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Pear shaped
Much of this article focuses on 
technology. I am a big fan of 
technology. I think that, on balance, 
technology has made our lives better.  
That said, things can go wrong. The challenge with 
technology is that it goes wrong in new, unexpected 
and sometimes catastrophic ways. I do not profess to 
be a tech guru. However, I read enough apocalyptic and 
post-apocalyptic literature to have a healthy scepticism 
about the future. As an auditor, I am in the job of risk 
management. The insurance industry itself is a risk 
management tool. So, pondering just how things can 
go wrong is part of my job description. With that in 
mind, this article explores some of the current and 
future events that could cause a serious downer…  
and which could create opportunities, and challenges, 
for insurers.

Designer babies 

Big M is a beautiful male specimen, unfortunately he is 
as dumb as an ox. 

Selective manipulation of genetic traits is a very old 
practice. Animal husbandry has, for millennia, been used 
to breed certain traits in animals. These traits can be 
for practical reasons or for cosmetic reasons. The fact 

that a chihuahua is related to a wolf is testament to the 
effectiveness of this over time. Similarly, the relative 
placidity of cows compared to buffalos speaks volumes 
for the ability to impact behavioural traits. With the 
significant advances in genetics, it is only a matter of 
time before it becomes plausible and even potentially 
common place to design your baby. As of 2019 “only 
one instance of this is known to have occurred… where 
Chinese twins Lulu and Nana were edited as embryos.1”

The upside is amazing. Genetic illnesses like down 
syndrome, cystic fibrosis or sickle cell anaemia could 
be eliminated. The downside is the subject of endless 
science fiction speculation. What is obvious from 
thoroughbred animals is that being picky and choosy 
about specific characteristics can have unintended side 
effects: bull dogs are notoriously unhealthy; staffies have 
bad hips and poor skin; and gorgeous male specimens 
might turn out to be as dumb as an ox. 

What could this mean for insurers? In the near term, 
medical cover to remove unwanted genetic traits in a 
foetus or small child is already possible. Two recent 
gene therapies have been FDA approved, which 
potentially treat and/or eliminate specific genetic 
illnesses2. These treatments cost $2.1 million and 
$425,000 respectively3. In South Africa, much of this 
cost might be borne by medical schemes (and therefore 
become their problem). However, with the hefty 
price tag attached to these treatments, they might be 
excluded from medical cover in the future. In this case, 

or for those without medical aid, medical insurance could 
step in. This product could pay out a lump sum amount 
on the identification or confirmation that a child or foetus 
has a treatable genetic illness.   

In the long term - a very long tail on liability claims 
related to genetic manipulation is the most obvious 
outcome. It is quite likely that the unintended 
consequences of genetic manipulation could take years 
or decades to manifest. But once it does, this could 
be another silicosis class action, if we are lucky, and if 
we are unlucky, we might find our descendants are all 
sterile like mules.

Genetically modified (GM) foods  
and water supply

When the babies first appeared, they seemed quite 
normal. It took thirteen years before their voracious 
appetites and inability to lose weight was linked to the 
GM chicken their parents had been eating for years.  
The important questions that arose were: who is liable 
for this unintended consequence? The restaurant?  
The farmer? The GM crop scientists? In the blame 
culture of the 21st century someone would have 
to pay!

1  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Designer_baby
2  Technically, this is probably not “designing” your baby as it is usually applied 
    subsequent to conception.
3  https://www.insurancejournal.com/news/national/2019/09/13/539591.htm



48 | The South African Insurance Industry Survey 2020

By 2050 it is expected that we will have a world 
population of 10 billion people4. That is a lot of mouths 
to feed. Some scientists believe that the planet’s 
current carrying capacity for population tops out 
around 10 billion. And this assumes we all become 
vegetarians5, which is not going to happen in South 
Africa (or Texas (or 90% of the world6)). The logical 
solution would be to stop breeding, but that appears 
to be an inalienable right (like the right to eat meat). 
Equally concerning is the water needs of 10 billion 
people. We are struggling to meet the water needs of 
the current 7.5 billion, so a 33% increase is going to 
cause some serious problems. 

