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  INSURANCE

M arine insurance specialist 
Hellenic Hull, which has  
turned 30 years old this year, 
can look back on a unique 

journey against a backdrop of dramatic 
industry changes. 

Hellenic Hull Management (HMM), a 
Cyprus-registered company that has been 
a constant in the market for those three 
decades, was initially formed to run a new 
hull and machinery insuring club  
for Greek and Cypriot shipowners. 

The Hellenic Hull Mutual Association 
(HMA) was launched in February 1994  
and was initially able to insure hulls for 
up to $5m per vessel, with reinsurance 
provided through Bowring Marine, a 
subsidiary of Marsh & McLennan. 

Behind the initiative, in addition  
to Bowrings, were a number of  
Greece-based marine insurance brokers: 
Kanellopoulos-Adamantiades Ltd,  
whose managing director Gregory  
Pipikios became the mutual’s first 
chairman; International Insurance  
Brokers (Marine) Inc; and Trireme. 

The quartet were also shareholders  
in HMM, formally established a few  
weeks afterwards. 

At the time, the Greek-owned fleet 
was almost entirely insured in London. 
However, rising market values and 
premiums had alarmed Greek shipowners 
— especially the rank-and-file of 
companies with small fleets — and had 
given rise to a feeling that the market  
was exposed to unreasonable increases  
in insurance costs, in part because it 
lacked a local alternative. 

From the outset, the new mutual 
exceeded expectations and even its  
own targets. While it embarked confident 
of attracting a viable minimum of 50  
ships, by November of its launch year,  
it was welcoming its 100th vessel, the 
38,400 dwt bulker Margaro R. 

At the same time, the association paid 

its first two claims, including a total loss 
due to fire, strengthening its fledgling 
reputation considerably. 

During the first half of 1995, an 
additional 75 members were enrolled 
and, by 1996, the insured fleet had almost 
tripled to more than 300 ships. 

The association was widely accepted 
by virtually all mortgage banks lending to 
Greek and Cypriot owners.  

The story of Greece’s most successful 
marine insurance venture has not  
been all plain sailing, though. 

HMA survived its first crisis in 1998 
when a dispute over claims caused two  
of the original four backers of the project 
to quit the association. 

For the next decade, however, it  
went from strength to strength,  
surpassing 1,000 members and 
strengthening its ability to cover  
larger and more modern tonnage.  

Growth was underpinned by strong 
underwriting and one of the fastest  
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Hellenic Hull has a 
unique record as a Greek 
underwriter and has 
contributed to establishing 
Greek shipping’s  
reputation as a good risk, 
Nigel Lowry reports

It’s been a hull of a ride!

Hellenic Hull chief executive Ilias Tsakiris: ‘For me, it is all down to the client.’

claims-paying records — if not the fastest 
— in the market.  

Its reputation was further enhanced  
in 2008 when a member vessel, the 
chemical tanker Action, was hijacked, 
along with its crew of 20, by Somali pirates. 

Chief executive Ilias Tsakiris negotiated 
the release of tanker and crew after 10  
days of negotiation. 

The biggest crisis the mutual faced, 
however, was unrelated to its own 
business but by the rolling eurozone 
crisis heralded initially by Greece’s debt 
problems in late 2009.  

Mainly savaging southern Europe  
and Ireland, the crisis swept into Cyprus  
in 2012 and ultimately forced the closure  
of the island’s second-largest bank,  
Cyprus Popular Bank, or Laiki. 

Hellenic Hull had established itself in 
Cyprus because the English-influenced 
legal framework was more amenable to  
the concept of mutuality than was the  
case with Greek law. 
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As a Cyprus-registered insurer, it was 
obliged to maintain substantial reserves, 
which were deposited with Laiki. 

Along with other holders of large 
accounts with Cypriot banks, the club 
found the majority of its funds were lost  
in the banking haircut that was part of  
the bail-out deal agreed between Cyprus 
and the EU. 

HMA’s moment of gravest peril 
underscored the degree of respect and 
loyalty it had earned over nearly 20 years 
of operation.  

An extraordinary general meeting, 
held at the Piraeus Marine Club on April 
9, 2013, and attended by most of the club’s 
member-shipowners in person, saw well 
over 90% backing for the management’s 
rescue plan. 

The core of the refinancing of 
the association came through a 
supplementary cash call equivalent to 
40% of annual advance premium for 
the previous two years — albeit payable 
in instalments and with discounts for 
prepayments and for accounts with 
favourable loss ratios. 

Resounding support for the association 
enabled it to continue in business, but 
its strong foundations had been shaken, 
leaving a shortfall in funding. 

In 2015, it was announced that a new 
insurance company, American Hellenic 
Hull Insurance Co, was being established 
in Cyprus to build on the roots laid down 
by the Hellenic Hull Mutual.  

This was a joint venture between HMM 
and the New York-based American P&I 
Club, which had a strong presence in the 
Greek market and wanted to diversify into 
hull insurance alongside its traditional 
protection and indemnity business. 

The basis of the partnership was  
that the American Club 100% owned the 
new company, with HMM providing the 
initial expertise and access to a strong 
platform of business in the membership 
of the mutual, which was to be gradually 
wound up. 

American Hellenic Hull was the 
first marine insurer licensed under the 
Solvency II regime in Europe. Like its 
mutual predecessor, it exceeded targets 
from the outset.  

Unlike the mutual, however, it went 
beyond the Greece and Cyprus markets 
to attract owners globally, leveraging not 
only HMM’s H&M underwriting expertise 
but the American Club’s international 
network of contacts. 

Today rebranded as the American 
Steamship Owners Marine Insurance 
Company (Asomic), the company currently 
insures more than 3,000 vessels, with 

about half of the fleet understood to be 
Greek-owned.  

