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SUN YU — BEIJING

Defaults by Chinese borrowers have 
surged to a record high since the out-
break of the coronavirus pandemic, 
highlighting the depth of the country’s 
economic downturn.

A total of 8.5mn people, most of them 
between the ages of 18 and 59, are offi-
cially blacklisted by authorities after 
missing payments on everything from 
home mortgages to business loans, 
according to local courts. 

That figure, equivalent to about 1 per 
cent of working-age Chinese adults, is 
up from 5.7mn in early 2020, after pan-
demic lockdowns and other restrictions 
hobbled economic growth and gutted 
household incomes.

The soaring number of defaulters 
adds to the difficulty of shoring up con-
sumer confidence in China, the world’s 

second-largest economy, and throws a 
spotlight on the country’s lack of per-
sonal bankruptcy laws that could soften 
the financial and social impact of soar-
ing debt.

Under Chinese law, blacklisted 
defaulters are blocked from economic 
activities including purchasing plane 
tickets and making payments through 
mobile apps such as Alipay and WeChat 
Pay. The blacklisting process is trig-
gered after a borrower is sued by credi-
tors, such as banks, and then misses a 
subsequent payment deadline.

“The runaway increase in defaulters 
is a product of not only cyclical but also 
structural problems,” said Dan Wang, 
chief economist at Hang Seng Bank 
China. “The situation may get worse 
before it gets better.”

The personal debt crisis follows a bor-
rowing spree by Chinese consumers. 

Household debt as a percentage of gross 
domestic product almost doubled over 
the past decade to 64 per cent in Sep-
tember, according to the National Insti-
tution for Finance and Development, a 
Beijing-based think-tank.

Mounting financial obligations have 
become increasingly unmanageable as 
wage growth has stalled or turned nega-
tive, and a growing number of cash-
strapped Chinese consumers have 
struggled to make ends meet. 

Many have stopped paying their bills. 
China Merchants Bank said this month 
that bad loans from credit card pay-
ments that were 90 days overdue 
increased 26 per cent in 2022 from the 
year before. China Index Academy, a 
Shanghai-based consultancy, reported 
584,000 foreclosures in China in the 
first nine months of 2023, up almost a 
third from a year earlier.

 

Chinese credit blacklist swells to 8.5mn 
people as loan defaults break records

The NHS is increasingly outsourcing 
hip, knee and eye operations to private 
providers in its bid to cut waiting lists. 
The strategy can bring speedier relief 
for patients but health leaders fear it 
threatens the financial viability of the 
health service. Private hospitals tend 
not to have multidisciplinary medical 
back-up, says one critic, which leads 
them to take easier cases while more 
difficult, longer-staying and expensive 
patients are left with the NHS. 
Outsourcing operations i PAGE 3

Private providers bring 
short-term relief for NHS 

MONDAY 4 DECEMBER 2023     UK £3.50; Republic of Ireland €3.90

   

© THE FINANCIAL TIMES LTD 2023 
No: 41,497 ★

Printed in London, Liverpool, Glasgow, Dublin, 

Frankfurt, Milan, Madrid, New York, Chicago, San 

Francisco, Tokyo, Hong Kong, Singapore, Seoul, 

Dubai

Subscribe In print and online

www.ft.com/subscribenow Tel: 0800 028 1407

Mon-Fri: 7am - 6pm / Sat: 8am - 1pm

For the latest news go to
www.ft.com

NATIONAL NEWSPAPER OF THE YEAR

Briefing

i Israel steps up Gaza
campaign after truce fails
The Israeli military has stepped 
up its aerial bombardment of 
Gaza, killing hundreds of people 
since a fragile truce with Hamas 
broke down on Friday. Fighting 
escalated even as US officials 
warned Israel to take more steps 
to protect civilians.— PAGE 4; 

NOWHERE TO RUN, PAGE 6

i MoD £17bn budget hole
Parliament’s spending watchdog 
has labelled the equipment 
budget for the armed forces 
“unaffordable”, saying the 
department faces its biggest black 
hole for a decade.— PAGE 2

i Exxon chief hits out
Darren Woods has told the FT 
that UN climate talks have for too 
long focused on renewable energy 
while neglecting the role to be 
played by carbon capture and 
hydrogen.— PAGE 10; OPINION, PAGE 27

i Aspen opts for New York
The insurer has targeted New 
York instead of London for next 
year’s planned $4bn public 
offering, partly due to valuation 
concerns and more stringent 
listing rules in the UK.— PAGE 13

i Somerset Capital blow
The boutique fund manager
co-founded by Tory MP Sir Jacob 
Rees-Mogg has lost more than 
two-thirds of its assets after St 
James’s Place, the firm’s largest 
client, severed ties.— PAGE 14

i Branson stops space cash 
Sir Richard Branson has ruled out 
putting more money into Virgin 
Galactic, his lossmaking space 
travel company, saying his 
business empire “does not have 
the deepest pockets”.— PAGE 10

i Saudis take Forte stake
Riyadh’s Public Investment Fund 
has announced it is buying 49 per 
cent of Sir Rocco Forte’s luxury 
hotel group and plans to double 
the chain’s size with new venues 
in the Mideast and US.— PAGE 13

i Lex and crossword
The Lex column, FT crossword 
and the Business Life column can 
be found today on page 15.

Street politics 
Modi tightens 
grip after polls 
Supporters of India’s Bharatiya Janata 
Party celebrate in New Delhi yesterday 
after it won a series of resounding victo-
ries in state polls.

The party of Indian Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi strengthened its grip on 
national politics ahead of general elec-
tions which are due to take place next 
year.

It won majorities in Madhya Pradesh, 
Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh — three 
states in the populous and politically 
influential northern Hindi-speaking 
belt — and flipped the last two away 
from opposition rival the Indian 
National Congress.

Congress won a majority only in Tel-
angana, a prosperous southern state. Its 
wipeout in northern India in the closely 
watched polls will deal a blow to efforts 
to secure its place as the main chal-
lenger next year.
BJP triumphs page 8

HENRY FOY AND BEN HALL — BRUSSELS 
MARTON DUNAI — BUDAPEST

EU leaders risk leaving Ukraine empty-
handed at a perilous moment in its war 
against Russia, as divisions over 
finances threaten a €50bn lifeline for 
Kyiv and Hungary vows to thwart its EU 
membership talks.

EU member states are far from reach-
ing a deal over topping up the bloc’s joint 
budget — including €50bn for Ukraine 
— ahead of a summit in Brussels next 
week, said officials involved in the dis-
cussions. The funding is designed to 
keep Kyiv solvent up to 2027. 

The disputes within the EU over 
money and Ukraine’s future are endan-
gering crucial pledges to Kyiv made 
months ago — just as the flow of US 
financial and military support for 

Ukraine has abruptly stalled in a politi-
cally divided Congress. 

EU efforts to reach a compromise are 
being hampered by the victory of a far-
right party in last month’s Dutch elec-
tion and a recent German court ruling 
curbing the government’s borrowing. A 
budget agreement would be “very, very 
difficult”, a senior official said. 

A failure to approve long-term fund-
ing, a separate €20bn facility for weap-
ons purchases and the start of accession 

talks would be a blow to Kyiv after the 
failure of its summer counteroffensive 
and growing concern about faltering 
western support. Olha Stefanishyna, 
Ukraine’s deputy prime minister, last 
week described the EU summit as an 
“existential moment” for her country.

The stand-off comes as the Biden 
administration’s proposed $60bn pack-
age for Kyiv is struggling to pass through 
Congress. Ukraine has warned that the 
uncertainty over US and European sup-
port packages is putting the country’s 
“macro-financial stability” at risk. 

“It is crucial that the continued sup-
port for Ukraine remains and that we 
Europeans play our role,” Belgian Prime 
Minister Alexander De Croo told the 
Financial Times.

“It is a moment of truth,” said an EU 

official. “If you say you stand by 
Ukraine, you have to step up to the 
plate.”

Brussels’ Ukraine funding has 
become a political football in a wider 
debate over the EU’s budget priorities, 
due to the decision by the commission 
to combine the Kyiv support in a pro-
posal with other funding requests to top 
up its 2021-27 budget.

The €50bn for Ukraine — made up of 
€17bn in grants and €33bn in loans — 
has been bundled up with requests for 
€15bn in new money for migration, 
€10bn for investments in “strategic 
technologies” and almost €19bn to pay 
off interest on the EU’s joint borrowing.

Germany and other states have vowed 
to give Brussels no additional funds 
beyond those required for Kyiv, while 

others are demanding extra cash for 
issues such as migration.

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán also opposes the funding pack-
age. On Friday he again vowed to veto 
the start of Ukraine’s EU membership 
talks, saying it was “contrary to the 
interests of several member states”. 

Officials said the budget negotiations 
were always going to be difficult but a 
compromise was still possible. A revised 
package is expected to be proposed 
before the summit. 

“The doom and gloom around this 
issue is vastly over-exaggerated,” said 
one EU official involved. “We are not 
going to allow Ukraine to experience a 
sovereign default.”
Additional reporting by Laura Dubois
EU & Ukraine reports page 4

EU budget wrangles threaten pledge 
of €50bn war lifeline for Ukraine
3 Dutch far-right win shifts debate 3 Orbán opposes Kyiv membership 3 Doubt over US aid package

‘It is a moment of truth. 
If you say you stand by 
Ukraine, you have to step 
up to the plate’

Rajat Gupta/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock 

Florida’s condo king bets on boom time
BIG READ, PAGE 25

Perils and pluses of the office romance 
EMMA JACOBS, PAGE 15



2 ★ FINANCIAL TIMES Monday 4 December 2023

FINANCIAL TIMES
Bracken House, 1 Friday Street, London EC4M 9BT.

Published by: The Financial Times Limited,
Bracken House, 1 Friday Street,
London EC4M 9BT.
Tel: 020 7873 3000
Editor: Roula Khalaf

Subscriptions and Customer Service
Tel 0800 028 1407; subscriptions@ft.com; 
www.ft.com/subscribenow

Advertising
Tel: 020 7873 4000; advertising@ft.com
Letters to the editor
letters.editor@ft.com
Executive appointments
Tel: 020 7873 4909; www.exec-appointments.com

Printed by
Newsprinters (Broxbourne) Limited, Hertfordshire,      
Newsprinters (Knowsley) Limited, Merseyside, 
Newsprinters (Eurocentral) Glasgow, and Irish Times, 
Dublin, Ireland

© Copyright The Financial Times Limited 2023. All 
rights reserved. 

Reproduction of the contents of this newspaper in 
any manner is not permitted without the publisher’s 
prior consent. 

‘Financial Times’ and ‘FT’ are registered trade marks 
of The Financial Times Limited.

The Financial Times and its journalism are subject to 
a self-regulation regime under the FT Editorial Code 
of Practice: www.ft.com/editorialcode

Reprints
Are available of any FT article with your company 
logo or contact details inserted if required (minimum 
order 100 copies). 

One-off copyright licences for reproduction of FT 
articles are also available.

For both services phone 020 7873 4816, or 
alternatively, email syndication@ft.com

Newspapers support recycling
The recycled paper content of UK newspapers in 
2018 was 69.2%

ness investment had reached the aver-
age attained by the US, Germany and 
France since 2008, its gross domestic 
product would be almost 4 per cent 
higher, lifting wages by approximately 
£1,250 a year.

UK labour productivity increased by 
0.4 per cent a year in the 12 years follow-
ing the financial crisis, half the rate of 
the 25 richest OECD countries. The pro-
ductivity gap with the US, Germany and 
France has doubled to 18 per cent since 
2008, according to the report,

Meanwhile, income inequality is 
higher than in any other large European 
country. If the UK managed to close its 
average income gap and reduce inequal-
ity to the levels of the peer group of five 
countries, the typical household would 
be 25 per cent, or £8,300, better off, 
according to the report’s findings. 

The report recommends that Britain 
should strike services trade agreements 
with countries including Singapore, 
Australia, Canada, Switzerland and 
Japan while boosting services activity 
domestically in cities outside London. 

SAM FLEMING — ECONOMICS EDITOR

UK living standards have fallen far 
behind a group of five peer countries 
following a decade and a half of paltry 
growth, leaving typical households fac-
ing an annual £8,300 gap that will only 
be narrowed with a radical shift in pol-
icy, according to research by the Centre 
for Economic Performance and Resolu-
tion Foundation think-tanks. 

The country needs to capitalise on its 
strengths as a “superpower” in services 
sectors such as education, banking, the 
arts and architecture as part its effort to 
address the gulf in living standards with 
Germany, France, the Netherlands, 
Canada and Australia, they argue. 

Tackling the UK’s “toxic combina-
tion” of low growth and high inequality 
will also require the country to address 
its status as the G7’s investment laggard, 
they say in a report published today that 
concludes the think-tanks’ “Economy 
2030 Inquiry”, a project funded by the 
Nuffield Foundation. 

The authors add that if the UK’s busi-

Economic performance

UK urged to use strength in 
services to tackle stagnation

JUDE WEBBER — DUBLIN

Northern Ireland must reform the way 
it elects its first minister to end “a 
highly temperamental system of gov-
ernment” in a region that has lacked a 
functioning executive for nearly two 
years, a Westminster committee has 
recommended.

In a report issued after more than a year 
of hearings and deliberations, the House 
of Commons’ Northern Ireland affairs 
committee said the first and deputy first 
minister posts should be rebranded as 
“joint first minister”.

The committee also proposed scrap-
ping a requirement for them to come 
from the two biggest parties within the 
pro-Irish unity nationalist and pro-UK 
unionist communities that have domi-
nated the region’s society and politics.

Since the 1998 Good Friday Agree-
ment that ended three decades of con-
flict, Northern Ireland has had a system 
of enforced power sharing. But the 
arrangement, reformed by the 2006 St 
Andrew’s Agreement, effectively 

handed a veto to the biggest unionist 
party and the biggest nationalist party 
and both sides have pulled down the 
Stormont executive and assembly — it 
has been on ice for some 40 per cent of 
the last 25 years.

The committee recommended chang-
ing the rules so that “the two holders of 
the office of joint first minister are 
elected by the assembly on a superma-
jority basis of two-thirds, with nomina-
tions open to any two MLAs [Stormont 
legislators] of any two parties who run 
on a joint slate”. It also recommended 
that the speaker of Stormont be elected 
by a two-thirds supermajority.

Northern Ireland’s Democratic 
Unionist party triggered the current cri-
sis when it pulled its first minister out of 
Stormont in February 2022 in a row 
over post-Brexit trading arrangements.

The committee’s report comes amid 
waning hopes that the DUP and UK 
government will resolve their differ-
ences and restore the Stormont legisla-
ture before the UK launches into a gen-
eral election period next year. 

Legislative Assembly

MPs recommend reform of 
power-sharing in N Ireland

ment data. The problem is particularly 
acute for maths and science subjects, 
where graduates often have a range of 
higher-paying jobs to choose from.

Phillipson said a Labour government 
would offer a £2,400 retention payment 
for teachers who finished two years of 
work post-training, and would under-
take a review of the curriculum to 
“bring maths to life” with real-world 
examples such as household budgeting 
and cooking recipes.

The UK is ranked 13th among OECD 
countries for maths attainment based 
on socio-economic status, below Aus-
tralia, Italy, Japan and Korea. 

Last year ministers set a target of 
ensuring 90 per cent of children left pri-
mary school with the national curricu-
lum standard in reading, writing and 
maths. But in the 2022-23 academic 
year, nearly one in four failed to meet 
the standard in maths, according to gov-
ernment data. 

The Department of Education said 
attainment in maths for primary pupils 
increased this year, with 73 per cent of 
pupils meeting the expected standard in 

Key Stage 2, up from 71 per cent in 2022, 
although this was still below the pre-
pandemic level of 79 per cent. It said the 
results showed “the pandemic had a sig-
nificant impact on education”. 

Phillipson confirmed that her party’s 
increased funding for early years
maths teaching would be paid for by 
removing a value added tax exemption 
for private schools, which the party 
believes would raise between £1.3bn 
and £1.5bn a year.

Asked about private schools’ con-
cerns that this would force them to raise 
fees, and could lead to an exodus of stu-
dents, Phillipson said they “ought to 
consider how they can make savings. 

“We’re in the middle of a cost of living 
crisis, but private schools have put up 
their fees year on year way beyond infla-
tion, and they’ve priced themselves out 
of the market.”

Phillipson quoted research from the 
Institute for Fiscal Studies think-tank 
showing that few private pupils would 
be forced out of their schools by 
Labour’s plan, contrary to what she 
called the sector’s “scaremongering”.

ANNA GROSS AND JIM PICKARD

Rishi Sunak has put the “cart before the 
horse” with his plan to extend maths 
teaching until the age of 18 and should 
instead focus on improving primary 
school provision, said the shadow edu-
cation secretary. 

Bridget Phillipson hinted that a 
Labour government might abandon the 
prime minister’s plan to roll out a land-
mark baccalaureate-style “Advanced 
British Standard” and instead set out 
her ambition to focus on early-year 
maths skills. 

“If I was secretary of state now, reform 
in the 16-18 space along the lines of the 
Advanced British Standard would not 
be a priority,” she told the Financial 
Times, adding that Sunak had “got it the 
wrong way round”. 

Under the prime minister’s flagship 
plans, set out at Tory conference in 
October, students would study at least 
five subjects including maths and Eng-
lish to the age of 18, to make the A-level 
system more closely mirror the breadth 
of provision in Europe and the US.

Speaking at the Science Museum in 
London, Phillipson said her priority was 
early-years maths skills after Labour 
party analysis showed that 153,000 chil-
dren left primary school this year with-
out reaching the expected standard in 
the subject. 

“My priority would be setting up chil-
dren to succeed much earlier on in their 
lives, and how we use that as the basis to 
deliver high and rising standards right 
throughout our school system.”

Phillipson said it was unacceptable 
that so many children left primary edu-
cation without a good standard of 
maths. She pointed out that the prime 
minister’s plans were also unworkable 
owing to a lack of maths teachers. Sunak 
himself has admitted that the ABS could 
take a decade to be rolled out for 18-
year-olds because of the shortage.

