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 Q&
A:
with Dan Alpay
Line Underwriter – Flood, Hiscox London Market 

Rising tide
US flood is a major growth 
area for our big-ticket 
business, driven in  
part by innovations in  
digital underwriting.

Dan Alpay joined Hiscox 
in 2009 as part of the very 
first graduate training 
scheme. In 2016, he took 
over as underwriter for 
the household line of 
Hiscox London Market. 
Also contained within his 
portfolio was US flood – 
then, in Dan’s words,  
‘a tiny fledgling business’. 
By 2019, the flood product 
had grown to the point 
where it demanded his  
full-time attention. 

Q: How did US flood come 
to be part of the Hiscox 
London Market offering? 
A: Since 1968 flood had 
been underwritten by the US 
government. If you’re in a flood 
zone and have a federally 
backed mortgage – which 
most mortgages are – it’s a 
legal requirement to buy flood 
insurance. But until a few 
years ago, you could only buy 
it through the government’s 
National Flood Insurance 
Program (NFIP) – no private 
carrier could offer flood 
insurance. In 2012, the NFIP 
was $30 billion in debt, mainly 
due to Hurricanes Katrina and 

Sandy, so the government 
decided to throw open the 
marketplace. After watching 
closely for a couple of years, 
we sensed an opportunity to 
move in. Through the NFIP, 
you can only buy $250,000 of 
buildings cover and $100,000 
of contents. When those 
limits were put in place in the 
seventies, they would have 
covered most buildings in the 
USA; now they don’t come 
close. Using the strength of 
our underwriting, we’re able 
to offer something much 
broader: our FloodPlus 
product covers up to 
$2.5 million in value. 

Q: US flood is expected to 
continue to grow strongly. 
What’s the secret behind 
that rapid growth?
A: It’s really a success story 
about digital trading. We 
decided quite quickly that 
we were going to build an 
online platform to do the 
underwriting for us – we had 
no legacy to build on, so we 
had the luxury of a blank slate. 
Although we also distribute 
flood through third-party 
intermediaries, the way it’s 

underwritten isn’t manual 
at all. It uses an online rating 
portal, which we control. 
It’s a very different rating 
mechanism, which allows us 
to be faster, more responsive 
and a lot more granular in 
what we do.
 It’s not been simple. 
Any underwriting product 
demands tonnes of data, but 
we started out with nothing 
except a few models, which 
were still in their infancy, and 
our gut feel for underwriting. 
The NFIP didn’t release any 
of its data until 2020, so 
everyone was going in blind. 
Then Hurricanes Harvey and 
Maria hit in 2017, and that was 
an important learning point 
for us. With a catastrophe 
product, you’re not getting 
claims every day, so although 
any big event is a negative 
in terms of cost, it gives us 
another chance to evaluate the 
product. We doubled down, 
kept investing in technology, 
and have grown ever since.  
It’s been a fun ride, and we’re 
in an exciting place now.

Q: Is flooding a growing 
problem in the USA?
A: We deal with hurricane-
borne flooding and flooding 
from just normal rain and river 
rise, and both appear to be 
getting more prominent as 
time goes by – clearly driven 
by climate change. The big 
events tend to be happening 
more frequently. Cat 4 and  
Cat 5 landfalling hurricanes 
are supposed to be rare, but 
we’ve seen five in the past 
three years and that does 
raise the question: is this a 
blip or is it the new norm? The 
challenge for us is to ensure 
we’re pricing for the growing 
risk and providing adequate 
cover for customers who  
want protection.

Q: How was 2021 for you?
A: Really good. We managed to 
grow the portfolio significantly. 
We weathered more events, 
and we weathered them 
while retaining profitability. 
We’re at the point now where 
there’s strong belief within the 
business that this is working. 

More and more customers 
are buying the product, more 
brokers and distributors are 
wanting to talk to us. Most 
importantly, it’s genuinely 
helping people. Hurricane 
Ida, which caused extensive 
flooding in New York, New 
Jersey and Connecticut 
in September 2021, was 
testament to that. We’ve been 
going through the process of 
paying those claims, putting 
people back on their feet. 

Q: How do you see the 
human value being  
applied at Hiscox?
A: I think Hiscox as a culture 
tends to be very empathetic, 
but also fair, and that’s quite 
a hard balance to strike. 
We’ve had a tough few years, 
the market has been in a 
bad place, and it’s easy at 
times like that for people to 
feel disillusioned or worried. 
In that moment, you need 
empathetic leadership. I 
think that’s been expressed 
really well. There are a lot of 
individuals here who take it 
upon themselves to put an 
arm around someone, and 
that is so important. 

Q: During the lockdowns of 
the past two years, what did 
you miss most about being 
around other people?
A: Mostly, just having a chat 
about something completely 
unrelated to work. We did 
virtual catch-ups all the time, 
but it’s never the same as  
the experience you have  
when you’re together, 
bouncing off each other.  
The other thing it brought 
home is how much we learn 
by osmosis. That’s especially 
important for people who 
are just starting out. If you’re 
sitting in your house on your 
own and you have a small 
question you can’t answer, 
you’re not going to call your 
manager or set up a meeting. 
But when you’re in the office 
and they’re sitting right next 
to you, you’ll just lean over 
and ask. You miss all of that 
working remotely.
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