Water supply has been on the agenda for a while. The 
recent Cape Town droughts have highlighted the issue 
in South Africa. The water supply issue is likely to 
get worse as we continue to indulge our rights for all 
things. Insuring water supply seems like an interesting 
concept. If we think of the water supply risk like any 
other risk, we could use this thinking to help smooth 
the supply over time. In effect I could pass on a few 
of my extra litres of water, which I have available right 
now, to a pool7. This pool would distribute this water 
to those in need. In a few years, when a drought 
strikes Gauteng, we would call on the pool to assist. 
Interesting… but until water becomes commoditised 
this would be practically impossible. And even then, 
this would only ensure water supply for the rich. 

Having experienced water supply problems, both on  
a micro-scale (from local municipal water failures) 
and on a macro-scale (in Cape Town from a regional 

drought), I would consider insurance to guarantee  
my water supply at a minimum operational level.  
The municipality drops me, and my service provider 
steps in with a guaranteed water supply per day until 
supply is restored. The extent of that guarantee – ten 
litres, twenty, thirty or fifty – could vary.  

There are various solutions to the food supply issue. 
One such solution is increasing manipulation of the 
genetics of our food sources. GM food is big business. 
More resilient crops, higher yields and fat calves that 
grow into big cows quickly – these are all lucrative 
proposals (and existing realities). Ask the internet 
if GM food is dangerous and a thousand sponsored 
articles will try to convince you it is not, and a thousand 
Facebook cults will try to convince you that it is. I do 
not know the answer. For the purposes of this article, 
I do not care. The fact that there is a chance, creates a 
risk. And a risk creates an opportunity. 

GM food regulation exists, but as we are hardly a 
generation down the line from its first inception8, 
the downstream impact of genetic manipulation is 
unknown. So how bad could this get? What could we 
be exposing ourselves to? A generation of children, 
who exhibit the battery-farm-chicken need to consume 
and put on weight, whilst growing exponentially; 
sounds bad. A massive class action would follow, 
and the big business would become a big liability. 
Personally though, I think creating a meaningful 
causal link to GM food is unlikely to be plausible until 
our understanding of GM is much more advanced. 
However, existing liability cases are common. These 

cases focus on matters of disclosure rather than health. 
They also focus on the business impact on the supply 
chain of such failed disclosures9.

Replaceable parts

I was merrily driving to visit my aunt when the world 
went black. Although I tried to brake and pull over, it 
was in that moment of blackness that I hit the other 
car. Since then my vision has returned, but everything 
is upside down. These ocular implants are amazing, but 
at times they drive me crazy!

There has been some amazing development in 
prosthetics and other replaceable parts in the last 
decade. Second Sight, for example, is a company that 
sells artificial retinas which assist people suffering 
from a rare disease called retinitis pigmentosa10. 
Cochlear (ear) and ocular (eye) implants have become 
increasingly advanced. It is not implausible that within 
the next few years a greater portion of the population, 
especially (but not exclusively) the elderly population 
will be using replaceable parts – manufactured or 
grown in a lab. Currently implants are not uncommon 
and already we have various technologies (such as 
the pacemaker). It is not a question of if replaceable 
parts will become common place, but when and 
how quickly. Furthermore, there are questions of 
functionality, from cosmetic replacements to fully 
functional replacements. Regarding vision, for example, 
most prosthetic eyes are cosmetic at present – but 
significant breakthroughs have recently seen partial 
sight “restored to six blind people through an implant

4  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Projections_of_population_growth
5  https://www.livescience.com/16493-people-planet-earth-support.html
6  https://dealsonhealth.net/blog/vegetarian-statistics/ and https://wtvox.com/sustainable-living/2019-the-world- 
    of-vegan-but-how-many-vegans-are-in-the-world/ both suggest that vegetarians are approximately 8% of  
    the world population. 
7  No pun intended

8  For clarity, I mean genetic manipulation in a lab, as mentioned above we have been indirectly manipulating 
    genes since our earliest days through animal husbandry.
9  The Syngenta case is a good example of this: https://www.producer.com/daily/syngenta-agrees-to-settle- 
    gmo-corn-litigation/
10 https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/02/06/844908/a-new-implant-for-blind-people-jacks-directly-into- 
    the-brain/
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which transmits video images from a camera directly to 
the brain11.” And sitting somewhere in the middle are 
glasses and contact lenses, which are the baby steps 
toward full blown replacements.