“I don’t see how they deliver it in prac-
tical terms, because we simply don’t 
have the teachers to make it happen,” 
Phillipson said.

Teacher vacancy rates have increased 
from two in 1,000 roles in 2021 to five in 
1,000 last year, according to govern-

Shadow education secretary 

hints at dropping Sunak plan 

for teens to target early years

year’s spring budget to offset its funding 
shortfall in 2023-24 and 2024-2025. 

Gareth Davies, head of the NAO, said 
that deferring choices was “understand-
able given the government’s ambitions 
expressed in the updated Integrated 
Review, [but it] risks poor value for 
money if programmes continue which 
are later cancelled, scaled down or 
deferred because they are unaffordable”.

The MoD said that while the report 
“recognises the significant impact glo-
bal headwinds and high inflation has 
had on defence, it does not and could 
not accurately reflect the current or 
future state of the Armed Forces Equip-
ment Plan” and was “a dated snapshot 
from April 2023”.

NATIONAL

SYLVIA PFEIFER AND LUCY FISHER 

The equipment budget for Britain’s 
armed forces is “unaffordable” and 
faces its largest black hole for more than 
a decade, according to a damning report 
by parliament’s spending watchdog. 

The National Audit Office said the 
Ministry of Defence estimated the 
shortfall in its budget for new weapons 
and equipment over the next 10 years 
would reach £16.9bn — the largest defi-
cit in the department’s annual 10-year 

forecasts since they were first published 
in 2012. In a worst-case scenario, it 
could reach £29.8bn.

At the end of March this year, the 
plan’s estimated costs were £305.5bn 
compared with a budget of £288.6bn.

The watchdog said one of the main 
causes of the jump in the budget was 
increased costs in the nuclear and naval 
programmes, which combined had 
risen by £54.6bn. 

The report added that soaring infla-
tion contributed to the plan’s increased 
costs but the MoD did not receive addi-
tional funding to cover it, forcing the dif-
ferent services to “manage the effects 
within their own budgets”. The depart-
ment in August estimated that inflation 

would account for £10.9bn of the 
increased costs.

Professor Malcolm Chalmers, deputy 
director-general at think-tank the Royal 
United Services Institute, said the report 
was “the most damning I have seen” on 
the MoD’s equipment plan. “It reads like 
a situation where the government has 
lost budgetary control,” he added.

The report highlighted that individual 
services had taken different approaches 
to preparing their forecasts in the plan. 
While the Royal Air Force and the Royal 
Navy had included full predicted costs 
for the capabilities the government 
expected the MoD to provide, the army 
had included only those it could afford. 

The watchdog also found that the 

equipment plan did not reflect “all the 
cost pressures to develop new and sup-
port existing capabilities” that were set 
out in the government’s 2021 integrated 
review of foreign and defence policy, 
which was updated earlier this year. 

Some notable projects omitted 
include the extension of the life of the 
Warrior and Challenger 2 armoured 
vehicles. Other projects were included 
but not fully funded. 

It added that the department had 
decided to defer decisions on spending 
priorities until the next government-
wide spending review, expected in 
2024, and that the MoD was considering 
using an extra £1.95bn allocated for 
boosting ammunition stockpiles in this 

Military spending

MoD faces £17bn budget black hole 
Watchdog’s report warns
of rising costs for
weapons and equipment

PETER FOSTER AND AMY BORRETT 

A Conservative policy that limits child 
benefit payments to the first two chil-
dren in a family has disproportionately 
affected those living in the north of 
England and the midlands.

Government data obtained under free-
dom of information by a coalition of 
children’s charities found that 14 per 
cent of children in the West Midlands 
and 13 per cent in the North West were 
made worse off by the limit, compared 
with just 8 per cent in the more affluent 
South East.

The charities said the benefit pay-
ments policy was deepening inequality 
and child poverty despite the govern-
ment’s promises since 2019 to narrow 
regional economic inequality in the UK.

Lynn Perry, chief executive of chil-
dren’s charity Barnardo’s, said the two-
child limit was one of the “biggest driv-
ers” of child poverty.

The policy to restrict child benefit 
payments was introduced by the Con-
servative government in April 2017 to 
force families living on benefits to face 
the “same financial choices” as working 
families.

Joseph Howes, the chair of the End 
Child Poverty Coalition, which com-
prises more than 100 organisations, 
charities, trade unions and faith groups, 
said the policy unfairly penalised chil-
dren, who were not responsible for their 
own births.

“Imagine saying to a child who turned 
up at school — sorry, you can’t gain 
access, we won’t fund your education — 
only your two older siblings qualify. Or 
turning a child away from hospital when 
they need treatment, as they are the 
third child in a family,” he said.

The policy leaves families £3,235 a 
year worse off for each additional child 
above the limit, with 1.5mn children 
now living in households affected by the 
policy, according to analysis by the End 
Child Poverty Coalition. 

The charities say the policy has failed 
to increase fairness for working families 
because in 58 per cent of these, parents 
are already in work. 

Data from the Department for Work 
and Pensions shows that the proportion 
of children in poverty who live in a 
household with at least one working 
adult has risen from roughly 50 per cent 
two decades ago to nearly 75 per cent.

The two-children policy has also had 
little impact on birth rates among fami-
lies claiming child benefit, according to 
the Centre for Analysis of Social Exclu-
sion at the London School of Economics 
and Political Science, which found the 
two-children policy had cut the likeli-
hood of extra births by just 5 per cent.

More than a third of children in the 
midlands and the north of England live 
in poverty — defined as having less than 
60 per cent of the median household 
income after housing costs — compared 
with a quarter in the South East, accord-
ing to Department of Work and Pen-
sions data for 2021-22.

Of the 20 local authorities with the 
highest proportion of children affected 
by the two-child limit, 18 were in the 
north and the midlands.

The children’s charities estimate that 
ending the restriction would lift 
250,000 children out of poverty at a cost 
of £1.3bn, but both the Conservatives 
and the Labour party remain commit-
ted to the policy.

Society

Benefit limit 
is worsening 
child poverty, 
charities say 

A recent Ipsos poll found that 57 per 
cent of the public supported Labour’s 
proposals to end VAT exemptions for 
private schools. 

After party leader Sir Keir Starmer 
this year reversed a pledge to scrap uni-
versity tuition fees, Phillipson, who 
studied modern history at Oxford uni-
versity, said a Labour government 
would deliver a more progressive sys-
tem, which could allow a return of main-
tenance grants for poorer students. 

She indicated the party could look at 
increasing interest rates for top gradu-
ate earners to enable the reintroduction 
of grants, which were scrapped in 2016.

She was also clear that Labour did not 
back the Tory government’s attempt to 
cut the number of people taking up 
what ministers have termed “poor qual-
ity” degrees. “We will not be telling peo-
ple, as the prime minister is, that uni-
versity isn’t for them,” she said. 

“I don’t believe you can capture the 
value of education simply in financial 
terms. It’s always other people’s chil-
dren who lose out.”
Opinion page 27

Interview. Bridget Phillipson

Labour pledges maths reform in primary schools

Education plan: 
Bridget 
Phillipson at the 
Science Museum 
in London, 
where she 
confirmed 
Labour would 
remove a VAT 
exemption for 
private schools 
Anna Gordon/FT

‘My priority 
would be 
setting up 
children to 
succeed 
much 
earlier on in 
their lives’
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independent hospitals charge private 
patients. For this reason private hospi-
tals, particularly in the wealthy London 
market, prefer insured or self-paying 
patients.

Although NHS England, the commis-
sioning body, pays private and state hos-
pitals the same fee per operation, the 
tariffs do not always fully reflect the 
complexity of treatment. 

Wilton said most private hospitals 
were not equipped with intensive care 
facilities or multidisciplinary medical 
back-up, leading them to take the easier 
cases and leaving longer-staying, more 
difficult and expensive patients with the 
NHS. 

In addition, if an operation needed 
repeating, the patient could be sent 
back to the NHS. “NHS hospitals are 
continually financially overstretched as 
they are left with the highly complicated 
cases, who need access to multiple clini-
cal experts and have long inpatient stays 
so the full cost of care is never fully met,” 
said Tempest.

NHS England said it was “absolutely 
right” that the health service made use 
of all available capacity, including in the 

independent sector, “to reduce the 
backlogs and provide the best possible 
service for patients”.

The problems are compounded by the 
sharp fall in the number of NHS hospital 
beds in England. These more than 
halved in the 30 years to 2019-20 to just 
141,000, even though the number of 
patients increased rapidly, according to 
the King’s Fund, a think-tank.

Although beds were reduced in the 
belief that many operations could be 
carried out as day cases, the wards are 
often full of more urgent patients, 
meaning hip and knee surgeons are left 
struggling to find beds. In some 
instances, the long wait for a vacancy 
left surgeons being paid but unable to 
carry out operations, Wilton said. 

In ophthalmology there has been an 
even sharper increase in outsourcing to 
private operators such as Spamedica, 
Newmedica and Optegra as well as the 
large private hospitals.

Jordan Marshall, policy manager at 
the Royal College of Ophthalmologists, 
said the “huge shift” towards outsourc-
ing surgery in the past five years was 
particularly noticeable in cataract

operations, which were relatively 
straightforward. About 60 per cent of all 
NHS-funded cataract procedures in 
England are carried out by the private 
sector, up from 30 per cent before the 
pandemic, according to the college’s 
data. NHS England pays around £841 
for a simple cataract operation.

Although the use of the private sector 
had been “essential to bringing down 
waiting lists for cataract surgery”, Mar-
shall said there were concerns over after-
care, which often fell back on the NHS. 
More difficult operations for patients, 
such as those with glaucoma and age-
related macular degeneration, also 
risked being sidelined, Marshall said.

Tim Gardner, policy expert at the 
Health Foundation think-tank, said 
treatment in private hospitals and clin-
ics performed by NHS staff in their 
spare time had a price to the health serv-
ice in terms of the “opportunity cost of 
staff time”. 

He added: “While the private sector 
can support the NHS in addressing the 
backlog in elective care, it won’t be a 
substitute for addressing the major 
problems facing the health service.”

NATIONAL

GILL PLIMMER AND LAURA HUGHES 

The NHS is outsourcing more eye, hip 
and knee operations than ever before as 
it struggles to respond to record waiting 
lists.

The number of these routine opera-
tions carried out in the health service’s 
own hospitals increased until 2014 but 
has barely risen in the past decade as the 
private sector takes on a bigger role, 
according to data from the National 
Joint Registry and the Royal College of 
Ophthalmologists.

The figures underscore a slow but 
steady shift by the NHS towards paying 
private providers for medical treat-
ment, which health leaders say threat-
ens the long-term financial viability of 
the health service. 

Michelle Tempest, partner at health-
care consultancy Candesic, said the 
NHS was “having to rely on the private 
sector to carry out more planned, rou-
tine surgeries for a wider range of both 
surgical and medical procedures”. The 
trend was “likely to expand to other 
operations”, she added.

Although outsourcing speeds treat-
ment and helps reduce some waiting 
lists, most operations in private hospi-
tals are carried out by NHS employees in 
their spare time, potentially reducing 
their availability to state services. In 
addition, medical experts warn that a 
lack of cross-disciplinary expertise and 
a fragmented approach to handling 

post-surgical complications could harm 
patient health. 

Both the Conservatives and the 
Labour party have committed to greater 
use of the private sector in the NHS, 
with outsourcing expected to continue 
to underpin national policy. 

“No one should be waiting in pain 
while hospital beds that could be used 
lie empty,” said shadow health secretary 
Wes Streeting. “Labour will use spare 
capacity in the private sector to get 
patients seen faster.”

More than a third of NHS-funded hip 
and knee cases are carried out by pri-
vate hospitals, such as Circle Health 
Group and Spire Healthcare, according 
to the National Joint Registry, which col-
lects and reports data on operations in 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

But the high number of self-paying 
and insured patients means that the pri-
vate sector carries out more than half of 
hip and knee replacements overall. 
Timothy Wilton, NJR medical director, 
said the increase in people paying for 
private healthcare themselves was “an 
indication of a failing system as waiting 
lists had increased so dramatically”. 

Waiting times for routine hospital 
treatment in England hit record levels in 
September, with patients waiting for 
almost 7.8mn appointments, according 
to the latest NHS data.

A straightforward hip operation will 
cost the NHS around £7,000, which is 
lower than the £12,000 to £15,000 that 

NHS steps up 
outsourcing of 
operations to 
private sector
Shift towards payment for routine surgeries 
raises fears over viability of health service
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tion to ease borrowing costs until 2025, 
given persistent underlying inflation 
from wage pressures.

Central bankers are also well aware a 
backdrop of slowing demand, rising 
unemployment and continued pain for 
mortgage holders will fuel political pres-
sure for rates to be eased. 

That is particularly the case in the UK, 
which is heading into a likely election 
year. Huw Pill, BoE chief economist, 
said last month falling headline prices 
could give a false impression that the 
inflation threat had passed.

In the US, where growth has remained 
much stronger than in Europe, the Fed-
eral Reserve has barely wavered in its 
stance that its rate-raising cycle may not 
be over and those expecting relief in the 
form of cuts will need to be patient.

“It would be premature to conclude 
with confidence that we have achieved a 
sufficiently restrictive stance, or to 
speculate on when policy might ease. 
We are prepared to tighten policy fur-
ther if it becomes appropriate to do so,” 
Fed chair Jay Powell said on Friday 
ahead of the final policy meeting of the 
year in the middle of this month.

This hesitancy reflects a desire by the 

Fed to safeguard its credibility by avoid-
ing the need to reverse course if price 
pressures remain stubbornly high, a 
danger Mary Daly, president of the San 
Francisco Fed, raised in November.

Ian Shepherdson, chief economist at 
Pantheon Economics, said another rea-
son for the Fed’s “extended hawkish-
ness” was its worry about again mis-
judging inflation’s trajectory, having 
been criticised for failing to anticipate 
the post-Covid surge in prices. 

But with economic activity set to slow, 
labour demand softening and wage 
growth moderating, Shepherdson said 
the Fed was now flirting with a different 
kind of forecasting failure — underesti-
mating the pace of disinflation.

“The pressure is going to ratchet up 
over the next few months, which is why 
I’m sticking to my March rate cut [fore-
cast],” he said. Over the course of next 
year he expects the Fed to slash its pol-
icy rate of 5.25-5.5 per cent by 1.5 per-
centage points, and by another 1.25 per-
centage points in 2025.

Yet some policymakers say it is still 
too early to declare victory in the battle 
against inflation, while in the US there is 
a risk that recent rapid growth could 
keep inflation too high. William English, 
a former director of the Fed’s division of 
monetary affairs, said that in this sce-
nario the Fed would not be deterred 
from keeping rates elevated even if 
political goading intensified ahead of 
next year’s presidential election.

ECB president Christine Lagarde 
warned last week that eurozone infla-
tion was likely to surge again in Decem-
ber as government subsidies that have 
kept energy prices low are removed.

In the eurozone, much of the debate 
now hinges on core inflation, which 
strips out volatile energy and food 
prices. Economists say annualising the 
past three months of core inflation 
shows it has already fallen to the ECB’s 
target. But others point to one-off fac-
tors dragging down inflation — such as 
falling package holiday prices — and say 
rapid wage growth will keep it elevated 
through next year.

“The public pressure on the ECB will 
rise, especially from the highly indebted 
member countries,” said Jörg Krämer, 
chief economist at German lender Com-
merzbank. “However, the ECB should 
resist the pressure,” he said, predicting 
eurozone core inflation would stabilise 
at about 3 per cent next year.
Market questions see Companies
See The FT View
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ECB at centre of global debate on when to cut rates
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Central bankers stand accused of react-
ing too slowly to signs that the inflation 
crisis is dissipating, less than two years 
after they were criticised for being late 
in responding to the most brutal surge 
in prices for a generation.

Some policymakers are already warn-
ing that by waiting too long to cut bor-
rowing costs, central banks could harm 
weakening economies — the eurozone 
has stagnated all year — or hobble heav-
ily indebted governments such as Italy.

The European Central Bank was 
thrust into the forefront of this debate 
last week after eurozone inflation fell to 
2.4 per cent, its lowest level since July 
2021, taking price growth tantalisingly 
close to the bank’s 2 per cent target. Sim-
ilar debates are brewing in the US and 
UK, even if headline inflation rates 
there have not yet fallen as low. 

“The question is, which of the big cen-
tral banks are at risk of making a policy 
mistake here, and to me it is most likely 
the ECB, because inflation will fall back 
quickly,” said Innes McFee, chief global 
economist at Oxford Economics. “They 
have every incentive to talk tough, but 
the action is going to have to change.” 

Investors reacted to last week’s third 
consecutive month of below-forecast 
eurozone inflation data by bringing for-
ward their bets on how soon the ECB will 
start cutting interest rates; many econo-
mists now expect this in the first half of 
next year. 

Italy’s new central bank governor, 
Fabio Panetta, who joined from the ECB 
last month, hinted this week that rates 
might need to be cut soon “to avoid 
unnecessary damage to economic activ-
ity and risks to financial stability”. 

Sovereign bond markets rallied after 
comments by Banque de France gover-
nor François Villeroy de Galhau, with 
investors adding to their bets on a rate 
cut by the ECB in the first few months of 
next year. “The question of a cut may 
arise when the time comes during 2024, 
but not now: when a remedy is effective, 
you have to be patient enough on its 
duration,” he said.

But other rate-setters are pushing 
back. Germany central bank boss 

Some policymakers fear that 

acting too late as price rises 

slow risks harming economies
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Israel has ordered Palestinians in Gaza 
to evacuate a large area of land in the 
south of the strip, while stepping up an 
aerial bombardment that has killed 
hundreds of people since a fragile truce 
with Hamas broke down on Friday.

The evacuation order appeared to sig-
nal a possible new ground offensive in 
and near Khan Younis, Gaza’s second-
largest city and what is now the largest 

population centre in the south. Leaflets 
have been dropped from warplanes and 
mass text messages warned of heavy 
military activity to come.

