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Thank you Derek.

Good morning ladies and gentlemen and a very warm welcome to all of you here to join us for BIBA’s 2009 conference. 

 It’s always good to see so many familiar faces;

 

and this year I’m particularly pleased that so many new faces have taken the time to be with us. 

We have a record number of brokers joining us so thanks to all of you.

I don’t know about you, but for me at least last year’s BIBA conference in Glasgow seems a very long time ago.

 An awful lot has happened in a year and the mood, nationally, internationally and within the insurance sector, has undergone a sea change.  Times have undeniably been tough.

 

Indeed, had things grown much worse for the financial services sector this year’s conference might have been called ‘Delivering Pizza’ rather than ‘Delivering Value’!

But in the great scheme of things, perhaps delivering pizza’s not so bad. Pizza sales are up and, let’s face it, you can get a pizza delivered to your home a lot faster than a claims cheque.

 It just goes to show that hidden away in every dark lining is a silver cloud just waiting to get out. 

But you know that; because you, being brokers, are of course natural optimists. 
And being optimists, I’m sure many of you will also see the financial crisis as an opportunity to prove the value of using an insurance broker.

  This is also the time when we, as a sector – a profession – need a strong voice and membership of BIBA demonstrates the value of a strong trade body.

Derek has highlighted some of our activities during the last year, our successes and our ongoing work.

BIBA itself is now well recognised as an important body to lead or contribute to the issues affecting our members or their customers, both in the UK and Europe.

To continue and improve this good work it is vital to remind ourselves that it’s you, our membership, who make this happen. 

 Your engagement, your support and your responses can and do increase the force with which we represent you – influencing and impacting outcomes. 

 Nowhere is this more evident than in the research we carry out on the industry.

 Take the ground-breaking study we conducted on aggregators which Derek mentioned earlier; this prompted the FSA to investigate whether these sites were meeting its regulatory requirements.
Or the research that showed brokers needed do more to demonstrate their value because small businesses were confused about whether they were getting advice or not.

Both studies exposed weaknesses in practices, which when corrected, not only improved the fairness of the environment in which you operate, but also allowed you to serve and retain your customers better. 

In the future, BIBA will seek to increase both the amount of research we conduct and the depth to which we probe.

 But we want to hear from you, our members, where to focus our efforts in order to maximise the benefits to your businesses.

The benefits of your engagement were clearly demonstrated this weekend when the Sunday Times and the Mail on Sunday covered our research on the effect that the economic downturn is having on insurance. 198 members responded to our survey and without these responses we wouldn’t have been able to promote the benefits of brokers in either of these publications. 

Like the FSA, we will also focus on outcomes for our members.

If the economic troubles have reminded us of the value of using an insurance broker then they have also made us recall another important tenet and that is the value of being truly customer focussed.

So – with that thought in mind – I find myself wondering what my customers – all of you – would want from me in this speech this morning.  I guessed you’d say:

… “Eric, keep it brief”!

So this morning I AM going to keep it short.

  I want to give you three messages – the three key messages that we will be taking to Government, the Regulator and our sector – our profession – in the weeks and months ahead.

Ladies and gentlemen, we are at a pivotal, even crucial, point in how the changes we’re seeing in the economic and political spheres could affect general insurance intermediation.

  How we, the Government and the Regulator respond to the events of the last year – or indeed do not respond – will shape much of the next decade for our industry.

So, with that in mind, Iet’s turn to Westminster and our politicians, and our first message.

If the credit crunch has achieved anything positive then it has served as a powerful reminder to Government of the benefits brought to the UK economy by a strong insurance sector.

  But there is a danger – a danger that some of the storm surge blown up by the hurricane raging through the global banking and investment sectors could well top the levee, so to speak, and flood into our calmer, more resilient pool.  

Competition and innovation in financial services are crucial, particularly in the general insurance sector, and brokers are vital to this.

  It is no mere coincidence that we in the UK have one of the most innovative and competitive general insurance markets – and also have one of the strongest insurance broking sectors.

So the first message is directed towards our political establishment and it’s this:

  if I might borrow from the parlance of the day, the UK’s insurance sector has the X Factor – and it has it in spades.

