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F
or the first time since 2013, when we launched the 
Risk Frontiers Africa survey, political risk has been 
overtaken as the risk most worrying those with 
African interests.

In 2020, supply chain disruption has topped the 
risk list for risk managers inside the continent and those doing 
business in Africa but based elsewhere.

The Covid-19 pandemic has clearly had a huge impact on 
business across the continent, which is reflected in supply chain 
disruption becoming the greatest perceived risk for both the 
c-suite and risk managers.

Businesses are worried, not just about their 
own survival but also the survival of their 
suppliers and customers. While the Covid-19 
pandemic may not have had the devastating 
impact on health across Africa that it has 
had elsewhere in the world, demand 
for products has both surged and 
deteriorated, depending on sector.

However, despite supply chain being 
the number one risk, 74% of respondents 
said political risk was on the rise. And 
75% of respondents said they do not have 
insurance to protect their business against 
political risks.

These questions were asked ahead of the recent 
political violence in Nigeria, but the warnings were clear. Risk 
managers across the continent were voicing their concern that 
the risk of civil disruption was growing.

The picture, as always, was not uniform and, in fact, 
countries like Tanzania are predicted to move ahead, with the 
population having greater confidence in the government than 
before the pandemic.

However, for countries like Nigeria, the threat of strikes 
and civil commotion is clearly rising as the population becomes 
increasingly dissatisfied. And allied to that, exchange rate risk 
is once more climbing up the risk register. Risk managers in 
Nigeria, for example, are extremely worried about the rate of 
the naira, saying that a downturn in the fortunes of the currency 
impacts every part of their lives, in business and at home.

And while this did not directly fuel the recent protests, the 
risk managers felt it did fuel the risk of such protests.

CYBER RISKS
The global pandemic also fuelled a massive increase in 
those worried about cyber risks. Third in the list in terms 
of concerns, behind supply chain disruption and political 
violence, for the c-suite; it was actually the second most 
worrying risk for risk managers.

Almost 90% of risk managers said their exposure 
to such risks was growing – perhaps no surprise 

in a year when so many people had to work 
remotely and became instantly dependent 

on technology to continue operations. 
The risk managers put the risk 

as a seven out of ten and it was 
interesting to see that there has been a 
marked increase in the number of risk 
managers whose organisations have 
bought cyber insurance. According to 

this latest survey, 53% of respondents 
said their organisations had bought cyber 

cover, while 47% have not.
However, 80% of respondents were not 

happy with the way insurers are handling silent 
cyber (through exclusions on other policies) and the way 

they are being forced to buy standalone covers. They still 
argue that such insurance would be better wrapped into 
other policies.

Another major risk – that of climate change – has also 
been impacted by the pandemic. Risk managers across the 
continent say it has become much easier to discuss climate 
change with their boards, as their senior executives become 
increasingly alive to the risk of major climate disruption 
happening on their watch.

And in converse proportion to cyber risk, while 55% 
say their cyber risk exposure is growing, only 14% of 
respondents have any kind of insurance against climate 
change impacts.

HUMAN IMPACT
Looking at the human impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
it is clear that many organisations have restated the 
importance of their staff to the business. Some 95% of 
respondents said human resources are a risk issue for the 
business. Across Africa, respondents said that looking after 
their staff as the pandemic struck was a number one priority.

As the pandemic and its economic fallout continue, risk 
managers said management of staff continues to be a major 
concern. Many mentioned the likelihood that there will be 
new working patterns to emerge from the crisis.

They are looking at new ways of operating – with 
so-called blended working coming to the fore as staff 
reduce days in the office. That in turn has sparked risk 
conversations about the mental wellbeing of the workforce 
– for those trapped at home and desperate to get back to 
‘normal’, and for those refusing to return to the office out 
of fear. Both groups have to be sympathetically managed, 
agreed the risk managers. 

While the question of future working practices and 
the use of large offices will be a strategic issue for the main 
boards, risk managers are alive to a myriad of risks to 
emerge from any changes.

In Nigeria, cutting lengthy commutes is seen as a 
bonus, while in South Africa, empty city centres could pose 
security risks for those who continue to travel into work, for 
example.

Finally, while 90% said the pandemic has impacted their 
business, some 75% admitted they had not had pandemics 
on their risk registers.

The good news is that 81% said there has been an 
increased focus on risk management, much of that as a 
direct result of the pandemic. It has also focused directors’ 
minds on their own exposures as people and companies 
look for people to blame for their misfortunes. Some 85% 
of risk managers said D&O risks are on the rise, explaining 
perhaps the shifting focus on risk management.

And it is no surprise that 90% of risk managers feel 
the risks to their business are rising, and 81% said they are 
facing new risks compared to last year.

90%
of risk managers 
said exposure to 
cyber risks was 

growing
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COMMENT

W
hat a year it has been! 
Covid-19 has overtaken all 
our lives, from one end of 
the world to another. As the 
pandemic erupted, travel 

ceased but the disease has kept on moving. 
For all of us, it has been a year of huge 

anxiety for the health and welfare of family, 
friends and work colleagues. So, it’s no surprise 
that the Risk Frontiers Africa Survey 2020 has been 
a little different and has ultimately centred on the 
impact of the pandemic.

Instead of travelling to meet risk managers 
across the continent, we have all been forced 
onto Zoom for a myriad of calls. So, a huge 
thank you goes out to all those who have battled 
the vagaries of wifi bandwidth to join the 
conversation this year.

Overwhelmingly, the message is positive. 
While every country has had its own particular 
battles with Covid-19, risk managers report that, 
for the majority, organisations have managed to 
react and survive.

NEW NORMAL
Working from home became the new normal 
within days of government-imposed lockdowns 
and companies have been hugely creative in 
findings ways to continue their business. 

However, the economic impact across Africa cannot be overexaggerated and many 
are worried about the year ahead. Businesses are worried about continuity of supply and 
whether their suppliers, or their customers, will survive into 2021; and this has shifted to 
become the highest risk facing organisations this year.

Tourism is a crucial industry for many African countries, providing much-needed hard 
currency. In fact, the risks associated with exchange rates have shot to the top of the risk list 
once more in 2020.

Political risks, perennially top of the list in our annual African surveys, are still a major 
concern. People are worried that unemployment may result in a surge in crime, from fraud 
to violent theft, as well as fuelling the risk of civil disruption and even riots.

But again, as always with Africa, there is huge variety in the responses to our survey. 
In Tanzania, for example, there is a real feeling that the incumbent President will sweep to 
victory once more thanks to a different approach on Covid-19 and relatively few reported 
cases.

We are not out of the woods yet and concern remains of a second wave, which would not 
only stretch the health services across the continent, but fragile economies too. 

On top of that, there are multiple other risks not to forget. For most Africans, top of 
that list is climate change. However, as one risk manager said: “Humanity has always found 
a way. Covid-19 has shown us that and we will find a way to survive climate change too.”

With that, all that is left for me to do is to thank our participants once more, give a 
huge thanks to our sponsor Africa Re for its support in a tough year, and to hope that we all 
meet in person come 2021.

Liz Booth
Managing Editor
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T
he pandemic has sharpened the focus on 
insurance across the African continent, as those 
who were insured look to their policies for 
relief and those who were not insured consider 
whether it might be sensible in the future.

The argument continues to rage on whether or not 
pandemic cover was included in business interruption 
policies – or even whether it could be – but much will 
depend on the appetite of insurers in what is a hardening 
market globally. 

That picture is not yet uniform across Africa. In 
Nigeria, for example, insurers are still competing hard on 
price, while in South Africa premium costs are reported 
to be on the rise. The experts believe much of this is 
dependent on whether or not the local market is closely tied 
to the large international markets, where rates are definitely 
on the rise.

So, for example, in South Africa there are a lot of 
international players in the local market and they are 
looking to force rates up. In contrast, in the Nigerian 
market there are also a lot of smaller local players who are 
competing hard – and competing on price.

COVID-19 FALLOUT
However, for now, all eyes are on the pandemic and how 
it will affect the markets. Insurers are reporting across the 
continent that insureds are not renewing their business as 
usual. Either they want less coverage because they want to 
trim their costs, or they want less cover because they simply 
do not have the business to insure. The economic toll from 
Covid-19 across Africa, it seems, is far more damaging than 
the health crisis.

Insurance regulators across the continent are all too 
aware of the different dynamics at play. In South Africa, 
the regulator has been trying to balance policyholders’ 

needs with the willingness of insurers to pay out on 
excluded claims; in Nigeria the regulator has slowed its 
insurance recapitalisation programme to give insurers more 
opportunity to improve their balance sheets; and in Kenya 
the regulator has been calling on insurers to step up and 
support their insureds.

But whatever the regulators have been trying to do, 
there is one inescapable fact: the pandemic has damaged 
the reputation of insurers across the continent, according to 
the risk managers surveyed for Commercial Risk Africa’s Risk 
Frontiers Survey 2020.

One Zimbabwean risk manager summed it up: “In 
the case of Zimbabwe, not many people trust insurers. 
Regulations have been changing but not many people have 
confidence. This might be the time to stress that having 
insurance is not a guarantee that you won’t be exposed to 
risk. 

