
 

 
 
 
 

THE FRAMEWORK OF INVESTING IN SWITZERLAND 
Located in the heart of Europe, Switzerland is one of the leading business locations in the 
world. Its success is mainly due to high productivity combined with high-quality products 
and services, investor and business-friendly government in a country with modest taxation, 
currency and price stability, first-rate infrastructure, efficient capital markets and a highly 
professional international banking system, excellent education, political stability. Switzer-
land offers an advantageous environment for establishing a business or the headquarters 
of a group of companies.  

Switzerland maintains excellent relationships with other nations and has strengthened its 
ties with the European Union through bilateral agreements.  
 

Taxes 
The Swiss tax system features different taxes 
at federal, cantonal and community level and 
allows for competition among Cantons and 
municipalities to attract good taxpayers by 
offering a better tax climate. As a result, there 
are certain Cantons with particularly low tax 
rates. Generally speaking, the tax rates in 
Switzerland are moderate in comparison with 
the European standard. Numerous mutual 
agreements prevent double taxation interna-
tionally. Switzerland is therefore very attrac-
tive as a business location from a tax perspec-
tive.  

A corporation or a limited liability partner-
ship is taxable on its profit and capital. The 
basis for the calculation of taxable net income 
is the profit and loss statement, to which cer-
tain adjustments may be made (e.g., for 
losses carried forward or for taxes paid). The 
tax rates vary from Canton to Canton. A regu-

lar corporate tax rate on profits, for example in 
the Canton of Zug, amounts to approx. 16% 
pre tax (2010 cantonal, communal and federal 
tax combined), with capital tax of up to 0.08 % 
(as of 2010). A variety of tax privileges are 
granted on request, e.g., for holding compa-
nies,domiciliary or mixed companies (i.e., 
companies without direct business in Switzer-
land or activities primarily related to abroad). 
Tax incentives are available for headquarters 
activities and new investments (for detailed 
information go to: www.estv.admin.ch).  

For individuals who work or are domiciled in 
Switzerland, income is taxed at the cantonal, 
communal and federal levels, while net wealth 
is taxed on cantonal and communal level. 
Capital gains on the privately held movable 
assets of individuals are generally tax exempt. 
Net income is generally taxed progressively 
but is capped at a maximum rate. The net 
wealth tax varies from Canton to Canton be-
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tween 0,1% to approx. 1%. Expatriates work-
ing in Switzerland pay a withholding tax levied 
at the source, i.e., directly from the employer. 
As a result of the tax competition between the 
Cantons, most Cantons have abolished inheri-
tance and gift tax for descendants, and the 
federal government does not levy an inheri-
tance or gift tax. 

A federal withholding tax of 35% is levied on 
income from capital assets, such as interest 
on bonds or dividends or other distributions to 
shareholders. For taxpayers in Switzerland, 
this withholding tax is fully credited against 
regular taxation, while for persons or entities 
outside Switzerland the tax recognition de-
pends on the relevant double taxation treaty.  

The value added tax (VAT) is 8% (beginning 
with January 1, 2011).  

Cantonal and federal tax authorities issue tax 
rulings on the tax consequences of any trans-
action submitted to them prior to the con-
sumption of the transaction.  

Corporate Law 
Swiss commercial law is characterized by a 
relatively low level of regulation. There are 
thus a lot of options when it comes to select-
ing the most suitable form of organization for a 
business. Swiss corporate law offers a variety 
of legal forms for a business, both in the form 
of a legal (and separately taxable) entity or in 
the form of a partnership. Among the corpora-
tions, the limited liability company (Gesell-
schaft mit beschränkter Haftung, GmbH) and 
the stock corporation (Aktiengesellschaft, AG) 
are very widely used. The registration proce-
dure for a legal entity usually takes up to one 
week.  

The stock corporation is the most widely 
used type of legal entity in Switzerland. For 
setting up a stock corporation, a minimum 
stated capital of CHF 100’000 is required, of 
which at least CHF 50'000 (at least 20% per 
share) must be paid in. At least one author-
ised signatory must be resident in Switzer-
land. A stock corporation can issue different 
types of shares, so called preferred shares for 
a certain type of investor. Further, the articles 
may provide for special voting rights shares. 

To set up a limited liability company, a mini-
mum capital of CHF 20’000 is required. At 
least one authorised signatory has to be resi-
dent in Switzerland. Due to the smaller 
amount of registered capital, the limited liabil-
ity company has become an alternative to the 
stock corporation, in particular for small and 
medium-sized companies. However, it has the 
disadvantage that each member of the com-
pany must be registered in the commercial 
register. 

A branch office is not officially classified as a 
Swiss company, which means that the foreign 
parent company bears the financial responsi-
bility. However, both the branch itself as well 
as at least one authorized signatory who is 
resident in Switzerland need to be entered in 
the commercial register. 

The general accounting regulations are brief. 
The annual business report of a stock corpo-
ration must contain the financial statement, 
the annual report and consolidated financial 
statements to the extent required by law. Pub-
licly listed companies and big or medium-
sized companies must have their accounts 
reviewed by an independent accountant being 
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supervised by the authorities. Small compa-
nies may have their accounts examined in a 
limited way or even decide not to have their 
accounts reviewed in case they have not more 
than ten employees. The financial statements 
can be prepared according to all internation-
ally accepted standards, such as for example 
US-GAAP, IAS, FER. 

Labour Regulations 
Foreigners need a residence and working 
permit for pursuing remunerated employment 
in Switzerland. There are different regulations 
for EU-citizens and persons coming from 
other countries. The free movement of per-
sons is implemented between Switzerland and 
the EU and gives EU nationals the same 
treatment as Swiss nationals. Non-EU citizens 
need an authorization in order to be em-
ployed.  

Swiss labour law is basically liberal. The fun-
damental principle is that the employer or the 
employee may freely terminate the employ-
ment agreement, subject to the applicable 
notice period. Except strictly limited cases 
also socially unjustified terminations are le-
gally binding and subject to relatively low 
compensation.  

Real Estate 
Swiss law restricts the acquisition of residen-
tial or not strictly commercial real estate by 
foreigners (so-called Lex Koller). The restric-
tions do not apply to Swiss nationals, foreign-
ers holding a residency permit (C permit), and 
EU- and EFTA-nationals having effective 
domicile in Switzerland. However, the existing 
requirements for foreigners are due to be 
eased in the near future. 

Title relating to all real estate is registered at 
the respective land registry. There is a legal 
presumption that the entries in the federal 
land register are true and correct and any 
party relying in good faith on such entry is fully 
protected. 

Financial Services 
A license from the Swiss Financial Market 
Supervisory Authority (FINMA) is required in 
order to engage in activities in Switzerland as 
a bank, broker/dealer, fund or distributor of a 
fund. The applicant must demonstrate the 
viability of its business plan, capitalization, 
logistics and human resources. Compliance 
with financial markets regulations is regularly 
supervised by the FINMA. The website of the 
Swiss Financial Market Supervisory Authority 
provides helpful information under 
www.finma.ch.  
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