
1 - Hiding in plain sight 

Between 1998 and 2005 two-thirds of US corporations paid no taxes.  This was not 

because they were not profitable: far from it.  In 2005 alone these companies had 

sales worth $2.5 trillion.  So where did all the profits go?  Gaps in the law allowed the 

surpluses to be relocated, redefined and renamed until money became non-money and 

profits became losses.  Networks of offshore companies traded with each other 

manipulated prices and accounts until it all just disappeared.  The ‘tax shelters’ that 

allowed them to do this cost the US Government billions of dollars in lost revenue.  

Although many were illegal, tax shelters were not operated secretly or by criminal 

gangs, but by the world’s largest and most respectable accountancy firms in full view 

of the authorities. 

 

2 – Fast Money 

Approximately US$5 trillion passes through the world’s money markets every day.  

No-one is sure of the actual figure partly because most of this money is ‘offshore’, 

and not reported, and partly because of the speed at which it moves.  Dealers in 

obscure financial products (derivatives, swaps, futures, bonds) advertise that their 

‘trades’ take as little as 3 milliseconds to complete.  The markets for these financial 

products are now so sensitive that any time longer than this could result in significant 

losses.  As technology allows faster and faster transactions, time and space are being 

eliminated from the economy. Operated at dizzying speeds, markets are invisible both 

to those that run them and to those that are supposed to regulate them.  The faster the 

market, the bigger the profits but the greater the risk to us all. 

 

3 – Profit and Loss 

No-one loves a profitable business like the tax man.  Fortunately there are 

International Business Corporations (IBCs) to ensure that he never gets to know about 

it.  Here’s how it works.  You get your lawyer to establish an IBC for you in a tax 

haven such as Bermuda.  The directors of the IBC are Bermudan citizens who, for a 

small fee, will ‘represent’ the company’s anonymous owners.  The Bermudan IBC 

then establishes another IBC in, say, Luxembourg and perhaps a few more elsewhere.  

These companies can then charge each other for a range of ‘services’.  By lucky 

chance, these services – the nature of which cannot be known because of tax haven 



secrecy laws – soak up all the profits from that original business the tax man seemed 

so interested in.  Profit becomes loss, the tax man gets nothing, you keep the cash. 

 

4 – Cruising Liberia  

For one of the poorest and most dangerous nations on earth, Liberia plays host to a 

remarkable number of elderly wealthy Americans.  Most probably don’t know they 

are in Liberia at all, of course, because they are aboard luxury cruise liners in the 

Caribbean.  Such ships generally avoid African war zones.  The ships are, however, 

legally Liberian soil.  By flying the Liberian flag, the owners save a boat-load of 

money because their taxes and employment costs are far lower than if they flew the 

flag of somewhere they actually lived.  So do the ship-owners have to visit Liberia to 

register for all this free cash?  Fortunately for them, no.  The Liberian shipping 

registry was set up by a US law firm in the 1940s and is now conveniently run out of 

Reston, Virginia - a safe distance from the sea and an even safer distance from 

Liberia.  

 

5 – Crashing vehicles 

Just as SUVs are used to protect human assets, so SPVs are used to protect financial 

ones.  A Special Purpose Vehicle is a legal entity designed to protect you, or more 

likely your company, from going bust.  An SPV is a ‘bankruptcy remote entity’ 

constituted offshore to allow firms to finance risky ventures at a legal distance.  The 

idea is that if the ‘special’ venture fails the parent company is legally insulated from 

the damage caused. However despite being designed for protection, both SUVs and 

SPVs can still crash.  Companies use SPVs to put aspects of their business ‘off 

balance-sheet’ – out of sight.  In practice this often means using the secrecy of 

offshore entities to hide massive debts from the authorities.  Far from protecting 

anyone SPVs simply delay the inevitable. As was discovered with their most 

enthusiastic user – Enron – the crash is all the more devastating when it comes. 

 

6 – Split personalities 

In 2007 Brazil had one of the world’s fastest growing populations of HNWIs – High 

Net-Worth Individuals.  Globally the 10 million or so HNWIs are worth over US$40 

trillion.  Because of this vast ocean of money, bankers, lawyers, consultants and 

accountants actively pursue the HNWIs, all hoping to become their ‘trusted advisors’.  



One way of gaining this trust is to separate the HNWIs’ real and financial selves.  The 

HNWIs may live in Brazil, but financially they are resident elsewhere.  They may 

have bought ‘citizenship’ in a tax haven and register their income there.  Their 

revenues may be channelled though an anonymous offshore trust.  They may have 

simply persuaded the tax authorities that they are ‘fiscally domiciled’ elsewhere.  In 

any case, the trusted advisors ensure that little or none of that $40 trillion trickles 

down to the HNWIs’ fellow ‘citizens’. 

 

7 – Nowhere Money 

Real money is fictional.  Notes and coins are not money – they are no more than 

symbols of money.  Strange though it is, money’s fictional nature is very useful.  Not 

only can it be conjured out of thin air – as the banks have been doing for centuries – it 

can be anywhere you want it to be, for a price.  If you have enough money, that price 

will be far less than the tax you would pay if you kept it close to you.  A few hundred 

dollars will drive your fictional cash into the equally fictional space of offshore.  

Although offshore can appear to be onshore – on the Bahamas, for example, or in the 

City of London – in practice it is nowhere.  It is a legal space created for one reason 

only – to ensure that those who have the most money keep it. 

  

8 - Hiding places. 

The crisp black lines on the map of the world tell a lie.  They say that all the land is 

occupied, there is nowhere left to go, nowhere to hide.  But real space does not work 

that way – we inhabit the land but we also inhabit the law.  And the boundaries of the 

law are tricky.  The flat isotropic territories of the cartographer gloss over the strange 

places and monstrous creatures they also contain.  Here, money that isn’t money 

belongs to people we can’t name working for firms that don’t exist serving as 

impenetrable shells for organisations that would rather not be examined by you and 

me.  The places they inhabit are only real by virtue of the businessmen, lawyers and 

accountants that tear the holes in the map. 
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