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1 Socfin: An intriguing example

The Socfin group is an agro-industrial corporation registered 
in Luxembourg, producing and trading rubber and palm oil 
for the global market. In ten countries of Africa and Asia, the 
company owns concessions for more than 383,000 hectares 
of land, which is about a third of the area used for agriculture 
in Switzerland. Starting in 2010, Socfin established the 

group’s management and several subsidiaries in Fribourg, 
Switzerland – reportedly for tax reasons.

This report shows how a big share of Socfin’s profits ends 
up in its subsidiaries based in Switzerland where it is taxed 
at less than 14%. A detailed analysis of Socfin’s financial 
reports provides evidence on how these profits are likely 
shifted from the production countries, avoiding much higher 

View of the 12,500 ha palm oil plantation belonging to Socfin Agricultural Company (SAC) in Sahn Malen, Sierra Leone.  
The “high rise” plants in the background indicate the location of the villages within Socfin’s concession area. © Maja Hitij

Summary * This report on the tax strategy of the agribusiness corporation Socfin  
reveals how multinational companies can shift profits from commodity-extracting countries 
in Africa and Asia directly to low tax areas in Switzerland. These strategies are highly  
un just, even if they may comply with OECD rules and be legal. The report shows how tax 
avoidance of this nature goes hand in hand with extracting profits at the expense of  
people in the countries of production. One of the central pillars of this system are Swiss 
policies of dumping corporate taxation. 
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taxes there. Profit shifting and tax avoidance, though not 
necessarily illegal, work against efforts to achieve global 
justice. Finally, the report compiles allegations of human and 
community rights violations in the global South illustrating a 
business model that puts the (Swiss) profits before the peo-
ple from Africa and Asia.

The profit shifting strategies described in the report are nei-
ther new nor uncommon. But because of the colonial back-
ground of its business and the fact that Socfin publishes 
very detailed information on its operations, it is a particular-
ly intriguing example demonstrating how the current tax 
system promotes global inequality.

Finding evidence
The core research for this report was conducted by the 
Centre for Research on Multinational Corporations (SOMO) 
and Netzwerk Steuergerechtigkeit, two non-profit organi-
sations specializing in the analysis of business practices 
of multinational corporations and tax justice.

For their analysis, they used publicly available financial 
reports. For most of Socfin’s subsidiaries, detailed financial 
reports are available. The only major exception is Switzer-
land, one of very few European countries that do not re-
quire the publication of financial reports. Information on 
Socfin’s Swiss subsidiaries can therefore only be inferred 
from what Socfin reports elsewhere.

For the part on land rights violations, precarious working 
conditions and unkept promises on the plantations in Cam-
bodia, Liberia and Sierra Leone, the report relies on infor-
mation already documented and published elsewhere.

2 Shifting profits to the Swiss tax haven

One third of world trade no longer takes place between 
independent companies, but within the structures of multi-
national corporations. Tax authorities around the world 
struggle to ensure that the fees calculated by those multi-
nationals are in line with the global rules. Often the fees set 
by corporations result in profit shifting. A 2019 study esti-
mated that about 80 billion euros in profits are being shifted 
annually from developing countries to low tax jurisdictions 
like Switzerland, leading to an annual loss of 27 billion eu-
ros in tax revenues.

There are various methods utilized by multinational com-
panies to shift profits from high tax jurisdictions to low tax 
jurisdictions, often involving intra-company transactions 
between two jurisdictions. Because of the tax impact of 
intra-group trading – and the clear risk for abuse by cor-
porations – the OECD created guidelines that help govern-
ments to systematically judge whether a transfer price used 
by a corporation is a fair price. Nevertheless profit shifting 
continues to be wide-spread and significant.

Interacting subsidiaries
Socfin is a corporation with a complex structure. Part of the 
rubber and possibly the palm oil produced by Socfin’s sub-
sidiaries in Africa and Asia is commercialized with the help 
of Sogescol FR, one of Socfin’s Swiss subsidiaries. Socfin-
co FR, another swiss subsidiary, provides technical, agri-
cultural, and financial support to plantation subsidiaries. 
Two more subsidiaries, Induservices FR and Sodimex FR, 
are also based in Switzerland and deal with other subsid-
iaries.

1. Pricing of intra-group trading of 
goods. Whenever the subsidiary 
in the high tax jurisdiction sells 
goods to the low tax jurisdiction 
subsidiary, the price of these 
goods can be set too high or too 
low – and determine where the 
income occurs.

2. Management and technical 
services fees. Whenever the 
subsidiary in the low tax jurisdic-
tion imposes a technical services 
fee to the high tax jurisdiction 
subsidiary, these fees can be 

inflated or charged without the 
occurrence of an actual technical 
service.

