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Introduction

In 2015, researchers investigating global tax evasion made a shocking 
discovery. Ireland, with less than 0.1 per cent of the world’s population 
had become the biggest tax haven on the planet. The route to this 
discovery, made by Thomas R. Tørsløv and his colleagues, lay in dis-
crepancies in how corporate profits were being declared across different 
jurisdictions.1 Ordinarily, businesses declare profits between 30 to 40 
per cent of their wage bill, but for Ireland the declared ratio was closer to 
800 per cent. A year later, official data from the Central Statistics Office 
(CSO) further corroborated these findings, showing that each employee 
in large manufacturing firms was responsible for €687,000 in gross added 
value, or nearly 30 times more than would be expected.2 This could only 
be explained in one of two ways – either these workers were hired for 
their superhuman capacities, or their employers were funnelling profits 
made by foreign workers through the Irish taxation system. When they 
tackle this question at all, the Irish elites strongly argue that the first 
explanation is the correct one. According to their narrative, Ireland is 
now a high-technology, high-value economy, often targeted for unfair 
criticism by those who have been less successful in attracting foreign 
direct investment (FDI).

It is our contention that this narrative is strategically deployed by 
government ministers, tax planners and economists to create cover 
for tax avoidance on an industrial scale. Each year, foreign companies 
send about €100 billion of profits through the Irish tax code for no 
other reason than to avoid their taxes. This is more than three times the 
amount needed to eradicate global hunger and the evidence that reveals 
it is hiding in plain sight in official statistics. Despite this, however, there 
is not yet a full-length book detailing the historical development, the 
internal mechanics and the social consequences of Tax Haven Ireland. 
This book was written to close that gap.

The first chapter introduces readers to some of the less savoury aspects 
of the Irish tax haven, as we explain why the world’s biggest pornography 
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company relocated to Dublin and detail how Irish high-net-worth indi-
viduals (HNWIs) and domestic companies avoid their taxes. Once this 
is done, in Chapter 2 we move on to explain the inner workings of the 
international tax evasion network, linking it to key turning points in the 
development of twentieth-century capitalism – particularly the decline 
of the British Empire after the Second World War and the development 
of neoliberalism during the 1980s. Chapter 3 lays out the key stages in the 
development of the Irish offshore system, beginning with the foundation 
of the state and ending with the collapse of the Celtic Tiger in the Great 
Recession. The inner connections between domestic corruption and 
global corporations are central to this narrative, as the Irish ruling class 
gradually convinced the world’s biggest companies to share their abuse 
of national sovereignty. Tax evasion usually works on the basis of an 
input–output model, as profits get funnelled in before being funnelled 
back out again once they have been sheltered from taxation. Chapter 
4 explains how this process is organised in Ireland, outlining the key 
profit shifting mechanisms developed by the ruling classes and detailing 
some of the evidence found in Ireland’s national statistics. Chapter 5 
complements this analysis with a look at the key sectors involved in Tax 
Haven Ireland – namely the corporate law firms who fix-up the deals, the 
corporate services firms who help them along and the corporate accoun-
tants who make sure everything seems legal and legitimate. Chapter 6 
explains the historical roots, and sectoral specialities, associated with 
the International Financial Services Centre (IFSC). Established as a back 
office to the City of London in 1987, the IFSC has become the biggest 
shadow banking centre in Europe and the fourth biggest on the planet. It 
has also become home to 40 per cent of Europe’s Financial Vehicle Cor-
porations, as well as establishing an important presence in the insurance 
and reinsurance markets, the aircraft leasing sector, investment banking 
and internal group financing. The IFSC houses the most important tax 
haven participants and creates a bridge between financial companies and 
the financial dealings of multinational companies. Chapter 7 analyses 
these multinational companies, highlighting the role of tax avoidance in 
attracting US firms, in particular, into Ireland. The chapter also details 
the controversy surrounding Ireland’s tax deal with Apple Inc. and 
highlights the synergies between companies with high levels of intellec-
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tual property and Ireland’s tax avoidance techniques – particularly in big 
tech and the pharmaceutical industry.

