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Dear shareholders, ladies and gentlemen  

The environment for the reinsurance industry, and indeed for the financial services 

industry as a whole, remains challenging. I’m afraid not much has changed in this 

respect since our last Annual General Meeting.  

   

 

- Growth in the western industrialised nations is and will remain weak in the 

medium term, especially in our traditional home markets in Europe.  

- Both the magnitude and frequency of natural catastrophes are on the rise, even 

if 2012 was a somewhat quieter year in that respect. This is primarily due to 

structural reasons, as value concentrations in the exposed areas are increasing 

constantly. 

- Interest rates remain extremely low, and without economic growth, the central 

banks appear to keep them this way. Only in the US, things might change in the 

foreseeable future. 
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- And regulatory requirements are becoming ever more stringent, political 

interventions take place with no consideration of adverse side effects, 

governments are acting in an increasingly extraterritorial manner. 

The good news is: Swiss Re has succeeded in positioning itself very well, albeit 

conservatively.  

This is also evident in the excellent results we achieved last year. Of course, we 

benefited from the fact that natural catastrophes were neither as numerous nor quite 

as costly for us in 2012 as in the year before. And that our investment decisions were 

correct. Above all else, the strategy we have been pursuing has been paying off. And 

our employees showed great dedication and worked hard to accomplish this – an 

achievement that I would specifically like to thank them for at this point. 

In my speech today, I will focus in particular on the political and regulatory 

requirements with which we have to comply. After all, there are more changes ahead 

for us – both at a global level and here in Switzerland.  

Global systemically relevant 

In the course of this year we expect to learn whether Swiss Re will be classified as 

“global systemically relevant”. As you know, the G20 group, which comprises the 20 

most important industrialised and emerging economies, set up the Financial Stability 

Board or FSB, with the mandate to improve the stability of the international financial 

system and to coordinate and drive forward regulatory reforms worldwide.  

One measure the FSB has taken is to publish a list of global systemically relevant 

banks. These are financial institutions that are classed as either so important or so 

large that their failure would endanger the financial system as a whole. Such banks are 

now subject to more stringent regulations.   

Sometime in 2013, the FSB is expected to publish a list of systemically relevant non-

banks, including reinsurance and insurance companies.  

As a leading company in the reinsurance industry, we of course have a significant role 

to play – both in the financial system and in the economy in general. But our core 

business is neither a cause of nor an amplifyer for systemic risks – something that 

numerous regulatory bodies have recognised, among them the Swiss Financial Market 

Supervisory Authority FINMA. On the contrary, the insurance industry and, in particular, 

the reinsurance industry has a stabilising effect, as they powerfully demonstrated 

during the recent financial crisis. There are, however, political groups within the FSB 

that consider reinsurance to be so relevant for the insurance industry that the impact 
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of the collapse of a large reinsurance company on the insurance industry and the 

economy must at least be examined in detail.  

What would it mean for Swiss Re to be classified as “global systemically relevant”?  

This is difficult to assess as the regulatory authorities are still working out the list of 

requirements that such a company would have to meet. They are also still working in 

particular on which areas should be defined as systemically relevant and risky. The 

measures are most likely to focus on three areas: an internationally better coordinated 

supervisory regime; increased capital strength in order to be able to absorb losses 

more easily; and efficient resolution plans. We are convinced that Swiss Re is very well 

prepared to meet any such new requirements: we already hold a significant amount of 

capital that far exceeds the regulatory minimum; we have been monitored by an 

international college of supervisors led by FINMA for many years already; and our new 

Group structure which was introduced just over a year ago largely corresponds to the 

expected requirements.  

The “Minder Initiative”/shareholders 

The second regulatory change will have a direct impact not only on Swiss Re, but also 

on you, ladies and gentlemen.  

After the success of the referendum on the “Minder Initiative” in Switzerland, which 

gives shareholders an annual ballot on managers’ pay, we at Swiss Re began making 

preparations. As a result, once the Federal Council has finalised the details and issued 

the corresponding official regulations, we will be in a position to implement the 

requirements of the initiative very quickly. We have fulfilled one of the demands 

already, namely the introduction of e-voting. By the way, over a thousand shareholders 

have already registered for e-voting.  

As shareholders, you will be given new rights to play an active part in this company – 

to an extent that is unparalleled anywhere in the world.  