3. Intra-group loans and cash 
pooling. By providing a loan from 
a subsidiary located in a low  
tax jurisdiction to a subsidiary in  
a high tax jurisdiction, interest 
payments can be subtracted from 
the taxable income in the high  
tax jurisdiction.

4. Holding company structures  
are often setup in countries with a 

favourable treaty network and 
generous rules helping to avoid 
source taxation on dividends  
or to avoid paying capital gains 
taxes when selling assets in  
high tax jurisdictions.

5. Patents, software licences, trade 
names, etc. Intellectual property  
is often hard to value and easy to 
shift to low tax jurisdictions. 
Subsidiaries in high tax jurisdic-
tions are then charged outsized 
license fees.

MAJOR AVENUES OF PROFIT SHIFTING AND TAX AVOIDANCE  
USED BY MULTINATIONAL CORPORATIONS
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The results of Socfin’s producing subsidiaries appear 
linked to Sogescol’s relative profitability over the years. The 
detailed geographical segment reporting of Socfin, the 
main holding, and Socfinaf, the holding company for the 
African subsidiaries, provides information on the structure 
and scale of such intra-company transactions. For exam-
ple, the premiums charged by Sogescol FR for its contri-
bution to the commercialization of rubber – even if the rub-
ber never enters Switzerland physically – reduces the 
income of the subsidiaries responsible for the production. 
These charges can have legitimate reasons such as trans-
port costs, as Socfin states. The analysis in this study 
shows that such high profits for Sogescol FR and persistent 
losses, especially in mature plantations such as LAC in 
Liberia, are clear indications of profit shifting.

Taken together, the numbers from the different sectoral re-
ports lead to the conclusion that of Socfin’s total revenue 
of 605 million euros, more than 100 million euros end up in 
Europe, mainly in Switzerland. According to Socfin’s re-
sponse, some of this European revenue covers the costs 
of shipment. In contrast, according to Socfin’s segment 
reporting, only 8 million euros of external revenues are ac-

tually originating in Europe. This implies that the rest of the 
over 100 million euros is made up of premiums on in-
tra-company trades and intra-company charges for ser-
vices.

To further illustrate possible profit shifting, the study com-
pares profits and employees by country of Socfin’s activity: 
profits are highest where taxes are lowest. This is a typical 
sign of profit shifting. In the African countries where Socfin 
operates, taxes vary between 25 and 33% and Socfin’s 
profits per employee are as low as 1,642 euros. In Switzer-
land, where the tax rate is less than 14%, the profits per 
employee reach up to 219,000 euros.

Switzerland – a global tax dumping hub
Switzerland ranks among the top ten in the corporate tax 
haven index of the Tax Justice Network, ranking countries 
“according to how aggressively and how extensively [they] 
contribute to helping the world’s multinational enterprises 
escape paying tax.” Not only the very low statutory corpo-
rate income tax, but also other aspects of the fiscal envi-
ronment create incentives for companies to locate subsid-
iaries in these jurisdictions. In Switzerland, various cantons 
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(member states of the Swiss confederation) offer corpora-
tions taxation models that place them among the most “at-
tractive” corporate tax jurisdictions in the world. An esti-
mated 6.5 billion euros or 38% of the total Swiss corporate 
income tax revenue (federal and cantonal level) are de-
rived from profit shifting. 

Switzerland recently introduced a new corporate tax re-
gime, the STAF/RFFA, that still allows the continuation of the 
previous tax policy business model of the Swiss low tax 
cantons. Renowned experts expressed clear criticism. The 
independent UN expert on foreign debt and human rights 
made it clear that the STAF/RFFA “aims to keep taxation of 
multinational corporations and other businesses in Switzer-
land at low levels to attract establishing headquarters and 
businesses in the country. … [This] results in reduced tax 
revenues in those countries where most of the real business 
takes place, thus shrinking the fiscal space of States to 
fulfil their human rights obligations.”

3 Extracting profit at the expense of the people

While this research indicates that Socfin transfers profits to 
Switzerland, the subsidiaries in the Global South where 
palm oil and rubber is cultivated manage their plantations 
by cutting the costs wherever possible. Socfin claims that 
their management policies seek the best for local popula-
tions. However, this report provides evidence that the plan-
tation managements pay very little for the land they lease, 
for the trees they cut down, for the workers they hire, and 

for the Corporate Social Responsibility measures they 
promise. 

Advantageous land concessions
The subsidiaries in Sierra Leone, Cambodia and Liberia, in 
the cases where this information is accessible, all pay little 
rent for the huge areas of land they cultivate. Also, in all three 
countries, local people report that they were not involved or 
not adequately involved in the process of granting land con-
cessions to Socfin subsidiaries. The companies used various 
methods to get around the opposition of local people who had 
previously used the land to farm and live. Last but not least, 
crops and trees planted by the people who farmed the plan-
tation areas before were inadequately compensated.