 Never mind Susan Boyle, if you want to see real talent, you need look no further than what goes on in our own industry.

 If you want to see a truly world-leading sector, then here it is. 

 We invented much of the practice of insurance, we developed it and we continue to set the pace internationally. Recognise our value and help us respond to the global challenges we face.

 A healthy insurance sector is one of the key ingredients of a healthy UK economy.

Next, the Regulator and our second message.

  The Financial Services Authority has now had nearly four and a half years to get to grips with our sector and gain a full understanding of our workings.

  But still the question lingers: we know insurance brokers pose little risk to consumers or the economy; the FSA knows brokers pose little risk to consumers or the economy; so why does the regulator insist on imposing such heavy burdens on us?
Insurance intermediaries, by the FSA’s own admission, pose less risk than any other category of firms it regulates.

 This is borne out in part by the very small volume of complaints and compensation claims we generate.

At BIBA, we are increasingly concerned about the disproportionately bureaucratic approach the FSA is taking towards regulating our sector and the significant increase in the regulatory cost burden it is imposing on a large number of our firms.

  The style and cost of insurance intermediary regulation in the UK is unlike that of any other EU country.

 When the European policy writers drafted the IMD, I am certain they did not in their wildest dreams envisage the regime that it spawned here in the UK.

My message to the FSA, therefore, is this:

 do not lose sight of our low risk category in the work that you do to build both intensive supervision and a credible deterrent.

  Of course, regulators need the right supervisory tools do their job properly, but in doing so the FSA must not make strong, effective regulation so costly to achieve that it forces good firms out of the sector

· as that will ultimately reduce customer choice and access to advice at a time when it is needed most.

·  We must see cost-effective, value for money regulation where any increases are fully justified. BIBA will be watching.

Finally, our third message – a message to our sector, our profession and to all of us in general insurance.

Diversity can be a great strength, and in the general insurance sector in its widest sense it is probably one of our greatest assets, but it can also be a weakness. 

 Take for example the recent G20 summit in London: what messages do you remember coming out of that?

The calls of the many small special interest groups which lobbied at the summit…or the media’s coverage of the conflict between police and demonstrators?

 I’ll wager it’s the latter, because the messages of the protestors were so fragmented, their words were lost in the tumult surrounding the event – and that’s a lesson for us. 

 Diversity can prevent us from speaking with a single voice. Without a single voice, our message becomes confused. 

Externally we have high level initiatives from Government but little, if any, real engagement on general insurance.  The report last week by the Financial Services Global Competitiveness Group to Government is I hope one small step forward.  
 Internally we have a new and excellent initiative from the CII on professionalism and ethics but its success is dependent on the whole of our sector engaging with it.

Large, small, specialist, generalist – there are core issues one voice can address … professionalism, skills, reputation to name but three.

So what’s my third message? It’s directed to the senior people in our industry, the people running businesses both large and small, and it’s this:

If you want our sector to be heeded at the highest level: one voice… one message. 

The greater the clamour, the less the message will be heard and understood.

  The real test of influencing is not in the speaker, it’s in the listener – and if what we say isn’t heard, it doesn’t matter what we say.

So single voice, single message.

 I’m an optimist like you, but I’m also a pragmatist so I’m the first to acknowledge that this won’t always be easy.

 We don’t and won’t always agree. But the insurance industry needs to work more closely and BIBA will be an advocate for enhanced co-operation and challenge the status quo wherever necessary.
So there you have them: BIBA’s three messages for the coming year.  

1)      To Government, you have a winner in the insurance sector; value it. We have the X Factor you need.

2)      To the Regulator, stop using a sledgehammer to crack a nut. Proportionate, cost-effective regulation is what we deserve and soon.

3)      And finally, to ourselves: one voice, one message. We have an opportunity to make our case; our currency is high. Let’s not waste this chance.

I have been true to my word, I hope, having kept things brief. 

Ladies and gentlemen, the conference awaits you and I know you will find much here to interest and engage you. 

 And, as I mentioned earlier, lots of familiar and new faces with whom to talk over the year that’s passed and the year ahead.

Thank you for your time and my best wishes for you and your businesses as you steer a course towards the end of the recession and renewed prosperity.

ENDS

Eric Galbraith

