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Philanthropy in Geneva – a new momentum:   
the Canton of Geneva is one of the most attractive locations in Switzerland for the philanthropic sector, as it hosts 

nearly 1,400 foundations managing more than CHF 25 billion in assets. Conscious of the needs of the sector’s 

stakeholders, the Canton has unveiled its new strategy designed to reinforce Geneva’s leading position in the field of 

philanthropy.
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A.	 Introduction

The Canton of Geneva represents a major 
philanthropic hub in Europe, hosting 
nearly 1,400 foundations that manage 
more than CHF 25 billion in assets and 
redistribute several billion each year. 
Recognising the significant contribution 
of philanthropy to the canton’s economic 
prosperity and international standing, the 
Council of State, under the leadership of 
State Councillors Delphine Bachmann 
and Nathalie Fontanet, has implemented 
a series of measures to enhance the 
legal, administrative and tax framework 
for philanthropy, thereby further 
strengthening Geneva’s attractiveness. 
This cantonal strategy was developed on 
the basis of recommendations published 
in a report by the Geneva Centre for 
Philanthropy of the University of Geneva 
(GCP) in March 2025, and is accompanied 
by new tools, including a dedicated 
Philanthropy Portal and an updated 2025 
Tax Exemption Guide for Associations 
and Foundations.

B.	 Launch of the Philanthropy Portal

The Canton of Geneva has completely 
redesigned its website dedicated to 
philanthropy to provide efficient access 
to information for stakeholders in the 
sector. The website serves as a single 
interface, centralising the information 
and procedures needed to establish and 
manage a non-profit organisation in 
Geneva. It offers practical guides on 
creating a foundation, obtaining tax-
exempt status for non-profit purposes, 
and summarises the Swiss and Geneva 
legal frameworks applicable to 
foundations. This platform streamlines 

administrative procedures for non-profit 
organisations and enhances the 
dissemination of information. Initiators of 
philanthropic projects now have a single 
digital entry point to navigate Geneva’s 
philanthropic ecosystem with ease.

C.	 New tax guide: welcome and encou-
raging clarifications

A favourable tax framework is a key lever 
for enhancing Geneva’s attractiveness 
and contributing to the dynamism of the 
philanthropic sector. The measures 
announced by the Geneva Council of 
State are complemented by the 
publication of a new version of the 2025 
Tax Exemption Guide for Associations 
and Foundations issued by the Geneva 
Tax Administration (the Guide). This Guide 
is intended to clarify the rules and set out 
the applicable practices.

D.	 Remuneration of the members of 
the governing body

Although members of the Foundation 
Board or Association Committee (the 
Governing Body) of a non-profit 
organisation generally serve on a 
voluntary basis, the Geneva Tax 
Administration permits the 
reimbursement of actual expenses, the 
payment of attendance fees in 
accordance with the Geneva regulation 
on official commissions, and – subject to 
certain conditions – the compensation for 
activities that exceed the usual scope of a 
Governing Body member’s functions. The 
Guide provides welcome clarifications, 
notably by distinguishing between tasks 
considered quantitatively or qualitatively 
extraordinary:
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A new web portal dedicated to 
philanthropy and updates to the tax 
guide
At the end of November 2025, the State of Geneva introduced several concrete 

measures to support the development of the philanthropic sector within its territory. 

These measures include, in particular, the launch of a dedicated web portal for 

philanthropy and the publication of a new tax guide.
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•	 Quantitatively extraordinary tasks 
are those that a Governing Body 
member would normally perform 
within the scope of their role but 
which, in a particular case, appear 
disproportionate. Such tasks may, for 
example, be considered quantitatively 
extraordinary where the size or com-
plexity of the non-profit organisation 
results in an excessive workload, or 
where the member is required to ma-
nage a restructuring or a crisis situa-
tion. The Guide acknowledges that 
compensation may be appropriate for 
such activity. If compensation may be 
admitted, it is nevertheless expected 
that the member accepts certain sac-
rifices, such as an hourly rate below 
the market rate or the gratuitous per-
formance of certain hours.

•	 Qualitatively extraordinary tasks are 
those that fall outside the member’s 
usual mandate within the Governing 
Body and require occasional specia-
list expertise. For example, this might 
be the case for a lawyer who must 
act in judicial proceedings on behalf 
of a foundation of which he is a board 
member. In such cases, the Guide al-
lows compensation at market rates.

