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Self Insurance  
Challenge or Opportunity? 

 

Pretty soon the professional liability insurance program established by CCLS will be 30 years 

old. Perhaps it’s time for a tune-up or a trade in. Back in the late 1980’s, surveyors were pretty 

much an unknown risk. There was little alternative but to go to the market place as a group, 

under the CCLS banner, and negotiate the best possible deal. There were certainly few options 

available to surveyors in Canada who wished to take advantage of any sort of self funded 

liability insurance program on a national basis.  

 

But surveyors are no longer an unknown risk, on the contrary, our long track record 

demonstrates that we are an excellent insurance risk and thanks to the progressive policies of the 

Financial Institutions Commission of British Columbia, we now have the option of setting up a 

fully owned, partially self-funded program here in Canada. The way forward with such an 

initiative is to have our national association, PSC, incorporate an Association Captive Insurance 

company under the Business Corporations Act of British Columbia and have it licensed in the 

various provinces and territories. 

 

The principle benefit of forming a captive insurance company is ownership and control. The 

company would be wholly owned by its shareholders, all of whom would be land surveyors and 

members of PSC. The company would employ a broker to arrange reinsurance, manage the 

individual policies, and provide claims services, all under the supervision of a board of directors 

elected from the shareholders. As well as guaranteeing long term stability, a properly managed 

captive insurance company could save the members money, and lots of it.. 

 

We all know from our own personal experience that a high deductible can lower the premium in 

any insurance policy whether it is for home, auto or liability insurance. So just imagine if 

surveyors from all across Canada were able to pool their resources and underwrite a significant 

portion of the risk by having a very large joint deductible - perhaps even one equal to the average 

annual losses. We would then be purchasing far less insurance from the get go. This is basically 

how the current Ontario Land Surveyor Association’s Liability Insurance program works.  

 

So why aren’t we all using the Ontario program? After all, what other association owns its own 

program and gives out rebates in times of favourable claims activity? Well, it’s because 

insurance, like surveying, is regulated provincially and cannot be scaled beyond its provincial 

borders. This leaves surveyors in the remaining provinces to fend for themselves in navigating 

the myriad of provincial regulations on their own. This is where CCLS and PSC have been 

reasonably successful over the years in using the combined strength of its membership to 

negotiate favorable insurance coverage in the marketplace. However, since the policy is 

renegotiated every year or so and since we have absolutely no control over the general insurance 

market, things could change on a dime. 

 

A new Association Captive Insurance company under the PSC brand is, in my opinion, the most 

logical solution for the future. The alternative is to stay in the marketplace and take whatever it 

has to offer on its terms. Insurance is based on the law of large numbers and the larger the 

number, the better it is for everyone. Using this basic principle, a national program may even 

appeal to surveyors in Ontario and Quebec over time. Right now these larger associations have 

the critical mass to justify having their own insurance programs but as the saying goes, a rising 

tide lifts all boats and having another viable alternative available to all surveyors in Canada just 

makes good sense. 
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So what exactly is wrong with the status quo? Well for starters, consider that insurance is the 

only commodity that is priced before its actual cost is known. Just think about that. Insurers use 

yesterday’s claims data to set today’s premiums to pay for tomorrow’s losses. It is a gamble 

plain and simple. For this reason, insurers always try to err on the side of caution and charge 

more than they think they may actually need. To do otherwise would be folly in any business 

where you have to put a price tag on an item before knowing its cost. But of course having 

leftover premium shouldn’t be a problem as long as the surplus comes back to the insureds. Oh, 

but therein lies the problem, although some excess is used to offset premiums, the bulk goes to 

the insurance company and its shareholders. 

 

The other main problem with the status quo is that PSC does not have ownership of the program. 

The voluntary committee that oversees the program is not a legal entity and is not party to the 

contract in any way. As such, it has limited authority and influence over its operation. Given that 

our various provincial associations have taken a solemn pledge to protect the public, it is vital 

that our insurance program has this as its highest priority. However, insurance companies strive 

to protect the insureds (us) from third party claims (the public). See the problem? 

 

Just how hard would it be to create an Association Captive Insurance Company? Well it would 

have to be capitalized of course and the number I hear most often is in the range of a few 

hundred thousand dollars. Of course the actual number would be determined in discussions with 

the Financial Institutions Commission as part of the application process. As with any business 

proposal, it would require a business plan detailing the structure, the risks and premiums, loss 

experience and financial projections, etc. etc.. Not to downplay the challenge - it will require 

considerable effort, time and resourced to put it all together.  

 

But here is something really attractive about starting a new insurance company. You start with a 

clean slate. Premiums are paid in advance i.e. June 1 for the following year and since the 

program would be brand new, there would be no past claims to pay out. Given the “long tail” 

nature of liability insurance claims, it can take up to three years to settle the average claim. This 

means that millions of dollars of premiums could be put to work earning investment income 

from day one. By year three the program would be well on its way to self funding a major 

portion of the risk. Given this reality, the initial investment to set up and capitalize the company 

can be compared to using a cup of water to prime a pump.  

 

Over the years CCLS and PSC have been reminded by its actuaries of the benefits of self 

insurance or partially self funded insurance but the prospect always seemed to be a little too 

challenging at the time. But now, with a “Made in Canada” solution on the table, I think the time 

is right to trade in our 30 year old model and take full ownership of a shiny new insurance 

program.  

 

The opinions expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily represent the views 

of PSC or its board of directors. Please let PSC know if you agree that self insurance is worth 

further investigation. https://www.psc-gpc.ca/news-and-connect/contact-us/ 

 

Jim Gunn is a Nova Scotia Land Surveyor, a Canada Lands Surveyor and a Chartered Insurance 

Professional. He is a past chair of PSC’s insurance committee and a past member of the 

Automobile  Insurance Review Board for the Province of Nova Scotia which now boasts the 

lowest auto insurance rates in all of Canada. 

 


