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Zurich Financial Services (ZFS), which completed the unification of its dual share structure on Monday, is now turning its attention to achieving its target of trebling its customer base to 100m over the next three to five years.
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Zurich has more than doubled its customer base to 35m following its 1998 
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merger with the financial services arm of 
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BAT Industries. Rolf Huppi, the chairman and chief executive of ZFS, said yesterday that his group had "an excellent opportunity for a leap forward" now that the problem of the dual share structure had been resolved.
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Zurich shares have substantially underperformed the stock market since the 
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merger because of investor unhappiness with the dual share listing in the UK and Switzerland, and uncertainty over 
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Zurich's ability to achieve its ambition of adding more than 60m new customers and doubling product density per customer over the next three years. Christian Stark of Chevreux in 
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Zurich estimated 
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Zurich was trading at a 30 per cent discount to its European peers.

In the first six months of this year, 
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Zurich's net written premiums grew by just 0.8 per cent, to Dollars 13.6bn, which has led some analysts to doubt whether 
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Zurich can generate much faster revenue growth and shrug off its dependance on capital gains on its investment portfolio to bolster its earnings.

However, Mr Huppi said that revenues should start growing even more rapidly than earnings, which are targeted to grow at 10-15 per cent a year.

"We have built up a very solid operating platform over the last few years in all our markets. Our 350 strategic business units are working well," said Mr Huppi.

"In our key markets we see much improved market conditions, particularly in the commercial markets in the US and the UK. The stock market has not yet recognised what we are doing in terms of developing revenue generation," he said.

Mr Huppi dismissed analysts' scepticism about his plans to increase his customer base to 100m within three years. Part of the increase will come from leveraging the group's captive distribution system and offering third party products over 
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Zurich's platform.

"I am quite satisfied that we can achieve a significant portion of our growth through these channels," said Mr Huppi. He also plans to access customers through strategic alliances with other companies.

Although he did not rule out further acquisitions, he said that Royal Sun Alliance, an oft rumoured UK insurance target "did not come up on our radar screen".

Shares in Switzerland's sixth-largest company closed more than 2 per cent higher, at SFr849, on their first day's trading as a unified company on the Swiss stock exchange.