The Minder Initiative shifts the focus with regard to corporate governance in some 

areas to the AGM and removes competences from the Board of Directors, particularly 

in the area of management remuneration, thus strengthening the shareholders. This 

raises the question: who exactly are the shareholders of a typical large cap major 

corporation such as Swiss Re. Who, in future, will vote on the composition of the Board 

of Directors and its members’ compensation as well as on the compensation paid to 

the Executive Committee? Who will elect the Chairman and the members of the 

compensation committee? 
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Although the basic principle of “one share, one vote” applies, not all shareholders 

actively exercise their participation rights by casting their votes at the AGM. In order to 

find out who the "core" shareholders at Swiss Re really are, we first need to battle our 

way through some figures and peel off the different layers one by one as with an onion, 

so to speak.  

By the way, the percentages that I will describe over the next few minutes apply, to a 

greater or lesser degree, to all major listed companies in Switzerland and are not 

typical for Swiss Re only.  

 

The outermost layer comprises all the shares that Swiss Re had issued as of 31 

December 2012: around 371 million, not all of which are in circulation. Around seven 

per cent are owned by the company. They are called treasury shares and have neither 

voting rights nor dividend entitlement.  
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The remaining shares – about 93 per cent of the total – are entitled to receive 

dividends. 

However, these shares are not accorded voting rights until their owners have been 

entered in the company’s share register. At the end of December, only around 54 per 

cent of all Swiss Re shares issued were actually registered; their owners thus enjoy not 

only proprietary rights, but also participation rights. The proportion of registered shares 

fluctuates, generally rising sharply ahead of the AGM.  
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Why is that the case? Which shareholders opt not to be entered in the share register? 

 First, the “dispo shares” of banks, i.e. shares held by banks, whether trading 

positions, shares to cover structured investment products, etc.  

 They may also be securities owned by private investors who either wish to 

remain anonymous or attach no great importance to their voting rights.  

 Or, they may be investments by institutional investors such as investment funds. 

They actively trade securities and want to avoid having to register their shares 

or remove them from the register each time they buy and sell shares in the 

course of the year, as they consider the work and costs involved to be too high. 

However, some of them register their shares quickly just before the AGM in 

order to gain voting rights, and have their shares removed from the share 

register shortly afterwards.  

Companies like Swiss Re have an interest in all shareholders being entered in the 

register, but are unable to oppose this entirely legitimate reasoning by non-registered 

shareholders.  

Let us now focus on the 54 per cent of shares that are registered. Who owns them? As 

they are entered in the share register, you could be forgiven for thinking that the 

company knows who their owners are. But it’s not quite as simple as that. For often 

these shares are entered via what are known as nominees. These are custodian banks 

– often American ones, who hold them on behalf of a variety of shareholders, mainly 

investment funds. They know who the original shareholders are, but act on behalf of 

them in the name of the custodian bank only. 

That is why we as a company have to take another approach in order to find out who 

exactly owns Swiss Re. Information services such as Bloomberg or Thomson Reuters 

analyse all the reports issued by investment funds. In these, the funds disclose which 

shares they hold. That is a relatively accurate indicator of the ownership structure.    
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At the end of December 2012, three-quarters of all registered Swiss Re shareholders 

were institutional investors – such as investment funds, pension funds, insurance 

companies or trusts.  

Around 20 per cent of the shareholders were private investors and small institutions, 

and some three per cent of the company’s shares are held by Swiss Re employees.  

In terms of where the shareholders are located, Swiss and Anglo-American investors 

are about equally represented.  
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Let’s take a closer look at the Swiss investors, who are shown as controlling 45 per 

cent of the company as of the end of December. In fact, their stake in the company is 

much smaller, because it includes shares managed by Swiss custodian banks for Swiss 

investment funds but which are not owned by Swiss citizens. That is why I estimate the 

Swiss share to be far lower.    

Why isn’t this share bigger? Consider, for example, how many shares are held by Swiss 

pension funds. They hold by far the largest portion of shares among Swiss institutional 

investors. The value of those shares is estimated to be around 200 billion francs.  

But as pension funds have to diversify their investments in a globally diversified share 

portfolio in the interests of their investors, it is inevitable that the portion of their 

portfolios they can invest in big Swiss companies is limited. The 200 billion-franc 

holding is not even equivalent to Nestlé’s market capitalisation. Swiss investors are 

therefore not in a position to fully guarantee financing of large Swiss companies. That 

is why a large portion of the shares of Swiss corporations has to be held by foreign 

investors.    
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So now we know who the registered shareholders are and we are getting closer to the 

truth.  

If you, as a shareholder, want to exercise your voting rights at today’s AGM, you either 

have to be entered in the share register or assign your voting rights to a proxy or 

custodian bank. By the way, in legal terms this is something akin to double registration 

– your name must be entered in the share register, but you also have to register to 

attend the AGM or appoint a proxy.  

Ahead of an AGM, the amount of share capital with voting rights usually rises by about 

one-quarter – owing to the last-minute registrations of institutional investors.  