In Liberia, Socfin has two plantations on a concession of an 
area half the size of Luxembourg. Based on a lease contract 
from 1959, the corporation pays a mere 3,863 euros lease fee 
per year to the government for that entire land. Based on in-
formation provided by the Liberia Extractive Industries Trans-
parency Initiative, this is around 300,000 euros less annually 
than it would be with an up-to-date contract. Certainly, Socfin 
is not alone in benefiting from such so far legal but highly 
unjust land contracts. The customary land rights of commu-
nities to their ancestral lands have a history of being violated 
by the government and the concession companies are willing 
partners to this, extracting profits from these lands. Currently, 
a complaint of affected people against the International Fi-
nance Corporation (IFC), a World Bank subsidiary who gave 
a loan to one of the plantations, is still hanging.

PROFITS PER EMPLOYEE 20201

1 Comparable averages for the years 2014 to 2020 could 
not be calculated because not all necessary information 
is available across all years. But profits in Switzerland  
in the previous years were even higher.

2 Sum of non-consolidated net income of subsidiaries by 
country, converted to Euros. Source: Socfinaf S.A. Annual 
Report 2020 (en), p. 144.

3 Not all Belgian subsidiaries issue detailed annual 
accounts. For 2019 the main Belgian subsidiaries (Cent- 
rages S.A. and Socfinco S.A.) reported 21 employees.

4 Socfin doesn’t publish information on the number of 
employees in Switzerland. Assuming, that the number  
of European staff from the Sustainability Report only 
includes employees from Belgium and Switzerland, the 
number of 46 is deducted from the sustainability  
report 2020. This is roughly in line with estimates of 
Orbis, a commercial database, that puts the number  
of em ployees at 35 for Socfinco FR and 15 for  
Sogescol FR. For Socfinco FR the profit per employee  
is 58,195 € and for Sogescol FR 218,835 €.

5 The Sustainability Report 2020 has a detailed country- 
by-country headcount for the African and Asian 
countries. For Europe it mentions 67 staff.

6 Permanent employees reported for Africa. The total 
number of workers (including contractors and temporary 
employees) was almost double, amounting Socfin’s 
workforce in Africa to 37,112, according to the 
sustainability report 2020.

Profits2 Employees Tax rate 
(previous rates)

Profit per 
employee 
(estimated)

Belgium 293,534 € 213 25 % 
(29.58%) 13,978 € 

Switzerland 5,340,287 € 464 13.72 % 
(9.19–19.89%) 116,093 € 

EUROPE 5,995,542 € 675 14–28 % 89,486 €

AFRICA 31,056,784 €  18,9106 25–33 % 1,642 € 
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In Cambodia, Socfin established a fait accompli by starting 
to clear the land even before officially signing the conces-
sion contract in 2009. Several reports document how local 
people were evicted of their land, without sufficient consul-
tation or free, prior and informed consent (FPIC). Some 
families resisted and in response, they faced threats from 
representatives of both the government and the plantation 
company. Socfin claims that they “amicably resolved all 
cases.” A mediation process with local communities is on-
going, but many people do not have confidence in this 
process, due to previous experiences with the company. In 
addition, there is a lawsuit regarding land rights violations 
brought to the court in Nanterre, France, where the court 
overruled the Bunong plaintiffs, indigenous farmers, in the 
first instance in July 2021. But they have already an-
nounced an appeal.

Socfin argues that it would seek people’s consent, pay suf-
ficient compensation and deal with the state as the “legal 
owner of the land.” However, the evidence presented here 

paints a different picture. Many of the people evicted by 
Socfin plantations had customary land rights and depend-
ed on these territories for farming. The loss of their agricul-
tural land deprives them of the ground to grow their food 
and cash crops for the local markets. Furthermore, people 
depend on forests for much more than farming, but also for 
medicines, construction material and spiritual purposes. 
The impacts on peoples’ livelihoods are drastic if these 
lands are taken away. Then the only option left to make a 
living remains wage labour on the plantations.

Poor working conditions and empty promises
Big plantation projects are usually accompanied by the 
promise of development, good jobs and thus a reliable in-
come and education for remote rural communities – in ex-
change for the land. The subsidiaries in the countries in 
focus rely on casual workers, employed on a temporary or 
even daily basis and hired through sub-contractors. Actu-
al wage payments are often linked to certain performance 
quotas – putting high pressure on workers and arguably 

PRE-TAX CORPORATE PROFITS (2015)

Foreign firms Local firms

Ratio of pre-tax profits to compensation in exemplary countries 

Note: This figure shows the ratio of pre-tax profits to compensation of employees for local firms 
and foreign firms in 2015, in 8 tax havens and 8 large non-haven countries. Source: Economists without Borders
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making accidents more likely. Sadly, this is a common mod-
el of payment on many plantations worldwide and it is very 
controversial. 