“It does not stop events happening and it is time for a 
better risk management approach. We should be looking 
to have a partnership with insurers. However, the solution 
will come from within the organisation rather than from 
insurance alone.”

He added: “Trust is greater in the urban areas where 
people may know someone who has successfully made a 
claim, but in the rural areas, people don’t see claims being 
made. Overall trust is not as high as it should be.”

And a Nigerian risk manager also questioned whether 
insurers have helped themselves in any way. He said: 
“Insurers have not played a huge role. Most people are 
reporting to me that insurance has not played a great role 
and hasn’t responded as they expected.

“People are hoping that Covid-19 can be included in 
insurance but when I asked insurers, the premium was so 
high it was unaffordable. Now, individuals are also scared of 
insuring against job losses and then discovering the policy 
won’t pay out.”

Odutola Olayinka, chair of the Nigerian Association 
of Enterprise Risk Management Professionals, said: “The 
insurance market is going through a challenging period 
due to the recapitalisation. There has to be a sustainable 
insurance market, but they also have to play fair with their 
customers. They are using Covid-19 as an excuse not to 
engage.”

But on the other hand, he admitted: “Now that 
Covid-19 is here, it is a double tragedy for them because the 
opportunity to get more capital is so much more difficult. 
If we tell them they are not living up to our expectations, it 
is not necessarily their fault – they have to look to survival 
first.”

In Kenya, the insurers kicked back against the regulator 
after being told to settle Covid-19 claims, according to the 
risk managers there. However, the regulator has insisted 
that claims are paid, particularly when it comes to medical 
bills. 

“The perception is that insureds are very disappointed 
and angry,” said one of the Nairobi-based risk managers 
at an insurance company. “They don’t want to hear our 
excuses. Our clients have seen we are not coming through.”

INSURANCE RATES RISING?
While managing the risks exposed by the Covid-19 pandemic has been the central focus for businesses this year,  

insurers worldwide have been looking to increase premiums and impose more disciplined underwriting.  
However, risk managers across much of Africa are not convinced this will happen overnight – or at all

INSURANCE

The economic toll from Covid-19 across Africa is far more damaging than the health crisis

“  I think the way the insurance 
industry handled Covid-19 may 
have worked against us in terms of 
increasing penetration” 
Lena Anyonya, UAP
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She believes that the insurers that do make some payouts 
will win in the long run, because they will win the confidence 
of consumers.

William Mwangi, of Resolution Health Insurance, said: 
“Insurance companies were pushed into a corner between the 
regulator and clients. I think the regulator jumped the gun 
and helped create a reputational issue.”

Looking forward, some of the risk managers predict a 
surge in demand for pandemic cover. One suggested that an 
extra premium could be added to policies to build reserves to 
allow insurers to pay out, should there be another pandemic.

She also said that insurers do a lot of good and don’t 
necessarily get the credit for that. “We need to shout louder 
about the good that we do – helping people to meet their 
goals through life savings.”

Lena Anyonya, a risk manager with UAP, warned: “I 
think the way the insurance industry handled this may have 
worked against us in terms of increasing penetration. It 
stems from a point of panic from the insurers. 

“We only had one or two cases but insurers were already 
running to clients saying it would be excluded. We didn’t 
sit down and analyse the situation before going to clients. It 
would have been the perfect moment to position ourselves to 
clients. Clients would have understood the need for the right 
cover, but our behaviour worked against us.”

Risk manager Sylvanus Sewe suggested: “It is an 
opportunity to reinvent its activities. Insurers should be 
looking at how best they can collect their data to inform 
their policies.”

And Laura Robinson, from Swale House Partners, 
said insurers have been responding well, if asked. “On the 
corporate insurance side, we have called all our insurers and 
asked for support and it has been effective but not everybody 
is doing it... people are paying for insurance they don’t need 
or paying for insurance they are not getting.”

DIGITALISATION
As another of the risk managers pointed out: “We have 
seen a heavy reliance on technology. At some point, we 
had to engage with our insurer to find out whether our IT 
cover would cover people working away from home. For 

any insured or broker, it is up to then to engage and ask 
the questions and for the insurers, they need to come up 
with the right products.”

A risk manager from another large Kenyan insurer added: 
“We are moving towards digitalisation but our wordings 
have been too complex. We need to simplify our wordings so 
clients can understand it better, without expert help.

“The way we reach our clients will change; the way 
we operate will change. It will grow our market. Before, I 
was limited to where my agents were; but now I can reach 
anywhere. I think it will create a different way of thinking 
and grow the space.”

This is something that has already happened in 
South Africa. One risk manager reported: “From a 
retail perspective, I do not need to see a broker – all my 
transactions are via telemarketing. We have been forced 
by Covid to embrace technology. Now it is here and the 
masses are embracing it, so it should be an opportunity for 
the insurance sector.”

BUSINESS CONTINUITY
In Zimbabwe, Godey Madziva said the good thing was that a 
lot of insurers are coming up with business preparedness and 
business continuity plans, so they will be better prepared for 
the future.

Other Zimbabweans worry that the claims coming in 
post-pandemic – for funerals and on life policies – will 
upset insurers’ loss ratios and might impact their appetite 
for broad cover in the future.

There is also an expectation that insurers will merge 
as the ability to make profits disappears. So, while the 
risk managers are calling for greater innovation from the 
insurance market, there is also a recognition that they may 
be forced into a corner by a shrinking insurance market 
and, with fewer players to choose from, premium rates as 
well as terms and conditions might be tougher.

Overall, they said, after all of this there is an 
expectation that risk managers will face higher insurance 
costs. As one risk manager said: “Risk managers should be 
thinking of how to cope with this situation. It is a material 
risk that we must face and come up with solutions.”

INSURANCE

“  Insurance companies were 
pushed into a corner between the 
regulator and clients. I think the 
regulator jumped the gun and 
helped create a reputational issue” 
William Mwangi,  
Resolution Health Insurance

The widespread shift to home working caused by Covid-19 lockdowns has accelerated the shift to digitalisation

William Mwangi
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THE AFRICAN VIEW ON BI

B
usiness interruption (BI) insurance has become 
one of the focal points for disputes between 
insureds and insurers throughout the Covid-19 
pandemic.

The arguments have been global, as 
businesses across the world look to recover some of their 
lost income from their insurers. However, insurers have 
been arguing that most policies require a physical trigger 
and, over and above that, most have specific pandemic 
exclusions.

There have also been arguments about government-
enforced closures and whether those trigger other clauses 
in BI coverage. Courts have been asked across the world to 
look at wordings and determine who will carry the costs.

In Africa, most BI policies were sold in South Africa, 
with insurers elsewhere on the continent quick to inform 
their clients that there would not be coverage. They also 
reported that the vast majority of reinsurance policies have 
been crystal clear in terms of not offering any coverage.

As Hillary Magede, head of market underwriting: 
business insurance, Discovery Insure, explained: “The 
African insurance industry had had enough experience 
from Sars and Ebola to know that they wanted to exclude 
pandemics from most contracts. 

“Quite a number of insurers had protected themselves 
in terms of coverage, while the reinsurers have excluded 
pandemic across the board, meaning if insurers had 
continued to provide coverage, they have not been able to 
fall back onto their reinsurance.”

In Nigeria, Jacob Adeosun, executive director at 
Industrial Risk Protection, said: “Most BI policies we have 
in Nigeria are all tied to property damage, while the type 
of BI experienced by Covid-19 was caused by government 
orders. Those causes are excluded. Perhaps what will change 
in the insurance industry going forwards is there will be 
new wordings and new requests from clients.”

Joyce Odiachi, head, technical department at Fin 
Insurance, was left wondering: “What I want to know is 
why underwriters are not proactive. Why can’t there be 
pandemic cover in BI? We write it with physical damage.”

However, for now, the market has been left with 
disputes reaching the South African courts; and the local 
regulator has been encouraging insurers to make ex gratia 
payments as a minimum ahead of any final court decisions.

UK RULING
Back in September, South Africa’s Financial Sector Conduct 

Authority (FSCA) was studying the UK court ruling on BI 
policy wordings, in which the UK decided some 370,000 
policyholders were entitled to claim payments.

Claims will depend on the precise wording of each 
policy, but the UK ruling gave some clarity as to how BI 
policies should work in the Covid-19 environment. The 
ruling has been eagerly anticipated by regulators across 
Africa.

In a statement, the FSCA said: “As indicated in previous 
communications, the FSCA has been engaging with the 
non-life insurance industry on the most efficient way to 
approach the courts to obtain legal certainty on CBI cover.

“After engaging with their legal teams, the majority of 
non-life insurers have advised the FSCA that due to many 
legal complexities, they are now of the view that the cases 
currently before the South African courts and the one by 
the Financial Conduct Authority in the UK will provide the 
required legal certainty on CBI policy wordings for the non-
life insurance industry.”

The FSCA said that, considering the view of these 
insurers, it will await the outcome of all these cases to see if 
the cases indeed provide the required legal certainty on all 
elements of the CBI policy wordings.

