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On The
Buyside

By Firona FLECK

Swiss Banks

Take Small Step
Into Public Eye

UNTER WOERNLE admits

that, had he known in 1994

how much trouble it would
be to pry open the clam-like world
of Swiss private banking, he
wouldn’t have tried to compile a
who’s-who directory of the sector.

Even big Swiss private banks
like UBS AG and Credit Suisse
Group told the German-born
banker he was wasting his time
because they didn’t need any pub-
licity.

“It was an uphill fight,
[Woernle] was a newcomer and
everyone tried to give the mini-
mum of information,” recalled
Pierre Lardy, a veteran Swiss pri-
vate banker, who—unlike many of
his peers—supported the project.

Attitudes have since changed
along with globalization and infor-
mation technology, and the once
cagey world of Swiss private
banking has opened up and em-
braced transparency in a way .
that was unthinkable as recently
as a decade ago. Moreover, three
years of weak markets have
made private-banking houses
chase clients more aggressively
and take every chance to make
their presence known.

Nowhere is this sea change
more evident than with the release
of the latest edition of The Wernlin
Directory, which appeared in book
form on Sept. 2 and will come out
for the first time in CD-ROM form
this month. Wernlin is the family
name of Mr. Woernle's ancestors
who changed the name to Woernle
at the beginning of the 18th cen-
tury in southern Germany.

Mr. Woernle originally had the
idea of creating such a directory
in 1975, when he published a book,
“The Private Bankers of Switzer-
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Continued From Page M1

land,” that caused a sensation in the se-
cretive world of finance because it in-
cluded a list of banks and their ad-
dresses. It took another 20 years before
he began on the directory, spending his
free evenings sending letters to banks
requesting information.

“Out of 250 queries,” Mr. Woernle
said, “I got three replies. That's how it
started.”

The main problem for Mr. Woernle, a
portfolio manager with Banque Baring
Brothers in Geneva for the past 10 years,
was explaining that he wasn't trying to
undermine Switzerland’s banking-se-
crecy regulations. By law, Swiss banks
may not give out information about client
accounts unless they are assisting a crim-
inal investigation.

‘Basic Information®

“All I wanted was basic information,”
said Mr. Woernle, such as names of se-
nior officers, their functions and ad-
dresses, the size of a bank’s client assets,
capital reserves and commission reve-
nue. “I told them, you should at least let
people know who you are.”

Though much of the information
already in the public domain, banks
sisted. Contrary to usual business prac-
tice, many banks acted as if they didn’t
‘want people to know who they were. Few
advertised or published brochures. Even
today, some institutions prefer to mark
the entrance to their offices with just a
brass. plate etched with the bank’s ini-
tials, such as “M & Cie” for Mirabaud &
Co. in Geneva.

After a year of arm twisting, Mr.
Woernle had gathered data from 72 institu-
tions in Geneva, and in 1995 published the

s

“first directory to Swiss asset management.

Today, The Wernlin Directory lists
more than 150 private banks and asset
managers in Switzerland and Liechten-
stein, 3,500 senior officers with their func-
tions, addresses, telephone numbers and
e-mail addresses, as well as bank finan-
cial data. Mr. Woernle said the CD-ROM
version was created in response to re-
quests from finance professionals.

“Glinter is a champion for transpar-
ency in the Swiss private-banking sec-
tor,” said Sebastian Dovey, managing
partner of London-based wealth-manage-
ment-strategy think tank Scorpio Partner-
ship. “It took tremendous conviction to
tackle the closed-doors policy in Swiss
banking. It changed the Swiss private-
banking community from unlisted to
listed.”

Swiss private banker Didier Frey, who
has tested the CD-ROM version of the
directory, said the software will facilitate
business far beyond the usual contacts.
“Hedge-fund managers in the United

States, for example,” said Mr. Frey,
“would find it takes just a few minutes to
find all the managers dealing with for-
eign funds in the Wernlin database.”

José Diz, a former Citibank informa-
tion-technology expert, developed the
software for the directory based on a
prize-winning staff directory he created
for the U.S. banking giant in Europe in
the 1990s. Mr. Diz said that even though
the CD-ROM version carried the same
entries as the 700-page book, it provides
potentially 60% more information be-
cause of its sophisticated search engine
and ability to sort categories by size and
other criteria. That means that users
may have an instant impression of a
bank’s size, profit and success in a cou-
ple of clicks—information that would
take hours to collate by leafing through
the book.

And yet, there are still old-style Swiss
private banks that don’t want to be listed,
such as Hottinger & Cie. in Zurich and
Landolt & Cie. in Lausanne.

Partners from Landolt rejected inter-
view requests, saying the bank doesn’t
give interviews. Landolt is one of the few:
remaining. Swiss private banks that
doesn’t advertise or have a Web site, only
offering a brochure. The bank'$aid it has
no need of publicity.

Bankers say that this is partly tradi-
tional Swiss discretion.

“Private clients from the good old
times had a personal friendship with the
bankers and they regarded publicity,
newspapers and media to be undigni-
fied,” said Mr. Lardy. “It’s a question of
habits and fashions, but these are chang-
ing rapidly.”

Years of Convincing

It took years before some banks con-
sented to be listed, such as Switzerland’s
oldest bank, Wegelin & Co., which is
based in the city of St. Gallen and was
founded in 1741.

But that doesn’t mean that traditional
partnership private banks like Wegelin,
in which partners own and manage the
banks and take unlimited liability for cli-
ent assets, are prepared to give up their
most prized secret: the size of their client
assets. As private companies they are
under no legal obligation to publish this
figure.

But some, like Pictet & Cie., volunteer
part of that magic figure—they give their
figure for assets under management com-
bined with custodial deposits—and other
banks may follow suit.

“As a private company, we don’t pub-
lish our balance sheet, so this is also a
way of showing our size,” Jacques de
Saussure, a managing partner, said.
“I’s important for large potential clients
to see that we are big enough for them.”





