SBA comfortable playing the middleman

SBA opened during a
tumultuous period for
insurers.

The broker placed $11 million
in premiums on day one.

SBA averages 16 clients to
one broker.

Arthur J Gallagher owns 40
per cent of SBA.

Specialised Broking
Associates has topped
a competitive field

in this year’s Rising
Stars Awards.
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THE Parth offices of Specialisad
Broking Associates (SBA) look
decidedly different to those of
the major mowers. If the reception
ic umattended  guests are mvited to
squeeze the hand of 2 bright red Flwe
toy that dances on the reception coun-
fer m response.

A lme of liquor bottles stands next
to a coffee machine n full view of
reception znd loud paintings contrast
with the otherwise serious business
demeanor of The Esplanade address.

A conference room, with mount-
ed flat sereen. boasts 2 handful of
impressive lawn bowlng trophies,
which commemarate past bowl-offs
lbetween staff from SBA and mawance
ant AIG.

Inyears past the soctzl event has been.
paid for by Amencan-headquartered
ATG, which last vear suffered a nmlt-

Should the need anse, however,
SBA wall have no problem coverng
the cost of a day of lawn bowls on.
1ts own.

The Parth company, winch hsts mm-
ers Forteseue Metzls Group, Aleoa,
on its client list, has been profit-
able since day one, when founders
Steve McWhirter, Bill Grierson and

IN CHARGE: Andrew Godden (front), Bill Grierson (left)

hind SBA's success in recent years. Photo: Grant Currall

Andrew Godden placed $11 million
in premiums on July 1 2003, Profits
have steadily mereased ever smee.

realing from the collapse of HIH
and aftermath of September 11 when
SBA opened itz doors im Parth’s
£ 12l district six years ago.

SBA is an n 1 acronym
both of its founders (Steve, Bill and
Andrew) as well as a description
of the busmess. The Perth business
largely insures resowrce and energy
companies, covering everything
from fravel and emergency evacuz-
tions to offshore oilnzs and mming
assets.

The insurance industry was stll

Merger and acqusitien actmvity
was rampant ameng the insurers,
cutting the mumber of players and
insurance options for the mining,
energy and construction sectors,
among others.

Deafault inswrance packages were
fast becoming the nomm, creating
an cpportumity for brokers that

could waork outside the boilerplate,
or standardicad approach, and par-
ticularky for those able to tap into the
mining boom.

Mr Godden said the abundance
of work duning the boom was obwvi-
ously a good thing, but also a poten-
tial threat to the company s ethos of
refiusing to overtrade.

“We've consistently not been
greedy in the boom.” MMr Godden
sad “We could have filled our boots

with meome.™

, Steve McWhirter (rear) and Peter Searson are the driving force be-

Instead, SBA kept its key clients
happy, and maintained a ratio of
about 16 clients to each broker.

SBA acts a5 a middleman by sit-
fing between 1ts clients and major
underwmiters, which carry the nsk
of a payout, making 1t a low-capital
mtensive business. In exchange for
itz cut, SBA provides specialised
msurance packages for the complex
neads of large companies.
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By limiting chient L SBA

gest brokers, Arvthur T Gallagher, took
a 40 per cent stake in SBA, whuch Mr
Grierson described at the time as a sign.

attempts to take on the major insur-
ers by offering greater chent focus o
a select number of successful com-
panies. On the flip-side, SBA only
employs highly expenienced brokers
in a bid to sat itself zpart from sonaller

expariise.

“The fzct we have 30 chients 1sn't
an accident,” Mr Gnerson sad. “We
could have 1407

While ounesz] companies may have
plans to explore and develop poteniial
zold mines — both fizurattvely and kit
exally — far fewer actually realize those
zoals.

“Te just loak to pick the ones that
will et through that process and make
it to production.” Mr Grerson said.

Last vear, one of the world's big-
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of thmgs to come for the industry.

“The financial services market 15
changing globally and we believe that
smazller fimes parmering with major
internationals will lead the way as a
market trend over the nest fewr years,”
be sad,

A decision last vear to rebrand the
company to SBA Gallagher has been
shebved.
anded SBA's goals of diversifying its
chient base into areas such as povarn-
ment, health and edueation.

He desenbed the broker’s staff
retention as extraordinarily high to the
extent that the one semor staff mem-
ber who did leave last year retumed
to work at SBA some months later,
diszatisfied with her other employer.

little things to create an enjovable
workplace, ke making sure there was
abwarys 2 bottle of champagne on hand
to celebrate a staff member’s birthday.

Felationships among tusiness part-
ners are also miportant, particularly
in the marance mdustry where busi-
ness 15 often conducted over 3 glass
of wine.

“We believe that smaller firms partnering
with major internationals will lead the
way as a market trend over the next few

years.” - Bill Grierson

5BA also sponsors one Afiican child
o behalf of every support staff.
The broker aimes to improve the
image of the Imawance industry by
1asng or donatng an amount equal
to 1 per cent of its tumover to chan-
ties, which has equated to more than
$200,000 since inception.
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(e east-coast nsurance undenwmit-
er that bad worked with SBA recalled
a positive, spontaneous display of
how mmportant the Perth-based broker
viewed relationships,

While dining at 3 Perth restaurant
dunng 2 business trp, the underwriter
noticed some of the SBA pnncipals

were dmimg nearby and was subse-
quently mvited to taste the red wmme
the brokers had on ther table.

Moments affer commentmz posi-
tively on the full-bodied taste of the
wine, 3 complementary bottle amved
at the underwriter’s tabls.

From bottles of red wine to red
Elmo receptionists, SBA appears to
be enjoying izelf m the competiive
world of mswance brokmg.

Howrerver, Mr Gnerson wams that
Flmo wouldn't be there to greet all
visitors to The Esplanade offices, as
the broker rofates 15 receptiomists.
There is also a bear that sings, “Tt's
beginning to look a lot like Christmas™
and a dancing Sower that recrtes, “Tou
are myy simshina™.
were among SBA's best emplovees.

“They never azk for a pay nse.” he
said.
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