
W
hile automobiles have 
long since eclipsed the 
humble horse in terms of 
sheer speed, technology 
and (arguably) elegance, 

covering a car is much simpler than insuring 
a fine specimen of equine flesh. Bloodstock 
insurance products on the market at the 
moment include cover for mortality; life-
saving surgery; critical care; medical care; 
public liability; personal accident cover for 
riders, owners, grooms and trainers; stallion 
infertility cover; and international transit 
and quarantine cover. Soon, medical care 
options and personal accident cover for the 
owners, riders, trainers and grooms will be 
available, too.

But the horse insurance niche hasn’t always 
been this sophisticated. In fact, the industry 
is still quite new, according to John Freeman 
of the Thoroughbred Group. Freeman 
started his career in this industry 37 years 
ago as an assistant to his father who began 
the first horse insurance brokerage in 
the country. 

The idea was sparked when John Freeman 
Senior was offered a large sum of money 
for one of his stallions, Greylegs, but he 
was reluctant to sell at the time. In a twist 
of fate, the horse died shortly afterwards 
in an accident. This really drove home the 
need for insurance of these valuable living 
assets. After taking over from his father, 
Freeman went on to build up and then 
sell the brokerage, as well as his horse 
auctioneering business, and now focuses on 
managing his stallion portfolio. 

Valuable assets
Due to their prohibitively high values, most 
stallions in Freeman’s portfolio are owned by 
syndicates, not individuals. In fact, an eye-
watering offer of R50 million was recently 
turned down for one in his stable. The flip 
side of these high values, of course, is that 
one loss can take a huge chunk out of 
premium income earned. 

So how do underwriters determine the 
insured value and rates for such precious 
animals? It turns out it is similar to the 
process for humans: underwriters consider 
the horse’s age and gender; its activities, i.e. 
its ‘use’; and previous medical history.

Horses can generally be divided into two 
categories: racing and sport. Racehorses are 
bred and trained specifically to gallop and 
race on the flat, and their racing careers 
typically span about three to five years. The 
better ones then spend their retirement years 
as either broodmares or stallions covering 
carefully chosen mares to produce superior 
racing horses. “Racehorses are always 
thoroughbred without exception,” explained 
Wéhann Smith, managing director of Kuda 
Insurance, one of the larger bloodstock 
insurance players. 

The term ‘sport horse’ is more general, 
referring to horses used for leisure, 
competition or breeding. “Sport horses can 
participate in any of a number of disciplines 

such as dressage, showing, show-jumping, 
eventing, polo, endurance riding, polocrosse 
and many more,” Smith explained. Sport 
horses could be with one owner for 20 
years and compete for up to 15 of these, so 
insuring sport horses is seen as much more 
long term.

Clearly then, cover needs to be tailored 
separately even though racehorse and sport 
horse products are similar in many respects. 
Smith continued, “Sport horse clients 
predominantly own and insure one or maybe 
two horses, and they tend to have a more 
personal relationship with their horses.”

Nicole Giraud, co-owner of Equipagé, 
sports horse brokerage, agreed, “The 
racehorse industry is not as personalised 
when it comes to their horses.” Racehorses 
change hands after about three years, and 
their owners usually possess a number of 
horses and/or shares in different horses. 
Racehorses are predominantly bred to earn 
money on the track or to be used later as 
breeding stock. “So racehorse values are 
very high in comparison, but as soon as they 
have completed their racing career, their 
value drops,” she said. 

As Equipagé specialises in sport horses only, 
the animals insured range between a value 
of R5 000 to R1.5 million, with the average 
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at around R100 000, according to Giraud.
The average sport horse on Kuda Insurance’s 
book is also insured for around R100 000, 
and the average racehorse is covered for 
closer to R200 000. “Some clients would 
like to keep insured values confidential, so 
we would rather not disclose maximum sums 
insured, but it’s fair to say that we have 
several horses insured for several million 
Rands, and a smaller number insured for 
more than R10 million,” said Smith. 

He continued, “In the case of sport horses, 
it is fairly costly to replace your horse, 
particularly if they have been trained for a 
number of years, as they tend to appreciate 
in value. So the norm is to initially insure 
for the purchase price of the horse and 
thereafter increase the value to cover for 
replacement value. 

“Racehorses are also initially insured for the 
purchase price, after which the insurance 
value will be increased or decreased as 
the value of the horse changes. Values of 

racehorses are usually more volatile than 
that of sport horses,” he said. 

Must haves 
Mortality cover is considered one of the 
most essential products in this niche. Life 
insurance for stallions is different from that 
of humans, however, in that it is a short-
term product, with policies being revisited 
on an annual basis. Equipagé writes mostly 
mortality cover and critical care cover. The 
former protects the client’s investment should 
the horse die of any accident, illness or 
disease whilst in transit, or theft. Giraid said, 
“Many riders are importing horses, and the 
cost of merely getting the animal to South 
Africa is approximately R100 000. Imported 
horses are very expensive and range between 
R100 000 and R1.5 million or more.”
  
