
n ce upon a ti m e , in a land that now
s eems faraw ay, people used to
deb a te the merits of Betamax over
VHS or of Mi c ro s oft Word over
Word Perfect . The rei n su ra n ce mar-

ket is at a similar stage in terms of adopting 
e - com m erce . The argument for making
gre a ter use of the intern et to save bi ll i ons of
do ll a rs a year on tra n s acti on costs has been
l a r gely won . The qu e s ti ons now are wh i ch sys-
tems wi ll predom i n a te and just how far the
m a rket wi ll be autom a ted .

The past year has seen the arrival of h a l f a
dozen or more initi a tives aimed at en a bl i n g
the indu s try to ben efit from e-com m erce .
Tru e , m a ny of these have yet to see mu ch , i f
a ny, actual business tra n s acted but intere s t
f rom rei n su rers ,i n su rers and bro kers is said to
be stron g.

Igor Be s t - Devereu x , ch i ef exec utive of Sa l t
L a ke Ci ty - b a s ed e-com m erce platform
E rei n su re , s ays he is talking to 30 po ten ti a l
cl i ents and piloting his sys tem with 11. He says
that the eva lu a ti on stage is in full swing but he
is under no illu s i on that some of the pilots wi ll
be running side by side with com peti tors .“ If
you look ac ross the en ti re market , you prob a bly
won’t find any platform that has done a sign i fi-
cant vo lume of bu s i n e s s ,” he says . “The way to
m e a su re activi ty at this early stage is to look at
the nu m ber of companies that are ei t h er eva lu-
a ting and piloting a sys tem or are in serious dis-
c u s s i ons abo ut how it could help them .”

G erm a ny - b a s ed Rew ay says it has sign ed up
over 60 companies since its Ja nu a ry launch
and a nu m ber of en qu i ries has been placed on
the sys tem ,a l t h o u gh no trades have been com-
p l eted . Swiss Re’s Elrix is seeing some activi ty,
but on ly a low do u bl e - d i git mill i on Swiss fra n c
vo lu m e .L i kewi s e , In reon , in wh i ch Swiss Re is
i nvo lved along with Mu n i ch Re , has seen little
activi ty so far.

Non et h el e s s ,R é gis Del aya t , h e ad of i n form a-
ti on tech n o l ogy at Fren ch rei n su rer Scor, a n
e a rly su pporter of In reon , remains con f i den t
that this on-line marketp l ace wi ll su cceed : “We
bel i eve in In reon . We have had just two or
t h ree of fers su bm i t ted on this med ium so far,
wh i ch is of co u rse nothing, but it wi ll com e .”

S cor is opti m i s tic that some of the other
fled gling on-line platform s , su ch as Ci ty3K in
the UK, wi ll bl o s s om too. “All these market-
p l aces are just starting and we would like to
h ave more business going thro u gh these plat-
form s , but it is com i n g,”s ays Mr Del aya t .

Ex peri en ce has been more po s i tive in the
U S , perhaps ref l ecting that co u n try ’s lead in
m a ny areas of tech n o l ogy app l i c a ti on .
My Rei n su ra n ce . com , wh i ch was launch ed in
the middle of last year by Employers
Rei n su ra n ce (ERC ) , a ll ows cl i ents in the US
and Ca n ada to carry out fac u l t a tive casu a l ty
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ren ewals on - l i n e . E RC , p a rt of G E , wi ll not
s pecify how many users it has but Robert
Re ader, e - business leader for property and
c a su a l ty rei n su ra n ce in the Am eri c a s ,
com m en t s : “I can say that it’s a fairly large
nu m ber.”

E - com m erce ben efits both ERC and its
cl i en t s , s ays Mr Re ader. Un derwri ters are no
l on ger ch a i n ed to an of f i ce PC, so they can
s pend more time with cl i ents and produ ctivi ty
has improved . Cl i ents are able to deal wi t h
E RC out s i de of f i ce hours and can proce s s
s tra i gh tforw a rd ren ewals them s elve s . He ad d s
that ERC was able to draw on the wi der ex peri-
en ce of e - com m erce within the GE gro u p
while devel oping its platform : “A lot of o u r
com peti tors don’t have that sort of k n owl ed ge
or best practi ce .” S p u rred on by its initial su c-
ce s s ,E RC plans to add more produ cts and start
h a n dling new business on-line by the end of
the ye a r. It is also in discussion with rei n su r-
a n ce bro kers in the US and Eu rope .

