
Our unwavering commitment to 
sustainability amid uncertainty

MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR

Our world continues to transform at an 
unprecedented pace. 2020 was an extraordinary year 
– one shaped by a global pandemic, widespread social 

and economic unrest and significantly higher than 
usual catastrophic events around the globe. 

This included an extremely active 
wildfire season as well as a record 
number of named storms in the 
United States, extreme bushfires and 
storm activity such as hail damage in 
Australia, floods and typhoons in Asia. 
The Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic 
also triggered a deep global recession, 
resulting in profound economic 
consequences for many countries, 
businesses and individuals. We will 
continue to work with governments 
and regulators to better prepare for, 
and respond to, low probability, high 
impact events like the pandemic. 
This has prompted a broad discussion 
within the industry as to how we 
provide appropriate support to our 
customers during this extraordinary 
and challenging time. QBE remains 
determined to play an active and 

constructive role in these discussions. 
While the pandemic’s impact will vary 
across nations, indications are that it is 
likely to lead to an increase in poverty 
and inequalities at a global scale. 
This in turn places more emphasis, 
and urgency, on the achievement of 
the United Nations (UN) Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030.

At QBE, sustainability continues 
to be integrated as part of our 
strategic priorities, notably within 
the performance pillar as we focus 
on meeting our climate-related and 
broader sustainability commitments. 
As an international business, we 
are acutely aware of the need for 
us to continue driving longer-term 
sustainability measures to help our 
customers, people and communities 

across the world manage risk, 
achieve their ambitions and enjoy 
a more sustainable future.

Our continued commitment 
to sustainability 
We are committed to the SDGs 
and continue to advance the goals, 
particularly those where we feel we 
can have the greatest impact. Our five 
priority goals are outlined in this Report 
as well as the active steps we are taking 
to further our achievement of these 
goals. We believe that the private sector 
has a pivotal role to play in achieving 
the SDGs through more responsible 
business operations and practices, 
investing with impact and developing 
innovative products and solutions using 
a sustainability lens.
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Amid the great upheavals of 2020, 
we remain focused on a better, 
more sustainable tomorrow and 
on the importance of working with 
our stakeholders, industry partners, 
governments, regulators and 
others to drive better outcomes for 
our customers and communities 
– including enhanced resilience. 

We became a signatory to the United 
Nations Global Compact. We are working to 
integrate the ten universal principles relating 
to human rights, labour, environment and 
anti-corruption across our strategy, culture 
and day-to-day operations. 

In 2020, we developed an Environmental 
and Social Risk Framework to capture 
our approach to managing various ESG 
topics such as energy and biodiversity. 
We continue to deliver on our climate and 
other ESG risk commitments including 
establishing relevant metrics and targets 
for our business as we transition to a 
low-carbon economy. We also joined 
the UN-convened Net-Zero Asset 
Owner Alliance, committing to transition 
our investment portfolio to net-zero 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. 
As our work progresses, we will continue 
to engage with a range of stakeholders, 
including those involved in previous 
shareholder resolutions on climate 
change and world heritage sites. 

  Further information about our work 

on climate change can be found here.

We understand the important role 
we play as an insurer in the lives of 
our customers and communities. 
We continue to work closely with many 
of our customers in their transition to 
renewable energy. Sustainability is a 
core component of discussions with 
our customers, and we continuously 
seek to support them as their needs 
or businesses change. This support 
can range from small, but important, 
optimisation projects that help reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions on-site, to the 
types of large greenfield investments 
in offshore wind which have already 
transformed the global energy market.

Our important work with the wider 
insurance industry, governments and 
regulators to enable a more sustainable 
future continues. As a key participant in the 
Australian Sustainable Finance Initiative, 
we were involved in the successful 
launch of the Australian Sustainable 
Finance Roadmap. In Hong Kong, we 
participated in the China Green Finance 

Task Force’s Report on Green Insurance. 
In North America, we are committed 
to working with the State Insurance 
Commissions to support policyholders 
impacted by natural disasters. 

Our inclusive culture 
At QBE, we believe our success is 
founded on maintaining a dynamic, 
supportive, diverse and inclusive 
workplace, where people have the safety 
and opportunity to achieve their personal 
and professional goals. Recognising 
the backgrounds, perspectives and 
life experiences of our people helps 
us to build strong connections with our 
customers, motivate our people and 
make better decisions for our business 
and the communities in which we work. 
Through our QBE DNA and our strategic 
focus on talent and culture, we continue 
to build a workplace that provides our 
people with the opportunity to thrive and 
grow; something we believe is key to the 
long-term sustainability of our business.

Culture is a core priority at QBE. The 
departure of our Group CEO, due to 
a breach of our Group Code of Ethics 
and Conduct (the Code), demonstrates 
our commitment to strong corporate 
governance and the wellbeing of our people. 
The Board’s swift decision highlights that 
all our employees are held to the same 
standards. While this was a setback, I am 
proud of the prompt action by the Board 
to apply appropriate sanctions and 
solidify the Board’s zero tolerance stand 
towards breaches of the Code. 

We are pleased to say that, despite this 
setback, the fundamentals of our business 
remain strong. Implementing our QBE 
DNA has strengthened our culture in 
recent years, and we continue to work 
to create a respectful and inclusive 
environment for our people. To further 
our efforts, we have put in place a series 
of initiatives that will add to our existing 
QBE DNA. We have also created a global 
Culture Advisory Group to work with our 
external partner to help us build on our 
leadership capability and identify any gaps 
and levers to further enhance our culture.

Governed by our Board People & 
Remuneration Committee and Diversity 
& Inclusion Council, our Global Diversity 
and Inclusion Policy expresses our strong 
commitment to promoting equality and 
embedding inclusion in our workplace. 
We continually measure ourselves against 
the progress made on the strategy and 
targets we have set ourselves in this policy. 

Across the Group, we came close to 
achieving our goal of having 35% women 
in leadership by 2020, with an increase 
over the last year from 33.7% to 34.8%. We 
have developed a new target of having 
40% of women in leadership by 2025. 
I am also pleased to announce that in 
2020, we achieved our target of having 
30% of women on the Group Board.

In Australia, we launched our 2020–2022 
Reconciliation Action Plan outlining 
our vision for reconciliation. True to our 
purpose to give people the confidence 
to achieve their ambitions, we work hard 
every day to build strong and enduring 
relationships with our Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander customers, 
partners, communities and charities. 
We believe that maintaining strong 
relationships like these can assist with 
the critical goal of reconciliation. 

Our focus on wellbeing
The health, safety and wellbeing of our 
people, customers and communities 
have always been important to us, but 
never more so than in an extraordinary 
year like 2020. In a period marred 
by catastrophic natural disasters and 
a one-in-one-hundred year global health 
crisis, we scaled up our support for our 
customers and communities through 
financial aid initiatives, risk management 
education and tools. 

To support our customer wellbeing 
at the beginning of the pandemic, 
we provided much-needed financial 
assistance such as freezing premium 
rates on policy renewals and deferring 
premium payments, and established 
a dedicated resource centre to help 
customers manage their risk and make 
claims. We also provided financial and 
other assistance to customers impacted 
by natural disasters throughout the year. 
Our global disaster relief partnership 
with Red Cross and Save the Children 
enabled QBE to assist the communities 
in which we operate through the 
catastrophic events of 2020 and forms 
part of our ongoing COVID-19 response. 
Further information about our support 
of customers and communities can 
be found in the next few pages.

Mike Wilkins AO
Independent Chair
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