
 
 
 
 
 

Panel Discussion:  Fire Risk Insurance Challenges for Refrigerated Warehouses 
 
05 February 2020 | 13h00-16h00 | Protea Hotel by Marriott ® Cape Town Tyger Valley 
 

NOTES: 
 
 

Participants 
 
Panellists   Chris Brits, Riskonet  

Phillip De Vos, Devotec 
   Rakesh Maharaj, Santam  

Willie van Graan, Old Mutual 
 
Moderator  Ina Botha, CCS Logistics 
 
 

Format 
 

13h00 – 14h00  Registration & Coffee 

14h00 – 14h10 Welcome ...................................................................... Lizelle van der Berg 

14h10 – 14h20 Introductions of Panellists ........................................................... Panellists 

14h20 – 15h20 Questions for Panellists from the Moderator ........... Moderator/Panellists 

15h20 – 15h50 Questions and Answer Section from the Audience .... Audience/Panellists 

15h50 – 16h00 Conclusions, Action Items & Final Remarks ................. Lizelle van der Berg 

 Networking & Coffee 

 
Welcoming    
The director of Global Cold Chain Alliance (GCCA) South Africa, Lizelle van der Berg, welcomed all members, 
non-members and panellists to the event. She also gave a brief introduction of the GCCA and core partners, 
the International Association of Refrigerated Warehouses (IARW), International Refrigerated Transport 
Association (IRTA) and Controlled Environment Building Association (CEBA) as well as the World Food 
Logistics Organization (WFLO) a non-profit foundation that provides education and training to the industry 
and provides cold chain advisory services. Lizelle van der Berg proceeded to introduce the moderator, Ina 
Botha, with 20 years’ experience in the refrigerated warehouse industry and executive director of CCS 
Logistics. 
 

Focus of the Session 
Ina Botha in her overview on the focus of the session, explained that obtaining insurance has become 
challenging for owners/operators of refrigerated warehouse facilities in South Africa and globally, especially 
for those that do not have what is seen as acceptable fire protection. The panel discussion was arranged to 
share information on property insurance and risk challenges related to fire for refrigerated warehouses.  
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
Introductions of Panellists  
Chris Brits, Managing Partner for Riskonet South Africa. 
Willie van Graan, Head of Corporate Property at Old Mutual Insure. 
Dr Phillip de Vos, Engineer trading as Devotec.  
Rakesh Maharaj, National Survey Manager at Santam. 
 
 
Notes on Questions for Panellists from the Moderator  
 
1. The global re-insurance market impacts South Africa. 

• Re-insurers have global footprints and that is one of the mechanisms they use to transfer risk.  

• The 2017 HIM events in the US Caribbean is what started the hardening of the market for the 
insurance industry.  

• Losses suffered in the market, not necessarily the cold storage market, has pushed reinsurers to be 
quite restricted in terms of the treaties that have come up in the last two years.  

• It is no longer a matter of “will I get discount for risk management”, but “will I get capacity for risk 
management” – risk management that far exceeds the previous requirements.  

• The industry should brace themselves for tougher markets. It was the opinion that the market will not 
soften within the next 2-5 years.  

• Refrigerated Warehouses are seen by the Insurance Industry to form part of the Global Food Industry. 
Reinsurers look at the Global Food Industry if it has initiated losses or returns profit for them. 

• Sometimes it is beneficial to be part of a group and sometimes it is not.  What is beneficial is having 
bulk buying power and to be part of the global food industry, the overall premium contribution will 
be much better than if it is just refrigerated warehouses.  

• European data indicates 468 losses from 2001 to July 2018 for the global food industry with total 
insured losses of 9.7 billion Euros. 18 of those losses were in excess of 1 million Euros. None of the 
losses, however, were pure refrigerated warehouses. 

• Most of the capacity and capital that Insurers in South Africa use, come from the global reinsurers.  

• If you look at the last 10 years, in the global insurance industry, there was an oversupply of capacity 
(for cover) in the global market and a lot of us has benefited from that over that period.  

 
2. Insurers/ reinsurers look at the refrigerated warehouse industry in a certain way.  

• Insurers/reinsurers talk about non-standard construction, not refrigerated warehouses.  

• Non-standard constructions in terms of insulated sandwich panels used in a frozen environment.  

• Food processing and fruit packing is different. 

• Claims for non-standard construction losses are extremely high. 

• The four basic components of an underwriting report are what insurers are interested in: 

→ Construction 

→ Occupancy 

→ Protection 

→ Exposures  
 
3. The insulations core type / performance of insulated panels impacts the industry and there are other 

options. 

• The constitution of insulation panels is quite significant. 

• Many cold storage facilities in South Africa, are built with polystyrene cores.  

• Polystyrene is a hydrocarbon material and is very combustible and contributes to an already out of 
control fire. Once polystyrene gets involved in a fire, you lose the whole facility. 

• With IPN panels for example, you can at least contain the fire to that specific area of origin.  



 
 
 
 
 

• Our national building regulation falls under the auspices of SANS 10400 and the classification for 
storage areas is J1 to J4. There is no specific occupancy class for a cold store.  