Equipagé’s critical care cover was developed 
in consultation with top vets and pays for any 
life-saving in-hospital procedures that may 
be required. Giraud explained, “Medical 
expenses have escalated in the last 10 years; 

we have seen invoices for colic operations 
of over R100 000 where the surgery has 
been complicated. Even to have your horse 
in hospital with a serious virus can cost you 
well over R10 000.” 

Similarly, at Kuda the primary type of 
insurance written is for mortality, and there is 
a lot of interest in its life-saving surgery with 
critical care product. “Most owners know 
that they will incur medical expenses in one 
form or another if they own horses, but the 
funds for colic surgery (the most common 
horse surgery) are not necessarily available 
in everyone’s cash flow. This allows the horse 
owner to make a decision as to whether 
surgery is necessary, as opposed to whether 
it is affordable,” said Smith.  

Perils 
Horse sickness and colic are the two 
biggest risk factors faced by horse owners 
and breeders: thousands of horses are lost 
annually through either one of these perils, 

according to Smith. Interestingly, climate 
change is an influential factor. Giraud 
explained, “With all the unusual weather 
we have had, with more rain, there are a 
lot of insects (midges) breeding. This results 
in higher amounts of viruses and more 
complicated strains. 

“This year, African horse sickness has been 
particularly bad. Some areas which had not 
had African horse sickness in the last 40 
years were hit hard. Temperature changes 
also affect horses. When it gets very cold, 
they don’t drink enough water because of 
its unpalatable temperature and they can 
develop colic,” she said.  

Stallions are valuable not least because 
of their pedigree, and are therefore 
expected to produce top notch offspring 
once they retire from competing. However, 
expectations are not always met and 
therefore some stallions in Freeman’s 
portfolio have had cover in place in their 
first season to protect against congenital 
infertility. Tests are inconclusive at that age 
and the proof, as they say, is in the pudding. 
Freeman explained, “Once you have that 
cover in place, you can even insure yourself 
against the horse becoming infertile. But 
once a stallion has his first 20 mares in foal, 
you would then move your focus to accident, 
sickness and disease.”  

One of the most interesting claims in 
Freeman’s experience was for a supremely 
valuable imported stallion owned by a 
sugar baron. Just as the horse’s groom 
was approaching to bring him in from the 
paddock, lighting flashed down and killed 
the stallion. This accidental death claim was 
very high profile in the industry at the time, 
because a substantial part of 
the premium written was absorbed by that 
one incident. 

Competitive edge
So with figures in the millions being bandied 
about, and premiums usually working out 

to be around five or six per cent, you have 
to wonder how competitive the bloodstock 
insurance market is. Smith from Kuda 
revealed, “This certainly is a niche market 
with five insurers offering varying forms of 
horse insurance in South Africa.” 

Freeman has a unique perspective, having 
been both a broker and a client. “Oh, 
it’s very competitive. I would be inclined 
to go back into the field, but there’s no 
lack of experienced professionals offering 
bloodstock insurance. And what you really 
need these days is a reliable paperwork-
processing business.”

When asked whether he stuck to one insurer 
for his stallion portfolio or shopped around, 
Freeman said he places business all over, 
depending on rates, circumstances and 
affiliations. “I don’t dictate to my partners [in 
the syndicate].” 

Overdoing it 
Contrasting with other short-term niches, 
over-insurance for horses is more of a 
concern than the reverse. “Many people 

believe their geese are swans,” quipped 
Freeman, and so underwriters need to do 
their homework to verify the true value of 
a horse before agreeing to cover it for a 
possibly inflated value.  

As the only sworn appraiser in the country to 
specialise in horses, Freeman is occasionally 
called in to testify in disputes between 
underwriters and the insured. In one such 
case, a horse was insured on Christmas 
Eve for much more than it was worth, and 
by New Year’s Day the animal was in the 
ground. “They had to exhume the horse to 
ascertain the cause of death, but results 
weren’t conclusive and the court decided in 
favour of the insured.”

Freeman declared, “In my opinion, the 
court was inexperienced and the man 
was exceedingly over-insured.” Shoddy 
underwriting must shoulder some blame in 
this instance, whether or not the client was a 
swindler. So unless you are knowledgeable in 
equine matters, and have the experience to 
back it up, enter this niche at your peril.

“RACEHORSES ARE 
ALSO INITIALLY INSuRED 
FOR THE puRCHASE 
pRICE, AFTER WHICH 
THE INSuRANCE VALuE 
WILL BE INCREASED OR 
DECREASED AS THE 
VALuE OF THE HORSE 
CHANGES. VALuES 
OF RACEHORSES 
ARE uSuALLY MORE 
VOLATILE THAN THAT OF 
SpORT HORSES.”