The balance of the insured fleet is 
under other European ownership, as well 
as US-owned and Far East-owned tonnage. 

Meanwhile as manager, HMM has been 
a leader in sustainability-related initiatives 
within the marine insurance sector.  

In 2019, it was the first marine 
insurance company to commit to the  
UNEP Finance Initiative’s principles  
for sustainable insurance and, the 
following year, its sustainable blue 
economy finance initiative.  

It has also been among the first  
in the sector to join the Net Zero  
Insurance Alliance and the UN Global 
Compact Initiative. 

A founding member of the Poseidon 
Principles for Marine Insurance, HMM 
has already published its first two climate 
alignment reports.  

One sign of the status that Hellenic Hull 

has achieved over the past three  
decades is that Tsakiris — who remains 
chief executive today — has been chair 
of the International Union of Marine 
Insurance’s prestigious ocean hull 
committee since 2022. 

According to Tsakiris, the past 30  
years have seen enormous changes in the 
Greek shipping industry, but his focus 
is squarely on the enormous challenges 
ahead. In his view, these should bring 
the shipping and marine insurance 
communities even closer together. 

“The traditional model of underwriting 
is changing,” he says.  

“Because of the need to make the 
transition to a more sustainable future 
and the need to engage with the new 
technology, the underwriter can no longer 
be on the opposite side of the table to the 
owner, as used to be the case in the past. 
They need to be sitting together. We are in 
this together. 

“The shipowner now wants the 
underwriter to be a risk partner.  
Previously the insurer could rely on an 
expert surveyor in whatever type of engine 
the owner decided he wanted for his ship. 
Now, due to this transition, the same 
unknowns exist for both underwriters  
and shipowners,” says Tsakiris. 

“We have the same queries as owners, 
so there is a lot of common ground.   
There is a common cause. Shipping has 
changed and it is being quite proactive. 
I do not know of another industry that 
is being more active in preparing for the 
green transition.   

Archive photo: HMA’s first chairman Gregory Pipikios, left, with Christos Dounis, the first 
general manager, credited with creating the foundation for success.

The underwriter can no 
longer be on the opposite 
side of the table to the 
owner, as used to be the 
case in the past. They  
need to be sitting together. 
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“When you progress, you progress not 
only in a material way but in terms of new 
attitudes too. We are embracing a risk in 
which we are not so fully versed, so this 
requires a different mentality.  

“Now, insurers need to have their own 
expertise. We need to be active listeners 
to all these changes and become as 
knowledgeable as possible in the new 
risks,” he says. 

“Underwriters that do not adapt to  
that model of business empathy and 
become risk co-managers, I believe will 
become obsolete.” 

Tsakiris — who, as the son of a ship’s 
master, began spending time on bulk 
carriers as a young boy during school 
holidays — initially wanted to follow in 
his father’s footsteps and graduated from 
Hydra Merchant Maritime Academy, the 
world’s oldest surviving nautical school. 

Seeing the gradual disappearance of 
Greek crews, he undertook further marine 
studies in the UK and focused on claims, 
finding his first shore-based job with an 
average adjusting firm. 

After returning to Greece, Tsakiris was 
looking for new employment just as the 
new Hellenic Hull Mutual was recruiting 
and was one of its first employees.  

He was appointed chief executive 
of HMM in 2002 but pays tribute to his 
predecessor, the late Admiral Christos 
Dounis — a former chief of the Hellenic 
Coast Guard — as “the reason Hellenic  
was a success”. 

Dounis, he says, “was so well-respected 
across the shipping sector. He was not an 
insurance expert, but he was such a good 
manager and an educator. He established 
the conditions for Hellenic to thrive.” 

When Tsakiris started in the business, 
it was glaringly obvious that unlike many 
shipping nations that had smaller fleets of 

their own, Greece as a maritime country 
lacked an IACS-grade classification society 
and it lacked marine underwriters.  

At the time, Greek owners controlled an 
old fleet with an average age of nearly 20 
years and the image of the sector was poor 
— unfairly so, says Tsakiris. 

“We were the only people who trusted 

The Hellenic Hull team in 1996 with (back row, second and third from left) Ilias Tsakiris 
and Christos Dounis.

shipowners in Greece and Cyprus. Greek 
shipping is very good,” he says.  

“Now, of course, everyone is an 
expert in Greek shipping and no marine 
insurance venture can overlook the 
Greek market. There has been a lot of 
newbuilding activity, and the average age 
has dropped to below the world average, 
but in the early years we were insuring 
very old ladies. 

“I think we contributed something  
to the industry’s improved reputation,”  
he says.  

“Through our good results, we helped 
educate people in how good Greek 
shipping really was. We showed you could 
have a mutual with zero supplementary 
calls insuring only Greek and Cypriot 
shipowners. That was eye-opening for 
some people in the insurance market.” 

The fact that Hellenic Hull always  
saw Greek shipping as among the least 
risky markets met a reciprocal response 
from clients and — in the case of the old 
mutual —  members.    

“On our side, we were good to our 
word, we always paid all claims on time,” 
he says.  

“It helped that we kept our 
independence and kept our promise that 
our members came first without favours or 
special treatment.   

“Everyone was treated the same, no 
matter whether they were big or small.  
This and the fact that we have always 
offered a consistent service for all is what 
has earned us respect,” Tsakiris says. 

“But our clients were good. You have to 
have good clients, otherwise you have bad 
results. I am just doing my job. For me, it is 
all down to the quality of the client.” An early AGM of the groundbreaking new hull mutual.

It helped that we kept our 
independence and kept our 
promise that our members 
came first, without favours 
or special treatment
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