Wh et h er the futu re lies with propri et a ry sys-
tems like My Rei n su ra n ce . com or third - p a rty
p l a tforms is not yet cl e a r. Wh en it comes to
t h i rd - p a rty platforms neutra l i ty is a key issu e ,
as In reon and Rew ay have ack n owl ed ged . Bo t h
a re keen to attract a spre ad of b ackers to
def l ect any su gge s ti on that they are parti s a n .
Non et h el e s s ,t h ey sti ll repre s ent the sales side
of the indu s try, wh i ch may be en o u gh to cast
do u bts on their neutra l i ty in some minds.

Wh en the dust has set t l ed , most parti c i-
pants pred i ct that there wi ll be a mix of i n de-
pen dent on-line exch a n ges and propri et a ry
s ervi ce provi ders . Mr Re ader bel i eves that com-
panies wi ll som etimes use exch a n ges or buyi n g
p l a tforms ad m i n i s tered by a third party and
o t h er times deal direct : “Th ere’s room for bo t h
types of s ys tem . As to wh i ch one wi ll have larg-
er share s , I think it’s too early to tell .”

Swiss Re shares that vi ew, as does Scor. E d i
Hel d , h e ad of cl i ent servi ces in @Swi s s Re , t h e
e - business exec uti on unit of Swiss Re , does not
rule out the po s s i bi l i ty of s ervi ces movi n g
bet ween platforms depending on market con-
d i ti ons and other factors . He bel i eves that
companies wi ll ease them s elves into e-
com m erce by devel oping their own intern et
s ervi ces and too l s .“ Maybe companies wi ll start
with web - en a bling internal processes firs t . It’s
not as if within two ye a rs the indu s try wi ll
ch a n ge com p l etely,”he says .

S cor, wh i ch has devel oped intern et sys tem s
su ch as Sar@ for su b - s t a n d a rd risks in life rei n-
su ra n ce , is also invo lved in In reon . Mr Del aya t
bel i eves that this twi n - track stra tegy is prob a-
bly one that most companies wi ll adopt . He
points out that joining In reon meant set ti n g
up a rapid re s ponse team within Scor to de a l
with qu eries gen era ted thro u gh the on - l i n e
m a rketp l ace .

That would not have been po s s i bl e , h e
a r g u e s ,i f S cor did not alre ady have a soph i s ti-
c a ted internal sys tem for dealing with infor-
m a ti on .S cor ’s vi ew is that third - p a rty sys tem s



wi ll ulti m a tely opera te the trading envi ron-
m en t , while companies wi ll focus on devel op-
ing be s po ke on-line cl i ent too l s . “We can’t see
the same of fer being po s ted on 20 differen t
s ys tems because the ceding com p a ny wants to
su bmit it to 20 com p a n i e s .”

Mr Be s t - Devereux takes the argument a
s tep furt h er, s aying that just because it may be
po s s i ble for cedants to of fer a risk to many
rei n su rers it does not mean that they wi ll do
s o. The intern et is abo ut process improvem en t
and cost redu cti on , he maintains, not over-
tu rning long-standing rel a ti onships bet ween
tru s ted partn ers . “ Rel a ti onships that ex i s ted
bet ween rei n su rers , bro kers and insu rers are
not going to be qu i ck ly bru s h ed aside by som e
s ort of f ree for all exch a n ge .”

These issues and the pace of ch a n ge wi ll be
dec i ded in the coming ye a rs . Tech n o l ogy may
yet come up with answers to some of the ch a l-
l en ge s , su ggests Mr Re ader; XML (ex ten s i bl e
m a rk-up language) wi ll make inform a ti on
s h a ring even easier and could therefore fac i l i-
t a te rapid swi tching bet ween different sys tem s .