“Should there be any elements of the CBI policy 
wordings that remain unclear after finalisation of the cases 
referred to above and/or the cases do not provide certainty 
for the non-life insurance industry as hoped, the FSCA will 
engage with the non-life insurance industry and consult 
its legal representatives again in an effort to have such 
elements or uncertainty clarified efficiently,” it promised.

SOUTH AFRICA CLAIMS
Meanwhile, earlier this year, South Africa’s fourth-largest 
non-life insurer Guardrisk was the first South African 
insurer reported to have settled BI claims related to the 
impact of Covid-19, reaching agreement with up to 700 
small business clients that were fighting its decision to 

reject their BI claims. Guardrisk was taken to court by Café 
Chameleon CC, where the insurer lost its case.

And at the end of July, risk managers in the South African 
hospitality, leisure and non-essential retail sector were told 
they would soon receive “urgent relief ” from Santam, South 
Africa’s largest short-term insurer, if they have a contingent 
business interruption (CBI) extension in their policy cover. 
The insurer has said it will make payments up to ZAR1bn.

Back in June, a company that owns hotels and 
guesthouses in Cape Town and Stellenbosch, and another that 
owns several restaurants, filed a claim in the Western Cape 
High Court against Santam, after the insurer refused to pay 
out on BI claims. 

After that, Lizé Lambrechts, Santam Group CEO, said 
the company recognised that these are extremely difficult 
times for businesses and said Santam was determined to assist 
policyholders in these industries, focusing mainly on small and 
medium-sized commercial policyholders, who are the most 
vulnerable. The relief payment was the result of Santam’s 
proposal to the regulators, aimed at finding a way of assisting 
policyholders in these tough times. The company commenced 
relief payments from the first week of August 2020.

Much of Africa watched on with interest as, in South Africa and elsewhere in the world, insureds and  
insurers fought it out over the wording of business interruption policies

BI COVER

Government-enforced closures have led to disputes over BI coverage

Jacob Adeosun

“  Quite a number of insurers 
had protected themselves 
in terms of coverage, while 
the reinsurers has excluded 
pandemic across the board” 
Hillary Magede, 
Discovery Insurance
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MISSING RISKS

IGNORE RISK AT YOUR PERIL

A
nother risk of the Covid-19 pandemic is that 
boards, managers and even risk managers 
might take their eye off the ball and forget a 
major risk that is looming large. 

As part of Commercial Risk Africa’s Risk 
Frontiers Survey 2020, we asked risk managers across the 
Africa continent for their views on what might have been 
missing from the risk list as countries emerge from the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

NIGERIA
The Nigerian risk managers surveyed admitted that a lot 
has been forgotten in the scramble to manage the current 
crisis; and that even includes health. As one of the risk 
managers explained: “While we have been talking of one 
illness, people are dying of other illnesses but cannot get 
treatment. Our attention has been on Covid-19 only and 
that has exposed our staff and our general population to the 
risk of dying from something else.”

Alfred Bassey, manager at IGI Insurance, also has a 
wider concern beyond his own business – education. “We 
are not even sure when schools will resume. But we have 
got to start thinking about the impact on our children, 
particularly those who live in rural areas.”

His words were echoed by Oluwakemi Oguntayo, who 
said: “The schooling system has been shut down for a long 
while, particularly in rural areas. What is the government 
doing to assist these children? When the banking sector was 
going down, the government helped. I would like to believe 
the government will step in the same way with education.”

Jacob Adeosun, executive director at Industrial Risk 
Protection, believes Covid-19 has changed risk perceptions 
among individuals, the corporate world and even country 
risks. “The pandemic has overshadowed every other risk,” 
he said. “But business interruption risks, supply chain risks, 
regardless of the causes, have to be very big risks now. 
In addition, I am worried about the potential risk of 5G 
technology, which social media is parading around.” 

The risks of dissemination of information have escalated 
massively during the pandemic.

Raymond Akalonu, head, ERM, compliance and control 
at FBN Insurance, added: “Pre-Covid-19, top of my list 
was cyber and then achieving customer engagement and 
delivering services to them. I wanted to reduce the number 
of complaints that we receive. Now, those things still exist 
but my team is working from home and it is much more 
difficult to manage such things.”

Added to that, he said: “And we cannot forget climate 
risk. In Lagos we have had flooding in 2012, again in 
2016, then in 2019 and again this year. Underwriters are 
highly aware of that risk but I am not sure what is being 
done to reduce that risk this year. I think you will see more 
attention in the future, but now the attention is purely on 
pandemics.”

With cybercrime rates rising during the pandemic, 
several of the Nigerian risk managers cited cyber threats 
and data protection. One pointed to Nigeria’s new Data 
Protection Regulation and they all agreed it is a risk not to 
be ignored.

KENYA
Liability risks pose the biggest threat going forward, 
according to Dorothy Maseke, group risk manager at 
ICEA Lion Insurance and chair of the Institute of Risk 
Management East Africa. “You realise that there is a 
possibility we have overlooked something,” she warned. 
“Regulators have more time on their hands so maybe there 
will be more inspections. Also, there are directors and 
officers exposures that we may have missed.”

William Mwangi, risk manager at Resolution Health 
Insurance, was worried about escalation of risk. “The state 
of the economy is presenting a moral hazard, so the threat 
of fraud is on the high end,” he said. “Things are getting 
escalated to the regulator very quickly as well. We need to 
look at operational risk again and at our frameworks.”

As part of its Risk Frontiers Survey 2020, Commercial Risk Africa asked risk managers across the African continent if they had  
any particular risks that they worried were forgotten in the rush to re-organise in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic

Many respondents cited climate change as a key risk that must not be forgotten
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Turning to climate change, Ms Maseke said: “Climate 
change has been talked about for years – looking ten, 50 or 
100 years ahead. There is a lot of information about a one-
degree change in temperature, for example, but the risk is 
still not taken very seriously. 

“Now we have seen the impact of Covid-19, we need to 
take a fresh look at all those disaster scenarios for climate 
change. Covid-19 has brought it into perspective. Things 
long talked about can happen. For years, I have struggled 
to get climate change risks in front of the board but now 
they are asking questions about what can be done. Covid 
has opened our eyes to the potential reality.”

Carol Misiko, group risk manager at Britam Insurance, 
added: “When you look at ESG [environment, social, 
governance], E comes to the table. What has become 
present is the S part with Covid-19 and the unintended 
consequences of the government lockdown. 

“The question now is: what is our social responsibility to 
society, even as we look at environment? Our responsibility 
is to our people and I think the world will be very different 
looking forward, with regards to the conversations we have 
and what takes priority. We are not invincible and nature 
will fight back if we don’t take care of it. There is a lot more 
tolerance about how we have those conversations, how we 
handle the environment and the societies in which we live.”

ZIMBABWE
Margaret Mukurazhizha, head of risk at Zimbabwe Tourism 
Authority, was worried that some changes are here to stay. 
While home working might be positive, she said, travel 
has been hit hard. “It is not going to be the usual thing of 
getting on a plane or hitting the road for an excursion. It 
will have an impact on such areas,” she explained.

Another Zimbabwean risk manager worried that while 
tourism dollars are not be flowing into the country, it will 
make it even harder for the country to recover from its 
existing crises, including restoration after Cyclone Idai 
hit in 2019. He added: “This year we have suffered a 

significant drought, but it is not receiving enough attention 
at a national level, let alone a business level. Particularly 
with our dependence on agriculture, it is something we 
can’t forget about.”

Overall, the risk managers agreed a lot of companies 
are aware of political risks and exchange risks – and 
Covid-19 has not changed those. Instead, one suggested: 
“Maybe the bigger risk is that we underplay the impact of 
Covid-19 because we haven’t had so many cases. On some 
level, Covid-19 is not even getting attention because other 
risks are front of mind. For example, exchange rate risk is 
something we are thinking about every day.”

Christopher Bingura, finance and administration 
manager at Zimbabwe Water Authority, said: “The effect 
of the exchange rate cannot be underestimated. Every 
movement affects a lot of things about how we operate. 
The general perception is that, whenever there is something 
of national magnitude, it is the responsibility of the 
government, but now some companies are coming forward 
to see how they can support the country. The question we 
should all be asking is: how can we partner with the public 
sector to make us all stronger?”

One way, said Lovemore Danda, risk and fraud officer 
at Alliance Health, is to improve education and financial 
education in particular. “Financial education is essential 
to improve financial inclusion across Africa. As we speak, 
people are in lockdown, so insurers and risk managers all 
have a role to play to educate people on the financial impact 
they can have,” he concluded.

SOUTH AFRICA
For many of the South African risk managers, the key 
impact has been on the supply chain. This has become a 
critical issue, from sourcing goods from China for major 
corporates right through to a local level in terms of 
supplying food to the most needy.

Risk managers, through the Institute of Risk 
Management South Africa, have been urged to play a real 
role in the fight to feed the nation as unemployment rises 
rapidly and families are left without money or food.

Hillary Magede, risk manager at Discovery Insurance, 
said supply chains were quickly disrupted as the lockdown 
started in South Africa and the situation is ongoing as 
manufacturers struggle to resume reliable supplies.

