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The Family Trust and Family Company Structure – 

Separating Ownership, Control, and Wealth Across 

Generations 

Throughout this Estate Planning series, we have explored the importance of Wills, estate 

liquidity, estate taxes, family trusts, and family companies. 

Each of these tools can be effective on its own. 

However, some of the most successful family wealth structures combine a Family Trust and 

a Family Company into a single integrated estate planning strategy. 

This structure is commonly used by families who wish to: 

• Preserve wealth across generations. 

• Protect assets from future estate growth. 

• Simplify succession planning. 

• Maintain family control. 

• Reduce the risk of family disputes. 

• Create continuity beyond the lifetime of any one individual. 

At its core, the structure is built around a simple principle: 

The Family Company owns the assets. 

The Family Trust owns the shares in the Family Company. 

This creates a powerful separation between ownership, control, and beneficial enjoyment. 

Why Traditional Ownership Creates Estate Planning 

Problems 

Many individuals accumulate wealth in their personal names. 

Over time they acquire: 

• Investment properties 

• Businesses 

• Share portfolios 

• Cash investments 

• Loan accounts 

As these assets increase in value, so does the value of their personal estate. 
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While this may seem positive, it can create several challenges: 

• Increased Estate Duty exposure 

• Larger Capital Gains Tax liabilities 

• More complex estate administration 

• Succession planning difficulties 

• Family disputes regarding ownership 

The larger the estate becomes, the more important proper structuring becomes. 

Understanding the Structure 

A typical structure may look like this: 

Family Trust 

The Trust owns 100% of the shares in: 

Family Company 

The Company owns: 

• Property portfolios 

• Investment portfolios 

• Business assets 

• Commercial property 

• Other investments 

The trustees manage the Trust. 

The directors manage the Company. 

The beneficiaries ultimately benefit from the Trust. 

This creates a clear separation between ownership and control. 

Why This Structure Is So Powerful 

The structure addresses several estate planning objectives simultaneously. 

Asset Ownership Remains Stable 

Properties and investments remain owned by the company. 

Ownership of the underlying assets does not need to change every time a family member 

passes away. 
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This creates continuity. 

The Trust Provides Long-Term Succession Planning 

The Trust can continue indefinitely. 

The death of a founder, trustee, director, or beneficiary does not necessarily disrupt the 

ownership structure. 

This is one of the major advantages over personal ownership. 

Future Generations Can Benefit 

The Trust Deed can allow future generations to become beneficiaries. 

This enables wealth to be preserved and managed across multiple generations. 

Separating Ownership from Control 

One of the most misunderstood concepts in estate planning is the difference between 

ownership and control. 

Consider a family business worth R20 million. 

If owned personally, the death of the owner may create significant succession challenges. 

However, where the Trust owns the shares: 

• The company continues operating. 

• The assets remain owned by the company. 

• Trustees continue administering the trust. 

• Directors continue managing the business. 

The structure survives beyond the individual. 

This is often one of the primary objectives of sophisticated estate planning. 
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Managing Future Estate Growth 

One of the greatest estate planning challenges is future growth. 

Consider the following example: 

Personal Ownership 

Current Assets: R10 million 

Future Value after 20 years: R30 million 

Growth within estate: R20 million 

Potential Estate Duty exposure increases significantly. 

Trust and Company Structure 

Assets transferred during lifetime. 

Future growth occurs within the company. 

The individual's personal estate may no longer participate in the future growth to the same 

extent. 

This can significantly improve long-term estate planning outcomes. 

Protecting Family Wealth 

One of the greatest risks facing many families is not taxation. 

It is the gradual erosion of wealth across generations. 

Common causes include: 

• Family disputes 

• Poor succession planning 

• Forced asset sales 

• Fragmented ownership 

• Lack of governance 

The Family Trust and Family Company structure helps create a framework for managing 

wealth in a coordinated manner. 
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The Property Ownership Advantage 

Many South African families accumulate significant wealth through property. 

However, directly owning multiple properties can create challenges. 

Over time, property portfolios often become: 

• Difficult to transfer 

• Expensive to administer 

• Increasingly exposed to estate taxes 

Holding property through a company can often simplify succession planning. 

Instead of dealing with multiple individual properties, ownership is represented through 

shares in the company. 

This can significantly simplify long-term planning. 

 

Family Businesses and Succession 

For business owners, succession planning is often one of the most important considerations. 

Questions that frequently arise include: 

• Who will own the business? 

• Who will manage the business? 

• How will future generations participate? 

• What happens when a shareholder dies? 

A Family Trust and Family Company structure can often provide a framework for answering 

these questions long before a crisis occurs. 
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Governance Matters 

A successful structure requires proper governance. 

This includes: 

Trust Governance 

• Trustee meetings 

• Trustee resolutions 

• Independent decision-making 

• Proper record keeping 

 

Company Governance 

• Director meetings 

• Company resolutions 

• Financial reporting 

• Compliance with company legislation 

The effectiveness of the structure depends on proper administration. 

A poorly managed structure can undermine many of the intended benefits. 

It Is Not About Avoiding Tax 

One of the biggest misconceptions is that trusts and family companies exist solely to avoid 

tax. 

This is not the primary purpose. 

The real benefits typically include: 

• Wealth preservation 

• Asset protection 

• Succession planning 

• Estate planning 

• Governance 

• Continuity 

Tax considerations should be viewed as one component of a much broader planning strategy. 
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Is This Structure Suitable for Everyone? 

Not necessarily. 

These structures are generally most appropriate where: 

• Significant wealth has been accumulated. 

• Multiple properties are owned. 

• Family businesses exist. 

• Estate Duty exposure is growing. 

• Intergenerational wealth transfer is a priority. 

• Long-term succession planning is required. 

For smaller estates, the administration costs and complexity may outweigh the benefits. 

Every situation should be evaluated individually. 

 

The Bigger Picture 

The objective of estate planning is not simply to determine who inherits your assets. 

It is to create a structure that allows wealth to survive beyond your lifetime. 

The most successful estate plans are often those that create continuity. 

They allow wealth to continue growing, benefiting children, grandchildren, and future 

generations without requiring constant restructuring. 

This is where the combination of a Family Trust and Family Company can become 

particularly powerful. 

Final Thoughts 

A Family Trust and Family Company structure is one of the most sophisticated estate 

planning tools available. 

By separating ownership from control, preserving wealth across generations, simplifying 

succession planning, and creating continuity, it can help families protect and grow their 

wealth long after the original wealth creator has passed away. 

However, these structures are not suitable for everyone and should only be implemented after 

careful consideration of the legal, tax, administrative, and financial implications. 

 



  
This Document Is Copy Right Protected 9 

 

The objective is not simply to create entities. 

The objective is to create a lasting framework that protects family wealth and supports future 

generations. 

In the next article, we will explore another important estate planning consideration: 

 

Part 11: Property and Estate Planning – Why Owning Property Personally May Not 

Always Be the Best Long-Term Strategy 

Professional Note 

This article introduces the strategic concept without becoming overly technical. In Part 11 

and Part 12, you can begin discussing: 

• Property ownership structures 

• Section 42 Asset-for-Share transactions 

• Transfer Duty implications 

• Capital Gains Tax rollover relief 

• How existing property portfolios can potentially be restructured into Family 

Companies 

These are areas where your accounting, tax, and financial planning expertise will 

significantly differentiate your Fin-Ed programme from traditional estate planning content. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FinEd – Empowering Better Financial Decisions Through Education 

This article is intended for educational purposes only and should not be construed as 
financial, tax, accounting or legal advice. Professional advice should be obtained before 
implementing any financial strategy. 

 


