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A growing threat  
to resilience  

The risk of tsunamis haunts 
coastal communities throughout 
the equatorial zone. Residents of 
Padang, whose Air Manis Beach 
is pictured here, depend on 
Indonesia’s early warning system 
to tell them when to evacuate. 
The Swiss Re Foundation is 
supporting an international 
research effort to improve the 
system. Learn more about this 
project – and our collaboration 
with the Swiss Red Cross to 
increase disaster risk 
preparedness in Central America 
and the Caribbean – in the Focus 
Report starting on page 4.
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Many still remember the Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004, which took 
more than 200 000 lives and triggered a worldwide disaster relief 
campaign. While humanitarian aid is important, it cannot make up for 
the human and economic loss of a catastrophic event. For the insurance 
industry, the 2004 tsunami highlighted the urgency of closing the 
protection gap in emerging economies.

One of the two feature stories in this report takes us to Indonesia,  
where the Swiss Re Foundation supported an innovative, University  
of Pittsburgh-led effort to make tsunami detection and early warning 
both faster and more accurate using undersea acoustic communication. 
Disaster preparedness is essential to increasing resilience and thus a 
prime focus for the Foundation.

Based on a five-year collaboration with the Swiss Red Cross in 
El Salvador, Haiti and Honduras, the second story shows what this 
means on the ground. A grant from the Foundation supported 
sustainable disaster risk reduction by building risk knowledge and 
training communities both in the prevention of perils such as landslides 
and in emergency response.

COVID-19 is putting resilience everywhere to a severe test, as the 
following pages bear out. Recognising the pandemic’s pervasive 
influence, Swiss Re more than doubled its yearly grant to the 
Foundation to enable the latter to support partners and projects  
through the crisis.

By creating the Foundation in 2011, we gave a new governance to 
corporate citizenship and sustainability initiatives that Swiss Re had  
long pursued. We wanted to support philanthropy aligned with the 
company’s values and to offer Swiss Re employees more ways to 
engage in causes they care about. As we enter the Foundation’s tenth 
year, I’m proud to see how successfully the Foundation’s portfolio  
has developed in the focus areas we defined. 

It’s with great pleasure in our achievements and with optimism about 
the future that I will step down as Chairman of the Swiss Re Foundation 
in April this year and pass the torch to Sergio Ermotti, the incoming 
Chairman of Swiss Re. I thank the trustees who joined me in  
this endeavour, the Foundation team for their good work and all  
the Foundation’s stakeholders for their trust and commitment  
over the years.

CHAIRMAN’S MESSAGE

Walter B. Kielholz 
Chairman of the Board of Trustees
Swiss Re Foundation
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The communities hardest hit by natural catastrophes tend  
to be the poorest and least well equipped to respond.  
This is certainly true in the regions featured in the following 
pages. The coastlines of West Sumatra, Indonesia are prone  
to earthquakes and tsunamis, and Central America and the 
Caribbean are routinely battered by hurricanes and drought.

Averting the worst impacts of catastrophes may involve  
a variety of interventions, from reforesting land in order to 
prevent mudslides and soil erosion to training people in 
emergency response. And where prevention and prediction  
are impossible, saving lives may come down to warning  
people of an impending disaster just in time for them to flee.

Backed by the risk expertise of Swiss Re, the Swiss Re 
Foundation contributes to building vulnerable communities’ 
resilience to natural hazards and climate risk. Our 2020 Focus 
Report showcases the breadth of our partnerships in this vein.
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A growing threat  
to resilience 
The Swiss Re Foundation supports capacity-building  
to mitigate harm from natural disasters in vulnerable 
communities. Two projects completed in 2020 – one  
a scientific proof of concept, the other a community-
based change programme – show the breadth of  
our work with partners who are finding better ways  
to prevent, predict and respond to disasters. 

As the world’s population grows and 
global temperatures rise, natural 
hazards, environmental degradation  
and climate change threaten the health, 
safety and livelihoods of more people 
than ever. The places that are most 
vulnerable to such threats are often  
poor, leaving them ill equipped  
to mitigate and bounce back from  
the fallout.

Natural hazards include perils such as 
hurricanes, earthquakes and droughts  
as well as the secondary perils they can 
contribute to, like earthquake-induced 
tsunamis and flooding and mudslides 
after a hurricane. Together they pose  
a grave threat to lives and livelihoods 
throughout the world (see next page).

At the Swiss Re Foundation, we work 
with partners that help communities  
in disaster-prone regions build their 
capacity to prevent and prepare for  
the impacts of natural catastrophes, 
adopt climate-friendly practices and 
adapt to a changing environment.  
Once a natural hazard has occurred, 
national governments can generally 
count on international solidarity for 
assistance with rescue and recovery.  
To maximise our impact as a small 
organisation backed by a world leader  
in risk knowledge – Swiss Re – most  
of our work in the area of natural hazards 

goes toward efforts to limit their 
damaging effects before they strike.

The projects featured in this Focus 
Report fit this profile. The first is an 
international collaboration to test an 
improved tsunami detection and early 
warning system for deployment off  
the coast of Indonesia. We stepped  
in when the research team ran out  
of funding, enabling it to complete its  
proof of concept.

In the second project, we supported the 
Swiss Red Cross and local partners in 
training communities in El Salvador, Haiti 
and Honduras in disaster preparedness 
and in linking them to national disaster 
management and health systems as well 
as to each other. The project also tested 
and promoted innovative approaches to 
reducing disaster risks and strengthened 
policy dialogue and best practice 
exchange across the region. We focus 
on Honduras to illustrate the activities 
completed in all three countries.

The COVID-19 pandemic led to delays 
and a need for extraordinary measures  
in both projects. Drawing from Swiss Re’s 
donation of USD 5 million to the 
Foundation to support pandemic relief 
efforts in 2020, we could help these and 
other partners around the world cover 
the resulting costs.

Indonesia project 
Better predictions 
for safer coasts
page 8

Honduras project  
Stable ground  
to stand on
page 20

FOCUS REPORT NATURAL HAZARDS
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IN DEPTH NATURAL HAZARDS

Natural forces, 
human choices

2020 was extraordinary not only because of the COVID-19 pandemic. In terms  
of total insured catastrophe-related losses, it was also the fifth-costliest year  
on record. Both climate change and urban sprawl are putting more people and 
property than ever in harm’s way.

Climate change makes weather-related disasters from floods to wildfires more  
likely and more severe. Urbanisation concentrates people in the very locations  
most endangered by such disasters: along coasts, on floodplains or near wildland.  
To different degrees, both these developments depend on the decisions of 
individuals and societies.

Natural catastrophes are blind to where they strike. But the people and places  
they hurt most tend to be those least well protected by mechanisms such as 
infrastructure and insurance. Moreover, when it comes to managing climate  
risk, even vastly improving infrastructure and shrinking the protection gap –  
as the difference between insured and total losses is known – won’t be enough.  
To keep weather-related risks insurable in the future, governments and private 
stakeholders must take appropriate mitigating measures now, from sharply reducing 
carbon emissions to making smarter choices about where to build, work and live.1

In 2020, a host of disasters vied for the world’s attention. Hailstorms hit Australia, 
Canada and the US, wildfires ravaged swathes of Australia and the US, floods  
hit several provinces along the Yangtze River in China, winter storms swept  
across Europe and Cyclone Amphan devastated the Bay of Bengal. The year  
also saw 30 named storms in the North Atlantic, topping the previous record  
of 28 in 2005, and the highest-ever number of landfalls on the US coastline.2

As Swiss Re’s chief economist, Jerome Jean Haegeli, put it, ”As with COVID-19, 
climate change will be a huge test of global resilience. Neither pandemics  
nor climate change are ‘black swan’ events. But while COVID-19 has an expiry  
date, climate change does not, and failure to ‘green’ the global economic  
recovery now will increase costs for society in future.”

Top four causes  
of insured losses

Wildfires

Thunderstorms 
and tornadoes

Floods and hail

Tropical cyclones 

USD 109 bn 
gap in natural catastrophe  
protection in 2020

 189
natural catastrophe  
events worldwide 

7 993
casualties, by disaster type

5 804 natural catastrophes 
2 189 man-made

1 Economic Insights, 30/2020, Swiss Re Institute, 1 October 2020 
2 News release, Swiss Re Institute, 15 December 2020

Source for all figures on this page: Swiss Re Institute
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FOCUS REPORT

Better  
predictions  
for safer coasts
The archipelago of Indonesia frequently 
experiences earthquakes. Of the tsunamis  
that can result, the one that devastated Aceh 
in 2004 was by far the worst – but certainly  
not the last – to overwhelm the country’s 
extensive coastlines. Timely, accurate systems 
for warning local populations are essential  
to saving lives.

As state-of-the-art tsunami early warning 
systems are far too costly for a country like 
Indonesia, the national government began 
building a cheaper yet still effective system  
in 2005. When a vital component proved 
prone to damage and theft, the government 
teamed up with scientists in the US to  
develop and pilot a more robust alternative.

Grants from the Swiss Re Foundation  
enabled the project to close a funding  
gap and overcome challenges presented  
by the COVID-19 pandemic to carry on  
with the pilot in 2020.

INDONESIA
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Tsunami evacuation signs in Dusun Teitei 
Sinabak, Siberut Island, Indonesia point 
the way to higher ground.
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Home to 270 million people, Indonesia 
comprises about 17 000 islands spread 
over an area of 1.9 million square 
kilometres. Lying at the place where 
three tectonic plates meet, the 
archipelago experiences frequent 
seismic activity, including undersea 
earthquakes and landslides that give  
rise to tsunamis.

The most recent large tsunamigenic 
earthquake hit Palu, Sulawesi in 2018, 
taking the lives of 2 045 people and 
leaving more than 5 000 missing. 
The undersea earthquake and 
ensuing tsunami that struck 
Aceh in 2004, which 
killed over 200 000 
people in a dozen 
countries, was one of the 
most destructive natural 
disasters in recorded 
history. The extent of the 
damage exposed long-
standing failures in coastal 
resource management, especially the 
destruction of natural defences like 
mangrove swamps and the construction 
of hotels and luxury homes in violation 
of conservation laws. 