The fighting escalated even after US 
officials, from secretary of defence 
Lloyd Austin to vice-president Kamala 
Harris, warned Israel to take more steps 
to protect civilians in Gaza. The US pays 
for as much as a fifth of Israel’s defence 
budget — $3.8bn a year — under an 
Obama-administration agreement.

“In this kind of a fight, the centre of 
gravity is the civilian population. And if 
you drive them into the arms of the 
enemy, you replace a tactical victory 
with a strategic defeat,” Austin said in a 
speech to the Reagan National Defense 

Forum in California this weekend.
Asked yesterday about the US 

concerns, Eylon Levy, Israeli govern-
ment spokesperson, said: “We com-
pletely agree that far too many people 
have been killed in this war. It’s a sad 
fact that everyone who has been 
killed since October 7 . . . would still be 
alive if Hamas had not decided to launch 
this war.”

Responding to Harris’s comments 
that the civilian death toll in Gaza was 
too high, Levy insisted that “the Israeli 
army has made every effort [in] uphold-
ing our obligations under international 
law to get civilians out of harm’s way”.

Israel and Hamas returned to fighting 
when a week-long truce collapsed on 

Friday morning, after they traded 
hostages for Palestinian prisoners in a 
Qatar-brokered pause to hostilities that 
included additional humanitarian aid. 

More than 15,520 people have been 
killed in Gaza since the war began on 
October 7, according to local health offi-
cials. Israel estimates that 1,200 people 
were killed by Hamas militants in a 
cross-border raid that triggered the war. 

Health ministry officials in Hamas-
run Gaza said yesterday that 316 people 
had been killed since the truce broke on 
Friday. But they added that this counted 
only those who had been brought to hos-
pitals, estimating that many more were 
under the rubble. 

After concerns about the civilian toll 

were also conveyed by US secretary of 
state Antony Blinken to Israel’s war cab-
inet, the Israel Defense Forces made 
public plans for neighbourhood-by-
neighbourhood evacuation orders to be 
issued to Palestinians ahead of military 
operations.

But the UN, human rights groups and 
Palestinians said the orders were 
impractical, especially when almost the 
entire 2.3mn population of the besieged 
enclave was already crowded into the 
southern part of Gaza. 

Israel has suggested, but has yet to 
enforce, a 14 sq km so-called safe zone 
in southern Gaza. UN officials have said, 
however, that safe zones cannot be uni-
laterally declared in a war zone.

LAURA DUBOIS, HENRY FOY 
AND BEN HALL — BRUSSELS

The EU’s policy of relaxing state aid 
rules is the “exact opposite” of what is 
needed to regain competitiveness in 
response to high energy costs and gen-
erous US tax breaks, according to Bel-
gium’s prime minister.

Alexander De Croo told the Financial 
Times the EU should instead deepen its 
single market and put in place bloc-wide 
incentives for industry. 

The EU loosened state aid rules fol-
lowing Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine last year to help European busi-
nesses cope with a surge in inflation 
fuelled by high energy prices and to pro-
mote the green transition.

But De Croo warned against such 
“derogations on state aid”, adding: “The 
answer that we’re giving today is exactly 
the opposite of what it should be.”

EU state support to businesses has 
increased from €103bn in 2015 to 
€384bn and €335bn in 2020 and 2021, 
the peak years of the coronavirus pan-
demic. Since then aid has continued to 
balloon: between March 2022 and 
August this year, the EU approved 
€733bn in state support, half of which 
was granted to Germany alone, accord-
ing to unofficial figures seen by the FT. 

“That launches some kind of race. 
And yes, bigger countries always have 
[the] deepest pockets,” De Croo said. “At 
some point you will be at the bottom of 
your pockets, and then what do you 
do?” 

This month the European Commis-
sion extended the emergency deroga-
tions for state support amid fears of 
knock-on effects of the conflict in the 
Middle East on energy supplies, even as 
it warned member states to wind down 
energy support measures due to tight-
ening budgets.

Finding ways to keep the European 
economy competitive while dealing 
with severe budget constraints and jug-
gling the energy transition has become a 
key challenge for Brussels.

De Croo, a Flemish liberal who leads 
Belgium’s coalition government, said 
that “a revamp of that internal market” 
was necessary in the face of competition 
from the US and its subsidy programme, 
the Inflation Reduction Act. He said the 
EU had too many burdensome regula-
tions in place. 

“The US is good at the carrots 
. . . What we do is, we’re good at the 
sticks,” he said. “Regulation isn’t always 
bad, but we need some more carrots.”

De Croo warned there was a risk that 
stringent climate policies could mean 
that industry would relocate to regions 
with lighter rules. “We need to keep 
industrial production here.”

An “industry deal” was necessary to 
complement the EU’s Green Deal and 
help retain key sectors and businesses, 
De Croo said. He said this would be a pri-
ority for Belgium when it took over the 
EU’s rotating six-month presidency in 
January. 

There was no contradiction between 
climate goals and the needs of industry, 
as “one is going to help to achieve the 
other”, he added. 

Manufacturing is the economic sector 
with the highest greenhouse gas emis-
sions in the EU followed by energy, 
according to Eurostat data.

Gaza offensive

Palestinians ordered out of enclave’s south
Israeli evacuation demand 
appears to signal potential 
new push on Khan Younis

Industry incentives

Looser state 
aid rules will 
not help EU 
compete, says 
Belgian PM

Joachim Nagel said this week’s “encour-
aging” fall in inflation was not enough to 
rule out the potential that borrowing 
costs might need to go even higher. He 
also warned it was “far too early to even 
think about a possible reduction in key 
interest rates”.

That argument received support from 
the OECD this week, as chief economist 
Claire Lombardelli said the ECB and 
Bank of England would not be in a posi-

Global inflationary surge has eased

Source: LSEG

Annual % change in consumer price index

232221201918171615141312112009

0

2

4

-2

12

10

6

8

UK
US
Eurozone

JOE LEAHY — BEIJING  
CHRIS COOK — LONDON  
MAX SEDDON  — RIGA   
MYLES MCCORMICK — HOUSTON

Russia’s military has bought hundreds 
of Chinese all-terrain vehicles popular 
in the US, in a move that risks heighten-
ing tension between the west and Bei-
jing over President Xi Jinping’s tacit 
backing for Moscow’s invasion of 
Ukraine.

Russia’s purchases open up the buggy 
manufacturer Shandong Odes Industry 
to retaliation from authorities in the US, 
where the vehicles are popular among 
farmers and powersports enthusiasts.

China has insisted it is not selling mili-
tary equipment to Russia, but Ukraine’s 
allies are concerned about sales of non-
lethal goods useful for defence indus-
tries or on the battlefield.

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
recently inspected the Desertcross 
1000-3 utility terrain vehicle alongside 
defence minister Sergei Shoigu, who 
said the Chinese-made buggy “was 
extremely in demand”. Social media 
footage has shown Russian soldiers 
using them in the field.

The Russian military was already 

fielding 537 “basic” versions of Shan-
dong Odes’s Desertcross 1000-3 and 
planned to buy another 1,500 with 
“additional options”, state newswire 
Tass reported.

In a warning last month, US Treasury 
secretary Janet Yellen said Russia was 
“dependent on willing third-country 
individuals and entities to resupply its 
military and perpetuate its heinous war 
against Ukraine”, adding: “We will not 
hesitate in holding them accountable.”

Russia’s use of the vehicles comes as 
Putin’s military increasingly turns to 
Chinese suppliers for equipment to 
maintain its invasion of Ukraine, and 
highlights the dilemma facing Chinese 
companies whose sales to Russia could 
expose them to retaliation from Wash-
ington. Shandong Odes would be partic-
ularly vulnerable to such retaliation 
because of its high volume of US sales, 
where it sells under the Aodes brand.

Aodes is the top-selling brand for such 
buggies at Play-N-Around Motorsports 
in Pinehurst, Texas, and the US version 
of the Desertcross 1000-3 — which sells 
for about $20,000 in the US — is one of 
the models it offers. But while general 
manager Branden Williamson said he 

was “absolutely” aware the vehicles 
were being used by Russian troops, he 
added that it would be an issue only if 
resulting sanctions forced up prices.

Russian customs records show Shan-
dong Odes has exported vehicles to a 
number of civilian buyers. They suggest 
it sent 137 Desertcross vehicles in March 
and April, worth about $1.6mn in sales. 
The principal buyer was Formula 7, a 
Russian motorsports company.

Shandong Odes declined to comment 
and its US headquarters did not respond 
to a request for comment. A person 
close to the company denied it sold the 

vehicles to the Russian military or Rus-
sian dealers. 

Pavel Luzin, a senior fellow at Wash-
ington-based think-tank the Jamestown 
Foundation who studies the Russian 
military, said Russia could have bought 
the vehicles on the secondary market 
without Shandong Odes’s knowledge. 

In visits to Beijing in recent months, 
European leaders have called on China 
to use its close ties with Russia to per-
suade it to withdraw from Ukraine.

European Commission president 
Ursula von der Leyen and European 
Council president Charles Michel are set 
to visit Beijing this week for the first in-
person EU-China summit in four years, 
which is expected to involve tough talks 
on Ukraine and trade. But Xi and Putin 
continue to hail their deep friendship 
and growing trade ties.

Chinese exports of lorries to Russia 
have surged, freeing Moscow’s domestic 
producers to focus on the war effort. In 
January 2022 official Chinese data sug-
gests Russia bought $32mn worth of 
heavy goods vehicles and trailer trucks. 
In July such imports peaked at almost a 
billion dollars. Last month they were 
worth $378mn.

East-west tension

Russian army snaps up Chinese buggies popular in US

In demand: the Desertcross 1000-3 
has been inspected by Vladimir Putin 
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don’s Heathrow airport cannot be 
accomplished unilaterally.

“There is no unilaterally declared safe 
zone in a war zone,” Philippe Lazzarini, 
head of UNRWA, the UN Palestinian ref-
ugee agency, told the Financial Times 
this week. “If we want to talk about safer 
areas, we have to insist on stricter 
adherence to international humanitar-
ian law.”

At least 1mn displaced people are 
already taking sanctuary in public 
buildings under the protection of the 
UN flag. But “this has not prevented 
more than 200 people being killed in 
our premises”, said Lazzarini.

Hundreds more have been injured in 
UN shelters. With so many people 
forced into small areas, more death and 
displacement was likely if Israel moved 
on the south with the same intensity as 
it had in the north, he added. 

Now Palestinians find themselves 
under pressure to move again. Om 
Mohamed Younes, 38, fled northern 
Gaza to the Tal al-Sultan neighbour-
hood west of Rafah earlier in the war. 

She has been told she must leave, but 
she hears bombs “everywhere”. 

“Where should we go? How can we 
live when there’s no food, no water to 
drink and it’s cold?” she asked, describ-
ing her situation as one “that cannot be 
endured by any human”.

Mai Youssef and her family of 11 are 
another group that fled south. But the 
bombs continued to fall, the shops were 
empty and she has received very little of 
the aid that the truce was supposed to let 
into Gaza. Two months into her dis-
placement, she begged either to be let 
into Egypt, or for the mercy of death. 

“Either they open up the crossing for 
us civilians to leave, or we all die,” she 
said. “We left in search of safety but we 
haven’t found it. Death would be a mil-
lion times more merciful.”

Her pleas touch on a growing fear that 
the humanitarian crisis will force Pales-
tinians to flee Gaza into Egypt’s Sinai 
desert. That possibility has been pro-
moted by Israel’s government, but it 
provokes deep alarm in Egypt. 

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Egypt’s presi-

dent, spoke openly in October about his 
conviction that Israel’s campaign was 
aimed not at destroying Hamas but at 
pushing Gazans across the border into 
his country.

Egypt’s foreign minister told the UN 
Security Council this week that Israel 
was trying to drive Palestinians from 
their land “by making life in the Gaza 
Strip impossible”.

For many Palestinians, leaving Gaza 
would only realise their greatest fear: a 
repeat of the Nakba, or catastrophe, that 
befell their people when the Jewish state 
was born in 1948. Some 750,000 Pales-
tinians were forced to flee their homes, 
and they and their descendants have 
been refugees since.

Many say that fleeing again, like their 
grandparents once did, is unthinkable. 
But one Gazan says the unthinkable is 
upon them. “Must I choose between 
death and a life not worth living?” he 
said in a text message. “For me, the 
answer is clear, but I can’t choose death 
for my children. Help me get out. I will 
be eternally grateful.”

INTERNATIONAL
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The day the truce between Israel and 
Hamas shattered, Israeli warplanes 
swooped over Gaza to start bombing 
again. In Rafah, in the far south of Gaza, 
a man covered in ash screamed to the 
heavens, begging for mercy. “Where is 
the world?” he wailed. “Can’t you see 
2mn human beings?”

A fresh hell awaits the 2.3mn civilians 
trapped in the besieged Palestinian ter-
ritory, where there is nowhere left to 
run. To the south, the walled border 
with Egypt is sealed; Israeli forces are 
closing in from the north; and the sea is 
patrolled by navy gunboats.

As Israeli forces and Hamas resumed 
hostilities on Friday, the Israel Defense 
Forces revealed a map in which Gaza 
was divided up into 620 separate plots 
of land, some as small as two football 
pitches. Palestinians were told that 
when the Israeli orders came, they 
should move from one block of land to 
another “for their safety”. Yet it has 
become clear that nowhere inside the 
strip is safe.

Some 1.8mn Gazans are now in the 
overcrowded south, having followed 
Israeli evacuation orders to navigate a 
gauntlet of checkpoints, scrambling 
over shattered roads with their children 
and few possessions. 

But Israel has continued to bomb 
southern Gaza, albeit until recently with 
less intensity than the north. Now, after 
days of hostage-for-prisoner swaps 
came to an end — along with the pause in 

hostilities that enabled hundreds of 
trucks of aid to enter Gaza — Israel is 
ready to turn its focus to the south.

On Friday, warnings to Palestinians of 
imminent air strikes were delivered 
from the skies in the form of leaflets that 
fluttered down from Israeli jets, and of 
text messages received through a 
mobile phone network that Israel tog-
gles on and off at will. 

“The IDF will start a crushing military 
offensive . . . For your safety, move 
immediately,” one message warned,
listing neighbourhoods to be bombed in 
Khan Younis in southern Gaza, whose 
population is already swollen by refu-
gees. 

On Friday alone, Israeli bombard-
ment killed 178 people and wounded 
589, according to Palestinian health offi-
cials. Over almost eight weeks of war, 
more than 15,000 Palestinians have 
been killed.

More bodies lie rotting in the wreck-
age, local health officials have said. With 
temperatures dropping and rain falling, 
UN officials have also warned that dis-
eases are already spreading in over-
crowded shelters.

Israel’s military campaign was trig-
gered by Hamas’s devastating October 7 
attack on southern Israel, which killed 
1,200 people. 

In Gaza, Israel is now encouraging Pal-
estinians to flee to what it describes as a 
“humanitarian area” — a 14 sq km plot 
on the south-western coast of the strip. 

But senior UN officials have warned 
that crowding more than 2mn people 
into an area slightly smaller than Lon-

Gazans left with 
nowhere to run 
after Israeli 
bombing restarts
Border with Egypt is sealed, the IDF is 
closing in and gunboats patrol the sea

Seeking refuge: 
Palestinians 
carry belongings 
near the border 
with Egypt in an   
attempt to move 
to a safer area 
after the conflict 
resumed
Mahmud Hams/AFP/
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drink and 
it’s cold?’
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everything we’ve got to bring joy to good 
Argentines, who so deserve it!” 

Under Macri, Caputo led a massive 
borrowing push. As finance secretary in 
2016, he agreed to pay more than $9bn 
to holdout creditors to restore Argen-
tina’s access to international capital 
markets. He later sold $2.75bn worth of 
dollar-denominated century bonds, 
defying market watchers who warned of 
Argentina’s history of defaults.

Market confidence evaporated in 
2018, prompting Macri to take out a 
world record $57bn IMF loan. Argentina 
defaulted on the century bonds and 
other debts in 2020.

Tensions between Caputo and fund 
officials prompted him to leave the cen-
tral bank leadership after just three 
months in 2018 amid the IMF’s refusal 
to allow the release of extra funds to 
intervene in currency markets.

Yet few in Buenos Aires dispute 
Caputo’s skill as a financier. His stints at 
JPMorgan, Deutsche Bank, and later at 
his own Argentine-based investment 
fund led Macri to dub him “the Messi of 
finance” — a reference to Lionel Messi, 
Argentina’s World Cup winning captain. 

What is less clear is how Caputo, who 
has relatively little political experience, 
will work with the wild-card president-
elect — who previously promised to take 
a “chainsaw” to the state — to resolve 
Argentina’s wide-ranging economic 
challenges. 

These include two decades of
economic stagnation and a chronic
fiscal deficit that successive govern-
ments have failed to cut in the face of 
powerful provincial leaders and labour 
movements.

“Caputo is not known for his experi-
ence with the real economy — growth, 
production, small businesses,” Vitelli 
said. “That’s not to say he will be a bad 
minister, but that’s his profile now.”

Milei has pledged a “shock” package 
of spending cuts on December 11 after 
his inauguration, but his team did not 
respond to a request for further details 
on his economic strategy. Milei’s two-
year-old La Libertad Avanza party 
holds less than 15 per cent of seats in 
Argentina’s lower house, and 10 per cent 
of the Senate.

Eugenia Mitchelstein, associate pro-
fessor of politics at Buenos Aires’ Uni-

versity of San Andrés, argued that 
Milei’s choice of a finance specialist may 
enable the relationship to run smoothly. 
“Caputo is a technician, not a politician. 
He is not someone who will challenge 
Milei on his overall direction for the 
economy or try to launch [his own polit-
ical project],” said Mitchelstein.

Known by his nickname “Toto”, 
Caputo is the cousin of Nicolás Caputo, a 
construction magnate with close ties to 
Macri. Caputo’s nephew, Santiago 
Caputo, is a 38-year-old political con-
sultant who Milei dubbed “the architect 
of victory” in his election night speech. 