Also very much top of mind is climate change. After the 
droughts in Cape Town and ongoing drought in areas of the 
country this year, all South Africans are acutely aware of the 
risk of water shortages impacting all their lives.

“It is cutting across everything that we do already,” said 
one risk manager. “This is not an issue that is going to go 
away and it has to be a priority of every business. It impacts 
us socially. It has an economic impact. It needs to be at the 
top of every agenda.”

Another risk manager stressed the need to support the 
agenda of sustainable development, both now and into 
the future. “Covid-19 has taught us to look back but also 
to look forwards,” he said. “It requires all of us to act and 
to encourage our organisations to act. Covid-19 has also 
shown how innovative humanity can be in the face of a crisis. 
Climate change will require creativity on a different level.”

MISSING RISKS

Dorothy Maseke

“  For years, I have struggled to get 
climate change risks in front of 
the board but now they are asking 
questions about what can be done. 
Covid has opened our eyes to the 
potential reality” 
Dorothy Maseke,  
ICEA Lion Insurance
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INTERVIEW

B
eing prepared before the Covid-19 pandemic 
hit has been key to riding out the storm, 
however the insurance industry can only wait 
and watch to see the ultimate impact on its 
business.

That is according to Corneille Karekezi, group CEO 
and managing director of Africa Re, who warns it may take 
months before the insurance industry can fully understand 
the impact of the pandemic on its business.

“We were asked by our board to stress test the possible 
exposures from the pandemic and they were surprised by 
our optimism when we reported back earlier this year. 
However, the problem is that today we don’t know the 
extent of the damage or the extent of the recovery. And that 
is the extent of recovery in all those other sectors for which 
we sell insurance,” he says.

The good news, he believes, is that insurers are 
generally well capitalised thanks to the work of the ratings 
agencies, so they are in a position to survive shocks – 
anything from an earthquake to a pandemic.

Mr Karekezi predicts that insurers in more mature 
markets may well face greater problems because of the 
shape of their books. For example, in Africa (with the 
exception of South Africa) event cancellation is not 
commonly sold and nor is business interruption, unless 
it has a physical damage requirement, which means few 
Covid-19 events will be covered.

“The greater risk,” he says, “is in terms of premiums 
lost because businesses are not there in the future. It is 
likely to affect our business for the rest of 2020 and into 
2021.”

Measuring the true cost of the pandemic on economies 
is some distance off, however Mr Karekezi says it is also 
impossible for the insurance sector to start considering re-
orienting products or services either, because no one knows 
what will emerge.

“No one is really working at the moment, so it is hard 
for us to react. Even something like the agricultural sector 
has been hit because of a lack of workers.

“The one group that is really working is the IT sector, 
because they have been in demand like never before as we 
all work from home,” adds Mr Karekezi.

In Nigeria, one of the greatest concerns has been the 
impact on the oil sector. Prices have plummeted, which not 
only creates massive issues for the country’s economy as a 
whole but also brings challenges for the insurance sector.

Mr Karekezi cites one operator that had planned to 
open 20 new fields this year but has cut that back to four. 
The result will be a massive dip in premium income for 
insurers and then in turn for reinsurers.

The true impact, he believes will begin to emerge when 
the next renewal season comes around.

SUPPORTING CLIENTS
So, what can insurers and reinsurers be doing to support their 
clients through the crisis? Mr Karekezi fears that insurers can 
do little but offer support and open dialogue with clients, and 
be available as and when clients want to discuss claims.

Transparency on wordings is critical, he says, and clients 
need to fully appreciate exactly how insurance works and 
what will be covered: “Some have asked for premium 
rebates, for example, but we need to explain to them how 
insurance works and that even if a plant is shut down it still 
requires protection. There has also been talk of premium 
relief, particularly in South Africa.”

The challenge for insurers is that if they refuse such 
calls, they are likely to lose that business as a client anyway 
come the next renewal, he warns.

As many African markets turn to the recovery stage and 
look to find ways of getting people back to work, insurers have 
a role to play in providing continuity of service to their clients.

But insurers are also employers and Mr Karekezi says it 
will be some time before they can open up their offices to 
anything like business as usual.

“The risk for us all is actually much higher as we start 
to emerge than it was when we locked down,” cautions 
Mr Karekezi. “For example, for our own business we 
cannot afford to return to the office and have someone 
inadvertently bring in the virus – it risks taking the 
business down completely.”

That is reflected across society. And one thing that 
worries Mr Karekezi is that it will increase the divide 
between the haves and the have-nots still further. “Only 
those that have access to electricity and to wifi can work at 
home and continue to service their clients. Businesses have 
to establish who can actually work at home and who needs 
to return soonest,” he says.

There is also going to be a huge psychological impact, 
warns Mr Karekezi. “We are going to have to get used to 
doing business without physically meeting. In terms of the 
actual work, I can work from home forever – I know my 
partners and we have trust that is well established.”

However, there is a cost to that. At an immediate level, 
it means no job for his driver, for example, and no one at 
the office needs to be there to greet visitors. It will help in 
reducing costs but not in balancing the divide between rich 
and poor, he says.

Staying at home has also meant a huge reduction in the 
travel budget – money Mr Karekezi has put to good use in 
buying new work computers for every employee to have at 
home, which has also had a knock-on benefit because it has 
improved internet security for the group.

Cyber risk has emerged as a massive threat through 
the pandemic as hackers have upped their activity through 
the lockdown. This could well be an area of opportunity 
for insurers in offering enhance insurance products to their 
clients.

It could also be an opportunity as society develops a 
new post-Coronavirus normal in which increased numbers 
continue to operate from their homes.

“So much is linked to the security of the internet,” 
warns Mr Karekezi. “If the internet shuts down, you are 
closed down completely. As a company you have to think 
not just about the security of the computer but of the 
broader infrastructure and whether it will support your staff 
working remotely.”

However, despite those challenges, Mr Karekezi believes 
that home or remote working will become the new normal 
– at least until a vaccine is found and people have the 
confidence to return to work. The question is whether, in 
that time, a sea change in societal behaviour means we ever 
go back to pre-Covid-19 ways of working.

WILL COVID-19 CHANGE 
OUR WAYS OF WORKING 

FOREVER?
Corneille Karekezi, CEO of Africa Re, talks to Liz Booth about riding out the Covid-19 storm  

and whether we will ever return to pre-Coronavirus ways of working

Corneille Karekezi, CEO and MD of Africa Re
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T
he number of decisions made by risk managers 
skyrocketed as companies across east Africa looked 
to their risk departments for answers when the 
Covid-19 pandemic struck.

A group of east African risk managers meeting 
for Commercial Risk Africa’s Risk Frontiers Africa Survey 2020 
agreed: “As much as we have been trained on risk, this is a 
shock to all of us. The big questions are: what happens next 
and how do we position ourselves in our companies?”

“We have had to make more decisions than ever before,” 
said Carol Misiko, group risk manager at Britam Insurance. 
“Whether in a day, week or month, the number of decisions 
has been immense, along with the number of stakeholders we 
have had to manage. I was taken aback by the speed of the 
crisis. One minute it was a small thing in China, the next our 
economy was being shut down. 

“Our shareholders and wider stakeholders were asking for 
information and our staff were frightened. As risk professionals, 
we were expected to see in detail what is happening today, 
tomorrow, but also next month and next year. You have to be a 
subject matter expert at so many levels. As risk managers, we 
have to be resilient – so does our organisation and our country.”

Tanzanian risk manager Margaret Ikongo said: “It was the 
speed and the impact in more than one area that caught us 
unprepared. While we have infectious diseases as a top ten risk, 
no one thought it would come at such speed and so globally.”

Loss adjusting expert Majit Dhadialla asked why the 
country and organisations individually had not learned the 
lessons from the Ebola outbreak.

Dorothy Maseke, group risk manager at ICEA Lion 
Insurance and chair of the Institute of Risk Management East 
Africa, admitted: “I have been putting the World Economic 
Forum (WEF) risk report in front of my board every year with 
its top ten risks, but for the past three or four years we have 
been focusing on cyber, demographics and climate change. 

There is a small point on infectious diseases and I didn’t even 
mention it.”

Ms Misiko said: “Why did we miss it? There was some 
level of disinformation at the onset, but I think the speed and 
spread was exacerbated by things the WEF had anticipated. 
For example, fragmentation. If you look at the world today, 
globalisation is falling apart. Every country is looking inwards, 
managing their own interests. The ‘America first’ approach. 
There was no collaboration, or at least a weakening of it, which 
enabled the virus to spread a lot faster than expected.”

An example of this was the speed with which borders were 
closed, but the risk managers admitted countries had faced 
some challenging choices between maintaining their fragile 
economies or fighting the disease through lockdowns.

William Mwangi, risk manager at Resolution Health 
Insurance, said: “We worked with the entire leadership team, 
had some crisis meetings and luckily we have some health 
experts who I could work with closely. We developed some 
roadmaps and went with the worse-case scenario, which was 
a total lockdown, and then devised some business continuity 

plans (BCPs), working modalities, productivity monitoring and 
therefore the moment the government decided to lock down, 
we were ready. 