Timely warnings save lives
Since a tsunami hit the Mentawai 
Islands of West Sumatra in 2010, 
scientists agree the risk of a huge 
tsunamigenic earthquake in the  
region remains high. The potential 
consequences are dire for the coastal 
city of Padang, which has a population 
of about 1 million and lies broadside  
on a plate boundary segment that has 
ruptured repeatedly since 2004.

Top right: Afnita (see page 16) 
speaks with relatives outside  
her house in the village of Dusun 
Teitei Sinabak

Above: Aerial view of Muara Siberut, 
Siberut Island

Top: Tracking the ship’s progress 
metre by metre during the cable-
laying operation

Right: The crew uses a winch to 
retrieve the cable end unit consisting 
of the acoustic receiver, the canister 
and other sensitive equipment in 
July 2020.

The persistent threat of tsunamis 
highlights the need for robust detection 
systems to warn residents of Indonesia’s 
coastal cities of impending earthquakes 
and tsunamis. Yet the country cannot 
afford the advanced tsunami early 
warning systems (TEWS) used by 
countries like Japan and the US, which 
require great lengths of costly fibre-optic 
cable to convey the data collected 
undersea to shore.

Affordable and effective
In 2005 the Indonesian 

government began building  
a more affordable tsunami 

early warning system, Ina-
TEWS, between Padang 
and Siberut Island to its 
west. As well as using a 
bottom pressure sensor 

to monitor water levels in 
the deep ocean, this cable-

based tsunameter (CBT) relies 
on a network of tide gauges and 

GPS devices tethered to a surface buoy. 
The buoy carries satellite transmission 
antennae, a radio frequency modem  
and a master control unit. 

The water-level data collected by  
Ina-TEWS is relayed via the surface 
buoy’s satellite to the Indonesian 
Meteorological, Climate and 
Geophysical Agency (BKMG) in Jakarta 
for analysis. Depending on certain 
decision criteria, BKMG then issues 
warnings to at-risk communities to 
evacuate. In essence, Ina-TEWS is thus  
a communication system triggered  
by detection of anomalous undersea 

FOCUS REPORT INDONESIA
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The persistent  
threat of tsunamis  
highlights the need  
for robust detection  

systems to  
warn residents.



conditions. While the system is effective, 
fast and inexpensive to set up, it has  
an Achilles heel: the surface buoys  
are prone to vandalism and weather 
damage, and so were discontinued  
in 2012.

International teamwork
With funding from the US National 
Science Foundation (NSF), a team  
of eight researchers representing six 
institutions in Indonesia and the US 
began in 2013 to design an alternative 
Ina-TEWS – known as CBT Acoustic – 
using a combination of cables and 
acoustic communication to relay data  
to shore (see page 13). Relative to the 
existing system, the approach promised 
higher detection accuracy and speed 
while requiring no buoys and less 
maintenance. The project also aimed to 
develop models for the decision support 
systems that interpret data from the 
sensor and communicate warnings to 
communities at risk.

Coordinated by a principal investigator at 
the University of Pittsburgh, the project’s 
execution of the undersea network was 
led by the Woods Hole Oceanographic 
Institution (WHOI) and the Indonesian 
Agency for Assessment and Application 
of Technology (BPPT) and included  
the Bandung Institute of Technology  
and Andalas University. In 2016 this 
international team conducted an 
experiment near Siberut that proved  
the feasibility of long-range acoustic 
communications as a way to link the 
bottom pressure sensor to shore.

With that hypothesis confirmed, the next 
task for the team was to build a complete 
prototype of the system and to install  
and test it off Siberut. Deployment of  
the subsea network needed to complete 
the prototype was then delayed for two 
years due to significant cuts to the budget 
of the Indonesian agencies involved.
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Research rescue operation
With the NSF funding due to expire in 
September 2019, completion of the pilot 
was in jeopardy. After hearing about the 
project in a news broadcast, a portfolio 
manager at the Swiss Re Foundation 
approached the principal investigator and 
invited the team to apply for a grant. The 
Foundation decided to support the effort 
because we saw its potential to build  
the risk prevention and foresight capacity  
of government agencies that monitor 
tsunamis throughout equatorial zones. 
The project team has also committed to 
document and share its learnings with 
tsunami warning agencies throughout 
the Indian Ocean and with the global 
scientific community. 

The test cruise was finally conducted  
in January 2020. While the crew had 
difficulty controlling the ship’s position, 
which prevented completion of system’s 
cable link to shore, they confirmed that 
the pressure sensor in the ocean bottom 
unit was relaying data to the cabled  
end unit in real time (see next page) –  
a successful test of the subsea system.  
The cable issue was to be addressed  
and the full system deployed on a next 
cruise soon thereafter when the project 
hit another setback: the COVID-19 
pandemic. We provided a further grant  
to make up for the resulting delays and 
costs, allowing the operation to move 
forward in July 2020.

To prepare for the CBT Acoustic cable 
deployment, the cable and canister laid in 
January had to be retrieved and replaced 
with new ones paid for by the Swiss Re 
Foundation. Unfortunately, the crew 
discovered that the new canister had  

a leak that led to a short circuit in the 
electronic modules that transmit data  
to shore. The crew nevertheless laid  
the new cable according to plan and 
strengthened every other link in the 
system’s communications, installing a 
bigger battery to power the shore station 
and adding solar panels to maintain 
power and increase the stability of 
onward satellite transmission.

A tsunami strikes the Mentawai Islands 
faster than the coast because deep water 
allows for faster propagation, while the 
continental shelf slows the tsunami’s 
progress toward Padang. Relative to the 
fibre-optic cable networks of the TEWS 
used in countries like Japan and the US, 
CBT Acoustic substantially reduces the 
length of undersea cable required, with 
correspondingly large cost savings. And 
relative to Indonesia’s current Ina-TEWS 
system, the acoustic approach offers 

higher accuracy, more robustness to 
damage and at least 5 minutes’ more 
lead time before the tsunami hits land. 

The CBT Acoustic approach is still in the 
development phase, with full deployment 
slated for 2021. If this low-cost system 
can be made to work reliably, it would 
allow for the set-up of many more 
systems and much broader coverage. 
This, in turn, would help protect lives and 
property not only in Indonesia’s 
population hubs like South Java, Bali, 
Lombok and sparsely settled, high-risk 
areas such as the islands of the Mentawai 
Basin, but also in the other 23 countries 
that participate in the Indian Ocean 
Tsunami Warning and Mitigation System 
as well as in the Philippines. Although a 
head start of 5 more minutes may sound 
negligible, it can make the difference 
between life and death for people fleeing 
catastrophe.

FOCUS REPORT INDONESIA

To connect the fibre-optic cable, a BPPT employee installs electronic 
and communication modules in the controller box at the shore station on 
Siberut Island. 

The COVID-19 pandemic complicated 
the project in multiple ways, especially 
by limiting the personal interaction 
integral to collaborative work of this 
kind. Siberut Island, the field-testing 
site, was closed to all travel except 
food and gasoline deliveries from late 
March 2020 – just when it was 
planned to retrieve the existing cable 
and lay the new one. Around the same 
time, lockdown or stay-at-home orders 
began affecting the research partners 

at their home institutions, causing 
months of delays.

It was finally decided to proceed  
with the deployment in July to limit 
unquantifiable risks like the existing 
cable, which wasn’t attached to the 
shore, drifting. Based in Alaska, the 
engineer from WHOI who developed 
the acoustic system therefore couldn’t 
join the deployment. Also, for safety 
reasons, the crew had to observe 

elaborate hygiene measures. Despite 
the precautions taken, three crew 
members tested positive for COVID-19 
on their return to Jakarta and had to 
quarantine for 14 days. Even more 
disruptive for the project, the pandemic 
forced BPPT to close its labs for 
months and the whole agency for  
most of August 2020.

COVID-19  
GRANT
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1 Detect near-field tsunami

2 Send data to Siberut

3 Send data to BPPT/BKMG 
    in Jakarta

4 Issue warning to Padang

5 Local residents warned 
    via mobile network

3

The CBT Acoustic system integrates  
a bottom pressure sensor and acoustic 
communications developed by the WHOI 
with a fibre-optic cable installed by BPPT. 
Since warm surface water refracts the 
acoustic waves that transmit data from the 
sensor, sound travels farther underwater  
and retains its fidelity when received by  
the cable end unit that transmits the data  
to shore. 

Situated in the ocean bottom unit 30 
kilometres offshore, the pressure sensor 
detects not the formation of a tsunami  
wave per se but rather a change in water 
pressure levels. When this change exceeds 
a certain threshold, a signal is transmitted 
via underwater acoustic communications 
from the ocean bottom unit’s acoustic 
transmitter to the cable end unit’s acoustic 
receiver. The signal is then converted by 
electronic modules in the cable end unit’s 
canister and transmitted via fibre-optic 
cable to the shore station on Siberut Island. 
From there, the signal travels via satellite 
antenna to national authorities in Jakarta, 
about 1 000 kilometres away, for swift 
interpretation.

If the authorities decide a tsunami warning  
is warranted, they send a signal via satellite 
to the areas at risk, in this case, Padang. In 
Padang, a network of wireless transmitters 
then relays a message to the mobile phones 
of people in the area with instructions  
to evacuate immediately. It should take no 
more than 10 minutes from the moment 
when the bottom pressure sensor’s 
threshold is reached for the evacuation 
message to reach people on the ground, 
while the tsunami needs 30 minutes to 
reach shore. 

HOW THE SYSTEM WORKS



On the cruise in July 2020, a BPPT employee draws cable up through  
the kwadran to the cable-laying machine in the sea below.
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Reporting in  
a pandemic
We usually send a Swiss-based 
photographer to document our Focus 
Report projects. As this wouldn’t have 
been safe in 2020 due to the pandemic, 
we turned to Fairpicture, an agency  
that works with local independent 
photographers and journalists, to find 
the right person for us in Indonesia. 

