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When disaster strikes, our immediate priority 
is the safety, wellbeing and ultimately recovery 
of our customers and the communities 
in which they live. Throughout 2019, our 
customers around the world faced a number 
of challenges, from monsoonal flooding in the 
Queensland city of Townsville to devastating 
wildfires in the US, and unseasonal weather 
conditions which impacted the performance 
of our North American Crop business. 
Through it all, QBE was there to help. 

As 2019 ended and 2020 began, we were 
there too when unprecedented bushfires 
swept across the Australian landscape 
razing homes, businesses and livelihoods. 

The devastation caused by the fires 
is widespread and many QBE customers 
and their communities were impacted. 
I am enormously proud of how QBE 
responded to these events, which Pat 
details in his CEO report on page 6 of this 
Annual Report. Just as we were there in 
the immediate aftermath, we will continue 
to support our customers and bushfire 
communities on the long road to recovery. 

Chairman's message

At QBE, our purpose is to give people the 
confidence to achieve their ambitions. 
Around the world, our team of more than 
11,700 people strive every day to meet this 
commitment. We aim to keep the customer 
at the centre of our decision-making as 
we work to deliver insurance and risk 
management solutions that respond to our 
customers' current and emerging needs.

Strong foundations 
for a sustainable future
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Risk culture
We work in an era of increasing regulatory 
scrutiny for our industry. Across our 
operating divisions – North America, 
International and Australia Pacific 
– we strive to apply the highest possible 
governance standards as we respond 
to changing customer, community and 
stakeholder expectations around the world. 

In our home market of Australia, the 
Royal Commission into Misconduct in the 
Banking, Superannuation and Financial 
Services Industry is leading to a number of 
regulatory and legislative reforms that have 
ramifications for the insurance industry and 
the financial services sector more broadly. 

QBE is pleased to have played 
a constructive role in supporting these 
reforms, while also making a number of 
important changes within our operations 
in response to our own assessment of 
the strengths and areas for improvement 
in our governance, accountability and 
culture frameworks. 

Shareholder returns
Unusually poor weather conditions in parts 
of the US adversely affected the financial 
performance of our North American 
Crop business in 2019. Regrettably, this 
weighed on the Group's underwriting 
result, despite very good pricing 
momentum and a strong investment 
performance in an otherwise challenging 
global interest rate environment. 

The Group statutory net profit after tax of 
$550 million represents a 41% increase on 
2018, while the cash return on equity was 
8.9% 1, up from 8.0% 1 in the prior year. 
The Board has taken this into account 
when determining this year’s final dividend. 
Our dividend policy is intended to reward 
shareholders relative to cash profit, while 
maintaining sufficient capital for future 
investment and growth in the business. 

Accordingly, the Board has declared 
a final dividend of 27 Australian cents 
per share. When combined with the 
25 Australian cents per share dividend 
declared at the half year, this represents 
a 2019 full year dividend of 52 Australian 
cents per share. This compares favourably 
with 50 Australian cents per share paid 
out in 2018 and equates to a payout ratio 
of 65% of adjusted cash profit. 

During 2019, we also purchased an additional 
A$295 million in QBE shares as part of our 
three-year on-market share buyback program. 

Sustainability
As a company that helps people and 
businesses protect themselves from risk, 
QBE is keenly focused on sustainability. 
The identification and management of 
current and emerging environmental, 
social and governance trends is integral 
both to our ability to understand the needs 
of our customers and to ensuring the 
sustainability of our own business. 

In 2019, we further improved our overall 
ranking in the Dow Jones Sustainability Index 
(DJSI)/Corporate Sustainability Assessment 
and maintained our inclusion in the DJSI 
Australia Index. This is positive recognition 
of the work we are doing, and in 2020 
we will maintain our efforts in this area.

Climate change is a global risk that 
has had, and will continue to have, 
ramifications around the world. It is 
a material risk for QBE and across our 
operations, and we have developed 
a detailed approach for how we manage 
climate-related risks. 

In 2019, we continued to deliver on our 
Climate Change Action Plan commitments 
and further enhanced our disclosures, 
in line with the recommendations of the 
Task-force on Climate Related Financial 
Disclosures (TCFD). 

Pleasingly, our focus on climate change 
was recognised by non-profit climate 
research provider, CDP, with QBE’s 
score for corporate transparency and 
action jumping two places to a ‘B’ in 2019. 
An update on our Climate Change Action 
Plan is included on pages 32 to 39 of this 
Annual Report. 

Among the measures introduced in 2019 
was the publication of our energy policy, 
which provides shareholders, customers 
and the wider community with a clear 
explanation of the Group’s approach 
to investing in and underwriting energy 
projects. Due to the high emissions 
intensity of thermal coal, QBE has 
maintained zero direct financial investment 
in thermal coal from 1 July 2019, and we 
have committed to phase out all direct 
insurance services for thermal coal 
customers within the next decade.

I am also pleased to report that in 2019, 
QBE again achieved carbon neutrality and 
we set an ambitious target to use 100% 
renewable electricity across our operations 
by 2025. We are also working closely with 

our customers in a range of sectors around 
the world to support their transition to 
a lower carbon economy.

Earlier this year, QBE launched its first 
disaster relief and climate resilience 
partnerships with two of the world’s leading 
humanitarian agencies, Red Cross and 
Save The Children. These three-year 
partnerships support the rapid mobilisation 
of support for disaster relief activities in 
response to catastrophic events. 

By directing a portion of these funds 
to climate resilience projects, we are also 
supporting the efforts of communities 
to protect themselves from physical risks 
and potentially mitigate future disaster.

Looking ahead
As a global insurer, with operations in 
27 countries around the world, we are 
acutely aware of the challenges and 
uncertainties that tomorrow may bring. 
Global population growth, climate change, 
mass migration of people to cities, 
economic uncertainty, trade disputes and 
protectionism all present challenges for 
our customers and for our business.

At the same time, technological innovation, 
the Internet of Things (IoT), the explosion in 
data and the increasingly sophisticated use 
of analytics all present opportunities for QBE. 

I am confident that, with a highly performing 
team under Pat Regan’s leadership, QBE 
is well placed to take advantage of these 
opportunities and build on the momentum 
we have created in 2019.

Accordingly, I have advised the Board that 
I believe the time is right for me to step 
down as Chairman and from the QBE 
Group Board. Board renewal is important 
to bring fresh ideas and perspectives and 
I am delighted the Board has chosen Mike 
Wilkins to succeed me in the role of Group 
Chairman. Mike is a highly regarded and 
well credentialed director and will bring fresh 
thinking to the direction of your company.

Thank you, our shareholders, for your 
support during my time as Chairman of 
this great company. I feel very privileged 
to have served in this role and I am 
confident that I leave QBE in very capable 
hands. I wish Mike, the Board, Pat and the 
executive team and everyone at QBE all 
the very best for the future. 

W. Marston Becker 
Chairman

1 2019 adjusted cash profit ROE excludes non-cash and material non-recurring items such as restructuring costs, gains (losses) on disposals, the 
impact of the Ogden decision in the UK and discontinued operations. 2018 adjusted cash profit ROE excludes the transaction to reinsure Hong Kong 
construction workers' compensation liabilities.