“But you cannot do it alone – our earlier BCPs hadn’t 
anticipated a total lockdown so we had to work together and to 
be very fast.”

STAYING FLEXIBLE
Flexibility is key, the group agreed, and this applies to risk 
management too. 

As one said: “The outlook kept changing daily and you 
needed to change your response plans just as quickly. It was 
a challenge for risk managers. The organisation was looking 
to risk managers to define the plan but also as a centre of 
knowledge. 

“Somehow, everyone expected you to know everything, 
including being a health expert. But we cannot lead alone. We 
cannot do this for ourselves, we need to be part of a team. You 
need to identify a strong group to work with to interplay and 
develop response plans.”

Another said it had become their role to manage people 
in terms of the panic. “Sometimes you have the very decision 
makers who have completely lost it and are not in a position 
to make calm decisions,” they said. “It was down to me as risk 
manager to make sure people are in a proper frame of mind to 
act calmly for the organisation.”

Independent risk consultant Jeth Maina said, however, that 
most organisations did not have BCPs at the ready. It affected 
how people work and very few organisations had already 
adapted to flexible working. 

“Most BCPs look at the company only, but right now 
we need to look at the whole globe and its magnitude is 
overwhelming,” she said. “Jobs have been lost because reserves 
were not adequate to cover the gaps. How sustainable were 

risk managers forced  
TO MAKE dECISIONS  

on the run
The risk profession has been challenged like never before as boards, stakeholders and staff turned  

to their risk professionals for solutions, according to a group of Kenyan risk managers

KENYA FOCUS

“  I was taken aback by the speed 
of the crisis. One minute it was a 
small thing in China, the next our 
economy was being shut down” 
Carol Misiko,  
Britam Insurance

Covid-19 caught some risk managers in Kenya by surprise
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they? How prepared were we to work at home? To have our 
children at home too? Lockdown also hit the supply chain.”

Mr Dhadialla said: “We are generally managing internal 
affairs but the question is whether we are looking at external 
stakeholders. Take for example, manufacturing, do you go to 
suppliers and see how they are managing the risk? 

“If they are not managing that risk, what will be the 
impact on your own organisation?”

Amos Kilonzi, corporate risk manager for Nairobi Water, 
explained that his organisation had been given responsibility by 
central government to supply water to everyone. 

“Our operations are very tight. Public demand is high. 
I have had to work extra hard to take the lead in terms of 
preparing for anything to happen. I always try to be proactive 
and have done business impact analysis of various departments 
and worked out who should be working from home. And then 
the government sent out a circular saying all government staff 
needed to go back to offices, so back we have come.”

CHANGING WORKING PRACTICES
Eunice Muturi, risk manager at World Vision, admitted: “It 
impacted our ability to reach most of our beneficiaries. We 
had to do scenario planning after the government took over 
our emergency services and work out who might have been 
missed. 

“We then did a business impact analysis to determine who 
would work in the office, on site or deploy to emergency areas, 
despite travel restrictions.”

She said that many people are extremely stressed but are 
not necessarily going to hospitals. “How do we ensure that 
post-crisis, we still have a healthy workforce able to respond 
to the needs of the moment and ready to report to work?” she 
asked. “How best do we manage a return to work, making sure 
we don’t bring the infection in, particularly with split shifts? 
We are still grappling with some of these issues.”

Kenyan Dominica Nkoge, who works for PwC in 
South Africa, said: “The first thing we did was look at staff 
welfare. We have about 3,000 people in the office. After the 
first infection in the office, it was non-negotiable, we shut 
everything down. We had a lot of staff working across borders 
so that involved a lot of repatriations. Communication was also 
key and we did weekly surveys to check everyone was doing ok.

“We had a working-from-home policy that was not being 
taken up, but now that investment has come in handy.”

Turning to whether things will go back to pre-Covid 
practices, Mr Mwangi said: “I don’t think we will go back 
to pre-Covid normal. We have done quite a lot, reviewing 
employee contracts and making sure our employees are safe. 
We are also investing in cyber protection.

“In terms of supply chain, we have had to adjust a lot 
and come up with alternatives, because we had so much from 
China. We had to work fast on impact assessment and also 
ensure we were compliant with all the regulations.”

Ms Misiko agreed: “Businesses are going to have to re-
imagine what the future will look like. I think it is going to be 
significantly different.” However, she added: “Life insurance, 

for example, is predominantly sold face to face. People don’t 
know they need it until people come and talk about it. But now 
agents can’t visit their homes to explain the concept, so what 
does that do for how we distribute products?”

She also pointed out that, for many corporates, the 
infrastructure in offices was significant but the infrastructure 
cannot support everyone working from home. “What support 
can we give to employees to enable them to lead this work 
blended into life? Those are conversations we have to have,” 
said Ms Misiko.

Jackson Mbuthia, risk practitioner at Liberty Group, said: 
“I think our risk management skills have improved to a great 
extent but the pandemic has shown that we still have further 
to go. 

“For example, we had developed a disaster recovery site 
but have not used it once in this pandemic scenario. Working 
from home is more important. So, do we still need that disaster 
recovery site? We will be looking at our entire existing risk 
practices and adjusting them.”

PwC Kenya’s Rose Chemutai believes there has been a 
culture shift. “Before Covid-19, clients generally didn’t want 
a conversation about risk management. But that is changing 
right now and we are seeing more engagement and wanting to 
understand what is risk and how to become more resilient.”

There was some concern that, with so many job layoffs, 
risk practitioners may be among those losing out. However, Ms 
Maseke said: “There is no better time to be in risk than now. 

Think of all the training we have done – we see its value now. 
For example, on managing supply chain issues. Board members 
are remembering the training we did on interconnectedness and 
want to see a risk map going forward. Covid-19 has done a lot 
to raise the profile of the risk profession.”

Others agreed. Mr Kilonzi said: “It is the time to shine. 
Management is desperate for solutions, so you need to step up,” 
while one of the Ugandan risk managers in the group declared: 
“We are delighted because the government is recognising the 
need for risk management in every department. That is great 
news for Uganda and a major step forward.”

KENYA FOCUS

Offices across Kenya closed once the pandemic took hold

“  I think our risk management 
skills have improved to a great 
extent but the pandemic has 
shown that we still have further 
to go” 
Jackson Mbuthia,  
Liberty Group

Jackson Mbuthia
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R
esilience built through the Ebola outbreak and, 
more recently, the Lassa Fever outbreak has 
helped Nigeria through the Covid-19 pandemic.

However, risk managers unanimously agreed 
when talking to Commercial Risk Africa for the 

Risk Frontiers Africa Survey 2020 that the country was still 
caught napping and they had been shocked by the speed with 
which events overtook them.

As the CEO of the Association of Enterprise Risk 
Management Professionals, Odutola Olanyinka, said: “Africa, 
like the rest of the world, was caught out by the speed and 
truly global nature of the Covid-19 pandemic. We have 
learnt a lot between December and now, not least the global 
perspective.”

Across the board, risk managers agreed. Another said: 
“No one country had a template for a response. The only 
advice came from the World Health Organization and people 
just adapted it.”

EBOLA LESSONS
However, others argued they were more prepared, thanks to 
Ebola. In terms of personal protection, they agreed Ebola has 
helped Africa now, because offices already have glass partitions 
and plenty of space between desks.

One said: “Ebola had taught us the need for a recovery 
plan, so we had built one. As soon as the pandemic appeared, 
I was able to switch lanes and use the recovery plan. It started 
with a robust risk register. That kicked in and I could work 
out what to do next. When it started, everyone had to go 
home but the company was able to keep going. 

“I used the time to draft solutions and look at what was 
working best. At the time companies had to halt what they 
were doing, we were able to keep going and maintain a 
profit.”

Shola Michael agreed there have been some benefits: 
“For example, we were able to have a much smoother AGM. 
Instead of many small shareholders wanting to speak, the 
event was online and mostly the key voices were heard.”

Raymond Akalonu, head, ERM, compliance and control 
at FBN Insurance, said: “No one had forecast this. The 
response is something to look at now – how are we able to 
bounce back from being caught napping?”

Jacob Adeosun, executive director at Industrial Risk 
Protection, believes one of the reasons that the world was 
unprepared was that everyone was working in silos, every 
country doing its own thing. “People thought it was a China 
affair and would not come to them,” he said.

LOOKING AHEAD
Instead of looking backwards, however, the Nigerian risk 
managers want to look forward. Joyce Odiachi, head, 
technical department at Fin Insurance, sums that view up: 
“I think we need to start looking at what we should do 

going forward. This includes looking at disaster recovery 
management and also our data systems.

“The pandemic has brought to the fore the issue of what 
back up we have as organisations. Very few people could cope 
at the initial stages. Quite a few people could not manage at 
all.”

Others agreed that, even when companies had plans, they 
still struggled. Like so many around the world, Mr Adeosun 
questioned the government’s preparedness, saying: “One lesson 
that Covid-19 taught us was about the lack of infrastructure. 
Testing, after all, is about risk management – and where was it?