At the top of Caputo’s in-tray is an 
exploding pile of short-term liabilities 
issued to local creditors to contain an 
excess of pesos in the economy. He must 
also tackle the renegotiation of Argen-
tina’s $43bn deal with the IMF, on which 
it has missed almost all its targets. 

On the former, Caputo has signalled 
he favours a voluntary swap for treasury 
debt. This is a move that critics argue 
would further burden Argentina’s 
already bleak public finances, but pro-
ponents say it would send a much-
needed sign to markets that Milei’s 
administration will no longer rely on 
inflation-fuelling money printing.

On the latter, Caputo has already trav-
elled to Washington to meet fund offi-
cials and US treasury staff.

Dollarisation appears to be on hold for 
now. A May report from Caputo’s Anker 
consultancy argued that dollarisation 
would be “difficult” though “not impos-
sible”, and that the “backbone” of the 
next government’s plan “must be fiscal 
balance”.

The 2017 Paradise Papers leak 
exposed Caputo’s ties to offshore funds 
that had invested in high-risk emerging 
market bonds, triggering an unresolved 
investigation into whether he failed to 
disclose those interests when he joined 
Macri’s government in 2015. Caputo has 
said he cut ties with the funds before 
entering government.

The scope of Caputo’s new role is 
unclear. Milei has already assigned sev-
eral of the secretariats that have previ-
ously reported to the economy minister, 
including mining and energy, to his 
infrastructure minister. 

One business leader who spent the 
campaign period fretting about Milei’s 
radical plans said he felt “calmed” by 
the Caputo news, though not entirely 
optimistic about the next few months. 

“We maybe wanted a more compre-
hensive macroeconomist, but Caputo is 
a very credible person,” he said. “That’s 
the best we could hope for at this stage.”
Additional reporting by Mary McDougall 

South America. New minister

 Argentina puts faith in the ‘Messi of finance’ 

CIARA NUGENT — BUENOS AIRES

When Argentina’s powerful rumour 
mill began to suggest that Javier Milei, 
the radical libertarian president-elect, 
had selected Luis Caputo as his econ-
omy minister, some investors breathed 
a sigh of relief.

Unlike the president-elect, a political 
outsider who has had no executive 
experience and scarce contact with 
Argentine businesses, Caputo — now 
confirmed in the crucial role — is a 
known quantity.

The former Wall Street trader ran the 
finance ministry and briefly the central 
bank under conservative ex-president 
Mauricio Macri. Known for opening up 
access to credit, Caputo successfully 
sold a 100-year sovereign bond in 2018.

“For the market, this is like your best 
friend becoming economy minister,” 
said Salvador Vitelli, head of research at 
the Buenos Aires-based Romano 
Group. 

Yet Caputo will take the reins of 
Argentina’s economy on December 10 at 
its most fragile point in two decades. 
Inflation is running above 140 per 
cent, foreign currency reserves have 
been wiped out and economic activity is 
being hobbled by a labyrinthine set of 
currency, import and price controls 
brought in by the current left-leaning 
Peronist government.

Milei’s November election win — on a 
pledge to rapidly overhaul Argentina’s 
dysfunctional economy — has triggered 
a burst of market exuberance, with the 
local Merval stock index up 25 per cent, 
while prices for Argentina’s closely 
watched sovereign bonds maturing in 
2030 have risen 22 per cent.

The rally has been aided, according to 
analysts, by a pragmatic turn from 
Milei, embodied by his choice of Macri 
officials such as Caputo, who is not a 
champion of the president-elect’s con-
troversial campaign pledge to dollarise 
Argentina’s economy.

“I think that [the extreme ideas] we 
have heard in the political campaign 
may probably never come into place,” 
said JPMorgan Chase president Daniel 
Pinto, who is from Argentina. “I think 
that it will be a positive event for the 
country. It will probably be more of a 
centre-right type government.”

As he accepted the job on Thursday, 
Caputo wrote on X: “We’re going to give 

President-elect picks former 

Wall Street trader to take 

command of ailing economy

In the hot seat: 
Luis Caputo will 
take the reins
of Argentina’s 
economy on 
December 10 at 
its most fragile 
point in two 
decades
Eitan Abramovich/AFP/
Getty Images

‘For the 
market, this 
is like your 
best friend 
becoming 
economy 
minister’

INTERNATIONAL

BENJAMIN PARKIN AND JYOTSNA SINGH 
NEW DELHI

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
Bharatiya Janata party has won a series 
of resounding victories in India’s state 
polls, strengthening its grip on national 
politics ahead of general elections next 
year.

The BJP achieved majorities in Mad-
hya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Chhattis-
garh — three states in the populous and 
politically influential northern Hindi-

speaking belt — flipping the last two 
away from opposition rival the Indian 
National Congress.

Modi declared victory for his party 
yesterday evening. “The results in 
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and 
Rajasthan indicate that the people of 
India are firmly with politics of good 
governance and development,” he 
wrote on social media platform X.

Congress won a majority only in Tel-
angana, a prosperous southern state. 
The party’s wipeout in northern India in 
the closely watched polls will deal a 
blow to efforts to secure its place as the 
main challenger next year.

National elections, in which Modi 
hopes to secure a third term as prime 

minister, are expected to start in April. 
“Modi’s appeal is still very strong in the 
Hindi heartland,” said Asim Ali, a politi-
cal commentator based in Delhi. The 
prime minister and his allies would now 
“get a free hand to run the 2024 cam-
paign. Had the BJP done badly in these 
elections, I think dissension would have 
begun,” Ali added.

Smriti Irani, a BJP minister, said the 
results were evidence of “Modi Magic” 
— what party loyalists call the prime 
minister’s personal popularity and abil-
ity to win votes.

The party leaned heavily on Modi to 
lead their campaigning for the elections, 
which were staggered over November. 
The prime minister spent weeks travel-

ling across the states to tout the BJP’s 
record. Mizoram, a smaller fifth state in 
India’s north-east, will report its results 
today. The election there is primarily a 
contest between regional parties, with 
limited bearing on national politics.

The biggest upset was in Congress-
ruled Chhattisgarh, a mineral-rich state 
that pollsters had expected the opposi-
tion to retain. 

As of last night the BJP was leading in 
54 of the state’s 90 seats, according to 
the Election Commission of India, rep-
resenting a gain of 39 seats from the pre-
vious state election in 2018.

Political scientists say there is limited 
evidence of a correlation between state 
and national results. But the result 

leaves Congress looking weakened at a 
crucial time for the party, which domi-
nated Indian politics for decades until 
Modi’s ascent to the premiership in 
2014.

Supriya Shrinate, a spokesperson for 
Congress, acknowledged that the results 
in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh were 
“deeply shocking”.

The party, which is controlled by the 
Nehru-Gandhi dynasty, had been seek-
ing to build electoral momentum after 
defeating the BJP in the southern state of 
Karnataka earlier this year. 

But yesterday’s results are set to leave 
Congress in outright control of just one 
state in northern India, Himachal 
Pradesh in the Himalayan mountains.

ALICE HANCOCK  — BRUSSELS 
SARAH WHITE — PARIS    
BRYAN HARRIS  — SÃO PAULO

EU trade commissioner Valdis Dom-
brovskis has cancelled a trip to Brazil to 
finalise the bloc’s landmark trade deal 
with the South American group of Mer-
cosur countries as prospects recede of 
completing the deal this year.

The EU’s trade chief had been due to 
travel to Rio de Janeiro for a gathering of 
the Mercosur nations, which include 
Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay and Para-
guay, on Thursday. But the long-awaited 
agreement has faced setbacks, including 
a change of government in Argentina 
and a public expression of opposition by 
French President Emmanuel Macron.

Macron cast uncertainty over the 
deal’s completion following a meeting 
with Brazilian president Luiz Inácio 
Lula da Silva at the UN’s COP28 climate 
summit on Saturday. The French leader 
said he had concerns about a lack of 
environmental targets. 

“I’m against the Mercosur agreement 
with the European Union. It’s an accord 
that’s completely contradictory with 
what [Lula] is doing in Brazil and with 
what we are doing. It’s a deal that was 
negotiated 20 years ago and which we’ve 
tried to mend, and which has been badly 
mended,” Macron said.

“I can’t ask our farmers, our industri-
alists in France but also everywhere in 
Europe to make efforts to apply new 
rules to decarbonise . . . and then say all 
of a sudden, ‘I’m removing all the tariffs 
to allow products to enter which do not 
apply these rules’.”

Macron’s comments have frustrated 
EU officials who had hoped they were 
close to clinching a deal that has been in 
negotiations for two decades.

An upcoming change of government 
in Argentina has also raised doubts. 
President-elect Javier Milei, a radical 
libertarian, has previously criticised the 
Mercosur bloc as protectionist. 

Milei and his administration are due 
to take office on Sunday, further compli-
cating the timeline for the deal as the 
new government’s trade appointees will 
not take office until after the Mercosur 
meeting in Brazil.

Two EU diplomats said that chances 
of a deal this year were slipping, while 
one said talks towards the agreement 
could collapse altogether by summer 
2024. 

The next few days, which coincide 
with the end of Brazil’s tenure in the 
rotating Mercosur presidency, will be 
vital to finalising the agreement, which 
would be the first between the Mercosur 
bloc and one of its trading partners. It 
would cover countries with a total popu-
lation of 780mn people.

Paraguayan President Santiago Peña 
has also warned that Mercosur could 
walk away if the EU does not finalise the 
treaty by Wednesday.

Outstanding issues include competi-
tion in public procurement and con-
cerns over the EU’s deforestation legis-
lation and environmental require-
ments. President Lula was due to land in 
Berlin yesterday for talks with German 
Chancellor Olaf Scholz. Unlike France, 
Germany’s coalition government has 
backed the deal.

Luisa Santos, deputy director-general 
at the industry body BusinessEurope, 
said the agreement was crucial to the 
bloc’s economic growth.
Additional reporting by Michael Stott

Elections

Modi’s BJP triumphs in Indian state polls
PM tightens grip on power 
after rival Congress suffers 
defeats in Hindi heartland 

Setbacks

EU trade chief 
scraps Brazil 
trip as hopes 
of Mercosur 
deal recede

LAUREN FEDOR   
MEREDITH, NEW HAMPSHIRE

On a weekday afternoon in the small 
town of Meredith, New Hampshire, 
Nikki Haley greeted several hundred 
voters who had packed a local brewery 
on the shores of Lake Winnipesaukee.

“How many of you are coming to hear 
me for the first time?” the former 
Republican governor of South Carolina 
and one-time US ambassador to the UN 
asked. Nearly everyone in the converted 
barn raised their hand.

“Where have y’all been?” Haley 
responded in her soft southern drawl, 
prompting laughter and cheers from the 
New England crowd.

The line has become a staple of 51-
year-old Haley’s stump speech in recent 
weeks, as she has attracted steadily 
larger audiences amid several strong 
televised debate performances and a 
rise in opinion polls in key early voting 
states such as Iowa, New Hampshire 
and her home state of South Carolina. 

At the same time, Haley has courted 

the support of deep-pocketed donors 
who have become increasingly con-
vinced that the hawkish former diplo-
mat is the Republican best positioned to 
take on Donald Trump at the ballot box.

Last week Haley secured the endorse-
ment of Americans for Prosperity 
Action, a well-funded super Pac backed 
by conservative billionaire Charles 
Koch. Emily Seidel, the group’s chief 
executive, said Haley “offers America 
the opportunity to turn the page on the 
current political era”.

But with just six weeks to go until the 
Iowa caucuses, the start of the Republi-
can primary season, Haley faces a steep 
climb if she is to present a credible chal-
lenge to Trump, her former boss, for the 
party’s presidential nomination.

On the stump, Haley tries to appeal to 
a wide swath of the Republican primary 
electorate, from ardent anti-Trump vot-
ers to conservative Republicans who 
have a more favourable view of the 
former president but are open to an 
alternative in 2024.

Haley defends Trump’s record and 

echoes his hardline conservative mes-
sage on everything from cracking down 
on illegal migration at the US-Mexico 
border to taking a tougher approach to 
US-China relations. 

But she also argues that the former 
president brings too much “baggage” to 
the White House and has pitched herself 
as a more even-tempered alternative 
while adopting a more moderate stance 
on lightning rod issues such as abortion.

That appeals to voters such as Pat 
Meattey, 67, a retired school administra-
tor and self-described conservative 
Republican who voted for Trump in the 
past but refuses to back him in 2024, 
saying the “size of his ego . . . gets in the 
way of things”.

Carl, a 62-year-old independent who 
declined to give his surname, said 
Trump was an “outstanding president” 
and “did exactly what the people voted 
him to do”, adding: “I love the fact that 
Nikki Haley wants to do those same 
things without the chaos.”

But while Haley likes to tout her 
improved standing in the polls — several 

after strong showings in the Iowa cau-
cuses on January 15 and the New Hamp-
shire primary a week later, the field 
would narrow to just her and Trump 
heading into the South Carolina pri-
mary in early February.

Dante Scala, a political-science pro-
fessor at the University of New Hamp-
shire, said the approach offered Haley a 
path to a major electoral upset.

“It is really about surviving and 
advancing, and she has succeeded in 
doing that so far,” Scala said. 

Still, many remain sceptical that 
Haley has enough time or resources to 
catch Trump. Despite outspending her 
rivals in political advertising in New 
Hampshire, Haley has lacked the 
“ground game” of grassroots staff and 
volunteers often required to win. 

Others question how Haley can mean-
ingfully consolidate support so long as 
the other non-Trump candidates, 
namely Florida governor Ron DeSantis, 
former New Jersey governor Chris 
Christie and biotech entrepreneur 
Vivek Ramaswamy, remain in the race. 

And, despite the apparent momentum 
behind her campaign, Haley is walking a 
political tightrope as she tries to cobble 
together support from a deeply divided 
Republican electorate. 

That tension was on display in Wolfe-
boro when one independent voter said 
he was ready to back Haley in the pri-
mary but was “concerned” she had 
pledged to vote for Trump if he were the 
party’s nominee in the general election.

“I will give President Trump credit 
where I think he deserves credit. I will 
call him out where I think he deserves to 
be called out,” Haley replied. 

“But this is the other truth. I do not 
want a President Kamala Harris,” she 
added, suggesting Biden’s vice-
president would end up in the top job, 
given the 81-year-old president’s 
advanced age. 

One voice in the crowd shouted it was 
an “awful choice”.

“It is an awful choice, right?” Haley 
replied. “That’s why if you just vote for 
me, we’ll take care of the whole thing.”
Rana Foroohar see Opinion 

Presidential primaries

Haley tries to be all things to all Republicans as she challenges Trump for nomination
surveys now show her in second place in 
Iowa, New Hampshire and South Caro-
lina — she still trails Trump by a sizeable 
margin. According to FiveThirtyEight, 
Trump enjoys the support of nearly 45 
per cent of Republican voters in Iowa 
and New Hampshire and just under half 
of the Republican electorate in South 
Carolina. Haley said she expected that 

Nikki Haley puts her case to voters 
in Meredith, New Hampshire 
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PHILIP GEORGIADIS  — NEW YORK 
PEGGY HOLLINGER — LONDON

Sir Richard Branson has ruled out 
putting more money into his lossmak-
ing space travel company Virgin Galac-
tic, saying his business empire “does 
not have the deepest pockets”.

Virgin Galactic, which was founded by 
Branson in 2004, said last month it was 
cutting jobs and suspending commer-
cial flights for 18 months from next year, 
in a bid to preserve cash for the develop-
ment of a larger plane that could carry 
passengers to the edge of space.

The group has said it has enough 
funding to carry it through to 2026, 
when the bigger Delta vehicle is 
expected to enter service. But some ana-
lysts are expecting Galactic to ask inves-
tors for more money in about 2025.

Asked whether he would consider 
putting more cash into the business if 
needed, Branson told the Financial 
Times: “We don’t have the deepest 
pockets after Covid, and Virgin Galactic 
has got $1bn, or nearly. It should, I 
believe, have sufficient funds to do its 
job on its own.”

Branson said he was “still loving” the 
Virgin Galactic project and that it had 
“really proved itself and the technol-
ogy” of commercial space flight. Galac-
tic has just completed its sixth commer-
cial flight in six months, with tickets 
starting at $450,000 a seat on its rocket-
powered Unity space plane.

Virgin Group is still one of Galactic’s 
biggest shareholders, despite selling 
more than $1bn of shares in 2020 and 
2021, reducing its stake to 7.7 per cent 
and using the funds to protect other 
parts of its sprawling leisure and travel 
business during the pandemic.

Branson’s rocket start-up, Virgin 
Orbit, collapsed eight months ago after a 
failed launch from the UK, its first in five 
missions. Analysts said Galactic had 
learnt the lesson of Orbit and was not 
prepared to spend all of its cash on loss-
making flights. Delta is expected to 
carry six passengers, against Unity’s 
four, and will launch more frequently.

Galactic, which has yet to make a 
profit, was valued at $2.3bn in its 2019 
New York debut. It was valued at 
$935mn as of Friday’s close of trade. 

Branson, who spent decades burnish-
ing the image of his business with high-
profile stunts, said he now spent 90 per 
cent of his time on philanthropic work, 
but that there was still “a hell of a lot 
going on” at Virgin Group.

Branson rules 
out putting 
more cash into 
Virgin Galactic

way too much emphasis on getting rid of 
fossil fuels, oil and gas, and not . . . on 
dealing with the emissions associated 
with them”. 

Other prominent industry bosses to 
attend the summit included Occidental 
Petroleum’s Vicki Hollub, ENI head 
Claudio Descalzi and RWE’s Markus 
Krebber.

Woods said conversations on climate 
change had “moved away, are moving 
away” from “aspirational pledges and 
hopeful targets that are set decades into 
the future” and towards “action-
oriented activities, more of a plan”.

In October, Exxon announced that it 
would buy Pioneer Natural Resources in 
a $60bn deal, handing Exxon a
dominant position in the US’s vast Per-
mian Basin and doubling its production 
in the oilfield to 1.3mn barrels of oil 
equivalent per day. At the time, Exxon 
said the deal would allow it to rapidly 
boost production.