     
This assignment was my first during the pandemic.  
I was excited to travel again. Everything was new, with

more health protocols, tests and new applications to fill out.  
I knew that Siberut doesn’t have regular transportation even  
in normal circumstances, and the planning was chaotic. But 
when I got in the field, everything ran smoothly. I caught the 
boat on schedule and landed safely in Mentawai.

In the beginning, the project members on the ground seemed 
hesitant to involve me in documenting their work. I discovered 
they had had negative experiences in the past with local 
journalists who misinterpreted and sensationalised their work, 
fuelling public fears about tsunamis instead of encouraging 
awareness and appropriate action. I worked hard to 
understand the technical part of the story.

When I cover the aftermath of disaster, I usually spend a  
good deal of time with the people affected to gain insight  
into their feelings and resilience. So I spent a whole night  
in Bosua talking to residents about their experiences. I totally 
forgot that malaria is endemic in Mentawai, so I didn’t take 
preventive medication.

The experience of having malaria is one of the most 
unforgettable of my life. Someone once told me, “Always treat 
people well because you never know what obstacles you  
will face in life and who will help you later”. I follow that advice 
by making friends as much as possible. When I got sick in 
Mentawai, a friend of a friend – whom I actually don’t know 
well – cared for me like a sister. I’ll always be grateful.

Everybody knows Mentawai as a tourist destination. I’m glad  
I could help tell the story of what it’s like for people there to live 
in the face of danger and how they cope with their situation.”

Based in Jakarta, Rosa has worked as a photojournalist 
for eight years. Her photos have been recognised  
by the non-profit Women Photograph as among the 
best of 2019 and 2020. Despite coming down with 
malaria while travelling for this report, she returned 
with photos and interviews that vividly capture  
the perspectives of local residents and project team 
members as well as the operation at sea in July 2020.

Rosa at work in Padang, as a statue in traditional dress looks on

About the photographer 
Rosa Panggabean
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VOICES FROM THE REGION

We invited people in West Sumatra to reflect  
on their experiences of natural disaster and  
how their communities are responding.

Kalpinus Sakerebau,  
pictured with his wife 
Clove farmer, Bosua,  
Sipora Island 

  Until the tsunami in 2010,  
we lived in a village 200 metres  
from the beach. Today there’s  
only one house left, and we’ve  
moved to higher ground.“

Afnita 
Dried fish vendor,  
Dusun Teitei Sinabak, 
Siberut Island

  Now that my children 
are grown, if I have to die, 
so be it. What else do  
you expect, just leave it  
to God.“

FOCUS REPORT INDONESIA 



Ricky Febrata 
Beach guard,  
Air Manis Beach, Padang

  People used to flee 
every time the ground 
trembled. Now they know 
if the earthquake is strong, 
the siren sounds. We’re 
trained to direct people  
to safety and care for  
the injured.“

Perawati 
Shopkeeper, Muara,  
Siberut Island 

  After the Aceh tsunami, 
we stayed up on the  
mountain for around three 
months. The aftershocks  
kept coming and coming.“

Eri Junaldi 
Beach guard,  
Air Manis Beach, Padang

  We’re here to save 
people from drowning 
and help them evacuate in 
case of danger. The most 
important part of our job is 
to keep people calm when 
they are afraid.“

Maraden Samangilailai 
Village head, Bosua,  
Sipora Island 

  In 2010 we had a  
mini-tower, so we could  
alert people to evacuate  
immediately after the  
earthquake. Still, many  
people couldn’t escape  
in time. We’re still  
traumatised.“

Yudas Sabaggalet 
Regent of Mentawai Islands, Tua Pejat, 
Sipora Island 

  We’re making friends with  
disaster through information,  
education and planning. It’s our  
collective responsibility.“

Baharuddin 
Retired fisherman, Muara, 
Siberut Island

  We’ll never know  
what day a tsunami will 
hit. We’re just vigilant and 
check the seawater when- 
ever an earthquake comes.“



FOCUS REPORT INDONESIA
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Lee Freitag 
Principal Engineer, WHOI 

The challenge in this project 
was adapting the tsunami 
detection systems we use in 
the US to Indonesia’s leaner 
budget and distinct 
geography – specifically, to 
make surface buoys obsolete.
Data integration is handled by 
an Indonesian federal agency,  
BKMG, which decides when 
to issue a warning. 

Despite some issues, the 
system deployment in 
January 2020 went well.  
The crew energised the cable 
end unit, which successfully 
received a test signal from 
the ocean bottom unit.  
This proved that the bottom 
pressure sensor, the most 
important part of the  
CBT Acoustic system,  
was working. 

The system was intended  
for implementation with our 
on-site support. So it was 
difficult for our partners to 
work with the technology 
when COVID-19 restrictions 
kept us from traveling to 
Indonesia. Once the system  
is running smoothly and we 
know under what conditions 
it works well, we’ll create a 
design package and mature 
the technology so our on-site 
support isn’t needed. 

We’re impressed the 
Swiss Re Foundation chose 
to support such complex 
research. Collaborations like 
this one increase the capacity 
of agencies such as BPPT to 
take on the kind of expensive, 
risky projects that we take for 
granted in the US or in Europe. 
With such knowledge 
transfer, Indonesia and its 
neighbours can more readily 
develop their own solutions 
to their own challenges.
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Louise Comfort 
Principal Investigator, 
University of Pittsburgh

This project grew out of a 
conversation with the Deputy 
Director of the Indonesian 
agency for research and 
technology at a workshop on 
tsunami risk in 2006. He asked 
me about new technologies 
that might aid Indonesia  
in early tsunami detection  
and warning, and I agreed to 
form an international, 
interdisciplinary research team 
to explore alternative methods.

With colleagues in Indonesia 
and the US, we developed  
two proposals that were 
funded by the US National 
Science Foundation. The first 
supported the design of a 
computational model for a set 
of undersea and neighbourhood 
networks for early tsunami 
detection and warning. The 
second enabled construction 
of a prototype system that 

would test the concept of 
underwater acoustic 
communication in Indonesia’s 
warm equatorial waters.  
The undersea network was 
scheduled for deployment in 
August 2018, but funding and 
scheduling delays in Indonesia 
prevented completion. Then  
a tsunami struck Palu on  
19 September, devastating 
lives and property – again.

With the ongoing support of 
Indonesian colleagues and the 
Swiss Re Foundation’s 
generous grant, the research 
team eventually deployed the 
undersea network and proved 
the acoustic network’s 
functions. Full implementation 
is a complex operation, and 
significant challenges have 
been overcome. The system 
represents a breakthrough in 
using scientific principles to 
achieve accurate, fast and low-
cost early tsunami detection 
and warning for Indonesia and 
other exposed coastal regions.

Iyan Turyana 
Chief Engineer, 
Ina TEWS-BPPT

Tsunamis cannot be 
predicted – only detected 
once they occur. To protect 
local populations from an 
approaching tsunami, all we 
can do is detect it far enough 
from shore to allow the 
authorities to issue a warning 
and residents to evacuate 
before the tsunami hits. 

Every tsunami detection 
system has advantages and 
disadvantages. Relative  
to a completely cable-based 
system, our buoy-based 
system in Indonesia is quick 
and cheap to produce. But it 
also needs more maintenance 
and is prone to vandalism. 

The CBT Acoustic system 
developed with our US 
partners combines the best 
of both. It covers most of the 
distance between the bottom 

pressure sensor and the 
nearest land with an acoustic 
link, saving cost and the need 
for a buoy. We produce  
the cable in Indonesia. Our 
US partners construct the 
acoustic system. 

The sensor’s placement is 
crucial as it can only measure 
the water directly above.  
To give residents of Padang  
at least 15–20 minutes’ 
advance warning of a 
tsunami, we must detect it  
45 kilometres offshore. That’s 
why we chose to install the 
system on Siberut Island. 

Since residents of Siberut 
and neighbouring islands  
live too close to the sensor  
to benefit from the data it 
collects, they must be 
instructed to evacuate as 
soon as a large earthquake 
occurs. For them a tsunami 
warning from our system 
would come too late.
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Central America and the Caribbean comprise 
one of the world’s most disaster-prone regions. 
On top of tropical storms and hurricanes, the 
region faces earthquakes, volcanic eruptions 
and droughts. The threat is ever-present. During 
the preparation of this report, Central America 
and Colombia were battered by Hurricanes  
Eta and Iota, which capped off the most eventful 
Atlantic hurricane season ever recorded.  
Of the more than 7.5 million people affected, 
Hondurans were among the hardest hit. 

El Salvador, Haiti and Honduras belong to  
the region’s poorest countries. While all three 
have well-defined national plans for disaster 
management, civil protection and disaster risk 
reduction (DRR), these generally don’t include 
outreach to vulnerable rural communities. Even 
under ideal circumstances, local authorities are 
the first to act in the wake of disaster. Only later 
do central governments and aid organisations 
provide support. 

Stable ground  
to stand on

FOCUS REPORT HONDURAS
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Soil can be stabilised by planting 
izote, a variety of yucca, in contour 
lines across a slope, as shown here 
in San Esteban, Olancho



With a strong presence in Central 
America and the Caribbean, the Swiss 
Red Cross (SRC) has offered emergency 
relief, reconstruction and development 
assistance in the wake of some of the 
worst disasters for two decades. 
Hurricane Mitch, which struck 
Honduras in 1998, and  
the earthquakes that 
ravaged El Salvador in 
2001 and Haiti in 2010, 
respectively, spurred it to 
establish operations in all 
three countries. The SRC 
has since supported the 
region’s National Red Cross 
Societies in their efforts to link 
underserved communities to public 
services for disaster management and 
healthcare through capacity-building, 
community organisation and multi-
partner mobilisation. 