“We will be better prepared – but only if we choose to learn 
the lessons. Once the challenges are over, you will find that 
risk management is not embedded into everything people are 
doing. Even looking at the teams fighting Covid-19, there are 
no risk managers among them and that will be a problem. I 
want to advocate that all sectors should include risk managers.”

Mr Akalonu believes: “This is an opportunity for risk 
managers to prove value. We should document the responses 
that have worked.”

He said his organisation had placed a lot of emphasis on 
risk management tools. “Our CRO led our team and was in 
the driving seat as challenges emerged. Everything that had 
worked should be properly documented,” he added.

However, one risk manager pointed out: “Individuals and 
households were not prepared – the markets still attracted large 
crowds because people still had to eat. People eat by what they 
make each day.

“While some businesses were able to work remotely, others 
were not earning enough to eat. They had no choice but to go 
out and earn money, or else not have enough money for food.”

And another warned that, while the role of risk manager is 
key, “it is not time for a risk manager to be overconfident, but 
to be proactively working hard”, adding: “Plan ahead and think 
about impact of the pandemic.”

INBUILT RESILIENCE HELPEd  
through the pandemic

Having gone through the traumas of the Ebola crisis and, more recently, the Lassa Fever outbreak helped Nigeria navigate  
its way through the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, as a group of risk managers explain

NIGERIA FOCUS

“  Ebola had taught us the need for 
a recovery plan, so we had built 
one. As soon as the pandemic 
appeared, I was able to switch 
lanes and use the recovery plan” 
Nigerian respondent

Nigeria’s experiences with Ebola and Lassa Fever helped it to tackle the Covid-19 crisis
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Mr Michael agreed, saying: “Nobody had predicted the 
total shutdown of the economy. People first of all were not 
taking it seriously but quickly discovered that they needed to. 
They started to strategise and now everyone is finding ways to 
copy.”

Loss adjuster Bright Nwabuwa, at NSIA Insurance, 
admitted the lockdown restriction did really affect operations. 
He said some customers tended to be more receptive than 
others to the problems, while Abisola Olawale, claims analyst at 
Zenith General Insurance, said they had been able to manage 
the situation: “We have a business continuity plan in place. 
We had been working on that for a while and it has been very 
effective for us and enabled everyone to work from home.”

Another risk manager admitted: “It has affected 
everything. It has changed a lot of things and is unlikely to 
change anytime soon.  A lot of things are now online; we have 
meetings, discussions, negotiations. The one thing that has 
become high risk is data. Data breach and hacking are the top 
threats now. 

“The only thing we can do is to look at how to minimise 
those new risks.  For example, as a company, we have had 
no choice but to move everything onto the cloud to try and 
minimise our risks. But even with the cloud, organisations are 
still nervous – particularly about doing commercially sensitive 
business on the cloud.”

CHANGING WORKING PATTERNS
The pandemic has, however, provided has an opportunity to 
improve work-life balance, agreed the risk managers. “We are 
working in shifts, between office and home,” said one, while 
Kenneth Oluwatosin, at NSIA Insurance, said: “Flexibility on 
working hours has helped relieve people from the pressure of 
nine to five. It has actually helped raise productivity. We hope 
that it doesn’t go backwards and that people accept this is the 
new normal.”

Ms Odiachi agreed, particularly for those who work in 
Lagos. “Working from home is more effective,” she said. “Some 
people spend five hours a day in traffic so you can use that time 
to rest or do other things [if you are working from home].  

“People realise they don’t need to pay the office space prices 
of Victoria Island. People are beginning to see the costs cut and 
help people to work better.”

At the start of the pandemic, she said, some organisations 
had to shut down for three months because they were not 
prepared; but she knew of at least one insurer that was trialling 
working from home before the pandemic so was able to make a 
rapid switch.

Overall, the risk managers have plenty of positives about 
working from home and they see their role fitting naturally 
into the new working environment. Mr Michael summed it up: 
“It has worked well and has become normal – there will be no 
going back now.”

RISK MANAGER ROLE
And another believes the role of risk managers has become 
more important – their thinking is being taken into account 

in decision making now in a way that never happened before, 
he said.

However, Michael Adetutu cautioned that it would be good 
“as long as the company integrates risk management into its 
culture”, adding: “You need to understand your environment 
and think first about who the policymaker is. Think about how 
they will interpret your ideas and work within that. Then you 
can help shape the direction of the company and direct the risk 
tolerance.”

While another risk manager warned that the country was 
not prepared in terms of infrastructure. “Covid-19 caught 
everyone unawares and nobody expected remote working. A 
lot of things still need to be done – we still face challenges of 
internet, power, data.

“All these things are being addressed individually but we 
need to work together for a common solution. We just have 
to find a way out of it, including government. We have had 
organisations picking up their staff in buses and taxis so they 
are not exposed when they commute. There is also reputational 
risk – companies don’t want their names associated with any 
local outbreak. All of that is affecting the way we are working.”

He stressed that the government has been trying but needs 
to do more. And he warned: “The effects of Covid will be felt 
most in the first and second quarter of next year. We need, as 
risk professionals, to think about that impact.

“The government needs to look not just at the big 
corporates but also at SMEs and micro organisations, which 

are much more likely to be hit hardest. Every day they look at 
what money they have. As the months roll by, the reality will 
be hitting home. Companies will be shedding jobs as they look 
at cutting costs. The effect of Covid on people is not only from 
the virus, but also from losing their jobs and becoming unwell 
because of the new stresses.”

NIGERIA FOCUS

Working from home during the pandemic has saved many office workers from spending up to five hours a day in Lagos’s notoriously bad traffic

“  Africa, like the rest of the world, 
was caught out by the speed 
and truly global nature of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. We have 
learnt a lot between December 
and now” 
Odutola Olanyinka, 
Association of Enterprise Risk 
Management Professionals

Odutola Olanyinka
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and health concerns to risks of economic harm and longer-term 
trends for things like the supply chain.

The overriding message from the group was that risk 
managers need to continually upskill and never stop learning. 
As Ms Marota said “We ought to have an understanding of a 
range of things and be prepared to learn about anything and 
everything that will help us to our job better.”

Having raised the issue of home working, the group agreed 

R
isk managers could not have prepared for the 
recent Covid-19 pandemic, but they could 
have been better prepared to deal with its 
consequences.

That was the view of Angella Mutonhora, 
who works as a risk manager for the South African 
government.

As she explained: “I don’t know how you can have a 
pandemic on the risk register – it is simply too huge. But you 
can have the consequence of a pandemic on your organisation 
on that register. You can manage the consequences, but we 
cannot stop a pandemic.”

She pointed to the HIV crisis that hit South Africa in the 
past. “HIV hasn’t gone away but we have learnt to manage 
the risks that come with it and I believe that’s the right 
approach for now too.”

Like the other risk managers talking to Commercial Risk 
Africa as part of the Risk Frontiers Africa 2020 survey, she 
believes there is a lot to learn from the pandemic, not least to 
remember the way that risks are so interconnected.

Zanele Makhubu, a risk manager with the Gauteng 
Provincial Government and also chair of the Institute of Risk 
Management South Africa, agreed: “When it started, we all 
considered it something that the Chinese were dealing with 
and was not something we needed to worry about. But that 
situation changed so quickly and we were not prepared for 
what came next.”

Another government risk manager, Madiagane Marota, 
said one of the consequences of the speed with which 
the pandemic struck was that people have acted in silos. 
“Everyone has been doing their own thing, whether as 
countries or as organisations.”

She was also unsurprised that the pandemic had been on 
risk radars for years but never near the top of the list. “It has 
been a lesson in why you should always take notice of the 
little things,” she said. 

However, Hillary Magede, risk manager at Discovery 
Insurance, said: “Human nature means that we don’t consider 
risks that are infrequent but high severity as something that 
is likely to happen to us. We tend to deal with the more 
immediate risks in front of us. So I am not surprised the world 
was caught unawares.”

He warned that, even now, the world is not sure how to 
handle the crisis and nobody knows how long it might last.

In terms of risk management, he said too many 
organisations did not have the risk maturity to handle the 
lockdowns successfully. “Where there were mature risk 
management teams and a thorough understanding of risk 
management through the organisations, people coped well, 
but a lot of smaller enterprises were floundering,” he said.

Risk managers, however, have been learning fast, said Ms 
Makhubu, and have been reworking their business continuity 
and preparedness plans so that they are better able to adapt to 
the new environment. 

Several of the risk managers agreed that more time should 
be spent on business continuity plans, as well as on companies 
building reserves. Some also argued that it should help drive 
the concept of risk management through organisations as 
never before.

It was important for risk managers to take 
comprehensive and holistic views of risk management, said 
one, because it is so difficult to predict the actual impact of 
a major event. It is better to have an adaptable and flexible 
approach, agreed another.

BRIDGING THE GAPS
Ms Makhubu stressed the need for risk managers to become 
experts in disciplines across the organisation so that they could 
bridge the gaps in understanding of risk. For example, she said, 
an understanding of mental health issues has become crucial as 
people work from home and are under new pressures.