Lacking a strategy for domestic industrialisation, the Irish elites have 
traditionally put a disproportionate amount of their wealth into domestic 
property speculation. Tax Haven Ireland developed tools to encourage 
this during the Celtic Tiger years and used the period after 2008 to 
engineer a wall of foreign money to reflate the property sector after it 
had collapsed. Chapter 8 tells this story, linking the suffering of hundreds 
of thousands in Ireland’s ongoing housing crisis to the wider recovery 
strategies of the Irish establishment. Over the last number of years, 
Ireland’s role as a tax haven has been highlighted by a US Senate Inquiry, 
the European Commission, the European Parliament and numerous 
academics, charities and tax justice organisations. Despite this, however, 
the Irish elites have insisted that the country is an early adopter of anti-tax 
avoidance legislation and is unfairly labelled as deviant by its economic 
competitors. In Chapter 9 we set out to demolish these arguments by 
highlighting the contradictions in the official narrative, revealing that, 
far from adopting the best international laws to stop tax avoidance 
and evasion, the Irish elites do everything in their power to help these 
practices to continue. The final chapter, Chapter 10, focuses on the social 
consequences of the Irish offshore system, explaining how many people 
in the underdeveloped world die annually through strategies aided and 
abetted by the Irish establishment. Most Irish people are made worse off 
too, as a tiny minority undermine democracy, hollow out public services 
and hold back wages and conditions. Tax avoidance destroys lives and 
the fabric of society, as we seek to explain in this chapter.

As this book goes to print yet another financial scandal has broken in 
Ireland, as 16 executives at Ireland’s largest stockbroker firm, Davy, were 
found to have been on two sides of a bond deal, illegally – organising it, 
while secretly buying the bonds themselves. Unsurprisingly, they failed 
to inform their own compliance team or the original owner, himself a 
member of the so-called Maple 10 – a group of property developers who 
bought Anglo Irish Bank shares with the bank’s own money during the 
dying days of the Celtic Tiger. So far, there is little particularly new in 
this sordid affair, except that it has created so much anger among the 
Irish public that all of the executives have been forced to resign while 
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the company has had to put itself up for sale, in a bid to survive. This 
reminds us of two things we want to highlight in this book. The first is 
that corporate Ireland remains a cesspool of cronyism and corruption, 
despite all the talk of reform. The second is that people power is capable 
of rooting this out and creating something far more progressive. If this 
book helps to convince readers that we need a radical transformation 
of politics on the island of Ireland, our efforts will have been more than 
worthwhile.
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1
Porn, Tax Dodging and Exploitation

In 2012, one of Ireland’s leading law firms, Arthur Cox, helped to bring 
the world’s largest pornography company, Manwin, to Dublin. It was 
an extraordinary move for a firm that is one of the most respectable in 
Ireland.

Arthur Cox has been linked to the political elite since its very 
foundation. The company was started in 1920 in the maelstrom of 
the Irish Revolution when tens of thousands took up arms against the 
British Empire. Its founder, ‘old man Arthur’, had little interest in such 
subversive activity, but had an eye on securing a privileged position 
within the new state. Schooled at the exclusive Belvedere College by the 
Jesuits, he mixed in the social circles of conservative nationalists, and 
when they took power, Cox knew that his day had come.

In the words of his admiring biographer, ‘perhaps no individual 
outside the cabinet benefitted more from this shift than Arthur Cox’.1 
Legal contracts, paid from the Free State’s coffers, soon came his way, but 
so too did commissions from foreign firms eager to have an inside track 
on the newly independent Irish regime. One significant detail illustrates 
how embedded Arthur Cox was among the ‘Belvedere boys’ who came 
in to run the state. In 1940, he married Brigid O’Higgins, widow of the 
assassinated Free State Justice Minister, Kevin O’Higgins. O’Higgins 
had been the strong man inside that early regime and had secured his 
position by ordering reprisal executions on anti-Treaty republicans 
during the Irish Civil War. For the rest of his life, Cox referred to his new 
wife as ‘Mrs O’Higgins’, as in, for example, ‘It’s time Mrs O’Higgins and 
I went to bed’.2