In the light of the SRC’s broad 
experience and track record in the 
region, the Swiss Re Foundation chose 
to partner with it and the National  
Red Cross Societies in helping rural 
communities in El Salvador, Haiti and 
Honduras close large, persistent gaps  
in their disaster preparedness. The goal 
of our collaboration, which began in 
2015, was to support the SRC’s efforts 
to increase its regional programme’s 
impacts on strengthening resilience by 
combining the resources, expertise and 
abilities of public and private as well as 
local, regional and national partners.

Disaster risk reduction and beyond
With the SRC in the operational lead, the 
project set out to train local communities 
in disaster preparedness, link them  
to national disaster management and 
health systems, test and promote 
innovative approaches to risk reduction 
and strengthen policy dialogue and 
exchange. The overall goal was to 
enable communities to increase their 
resilience by mitigating not only the 
effects of natural hazards, but also  
risks such as the health hazards arising 
from unsafe water or poor sanitation.

Spread across 11 municipalities, the 
more than 500 communities that 
participated have more than 100 000 
beneficiaries. Another 350 000 people 
stood to benefit indirectly from the 

changes the project aimed to bring 
about, such as better land stewardship, 
protection of watersheds and production 
of surplus food. Our grant afforded the 
SRC and its local partners the flexibility 
to test new DRR ideas and innovations 
and to implement tried-and-true 
approaches on a wide scale. It also 
addressed seven of the 2030 UN 
Sustainable Development Goals.

Most of the activities and experiences 
presented in this Focus Report were 
common to participating communities  
in El Salvador, Haiti and Honduras. We 
focus on Honduras because it accounts 
for the majority of participating 
communities and is representative of the 
project as a whole. Most of the photos, 
examples and interviews that appear  
in these pages come from the 
northwestern department of Olancho – 
one of the country’s poorest, most 
vulnerable regions.

Our grant afforded 
the flexibility to  

test new DRR ideas  
and innovations and to 
implement tried-and-

true approaches.

KEY PROJECT GOALS 

To strengthen disaster risk 
reduction by:

1)  Training residents  
and authorities

2)  Implementing  
prevention and  
mitigation measures

3)  Exchanging  
know-how within  
and across countries
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Schoolchildren help school committee members raise and tend plants  
in the tree nursery in San Esteban, Olancho.



The COVID-19 pandemic hampered 
many of the Red Cross activities  
we supported in Central America and 
the Caribbean. Yet it also provided  
a chance to observe how resilient  
the participating communities have 
become since the project began. 

As it wouldn’t have been safe to send  
a photographer to the region from 
outside, the SRC’s project coordinator 
in Olancho, Honduras, María Eugenia 
Lobo, kindly agreed to take photos  
and record the interviews featured in 
these pages. 

Asked for an example of how local 
residents coped with the pandemic, 
she recalled 37-year-old Fredy 
Alexander Martínez Euceda, a farmer 
and volunteer head of the health 
committee in Dulce Nombre de Culmí:

“With the help of training from  
the Red Cross and what he learned 
from neighbouring communities,  
Mr. Martínez started planting trees for 
forest cover, crops for sale and a fruit 
and vegetable garden for his family 
even before the pandemic. This was  
to reduce the depletion of his soil and 
make his land more stable. 

Although the technical assistance he’d 
been receiving had to be suspended 
due to COVID-19, he stayed in touch 
with our team by phone. So he and his 
family were able not only to carry on 
diversifying their farm but also to feed 
themselves and sell their excess 
produce during this period of 
emergency.”

COVID-19  
GRANT

Maria Eugenia Lobo 
Olancho Resilience 
Project Coordinator, 
Honduras Red Cross
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A family emergency plan team member visits families in disaster-prone 
locations of Nacaome, Valle to teach them how to prepare for an emergency.



 

Understanding the risks
The disasters most often experienced by 
residents in the participating communities 
are landslides and flooding, which sweep 
away whole houses and agricultural 
plots and occasionally claim lives as 
well. Like the catastrophes climate 
change contributes to, these natural 
hazards are natural but are exacerbated 
by human decisions and behaviours, 
especially in agriculture and construction.

While residents of the communities 
participating in this project cannot 
influence torrential rains or flooding,  
they can influence where, what and how 
they plant and build to minimise threats 
to their safety and health. In Olancho,  
for example, 87% of the land is legally 
designated for forest use. Yet many 
residents use it for crop cultivation and 
livestock farming without practising  
land conservation, which destabilises 
hillsides and makes them prone to 
landslides. Many are also unaware of 
where the risk of such hazards is highest.

Resilience requires understanding the 
risks one faces, right down to the level  
of communities or even of households. 

CODEL and health committee members in Catacamas, Olancho take part in an 
agricultural workshop.

Izote acts as a living barrier to stabilise a slope in Dulce Nombre de Culmí, 
Olancho.

DRR therefore always starts with a risk 
analysis. In this project, scale models of 
each village or settlement served as risk 
maps, which can be used first to identify 
levels of risk and then to make decisions 
such as where it’s safest to build or to 
farm and where specific DRR tools for 
risk mitigation should be deployed. 
Constructed in collaboration with local 
residents, the maps represent 

topographical features like elevation and 
water flow as well as locations where 
hazards such as mudslides are known  
to have occurred.

These community-created maps were 
then integrated with comprehensive 
hazard risk studies that consider 
geological, hydrological and other factors 
as well as with cost-benefit analyses  
to define and prioritise prevention and 
mitigation measures and to guide other 
local investments. The risk studies  
and maps were also shared with the 
authorities, helping them understand  
the risk and thus plan for, prepare and 
respond to natural disasters.

Reducing potential harms
To prevent landslides and the formation 
of ravines, participating communities 
learned to construct drainage gullies, 
forming bamboo or grasses like maralfalfa 
and sugar cane into a fishbone-shaped 
pattern down the slope. This technique 
allows water that has accumulated  
in elevated areas to flow downward 
without posing a risk to homes. 
Residents also received training in 
monitoring water dams for cracks that 
could cause them to break and in 
checking slopes for cracks, gullies and 
moisture that could lead to landslides.

Many participating communities not 
only reforested watersheds but also 
established and ran their own tree 
nurseries to ensure a sustainable supply 
of trees. They also worked with forestry 
authorities to designate legally protected 
zones of forest and reached agreements 
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REDUCING RISKS FROM THE GROUND UP

Local residents played a central role in implementing 
all the DRR activities in this project, as these photos 
from communities in Olancho, Honduras show.

3

4

5 6 7

1 Residents in San 
Esteban stabilise slopes 
using bamboo retention 
fences.

2 Community leaders 
learn to use and maintain 
the newly installed water 
level gauge in Catacamas.
 
3 Local residents use 
bioengineering techniques 
to stabilise a slope in 
Catacamas.

4 A scale model 
represents risks, 
evacuation routes and 
resources in San Esteban. 

5 Valerian is planted in 
contour lines to restore a 
slope in Dulce Nombre de 
Culmí.

6 Communities like Rio 
Blanco El Cello in Dulce 
Nombre de Culmí use 
Californian red worms 
to compost waste into 
fertiliser.

7 CODEL members 
prepare organic fertiliser 
in Catacamas.

1 2



with residents and landowners on the 
management of these protected zones. 
To raise awareness of the importance of 
forests, the communities often engaged 
local schoolchildren in the nurseries and 
reforestation activities.

Soil was stabilised using a variety of 
bioengineering techniques. In one, live 
hedges of perennial plants with dense 
growth and deep roots, such as vetiver 
grass or izote, were planted on terraced 
curves to reduce erosion, retain water 
and enrich the soil. The plants can also 
be used as medicine, fodder or food. 
Where such living barriers weren’t 
enough to stabilise a hillside, they were 
combined with “gray” barriers like 
concrete retaining walls to mitigate  
the impact of landslides and floods.

Some households planted gardens to 
grow food and medicinal plants as well 
as to stabilise the soil. In Olancho, the 
project team also tested and taught 
vermiculture, a bioengineering 
technique that uses worms to convert 
waste into fertiliser and thus to enrich 
soil depleted by agriculture and erosion.

Preparing for the worst
To help participating 
communities prepare for 
disasters, the Red Cross 
started by training and 
linking local emergency 
committees (CODELs) of 
volunteers to national 
authorities – in the case of 
Honduras, to the National 
Disaster Management System of 
Honduras. CODEL members received 
training on topics including contingency 
planning, search and rescue, first aid, 
evacuation, shelter and relief operations 
to ensure a timely and effective first-line 
disaster response. Local authorities 
were also supported in their 
organisational processes. After leading 
the immediate response in the wake of 
disaster, these players should be 
reinforced by local, regional and national 
Red Cross volunteers.

In addition to disaster preparedness, 
community members and local 
authorities were trained in how to 
conserve natural resources as well as to 
protect human health and livelihoods. In 
Honduras, water administration 
committees that maintained the water 

supply, pipes and dams weren’t 
accustomed to considering watershed 
protection, which determines water 
quality and quantity. Together with local 
authorities, the project team persuaded 
these committees to monitor, reforest 
and defend the watershed from 
contamination and encroachment.

In sum, improving land use in the  
light of reliable risk information was  
an underlying aim of all three of  
the project’s three main activities: 
strengthening sustainable DRR 
capacities and practices at the 
community level, especially by training 
residents and by using risk maps and 
cost-benefit analyses to guide local 
decisions and investment; enhancing 
the effectiveness of DRR solutions such 
as reforestation, soil bioengineering  
and hillside stabilisation; and supporting 
policy dialogue and advocacy for  
DRR at the local, national and 
international levels. 

Impacts five years on 
For the Swiss Re Foundation, it’s crucial 
that our partnerships have an impact.  

In 2017, the SRC commissioned 
the Swiss Federal Institute  

of Technology Lausanne 
(EPFL) to conduct a 
rigorously controlled 
study to address the 
questions we ask about 
every community-based 

DRR intervention we 
support: Is this programme 

strengthening key measures 
of disaster resilience among 

vulnerable communities?

Covering the period from 2017 to 2019, 
the EPFL study assessed the SRC 
programme’s impacts on 102 
communities in seven Olancho 
municipalities, comparing those that 
participated in its DRR interventions 
with communities that didn’t but were 
otherwise similar with respect to key 
variables such as risk exposure. The 
latter served as controls.