“Exxon’s attendance is very much 
part and parcel of the fossil fuel indus-
tries’ decades of efforts to infiltrate and 
corrupt attempts by policymakers to 
meaningfully address the climate cri-
sis,” said Geoffrey Supran, lead author of 
a report in the journal Science this year 
which found that Exxon scientists cor-
rectly predicted global warming as early 
as the 1970s.

However, the company continued to 
promote doubt on the matter in public 
communications. Supran, a climate 
expert at the University of Miami, said 
Exxon had “not changed its stripes” and 
was still attempting to delay global 
efforts to tackle climate change. He said 
Woods’s participation at COP28 sug-
gested the industry was “shaking in its 
boots” because calls for the end of fossil 
fuels were becoming louder.
See Opinion 

Exxon chief 
hits at focus on 
renewables in 
climate talks
3 COP28 told oil majors have role to play
3 Carbon capture neglected, says Woods

AIME WILLIAMS — DUBAI  
JAMIE SMYTH — NEW YORK

UN climate talks on how to limit global 
warming have focused on renewable 
energy for too long, according to the 
chief executive of ExxonMobil, the big-
gest western oil supermajor. 

In an interview with the Financial 
Times at COP28 in Dubai on Saturday, 
Darren Woods said that talks on the 
energy transition had concentrated on 
“the electron solution”, while neglecting 
the role to be played by hydrogen, 
biofuels and carbon capture.

“The transition is not limited to just 
wind, solar and EVs,” said Woods. “Car-
bon capture is going to play a role. We’re 

good at that. We know how to do it, we 
can contribute. Hydrogen will play a 
role. Biofuels will play a role.”

It is the first time an Exxon chief exec-
utive has attended the event, and his 
presence has prompted climate experts 
to criticise the industry’s continued 
efforts to delay action and its oversized 
influence at the UN summit.

Exxon was among the 50 top oil and 
gas companies attending the summit to 
sign a pledge to cut emissions from their 
own operations, which make up only a 
minority of their contribution to global 
warming. In Dubai, a group of countries 
are pushing for a global agreement to 
phase out fossil fuels to achieve the Paris 
accord goal of ideally limiting the global 
temperature rise to no more than 1.5°C 
above pre-industrial levels.

Woods said the discussions had “put 

‘Carbon capture is going 
to play a role. We’re good 
at that. We know how to 
do it, we can contribute’
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GEORGE STEER — LONDON

A closely watched gauge of US stock 
market volatility has plunged close 
to a four-year low over the past 
month, sparking concerns that 
investors are growing complacent in 
betting that the Federal Reserve can 
tame inflation without causing an 
economic downturn. 

The Vix — which measures the premi-
ums investors are willing to pay to 
protect their portfolios against swings 
in the S&P 500 index and is popularly 
known as Wall Street’s “fear gauge” — 
fell to 12.4 in this week, down from 
more than 20 in late October and its 
lowest level since November 2019. It 
ended the week slightly higher at 12.6. 

The decline came as Wall Street’s 
benchmark index recorded its best 
month since July 2022, boosted by US 
inflation falling more than expected 
to 3.2 per cent in October, the first 
drop in four months.

The slowdown in inflation has left 

investors increasingly optimistic that 
the Federal Reserve will begin to cut 
interest rates in the first half of 2024. 

Crucially, the Fed has so far suc-
ceeded in bringing down price growth 
without triggering an economic 
downturn that would be painful for 
stocks. “It feels like there is building 
confidence that the Fed can pull off a 
soft landing,” said Jim Tierney, head 
of US growth investments at Alliance-
Bernstein. 

Resilient consumer spending, solid 
corporate earnings in the third quar-
ter and the containment of the war 
between Israel and Hamas have all 
contributed to investors’ newfound 
appetite for equities while helping to 
drive the Vix to its recent lows, he 
added. 

Over the past five years the Vix has 
only been at or below a reading of 12 
on 25 trading days, of which five came 
in January 2022 at the start of last 
year’s bear market, according to 
DataTrek, a research group. Figures 

from exchange operator Cboe Global 
Markets show that trading volumes in 
options tied to the Vix are on course to 
hit a record this year.

Yet analysts warn that ostensibly 
tranquil markets have a habit of 
breeding instability as investors 
increase their equity positions and 
leverage. Prices for longer-term 
options contracts reflect those con-
cerns, according to Mike Zigmont, 
head of trading and research at Har-
vest Volatility Management. 

Volatility had been “unusually low” 
so far in 2023 despite high interest 
rates, weakening economic data and 
elevated geopolitical tensions, said US 
equity and quantitative strategists at 
JPMorgan. 

The bank said this lower volatility 
was due to a “longer than normal” lag 
between rates rising and economic 
growth slowing, as well as a surge in 
the popularity of short-dated stock 
options, which are not captured by 
the main Vix index.

Tumbling Vix Wall Street’s ‘fear gauge’ falls
as investors spy end of Fed’s inflation fight

US stock market volatility drops to four-year low
Cboe Vix volatility index

Source: Bloomberg
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ANTOINE GARA — NEW YORK

A private equity deal that stands out for 
its length and complexity has also 
turned out to be one of the industry’s 
most lucrative, reaping $70bn in gains 
for technology entrepreneur Michael 
Dell and investment firm Silver Lake. 

The two made a big bet more than a 
decade ago when they took personal 
computer company Dell Technologies 
private. Dell Technologies then 
acquired tech conglomerate EMC for 
$67bn in 2016. EMC’s premier asset was 
its 81 per cent stake in VMware, a cloud 
computing specialist that last week was 
sold to Broadcom for $92bn. 

The sale delivered more than $14bn in 
cash to Silver Lake and Michael Dell, 
crystallising part of the duo’s $70bn in 
combined gains, according to Financial 
Times calculations. 

“It is an example where Silver Lake 
and Dell made a contrarian bet,” said 
Steven Kaplan, a private equity expert 
who teaches at the University of Chi-
cago’s Booth School of Business. 
“Nobody thought Dell was worth a 
whole lot . . . they did some clever 
financial engineering and created a lot 
of value.” 

Silver Lake, with $101bn in assets 
under management, is a US private 
equity firm known for its tech invest-
ments. Michael Dell runs Dell Technolo-
gies, which he founded in 1984 and 
today has more than $100bn in sales. 

The gains for Silver Lake are equal to a 

net multiple on the equity it invested 
into VMware of 7.3 times for its 2013-era 
flagship private equity fund, and 3.1 
times for a later fund that was raised in 
2018, according to communications the 
firm sent investors last week.

“It’s got to be one of the deals of the 
decade,” said a large investor in both of 
the Silver Lake funds, who added that 
they were “excited about the cash distri-
bution . . . It’s going to be enormous in 
size”. 

The sale of VMware will mark the first 
time Silver Lake is sending investors a 
large cash sum back from its deal for 
Dell Technologies. For its nearly 10 per 
cent stake in VMware, the Broadcom 
deal handed Silver Lake just under $3bn 
in cash and Broadcom stock worth more 
than $5bn, according to Financial Times 
calculations. Michael Dell received 
nearly $12bn in cash. 

The cash payouts are only part of far 
bigger returns reaped by investors. Sil-
ver Lake invested a total of $1.8bn into 

Dell Technologies and VMware for com-
bined stakes that are now worth more 
than $15bn, according to FT calcula-
tions. Michael Dell put more than $6bn 
in equity into both companies for stakes 
that are now worth about $60bn.

Kaplan said: “This is one of the huge 
private equity successes. If you count 
Michael Dell’s investment, this would be 
the biggest.” 

Silver Lake and Michael Dell declined 
to comment. 

The Dell buyout and the EMC take -
over were hotly contested on Wall 
Street, drawing criticism from activist 
investors such as Carl Icahn. Last year, 
Dell Technologies agreed to pay a record 
$1bn to settle a shareholder lawsuit that 
alleged Michael Dell and Silver Lake had 
short-changed public stockholders in 
their dealmaking. 

The dealmaking push also involved 
myriad complex financial engineering 
techniques. When VMware was spun off 
from Dell Technologies in 2021, it then 

paid its former parent company a spe-
cial dividend of more than $9bn that 
was used to repay the large debts Dell 
and Silver Lake had accumulated to 
fund their acquisitions. The split also 
left Michael Dell owning 40 per cent of 
VMware, while Silver Lake owned
9.8 per cent. But, amid these financial 
gymnastics, Silver Lake and Michael 
Dell did not extract cash from the deal. 

That left institutional investors in Sil-
ver Lake’s funds, such as large pension 
funds in California, Washington state 
and New York, sitting on an investment 
that had grown by billions in value over 
the past decade but without any cash 
distributions.

Broadcom closed its takeover of 
VMware last Wednesday after a 18-
month review in which the acquisition 
risked collapsing because of scrutiny 
from China’s competition authorities. 
During that time the terms — half in 
cash and half in stock — became more 
valuable as Broadcom shares nearly 
doubled.

When Silver Lake alerted investors to 
their cash distribution last week, it said 
the sale of VMware was a “defining 
moment” for the tech investor, and 
called the investment the largest ever 
gain in the private equity industry, 2.5 
times greater in dollar terms than the 
second-largest.

Kaplan said the industry’s largest gain 
was on Blackstone’s buyout of hotel 
group Hilton Worldwide, which yielded 
more than $11bn in gains. 

“[Along] the journey there were piv-
otal moments of creative structuring,” 
Silver Lake told its investors, while call-
ing its ability to hold large investments 
for long periods as they were built up in 
size as a “competitive advantage”. 

Technology. Cloud computing

Dell and Silver Lake reap VMware windfall

Investors’ long-term and 

complex deal pays off in 

$70bn private equity win

Bumper payout: 
technology 
entrepreneur 
Michael Dell is 
believed to have 
made nearly 
$12bn in cash 
from the sale 
of VMware 
Matthew Busch/Bloomberg
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MICHAEL PEEL  — LONDON

AstraZeneca has signed a deal worth up 
to $247mn with Absci Corporation of 
the US to design an antibody to fight 
cancer, the latest tie-up in the fast-
expanding efforts to use artificial intel-
ligence for drug discovery.

The collaboration aims to harness 
Absci’s AI technology for large-scale 
protein analysis to find a viable oncol-
ogy therapy, a leading focus of Anglo-
Swedish drugmaker AstraZeneca.

The partnership adds to a flurry of 
agreements between big pharmaceuti-
cal companies and young AI businesses 
to build novel disease treatments and 
cut the costs of developing them.

Sean McClain, Absci’s founder and 
chief executive, said that the application 
of engineering principles to drug discov-
ery improved the potential of success 
and a reduced the time spent in devel-
opment.

The deal includes an upfront fee for 
Absci, research and development fund-
ing and milestone payments, as well as 
royalties on any product sales.

Absci, which is based in Washington 
state and has an AI research lab in New 
York, generates proprietary data by 

measuring millions of interactions 
between proteins. It then uses these to 
train its generative AI model and, even-
tually, design and validate viable anti-
bodies — proteins that target foreign 
substances in the body.

The companies have not disclosed 
precisely which kind of cancer they will 
target.

The agreement is part of Astra-
Zeneca’s ambitious plans to replace tra-
ditional chemotherapy with a new gen-
eration of targeted drugs. In October it 

announced the outcomes of clinical tri-
als for new treatments for lung and 
breast cancers — results it hailed as a 
“massive achievement”. 

The collaboration with Absci was an 
“exciting opportunity” to use the com-
pany’s antibody creation AI, said Puja 
Sapra, an AstraZeneca senior vice-
president who leads biologics engineer-
ing research and development.

“AI is enabling us to not only increase 
the success and speed of our biologics 
discovery process, but also enhance the 
diversity of the biologics we discover,” 
Sapra added. “We are applying AI 
throughout our discovery and develop-
ment process, through building in-
house capabilities and through collabo-
rations such as with Absci.”

Anti-tumour drugs using various 
technologies are a significant subject of 
collaborations between leading phar-
maceuticals multinationals and smaller 
companies doing cutting-edge research.

In September, Moderna of the US 
agreed a deal potentially worth more 
than $1.7bn to develop cancer vaccines 
and therapies with Germany’s Immat-
ics. The German company uses so-
called T-cell receptor technology to tar-
get proteins associated with cancer. 

Pharmaceuticals

AstraZeneca ties up with Absci on cancer drug

AstraZeneca treatments include one 
to repair DNA to kill cancer cells 

have, and access to it is essential to my 
practice.”

In the absence of comparable data, 
JPMorgan is aiming to provide lawyers 
with “thought leadership” and recently 
gave a presentation to law firms on how 
they can use artificial intelligence, a 
bank spokesperson said. 

Citi is also extending private bank 
accounts to more junior lawyers, in 
order to lure law firm clients, who often 
use such offerings in recruitment. Wells 
plans to provide a similar offering next 
year. JPMorgan is banking more junior 
lawyers through its Chase Wealth Man-
agement business, who can over time 
graduate to a private banking account as 
their earning power increases. 

“Attorneys make wonderful clients,” 
said Peter Haugh, managing executive 
of Wells’ legal speciality group. “They 
are risk averse by the very nature of 
their legal training. They’re very loyal 
clients. They tend to stay with the bank 
for a good long time.”

Rhode Island, “the house that Citi built”, 
because of the deal he got on his mort-
gage. Citi says it offers its best rates to a 
wide variety of clients. 

The bank remains bullish about its 
ability to fend off any challenges from 
the likes of JPMorgan. Citi says it serves 
700 law firms and 50,000 lawyers in the 
US and Britain. It is rolling out the 
model developed for banking law firms 
to other industries such as consulting 
and asset management. 

“When you have a leadership position 
in a market like this, and a model which 
was highly successful and ahead of its 
time, you’re going to see others look to 
enter the market,” said Andy Sieg, Citi’s 
head of wealth division.

There are other competitors. Wells 
has a strong foothold in the sector out-
side New York dating back to 2004, 
when a pair of former Citi private bank-
ers launched a law firm business at what 
was then Wachovia. 

But JPMorgan, which has been target-

sanya underline the value of managing 
the assets of a lucrative swath of the pri-
vate banking industry. It also highlights 
the scale of the opportunity banks such 
as JPMorgan and Citi, as well as Gold-
man Sachs and Morgan Stanley, see in 
wealth management.

Citi’s chief financial officer Mark 
Mason personally spoke to Oyesanya to 
try to convince her to stay, according to 
a person familiar with the matter. At 
JPMorgan, she received a call from chief 
executive Jamie Dimon after she joined.

“She’s a force in the industry,” said one 
banker who has worked with Oyesanya. 
“The people who touch law firms and 
wealth in that context know who Bola 
is.”

Citi’s law firm group started in 1971 
after two of its private bankers had the 
idea that partners at so-called white-
shoe law firms in New York could help 
with referrals to ultra-wealthy clients. 
Citi quickly began banking the lawyers 
and law firms themselves, allowing it to 
develop a dominant position in the mar-
ket. “It’s more quantity than quality,” 
said one private banker. “They’re not 
billionaires but they’re standard, stable 
clients. And they can also be referral 
sources too.”

Citi also has a reputation for offering 
favourable rates on mortgages to its law 
firm clients. A law firm consultant said a 
managing partner of a top firm once 
called his holiday home in Newport, 

JOSHUA FRANKLIN, STEPHEN GANDEL 
AND JOE MILLER — NEW YORK

JPMorgan Chase has stepped up efforts 
to lure New York’s top lawyers to its pri-
vate bank, seeking to break rival Citi-
group’s stranglehold on some of Wall 
Street’s wealthiest clients.

JPMorgan this year poached one of 
Citi’s top private bankers in the field, 
Bola Oyesanya, in a bid to chip away at 
its rival’s dominance in New York. Oye-
sanya was previously running Citi’s law 
firm group focused on the New York 
region and joined JPMorgan in July to 
run its own law firm banking team. 

Wells Fargo and Truist have strong 
businesses serving lawyers outside 
Manhattan, but Citi’s private bank dom-
inates the market among New York’s 
attorneys, having launched a dedicated 
team to serve them more than 50 years 
ago.

The team has helped Citi win access to 
partners at law firms including Kirkland 
& Ellis, Skadden Arps and Sullivan & 
Cromwell, who have cashed in on a 
boom in dealmaking in recent years to 
take home blockbuster profits. Average 
remuneration for equity partners in the 
US’s top law firms reached $1.47mn in 
2022, according to recruiters Major, 
Lindsey & Africa, but partners at top 
firms can take home sums well in excess 
of $10mn. 

The lengths to which both Citi and 
JPMorgan went in trying to secure Oye-
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Wall St banks’ 
wealth units 
fight to serve 
senior lawyers
JPMorgan steps up efforts to break 
Citi’s stranglehold on a rich seam

Partners at law 
firms including 
Kirkland & Ellis 
and Sullivan & 
Cromwell have 
cashed in on a 
dealmaking 
boom in recent 
years
Michael Nagle/Bloomberg

Follow the money Profits per equity partner in 2022

$7,516,000
Kirkland & Ellis

$7,294,000
Wachtell, Lipton, 
Rosen & Katz

$5,983,000
Sullivan & Cromwell

$5,727,000
Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, 
Wharton & Garrison

$5,550,000
Davis Polk & 
Wardwell

$5,319,000
Simpson Thacher & 
Bartlett

$5,229,000
Quinn Emanuel 
Urquhart & Sullivan

$5,154,000
Latham & Watkins
Source: Am Law 100

ing lawyers via its private banking team 
for two decades, has struggled to dis-
lodge Citi and Wells, in part because of 
the in-depth industry data the rival 
firms offer clients. 

“Citi and Wells have an advantage 
because they have the data,” said Kent 
Zimmerman, an adviser to law firm 
partners at Zeughauser Group.

Citi and Wells provide lawyers with a 
quasi-consulting service by offering 
granular market intelligence on how 
their firm compares with the wider 
industry, including on metrics such as 
hourly rates, hours billed, the ratio of 
partners to staff and real estate costs. 
Citi tailors the data by practice area and 
time period, and is able to provide daily 
updates.

