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HUNGER FOR AFRICA

Having arrived into reinsurance 

in 1997 as a treaty underwriter 

with Hollandia, in 2001, I joined 

Aon Re Africa to grow its life, 

health and accident portfolio 

in sub-Sahara. Having cut my 

teeth there for eight-and-a half 

years, I decided the time had 

come for me to go on my own 

– that was in 2010. There are

not many reinsurance brokers in 

the market locally, and it’s an 

extremely specialised space to be 

in. We have the expertise, and 

so we took the leap.

Oak Tree officially opened its doors 

on 1 July 2010, with just two clients 

on the books. The company has now 

grown to a talented team of 10. We 

have five brokers and a full support 

team. We have grown the book to 

more than 20 key insurance clients, 

and in our last financial year, we grew 

our top line by more than 40%, and 

we anticipate growth in excess of 40% 

in our current financial year.

THE MARKET IN 2014

Oak Tree Intermediaries has been 

fortunate enough, to enjoy exponential 

growth in the past few years. We 

believe that a lot of our success is 

down to service. The market itself 

has been tough in 2014, and we have 

experienced a significantly tougher 

stance from reinsurers, especially 

on the treaty side of things. In our 

opinion, the reinsurers are tired of the 

bleeding. This was evidenced in the 

July renewals – where a particularly 

hard time was experienced with 

those clients whose portfolios have 

experienced loss ratios, although, 

those clients who maintained and 

continued to provide acceptable loss 

ratios, enjoyed more favourable terms 

at renewal. The London market are 

hungry to get their teeth into more 

African business, however, at the right 

price.

From a reinsurance broking 

perspective, the market locally 

(generally speaking) seems a lot 

softer on the facultative side of 

things. I hate to say it, but that 

sector of the market seems to be 

more involved in ‘price-taking’ as 

opposed to actual underwriting. This 

is no fault of the underwriters, as it is 

driven by the retail broking sector, and 

also by the fact that if one underwriter 

isn’t happy with the price on offer, the 

broker will ultimately find someone 

else who is willing to assist.

The challenge is for underwriters to 

stick together and have minimum 

rates which the market as a whole will 

stick to. This might not be the most 

favourable outcome for brokers and 

clients alike, but the impression that 

insurers make too much money is 

nothing but a fairy tale in this day and 

age.

Few other markets have a scenario such 

as in South Africa, where we have so 

many UMAs. Another area of particular 

challenge here, is in the UMA space. 

One of the challenges currently being 

experienced, is between Insurance 

companies and mono-line UMAs - most 

insurers are under pressure to grow, 

and the only way they can do this, 

is by being innovative and creative, 

and pressure is being placed upon 

the mono-writing UMAs by insurance 

companies, who are able to look at 

holistic solutions for corporate business 

(entire portfolios as opposed to single 

class). This often results in the holistic 

package deal being be a more viable 

solution for the client.

The other big challenge for all, is 

over-regulation. This is putting a lot of 

pressure on the smaller players, and at 

the same time giving the bigger guys 

a run for their money too. It really has 

become a burden on the industry as 

a whole, and whilst we understand 

that the intention is to ‘professionalise’ 

the industry, we need to be careful 

so as not to overdo it. Red tape and 

beaurocracy are passion-killers. There 

needs to be a balance.

Our growth in South Africa has been 

good over the 2014 period, and we 

continue to pursue growth on the rest 

of the continent. Moving into 2015, 

we anticipate growth in our business 

outside of the RSA, to exceed our 

growth here at home.

The 1st January should be an 

interesting one, and the general noise 

on the street is that the market is still 

pretty soft, but I anticipate seeing 

much of the same at the January 

renewal as we have experienced 

throughout 2014. Watch this space…

What are the challenges for our 

insurance clients; and how do you 

solve these?

Soft rates, price-cutting and over-

regulation are a few things that spring 

to mind. There is no easy answer to 

any of these, but the market needs to 

pull together by getting rates back to 

acceptable levels, and the only way 

this will happen is when markets take 

a harder stance.

Regulation has certainly made a lot 

more work for everyone, and to a 

degree even created jobs, but for the 

smaller player, it brings challenges, 

and possibly even provides a barrier to 

entry.
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