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Dear shareholders, ladies and gentlemen 

On 19 December 1863, the Swiss poet Gottfried Keller – in his secondary profession, if you 
will, as first secretary of the Canton of Zurich – signed the resolution of the cantonal 
government approving the foundation of Swiss Re. You will learn more about our company's 
history in a short video afterwards. At the end of this general meeting, copies of our engaging 
commemorative publication offering a detailed account of our historical development will be 
handed out to those who would like one. The publication will be available at the exit. I also 
recommend viewing our historical exhibition, with its numerous interesting displays, in the hall 
foyer.  

At today's general meeting, we will be wrapping up our anniversary events that began last year 
in August with a delightful celebration on the grounds of the Dolder sports centre. Since then, 
we have celebrated together with customers, employees and public representatives – in 
London, New York, and recently Beijing, to name but a few of the most prominent locations. We 
decided to fête our company around the globe. After all, the reinsurance business and 
specifically the business of Swiss Re adopted an international focus from the very beginning. 
There are customers from around the world who have remained loyal to our company for over a 
century. They all took great pleasure in attending our events. 

On behalf of the Board of Directors and the Group Executive Committee, I would like to thank 
you, dear shareholders, for the loyalty you have shown to our Swiss Re. In many Swiss families 
and abroad, Swiss Re shares have been handed down from generation to generation, in some 
cases since the company's foundation. 

I am therefore all the more pleased to announce that the Board of Directors will not only be 
making an increased distribution to shareholders of 3.85 francs per share, but also a special 
dividend of 4.15 francs per share in this anniversary year. In so doing, we are honouring the 
principle of allowing our shareholders to participate in the company's very good performance in 
this anniversary year.  

But this general meeting is not just dedicated to our anniversary celebrations. It is also the first 
general meeting to be conducted in accordance with the new Federal Council ordinance on 
corporate law. On 3 March 2013, the Swiss people voted in favour of the so-called Minder 
Initiative. The provisions of the Federal Council ordinance significantly change the procedures 
and nature of general meetings for listed stock corporations like ours. In particular, there is a 
significant increase in the number of votes and elections. As a result, we will cast our vote 25 
times today, elections in connection with the Board of Directors and its Compensation 
Committee alone will account for 16 of these votes. To ensure that the general meeting is 
completed within a reasonable amount of time, we are forced to focus exclusively on the 
essentials as prescribed by law. I will refrain from doing an in-depth analysis of where the 
company stands as I have done in recent years. Our Group CEO, Michel Liès, will provide you 
with a brief account of the annual result for 2013. 
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I will therefore restrict myself to providing a brief outline of the most decisive factors for the 
success and longevity of Swiss Re in a few bold brushstrokes or, in short: How does a company 
manage to turn 150?  

In 1863, the world was very different from today. Capitalism was still in its infancy, 
industrialisation was in full swing in Europe – a development that is now recurring in emerging 
markets like India, China or Brazil. Each phase that followed produced new risks that we had to 
adapt to, largely because our customers had had to adapt to the same risks. Each phase saw 
major and much more minor turmoil that affected us and forced us to navigate prudently in 
times of crisis.  

The insurability of risks was a topic that re-emerged time and again for ourselves and our 
customers – whether in the aftermath of specific major events such as 9/11 recently or as the 
result of regional conflicts and two world wars. Then there were systemic crises such as the 
Depression, hyperinflation and the collapse of currencies including, among others, the 
Reichsmark in Germany. Or there were the consequences of regulatory and political change 
such as nationalisations and expropriations as part of socialist and nationalist economic 
experiments.  

Allow me to provide you with one specific example when it comes to insurability, namely that of 
natural catastrophes. When a major earthquake struck San Francisco in 1906 and most of the 
city burnt to the ground, or when Hurricane Betsy – also known as "Billion Dollar Betsy" – 
devastated large parts of Florida and the East Coast of the US in 1965 - both events caught the 
insurance industry by surprise. It brought insurance companies to their knees and lead to 
subsequent changes in risk management practices based on the available technical means and 
state of knowledge. 

Global reinsurers gradually took the lead in such different areas as natural catastrophes, large 
technical risks, aviation and satellite insurance, oil rigs, political and war risks. As a result, 
reinsurers established themselves as expert organisations. The outstanding reputation as a 
generator and supplier of expertise continues to define the "Swiss Re" brand around the world. 
It has earned us much goodwill and preferential treatment on the part of our customers, the 
respect of regulatory bodies and has attracted the interest of a broad audience virtually 
unparalleled by any other reinsurer.  

However, no amount of expertise could help relieve the massive destruction inflicted by 
Hurricane "Andrew" in 1992. The catastrophe forced eleven insurers into bankruptcy and the 
shortage of capacity led to the foundation of specialised insurers and reinsurers on the island of 
Bermuda. At the same time, a market emerged for so-called insurance-linked securities, which 
allowed risks to be placed with financial investors directly on the capital market. We took a 
pioneering role in shaping this trend. 

The success of these developments became apparent in 2005 when Hurricane Katrina 
devastated New Orleans and led to the highest insurance loss in history. However, not a single 
insurer went bankrupt in the wake of this major catastrophe. Swiss Re assumed a large portion 
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of the loss burden. Even in this disaster year, we still managed to generate a profit – though to 
a lesser degree than other years. 

Last but not least, maintaining one's position as a leading insurer cannot be achieved without 
undoubted capital strength that acts as a shock absorber when faced with severe financial 
events. Maintaining capital strength that goes well beyond the minimum required by regulatory 
bodies is critical and gives our customers security. They must be able to rest assured that – if all 
else fails – their reinsurer will continue to be able to cover risks, perhaps even more so than 
before a particular event, and provide financial support as well as know-how.  

Over the years, Swiss Re has learned to utilise the trust of its clients, financial strength, 
expertise and innovation to successfully manage complex risks and crises with a wide range of 
causes. And I can assure you that we will continue to be able to do so in future!  

That explains how a company manages to turn 150 – a company whose responsibility it is to 
enable and promote economic growth through the transfer of risk. It does so by securing and 
safeguarding individual income and wealth. This in the end also benefits the economy – this is a 
responsibility that you, as a co-owner of this company, can be proud of.  

I would like to close with the following anecdote: Apparently, the founders of Swiss Re were not 
quite sure whether the company would stand the test of time. The first articles of association of 
Swiss Re in 1863 limited the term of establishment to 50 years. After being extended a few 
times, the statutes were revised in 1908 so that the term of establishment was specified as 
unlimited.  

Of course, no one can guarantee the eternal prosperity and the continued existence of the 
company. But the Board of Directors and the Group Executive Committee are optimistic that 
Swiss Re will continue to support our customers in the years to come and in so doing, 
significantly contribute to the management of risks. As I mentioned in my introduction, we'll be 
allocating the capital you entrust us with to do just that. Thank you once again for your 
confidence, trust and loyalty.  

 

Walter B. Kielholz 

Chairman of the Board  

 