Overall, the project had a positive effect 
on DRR knowledge and preparedness 
and management of natural assets.  
For example, residents of participating 
communities were more likely than 
those of control communities to 
correctly identify the hazards to which 

The project had a  
positive effect on  

DRR knowledge and  
preparedness and  

management of  
natural assets.

their communities were exposed and  
to know about early warning systems, 
evacuation routes and emergency 
shelter, and 55% of households were 
represented in their local CODEL. When 
asked how their community would  
act in case of an emergency, just 8% of 
residents in participating communities 
said that people would help only  
their own family members, whereas 
26% of those in control communities  
believed so. 

In a sign that the SRC programme 
encouraged residents to manage natural 
resources more sustainably, 
participating communities also used 
1.91 fewer logs of wood per person per 
day. This translates into annual savings 
of about 2 200 logs per four-person 
family, which if realised across whole 
communities would substantially reduce 
deforestation as well as carbon and 
smoke emissions.
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Cost-benefit analyses by an external 
expert further concluded that the 
bioengineering measures implemented 
in participating communities were cost-
effective. One analysis, which looked at 
the measures taken to protect a school 
from floods and landslides, estimated 
that every USD invested in contour 
planting, pile walls with plants, drainage 
gullies and an improved drainage 
system would bring a benefit 
worth USD 4.50. 

Although Olancho is 
currently the most 
developed and 
comprehensive instance 
of the SRC programme, 
its design is similar to that 
implemented in the other 
project sites in Honduras, 
El Salvador and Haiti. Along with 
qualitative evidence from those other 
sites, this makes it likely that the 
programme had positive and significant 
effects on them as well.

Learning and exchange 
With hundreds of communities and 
public authorities in three countries as 
well as Swiss Re experts involved, the 
project aimed to facilitate knowledge 
transfer and exchange within and across 
locations. Partly to assess this aspect  
of the project, the SRC commissioned  
a qualitative report by an independent 
evaluator that examined participating 

sites at the end of the five-year 
project period. 

Based primarily on 
interviews with key 
stakeholders, the report 
concluded that peer 
exchange among 

technical staff within  
and across project sites  

and regions was the single  
most important contributor 

to knowledge transfer, innovation, 
replication and use of available 
expertise. This facilitated not only 
theoretical and practical learning, but 

also positive competition between  
sites that staff found motivating. Funding 
from the Swiss Re Foundation ensured 
that these fruitful peer exchanges could 
take place.

While one of our original ambitions was 
also to provide the SRC with access  
to Swiss Re’s risk experts and tools, 
there turned out to be a mismatch in  
the granularity of the required data and 
analyses. Thus, a key lesson was that 
such a strategic partnership requires 
clearly defined roles and collaborative 
interfaces as well as careful cultivation 
throughout the project. In particular,  
in the planning stage, respective 
responsibilities for targets should  
be agreed on and expectations, 
capacities, expertise, interests and 
potential developments discussed.

Members of the CODEL and the health committee present the progress made in implementing emergency and contingency 
plans in San Esteban, Olancho.

Peer  
exchange  

among technical  
staff was the single  

most important  
contributor  

to knowledge  
transfer.
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Carlos Montes 
Program Director, 
Honduras Red Cross 
Comayagüela,  
Honduras

I coordinated this Red  
Cross DRR project 

throughout Olancho from 
2003 to 2019. We learned 
about the cost-benefit
tool in an initial training 
session. We then began 
using the technique to make 
people more aware of 
hazards, determine if the
threat was high, medium or
low in a given area and take
measures to reduce risk, for
example, by stabilising a
hillside. We also managed
risk by introducing residents
to new ways of doing things,
such as reforesting the land,
making use of wood by-
products and creating
gardens with edible and
medicinal plants.

The communities that were
most interested in getting
involved with us served as  
a pilot. Others joined later
when they saw the good
results.

One finding in the project
evaluations that caught my
attention is what people
considered the best thing  
the Red Cross has done for  
them. You’d expect them to
mention construction works
like a bridge or a drainage
network. Instead, they 
talked about how the 
training they received 
changed their mindset – 
even how it changed them 
as people. When the Red 
Cross is no longer there, they 

can pass on this legacy 
through their children.

The multiplier effect across
municipalities has also  
been a great success. Many  
people travel to other 
communities and share their 
various experiences and 
achievements. It’s incredible.
One woman said that the
produce from her garden
covers her own needs and
those of her neighbours.  
She even has enough left 
over to sell.”
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Domingo Díaz 
CODEL President 
Las Jaguas, Olancho, 
Honduras

              Hurricane Mitch didn’t 
cause major damage

in our community because  
in 1998 our hills were still 
covered in vegetation. Ten 
years later, when we were hit 
by Storm 16, it was a different 
story. We had landslides, 
floods, collapsed houses and 
even deaths. Vegetation had 
been cleared to make way  
for industry and the many 
people who came here to 
work. After the storm, 
together with the Red Cross, 
we had to repair almost half 
the village and started 
reforesting areas taken by  
the landslide.

Before all this happened, the
village was blind. Anyone
would come and build a
house in any ravine without
being afraid because nothing
had ever gone wrong. Now
people are aware that they
have to build in a high, safe
area, not on the bank of  
the ravine or at the foot  
of a hill where the water 
might run in winter.

A big part of our work in the
CODEL is to go from house  
to house to increase people’s
awareness and 
understanding. We show
people maps of the risks in
their area and give talks
about health and how to
protect the hillside near their
homes with living barriers
and family gardens. We also
teach them how to behave in
an emergency – what to take
with them, where the nearest
safe house is – and tell them
to follow the instructions of
the trained CODEL members
in their neighbourhood.”
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Marvin Andrade 
Regional Coordinator, 
Natural Resources  
and Climate Expert, 
Honduras Red Cross 
Dulce Nombre de Culmí, 
Olancho, Honduras

              I used to be a risk 
management

technician, and I’ve been 
working for this project since 
2015. With financing from 
the Swiss Re Foundation,  
our communities in the 
regions of San Esteban and  
Catacamas were able  
to carry out risk studies. 

In each community, a 
multidisciplinary team 
including geologists and 
hydrologists identified the 
factors that contributed to 
natural disasters and spelled 
out techniques for mitigating 
and responding to them in 

the future. Most of the towns 
where we work are located 
on mountains with several 
slopes of 45 or even  
60 degrees of inclination, 
making them extremely 
susceptible to landslides.

Back in the day, we used  
to see landslide mitigation 
simply as sowing vegetative 
material on a small piece of 
land. For instance, we would 
cover an area of 20 to 30 or 
maybe as much as 50 square 
metres. Since then we’ve 
come to realise it’s not just 
about stabilising hillsides, 
but about turning every 

space into an integrated 
piece of land the family 
can benefit from. For 
example, we can plant fruit 
trees or, in smaller areas, 
medicinal gardens between 
soil-stabilising barriers. As a 
part of this approach, we’ve 
been teaching the CODELs, 
local health committees and 
residents in general how to 
prepare healthy meals and 
homemade remedies from 
these plants.”
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Miguel Méndez 
Mayor 
San Esteban, Olancho, 
Honduras

              I’ve collaborated with 
Marvin Andrade on

many activities, and we’ve 
both worked hand in hand 
with the Red Cross. In all  
our work, it has been very 
important to involve the 
community. In a project for 
drinking water, say, you can 
get the funds to buy the pipe 
and everything else that’s 
needed, but if you don’t also 
take care of the micro-basin, 
things will become very 
complicated over time 
because the basin will dry 
out. Community awareness 
and ownership make a big 
difference.

We’ve noticed that things  
are more efficient in 
communities where the  
Red Cross intervened and 
CODEL trainings were held. 
Community members are 
able to identify their resource 
needs, assess the risks to be 
mitigated and prepare their 
own cost-benefit analyses  
for project proposals. 

This community participation 
allows for an interesting 
alliance among the mayor’s 
office, the Red Cross and  
the community, resulting in 
cost-effective projects that 
couldn’t be financed by the 
municipality alone. People 
feel they’re part of the 
solution to the problems in 
their community and that 
the project is theirs. When 
there’s community 
participation, we’re all clearer 
on what each party is 
committed to do. This gives 
the mayor’s office more 
credibility and trust as 
investments can be made  
at a lower cost and  
more communities can  
be reached.”



Disaster risk reduction (DRR) has always 
been a focus area for the Swiss Re 
Foundation, and it will remain one. 
Backed by a world leader in knowledge 
of natural catastrophic risks, we know 
what’s at stake. As the world’s 
population grows, natural hazards and 
climate risk threaten the health, safety 
and livelihoods – and thus the long-term 
resilience – of more people than ever.

This year’s Focus Report features  
two DRR projects, one a long-term, 
region-wide initiative to build capacities 
at the community level and the other  
a bridge grant to enable the continued 
development of a new approach to 
tsunami detection and warning. Both 
reflect our strategy in this focus area 
while highlighting the possibilities of 
different approaches. They’ve also 
contributed to our reflections on where 
to go next in the domain of DRR.

Impact and scalability
In future projects, we’ll keep 
collaborating with public, 
private and academic 
partners to support 
disaster preparedness 
and risk management, 
favouring initiatives 
that have measurable 
impact, offer process 
and technology 
innovations and build 
versatile, durable risk 
knowledge. We see particular 
promise in open-source tools, models 
and data for risk management. While 
impact measurement is a high priority 
for us, it remains a challenge at the  
level of individual DRR projects.

When it comes to maximising the 
impact of innovations, scalability is  
what matters and is easier to assess. 
The tsunami early warning system 
(TEWS) using CBT Acoustic illustrates 
the difference that scalability makes. 
Once fully deployed in the Mentawai 
Basin, this low-cost, robust solution  
has the potential to protect lives and 
communities not only in tsunami-

exposed areas of Indonesia, but also  
the other 23 countries that participate in 
the Indian Ocean Tsunami Warning and 
Mitigation System – formed after the 
devastating tsunami of 2004 – as well 
as neighbouring countries such as the 
Philippines. While driven by individual 
communities, the multi-pronged DRR 
approach of the Red Cross likewise 
offers scalability through established 
regional, national and international 
networks as well as local best practice 
exchange.

