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gA AngolA seguros

Robert and Greg Lewis are 
doing something right 
in one of the world’s 
toughest business 
environments.

“In 2009 we looked at our business 
and realized we were on to something 
amazing,” says Robert Lewis in the 
lounge of Luanda International 
Airport. 

He will travel back to home base 
London after just one day in Luanda 
and barely has time to squeeze in 
an interview. Despite his extreme 
schedule, Lewis looks fresh and well-
rested. He talks fast, bubbling with 
energy. 

“As the world’s economy collapsed, 
everyone became a lot tighter on their 
controls. Insurance was the first step. 
Once we had our A- level rating, we 
got a stamp of approval from anyone 
looking for insurance in Angola or 
Mozambique.”

 In 2005, GA Angola Seguros was 
awarded the first private insurance 
license since Angolan independence 
in 1975. That year, it made a turnover 
of $415,334. Its credit rating was 
upgraded from BBB+ in 2006 and A- in 
2008 to its current A level status in 
2011, in one of the world’s toughest 
business environments. The company’s 
turnover in 2011 had increased to a 
staggering $130 million. This year’s 
expected turnover is $150 million.

With 140 employees and offices 
in Luanda, Lobito, Lubango and 
Santa Clara as well as in London 
and Johannesburg, GA attracts 
big international clients. Brazilian 
construction company, Odebrecht, is 
its largest. Others include Coca-Cola, 
Haliburton, Baker Hughes, Technip, 
Panalpina, Mota-Engil and Soares da 
Costa. 

The success story began in 1988, 
after Rob Lewis finished school in 
Johannesburg and had to join the 
army. 

“When Mandela was released and 
apartheid fell apart, the government 
cancelled the army midway through. I 
was 19 at the time.” 

It was June and university courses 
only started in January. Meanwhile, 
he was given a job as a runner on the 
stock exchange, at Irish and Company 
Stockbrokers. He loved it.

In 1994, Lewis became one 
of the youngest members of the 
Johannesburg Stock Exchange and 
consequently partner of Irish & 
Menell Rosenberg as the head of a 
sales trading desk. He reached such 
incredible heights, four years after his 
start as a runner.

In 1998, Lewis sold his shares in 
Irish & Menell Rosenberg and, as the 
IT bubble was forming, started South 
Africa’s first online stock broker: 
U-Trade. He and his partners invested 

R5,000,000 ($580,000). 
“In those days, everyone was 

talking about IT, like everyone now is 
talking about Africa. We had a rush of 
investors that pushed us into an IPO.” 

After six months, the interest 
“plateaued”. 

“South Africa is a very small market. 
We had basically captured all the 
business there was.” 

Lewis sold his 49% share in U-Trade 
around two weeks before the Nasdaq 
fell apart and the IT bubble burst. 
U-Turn merged with the Appleton 
Group in 2001, forming South Africa’s 
largest private client Stock Broker.

Part of the deal was that Lewis 
could not go back to stock broking; 
the new U-Trade owners did not 
want him as a competitor. Instead his 
brother, Greg, who had established 
a reinsurance broker in South Africa 
in 1996, introduced him to his next 
big catch, a Mozambican insurance 
company called CGSM SA.

After they purchased the company, 
Robert and Greg discovered that the 
management had run the company 
into the ground. It had no cash left and 
needed more capital. 

“We learned very good, and luckily 
cheap, lessons in Mozambique: we had 
to control, understand and micro-
manage the business before we could 
expand. We learnt—and I believe this 
goes for entire Africa—that unless 

They’ve Got Angola Covered
GA Angola Seguros was the first foreign insurance company to enter Angola 

in thirty years and the first to obtain an official A credit rating. Today, it is on the 
cusp of a $150 million annual turnover.

By LuLa ahrens
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you do it yourself, you’re going to lose 
money. What it comes down to, is doing 
ordinary things extraordinarily well,” 
says Lewis.

“The world is Angola mad right 
now. Many people are currently losing 
money in Africa. They are looking 
at blue skies, thinking there’s all this 
wealth going to come out of it. There 
will be many casualties, as in IT. Even 
though the greater picture will be 

brilliant,” says Lewis. 
The lesson was immediately put into 

practice. 
“When my brother and I bought 

CGSM, the turnover was $2 million. 
We simplified the policies, published 
them in English and in Portuguese 
and significantly improved service 
and security. As a result, the market 
exploded. By March 2002 our turnover 
was $8 million, four times higher than 

the year before.” 
Global Alliance Holdings and 

Gerhard Du Toit, the programmer who 
built U-Trade’s online stockbroking 
system, went into a joint venture in 
2001. They started Kindle Insurance 
Technology (KIT) a provider of 
software solutions. 

“The IT platform has been a huge 
contributor to GA’s strength,” says 
Lewis. 

Robert Lewis
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KIT sells software to the biggest 
insurance company and others in 
South Africa, Europe and other 
countries. Global Alliance Holdings 
still owns 50% of Kindle.