• The CSIR initiated a new occupancy class (J5), a cold store. However, it was never included in the SABS. 
There is therefore unfortunately no national building regulation for refrigerated warehouses 
specifically. 

 
4. Risk from an engineering point of view. 

• Risk is a mathematical product of the probability of an event happening and the consequence of such 
an event.  

• Once a fire is out of control and reaches 3 or 4 megawatts in size (+- a fully involved car) you probably 
have no probability of stopping it, even if you have sprinklers.  

• The difference between a cold store, a sub-zero temperature store and any other ambient 
temperature store is the probability of determining risk.  

→ What is the probability of having a  fire in an area that is sub-zero, it is so cold, very 
dry and all the moisture condenses onto the product? To ignite e.g. cardboard box 
at about 240 / 250 degrees Celsius, you must force water to condense through 3 
phase changes from ice to steam, liberate the steam and then heat the cardboard 
underneath so it can ignite.  

• The determination of risk in a freezer store is predicated on the determination of the probability of a 
fire in there, not the consequence.  

• The consequence once a fire is out of control, you will probably lose the building if it is polystyrene 
and you might save it if it is not polystyrene.  
 

5. Sprinklers 

• Insurers/ reinsurers rely on international standards and standards set internationally by engineering 
bodies. 

• Any internationally designed system e.g. FM Global, NFPA, LPC, EC, BS etc. will be accepted and it is 
therefore not correct that only ASIB approved systems are expected.  

• If the sprinklers are to high, it wont trigger. As the fire gloom rises it draws in cool air, volume becomes 
bigger, temperatures become lower and by the time it gets to the sprinkler, it wont trigger.  

• Fast response sprinklers trigger at 68C and by 73C they go off.  

• If your cold room is e.g. 15 meters or higher, you can’t use Early Suppression, Fast Response (ESFR) 
sprinklers as they are only rated up to 13 meters. They have never been tested above 13 meters.  

• The alternative is in-rack sprinklers. However, in a mobile racking system you would need to have 
flexible hoses and you have a dry pipe system, knowing the hoses are under compressed air to keep 
the water valve back. Flexible hoses in this environment are almost guaranteed to perish.  

• Sprinkler water, ESFR, will throw 300/350 litres of water per minute into your sub-zero temperature 
store, which will leave you with in minutes with an ice rink inside and the water won’t get to the fire 
because the fire is underneath the shielded racking material, so the sprinkler water is shielded from 
the actual fire.  

• It was the opinion that sprinklers in a freezer environment is not an effective suppression system.  

• Sprinklers are 3m by 3m array with a massive pressure of water behind it, if a forklift knocks or breaks 
it, you have a massive amount of water coming down in your freezer room.  

 
 

6. Minimum requirements and alternative solutions for fire risk cover for a Refrigerated Warehouse 

• Typically, the trigger for the sprinkler requirement is coming from the fact that you have high storage 
racking within an enclosed space (a combustible building envelope).  

• If you have stock that is based on block stacking or basically stock stored on the ground and it doesn’t 
reach an extensive height, you can potentially have discussions with your insurer.  



 
 
 
 
 

• Within a low oxygen environment (e.g. controlled atmosphere) your requirement for sprinklers can 
potentially be waivered.  

• Concerns are the building envelope, storage height, the layout of the facility, internal resources, 
facility management and risk management.  

• Insurers can potentially live without sprinklers, but can not live without Risk Management, a 
maintenance plan, facility emergency response plan, the basics in terms of SANS codes for hose reels, 
extinguishers, fire hydrants, the emergency preparedness that comes when a loss event occurs.  

• One of the key solutions are low oxygen systems where the oxygen is brought down to just under 15%. 
Oxygen is replaced with nitrogen. These systems are very expensive and must be well maintained. 
Low oxygen systems in a typical cold store can be a challenge due to plastic curtains and forklifts 
required to move in an out etc.  

• There is certainly an appetite for insurers to consider alternatives.  

• There are alternatives that are accepted, but one needs to understand the insurers’ perspective and 
that it is not a one size fits all situation. Every client will be considered on the merits of his conditions 
and plan.  

• Insurers are looking for a balance between engineering, educations and enforcement.  

• If you can have a discussion with an insurer and convince the insurer that the risk protection plan is 
suitable, it is adequate and it is reliable, you should have a positive discussion.  

• If you replace the panels with non-combustible panels, you wouldn’t need a sprinkler system.  

• Some insurers won’t accept fire-retardant panels without sprinklers whereas others might.  
 

7. Statistics in South Africa and the causes of fires.  

• Fires are normally started by electrical sources, hot work, external fires, forklift collisions and 
deliberate causes.  

• Two cases in South Africa where freezer stores were involved were Duncan Dock in January 1993 and 
it was started by a flair shot from the Cape Town harbour onto the brand-new facility. The other one 
was Bofors Circle in Epping in 2008 where there was a failed synchronization between the mobile 
racking and the overhead lighting. Both longer than 10 years ago.  

• Claims for Old Mutual for non-standard construction was R860 million between February 2016 and 
March 2019. 

