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Understanding estate administration 

Estate administration is the process of finalising an estate to wrap-up a person’s financial 
affairs after they pass away. The process involves managing and distributing a deceased 
person's assets, settling outstanding debt and tax payments, and making sure everything is 
done according to the law. Estate administration also involves gathering the required 
documents, identifying beneficiaries, and ensuring that the wishes outlined in the will or by 
law, are carried out. 

Estate administration can seem daunting and complex, especially because it involves legal 
and financial processes that enter our lives at a time of grief and loss. However, 
understanding the basics of estate administration could alleviate some of the stress and 
confusion that comes with finalising an estate after the loss of a loved one. 

The time it takes to wind-up an estate can vary based on whether the required documents 
are in order, the value and extent of assets in the estate, asset distribution as set out in the 
will or by law, and the number of beneficiaries associated with the estate. 

Estate administration involves steps and procedures that are outlined in South African law. 
Let’s look at three important parts to this process: 

Estate planning services  

Estate planning services help individuals plan and manage their estates effectively and 
estate planning is a key part of personal finance. It includes drafting a will, establishing 
trusts, and implementing strategies to minimise the impact of inheritance tax on your estate. 
By using professional estate planning services, you can ensure that your assets are 
distributed according to your wishes, greatly easing the burden on your loved ones when it 
comes to the estate administration process after you pass away. 

Letter of Executorship  

The Letter of Executorship is a legal document issued by the Master of the High Court, 
granting authority to the appointed executor to administer the estate. The executor needs a 
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Letter of Executorship to carry out estate administration duties such as accessing bank 
accounts, selling or transferring property, settling debts and paying outstanding taxes. 
Without a valid Letter of Executorship, the executor may encounter difficulties in managing 
the estate administration process. 

Estate duty  

Estate duty, also known as inheritance tax, is a tax that is levied on an estate before asset 
distribution to the beneficiaries takes place. As the name suggests, estate duty is governed 
by the Estate Duty Act and executors are responsible for ensuring that it is calculated 
correctly and then paid to the South African Revenue Service (SARS) before finalising 
estates. 

Executors must follow due process in finalising estates, including notifying creditors, valuing 
assets, and obtaining clearances from the relevant authorities. By working closely with 
professional estate planning services, expert executors can help you navigate the 
complexities of estate administration and ensure that the deceased's wishes are carried out 
in a way that reflects their priorities, values and wishes. 

Estate administration is guided by South African law so that a structured process can be 
followed to ensure the orderly distribution of assets when a person passes away, according 
to the wishes outlined in their will. If someone passes away without a will, their estate is 
divided according to a formula set by law (‘intestate succession’). They will then have no say 
in it and asset distribution may not be in line with what they would have wanted. That’s why 
having a last will and testament is important. 

By understanding the role of estate planning services, the importance of a Letter of 
Executorship, and the obligations regarding estate duty, you can approach estate 
administration with more clarity and confidence. Professional guidance and support can help 
greatly to ease the burden during challenging times. 
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