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Tell us about the beginning of Oak Tree 
Intermediaries.

I first got into Reinsurance around 1997 as 
a treaty underwriter with Hollandia (prior to 
this I spent roughly six years at three different 
insurance companies, in varying roles). In 
2001, I joined Aon Re Africa to grow the life, 
health and accident portfolio in sub-Sahara, 
which (I’m of the belief) I did successfully. 
Having cut my teeth there for eight-and-a half 
years, I decided in 2010 that the time had 
come for me to go on my own. There are not 
many reinsurance brokers in the market locally, 
and it’s an extremely specialised space to be in, 
but I had the expertise and the courage, and so 
I 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 per cent.

Debbie Howard is the company’s financial 
director who also has a shareholding in the 
business. Debbie has in excess of twenty 
years of experience in finance and technical 
accounts, and is a fundamental part of the 
business. She joined the company in September 
2010.

As a smaller brokerage, what differentiates 
your offering?

We are independent. This gives clients the 
freedom to talk to us about anything, without 
any conflict, as we do not handle any retail 
broking business whatsoever. We also make 
use of independent London based brokerages 
which allows us to give our clients’ access 
to specialist underwriters and their capacity, 
throughout the globe. In addition to this, and 
more importantly, we believe that service is our 
key differentiator. It’s all down to turnaround 
times, and exceeding clients’ expectations – 
going the extra mile!

Where are your specific areas of expertise?

Our initial niche/focus was life, health and 
accident classes of insurance, along with travel 
and entertainment, but after several requests 
from clients to move into other lines, we 
realised that we needed to diversify if we were 
to grow. 

We are happy to say that we are in a position 
to offer reinsurance support in all classes of 
insurance – life, health and non-life. No job 
is too big for us either – and we are more 
than able to assist in all short-term classes, in 

classes such as property, casualty, liability and 
miscellaneous accident. 

Another area of particular focus for us is 
assisting underwriting managers (UMA’s) with 
their reinsurance arrangements and structures, 
either facultatively, or on the treaty side of 
things. Currently 88 per cent of our income 
comes from treaty business and facultative 
placements make up the remaining 12 per 
cent, though this book is growing rapidly.

When it comes to cell captive solutions, we are 
in a position to assist clients both from a South 
African perspective as well as feeding from 
Africa into Mauritius. Other off-shore captive 
options are also available.

What has been the single greatest 
contributor to Oak Tree’s success to date?

That would be our service offering, without a 
doubt. We pride ourselves in our relationships 
with both clients andreinsurers. There isn’t much 
we can’t do, and we are service driven and 
client orientated. That’s what we’re all about – 
delivery and getting the job done. 

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. My advice to the regulator 
would be that they need to be careful not to 
overdo it. 

What does the future look like for   
Oak Tree?

We foresee a great growth opportunity. Our 
principle of client service and going the extra 
mile is what will help us get there. We look to 
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entice great talent through the right incentives, 
and this will assist in the process. The future is 
bright!

Where do you see the greatest 
opportunities for growth?

Growth outside of South Africa is a key area 
of focus for us. Geographically, we service 
the sub-Saharan region, including the Indian 
Ocean Islands. We also aim to grow our South 
African portfolio, and this will be done through 
visible marketing and world class client service.

We have the technical expertise and knowledge 
of the African continent, so we are able to go 
the extra mile for our clients. We are already 
servicing clients in eight countries: South 
Africa, Lesotho, Swaziland, Zambia, Namibia, 
Mozambique, Ghana and Mauritius. This is 
where we truly see our growth potential. That 
said, we’re having an incredible year out of the 
South African market alone.

How do you decide where you place your 
business? 

We place clients’ reinsurance risk either 
locally in South Africa, in the African market, 
or we access the Lloyd’s market through 
our association arrangements with London 
independents - Tysers and Miller – and we 
ourselves are Lloyd’s approved. Once we have 
adequately assessed the client’s needs and their 
specific reinsurance requirements, we pinpoint 
the most suitable reinsurance market according 
to the class of business.

In the current environment, what are the 
challenges for brokers in the reinsurance 
market?

Over-regulation has to be the number one 
thing that sticks out. While we understand that 
the intention is to professionalise the industry, 
they need to be careful not to carry it too far. 
Red tape and beaurocracy are passion-killers. 
There needs to be a balance. 

What are the challenges for your 
insurance clients; and how do you 
solve these?

Soft rates, price-cutting and over-regulating 
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 that 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. 
My advice to the regulator would be that they 
need to try and avoid overdoing it.49

Gordon McKean, 
managing director

YOUR PARTNER IN REINSURANCE

The mighty Oak is a symbol of courage and power, legend has it that it is 
the most powerful of all trees. The mighty Oak stands through all things