Socfin goes out of its way to illustrate that it does take its 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) seriously, with plans 
to promote education, health and overall wellbeing in the 
areas affected, cushioning negative impacts of its busi-
ness. However investigations of the subsidiaries show that 
the actual implementation of these promises is somewhat 
at odds with Socfin’s official commitment to CSR. 

While the grievances of people caused by these empty 
promises are similar on the three plantations, it is the Soc-
fin Agricultural Company (SAC) in Sierra Leone where it has 
been studied most extensively. The difference between 
promises and reality is alarming. When Socfin shared its 
spending accounts for the plan between the start of the 
company’s operations in 2011 and the end of 2017, “major 
gaps between the company’s promises, stated intentions, 
continued claims … and the reality of what it has imple-
mented” became apparent. Of the 14 million euros budget-
ed, a mere 2.2 million euros were actually spent during 
these years. The only budget item of the CSR plan that was 

met and even exceeded by 2017 was the one appointed to 
road construction and maintenance within the plantation. 
These expenses mainly benefit the company itself. 

In Cameroon as well, disputes revolving around Socfin’s 
subsidiary Socapalm have been ongoing for years and un-
fulfilled CSR promises are one central point. Currently, a 
court case against the Bolloré group, one of the main Soc-
fin shareholders, is ongoing. In 2019, different organisa-
tions from Europe and Cameroon went to court against 
Bolloré because the plantation failed to implement the ac-
tion plan containing measures to the benefit of affected 
people. The organisations now are forcing the plan’s im-
plementation in court.

The situation on the Okomu plantation in Nigeria, another 
Socfin subsidiary, is tense. In June 2020, the conflicts 
about land flared up anew when Okomu was accused of 
having burnt down a village. Members of local communities 
turned to the Nigerian president with an open letter a few 
months later. In Indonesia in July 2020, representatives of 
five communities filed a complaint with the Environmental 
Agency against three palm oil plantations, one of them be-
ing Socfin’s subsidiary, for allegedly polluting a river. These 

Of the 14 million euros budget for Corporate Social Responsibility measures at the SAC plantation in Sierra Leone,  
a mere 2.2 million euros were actually spent. Road construction and maintenance was the only budget item that was met 
and even exceeded in 2017. © Maja Hitij
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are just the most recent examples of controversies regard-
ing human and community rights violations that are con-
nected to Socfin.

Socfin argues that they do everything to support the local 
people. However, this report illustrates how the company is 
cutting expenses in their labour- and land-intensive core 
business operations while maximising its profits at the same 
time – with serious consequences for the local people. By 
shifting the profits out of these countries, companies like 
Socfin deprive these governments of the possibility of in-
vesting tax revenue in infrastructure and the public sector 
to provide services for all. 

4 Demands on Switzerland and Socfin

Whether the profit shifting and tax avoidance observed in 
the case of Socfin is in line with global tax rules and the 
OECD’s initiatives against base erosion and profit shifting, 
as Socfin claims, is impossible to tell without detailed ap-
praisal by tax authorities. And in the cases where tax agen-
cies question the profit allocation – as the Belgian agency 
did with Socfin – this often leads to long disputes and be-
comes a case for the courts. But what becomes very clear 
with the example of Socfin is that the companies’ structure 
and the global tax rules produce results that are strongly 
reminiscent of colonialization. We therefore urge Socfin to 
stop exploiting people and the environment. As a first step, 
this means to return the land or pay back the communities 
and to pay living wages to all their workers.

We further call on the tax authorities in the jurisdictions 
where Socfin operates to scrutinize the group’s intra-group 
profit allocation in order to protect their country’s legitimate 
tax revenues. To support a fairer distribution of the global 
profits of multinational corporations and more specifically 
to tax profits in the country where workers generate them, 
rules must be adopted for a fair distribution of profits among 
the countries in which a group is active. One example is 
replacing the system of transfer pricing with one of unitary 
taxation.

Switzerland should end its role as tax haven and secrecy 
jurisdiction for corporations – both unilaterally and in new 
forms of coalitions with countries who are willing to move 
global tax justice forward and push for reforms – especial-
ly under the umbrella of the UN. First and foremost, Switzer-
land needs to drastically improve transparency regulations, 
including the publication of financial accounts, Coun-
try-by-Country-Reports and tax rulings.

These would be important first steps. But – as the case of 
Socfin shows – more fundamental changes in how profits 
and taxing rights are allocated globally are necessary for a 
just and stable world.

* For sources, references and in-depth analyses, see the original report «Cultivating fiscal indquality» www.breadforall.ch/socfin_21_report

Rubber production at the Liberian Agricultural Company 
(LAC) plantation. © Bread for all
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