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Explained: South African Tax and exchange
control residency
South Africa has a worldwide tax system, which means that tax residents are taxed on their worldwide income,
and non-residents are taxed on income derived in South Africa.
Double Taxation Agreement between South Africa and another country can, however, override these rules.
Although the exchange control emigration regime is due to change, currently South Africans’ exchange control

Determining your tax residency
Ordinarily resident
Your tax residency in South Africa is determined based on your ordinary residence, often referred to as the
‘toothbrush test’ – where your toothbrush permanently resides, or where you return to from your wanderings.
While your intention is relevant for this test, a court would also look at other factors, such as your lifestyle and
your family and economic connections, to determine your tax residency. In such a case, the court will, for example,
consider where your children go to school, where your gym membership is, where your belongings are stored, etc.

Physical presence resident
Even if you are not ordinarily resident in SA, you can still be a South African tax resident based on your physical
presence. A person who is a tax non-resident in terms of the ordinary residence test will be tax resident in South
Africa if he has spent a certain number of days in South Africa:
consecutive); and

A few important points to note:
Because the physical presence test is a 5-year test, a person can only become SA tax resident in terms of this
test in year 6.
returns to South Africa in the following tax year, will once again be resident if he meets the requirements of
the physical presence test in that next year.
Nevertheless, a natural person cannot be resident under the physical presence test in the same year that he
ceases to be ordinarily resident.
When a natural person who is tax resident in SA based on their physical presence remains outside SA for a
continuous period of at least 330 full days, he will cease to be resident on the day he left South Africa.
The following example illustrates the interaction between these rules:
becomes non-tax resident in the 2020 tax year
, based on the
South Africa; he will again cease to be tax resident in South Africa in the 2022 tax year
days.

Tax treaty resident
A natural person who meets the ordinary residence test or the physical presence test, will not be South African tax
resident if, notwithstanding having met those tests, he is held to be exclusively a resident of a country other than

provides a tie-breaker test. The tie-breaker test is relatively standard, and usually provides that a person will be
deemed to be resident solely in the countrya) where a permanent home is available to him; or
b) if a permanent home is available to him in both countries, then the country where the person’s centre of
vital interests is; or
c) if his centre of vital interests is not determinative, then the country in which the individual has an habitual
abode; or
d) if he has an habitual abode in both or neither, then the country of which the individual is a national; or
e) if he is a national of both or neither country, then the competent authorities of both countries will settle the
question by mutual agreement.
Let’s take Ben as an example again:

meets the other requirements of the physical presence test in SA, Ben is again a South African tax resident in the
As soon as Ben can satisfy one of the tie-breaker tests, his tax residency is determined and the further tests are
not considered.
See the diagrams on page 4-5 to help you determine your SA tax residency.

Becoming tax non-resident: the implications
On the day before you cease to be a tax resident in SA, you are deemed to have disposed of your worldwide assets.
This deemed disposal triggers a potential capital gains tax on the unrealised capital gain - the growth - of your
such as immovable property in SA and your retirement funds. The maximum effective capital gains tax rate for an
individual is currently 18%. The annual tax return contains a tick-box to indicate whether you became tax nonresident during the relevant tax year.

Your tax year will end on the day immediately before you cease to be tax resident in South Africa. This means that,
if you are a provisional taxpayer, you will have to submit a ‘year-end’ provisional return on the day before you
become a non-tax resident.
It is important to remember that, just because you are tax non-resident in South Africa, it does not mean you no
to be declared annually to SARS.

Becoming non-resident for exchange control
Your exchange control residency remains unchanged until a formal application for emigration is approved with the

implications, such as the requirement to have your SA shares
endorsed as a non-resident shareholder, ‘blocking’ of certain
distributions from SA trusts, and placing the assets that will
potential implications of exchange control emigration, it is
wise to obtain expert advice to help you plan your emigration.

The exchange control emigratrion process is due to
change and we are awaiting further information. It
has been proposed that access to retirement funds
will no longer be dependent on exchange control
residency status, but on tax residency. For more information see our article on the proposed changes

Should you return to South Africa as a resident within 5 years of emigrating for exchange control, your exchange
control emigration will have failed. The means that you will be treated as if you did not emigrate and any assets
that you took out of South Africa under the emigration application will have to be repatriated to South Africa.

