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EXCLUSIVE: IRELAND’S  
$967bn  ‘TAX MIRAGE’

Killian Woods  
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of the Year

A
lmost $1 trillion of intel -
lectual property (IP) has 
been held in the country 
by multinational corpora -
tions as part of sophisticated 

tax avoidance schemes, a Business Post 
investigation into Ireland’s Tax Mirage 
this weekend reveals.

�e vast majority of the $967 billion of 
intangible assets, largely IP, was moved 
in the past decade and 90 per cent of the 
total is controlled by a cohort of just 80 
Irish subsidiaries of mainly US-based 
multinationals.

�e Tax Mirage investigation reveals 
the “clear risk” posed to the future of 
Ireland’s economy by Donald Trump, 
the US president, who has unleashed an 
unprecedented trade war on America’s 
allies in recent months.

�e investigation, carried out by the 
Business Post in conjunction with pro -
fessor Aidan Regan and his team at Uni -
versity College Dublin (UCD) as part of 
their Democracy Challenged project, 
shows that at the peak in 2021, more 
than $967 billion worth of intangible 
assets was held in Ireland.

Just seven years earlier, the �gure stood 
at $386 billion. �e investigation is based 
on analysis of Moody’s Orbis database, 
which has access to 550 million private 
company entities.

An analysis of the dataset shows the 
fate of Ireland’s corporate tax base is 
largely dependent on 80 companies, 
predominantly US multinationals, which 
control 90 per cent of the IP assets.

�e movement of IP has led to a spike 
in pre-tax pro�ts being recorded in Ire -
land. Since 2012, annual pre-tax pro�ts 
recorded in Ireland have risen by 207 per 
cent to more than $210 billion in 2022. 

�e value of intangibles held by tech -
nology companies in the Orbis data -
set surged from $41.2 billion in 2014 to 
$341.96 billion in 2023, fuelled by Mi -
crosoft, VMware, Salesforce, Analog De -
vices, Microchip Technology Inc, Oracle 

“a long-time taxpayer, employer, and 
contributor to the Irish economy”.

“Our tax structure re�ects our complex 
global business, and we are fully com -
pliant with all local laws and regulations 
in the countries in which we operate,” 
she said.

In 2020, Salesforce Inc shifted $23.5 
billion worth of IP into an Irish subsid -
iary, while in that year VMware Inc also 
moved $39 billion worth of IP into an 
Irish entity, which allowed its parent 
�rm to book a $4.9 billion tax bene�t 
in the US.

�e Coca-Cola Company also moved 
more than $25 billion of IP to Ireland 
in 2017. 

Allergan, prior to the �rm’s takeover 
by Abbvie in 2020, was at one stage the 
biggest holder of intangible assets in Ire -
land, controlling $121 billion through two 
subsidiaries in 2015.

In recent years, the total value of the 
intangible assets held by Irish-registered 
companies has fallen to around $900 
billion due in part to the amortisation 
of the IP by companies, which can earn 
tax bene�ts.

Worldwide attention has focused on 
Ireland since Howard Lutnick, the US 
commerce secretary, said the country 
was running a “tax scam” with its treat -
ment of corporate tax revenues.

Seamus Co�ey, the chair of the Irish 
Fiscal Advisory Council, said the �ndings 
of the investigation show the “scale of 
intangible assets in Ireland is huge”.

“We get some indication of intellec -
tual property from the Central Statistics 
O�ce �gures for GDP, the amount of 
depreciation in Ireland’s national ac -
counts, and the capital stock �gures that 
the CSO produces,” Co�ey said. “�ey’re 
redacted, so the detail is limited. �is 
shows the scale of intangible assets in 
Ireland is huge.”

Co�ey said the investigation demon -
strates “there is a clear risk for Ireland”. 

“If Donald Trump was to impose tari�s, 
it might make it less attractive to locate 
manufacturing abroad, but it would also 
make it less attractive to locate intellec -
tual property abroad,” he said.

Pearse Doherty, Sinn Féin’s �nance 
spokesperson, said the investigation 
demonstrates “the vulnerability” of Irish 
corporation tax receipts because of the 
“scale of the concentration of intellectual 
property in Ireland. Some of this IP was 
onshored not through any attractiveness 
of the Irish economy, but because of the 
determination by the US administration 
in relation to its own tax regime, which 
created an environment to see an ex -
plosion of onshoring, that reduced the 
tax liability of these global companies.”

 
Ireland’s Tax Mirage - A Special Investigation, 
was edited by Peter O’Dwyer, Head of News

Corp, Adobe Inc, Workday Inc and Dell 
Technologies.

In 2019, Microsoft Ireland Research 
Unlimited Company disclosed that it 
owned $33.8 billion in intangible assets. 
�e following year, its Irish parent �rm 
Microsoft Round Island One Unlimited 
Company booked an annual pro�t of 
$315 billion and paid no tax on that sum 
in Ireland because “the company is a tax 
resident in Bermuda”.

A spokeswoman for Microsoft said 
the company has been operating and 
investing in Ireland for 40 years and is 

�” Investigation exposes 
how vulnerable Ireland is 

�” Just 80 �rms account for 
90 per cent of IP held here

�”  Amount of IP soars from 
$386 bn to nearly $1 trillion

�e 
numbers

90%
of the $967bn in IP is 
controlled by a cohort of just 
80 Irish subsidiaries of mainly  
US-based multinationals 

207%
rise in pre-tax pro�ts 
recorded in Ireland since 2012

$315bn
annual pro�t booked by 
Microsoft Round Island One 
Unlimited Company in 2020, 
on which it paid no tax here

$25bn
of IP moved into Ireland by 
the Coca-Cola Company in 
2017