For insurers this could represent a new asset class to 
insure. Prosthetics are not cheap – the Jordan Thomas 
Foundation suggest that “for an eight-year old child 
with limb loss who needs to replace their prosthetic 
limb every two years until age 18” this could cost 
between $21,000 and $300,000. With our current life 
expectancy of approximately 70 years and up to 85 
years in a country like Japan12, the proportion of the 
population living with prosthetics is likely to continue 
to increase. It is not implausible that your single largest 
asset in the shared economy of the future will not be 
your home (which you rent) or your car (which you also 
rent), but your artificial eyes, hips, ears and nose. 

To the extent that these are commonplace in the next 
few decades this will also impact factors like morbidity 
and longevity. An obvious benefit is being able to return 
to work following an accident because of prosthetics. 
This would result in reduced morbidity costs for 
insurers. It is also easy to imagine insurers partnering 
with these replaceable parts vendors to assist in 
getting people back to work for both the moral reasons 
as well as the potential impact on the bottom line. Less 
direct impacts include quality of life, functionality and 
experience in old age, which, all things being equal, 
would probably reduce mortality rates. The impact on 
life insurance will be significant.

And lastly, to the extent that these implants lead to 
accidents or fail catastrophically – this could increase 
corporate liability. If a million people’s connected 
eyes rebooted simultaneously, the impact could be 
horrendous.   

Nanotech

“By 2100, our destiny is to become like the gods 
we once worshipped and feared. But our tools will 
not be magic wands and potions but the science of 
computers, nanotechnology, artificial intelligence, 
biotechnology, and most of all, quantum theory.” 
Michio Kaku13

Unfortunately, quantum theory is beyond my simple 
brain’s comprehension, but nanotechnology makes 
sense to me. Nanotechnology is the idea that we can 
create devices and machines all the way down to 
the nanometer scale, which is a billionth of a meter, 
about half the width of a human DNA molecule.”14 The 
idea of building small has big applications. The ability 
to construct materials at the nanoscale could lead 
to lighter, more durable and self-repairing materials. 
Micro-sensors have endless medical, security and 
criminal applications. Small machines (nanobots) 
travelling through our blood stream eating up 
cholesterol and cancers would revolutionise medicine 
and significantly extend human life15. 
That is all roses, until those nanobots start eating your 
lung tissue leading to internal haemorrhaging and death 
or inhaled nanofibers pass straight through the blood 
brain barrier16 and into your neural system leading to 

neural damage. The worst case, from a science fiction 
point of view, is self-replicating nanobots that go viral 
and consume everything. This is an industry that is 
currently unregulated and so the potential for risky 
outcomes is significant. Liability is the most obvious 
insurance risk. 

However, nanobots create some great opportunities 
for better medical underwriting through much more 
detailed risk assessment (i.e. underwriting being 
performed by the little machines in your blood). As 
mentioned above these nanobots could also be used 
to consume cholesterol or identify cancers, with a 
consequent increase in longevity. This could also take 
wearable devices and telematics to the next (and much 
smaller) level, by promoting these nanobots to reduce 
premiums. 

Better, stronger and more durable nanomaterials could 
both increase claims costs (as they will be expensive), 
but also reduce mortality and morbidity as a result of 
accidents. One nanomaterial concept that is particularly 
exciting is the self-repairing nanomaterial that would 
auto correct to its original shape reducing the need for 
dent and scratch repair in damaged vehicles.

The biggest risk of nanotechnology is that we do 
indeed become like the gods we once worshipped and 
feared. It is obvious that we are not morally mature 
enough as a species to be gods… and most of those 
gods were petty, egotistical maniacs anyway. 