What now seems certain is that rei n su ra n ce
wi ll fo ll ow the rest of gl obal com m erce and
find a way of com fort a bly integra ting the
i n tern et into everyd ay de a l i n gs . That does not
mean that rei n su ra n ce wi ll cease to exist as we
k n ow it, s ays Mr Be s t - Devereu x . “Anybody
who says they ’re going to ch a n ge the rei n su r-
a n ce market , wh i ch has been in ex i s ten ce for
hu n d reds of ye a rs , because it invo lves som e
neat new tech n o l ogy is kidding them s elve s .

But we can cert a i n ly su b s t a n ti a lly improve
s ome of the proce s s e s .”

Mo s t , i n cluding Mr Re ader, s ee the intro-
du cti on of e - com m erce as an evo luti on a ry
process that wi ll ga t h er mom en tum as con f i-
den ce grows . “I look at it like a see - s aw. At
s ome poi n t , you have just en o u gh wei ght on
one side to tip the scales and then everybody
goes running to it. I don’t think we’ve re ach ed
that point yet , but I think it’s com i n g.”

This theory of evo luti on is borne out by the
i n c re a s ed use of the intern et thro u gh o ut the
i n du s try, p a rti c u l a rly in back - of f i ce app l i c a-
ti ons wh ere it is ide a lly su i ted to rep l ace dre a ry
t a s k s ,s peed up data tra n s fer and cut co s t s .

However, e - com m erce is gaining ground in
the front of f i ce too. Mr Held points out that
i n terest in on-line qu o ting tools and servi ce s
su ch as Ca t Net is stron g. At this stage in the
devel opm ent of e - com m erce , Swiss Re is using
these servi ces to of fer new va lue propo s i ti on s
to its cl i en t s .

S cor has alre ady made progress with shift-
ing back - of fice processing on - l i n e . Ul ti m a tely,
it aims to exch a n ge all con tract doc u m en t a ti on
el ectron i c a lly and has been working with sev-
eral major bro kers to this ef fect .“ In the last six
m on t h s , we’ve proce s s ed el ectron i c a lly 4800
acco u n t s . These have been uploaded direct ly
i n to our internal sys tem wi t h o ut any re -
keyi n g,” s ays Mr Del aya t .

Ma n a gem ent con sultancy Navi gant has
been active in helping the Lon don market
s treamline its back - of f i ce opera ti ons and
cl i ents are alre ady seeing ben efit s ,s ays Lon don
m a n a ging director Tim Wood s . “Th ere is
trem en dous co s t - s aving po ten tial there , wh i ch
our cl i ents have ex peri en ced direct ly in the last
t wo ye a rs . The processing of the back end is
def i n i tely su s cepti ble to this and a nu m ber of
cl i ents we’ve spo ken to seem incre a s i n gly
i n tere s ted in doing som ething along those
l i n e s .”

As yet , t h ere is no con s en sus on the be s t
w ay to proceed but the flex i bi l i ty of web - b a s ed
tech n o l ogy all ows different approaches to be
tri ed out com p a ra tively qu i ck ly. This is in stark
con trast to previous tech n o l ogy - h e av y, top -
down approach e s , su ch as EPS and Ri n et . Th e
tech n o l ogy has come a long way from the
clu n ky green screens of the past, while or ga n i-
s a ti ons su ch as Wise have worked to devel op
i n du s try standard s .

The evi den ce su ggests that earl i er relu ct a n ce to
adopt new tech n o l ogy is on the wane. No t
everyone is rushing to em brace e-com m erce
but cautious eva lu a ti on has gen era lly rep l aced
o utri ght oppo s i ti on to ch a n ge .

As Mr Be s t - Devereux points out :“ It’s sti ll a
con s erva tive bu s i n e s s , but now there’s a gen er-
a ti on of people who go home and buy boo k s
on - l i n e . Th ey ’re mu ch more com p uter- f ri en d-
ly and the com p uters are mu ch more fri en dly
too.”