However, since not all registered shareholders attend the AGM or appoint a proxy to 

attend for them, the share capital with voting rights represented at the AGM actually 

falls again to below 50 per cent.  

At last year’s AGM, for instance, 46 per cent of all issued shares had voting rights. 

That’s not even one half of all the shares issued! And this is a high level for Swiss 

public companies which has only come about through our extremely active efforts to 
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encourage shareholders to attend the AGM. It means, of course, that a majority can be 

achieved with as little as 23 per cent of the issued shares, and a qualified majority with 

no more than 30 per cent.  

If we now consider that Swiss Re’s ten largest shareholders are based largely in the 

UK and the US and these same ten largest shareholders together control around 30% 

of the company’s voting rights, the consequences are crystal clear. In future, such 

delicate matters as the membership of the Board of Directors, the election of the 

Chairman or the level of compensation will be decided mainly in the US and the UK. 

None of these decisions can now be taken without the support of these shareholders. 

To date, the boards of directors of Swiss companies have largely had a special 

connection to Switzerland and were in a position to exercise influence to its benefit. 

Based on my experience, I doubt whether shareholders in San Diego, Boston, London 

and Hong Kong have a similar view. I wonder if that is what the supporters of the 

Minder Initiative really wanted. 

So, what do all these figures and the passing of the Minder Initiative mean for Swiss 

Re? Today, we, and I personally, already have a very close and lively dialogue with our 

major shareholders and pay regular visits to institutional investors. Going forward, we 

will intensify this dialogue with our owners even further in order to grasp just how they 

intend to exercise the decisive influence they have.  

After all, the power is with the voters.  

 

150th anniversary 

It is not only with our shareholders that we are maintaining a close dialogue.  

In 2013, we also intend to interact even more closely with all our business partners, 

customers, suppliers, the media and, in particular, our staff. The celebrations for Swiss 

Re’s 150th anniversary are set to kick off in August. In addition to casting a glance 

back at what we have achieved over that period, we also want to launch a discussion 

about the future: about risk in general and what it means in our modern society; and 

about our industry and our environment. 
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You are probably already familiar with this story. 

In 1861 the Swiss town of Glarus was devastated by fire. The insurers at that time did 

not have enough funds to pay for the loss. The desire to be better prepared for similar 

future large-scale events was one reason that Helvetia Allgemeine 

Versicherungsgesellschaft, Schweizerische Kreditanstalt and Basler Handelsbank – a 

Swiss primary insurer and two Swiss banks – decided in 1863 to set up Zurich-based 

Schweizerische Rückversicherungs-Gesellschaft, today’s Swiss Re. Since then, Swiss 

Re has been helping the economy and society to cope with major loss events – such as 

the massive earthquake in San Francisco in 1906, the terror attacks of 11 September 

2001 or more recently, Hurricane Sandy in the US. And we expect to continue to 

provide such support in future. We will say more about our anniversary at our 

anniversary AGM in spring 2014. 

Our anniversary year is not just a reason for us to look back, but also an opportunity to 

invest in the future. 
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Since its establishment, Swiss Re has been a company of global stature, but has also 

been strongly rooted in the city of Zurich – precisely because of its global reach 

perhaps. In our anniversary year, construction work is set to commence on our new 

headquarters building, known as “Swiss Re Next”, close to the city on the shores of 

Lake Zurich. It may simply be a coincidence, as the new building is mainly being 

constructed due to necessary, urgent renovation work for technical and structural 

reasons. But I like the symbolism inherent in the concurrence of these two events – the 

150 years anniversary and the construction of a new building. Swiss Re Next is such 

an important and ground-breaking project because it enables us to put into practice 

our values of quality and sustainability. A little later on we will show you a short film 

about the Swiss Re Next project so as to provide you with more details.    

It is tempting – though perhaps somewhat presumptuous – to speak of the next 150 

years. However, thanks to a promising strategy, an excellent capital base, long-term 

customer relationships, disciplined underwriting and a prudent investment policy, we 

are well equipped to weather the next few years, decades or indeed even centuries. 

Our Group CEO, Michel Liès, will undoubtedly be able to convince you of that.  
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These firm foundations and our good performance in 2012 enable us to propose 

raising our dividend to 3.50 francs per share – something that I find particularly 

pleasing. What is more, we will also propose a special dividend of four francs per 

share.    

I am proud that your company, Swiss Re, is in such good health in its anniversary year. 

Allow me to express our sincere thanks to you, our shareholders, for the trust and 

loyalty you have placed in Swiss Re.  

I will now handover to Michel Liès, our Group CEO, who will explain to you in more 

detail how we achieved such good results.  

Thank you for your attention.  

 