“We get asked from time to time to 
consider other private banking relation-
ships, but our firm would never leave 
Citi,” said a partner at one of the world’s 
largest law firms. 

“No one can match the data they 

LAURA NOONAN — LONDON 

A top European Central Bank official 
wants to give risk managers more 
power to keep banker bonuses in 
check, just as senior industry execu-
tives are calling for Europe to follow the 
UK in loosening restrictions intro-
duced after the financial crisis. 

ECB supervisory board member Eliza-
beth McCaul told the Financial Times 
that the central bank was keen for sen-
ior risk management staff to “ensure 
that compliance with the risk appetite 
framework is used as an input 
of . . . variable remuneration” including 
setting the bonus pool and performance 
targets. “I think we could do more to 
strengthen the hand of risk managers,” 
she said. 

Her comments come in the week that 
Deutsche Bank’s chief executive called 
for the EU to lift rules capping bonuses 
at twice salary and Santander’s chair 
welcomed the UK’s decision to do so. But 
McCaul said regulators were “very 

happy” with how the rules were operat-
ing in Europe.

The ECB directly supervises 109 of the 
eurozone’s biggest banks, which oversee 
more than 80 per cent of their countries’ 
banking assets, making it the most pow-
erful banking watchdog in Europe. 

The supervisor was launched in 
November 2014, the same year that the 
EU introduced rules restricting bonuses 
to twice base pay, with the aim that top 
executives would not be motivated 
to take excessive short-term risks 
that could ultimately damage their 
institutions. 

Now freed from the rules since leaving 
the EU, the UK removed the bonus cap 
in October, with regulators describing it 
as “limiting labour mobility” and banks’ 
flexibility. 

Deutsche’s chief Christian Sewing last 
week said EU banks now faced an 
“unlevel playing field” and urged 
Europe to also abandon the restrictions. 
Santander’s Ana Botín said the UK’s 
decision “made a lot of sense” and that it 

would be “positive” if Europe took 
similar action. 

Asked how the ECB could give risk 
managers more power to oversee pay, 
McCaul said regulators would not need 
new rules but could use existing tools 
such as “peer benchmarking, targeted 
stock takes and deep dives, sharing good 
practices and ongoing industry dia-
logue, with appropriate supervisory 
escalation where key weaknesses are 
identified”. She did not say what any 
escalation would involve, beyond that 
the regulator would use “all available 
supervisory tools”. 

The spokesperson for the European 
Commission, which is responsible for 
the EU legislation that put the banker 
bonus cap in place, said it was “closely 
monitoring [the] latest developments in 
other jurisdictions, in particular in the 
UK with regard to the removal of the 
bonus cap and its potential impact on 
the competitiveness of EU subsidiaries 
and branches in the UK”.
Additional reporting by Henry Foy 
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DAVID KEOHANE AND KANA INAGAKI   
TOKYO

Japan’s regulators are raising pressure 
on regional banks to pre-empt the kind 
of risks that took down Silicon Valley 
Bank as the country prepares for its first 
interest rate rise in more than a decade.

Even as Japan’s biggest banks churn 
out record profits and anticipate further 
gains from domestic rate increases, the 
country’s central bank warned in its 
recent Financial Stability Report that 
regional banks and shinkin financial co-
operatives were exposed to interest rate 
risk after piling into long-term loans 
and securities.

Rising rates are normally welcomed 
by commercial banks, which can profit 
from a wider margin between what they 
charge for lending and what they pay to 
borrow. But dangers on the other side 
include so-called duration risk, which 
measures the exposure of long-term 
bonds to unexpected changes in interest 

rates. The risks can crystallise if banks 
are forced to sell long-term assets that 
are losing value as interest rates rise.

Regulators are growing concerned 
that stress on regional banks could 
deepen next year if the Bank of Japan 
finally ends its negative rate policy.

BoJ governor Kazuo Ueda told the 
Financial Times Global Boardroom con-
ference this month that the country’s 
banking system was robust enough to 
withstand some increase in short-term 
interest rates if it were to begin policy 
normalisation. But he added: “It’s a mat-
ter of degree so . . . we’ll have to moni-
tor the situation carefully.”

As of the end of September, Japan’s
97 regional banks reported unrealised 
losses on bonds and investment trusts 
totalling about ¥2.8tn ($19bn), up
70 per cent from the end of June, accord-
ing to calculations by Nikkei. 

The amount jumped after 10-year 
Japanese government bond yields rose 
when the BoJ loosened its yield curve 
control policies in July.

“In the worst-case scenario, the banks 
can hold on to these unrealised losses,” 
said Toyoki Sameshima, analyst at SBI 
Securities. 

“But that means they won’t be able to 

make new investments to buy higher-
yielding bonds when interest rates rise, 
so there is a risk of stagnation.”

Japan’s Financial Services Agency 
reacted to the failures of SVB and other 
US banks in March with scrutiny of 
smaller regional lenders, particularly 
those that could be exposed to similar 
risks. SVB was brought down by a huge 
portfolio of government bonds — which 
had no credit risk but massive, 
unhedged interest rate risk — and its 
base of uninsured depositors who 
swiftly ran for the exits.

Unlike Silicon Valley Bank, Japanese 
banks are home to small, sticky retail 
deposits, with most insured up to 
¥10mn. But, while systemic risks of 
deposit flight seem low, analysts are on 
the hunt for outliers.

“One Japanese major bank was able to 
increase its deposits by over 40 per cent 
in around six months via a campaign 
that promised high interest rates,” said 
Nomura banking analyst Ken Taka-
miya. “As this means there are deposi-
tors willing to shift their deposits to earn 
higher interest rates, the FSA is not rul-
ing out the possibility of a flow in the 
opposite direction if concerns over 
credit spread.”

While regulators scour the balance 
sheets of regional banks, shares in Mit-
subishi UFJ Financial Group, Mizuho 
Financial Group and Sumitomo Mitsui 
Financial Group have risen about 40 per 
cent this year on the back of hopes for 
rate increases. 

The country’s three big banks are less 
exposed because they have a more 
diversified business model and have 
shifted to short-duration assets.

If the BoJ does end its negative inter-

est rate policy by next spring, as is 
widely expected, it estimates that each 
percentage point increase in domestic 
interest rates will give an earnings boost 
of about ¥3tn to local lenders.

The central bank has come under 
increasing pressure to dial back its dec-
ade-old monetary easing measures in 
the face of rising inflation and a weaken-
ing yen. Its exit could have major ramifi-
cations for international bond markets, 
as Japanese financial institutions own 
trillions of dollars of overseas debt and 
are likely to invest more at home when 
interest rates start to rise.

In October the BoJ decided to allow 
yields on the 10-year Japanese govern-
ment bond to rise above 1 per cent, a 
step towards ending its seven-year pol-
icy of capping long-term interest rates.

The FSA remains sanguine about the 
overall risks in the Japanese banking 
system but is wary of the lack of experi-
ence bankers have in managing a tight-
ening cycle.

There is also the new unknown of the 
growth of online banking, which has 
made it easier for depositors to transfer 
their money instantly, as was the case in 
the US bank failures.

But FSA officials have stressed that 

the risk of a deposit run at Japanese 
financial institutions remains low, and 
analysts say the boost to net interest 
income from rate rises will outweigh the 
short-term paper losses suffered by 
banks.

Another risk to banks is that interest 
rate rises might spark more bankrupt-
cies among small and medium-sized 
companies — particularly among so-
called zombie companies that are more 
than 10 years old and have remained in 
business, aided by ultra-low rates, 
despite persistent losses. According to 
data provider Teikoku Databank there 
were 188,000 such zombies as of March 
2022.

Sameshima said banks were likely to 
take a cautious stance in cutting off 
lending following lessons drawn from 
the global financial crisis in 2008, when 
they allowed many small groups to go 
bankrupt too quickly and blew holes in 
their own balance sheets.

“The number of bankruptcies will 
rise, but the nature of the bankruptcies 
will be different from the ones we saw 
after the Lehman crisis,” Sameshima 
said. “The banks will try to think of a 
business strategy and firmly support the 
ones that look capable of surviving.”

Banks. Financial stability

Japanese regulators warn regional lenders of SVB-style rate risks 
BoJ on alert as it comes under 

rising pressure to dial back 

monetary easing measures

IAN SMITH  — LONDON

Insurer Aspen is targeting New York 
instead of London for its planned $4bn 
initial public offering next year, partly 
because of management concerns 
about valuations and more stringent 
listing requirements in the UK, accord-
ing to people familiar with the decision.

A listing by Aspen in New York, rather 
than on the London Stock Exchange 
alongside competitors such as Beazley, 
would be a fresh blow to the UK market. 
Several companies have chosen to 
switch their listing to the US or float 
there over the past years.

Aspen is owned by private equity 
group Apollo and sells insurance and 
reinsurance through the Lloyd’s of Lon-
don market as well as in Bermuda and 
the US. It was founded in 2002 and is 
domiciled in Bermuda, but has more 
than half of its 1,100 employees in Lon-
don. It was listed in New York until it 
was bought by Apollo five years ago. 

It is now being advised by Goldman 
Sachs, Citi and Jefferies on an IPO 
planned for the first half of next year, 

targeting an enterprise value at listing of 
up to $4bn, according to people familiar 
with its view.

The company conducted work to 
compare listing venues. The factors 
pushing management against London, 
according to people familiar with their 
deliberations, included a diminishing 
valuation premium over similar New 
York-listed insurers in recent years — 
and other technical requirements in 
London, such as that the company 
would have needed to have one year’s 
worth of figures reaudited because of a 
change in auditor. And it would proba-
bly have had to do some translating of its 
figures from their US accounting basis.

“As the relative valuations narrowed, 
the technical issues became more 
impactful,” said one of the people, add-
ing that greater liquidity in the US was 
also “an important factor”.

However, people familiar with 
Apollo’s position said the owner’s base 
case was always to relist in New York, 
given its historic ties, its US accounting 
basis and the fact that the US is its big-
gest market. They highlighted Watches 
of Switzerland, the retailer that was 
more than 90 per cent owned by Apollo 
before a successful London IPO in 2019.

Aspen, Apollo, Goldman, Citi and Jef-
feries declined to comment. Industry 
title Insurance Insider previously 
reported Aspen was planning a US IPO. 

The number of big specialist insurers 
listed in London has dwindled with the 
acquisitions of groups such as Catlin, 
Amlin and Novae over the past decade. 
In recent months, Bermuda-based 
insurers Hamilton and Fidelis have 
opted for New York IPOs.

The head of the London Stock 
Exchange Group said last month that it 
was a “myth” that valuations were 
higher in the US, and maintained that 
there were no problems with liquidity in 
the London market.

Insurance

Aspen picks 
New York 
over London 
for $4bn IPO

‘Technical issues became 
more impactful’ and 
greater liquidity in the US 
was ‘an important factor’

investments in the luxury hospitality 
sector by the PIF, as part of a push by the 
fund to diversify Saudi Arabia’s econ-
omy away from fossil fuels. Last year, it 
bought minority stakes in luxury hotel 
groups Aman Resorts and Habitas. 

Turqi Alnowaiser, deputy governor at 
PIF, said the investment reflects the 
fund’s belief in the “current potential of 
the hospitality and tourism industry”. 
PIF will be given two board seats and the 
Forte family will have three. 

“Having a partner like PIF gives you 
much more solidity to the outside 
eye . . . banks love you much more,” 
said Forte. 

But he added that the business, which 
he built after losing the Forte Group 
owned by his father, Charles, in a hostile 

takeover, was still at heart a family-run 
company.

The investment comes after a sum-
mer travel boom in Europe, despite ris-
ing hotel and flight prices. The luxury 
sector did particularly well. Average 
daily room rates in the European luxury 
hotel sector are 48 per cent ahead of 
2019 levels, according to industry data 
tracker CoStar, compared with a 24 per 
cent increase for the wider sector. 

In the year to the end of April, Rocco 
Forte Hotels recorded group revenues of 
£293.5mn, up from £166.5mn a year 
earlier when coronavirus restrictions 
affected trading. 

Earnings before interest, tax, depreci-
ation and amortisation were £64.2mn, 
up from £18.1mn a year earlier. 

OLIVER BARNES — LONDON

Saudi Arabia’s $700bn Public Invest-
ment Fund is buying a 49 per cent stake 
in Sir Rocco Forte’s luxury hotel group 
and planning to double the chain’s size 
over the next five years with new hotels 
in the Middle East, Italy and the US.

The deal, announced today, values 
Forte’s group of 14 hotels across Europe 
at £1.2bn and implies an enterprise 
value, including debt, of £1.4bn, accord-
ing to people familiar with the details. 
As part of the deal, Italian sovereign 

wealth fund CDP Equity, which owned a 
23 per cent stake, will exit the business, 
along with four of Forte’s five sisters. 

Forte, alongside his sister Olga Polizzi, 
will retain a controlling 51 per cent 
stake. The PIF will also invest tens of 
millions of pounds in the group to dou-
ble the size of its hotel portfolio over the 
next five years.

 In an interview with the Financial 
Times, Forte, who chairs the group, said 
he was “very bullish” about demand 
from US travellers, which account for 
more than a third of turnover, and that 
he expected “a lot more business” from 
visitors based in the Middle East thanks 
to the partnership with Saudi Arabia. 

It is not the first time that Forte has 
promised expansion but he said the 

backing of Saudi Arabia would give the 
business more financial firepower this 
time. “We’re in a good position in the 
right industry at the right time,” said 
Forte, arguing that the luxury hotel sec-
tor was “quite protected [from an eco-
nomic slowdown] compared to the rest 
of the economy”.

Rocco Forte Hotels plans to open 
three new hotels in 2024 and 2025, 
including one in Dubai, which will mark 
the group’s return to the Middle East 
after its management contract with a 
hotel in the Saudi Arabian city of Jeddah 
ended in 2019. Forte said he was plan-
ning a trip to Saudi Arabia to look at 
locations early next year. The group 
already has eight hotels in Italy.

The deal is the latest in a long line of 

Travel & leisure

Saudi wealth fund buys Forte hotels stake
PIF takes 49% holding, 
with investment plan to 
double chain’s portfolio
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Bank of Japan: expected to end its 
negative rate policy by next spring

Did US hiring accelerate in November?
Both bonds and stocks notched big gains 
last month as investors grew increas-
ingly confident that the Federal Reserve 
will cut interest rates next year.

Friday’s jobs report will offer the lat-
est indication of the strength of the US 
economy, and a further clue about the 
Fed’s next moves ahead of its final meet-
ing of the year later this month. 

Economists polled by Bloomberg 
forecast that 200,000 jobs were added 
in November, a re-acceleration from the 
below-forecast figure of 150,000 in 
October, which helped spark the market 
rally of recent weeks. 

The unemployment rate is expected 
to be unchanged at 3.9 per cent. 

The labour market has remained 
strong in recent months, despite inter-
est rates that stand at the highest level in 
decades. But although US employers 
have continued to add jobs, the unem-
ployment rate has ticked up from a low 
of 3.4 per cent in April. 

This week, hawkish Fed governor 
Christopher Waller said that he believed 
that interest rates at current levels could 
effectively slow the economy and bring 
inflation to target. 

Minutes from the Fed’s November 
meeting also showed officials felt little 
urgency about raising interest rates 
again. In the futures market, traders are 
not betting on any more rises from the 
Fed, but instead are banking on interest 
rate cuts as soon as May.

While a pick-up in hiring is unlikely to 
push the Fed to tighten policy when it 
next meets in December, a strong figure 
could give investors betting on a series 
of rate cuts next year pause for thought. 
Kate Duguid

Will consumer spending rebound 
in the eurozone?
Retail sales in the eurozone have fallen 
for three months in a row, but that trend 
could be broken when October’s data is 
published on Wednesday.

Consumer confidence in the 20-
country single currency bloc has stead-
ily improved this year as inflation has 
eased, even though it remains below the 
historic average, reflecting the impact of 
high interest rates, falling house prices 
and continued economic stagnation. 

National data published in the past 
week gave a mixed picture for consumer 
spending in Europe. There was much 

faster growth in German retail sales of 
1.1 per cent in October from the previ-
ous month, but that contrasted with big-
ger than forecast monthly falls of 0.9 per 
cent in France and 0.2 per cent in Spain.

Economists have predicted that a 
mild rebound in the eurozone economy 
next year will be partly driven by 
growth in consumer spending as contin-
ued growth in wages overtake slowing 
inflation, boosting the spending power 
of households. 

But there are also signs of rising
job losses in the bloc, lifting unemploy-
ment in Germany and Italy in October, 
which is likely to make households even 
more cautious in their pre-Christmas 
spending. 

“This dynamic, if sustained, could 
dent households’ confidence despite the 
likely increase in real disposable income 
that we expect as wage growth picks up 

and inflation falls,” said Mariano Cena, 
an economist at Barclays.Martin Arnold

Is Chinese trade recovering?
Investor attention in Asia will be 
focused on China’s trade figures on 
Thursday, which will reveal whether a 
tentative recovery in both domestic and 
external demand was derailed last 
month.

A median forecast from economists 
surveyed by Bloomberg points to a fall 
of 1.5 per cent for Chinese exports, while 
imports are tipped to rise 4 per cent — 
both heavily influenced by base effects 
from conditions a year ago. 

Those trade flows are expected
to shake out to a trade balance of 
$48.7bn. But a mixed batch of leading 
indicators suggests that readings in
the coming week could yet surprise 
markets.

New export orders reported by Chi-
nese manufacturers fell in November, 
while purchasing managers’ indices for 
many of China’s major trading partners 
including the US, EU and Japan revealed 
ongoing contraction.

“It’s true, there is downward pressure 
from foreign demand as most major 
economies are starting to slow,” said 
David Chao, strategist for Asia ex-Japan 
at Invesco, though he added “domestic 
demand in China has held pretty 
steady.” But analysts at Citigroup have 
forecast export growth of 1 per cent, 
largely on the back of base effects. 