11  https://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/blindness-cure-brain-implant-vision-camera-technology 
      experiment-a9003386.html
12  https://www.cbsnews.com/pictures/who-lives-longest-cias-top-20-nations-for-life-expectancy/22/
13  https://www.azquotes.com/quotes/topics/nanotechnology.html
14  This guy just explained it so much better than I ever could: Paul Mceun on https://www.azquotes.com 
      quotes/topics/nanotechnology.html

15  given that 31.8% of deaths are from cardiovascular diseases and 17.08% from cancer – see my irreverent 
      article from last year on death – correlates with death and other morbid statistics
16  Some people believe nanoparticles could pass through the blood brain barrier, which seems plausible given
      their size. https://www.ohsrep.org.au/nanotechnology_-_a_new_hazard
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Wayward drones

Commercial drones can travel at up to 100 mph and 
deliver goods under 2.3 kg… and… potentially each trip 
could occur at a low cost of $1 per shipment.17

The idea of drones zipping around delivering things in 
minutes of them being ordered online is awesome.  
It is also around the corner. Major players like 
Amazon and UPS are investing heavily in this market. 
Currently the bikes and delivery vehicles used by these 
companies are insured. In a few years these assets 
might well be replaced by drones, which themselves 
would require insurance. Goods in transit will take  
on a new meaning with shorter delivery times and 
multiple varied deliveries in one day. From a R100 
second-hand paper back to a R73,000 Glenfiddich 
26-year-old case of whiskey - the need for journey 
specific intelligent insurance is clear. Furthermore,  
the surveillance data from these drones could be fed 
back into the smart city information systems to help 
manage congestion or reduce crime. Refer to our 
article: How will the evolution of smart cities impact  
the insurance industry?

However, in an unregulated market this could quickly 
lead to crashes in people’s homes and into people, 
air crashes (with other devices or aeroplanes) and air 
traffic interference. Worse still, the possibility that 
whilst flying around these devices are monitoring your 
homes and houses, life activities and state of security. 
We’ve seen recently how states can quickly turn 
on companies accused of spying for foreign powers 

(Huawei 5G18 sanctions, TikTok pressure in the US19 
etc.) so it is also not implausible that this drone industry 
could be culled overnight by state actors. Also, minor 
glitches in the delivery cue could see alcohol dropped 
in the lap of an alcoholic, a book on dating delivered to 
a happy housewife and adult content dropped off for 
the kids. 

Space exploration

“What have you planned for the honeymoon?”
“I’m taking the Mrs to Mars – she is such an off- 
world junkie.”

In the three months prior to writing this article, three 
separate nations launched missions to Mars: the 
Chinese Tianwen-1 (lander, orbiter and rover); the 
United Arab Emirates Hope orbiter; and the USA’s 
Mars Perseverance rover20. Add to this the ongoing 
successes of SpaceX. SpaceX is a privately-owned 
enterprise that has taken astronauts to the International 
Space Station21, aims to launch space tourism in 202122 
and has, as one of its strategic goals, “to revolutionize 
space transportation, with the ultimate goal of making 
life multiplanetary.”
 
In this context, the new frontier is opening up.  
It is likely that before 2050 there will be permanent 
establishments on the moon or Mars. Furthermore, 
space tourism will become a new market for the 
new rich. Whilst concentrated to a niche market and 
governments at this point, it is likely that privatisation 
of ownership and consumption will occur in the next 
few decades. For insurers this creates some expensive 

property risks to be covered. And the travel insurance 
options would be quite significant (and expensive). Not 
to mention business interruption risks.

To give some context, the cost of launching a small 
satellite (446 kgs being small for a satellite) into a low 
orbit is approximately $13.5 million. This scales quickly 
to hundreds of millions to launch individuals and heavy 
equipment23. In 2018 the rocket insurance industry 
collected $450 million in premium but paid $600 million 
in claims24. Not a great claims experience. That said, 
all insurance must start somewhere. As the rate and 
frequency of launches increases, so the statistics and 
risk criteria will become better understood to allow for 
more realistic underwriting. Whilst scary, volatile and 
hard to predict, to be honest, I would be more scared 
of dealing with the disappointed married couple whose 
honeymoon to Mars has just been cancelled.