His legal firm duly prospered in an Ireland that was proud of its 
adherence to Catholicism. At the time, the Irish were celebrated – or 
rather celebrated themselves – as the most Catholic people in the world 
– a beacon that shone through global darkness – ever ready to pray 
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for the conversion of godless Russia or pagan England. The new state 
put unmarried mothers into Mother and Baby Homes, banned foreign 
‘indecent’ films lest they become ‘occasions of sin’ and even clamped 
down on jazz as a threat to Irish civilisation and morality. The key figure 
behind this shadow theocracy was John Charles McQuaid, Catholic 
Primate of Ireland and Archbishop of Dublin. And it was to him, at the 
ripe old age of 70, that Arthur Cox went to become a Catholic priest, just 
after Brigid O’Higgins had died. Becoming a Jesuit normally required 
spending 14 years in training, but in a tribute to his piety, loyalty and 
respectability, McQuaid allowed old Arthur to do the training in just two 
years. He then set off as a missionary to Northern Rhodesia to convert 
African babies.

How times change! Ireland, a country once renowned for its rigid 
Catholic morality, was now welcoming the biggest porn firm in the 
world and a company founded by a late entrant to the priesthood was 
its legal agent. Arthur Cox teamed up with another law firm, A&L 
Goodbody, to allow Manwin to establish subsidiaries in Dublin. They 
were housed in a building used by Grant Thornton on the river Liffey, 
but no signage was ever displayed. The legal work was complex and 
costly because Manwin had just merged with another US porn operator, 
RK Netmedia, and the merger had to be approved by the Irish Compe-
tition Authority. The Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation has 
the power to block any deal deemed to be against the public interest, so 
to make sure it got over the line, Arthur Cox and A&L Goodbody stood 
ready to deal with any complications. Then there was Manwin’s practice 
of setting up complex corporate structures. It wanted a holding company 
– a legal entity often used to strategically place intellectual property in a 
tax haven – to hold its shares and ultimately reduce its taxes. But it also 
wanted a billing company and a content company which had the rights 
to use its pornographic movies. In all, a schedule of 60 pages of titles that 
Irish Manwin subsidiaries could use was lodged in the Irish Companies 
Registration Office (CRO).

Porn is big business and MindGeek, the name which Manwin adopted 
a year after its registration in Dublin, is the largest corporation within the 
industry. It seeks to normalise pornography as a way of making it more 
accessible and profitable. This involves a number of dubious techniques, 
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including paying for clips of its videos to be inserted as product 
placements into the American film Don Jon (2013). Or organising a 
‘family friendly, non-pornographic design contest’ for potential adver-
tisers and running a campaign to plant trees. The last enterprise was 
billed as ‘giving America some serious wood’, because MindGeek would 
plant a tree for every 100 users of its ‘Big Dick category’. It has even 
offered a $25,000 scholarship to students who wrote the best essay on 
‘How do you strive to make others happy?’3 The aim of all this, to quote 
the Vice President of Pornhub, Corey Price, is ‘to make porn acceptable 
to talk about’.4

One does not have to be an evangelical fundamentalist or a sexual 
prude to see something distinctly unpleasant about this enterprise. 
The porn industry presents itself as a liberator of sexual pleasure and 
desire, but it arguably has about as much relationship to genuine sexual 
desire as McDonald’s has to nutritious food.5 Pornography treats sex as a 
commodity, packaged with fantasies of domination and violence. Many 
of the scenes in the top-rented pornographic films contain physical and 
verbal abuse, with one study of the best-selling porn videos finding that 
88 per cent of scenes contained physical violence, usually by men against 
women and often where women appeared to enjoy it.6

MindGeek’s commercial success arose from encouraging porn users 
to load their favourite films onto its portals for free, spreading them 
throughout the World Wide Web like wildfire. The pay-off for its owners 
comes from the sales of advertising and the enticement of customers on 
to paying services. Through this strategy, the company has grown into 
a global behemoth, and its control over studios has had some seriously 
negative effects. For one thing, there has been a decline in the wages 
paid to many of the women involved. The sexual activity has also been 
‘spiced up’ with increasingly risky behaviour, including more extreme 
rape scenes and ‘gonzo’ porn. Katrina Forrester describes the pattern,