She added that risk managers need to learn from this event 
in terms of the way the risk has gone from the risk of disease 

dEALING WITH THE 
conseQuences

Risk managers could not have predicted the pandemic but certainly have plenty of lessons to learn, agreed risk managers from South Africa

SOUTH AFRICA FOCUS

Deserted roads in Cape Town during lockdown

that much depended on the job. For those who needed face-to-
face interaction, it would be hard to work from home for long. 
However, many roles like risk management, they said, could be 
done very effectively on a remote basis.

There was little concern, they felt, in working from home 
and the group didn’t feel they would miss out by not being seen 
by senior management and having casual office conversations 
as in the past. They felt it was very important to maintain good 
access across their organisations as a whole but felt that often it 
was easier to work from home without interruptions.

For many, the day has become more flexible but that 
does not suit everyone. While some said they were happy to 
be working in the early hours or late into the evening, others 
preferred not to have their ‘home’ time disrupted by work.

Unlike elsewhere in Africa, the group was not worried by a 
lack of wifi or electricity at home, although some of them felt 
that companies could more effectively use money earmarked for 
travel on new equipment for their staff.

And on the subject of infrastructure, they also agreed that 
more could do done nationally to improve services to residential 
areas so that everyone has the opportunity to work from home.

Several of the risk managers agreed the working-from-
home routine had kickstarted conversations within their 
organisations about the need for office space and also for more 
flexibility in their approach.

“  Human nature means that we 
don’t consider risks that are 
infrequent but high severity 
as something that is likely to 
happen to us” 
Hillary Magede,  
Discovery Insurance



17

Risk Frontiers
AFRICA 2020

“It is a question of quality not quantity,” said one. “We 
need to measure productivity not absenteeism.”

Ms Marota added: “We shouldn’t be fixated on an 8am 
to 4pm day but instead, ask people when they function most 
effectively. The answer will vary by personality and by home 
circumstances but as long as people deliver what is needed, 
then it should be ok.”

However, the issue of home working and moving away 
from large offices also brought the discussion around to safety. 
If thousands of people stopped working in the Johannesburg 
central business district, or in Sandton, for example, would 
those who choose to keep going to the office feel safe in more 
deserted areas? And there was also a question of what would 
happen to those expensive high rises if they were no longer 
needed, given that many organisations have invested heavily in 
the infrastructure.

Ms Makhubu said: “We have to adapt to a new normal 
and I think that risk managers can play a key role in that. 

We should be part of the internal conversation, talking 
about the risks that will emerge. Covid-19 has changed the 
way we run our businesses. The challenge is in managing 
productivity going forward.”

The group agreed that with the speed of lockdowns, 
companies had no choice but to send staff home. The 
questions, as countries emerge from the pandemic, will be 
how quickly, corporates will adopt a permanent position 
– working in the office, at home or the so-called ‘blended’ 
option.

NEW RISKS
Mr Magede said it was already clear that many people had 
made a decision not to return to their offices at all. “As an 
insurer, the challenge will be to design products to help 
companies manage the new risks emerging from that,” he 
said. “Will commercial liability cover still work for those at 

home, for example? We will have to consider all the various 
new risks and make sure the insurance works. We need to 
be talking to our customers and working out the solutions.”

One of those challenges, as elsewhere across the world, 
is cybersecurity. Again, the speed with which lockdowns 
were imposed left many scrambling for technology solutions 
for staff. The risk that quickly emerged was whether staff 
were maintaining a cyber-secure approach to their work.

“Were they making sure no one else was watching 
their screen, were they making sure no one in their family 
accidentally shared confidential information?” asked one of 
the group.

A broader risk is supply chain, the group agreed. As 
lockdown was imposed, gaps in the supply chain quickly 
emerged, they agreed. As one said: “It was strange things 
that caught us out and even now we can’t get everything 
we want – my son is still waiting on a new bicycle, for 
example.”

But as a country, they agreed, government had had a 
wake-up call regarding its dependency on China and India 
for medicinal supplies. “It showed how dependent we were 
on those two countries and government should be thinking 
about alternative sources,” they agreed.

At a corporate level, there were also issues with 
supplies, which left much of the manufacturing sector 
struggling to function. The group agreed that corporates 
had a new, larger responsibility to react to the pandemic 
and become better prepared.

“It doesn’t matter what the actual event or crisis is – the 
pandemic has shown up weak areas in businesses that we 
will need to sort out ahead of whatever happens next.”

And as Ms Mutonhora said: “It is not just about your 
own supplies but what is happening to your suppliers’ 
supplies. However, it was not all bad news. Some firms 
did better through the pandemic because they did have 
a supply – the problem was that many of them increased 
prices rapidly and that damaged the margins for others. All 
of that needs to be factored into the risk landscape going 
forward.”

SOUTH AFRICA FOCUS

Ben Schoeman dock, Cape Town: gaps in companies’ supply chains quickly emerged when the pandemic struck

Zanele Makhubu

“  We have to adapt to a new 
normal and I think that risk 
managers can play a key role 
in that. We should be part 
of the internal conversation, 
talking about the risks that will 
emerge” 
Zanele Makhubu, Guateng
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F
or risk managers in Zimbabwe, the Covid-19 
pandemic is the latest in a long line of major 
disasters to hit the country and comes when the 
country is still reeling from Cyclone Idai, which 
destroyed swathes of the country last year, and a 

deep and ongoing economic crisis.
Added to that, the country faces political uncertainty and a 

challenging exchange rate system.
Margaret Mukurazhizha, head of risk at the Zimbabwe 

Tourism Authority and the Zimbabwe regional group chair for 
the Institute of Risk Management, explained: “The pandemic 
was quite a surprise. We haven’t experienced anything of this 
magnitude. We are already facing so many economic problems 
– the pandemic arrived in the middle of an economic crisis in 
Zimbabwe. We are trying to manage but shortages mean it is 
hard to cope.”

Christopher Bingura, finance and administration manager 
at Zimbabwe Water Authority, echoed those sentiments: “For 
us as a nation, we did not have any past experience regarding 
the issue of the pandemic. It was the first time. As a risk 
practitioner, pandemics were not on the risk register. So, it was 
something beyond our wildest imagination. 

“How we have responded has been a reflection of the lack 
of experience. The world has demonstrated it was ill prepared, 
and so were we.”

Lovemore Danda, risk and fraud officer at Alliance Health, 
is confident that the country will be better prepared for any 
future event. “For Zimbabwe, and to a greater extent the rest 
of Africa, we need to learn how to deal with major catastrophes. 
We will be more prepared next time.”

“I think there is scope for risk managers to play a role in 
managing such risks,” said another of the group. “One of the 
things that happened was that, as the risk was manifesting, 
there were various approaches that could have been taken. 
Should countries go into lockdown or not?”

He said risk managers could learn a lot. “Senegal, for 
example, was much more prepared because of the Ebola 
experience. It was much better prepared than most countries in 
terms of testing and having equipment in place.”

Fainos Makaza, chairman of the department of insurance 
at Midlands State University, added: “I think it is very difficult, 
given that nobody was expecting it. What risk managers could 
do is make sure that there should be some provision in terms of 
preparation, especially at national level. 

“As an individual risk manager, there is little we can do. 
Some organisations are providing Covid-19 tests to their 
employees, but it really has to be led by government. But we 
have so many other challenges. People have been debating 
whether Covid-19 is that bad, given the other pandemics like 
malaria that we already face.”

Joseph Mhlabi, chief risk officer at First Mutual Holdings, 
added: “The scale that we have experienced as a country is not 
as bad as elsewhere, particularly South Africa. However, if it 
were any more drastic, because we have other things to occupy 
our minds at the moment, it would be a significant disaster 
because of our lack of preparedness.” 

He also questioned whether the pandemic has helped risk 
management as a profession. “Because we are not as able to 
speak convincingly in this event and show our value,” he said, 
“I think the impact on the role has not been as great as maybe 
in other environments where risk managers have spoken more 
convincingly of the impacts.”

WORKING PATTERNS
It certainly won’t be business as usual, the group agreed. Most 
people are able to work from home, having meetings online, 
but the overall impact of the pandemic has been far worse 
than a health emergency and the risk managers reported that 
the regional impact is hitting their organisations hard.

As one explained: “We interact most with South Africa, 
both officially and informally. Now the working environment 

pandemic simpLY  
ONE RISK OF MANY

The pandemic is simply one of many disasters to have hit Zimbabwe in recent times – from natural catastrophes through to man-made crises – but yet 
again, it has shown gaps in the country’s preparedness, according to a group of local risk managers

ZIMBABWE FOCUS

Zimbabwe is still reeling from Cyclone Idai, which destroyed swathes of the country last year
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has changed and it is much harder to do that, particularly for 
those working informally across borders.”

On a more positive note however, the group believes that, 
once people start to think about planning for the future, then 
risk managers will have to take a more prominent role whether 
people like it or not, so they have a real opportunity.

One roundtable particpant added: “There is a need to 
embed not only risk management but identification and 
controls.” He warned that without adequate resources it will 
be hard for any permanent shift to remote working to be 
successful in Zimbabwe.

“What will happen in Zimbabwe is that people need to go 
online and have internet access, or access to a proper server, and 
to do that they will need to be in an office to make sure there is 
enough support. I don’t think that home-working shift is there 
yet. It will happen on a slower scale and the pace of change will 
be slower than in other regions.”