They also point to growth in shipping 
costs in China and a rise for The Baltic 
Dry index, a proxy for global shipping 
activity that recently touched an 18-
month high, “suggesting improvement 
in global trade momentum”.
Hudson Lockett 

Market questions. Week ahead

Investors watch jobs data for clue on Fed’s next move

A jobs fair in
Los Angeles
last month. 
Forecasts put 
the number of 
roles created in 
November at 
200,000. The 
actual numbers 
are published
on Friday
Frederic J Brown/AFP

Consumer 
confidence 
in the 
eurozone 
has steadily 
improved 
this year as 
inflation 
has eased
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Reporting Council, the audit watchdog, 
said AI presented opportunities to “sup-
port improved audit quality and effi-
ciency” if used appropriately.

But he warned that firms would need 
the expertise to ensure systems worked 
to the right standards. “As AI usage 
grows, auditors must have the skills to 
critique AI systems, ensuring the use of 
outputs is accurate and that they are 
able to deploy tools in a standards-
compliant manner,” he said.

While traditional audit software must 
be told which data patterns indicate 
fraud or other problems, AI systems are 
trained to spot issues using machine 
learning and data from multiple past 
known cases of misconduct. Over time 
they should become better at doing so as 
they accumulate experience.

The technology could be particularly 
helpful if it reduces auditor workloads. 
Firms across the world are struggling to 
train and recruit staff. It could also help 
raise standards: in recent years auditors 
have missed big financial problems that 
have caused the collapse of businesses 
including outsourcer Carillion, retailer 
BHS and café chain Patisserie Valerie.

EY’s experiment, according to

Barrow, used a machine-learning tool 
that had been trained on “lots and lots of 
fraud schemes”, drawn from both pub-
licly available information and past 
cases where the firm had been involved. 
While existing, widely used software 
looks for suspicious transactions, EY 
said its AI-assisted system was more 
sophisticated. It has been trained to 
look for the transactions typically used 
to cover up frauds, as well as the suspi-
cious transactions themselves.

“All it’s doing is saying: ‘This is some-
thing you should explore further’,” Bar-
row said of the AI system, which she 
described as a “co-pilot” for auditors. “It 
focuses our efforts to understand more.”

Yet other firms doubt that AI systems 
are clever enough to detect sophisti-
cated frauds. KPMG UK, another Big 
Four auditor, echoed the concerns of 
Stephens at Deloitte. “Fraud by its 
nature is unpredictable and therefore 
using known fraud cases to train 
machine learning models is challeng-
ing,” KPMG said.

Deloitte currently restricts use of AI to 
less complex tasks, providing clear 
instructions on what kinds of anomalies 
to look for in company accounts. One 

issue, Stephens said, was that a com-
pany might regard its detailed financial 
data as proprietary information. That 
would make it difficult to use that pri-
vate information to train a system that 
subsequently audited another com-
pany. “Anyone developing AI has to be 
cognisant of that,” he said.

Barrow acknowledged there were 
challenges. She said it was vital for audi-
tors to understand how the AI system’s 
coding worked, the real meaning of the 
results it produced and the nature of the 
data that had been used to train it.

“We need to supplement it 
with . . . applying that auditor lens of 
scepticism, so that we can be clear it’s fit 
for purpose,” she said.

She also recognised the issue around 
using proprietary corporate informa-
tion to train AI systems. But she said 
there was enough publicly available 
information to supplement EY’s own 
casework and provide meaningful train-
ing for the firm’s own AI systems. 

“Technology is already applied in 
quite a big way to help us with risk 
assessment, with risk identification,” 
Barrow said. “AI will be increasingly 
another tool at our disposal to do that.”

Support services. New technology

EY claims success using AI to find audit frauds

ROBERT WRIGHT 

When Big Four accounting firm EY tried 
out an artificial intelligence system 
trained at recognising fraud on the 
accounts of some of its UK audit clients 
this year, the results were striking.

According to Kath Barrow, EY’s UK 
and Ireland assurance managing part-
ner, the new system detected suspicious 
activity at two of the first 10 companies 
checked. The clients subsequently con-
firmed that both cases had been frauds.

This early success illustrates why 
some in the industry believe AI has 
great potential to improve audit quality 
and reduce workloads. The ability of AI-
powered systems to ingest and analyse 
vast quantities of data could, they hope, 
provide a powerful new tool for alerting 
auditors to signs of wrongdoing.

Yet auditors disagree sharply about 
how far they can rely on a technology 
that has not yet been widely tested and 
is often poorly understood. 

Some audit firms are sceptical that AI 
systems can be fed enough high-quality 
information to detect the multiple dif-
ferent potential forms of fraud reliably. 
There are also some concerns about 
data privacy, if auditors are using confi-
dential client information to develop AI.

The questions mean there are clear 
differences in approach between the 
UK’s big audit firms. While EY declined 
to reveal the details of its software or the 
nature of the frauds it had discovered, 
Barrow said the results suggested the 
technology had “legs” for auditing.

“That feels like something we should 
be developing or exploring,” she said.

But Simon Stephens, AI lead for audit 
and assurance at the UK business of 
Deloitte, another of the Big Four audit 
firms, pointed out that frauds were rela-
tively rare and tended to differ from 
each other. That would mean there were 
not necessarily tell-tale patterns for AI 
systems to pick up.

“Frauds are . . . unique and each is 
perpetrated in a slightly different way,” 
Stephens said. “By nature they are 
designed to circumvent safeguards 
through novel uses of technology or 
exploiting new weaknesses, and AI 
doesn’t play well there right now.”

Regulators are likely to have the final 
say over how the technology can be 
deployed. Jason Bradley, head of assur-
ance technology for the UK’s Financial 

Big Four firm says suspicious 

activity quickly spotted but 

competitors remain sceptical

Detecting fraud: 
EY said its AI 
system found 
suspicious 
activity at two 
of the first 10 
companies 
checked, adding 
that the results 
suggested the 
technology had 
‘legs’ for 
auditing
FT montage; Getty Images

‘We need to 
supplement 
it with . . . 
applying 
that auditor 
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can be clear 
it’s fit for 
purpose’

business risk of having such a large 
amount of money concentrated in the 
hands of one investor. When a fund 
manager loses a large client it can 
prompt others to pull their money 
because they may be concerned about 
the risk of being too big a share of the 
firm’s asset base. 

Somerset was founded in 2007 by 
Rees-Mogg, Robertson and Dominic 
Johnson. Johnson stepped down as Som-
erset chief executive last year, and is 
currently minister for investment in 
Rishi Sunak’s government. Of the three 
co-founders, only Robertson remains at 
the firm. Somerset and SJP declined to 
comment.

UK COMPANIES

HARRIET AGNEW 

Somerset Capital Management, the 
boutique fund manager co-founded by 
Conservative MP Sir Jacob Rees-Mogg, 
has lost more than two-thirds of its 
assets after the firm’s largest client sev-
ered ties, according to people familiar 
with the situation.

The decision by wealth manager St 
James’s Place to end its relationship with 
Somerset was a blow to the London-

based firm, and called into question its 
future, some of these people said. 

Somerset, which specialises in emerg-
ing markets, managed assets worth 
$3.5bn at the end of October. But this fig-
ure has fallen to about $1bn after SJP, the 
UK’s largest wealth manager, transi-
tioned about £2bn in assets away from 
Somerset, effective from November 20. 
At its peak in 2018, Somerset had $10bn 
in assets under management.

Somerset was running an almost 
£600mn global emerging markets fund 
and a roughly £1.4bn emerging markets 
equity fund on behalf of SJP. 

SJP Global Emerging Markets is man-
aged by Somerset co-founder Ed

Robertson. In the 12 months to Novem-
ber 30, the fund has lost 7.1 per cent. It is 
down 24.8 per cent over three years, and 
down 21.6 per cent over five years. 

The fund’s performance places it in 
the fourth quartile among peers for all 
three periods. The fund had been over-
weight on China and this had hurt per-
formance as markets moved against it, 
said people briefed on the matter.

The SJP Emerging Markets Equity 
fund is managed by a team of Somerset 
managers. 

In the 12 months to November 30, the 
fund has gained 2.4 per cent. It is up
1.2 per cent over three years and 48.2 
per cent over five years. It is in the top 

quartile of performers for all of three 
periods, but a person familiar with SJP’s 
thinking said the decision to end Somer-
set’s management of the fund reflected a 
desire to offer lower-cost strategies to 
the wealth manager’s customers.

Since SJP told Somerset it was ending 
its relationship, the firm has been 
speaking to its other large investors, 
according to people briefed on the com-
munications.

After SJP, Somerset’s biggest clients 
include the State Board of Administra-
tion of Florida and the Civil Service 
Superannuation Board of Manitoba in 
Canada, these people said.

Somerset’s fortunes illustrate the 

Financials

Somerset Capital hit by loss of largest client 
Fund manager’s assets fall 
more than two-thirds after 
St James’s Place severs ties 

SIMON FOY 

EY is cutting a further 150 jobs in the 
UK, widening the scope of its redun-
dancy programme as the Big Four firms 
grapple with waning demand for some 
of their services. 

EY has launched 10 redundancy consul-
tations in recent months amid a market 
slowdown, doubling the total number of 
redundancies this year to 300, people 
familiar with the matter told the Finan-
cial Times. 

The cuts will affect staff in EY’s legal 
arm, as well as employees at EY-Parthe-
non, its strategy and transactions advi-
sory business. 

The firm is also in the process of shut-
ting EY Riverview Law, the Manchester-
based legal services business it bought 
in 2018, which will result in the majority 
of its employees being laid off, the peo-
ple said. 

The moves come as the Big Four — 
Deloitte, EY, KPMG and PwC — contend 
with higher costs and waning demand 
amid a difficult economic environment.

The FT reported in August that EY 
was cutting about 150 jobs at its finan-
cial services consulting practice, with 
staff across the firm told to expect less 
generous pay rises. 

The redundancy programme has now 
been expanded to include several of the 
firm’s business lines, with the outlook 
for areas such as transactions and 
deal advisory set to remain difficult 
into 2024. 

EY’s UK partners were told in April to 
prepare for cost-cutting measures fol-
lowing the collapse of Project Everest, a 
plan to split the firm’s audit and consult-
ing divisions globally. 

As part of the new redundancy con-
sultations, at least 40 jobs are set to be 
lost at EY-Parthenon, with about 55 cut 
at EY Riverview Law, according to peo-
ple familiar with the matter. 

The firm’s UK redundancies are less 
severe compared with those at its US 
business, which announced earlier this 
year that it would axe 3,000 roles, or 
5 per cent of its overall workforce. The 
group employs about 21,000 people in 
the UK. 

EY’s UK partners took home an aver-
age of £761,000 for the firm’s most 
recent financial year, a 5 per cent drop 
on the previous 12 months. 

The firm said: “We continually assess 
the resourcing needs of our business 
and, in some parts of the organisation, 
we are consulting on proposals to align 
current resourcing requirements with 
market demand. We will always seek to 
redeploy our people to other parts of the 
business where possible.”

EY acquired Riverview Law as part of 
efforts to expand the firm’s legal man-
aged services practice. 

At the time, Cornelius Grossmann, 
then the firm’s global law leader, said: 
“We recognise the expertise that River-
view Law has in this growing market 
area, which when married with the glo-
bal EY footprint and legal understand-
ing will help drive significant opportuni-
ties for EY clients.”

Support services

Another 150 
UK jobs to go 
at Big Four 
firm EY as 
demand slows

The firm said earlier this 
year it would axe 3,000 
roles, 5% of the workforce, 
at its US business

GILL PLIMMER, ROBERT SMITH 
AND JIM PICKARD

Thames Water is facing the prospect of a 
fresh parliamentary inquiry after being 
accused of misleading MPs over the 
state of its finances.

Sir Robert Goodwill, chair of the 
cross-party environment, food and 
rural affairs committee, said the panel 
was considering a fresh investigation 
after the Financial Times revealed that 
Thames Water had presented a loan 
from its shareholders to its parent com-
pany as fresh equity.

Alastair Cochran, finance director of 
Thames Water, told MPs in July that its 
“incredibly supportive shareholders” 
had provided “£500mn equity, which it 
had fully drawn”. Instead it came from a 
£515mn convertible loan, charging 8 per 
cent interest payable in March each 
year, according to the accounts of 
Thames Water’s parent entity, Kemble 
Water Holdings.

Goodwill said the disclosure “leads us 
to question the accuracy of evidence 
provided to our committee by Thames 

Water in July”. It also “raised further 
concerns about the stability of the com-
pany’s finances and the actual ability of 
the company to invest the sums of 
money required to implement its turna-
round plan”, he said. 

“Our committee will consider 
whether we need to call Thames Water 
back before us to explain how the evi-
dence we heard stacks up against the 
recently reported revelations.”

Thames Water said it had not misled 
the committee. In a statement to the 
committee seen by the FT it said that it 
was “entirely correct and accurate” to 
describe the £500mn as new equity.

Thames said that external sharehold-
ers loaned £500mn to Kemble Water 
Holdings in March 2023. Kemble Water 
Finance then purchased £500mn of 
shares in Thames Water Limited and 
Thames Water Limited purchased 
£500mn of shares in Thames Water 
Utilities Holdings. Thames Water Utili-
ties Holdings then passed the £500mn 
to Thames Water Utilities Limited — the 
regulated company — as repayment of 
an existing intercompany loan. “TWUL 

has no obligation in respect of this loan 
therefore it does not increase the debt 
burden of TWUL . . . These funds were 
provided by our external shareholders 
not third parties,” it said.

The prospect of a fresh investigation 
will add to pressure on Thames Water, 
which provides water and sewerage 
services to around 15mn households in 

London and surrounding areas. The 
company has faced rising financing 
costs on its £14.7bn of debt, as well as 
soaring prices for energy and labour. 

Financial pressure on the group is 
mounting, according to company data. 
In accounts signed off on in July and 
published by Companies House last 
month, auditors PwC warned that Kem-

ble Water Holdings was yet to confirm 
refinancing arrangements for a £190mn 
loan from external lenders due in April 
at one of the group’s many subsidiary 
companies — Kemble Water Finance. 

PwC also warned there was “material 
uncertainty” about whether the group 
could continue as a going concern. 

The government is on standby for a 
temporary renationalisation of Thames 
Water. The utility provider and its regu-
lators have been under scrutiny since 
June when chief executive Sarah Bent-
ley quit abruptly following a boardroom 
bust-up just two years into an eight-year 
turnaround plan. Cathryn Ross, a 
former head of water regulator Ofwat, is 
acting as interim head until a new chief 
executive is appointed.

The company has asked Ofwat to 
approve a 40 per cent increase in cus-
tomer bills by 2030 in addition to its 
annual inflation-based increases, which 
would take average household charges 
to at least £614 a year. 

Separately from the £500mn financ-
ing, shareholders have agreed to invest 
£750mn in equity by the end of next 

year. Thames Water said in October that 
this was subject to a range of conditions 
including restrictions to regulatory 
fines for poor performance such as sew-
age pollution, an increase in permitted 
returns and higher bills.

The company admitted this week that 
it was running behind on promised 
improvements to the pipe and sewage 
treatment network. The need for main-
tenance of its ageing infrastructure was 
diverting investment from bigger 
projects, it has said.

On Friday, The Liberal Democrats 
called for a public inquiry into both 
Thames Water and Ofwat, saying it was 
not up to the job. Tim Farron, Lib Dem 
environment spokesperson, said 
Thames Water’s financing arrange-
ments were “scandalous”.

He added: “Conservative ministers 
must haul Thames Water in for emer-
gency talks to demand answers, as well 
as launch an independent inquiry. If a 
single penny of this is passed on to bill 
payers then it will be nothing less than a 
national scandal.”

Ofwat declined to comment. 

Utilities

Thames Water faces prospect of further parliamentary scrutiny amid concerns over finances 

Equity row: MPs question Thames Water’s evidence — Mike Kemp/In Pictures/Getty Images
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ss bbeeggiinnnniinnggss ggoo,, iitt wwaass nnoott
pprroommiissiinngg.. TThhee iinntteerrnn wwaass
llaattaaaa ee ffooffff rr hhiiss ffiiffff rrsstt mmeeeettiinngg
wwiitthhtttt hhiiss mmeennttoorr aattaaaa tthhtttt ee
CChhiiccaaggaa oo llaawwaaaa ffiiffff rrmm.. AAnndd yyeett

tthhtttt iinnggss wwoorrkkeekkkk dd oouutt OOKK.. MMoorree tthhtt aann tthhtttt rreeee
ddeeccaaddeess llaattaaaa eerr,,rrrr tthhtt ee mmeenntteeee,, BBaarraacckk
OObbaammaa,, aanndd hhiiss mmeennttoorr aanndd llaattaaaa eerr,,rrrr wwiiffeeffff ,,
MMiicchheellllee,, aarree ssttiillll ttooggeetthhtttt eerr aaffttffff eerr eeiigghhtt
yyeeaarrss iinn tthhtttt ee WWhhiittee HHoouussee..

TThhaattaaaa tthhtttt ee OObbaammaass’’ rreellaattaaaa iitttt oonnsshhiipp ssttaarrttrrrr eedd
iinn tthhtttt ee wwoorrkkrrrr ppkkkk llaaccee iiss hhaarrddllyyllll uunniiqquuee.. AA
ssuurrvvrrrr eeyy tthhtttt iiss yyeeyyyy aarr bbyy tthhtttt ee SSoocciieettyytttt ffooffff rr
HHuummaann RReeRRRR ssoouurrccee MMaannaaggaaaa eemmeenntt ffooffff uunndd
tthhtttt aattaaaa 2277 ppeerr cceenntt ooff UUSS wwoorrkkrrrr eekkkk rrss hhaavvaaaa ee hhaadd
aann ooffffffff iiffff ccee rroommaannccee.. YYooYYYY uunnggnn eerr wwoorrkkrrrr eekkkk rrss ccaann
bbee cchhaarraacctteerriisseedd aass ppuurriittaanniiccaallaaaa ,, bbuutt
ssttuutttt ddiieess ssuugguu gggggg eesstt tthhtttt eeyy mmaayyaaaa bbee mmoorree ooppeenn
ttoo tthhtttt ee iiddeeaa ooff wwoorrkkrrrr ppkkkk llaaccee rroommaannccee tthhtttt aann
oollddeerr ppeeeerrss bbeeccaauuaaaa ssee tthhtttt ee ddiivviiii iiddee bbeettwwtttt eeeenn
pprriivviiii aattaaaa ee aanndd wwoorrkkrrrr lliiffeeffff iiss mmoorree ppoorroouuss..