In 2003, Global Alliance 
Mozambique was running out of 
growth opportunities and many of 
its clients were pushing to open in 
Angola. After their first visit and with 
the encouragement of the Angolan 
insurance regulator, Lewis decided 
that Angola was where the company’s 
growth was going to come from. GA 
Angola Seguros was the first foreign 
insurance company to set foot in 
Angola in 30 years. 

The license took almost three years 
to obtain. 

“A large portion of that time was 
taken up finding the right partner, 
as at least 30 percent of shares in 
Angolan insurance companies have 
to be held by Angolan nationals. 
We wanted partners who could add 
intellectual capital rather than political 
connections, and found the perfect fit. 
They allowed us to run the insurance 
business while they advised us on 
Angolan culture, laws, buying habits 
and the economic climate.”

The company obtained its license at 
the end of 2005 with an initial capital 
of $6 million. 

In 2008, the world economy started 
playing into GA Angola’s hands. 

“Once the European and US markets 
started turning down after 2008, we 
suddenly had a big influx of qualified 
Angolans returning from the UK 
and US. We were incredibly lucky to 
employ some very qualified insurance 
managers. They have formed the 
backbone of the company.”

At this time, Lewis made his second 
educational mistake. 

“In those early days in Angola, we 
had the mad, grand vision that we 
were going to be all over Africa. It was 
almost as if we were feeding our ego. 
We opened up in Ghana, tried to buy 
an insurance company in Namibia, 
started opening an office in Sâo Tomé 
and looked at DRC.” 

“Then Ghana caught us off guard. 
On the surface it looked brilliant. But 
there was little transparency with the 
regulator, and the market was rife with 
nepotism and favoritism. We made a 
huge mistake getting into Ghana.”

The brothers realized that the 
money the company made in Angola 
and Mozambique was being poured 
into new African operations that would 
never yield profit. 

“In 2006/ 2007, the world was on 
fire. We could not find the staff to run 
these companies and lost total control 
of our business.” 

They sold their Ghana operation 
in 2009 to Cameroon-based Activa 
Group.

Lewis calls Ghana the exact 
opposite of Angola. 

“Ghana was easy to get into, but 
once we were in, the hurdles were 
raised. Angola, jealously guards entry 
to the market but once a commitment 
is shown the doors all open.”

GA Angola’s success came just in 
time. Eleven insurance companies 
currently operate in Angola, at least 
seven of them are Angolan and four 
Portuguese. Angolan State insurance 
companies AAA and ENSA, which 
control more than 60% of the market, 
are by far the largest. The Angolan 
insurance pie according to Lewis is 
worth around $1 billion. 

“The market can’t afford more 
insurers at this point. AAA has 
probably got at least 50 to 60 percent, 
ENSA does about $250 million 
turnover and GA has circa $150 
million, which leaves $150 million split 
among 9 insurers. That’s very, very 
tight.”

Insurance companies make money 
out of investments and in Angola, 
investment opportunities are limited. 

“You’ve got banks, treasury bills 
and property. Banks are the only liquid 
investment you can make. There is no 
stock exchange, so it’s very difficult for 
insurance companies to make money 
away from insurance underwriting. 
There is only so much money that can 
be made.”

Through GA, Lewis has an 
impressive insight into trends in 
Angolan society. 

“During the 2008 elections 
there was high demand for political 
instability and terrorism policies. For 
the 2012 elections, we literally didn’t 
sell a single policy. Despite what was 
printed in some media circles there 
was no concern from people on the 
ground.”

GA’s best-selling products among 
big multinationals are motor and 
liability insurances. Industrial assets 
insurance is their second-best selling 
product. 

“Strange as it may sound, we are 
losing money in this class of insurance 
as a result of Angola’s overall progress 
towards a peace time economy. During 
the civil war [1975-2002] no one dared 
to commit a crime because everyone 
was so heavily armed. The country 
is slowly becoming more democratic 
with international NGOs watching 
over the government, stopping its 
clampdown on crime. Although this 
is good news for Angola as a whole, 
this has allowed crime and claims to 
escalate.” 

“Another reason why we’re losing 
money on our assets insurances is 
the deterioration of internal risk 
management by multinational 
companies. During the war years their 
risk management was fantastic, which 
made it a very profitable business for 
us. In recent years, they have relaxed 
their focus on contingency planning 
and self sufficiency.”

Lewis and his brother have sold 
their shares in Global Alliance CGSM 
Seguros to Barclays. French insurance 
group Colina will buy the brothers’ 
shares in GA Angola Seguros, but 
Robert and Greg Lewis will retain a 
working interest in the company. 

The next phase is already in motion; 
the Lewises are forming an Africa-
focused re-insurer. 

“It will be the very first re-insurer 
of its kind. We plan to knock the 
competition off its complacent 
perch.”   
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