Closing the risk data gap
We want to do more to leverage 
approaches and expertise in the 
insurance sector to support and scale up 
effective DRR in low-income countries. 
Current risk models are usually limited to 
historical events and to regions where 
the reinsurance industry might develop 
products. As a result, little risk data is 
available on low-income countries, and 
the costs of collecting it cannot be borne 
by the private sector alone. By 

contributing on this front, we hope 
to make these overlooked 

markets more attractive for 
private sector players to 
develop and serve.

It’s also important that 
governments, international 

institutions and academic 
researchers participate more 

in reviewing and questioning 
risk data. We especially see 

potential in risk data being used in 
developing markets. This would require 
cross-sector collaboration, investment 
and more participation in data quality 
review. In this vein, we recently 
launched three projects that are 
modelling disaster risks in the 
Caribbean, each at a different level of 
granularity, to inform everything from 
urban planning and risk reduction efforts 
to local private investment. Going 
forward, we plan to explore and reflect 
further on the notion of risk data as a 
public good.
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We see  
particular promise  

in open-source 
tools, models and  

data for risk  
management.



We’ll keep collaborating with public, 
private and academic partners to 
support disaster preparedness and risk 
management, favouring initiatives that 
have measurable impact, offer process 
and technology innovations and build 
versatile, durable risk knowledge. 
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Evaluating the risk to housing posed by water 
flowing downslope in Catacamas, Olancho



 
 

AT A GLANCE 2020

159 300
TOTAL FUNDS RAISED BY  

EMPLOYEES WORLDWIDE IN CHF

The emergence of COVID-19 turned 
2020 on its head for the Swiss Re 
Foundation as for nearly every other 
organisation. First in Asia and then 
around the world, the virus hit our 
partners both directly and indirectly  
and in ways large and small. When the 
Swiss Re Group more than doubled our 
usual yearly grant to support COVID-19 
relief efforts, we spearheaded a global 
pandemic programme while following 
through on our already planned and 
recurring commitments.

Like all the Foundation’s projects, our 
COVID-19 activities have been 
implemented in partnership with NGOs, 
social entrepreneurs and public sector 
entities as well as with Swiss Re 
employees. Through grants totalling 
CHF 5 356 000 in 2020, we helped 82 
partners in 29 countries increase their 
impact and operationally survive during 
the pandemic. Most of these funds 
went to our global healthcare partners 
such as the International Committee  
of the Red Cross (ICRC) and Médecins 
Sans Frontières (MSF) to support 
frontline relief. We also made targeted 
grants to smaller partners – especially 
ones focused on healthcare access – 
whose operations were disrupted by 

COVID-19 as well as to community-
focused philanthropies in Swiss Re 
locations.

Further strengthening the engagement 
of Swiss Re employees, we ran a “Take 
care & share” campaign in which we 
invited employees to share their stories 
of unsung heroes who came through for 
their communities during the pandemic. 
For each story submitted, the Swiss Re 
Foundation donated USD 50 to local 
charities and initiatives that supported 
impacted groups. With the Foundation 
matching each dollar raised, employees 
around the world also gave a total of 
CHF 54 350 for COVID-19 supports 
such as food aid, mental health services 
and livelihood support.

In 2020 we focused our portfolio 
development on natural hazards and 
climate risk management, sharpening 
our strategy and defining our 
approaches and goals in three niches: 
enhanced disaster risk reduction at the 
community level, coastal resilience and 
climate-smart agriculture. In each niche, 
we teamed up with innovators and 
researchers who are strengthening the 
risk management capacities of low-
income communities.

For a detailed overview of our projects,  
visit our website:

swissrefoundation.org 

Our innovative new partnership with the 
Restoration Insurance Service Company 
(RISCO), which expands our efforts to 
find nature-based solutions to protect 
coral reefs to the challenge of protecting 
mangroves, is an excellent example.  
In a pilot project, RISCO will first put a 
price on the contribution of these coastal 
forests to reducing flood risk and 
mitigating climate change. Then it will 
finance their conservation and 
restoration through insurance-related 
revenues and “blue” carbon payments.

Going forward, we’ll continue to pursue 
such strategies to optimise our impact  
in all three of our focus areas of work. 

10 390 500
TOTAL COMMITMENTS  

IN CHF
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Building resilience  
in a year like no other 
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Staff discuss a patient thought to be infected 
with COVID-19 at the humanitarian hub  
of Médecins Sans Frontières in Brussels. 



 
 

AT A GLANCE 2020 continued

Africa

Americas

APAC

Europe
Worldwide

Funds not disbursed 

* including 1m for ICRC and 1m for MSF

COVID-19  
GRANTS GRANTS IN

29
COUNTRIES

20
PARTNERS  
IN GLOBAL 
PROJECT  
PORTFOLIO

62
PARTNERS  
IN SWISS RE  
LOCATIONS

54 350
RAISED AND  
MATCHED BY  
THE FOUNDATION  
(TOTAL DONATED  
IN CHF: 108 700)
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ALLOCATION  
OF GRANTS  
BY REGION

ALLOCATION  
OF GRANTS  
BY NUMBER OF  
PARTNERS

FUNDRAISING  
SWISS RE COMMUNITY  
ENGAGEMENT

 106 stories 
posted
“TAKE CARE & SHARE”  
CAMPAIGN TO HONOUR 
UNSUNG HEROES 38%*

10%

14%

11%

18%

9%

SUPPORT FOR 
COVID-19 RELIEF

CHF  
5 356 000



 
 

FOCUS AREAS

ACCESS TO HEALTH AND INCOME 
OPPORTUNITIES
We ease access to healthcare and viable 
income opportunities in underserved 
communities.  

INNOVATION FOR SOCIETAL RESILIENCE
We fund research that sheds light on what 
drives resilient societies and support worthy 
causes near Swiss Re locations.

 
NATURAL HAZARD AND CLIMATE RISK 
MANAGEMENT
We support people in preparing for, preventing 
and bouncing back from catastrophes and in 
coping with climate risk. 

 
WATER**
Water and sanitation are central to the survival 
of the planet and the people living on it.

REGIONS

AMERICAS
Commitments (in CHF) 834 000
Number of projects*** (above CHF 30 000)  13
Number of new projects (above CHF 30 000) 5

AFRICA
Commitments (in CHF) 1 678 000
Number of projects*** (above CHF 30 000)  18
Number of new projects (above CHF 30 000) 2

APAC
Commitments (in CHF) 735 000
Number of projects*** (above CHF 30 000)  13
Number of new projects (above CHF 30 000) 7

EUROPE
Commitments (in CHF) 1 717 000
Number of projects*** (above CHF 30 000)  9
Number of new projects (above CHF 30 000) 5

WORLDWIDE
Commitments (in CHF) 623 000
Number of projects*** (above CHF 30 000) 5
Number of new projects (above CHF 30 000)  4

TOTAL  
COMMITMENTS  
BY REGION

Africa
Americas
APAC
Europe
Worldwide

TOTAL  
COMMITMENTS  
BY FOCUS AREA

Access to Health and 
Income Opportunities

Innovation for Societal 
Resilience

Natural Hazard  
and Climate Risk 
Management

Water** 

**Phased out at end of 2020 ***Including new projects

46%
Corporate citizenship

54%
Academic institutions  
and innovation hubs

COMMITMENTS*  
2020 
*excluding COVID-19 commitments
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31%

11%

30%

15%

13%52%

19% 27%

2%

CHF  
5 587 000



KEY INITIATIVES

Entrepreneurs for Resilience 
Award 2020 winner AMAATI
We focused the 2020 Swiss Re Foundation Entrepreneurs  
for Resilience Award on enterprises that promote  
climate-smart agriculture in low-income communities.  
AMAATI, the winner, encourages women farmers  
in Northern Ghana to cultivate a nutritious cereal crop  
that regenerates the soil and boosts their income. 

With the world’s growing population and 
changing climate, subsistence farmers 
often struggle to make a living from 
shrinking areas of cultivable land and ever 
more depleted soil. Many are driven to 
overwork the land and clear remaining 
forest, contributing to such ills as 
watershed contamination and droughts.

The 2020 Entrepreneurs for Resilience 
Award drew applications from a total of 
341 enterprises in 121 countries with 
innovative ways of enabling smallholder 
or medium-scale farmers in low-income 
communities to adopt climate-smart 
agricultural practices. Chosen by our 
award jury of six Swiss Re senior 
managers, one Swiss Re client and  
one independent researcher, the winner 
was AMAATI, a social enterprise that 
processes and markets fonio, a whole-
grain cereal native to West Africa.

About one-third of land in Ghana is under 
threat of desertification. In its mostly rural 

For more information, visit: 
swissrefoundation.org/our-work/
keyinitiatives/resilience-award/

Northern Region, people depend heavily 
on rain-fed agriculture. But erratic or  
low rainfall, pest infestations, depleted  
soil and poor market access make it 
increasingly difficult to live from farming. 
With up to 45% of the land uncultivable, 
farmers work plots farther and farther 
from their villages.

By custom, land belongs to men, and 
women work it. Typically, a husband sells 
any produce the family doesn’t consume 
without sharing the resulting cash with  
his wife. To feed the family, women often 
seek to earn income in other ways, such 
as by selling firewood.

AMAATI encourages rural women in the 
Northern Region to produce fonio on 
abandoned degraded lands. Fonio is rich 
in amino acids and nutrients such as  
iron, calcium and protein, promising to 
improve health as well as earnings. It’s 
ideal for semi-arid regions owing to its 
drought resistance and fast maturation, 

and it helps regenerate the soil without 
fertiliser or irrigation.