 
 

Notes on Questions for Panellists from the Audience  
 
8. Polystyrene in its old form vs new fire-retardant polystyrene. 

• Fire retardation does not change combustible material to non-combustible. It retards the rate of fire 
growth. The hazard in a cold store or food processing area with polystyrene cores is once the core gets 

hot it melts at 120-160C and it runs out of the core and contributes to an already big fire as melted 
retardant polystyrene and normal polystyrene burns at the same rate.  
 

9. A sprinkler system on top in the empty void. 

• Concealed areas are very hazardous as there is nobody there and if the fire starts it is difficult to notice 
before the fire becomes out of control. There are electrical services, air-conditioning systems, 
evaporate panels and you usually have thermal insulation underneath the roof, which is very 
combustible, most times.  

 
10. Fire detections systems (standalone systems that are cost effective, wide area spoke detection etc.) in high 

hazard environments 

• You need to do everything that is economically feasible and engineering practical to mitigate the risk 
or consequence of a fire.  



 
 
 
 
 

• Put in smoke detection everywhere, in concealed spaces, at the loading bays etc. You have an 
ammonia protection system and a cooling plant and ventilation systems.  

• Put in a sniffer detection system if you know what specifically can produce a hotspot.  

• The quicker you can detect a fire the quicker you can do something about it.  

• You can put an alarm on a forklift. 

• You must ensure that what we are doing will also be acceptable up the chain when you have a large 
facility that maybe require 10-20 different insurance companies.  

• If you have a smaller facility in South Africa, the local insurers and their reinsurers can maybe insure 
all of that without involvement of the facultative guys that will ask a lot of questions.  

• The total of the sum insured for Australian risk currently is about 2% in the European market and that 
will only work if they meet the minimum requirements and comply with international standards.  

• If you produce a properly engineered system, we (the insurer) will look at a solution. It will be on a 
case by case basis. There is no blanket. It needs to be acceptable within the international standards.  

 
11. The 30 days notice clause and what happens if the insurers’ appetite or their own risk environment changes. 

• There is no gold standard. 

• You need to create solutions that has a very good mix of engineering, education and enforcement.  

• If something changes in the global economy, then appetite from an insurance company and a 
reinsurance company changes. 
 

12. Why can’t the insurers view refrigerated warehouses as a subset of its own? Why does it have to form part 
of the global food industry?  

• The refrigerated warehouse industry is not big enough to stand on its own.  
 
13. Other notes 

• You need to do a proper risk assessment of your facility and determine what your risks and exposures 
are, to quantify those risks and strike a balance between your risk appetite and your risk tolerance. 

• The insurers need refrigerated warehouses to protect them as much as refrigerated warehouses need 
to be protected by insurers if something goes wrong.  

• There are so many stakeholders in this conversation and this conversation is about business and 
sustainability. We have got to look at all these stakeholders, the owner of the cargo, the owner of the 
facility, the broker, the insurer, the reinsurer. The shareholder, who owns all these things? All these 
partners need to come together and then we need a holistic response and plan. Making sure that we 
have a holistic approach and solution that is bearable to all. There is also a different conversation that 
needs to be held on new facilities vs old facilities. The business does not make that kind of money that 
we can take out the old panels and replace them with new panels.  

• If you look at the loss scenarios that is being sketched by whoever it is that is coming around and doing 
your underwriting surveys, make sure that you get intimately involved looking at those loss scenarios.  

• Consider with controlled atmosphere (hypoxic environments) that there are off seasons when there 
are wooden crates stored under normal conditions, or doors are left open, so it is then no longer a 
hypoxic environment.  

• Any insurance company can accept any rational design, the challenge comes in when you are a facility 
of size and you need capacity from more than one insurer/reinsurer and each of them will have a 
different view on that specific rational design.  

 
 

Conclusions, Action Items & Final Remarks 
Lizelle van der Berg discussed conclusions, action items and final remarks. The emphasis was placed on the fact that 
we can address challenges in the industry as a group, rather than facing them on your own. The industry was 
encouraged to bring challenges and possible solutions to the GCCA. Members of the GCCA was also informed of the 
insurance webinar recording that is available on the website. 



 
 
 
 
 
  
Lizelle also thanked the sponsors, Kingspan and Price Forbes, as well as the Panellists, Moderator and everyone that 
participated.  
 
 
 
 
Special notes: 

• The Global Cold Chain Alliance is offering a 3-day short course in Refrigerated Warehouse Operations in July 
which will include a facility visit. Information will be going out in the next month.  

• There will also be 3 cold chain connections in JHB, DBN and CPT in March and again in September this year. 
Cold Chain Connections are for 10-15 executives from the cold storage industry to sit around the table to 
discuss trends, developments etc in the industry. 

• Please feel free to send you feedback on the session to Lvanderberg@gcca.org  

• The GCCA represents the industry and you are welcome to get in contact with Lizelle van der Berg if you have 
any questions or would like to know more about the GCCA.  

 
 

Coffee / Tea & Networking 
Everyone was invited to stay for Coffee and Networking.  
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