Provided that this appears appropriate 
and in the interest of the organisation, the 
Guide now sets a cap of CHF 10,000 per 
year per Governing Body member for 
cumulative compensation relating to 
these so-called extraordinary tasks, 
whether they are quantitatively or 
qualitatively extraordinary. Compensation 
above this threshold is not prohibited; 
however, in such case, the Geneva Tax 
Administration requires the submission of 
a ruling application to validate both the 
principle and the amount of the additional 
compensation. Such an application must 
be properly documented (for example, 
through a draft regulation or a mandate 
agreement) and must clearly justify the 
extraordinary circumstances leading to 
additional compensation.

international activities.

Nonetheless, this practice has at times 
been subject to debate, notably in other 
Cantons. The Geneva Tax Administration 
now reaffirms that tax-exemption 
remains possible for activities carried out 
abroad, provided they serve a sufficiently 
strong public interest to justify the 
exemption. Activities abroad in the areas 
of development aid, humanitarian 
assistance, environmental protection or 
cultural purposes are specifically 
considered to be of public interest.

This clear reaffirmation sends a strong 
signal from the Canton of Geneva, which 
hosts numerous non-profit organisations 
active in these fields, as well as key 
actors of multilateral initiatives. 

G.	 General principles

Finally, the Guide reiterates certain 
general principles and benefits associated 
with tax exemption on public utility 
purposes. This includes the 
encouragement of charitable giving, for 
which the Geneva tax regime continues to 
be highly favorable – including in the 
context of cross-border donations – and 
the framework conditions for tax-
exemption, whose unlimited duration 
allows, once granted, the provision of a 
particularly stable and enduring 
framework for philanthropic entities.

H.	 Conclusion

The message of the Council of State is 
clear: these measures are intended to 
strengthen Geneva’s position as a key hub 
for philanthropy, encourage the 
establishment of new entities, and 
facilitate the development of innovative 
philanthropic models. The Canton thus 
signals its intention to make full use of its 
strengths and of this newly optimised 
framework. By capitalising on a favorable 
tax environment, streamlined procedures, 
and a dense network of foundations, 
international organisations and various 
philanthropic stakeholders, Geneva 
positions itself as a strategic global 
location for conducting philanthropic 
activities with strong societal impact. The 
cantonal authorities reaffirm their 

E.	 Support through entrepreneurial fi-
nancing

The Guide explicitly allows for the 
possibility of tax-exempt status to 
organisations that are not solely engaged 
in grantmaking to beneficiaries but also 
support them through other financial 
instruments, such as loans or 
investments. This particularly concerns 
impact investing tools – financial 
mechanisms designed to generate an 
impact aligned with the foundation’s 
purposes while potentially offering a 
financial return for the investor (here, the 
foundation). The Guide emphasises that 
such instruments may be used by a tax-
exempt organisation, provided that the 
fundamental principle of 
disinterestedness remains respected, 
meaning that the member does not hold 
any direct or indirect (notably economic) 
interest. The Guide further invites tax-
exempt organisations, or those seeking 
tax exemption, to submit a ruling 
application prior to engaging in any 
entrepreneurial financing, in order to 
define and validate the scope of such 
activity.

This clarification of the Geneva Tax 
Administration’s practice is to be 
welcomed, as it confirms the possibility of 
using new financial mechanisms that are 
significant for creating impact. It is further 
accompanied by the announcement of an 
intention to examine whether Geneva’s 
tax-exemption practice could be further 
adapted to new emerging philanthropic 
models. This commitment to innovation in 
tax matters reflects a clear understanding 
of the sector’s evolution and the need to 
adapt in order to maintain Geneva as a 
unique ecosystem for the development of 
philanthropy.

F.	 Activities abroad

For a long time, the performance of non-
profit activities abroad has not precluded 
the granting of tax exemption for public 
utility purposes. In this respect, Circular 
No. 12 of the Federal Tax Administration, 
dating from 1994, had already recognised 
the possibility of exempting a Swiss non-
profit organisation based on its 
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commitment to supporting these actors 
who serve the common good, as 
demonstrated by the ongoing adaptation 
of administrative practices to the 
contemporary realities of the sector.

The Walder Wyss Newsletter provides comments on new
developments and significant issues of Swiss law. These
comments are not intended to provide legal advice. Before
taking action or relying on the comments and the
information given, addressees of this Newsletter should
seek specific advice on the matters which concern them.
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