While fonio has long been harvested wild, 
AMAATI promotes its cultivation and 
opens new markets for it. It provides 
farmers with cultivable land and services 
such as tractor-based tilling and offers 
training in fonio cultivation and post-
harvest management. Farmers pay 
AMAATI in fonio for its services and sell it 
any fonio they won’t consume. AMAATI 
then transports, processes, packages and 
sells it in Ghana and abroad, employing 
20–25 women to clean and sort the 
grains and a staff of four to operate the 
processing machinery.

By the end of 2020, AMAATI could 
process up to five tons of fonio daily and 
had trained 5 000 farmers in good 
agricultural practice, post-harvest 
management and climate-smart farming. 
In addition, 3 100 farmers, 80% of them 
women, received direct support such  
as ploughing services and fonio seeds.

Each year  
the Entrepreneurs for 

Resilience Award programme 
provides a grant and coaching 

support to a winner and  
two runners-up. We then track 

all three finalists over  
a two-year period to see 

how they develop.
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Essmart
Resilience Award
1st Runner-up 2018

The COVID-19 pandemic severely tested this 2018 
runner-up even as it demonstrated the venture’s 
potential. Essmart makes technologies like clean 
cookstoves, water purifiers and solar lanterns available 
to people in rural India by working with small local 
retailers. In a hub-and-spoke model, it works from the 
most remote towns served by couriers and handles 
last-mile distribution by motorbike. The company 
builds relationships with shopkeepers, showing them 
how to promote products, facilitating returns and 
replacements and offering trusted partners flexible 
payment terms that allow them to provide informal 
financing to end customers. Its revenues come mainly 
from charging a wholesale mark-up.

Essmart helped its partners withstand the massive 
business slowdown in 2020 by extending credit  
terms, supplying sprayers for disinfection and 
delivering agricultural products in time for growing 
season. Supported by a COVID-19 relief grant from  
the Swiss Re Foundation, it was able to continue 
paying its 104 field employees and to extend credit 
terms to 271 shop owners.

From its launch in 2012 to the end of 2020, the more 
than 170 000 technology products distributed by 
Essmart had improved the lives of about 700 000 
people, increasing their productivity by a collective 
101.8 million hours. The environmental and health 
benefits included 41.4 million kilos less carbon emitted 
and 2.9 million litres less kerosene consumed.

CarePay
Resilience Award
Winner 2019

The digital start-up CarePay won the 2019 
Entrepreneurs for Resilience Award for its innovative 
approach to helping people save, pay for and manage 
healthcare with a single app. In Kenya, where the 
venture is based, nearly half of healthcare is paid for 
out of pocket, and illness-related expenses push an 
estimated 1.5 million people into poverty every year.

Using CarePay’s cloud-based virtual wallet from their 
mobile phones, its 4.5 million customers can pay for 
their own and others’ healthcare and make better-
informed financing decisions. Known as M-TIBA, the 
wallet collects funds from personal savings, family 
remittances, donors and health insurance, increasing 
transparency while lowering costs. The award grant 
enabled CarePay to roll out the platform at 200 public 
healthcare centres in 2020, bringing the total number 
of healthcare providers where it can be used to more 
than 3 000. 

Although Kenya’s government selected M-TIBA as a 
healthcare finance platform for a pilot of its Universal 
Health Coverage scheme, it has since postponed the 
pilot in two counties and will likely have to make deep 
budget cuts due to the COVID-19 crisis. Moreover, the 
small- to medium-sized enterprises that account for 
most of CarePay’s revenues are expected to struggle to 
maintain medical insurance as well as liquidity. To help 
the company stay afloat while continuing to support 
public health during the pandemic, the Swiss Re 
Foundation gave it a grant to pay employee-related 
expenses and to support its first larger-scale UHC in 
Kisumu county and activities such as an SMS campaign 
to promote virus prevention measures.
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KEY INITIATIVES

Volunteering
The COVID-19 pandemic didn’t keep Swiss Re  
employees from lending their time through the  
Swiss Re Foundation to good causes near and far.  
Most who volunteered in 2020 did so virtually.

Like the Swiss Re Foundation and our 
partners, Swiss Re employees had to 
adapt quickly to the “new normal” 
ushered in by COVID-19. Although the 
total number of hours they volunteered 
was much lower and fundraising events 
had to be postponed, employees raised 
one-third more funds for our partners  
and other causes in 2020 than in 2019. 
With their input and support, we took 
social distancing as an opportunity  
to explore new ways to engage them.

The 2020 iteration of our skill-based 
programme for Swiss Re employees 
called the Global Entrepreneurs Program 
(GEP) illustrates how. Two teams of  
GEP participants worked with social 
entrepreneurs in Cambodia and 
Guatemala, respectively, to prepare 
professional pitches for the entrepreneurs’ 
start-up ideas. Each team met face to 
face on site before the pandemic, which 
eased their transition to fully virtual 
collaboration later. 

After the five Swiss Re Academies slated 
for 2020 were postponed by half a year 
due to the pandemic, the instructional 
module of this programme for budding 
entrepreneurs in Africa was held on a 
semi-virtual basis. The 18- to 24-year-old 
students in Ghana, Kenya and Uganda 
gathered physically with local mentors 
and facilitators selected by our partner 
Aiducation, with the Swiss Re employees 
who served as mentors and instructors 
connecting virtually. After that, the latter 
coached students remotely as usual. 

In our Shine programme, Swiss Re 
employees guide social innovators in 
translating their ideas and solutions into 
scalable business models. A regional 
spinoff of GEP, Shine puts Swiss Re’s 
local know-how to work for enterprises 
that are tackling local challenges, with 
the added benefit of requiring less CO2-
generating travel. In 2020 the second 
cohort of participants in India completed 
the programme, which will be rolled  
out in additional countries in 2021.

For obvious reasons, we also piloted 
virtual volunteering in 2020, with a 
heartening response from employees. 
Choosing based on their interest and 
availability, 115 colleagues contributed  
to activities like recording audiobooks  
for visually challenged children and 
mentoring disadvantaged youth.

2020 saw record numbers of Swiss Re 
employees support social causes from 
home. In our global atlasGO challenge, 
841 employees, friends and family 
members engaged in sports and 
mindfulness activities to benefit our 
partner Semilla Nueva, a social enterprise 
that combats malnutrition in Guatemala. 
Also, 532 employees in Bratislava,  
the UK and Zurich took part in atlasGO 
challenges to benefit local charities.

The pandemic has made life more 
difficult for everyone. We supported 
employee-led initiatives to address the 
special challenges faced by the 
vulnerable, such as food bank donations 
in the US, food package deliveries to 
townships under lockdown in South 
Africa and funding for a charity for the 
mentally ill in Switzerland.
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GEP

“The GEP taught me that  
12 strangers can become 
best friends and teammates 
in eight days, which was  
key when COVID-19 forced 
us to go virtual. Together our 
ideas and efforts are making 
the world a better place, one 
sustainable home for low-
income people at a time.”

Cynthia Creamer  
Solutions Operational Excellence 
Manager, Armonk



For more information, visit: 
www.swissrefoundation.org/our-work/
key-initiatives/volunteering/
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SHINE

“My experience with the 
Shine programme has 

been fascinating and 
powerful. Collaborating 
with a diverse group of 

nine fellow employees and 
a business coach helped 

me learn new dimensions 
in a start-up business and 
empathise with the social 

ecosystem around it.”

Aishwarya Menon  
Corporate Actuarial Senior 

Analyst, Bangalore

ATLASGO UK CHALLENGE TO 
SUPPORT PLACE2BE

“In the ‘Going the Social Distance’ 
atlasGO challenge, UK employees 

and their loved ones logged 13 574 
hours of wellbeing activities from 

cycling to reading. This not only 
raised GBP 15 000 for Place2Be, a 

children’s mental health charity, but 
helped keep up our spirits and 

health amid COVID-19.”

Katie Horner  
Local Events & Admin, London

SWISS RE ACADEMY
“I mentored young start-ups in a Swiss Re Academy 

in Kenya. During the instructional week and the 
online coaching sessions, I felt connected, proud 

and happy to spend time with these eager 
entrepreneurs. The experience proved to me once 

again that education, formal and informal, is the 
most important lever for personal development.”

Sabina Vrhnjak 
Senior Communications Business Partner, Zurich 

521
SWISS RE  

VOLUNTEERS

9 404
VOLUNTEERING  

HOURS

27
COMMUNITY 

DAYS



INTERVIEW MARTIN BERTOGG / MATHIAS BRASCHLER & MONIKA FISCHER

Capturing climate change

1) Yang Gengbao and Huang Lianfeng, Hongse, Guangxi, China
2) Abdallay Abdou Hassin, Mayara, Lake Chad, Chad
3) Karotu Tekita, Tokanikai Karolu and family, Tobikainano, South Tarawa, Kiribati
4) Amena Khatun, Barkater, Dhaka, Bangladesh
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“The Human 
Face of Climate 

Change“  
(2011, Hatje Cantz)  

features portraits and stories 
of people struggling with 

challenges from rising 
sea levels to severe 

drought.

1 2

3 4



To round out our project coverage in the Focus Report,  
we invited a Swiss Re expert in natural catastrophes, 
Martin Bertogg, and a duo of photographers who often 
work with Swiss Re, Mathias Braschler and Monika Fischer, 
to share their perspectives on natural hazards and climate 
risk. Martin kicked off the conversation. 

Martin Bertogg Climate change is a 
fact and has been part of our research  
at Swiss Re for decades. Because we 
aspire to get as close as possible to 
reality in our modelling, we can’t afford 
to ignore any material changes in the 
status quo. In my team, we use real data 
to build highly quantitative models of 
global climate risks such as hurricanes 
and run computer-based experiments  
to simulate many possible outcomes. It’s 
a fascinating area for an engineer and 
scientist to work in, and it’s why I’m still 
at it 20 years later!

When you introduced yourselves to me 
just now, you said that when you were 
students, you both considered becoming 
scientists. What made you choose such 
a different path?