Rew ay managing director Ra i n er Breeck
a grees that it wi ll take time to convi n ce rei n-
su rers that moving to a digital way of trad i n g
wi ll bring adva n t a ges for all users : “As one of
the oldest ex i s ting indu s tri e s , it seems obvi o u s
that ch a n ges should take lon ger than in other

bra n ch e s .” At ti tu des to ch a n ge are of ten most
c a utious in some of the older, m ore establ i s h ed
rei n su ra n ce market s , n o tes Mr Hel d .“ In cer-
tain markets there is no relu ct a n ce at all . We
ob s erved that in Is rael , wh ere they are very
open - m i n ded , and in some eastern Eu rope a n
m a rket s . Wh ereas in some we s tern Eu rope a n
m a rkets it is mu ch less accepted .”

In con tra s t , m a ny bro kers — who wi ll see
s ome of the bi ggest ch a n ges to the way they
work — are keen to app ly intern et tech n o l ogy.
Both In reon and Rew ay were pleasantly su r-
pri s ed at the interest shown by bro kers in thei r
p l a tform s , while Swiss Re has found interm e-
d i a ries very well inform ed abo ut intern et
devel opm ents and eager to become invo lved .

This is de s p i te the fact that Navi gant sees a
time wh en the bro kers’ role wi ll be hon ed
down to selling and nego ti a ting risk cover,
rem oving them from the processing loop
almost en ti rely. Mr Woods points out that
rei n su rers va lue bro kers pri m a ri ly for thei r
a bi l i ty to find rel a ti onships and bring them
bu s i n e s s .“ Everything else — put ting toget h er
the po l i c y, the cover note s , tra n s m i t ting that to
i n su rers and po l i c yh o l ders , the claims etc — is
well su i ted to some sort of i n tern et work f l ow
and sharing of d a t a .”

Two factors in particular are helping to over-
come the do u bts of the cynics and underm i n e
a ny lingering oppo s i ti on to ch a n ge : on e , of
co u rs e , is the financial argumen t ; and the other
is the growing re a l i s a ti on that rei n su ra n ce wi ll
s t ay very mu ch a face - to - f ace bu s i n e s s .

Few deny that the process of p l acing rei n-
su ra n ce can be made hu gely more ef f i c i en t .
Nu m erous reports have call ed for an end to the
l a byrinthine maze of p a perwork and repeti tive
re - keying of data that bu rden the indu s try.
“Almost 40-45% of the ori ginal prem ium is
lost on its way. Maybe on ly 55% is used to pay
l o s s e s ,” s ays Mr Hel d . “We are convi n ced that
the new tech n o l ogy wi ll be able to improve
ef f i c i ency and increase the porti on of prem i-
um used to pay losses.”

De s p i te all the talk of ch a n ge and stre a m-
lining proce s s e s , even e-com m erce eva n gel i s t s
ack n owl ed ge that rei n su ra n ce is based on
l on g - term rel a ti onships and tru s t . Th ey accept
that face - to - f ace nego ti a ti ons remain vi t a l . Th e
goal shared by most who su pport gre a ter use
of e - com m erce is to use tech n o l ogy to rem ove
the dru d gery that dom i n a tes so many proce s s-
es and to free up people to focus on va lu e -
ad ded activi ti e s .

“This is a rel a ti onship bu s i n e s s ,” a s s erts 
E rei n su re’s Mr Be s t - Devereu x . “Those rel a-
ti onships aren’t going aw ay any time soon .
People have tru s ted trading partn ers they want
to deal with and who they hope wi ll be there in
good times as well as bad .”

S pending more time with cl i ents has alre ady
been the ex peri en ce of My Rei n su ra n ce . com ,
s ays Mr Re ader. “ Everything we do in terms of
h aving our underwri ters in the fiel d , h avi n g
t h em mobi l e , dealing with custom ers , is all the
s a m e . Anything that adds va lu e , we’ ll ret a i n .
Anything that doe s n’t add va lue to the proce s s
and del ivery of that rei n su ra n ce con tract , we’re
l ooking to take out of the sys tem to make it eas-
i er for our custom ers to do business wi t h
G E / E RC .”