Special considerations
Special consideration should be given to matters such as a family business or family trust when planning your
emigration. The capital gains tax triggered on the family business shares upon becoming tax non-resident is often
Access to the assets of a family trust can also become complicated after emigrating for exchange control, and the

and capital gains in the trust are taxed at the trust’s tax rate, comparable to the highest marginal tax rate for
individuals.

Conclusion
Planning to emigrate can become complicated, but the process can be eased with the right advisors by your side.
Make sure to contact a professional advisor as early as possible in the process when you start to consider emigrating
from South Africa, especially where family businesses or trusts are involved.
See our diagrams on the following pages to help you determine your tax residency:

ANNEXURE A:
SOUTH AFRICAN TAX RESIDENCY
Is the person ordinarily resident in South Africa?
Apply the ‘toothbrush’ test: where is the person’s home / where
does he return to after his wanderings / where is his life based?

No

Yes

Is the person also tax resident in another
jurisdiction, according to their rules?

Is the person deemed to be tax resident in
South Africa through his physical presence?

The person must be physically present in the
Republic for a period or periods exceeding –
(i)
91 days in aggregate during the year of
assessment under consideration;
(ii)
91 days in aggregate during each of the five
years of assessment preceding the year of
assessment under consideration; and
(iii) 915 days in aggregate during the five
preceding years of assessment.

Yes

Is there a double taxation agreement (DTA)
between the jurisdiction and SA?

No No

Yes

No

Apply the DTA’s tie-breaker test, usually:
(i)

(ii)
(iii)
(iv)

In which jurisdiction is a permanent home
available? If in both jurisdictions, then in which
jurisdiction is the person’s personal and
economic relations closer?
Where is the person’s habitual abode?
Of which state is the person a national?
If none of the above provides an answer, the
relevant jurisdictions will have to settle the
question by agreement.

Yes

No

Has the person ceased to be a deemed
resident?

Has the person been physically outside SA for a
continuous period of at least 330 full days?

Yes

OR

The person is tax resident in both
jurisdictions
Taxed in SA on worldwide income,
and in foreign jurisdiction.
Relief provided from double
taxation through the set-off of
foreign tax credits against SA tax on
foreign income

The person in tax resident in
South Africa
Taxed in SA on worldwide income,
may be taxed in foreign jurisdiction
on foreign source income.
Relief provided from double
taxation through the set-off of
foreign tax credits against SA tax on
foreign income

The person is tax resident
elsewhere
Tax payable in South Africa only on
income from a source in the
Republic

ANNEXURE B:
ANNEXURE B TO SARS’S INTERPRETATION NOTE 4:
PHYSICAL PRESENCE TEST DIAGRAM
This test is to be done annually and is only applicable to a
person who is not at any time during the relevant year of
assessment ordinarily resident in the Republic

Yes

Is the person deemed to be exclusively a resident of another
country for purposes of the relevant double taxation treaty?

No

Was the person physically present in the Republic for a period or periods
exceeding 91 days in aggregate during the relevant year of assessment?

No

Was the person physically present in the Republic for a period or periods exceeding
91 days in aggregate during each of the 5 years preceding the relevant year of
assessment?

No

No

Yes

Yes

Was that person physically present in the Republic for a period of periods exceeding 915 days
in aggregate during the preceding 5 years of assessment?

IMPORTANT
A day shall –
• Include a part of a day but;
• Exclude any day the person is in transit through the Republic;
• Between two placed outside the Republic; and
• That person does not formally enter the Republic through a “port of entry”

Was the person, who is a resident in terms of the physical presence test, physically
outside the Republic for a continuous period of at least 330 full days after the day
on which he/she ceased to be physically present in the Republic (which may stretch
over two consecutive years of assessment)?

Yes

No

The person is deemed not to be a
resident as from the commencement
date of the 330 day period beginning the
day of departure

The person remains a resident up
until the last day of the previous
year of assessment

RESIDENT
NOT A RESIDENT

as from the commencement date of
the year of assessment, which is 1
March each year

Yes
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