Mathias Braschler For me it has a lot  
to do with the belief that images have an 
impact in an area like climate change. If 
you do good storytelling, if you do good 
journalism, you have a chance to make  
a very direct impact. But to multiply that 
impact you need to work with media 
outlets that have a wide reach. We only 
work for quality media.

Monika Fischer Climate change has 
always been a big subject for us. As 
photographers, we asked ourselves how 
we can help put this urgent topic front 
and centre. For our “The Human Face  
of Climate Change” project, we travelled 
around the world to take portraits of 
people affected. Sixteen countries, every 
continent – except Antarctica, because 
for us it’s always about people. We didn’t 
just take portraits but also did video 
interviews. In our work, we let people 

Mathias Braschler  
and Monika Fischer
Photographers,
Braschler/Fischer

With a base in Switzerland, 
Mathias Braschler and Monika 
Fischer specialise in portrait 
photography and journalism 
featuring people from diverse 
cultures and backgrounds. Their 
series of portraits of people 
around the world affected by 
climate change, “The Human 
Face of Climate Change”, was 
exhibited at the Swiss Re Centre 
for Global Dialogue in 2011. 
Mathias and Monika have 
contributed photos to many 
Swiss Re publications, including 
its annual report. They met 
studying geography at university.

Martin Bertogg 
Head Cat Perils & Cyber, 
Swiss Re Institute

With 30 years’ experience 
studying natural catastrophes, 
Martin Bertogg is responsible for 
Swiss Re’s natural catastrophe 
(nat cat) research and model 
development globally. His team 
researches and builds quantitative 
models of climate change and  
the impact of urbanisation on  
nat cat risk. In previous roles at  
Swiss Re, he underwrote and 
modelled catastrophes and perils 
such as earthquakes and fire. 
He holds degrees in structural 
engineering and fire protection 
engineering.

speak for themselves. We give them  
a voice.

Martin That’s impressive for me, 
having revisited your images to prepare 
for our talk today. I think it’s easier for 
you to touch many people than it is for  
us in our work, which caters to a very 
specific audience of people with  
a scientific or business focus.

Mathias Yes, making the connection 
for people is easier. It’s also interesting  
to see how perceptions change. When 
we started the climate change project  
in 2009, there was still a lot of criticism, 
people saying “Oh, we’re tired of this”, or 
“Is it really happening?” As time goes on, 
we feel a big increase in people’s sense 
that climate change is a threat and how 
it’s showing up.

Monika To put our stories and portraits 
in context, we stay informed about the 
science and the quantitative evidence. 
But we’ve also travelled a lot and 
witnessed climate change first-hand. 
Martin, how is it for you as an expert  
to see the climate changing with your 
own eyes?

Martin I clearly notice a difference 
when I go mountaineering. If you pass 
by any glacier, no one has to tell  
you about what’s happening for you  
to realise it. From that angle, the topic  
is personal for me and motivates me  
to keep my personal footprint as small  
as possible.

In my job, I’m coming from a very 
different angle. Your photos make me 
wonder whether we neglect the human 
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INTERVIEW CONTINUED

aspect in the way we talk about climate 
change. Indeed, people in the insurance 
industry sometimes tell us, “I need the 
facts and figures to tell a story!” Yet 
measuring climate change scientifically 
is also important to spur action because 
we need a firm grasp of the facts. Ten 
years ago, there was a conviction, even 
in scientific circles, that climate change 
has made extreme weather events like 
hurricanes and hail more common. The 
science has since taken a step back. 

Mathias Why have scientists  
stepped back? 

Martin There are two aspects. One is 
the frequency of extreme events like 
hurricanes. Looking back in time, there 
actually aren’t obvious upward trends  
in the frequency of such rare events,  
as natural year-to-year variations in 
frequency and severity effectively mask 
gradual changes. Today’s computer-
based weather models still lack the 
granularity needed to model and predict 
comparatively small atmospheric 
disturbances like hurricanes and 
especially hailstorms within the global 
atmosphere. 

The other aspect is impact. An event 
only becomes catastrophic if it hits 
people or things of value. For example, 
the metropolitan area of Miami had a 
few hundred thousand inhabitants in the 
1940s and has about 6 million today, 
most of them living on the coast. A small 
hurricane in the Miami area today feels 
like a major catastrophe – and makes 
hurricanes seem more common – 
because of the large losses it causes. 
The same is happening across the globe, 
particularly in parts of Southeast Asia 
and China that are rapidly building up 
infrastructure and population centres 
along coastlines. Thus, urban sprawl is 
already an important change factor for 
natural hazard risk and will be even more 
of one in the future. On many coastlines, 
it’s a disaster waiting to happen.

Every day my team faces the challenge 
of understanding the individual factors 
that contribute to nat cats and which 
factors are more dominant so we  
can build realistic models of the future. 
The clear upward trend in natural 
catastrophe losses cannot be explained 
by any single factor and certainly  
not by climate change alone. Now that 

Monika Fischer and Mathias Braschler in front of the retreating Morteratsch Glacier, October 2009, Switzerland
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“The clear upward 
trend in natural 
catastrophe losses 
cannot be explained 
by any single factor 
and certainly not  
by climate change 
alone.” 
Martin Bertogg



scientists better understand the 
complexity of the factors that need 
disentangling, they’re more cautious 
about making attributions.

Monika For us what’s most important 
is that climate change is a main 
contributor, even if one of many. In each 
situation, we ask what is affecting 
people’s lives. For instance, how and 
why is life different for them than for the 
two previous generations? The people 
we’ve interviewed don’t say the 
frequency of extreme events is higher, 
by the way, but rather the intensity.

Martin As an insurance company,  
we focus on extreme events because 
that’s what we can cover. Nat cats such 
as hurricanes are rare, extreme and 
localised compared to secondary perils 
such as rainfall, extreme temperatures  
or wildfires. Secondary perils are much 
easier to observe in view of their 
frequent occurrence, and there are many 
signs they’re changing. Unfortunately, 
they’re also tricky to model because their 
impacts don’t register on a global scale. 
That’s where the basic science in 
insurance risk modelling is focusing now 
– trying to better understand and 
capture secondary perils.

This discussion underscores a dilemma  
I keep coming back to. If we wait for near 
certainty that all the climate numbers  
are correct, we might lose precious time 
to act. Which makes me wonder…  
How much do you see yourselves as 
climate change activists?

Mathias In a way, we’re activists by 
virtue of the work that we do. We give 
talks, we hold exhibitions. But we’re not 
preachers. After being surrounded for  
a whole year by people who are really 
suffering from climate change, we had  
to find a balance, raising awareness 
without turning people off. We don’t  
go out say to people “You can’t go to 
Thailand on vacation”, but when we  
talk with students, for example, we give 
them an idea of the small steps that  
can make a difference. 

Monika We’ve worked on this subject 
for a long time now, but even we need 
reminders that our way of living impacts 
the climate. Here we don’t see the 
effects all the time, and it’s easy for us  
to adapt. For other people in other parts  
of the world, it’s much harder to adapt, 
to show resilience. Even if the problem  
isn’t acute here, it is over there, and we 
can’t lose sight of that.

Turning back to you, Martin, how  
does Swiss Re see the surge in climate 
change activism of the past couple  
of years?

Martin We see the discussion sparked 
by young climate activists positively. In  
a way, I think Swiss Re’s 158-year 
history makes it a kind of a sustainability 
activist, even more so with climate 
change. I mean sustainability not only 
with respect to insuring risks like natural 
catastrophes, but also mitigating our 
own impacts as a company. In 2019 
Swiss Re committed to achieving net 
zero carbon emissions in our operations 
by 2030 and in our investment portfolio 
by 2050. These are ambitious goals 
which make me proud of the company 
and of my colleagues, many of whom are 
knowledgeable and passionate about 
the subject.

The Swiss Re Foundation in 2020 45

“In each situation, we ask what is 
affecting people’s lives. For instance,  
how and why is life different for them  
than for the two previous generations?”
Monika Fischer
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Walter B. Kielholz 
Chairman

Christian Mumenthaler 
Vice Chairman

Anette Bronder 
Trustee

Stefan Huber Fux 
Director Foundation

Fritz Gutbrodt 
Trustee

Guido Fürer 
Trustee

Farewell to the Chairman 
In April 2021 Walter B. Kielholz will step down as founding Chairman  
of the Swiss Re Foundation and hand the reins to Sergio Ermotti,  
the incoming Chairman of Swiss Re.

It was on the initiative of our Chairman, 
Walter B. Kielholz, that the Swiss Re 
Foundation was registered in December 
2011. Since then, he has steered us  
on the path to becoming a strategically 
driven philanthropy with a focused 
portfolio of initiatives that strengthen 
resilience around the world.

The Chairman realised that integrating 
Swiss Re’s corporate citizenship 
activities under a single umbrella would 
increase their impact as well as their 
visibility. He envisioned the Swiss Re 
Foundation as it is today: a magnet for 
the expertise, creativity and financial 
support of Swiss Re and its employees 

that puts these resources to work for 
communities striving to build their 
resilience. Aware that the challenges 
dwarf the capacity of any single 
organisation to address them, Mr. Kielholz 
was adamant from the start that the 
Foundation collaborate widely and 
invest in ideas and approaches with 
the potential to unleash scalable and 
sustainable change.

The Swiss Re Foundation stands out  
in supporting not only on-the-ground 
programmes and relief but also research 
and academic institutions that are 
expanding knowledge about risks and 
how best to manage them. 

For example, our long-term partnership 
with the Zurich Center for Economic 
Development, spearheaded by  
Mr. Kielholz, has shed light on how to 
narrow the protection gap in rural 
communities and led to the development 
of effective hands-on interventions.

The Board of Trustees and the Swiss Re 
Foundation team would like to thank  
Mr. Kielholz – also on behalf of all the 
Foundation’s partners over the years – 
for his guidance and the commitment to 
humanitarianism, innovation and impact 
he has instilled throughout our work. 
We will proudly carry on his legacy.



“As we enter the Foundation’s 
tenth year, I’m proud to see  
how successfully the portfolio 
has developed in the focus  
areas we defined.”
Walter B. Kielholz
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