The group said risk managers will become very relevant as 
organisations look for answers post-pandemic and also look to 
be better prepared for any future crisis. “People will be looking 
for risk managers,” said one of the group. “And they will need 
to be represented at both management and at board level. You 
cannot have a board without a risk management voice. You 
need the buy-in from the very top.”

However, another of the group said of the current 
situation: “In Africa it might be a max of 10% of risk manager 
representation at board level, so we have a lot of work to do 
if we are to have the profession properly positioned for the 
future.”

Glenda Mutsikwi, risk and compliance lead at Waterfish, 
warned: “My view is that we will struggle to attain that as 
long as we don’t have enough resources. People still see risk 
management as a tickbox exercise, which they have to do 
to meet the requirements of donor organisations or other 
regulatory requirements.

“So, in my view, I don’t know whether this would change 
so much. I see people engaging more and creating roles. 
Management has increased its efforts to make sure they comply 
with certain things but becoming proactive in terms of risk 
management will be harder.”

She suggested: “If people do take a proactive approach and 
develop a risk register, when it goes to the board or exco there 
is often no feedback or recognition of the work or even role of 
risk management. They don’t get feedback or resources, so it 
just feels like they are throwing risk management into a black 
hole.”

The pandemic, she said, “is going to have an impact and 
people may start reviewing their risk practices, maybe for a year 
or two but the risk is that then it goes back to normal”.

Mr Danda agreed: “The tone at the top is not in 
conjunction with what risk managers are saying, so it is very 
hard to have that risk conversation. They see the functionality 
of risk managers as a tickbox exercise, so if you want to 
implement changes it is very hard.

“Risk management is seen as something that slows down 
progress. If you bring up risk management when the company 

is trying to initiate a project, you are simply seen as a negative 
force, whereas risk management is all about identifying the 
risks, assessing our exposure and marrying that with our risk 
appetite.”

He warned that, as far as converting to working at home, 
“we might not be ready for that because cybersecurity is not 
good enough”, adding: “There is a challenge because of the lack 
of information and making sure people are cyber secure when 
working at home. They could share critical trade information 
about the company by mistake. As risk managers, we are 
highlighting this and suggesting we need to be more prepared.”

Another of the group agreed that, as risk practitioners, “we 
need to move up the ladder and say that we are not being taken 
seriously enough”, adding: “But I think after this pandemic, the 
board will listen and know that when we are talking about a 
risk, even after 100 years it can still happen. 

“Management do not take things like business continuity 
management seriously. When you talk about annual tests or 
dry runs, people don’t take it seriously and think it’s a waste of 
time. But when the pandemic struck and we had to work from 
home, some tests had not been done so everyone was running 
around to make sure they could actually work from home. 
Going forward, management may take a keener interest in 
these issues.”

RISK REGISTER
There was general support for the idea that, as a country, 
there is a need for a risk register. As one of the group 
explained: “There are steps to be taken at a national level, 
which businesses can then follow. Some organisations are 
struggling financially because there isn’t a clear bailout plan. 

“They will end up cutting staff. As risk practitioners, 
we must keep saying what we need to say and making sure 
management is listening, as well as putting actions in place 
and doing our dry runs.”

Ms Mutsikwi added: “The week before lockdown, one 
NGO that I was aware of was testing to see if everybody 
could work from home – unlike most of us. As a nation, we 
need to learn from this.”

Mr Bingura added that the pandemic exposed other issues 
too. For example, he said: “There is no doubt that the current 
pandemic exposed the supply chain and its dependence 
on China. It was the epicentre of the pandemic. So, going 
forward, there is a need for organisations to have multiple 
suppliers in different locations, other than having just one 
particular place. It became one of the biggest challenges we 
had to overcome.”

Ms Mukurazhizha agreed: “Definitely there will be some 
changes. To begin with, we have been talking of the work 
culture – it has changed. You find out that because of the fear 
of contamination, people prefer to work from home and are 
getting used to it.”

The group concluded, looking at the positives in terms 
of lasting changes, that companies have been reassessing how 
they operate. It is a time to be innovative, they agreed.

Covid-19 struck Zimbabwe at a time when it was already in the mist of a deep and ongoing economic crisis

“  The scale that we have 
experienced as a country is not 
as bad as elsewhere. However, 
if it were any more drastic, 
because we have other things 
to occupy our minds at the 
moment, it would be a significant 
disaster because of our lack of 
preparedness”  
Joseph Mhlabi, chief risk 
officer at First Mutual 
Holdings
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COVId-19 PUTS AFRICAN 
development back ten years

I
n the pre-Covid-19 era, there were reasons for 
optimism because the GDP per capita was rising 
across Africa, which meant more people could buy 
insurance, according to Tiago Mora, regional manager 
for Africa at Brokerslink.

“It was in March 2019 that Africa reached a very 
significant milestone in the fight against poverty,” he said. 
“According to the World Data Lab, for the first time, more 
Africans were escaping extreme poverty than were falling 
below the poverty line. However, the Coronavirus crisis has 
reversed this trend and it may take another ten years to 
reach this milestone again.”

Mr Mora pointed out: “As the continent is immense and 
shows a series of differences between its regions, it is fair 
to say that there are different Africas and, consequently, 
insurance development is different depending on the Africa 
that you are looking at.

“Generally speaking, most African countries have very 
low insurance penetration ratios. Populations still struggle 
to satisfy their basic daily needs and insurance is just not a 
part of those needs. We know it is only from the middle and 
upper classes that access to insurance products begins to 
have significance.”

REPUTATIONAL DAMAGE
There has also been concern that insurers have damaged 
their reputations during the pandemic. However, Mr 
Mora said: “Despite all the issues surrounding business 
interruption cover, such as what is and is not covered 
and whether or not the government lockdown should be 
considered as an insured peril, I think the market’s response 
was very satisfactory considering that, as with all of us, they 
were not prepared for such a situation.”

There were also some good examples of solidarity, he 
said. For example, in Nigeria the industry developed a life 
assurance policy to cover front-line health workers, which 
was donated free of cost to the government. 

One negative consequence, he warned, is that a number 
of insurers have redefined their policies to exclude notifiable 
diseases and pandemics (Covid-19 and others) from policy 
wordings.

“I think that we cannot always expect or demand that 
the insurance market provides a solution to all problems 
(risks) as they arise. For the ‘insurance model’ to be able 
to be able to provide a solution, the industry needs two 
things: data and time and, if there is not enough data over a 
significant period, there can be no solution.”

Looking forward, he suggested: “This Covid crisis 
will have an impact on the insurance market for sure. 
The hard market cycle was already progressing before the 
crisis, with rates and deductibles increasing particularly in 
property, commercial crime, D&O liability and cyber. And 
this hardening of the market will only accelerate. 

“Risk management will be key to helping companies 
achieve the balance between pricing and best terms and 
conditions, especially relating to large risks and high 
risks.”

LOOKING FORWARD
Mr Mora believes we will be relatively quick to put the 
pandemic behind us: “We tend to forget quickly. We had 
some events in the near past that caused disruption in supply 
chains and these could have led to various changes; but 
they quickly became history. These included the eruption of 
Eyjafjallajökull in 2010, Fukushima in 2011 and the H1N1 
flu in 2009, which was even declared a pandemic.

“However one of the consequences we have seen as 
a result of the pandemic and one that will be a lasting 
change, is around digital and the capacity that companies 
have developed in working remotely, which will be a factor 
in favour of continuing to have supply chain structures 
around the world.”

Mr Mora believes: “Some of the insurance industry 
issues in Africa, such as the distribution of insurance 
products and premium payments, could be overcome 
perhaps by using technology. Mobile networks and cloud 
technology were just some of the technologies that would 
drive this change.

“But the lockdown and the social distance measures 
resulting from the crisis created such a disruption regarding 
the normal way of doing business, that the market had no 
alternative but to adapt.”

He added: “The market is now engaged in online 
business operations, telemarketing and virtual business 
meetings. Today, insurance policies are issued and signed 
online. Even claims are now processed to finish online and 
we expect renewal negotiations to now be conducted without 
visiting clients’ offices. And it has been proven to work.”

He does acknowledge, however, that some other risks 
were put on the backburner through the pandemic.

“I would not say that they were forgotten, only that 
they were supplanted in terms of concern for Covid-19. We 
can of course say that climate change also has major impacts 
on human life, but the risk is slower in development; if we 
don’t do anything today we will not die tomorrow, whereas 
if someone is infected by Covid-19 today, they can die in a 
couple of days.

“However, the pandemic will not last forever and sooner 
or later science will be able to provide a cure. With that, 
our concerns will again focus on the risks that will continue 
to constitute the greatest threats.”

Fears are rising that African development has fallen back a decade courtesy of the economic impact of Covid-19,  
as Tiago Mora, regional manager for Africa at Brokerslink, tells Risk Frontiers Africa
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“  One of the consequences we have 
seen as a result of the pandemic 
and one that will be a lasting 
change, is around digital and the 
capacity that companies have 
developed in working remotely” 
Tiago Mora, Brokerslink