Business interrupted

Sorry I couldn’t make the call. My signal dropped. 

In a brave new world of remote working and cloud 
computing, continuity of access to meaningful 
connectivity is essential. Unfortunately, various factors, 
notably corruption, cable theft, storms and floods like 
to get in the way. Combine this with cyber security 
issues, cyber terrorism and more storms and floods as 
the climate changes; and the remote working dream 
can become a remote working nightmare. Whilst 
businesses have adapted in the short-term to the 
Covid-19 strain of working from home, many sources 
indicate that working from home increases cyber-

17  https://www.businessinsider.com/amazon-and-ups-are-betting-big-on-drone-delivery-2018-3?IR=T
18  https://www.ndtv.com/world-news/us-expands-sanctions-adds-38-affiliates-of-chinas-huawei-to-entity 
      list-2280907
19  https://www.forbes.com/sites/bobbyowsinski/2020/07/08/tiktok-depend-on-social-networks/#5ff4d7921ad6
20  China’s successful launch of Mars mission seals global era in deep-space exploration https://www.nature 
      com/articles/d41586-020-02187-7 

21  https://www.theverge.com/21354742/nasa-spacex-crew-dragon-bob-behnken-doug-hurley-return 
22  https://www.space.com/spacex-demo-2-success-space-tourism.html 
23  https://science.howstuffworks.com/satellite10.htm
24  https://observer.com/2019/09/space-insurance-rocket-satellite-industry-analysis/
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risk significantly25. Add to that the joys of power 
interruption, cell phone towers going down (literally 
or figuratively) and increased extreme weather and 
we have an insurance proposition. Remote working 
business interruption insurance. This could be in the 
form of temporary solutions to recurring problems, 
such as mobile Wi-Fi delivery. Much like car hire, the 
offering of a remote working solution on the happening 
of a remote working event, could be useful especially 
with the distributed home-work force of the future.

Big Bad Data

Step aside Avengers, Big Data is here. Big Data will 
save the world.

Not surprisingly, I searched “big data will save the 
world” and google returned thousands of articles many 
of which literally claim that big data can save the world:

   -   How big data can help save the world
   -   How big data will save the world
   -   How big data can help save the earth
   -   10 big data & AI projects that could save our planet

Whilst I am a big fan of big data, I do think there is, 
perhaps, a bit of poetic licence applied in these titles. I 
am also aware that for every Superman there must be 
a Lex Luthor, for every Spiderman a Green Goblin and 
for the Avenger, an Ultron.26 Who is protecting us from 
poor decisions based on Big Bad Data? 

Most worrying for me is how Big Data could leverage 
the echo-chamber that is social media to make what 
was a trend a reality. GPS data indicates that traffic is 

piling up at an intersection. We respond by sending 
drones and tow trucks and ambulances that add to 
the traffic and make what was simply a drunk man 
stumbling across the street into a genuine traffic mess. 
An unpresidential person decides to run for president. 
A bunch of his less astute friends start tweeting about 
this and “liking” it. A clever media algorithm picks 
up this new trend and to get ahead recommends an 
article. This article feeds into the other media houses 
algorithms and the snowball starts. You know where 
this ends right… 

For insurers the impacts are various: poor pricing 
decisions based on poor data are as old as the industry; 
operational decisions based on random anomalies could 
waste hours of time and effort; reactive deployment of 
resources based on tentative data could waste huge 
amounts of resources. 

My biggest concern with big data is our tendency to 
confuse correlation for causation and impose our wants 
on trends. Let’s just be sure we are inviting the hero 
into the office rather than the villain. 

Conclusion

The future looks bright and scary, like an atomic 
explosion. As always advancement comes with risks. 
The management of these risks through insurance 
appears to be a necessity for the foreseeable future. 
Insurers might need to adapt models and methods of 
delivery and form strategic partnerships to manage 
this uncertain future, but there is downside and that 
downside needs to be appropriately insured if we are  
to weather the storm of the coming century. 

  

25  https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/348346
26  Random comics all over the place and on my kids’ t-shirts