Riskier acts are incentivized. According to one analysis of an industry 
talent database, women entering the business now will do more, and 
more quickly, than they once did: in the nineteen-eighties, they would 
wait an average of two years before a first anal scene; now it’s six 
months.7
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Behind an industry based on the exploitation of women are men in suits, 
the respectable figures of capitalist enterprise, whose only motivation is 
the profitability of the bottom line. MindGeek was originally owned by 
a German tech geek named Fabian Thylmann, who used his software 
engineering skills to set up the algorithms to power his customer base. 
He expanded his business by linking up with a Wall Street hedge fund 
that gave him a high interest loan of $362 million. The trustee for this 
loan was CB Agency Services, which was based in Delaware, a US state 
famous for being a tax haven and, coincidently, a state that gave rise to the 
US President, Joe Biden. Behind it lay a controlling company, Colbeck 
Capital Management, led by two former Goldman Sachs’ employees, 
Jason Colodne and Jason Beckman, who operated out of an exclusive 
office just off Central Park, New York. To spread the risk on their loan, 
they sold it off in tranches to other financial sharks anxious to get a slice 
of the action. One of the buyers was the Fortress Investment Group, run 
by former Princeton graduates, who were directors of UBS and former 
partners of Goldman Sachs.

Meanwhile, the original founder of MindGeek landed himself in 
trouble when he was unceremoniously arrested and extradited from 
Belgium to Germany to face charges of tax evasion and only escaped 
prison by agreeing to pay a €5 million fine. Worried that his legal diffi-
culties and his association with the porn industry would leave him with 
‘a mark on his back’, he sold his shares to a senior management team 
based in Montreal, Canada.8 The new owners of the company are Feras 
Antoon and David Tasillo and their only concern is making money.

This brings us back to why MindGeek hired Arthur Cox to help set up 
its operations in Dublin. The clue lies in the complex corporate structure 
that has been set up by MindGeek. The address for its global headquar-
ters is 32 Boulevard Royal, 2449 Luxembourg, an inauspicious building 
with no signage to indicate the nature of its business. A journalist from 
La Presse describes her visit,

On the intercom, a receptionist tells us that no leader of MindGeek is 
on site. Not today nor tomorrow. ‘Nobody works here, nobody works 
from here,’ she says. On the fourth floor, where the group’s head office 
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is officially located, there is flat calm in the middle of the afternoon. 
The silence is total.9

The real headquarters for MindGeek is actually 5700 km away, along 
the Décarie Expressway in Montreal, where 900 people are employed. 
It is a Canadian company with an offshore financial structure and the 
reason for this curious anomaly is that MindGeek’s main interest, aside 
from porn, lies in dodging tax. It chose Luxembourg for its fictional 
headquarters because it is a tax haven with a notional tax rate on profits 
of 29 per cent, but where most foreign companies never pay anything 
near that. Instead, the multinationals meet with state officials to effec-
tively set their tax rate as close to zero as possible through a host of 
incentives they can avail of. Dividends or interest payments received 
from loans, for example, are not subject to corporate income tax, while 
income derived from intellectual property is exempt from any form of 
wealth tax. No wonder that hundreds of North American companies 
have located themselves in Luxembourg or that in 2014 alone $416 
billion in investment flowed there.10

MindGeek arrived in Ireland for the same reason it went to Luxem-
bourg – it wanted another tax dodging paradise, connected to a wider 
network such as the Netherlands, the Cayman Islands or Bermuda. Using 
a series of tax treaties that link these countries together, a multinational 
like MindGeek can structure its operations so that it pays hardly any tax 
in any of them. They merely have to contact legal agents such as Arthur 
Cox and some expert ‘tax planners’ for a little help. A description of 
MindGeek’s corporate structure shows how this all works. MG Content 
Limited was set up as a subsidiary of MindGeek’s Ireland Holding 
Company which, in turn, is a subsidiary of its Luxembourg headquar-
ters. In 2014, it recorded a profit of $23 million for the distribution of its 
porn around the web, but it claimed these profits were eaten up by $20 
million in ‘administrative expenses’ much of which were paid to other 
subsidiaries within its empire.11 As a result, it only paid $253,426 in tax, 
or an effective rate of 1.2 per cent on its original profit.

