasis on fees. When navigating cross-border wealth, particularly 
from a depreciating currency base, the instinct to contain costs is entirely 
understandable. However, choosing a trustee primarily on price tends to 
ignore the broader cost of poor execution. Low fees are often achieved by 
compromising on capability, continuity, or institutional stability – none of which 
are optional in the administration of complex structures. The consequences 
typically emerge later, and they are rarely trivial: unnecessary legal intervention, 
restructuring expenses, corrective tax work, or the slow, compounding costs 
of a structure that is no longer fit for purpose. What may appear efficient 
in the short term often proves far more expensive in the long run – not just 
financially, but in terms of lost clarity, broken continuity, and the erosion of the 
outcomes the structure was designed to protect.

None of this should suggest that fiduciary administration must be ornate or 
prohibitively expensive. Rather, it must be appropriate. It must be proportional 
to the complexity of the structure and the sophistication of the intent behind it. 

Structuring in international financial centres, when done properly, is more than 
a technical arrangement. It is a long-term framework that must remain relevant 
as circumstances evolve. Establishing the structure is only the starting point. 
What determines its success is how well it is managed over time – whether the 
original intent is preserved, whether the administration remains aligned, and 
whether those responsible stay close enough to the detail to make informed 
decisions as things change. Without that, even the most carefully designed 
structure can begin to drift from its purpose.

For those considering an offshore structure, or already engaged in one, the 
critical question may not be what the structure looks like today – but whether 
it has been placed in the right hands to serve its purpose in the future.
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