
Discrimination by insurance companies on
grounds of gender has been declared unlawful by
the European Court of Justice. What about
discrimination on grounds of age?

A year or so ago in the ski resort of Snow Basin,
Utah, a local resident celebrated his 100th birth-
day with a downhill run. On being told the story
not long afterwards I didn't think to ask him
whether he was insured against injury. It would
have been a valid question.

I was not much more than half
his age when the provider of
my travel insurance policy
announced it was no long
prepared to cover me year
round to travel to a number of
countries, including the United
States. After reading the letter I was incandes-
cent. I was perfectly fit, had never been in
hospital as a result of any serious illness, was a
frequent visitor to North America and skied in
the Rocky Mountains most winters. Buying a one
off policy each time I travelled there would
clearly increase my costs, so I switched insurers.

In any case I had long been in dispute with the
company now dumped – over a clause which
excluded heli-skiing. It wasn't that I went heli-
skiing more than a couple of times, but that the
exclusion flew in the face of logic. The policy
covered me to ride in helicopters, even to the
summit of Mont Blanc. It covered me to ski off
piste, provided I was accompanied by a qualified
person. But it didn't cover me get out of a

helicopter and ski off piste. Why, I asked? That's
dangerous, they answered. So if a guide took me
on skis or on foot to the point at which the
helicopter landed I would be covered but if I flew
there I wouldn't be.

My new policy came with one bizarre condition,
too. I would not be covered to hike above 2000
metres, an altitude which seemed to me bizarrely
arbitrary. The number of days I could spend skiing
per winter was also limited but at least I was

covered year round, in Europe
and North America.

The European Court ruling on
gender discrimination, which
takes effect in December next
year was described by the
Economist as “bonkers”.

Companies would be banned from offering lower
premiums to young female drivers who tended to
have fewer accidents than their boy racer
counterparts. Why shouldn't insurers be allowed
to reward women for their better habits, it asked?
Discrimination on grounds of risk was what
insurance was all about.

I'm not so ready with condemnation as the
Economist. The actuarial calculations on which
such discrimination can be a very blunt tool. It
may be that young women drivers are have fewer
accidents than men in the same age group but
my experiences have bred scepticism. The seed of
this scepticism was planted many years ago
when I spotted an exclusion in a life insurance
policy which would have rendered it invalid if I
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A local resident celebrated 
his 100th birthday with 

a downhill run

“AGE TO ME MEANS NOTHING”*

Roger Bray

* George Burns, American comedian, who died in 1996 aged 100. 



died in a charter aircraft accident. There was, so
far as I knew, no evidence whatsoever that
charter airlines were more dangerous than
scheduled carriers. Similarly, I can see no justifi-
cation for the contention that heli-skiing is
inherently more risky than any other off piste
expedition. 

Thus I also distrust the insurance industry when
it says people over 65 are three times more likely
to make a travel insurance claim than those aged
35, that their claims are three and a half times as
expensive and that their greater longevity and
tendency to visit increasingly
exotic places is partly to blame
for a quadrupling of emergency
claim costs in six years. Seniors
are, by common consent,
becoming fitter. They are
staying active longer and they
take more care than young
travellers when participating in those activities. (I
had an in-law who felt that at 70, it was all up
with him. No man of that age would betray such
an attitude now). And the risk of covering them is
reduced by a weeding out process, in the shape
of demands from insurers that they declare any
pre-existing conditions to avoid rendering the
policy void.

Age discrimination legislation has focussed
largely on employment and retirement rules.
Should the net be spread more widely? If insur-
ance companies are to be banned from
discriminating on gender grounds, isn't it logical
that they shouldn't be allowed to take age into
account?

The merest hint of such legislation would
provoke howls of outrage from the insurance
industry but it should watch out. Increasing
numbers of travellers are affected by the higher
premiums and exclusions which come with

advancing years.

When that skiing centenarian
was born – and here I am
relying on UK rather than US
statistics – people had around
a 0.7% chance of making it to
100. Someone born today

would have a 29.9% chance. A lot more of them
are going to be skiing, hiking, sailing and maybe
even running marathons for a lot longer than
their predecessors. Insurers need to find new and
more sophisticated ways of offering older
customers more equitable travel policies or face
the possibility that the grey lobby will force
change on them.
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People over 65 visit 
increasingly exotic places
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