
Social Media Amplification 

A turtle with a plastic straw stuck in its nostril and a seahorse 

clutching a cotton bud are two images that have done more than 

anything to ignite public anger about the damage to the environment 

caused by the excessive use of plastics in manufacturing.

The video of marine biologists removing a piece of straw from  

a turtle off Costa Rica was viewed more than 33 million times in 

2018 and created a swell of disgust that has led to the banning  

of plastic straws in many parts of the world.

The photograph of a seahorse holding a cotton bud by its tail, 

taken by photographer Justin Hofman in Indonesia in 2017,  

has had a similar effect on the production of cotton buds.

Social media amplified the power of the images and distributed 

them to every part of the planet in a way that was far more 

efficient than any conventional media.

Businesses Beware

The two incidents are a warning to government and businesses 

that public opinion can be moved from disinterest to outrage  

by a single image, and the consequences can be unpredictable 

and powerful.

It is difficult to blame any single entity for the proliferation  

of single-use plastics but when a single company is accused  

of damaging the environment, the costs of remediation, compen-

sation and reputational damage can be devastating. A single 

incident could bankrupt a company unless it has the appropriate 

environmental insurance to protect it from crippling costs.

BP has paid out $65 billion since its Deepwater Horizon rig 

suffered an uncontrolled blowout in 2010, killing 11 crew 

members and pumping out up to five million barrels of oil into  

the Gulf of Mexico. BP had to rely on its own captive insurance 

rather than the insurance market to cover these costs.

The risks are equally present in Asia. In 2015, the Tianjin 

chemical plant explosion killed 173 people and caused insurance 

losses of between $2.5 and $3.5 billion, according to industry 

analysts, which described it as the biggest ever man-made 

catastrophe in Asia.

Most pollution incidents are on a smaller scale. Asia has seen 

several accidents in the past few years, including well-documented 

oil and chemicals leaks in China, mining-related pollution 

incidents in the Philippines and Indonesia, and offshore pipeline 

leaks in Thailand.

Environmental Insurance is Key

The potential cost of pollution has convinced many governments 

to make environmental insurance compulsory for companies that 

pose a threat to the environment. In 2016, Vietnam introduced 

elements of mandatory insurance for certain companies, followed 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wH878t78bw
https://www.straitstimes.com/world/photographer-who-took-viral-shot-of-sewage-surfer-seahorse-in-indonesias-waters-wishes-it
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-bp-deepwaterhorizon/bp-deepwater-horizon-costs-balloon-to-65-billion-idUKKBN1F50O6
https://www.swissre.com/china/Analysis_of_Tianjin_Port_Explosion.html
https://www.swissre.com/china/Analysis_of_Tianjin_Port_Explosion.html
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by China in 2015 and South Korea in 2016. In New South Wales, 

legislation allows for the prosecution of individual directors of 

polluting companies.

The logic of making insurance compulsory is that it ensures that  

the cost and responsibility of an act of pollution are borne by the 

polluting business or entity and not the government or citizens. 

However, the absence of compulsory insurance legislation does  

not decrease the responsibility of a polluting company or reduce  

its exposure to the costs of an act of pollution.

Most traditional business insurance policies do not cover all 

environment infringement situations, but specific environmental 

insurance policies do exist that cover both contractors and site 

operators from the costs of accidents and the cost of business 

interruption.

Businesses that might consider environmental insurance range 

from mining and manufacturing to healthcare and construction. 

The added benefit of buying insurance for a business is that  

they will also receive advice on how to mitigate risks and avoid 

damaging the environment in the first place.

With public concern about the environment growing and  

government regulation likely to increase sound environmental 

management backed by appropriate insurance is a prerequisite  

for any business.
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