Another company, MG Billing, takes in subscriptions from paying 
customers. In 2015, it earned a staggering $427 million in revenue and 
declared a profit of $234 million, yet it paid a mere $145,301 in tax – an 
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effective rate of 0.06 per cent in tax.12 Yes, you read that right – it is 
a hundred times less than 6 per cent. No wonder the porn merchant 
contacted a legal company historically famed for its Catholic respectabil-
ity. It had found a paradise for dodging taxes in a land once renowned for 
its Saints and Scholars.

tax evasion as ‘avoidance’

In 1989, Leona Helmsley – a New York billionaire – hit the headlines 
when she announced, while on trial for tax evasion: ‘We don’t pay taxes. 
Only the little people pay taxes’.13 The ‘we’, Helmsley was referring to 
was herself and her property-speculating husband, while the sentiment 
she expressed was an early version of the American Tea Party – a right-
wing sect that sees tax (on the rich) as theft. Very few of the Irish rich 
would put it so crudely, but many of them undoubtedly think it. In polite 
circles, the well-to-do refer to the need for ‘tax avoidance’ – a perfectly 
legal mechanism for reducing taxation – or if they want to be more tech-
nical about it – ‘tax efficiency’. Both terms are then contrasted with ‘tax 
evasion’, which is defined as the practice of deliberately flouting the law.

Respectable people hire expensive accountants to minimise their taxes, 
presenting this as a game to outwit ‘the taxman’ by finding ‘loopholes’ in 
the legislation. Success comes either because of good luck or aggressive 
planning, with the latter preferred because it brings more certainty. Tax 
planners know tax law back to front and define their trade as ‘ensuring 
the minimum tax is paid at the most opportune time’.14 But that is not 
their only offering. Tax planners also organise the appearance of full 
compliance with the Revenue Commissioners so that wealthy people 
can simultaneously avoid tax and meet their full legal requirements. 
They also meet with Revenue when their clients are subject to audits 
and intercede on their behalf. And if that is not enough, they will even 
offer ‘Revenue Audit Insurance to cover the professional cost of such 
encounters’.15 No wonder the Irish rich want an accountant in the family 
rather than the priest they wanted in decades past.

A culture of tax avoidance is deeply embedded among the Irish upper 
classes. They regularly overstate their business costs while keeping 
every receipt that can be claimed from the taxman. These practices 
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start when businesses are small, but as the wealth increases, so does the 
sophistication in avoidance. High-net-worth individuals have an array 
of avoidance measures to absolve them of their responsibility to wider 
society. To legitimise this behaviour, they insist that their wealth emerges 
through their own hard work and sometimes blame the poor for their 
poverty and fecklessness. This helps to breed a sense of entitlement 
among the rich who jealously guard their assets against the taxman and 
any redistribution to the working classes. In the past, Catholic theology 
was also used as the main ideological justification for minimal welfare 
provision, but in today’s neoliberal Ireland, the case is justified with 
claims about personal choice and responsibility. Everyone supposedly 
gets what they deserve in a free-market economy, with tax becoming 
little more than theft from the successful. 

The mainstream press is also in on the act. Instead of well-informed 
analysis on the ways the super-rich avoid their taxes, consumers of 
mainstream media are encouraged to ogle at their jet-setting lifestyles, 
while being constantly reminded of their philanthropic activities. Irish 
Times readers learned, for example, that a charitable foundation set 
up by the billionaire J.P. McManus and run by his wife and daughter, 
donated €1.7 million for community projects in 2016.16 Denis O’Brien’s 
Foundation tells how it funds human-rights defenders and does charita-
ble work in Haiti. The Irish billionaire has also been made an Honorary 
Life President of the Football Association of Ireland, mainly because 
its senior management benefitted from O’Brien’s financial largesse for 
many years. All this philanthropy then gets uncritical adulation from the 
mainstream press.

There is, however, a fundamental difference between individual 
philanthropy and redistribution of wealth through taxation. The philan-
thropist gets to choose where his or her money goes, but the taxpayer has 
no direct agency in these matters. Philanthropists can also claim credit 
for donating their money, whereas taxpayers must reside in a world of 
anonymity. Through his or her donation, the philanthropist strengthens 
a dependency relationship that can be endlessly exploited. If a recipient 
needs more money for example, they must learn the art of politeness 
and flattery. By contrast, the citizen who benefits from public spending 
can still denounce the state who provides them with resources. These 