TThhee CChhrriissttmmaass ppaarrttrrrr yytttt iiss tthhtttt ee bbaacckkddrroopp
ttoo mmaannyy bbuuddddiinngg rroommaanncceess.. II kknnooww
ttwwtttt oo ppeeooppllee wwhhoo mmeett tthhtttt eeiirr ffuuffff ttuurree
ssppoouusseess tthhtttt iiss wwaayyaaaa ..yyyy IInn tthhtttt ee SSHHRRMMRRRR ssuurrvvrrrr eeyy,,yyyy
mmoorree tthhtt aann aa qquuaarrttrrrr eerr ooff tthhtttt oossee wwhhoo hhaadd
aann ooffffffff iiffff ccee rreellaattaaaa iioonnsshhiipp ggoott ttooggeetthhtttt eerr aattaaaa
wwoorrkk ssoocciiaallaaaa ss.. OOvveerr tthhtttt ee nneexxtt ffeeffff ww wweeeekkss,,
ooffffffff iiffff ccee wwoorrkkeekkkk rrss wwiillll hhaavvaaaa ee tthhtttt ee cchhaannccee ttoo
rreeqquuiittee tthhtttt ee uunnrreeqquuiitteedd,, aass wwiitthhtttt DDaawwaaaa nn
aanndd TTiimm iinn tthhtttt ee TTVV ccrriinngge-ce-coommeeddyy TThhTTTT ee
OOffOO ffffff iiffff ccee,, wwhhoo ffiiffff nnaallaa llyy kkiisssseedd aaffttffff eerr yyeeaarrss ooff

sshhaarreedd ggllaanncceess aanndd iinn--jj-- ookkeekk ss.. WWeeWWWW llll,,
tthhtt aattaaaa ’’ss tthhtttt ee rroommaannttiicc iiddeeaallaaaa .. TThhee
CChhrriissttmmaass ppaarrttrrrr yytttt pprroovviiddeess aann aarreennaa ffooffff rr
ssoommee pprreetttttttt yytttt sshhoocckkiinngg aallaaaa ccoohhooll--ffuuffff eelllleedd
bbeehhaavvaaaa iioouurr ttoooo.. OOnnee ffaaffff sstt--ffooffff oodd rreessttaauurraanntt
wwoorrkkeekkkk rr iiss ssuuiinngg hheerr eemmppllooyyeerr aaffttffff eerr
aallaaaa lleeggiinngg tthhtttt aattaaaa ddrruunnkkeekkkk nn ppaarrttrrrr yytttt ggyyyy ooeerrss
vvoommiitteedd oonn tthhtttt ee ppoottlltttt uucckk bbuuffffffff eeffff tt aanndd
eennggaaggaaaa eedd iinn sseexxuuaallaaaa aaccttss..

IInn tthhtttt ee wwaakkaaaa eekkkk ooff ##MMeeTTooTTTT oo,, eemmppllooyyeerrss
hhaavvaaaa ee bbeeccoommee vviiggiillaanntt ttoo ppeerrssoonnaallaaaa aanndd
wwoorrkk mmaattaaaa tttttt eerrss ccoolllliiddiinngg oovveerr aa ffrrffff eeee bbaarr,,rrrr
ssaayyaaaa ss SSiiâânn KKeeaallaaaa ll,,eemmppllooyymmeenntt ppaarrttrrrr nneerr aattaaaa
TTrraavvaaaa eerrss SSmmiitthhtttt .. CChhrriissttmmaass iiss aa bbuussyy
ttiimmee ffooffff rr eemmppllooyymmeenntt llaawwaaaa yywwww eerrss,, hheellppiinngg
ccoommppaanniieess mmiittiiggaattaaaa ee tthhtttt ee rriisskkss..
““OOrrggrr aanniissaattaaaa iioonnss [[ttrryyrrrr ]] ttoo eennssuurree tthhtttt aattaaaa
eemmppllooyyeeeess uunnddeerrssttaanndd iinn aaddvvaannccee tthhtttt aattaaaa
ccoommppaannyy CChhrriissttmmaass ppaarrttrrrr iieess aarree wwoorrkk
eevveennttss,,”” KKeeKKKK aallaaaa ll ssaayyaaaa ss.. SSoommee cclliieennttss,, sshhee
aaddddss,, cchhoooossee aa sso-co-caallaaaa lleedd ““ddeessiiggnnaattaaaa eedd
ddrriivveerr”” wwhhoo ssttaayyaaaa ss ssoobbeerr aanndd vviiggiillaanntt..

AA nneeww wwoorrkkrrrr iikkkk nnggnn ppaappaaaa eerr pprreesseenntteedd ttoo tthhtttt ee
UUSS’’ss’’ NNaattaaaa iitttt oonnaallaaaa BBuurreeaauuaaaa ooff EEccoonnoommiicc

RReeRRRR sseeaarrcchh ffooffff uunndd wwoorrkkrrrr ppkkkk llaaccee rreellaattaaaa iitttt oonnsshhiippss
llaasstt lloonnggnn eerr tthhtttt aann tthhtttt oossee bbeettwwtttt eeeenn ppeeooppllee
wwhhwwww oo ddoo nnoott wwoorrkkrrrr ttooggeetthhtttt eerr..rrrr TThhaattaaaa ccoouulldd bbee
dduuee ttoo tthhtttt ee ccoouuppllee sshhaarriinnggnn iinntteerreessttss aanndd
bbeeiinnggnn ssyymmppaattaaaa hhtttt eettiitttt cc ttoo eeaacchh ootthhtttt eerr’’ss’’
ssttrrtttt eesssseess —— tthhtttt eeyy ddoonn’’nnnn tt hhaavvaaaa eevv ttoo mmaappaaaa oouutt aa
bbyyzzaannttiitttt nnee oorrggrr aanniissaattaaaa iitttt oonnaallaaaa cchhaarrttrrrr ttoo ggeett
tthhtttt eeiirr ppaarrttrrrr nntttt eerr ttoo uunnddeerrssttaanndd wwhhwwww oo tthhtttt eeiirr
bboossss’’ss’’ bboossss iiss.. AAlltteerrnnaattaaaa iitttt vviiii eellyyllll ,,yyyy ssuucchh
lloonnggnn eevviittyytttt mmiiggii hhgggg tt bbee bbeeccaauuaaaa ssee eexxttxxxx rrtttt iiccaattaaaa iitttt nnggnn
yyooyyyy uurrsseellff ffrrffff oomm aa wwoorrkkrrrr rreellaattaaaa iitttt oonnsshhiipp ccoommeess
wwiitthhtttt aaddddeedd ccoommpplliiccaattaaaa iitttt oonnss..

TThhee rreeaallaaaa ffooffff ccuuss ooff tthhtttt ee NNBBEERR rreesseeaarrcchh
iiss oonn ccaallaaaa ccuullaattaaaa iinngg tthhtttt ee ffiiffff nnaanncciiaallaaaa aanndd
ccaarreeeerr ccoossttss ooff aann eemmppllooyyeeee’’ss
rreellaattaaaa iioonnsshhiipp wwiitthhtttt tthhtttt eeiirr bboossss.. IItt’’ss
ccoommmmoonn ttoo hheeaarr aabbaa oouutt lleeaaddeerrss ssuucchh aass
BBPP’’ss BBeerrnnaarrdd LLoooonneeyy oorr JJeeffffffff ZZuucckkeekkkk rr aattaaaa
CCNNNN,, wwhhoo wweerree oouusstteedd ffooffff rr ffaaffff iilliinngg ttoo
ddeeccllaarree aa rreellaattaaaa iioonnsshhiipp wwiitthhtt aa
ssuubboorrddiinnaattaaaa ee.. BBuutt lleessss ssoo,, tthhtttt ee
ccoonnsseeqquueenncceess ffooffff rr tthhtttt ee ootthhtttt eerr hhaallaa ff..ffff

FFiirrsstt,, tthhtttt ee ggoooodd nneewwss.. WWhheenn aann
eemmppllooyyeeyyyy ee ggeettss ttooggeetthhtttt eerr wwiitthhtttt tthhtttt eeiirr bboossss iitt
bboooossttss tthhtttt eeiirr ssaallaaaa aarryyrrrr ,,yyyy aaccccoorrddiinnggnn ttoo tthhtttt ee
rreeppoorrttrrrr .. IItt ffooffff uunndd aa ““99 ppeerr cceenntt iinnccoommee
bbuummpp”” ffooffff rr wwoommeenn.. TThhee rreesseeaarrcchheerrss tteellll
mmee tthhtttt iiss mmiiggii hhgg tt bbee eevveevv nn mmoorree ((1144 ppeerr
cceenntt)) ffooffff rr mmaallaaaa ee ssuubboorrddiinnaattaaaa eess ddaattaaaa iitttt nnggnn tthhtttt eeiirr
bboosssseess,, tthhtttt oouugguu hhgggg tthhtttt ee nnuummbbeerrss aarree ffaaffff rr
ssmmaallaaaa lleerr..rrrr ((TThheeyy hhaadd nnoo ddaattaaaa aa ffooffff rr ssaammee--sseexx
rreellaattaaaa iitttt oonnsshhiippss..)) EEmmiillyyllll NNiixx,, oonnee ooff tthhtttt ee

“ When an employee 
gets together with their 
boss it boosts their salary. 
But the cost of break-up 
can be harsh ”

Are workplace 
romances
a savvy 
investment?
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BBaacckk ffoorr ssececoonnddss??
BBuussiinneesssseess aasssseessss tthhee iimmppaactct
ooff aannootthheerr TTrruummpp aaddmmiinniissttrraattiioonn
Z RRAANNAA FFOORROOOOHHAARR,, OOPPIINNIIOONN

Emma Jacobs
Business Life

aauuaaaa tthhtttt oorrss,, hhaass tthhtttt rreeee eexxppllaannaattaaaa iitttt oonnss.. TThhee
mmoosstt oobbvviioouuss iiss oouuttrrtttt iiggii hhgggg tt nneeppoottiitttt ssmm,,
sshhee ssaayyaaaa ss..

TThhee ootthhtttt eerrss aarree mmoorree ssuubbttlltttt ee.. PPeerrhhrrrr aappaaaa ss
tthhtttt ee ssuubboorrddiinnaattaaaa ee wwaass ““ssuuppeerr--ttaallaaaa eenntteedd
aanndd wwaassnn’’nnnn tt rreeccooggnniisseedd bbeeffooffff rree”” oorr tthhtttt eeiirr
ppaarrttrrrr nntttt eerr’’ss’’ mmeennttoorrsshhiipp hheellppeedd ““ttoo
iimmpprroovvee tthhtttt eeiirr nneettwwtttt oorrkkrrrr ss””.. IIff ddaattaaaa iitttt nnggnn yyooyyyy uurr
bboossss iiss tthhtttt ee bbeesstt wwaayyaaaa ttoo ggeett yyooyyyy uurr ttaallaaaa eennttss
nnoottiitttt cceedd,, tthhtttt eenn tthhtttt eerree iiss ssoommeetthhtttt iinnggnn wwrroonnggnn
wwiitthhtttt tthhtttt ee oorrggrr aanniissaattaaaa iitttt oonn,, sshhee nnootteess..

TThhee ccoosstt ooff bbrreeaakkaaaa --kkkk uupp ccaann bbee hhaarrsshh..
TThhee ppaappaaaa eerr nnootteess tthhtttt aattaaaa wwoommeenn wwhhwwww oo bbrreeaakkaaaa
uupp wwiitthhtttt mmaannaaggaa eerrss sseeee ““ aa 44..22 ppeerrcceennttaaggaa ee
ppooiinntt iinnccrreeaassee iinn uunneemmppllooyymmeenntt””.. TThhee
rreeppeerrccuussssiioonnss ffooffff rr mmeenn wweerree hhaarrddeerr ttoo
ccaallaaaa ccuullaattaaaa ee,, aaggaaaa aaiinn dduuee ttoo lleessss ddaattaaaa aa..

LLoovvee iinn tthhtttt ee ooffffffff iiffff ccee aallaaaa ssoo aaffffffff eeffff ccttss ssttaaffffffff ..ffff IItt
ccaann bbee ddeemmoottiivvaattaaaa iinngg ttoo wwaattaaaa cchh tthhtttt ee bboossss’’ss
ccrruusshh ggeett ssppeecciiaallaaaa ttrreeaattaaaa mmeenntt.. ““TThheerree iiss aa
ssiiggnniiffiiffff ccaanntt ddeecclliinnee iinn rreetteennttiioonn ooff ootthhtttt eerr
wwoorrkkeekkkk rrss,, wwiitthhtttt ffiiffff rrmmss wwhheerree aa mmaannaaggaa eerr
ddaattaaaa eess aa ssuubboorrddiinnaattaaaa ee rreettaaiinniinngg ssiixx
ppeerrcceennttaaggaaaa ee ppooiinnttss ffeeffff wweerr wwoorrkkeekkkk rrss,,”” tthhtttt ee
ppaappeerr ccoonncclluuddeess..

AAss yyoouu ppuutt oonn yyoouurr sseeqquuiinnss ffooffff rr tthhtttt ee
ooffffffff iiffff ccee ppaarrttrrrr yytttt ,,yyyy rreemmeemmbbeerr tthhtttt iiss:: rroommaannccee
mmiigghhtt bblloossssoomm aanndd ssoo ttoooo yyoouurr ssaallaaaa aarryyrrrr
—— bbuutt wwhheenn tthhtttt ee ffllffff uusshh ooff lloovvee ddeecclliinneess,,
pprreeppaarree ffooffff rr aa ffiiffff nnaanncciiaallaaaa hhiitt..

eemmmmaa..jj.. aajjjj ccoobbssbbbb @@ff@@@@ ttffff ..ccoomm
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Workplaces have come a long way in
welcoming women staff since the 1950s.
Menopause remains one of the last
taboos. Campaigners such as British
broadcaster Davina McCall are trying to
lift the veil of silence.

Some employers are listening. More
than 2,700 UK companies have signed a
workplace menopause pledge, created
by charity Wellbeing of Women.

Growing awareness of menopause
issues is driven by demographics. The
average age for women in the US
experiencing menopause is around 51.
In 1990, there were some 467mn
women globally above the age of 50,
according to a 2016 study in the journal
Maturitas. That number is projected to
reach 1.2bn by 2030.

A 2022 British study by the Fawcett
Society found that one in 10 women
who worked during menopause had left
a job because of symptoms. These vary.
Some women experience few ill effects.
Others suffer brain fog, hot flushes and
depression. Productivity losses
associated with menopause-related
absences could cost about $1.8bn
annually in the US, according to a study
published this year by the Mayo Clinic.

A growing cohort of older working
women is therefore also an opportunity
for pharmaceutical companies.

Prescriptions for hormone-replacement
therapy are on the rise.

The market for menopause dietary
supplements and over-the-counter
remedies is forecast to hit $24.4bn in
revenue in 2030 from $15.4bn in 2021,
says Grand View Research.

Trade unions and campaigners want
workplaces to offer adaptations.
Workplace policies vary. Free
menopause management apps have
appeared. In a bolder move, Tesco last
year removed time off due to
menopause symptoms from sick leave
calculations.

Adjustments for menopause
symptoms can benefit the wider
workforce, says Rhianydd Williams, an
officer at TUC, a UK trades union body.
Better ventilation in workplaces or
breathable fabrics in uniforms are
examples.

Employers can win kudos with female
staff simply by recognising that the
menopause is a problem for some,
removing the stigma and dealing with it
sympathetically. If fewer experienced
staff quit, money is saved on recruiting
and training replacements.

There is always a danger of tokenism.
But the right support could ensure that
older women remain economically
productive for longer.

Menopause policies: 
yah boo to taboo 

Kenneth Andersson
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WORLD MARKETS AT A GLANCE FT.COM/MARKETSDATA

CChange during previous day’s trading (%)

S&P 500

0.41%

Nasdaq Composite

0.24%

Dow Jones Ind

0.51%

FTSE 100

1.01%

FTSE Eurofirst 300

1.01%

Nikkei

-0.17%

Hang Seng

-1.25%

FTSE All World $

0.41%

$ per €

-0.642%

$ per £

-0.237%

¥ per $

-0.118%

£ per €

-0.464%

Oil Brent $ Sep

0.16%

Gold $

-0.56%

Stock Market movements oover last 30 days, with the FTSE All-World in the same currency as a comparison

AMERICAS EUROPE ASIA
Nov 02 - -  Index  All World Nov 02 - Dec 01  Index  All World Nov 02 - Dec 01  Index  All World Nov 02 - Dec 01  Index  All World Nov 02 - Dec 01  Index  All World Nov 02 - Dec 01  Index  All World

S&P 500 New York

4,317.78

4,586.36

Day 0.41% Month 8.26% Year 12.54%

Nasdaq Composite New York

13,061.47

14,260.55

Day 0.24% Month 9.21% Year 24.23%

Dow Jones Industrial New York

33,274.58

36,133.26

Day 0.51% Month 8.60% Year 5.06%

S&P/TSX COMP Toronto

19,626.34

20,210.98

Day 0.63% Month 6.73% Year -0.79%

IPC Mexico City

49,061.88

53,763.50

Day -0.66% Month 7.91% Year 4.41%

Bovespa São Paulo

113,143.67

126,812.86

Day 0.51% Month 11.21% Year 15.35%

FTSE 100 London

7,446.53
7,529.35

Day 1.01% Month 2.58% Year -0.36%

FTSE Eurofirst 300 Europe

1,758.74

1,842.98

Day 1.01% Month 6.36% Year 5.02%

CAC 40 Paris

7,060.69

7,344.42

Day 0.48% Month 7.63% Year 9.02%

Xetra Dax Frankfurt

15,143.60

16,354.03

Day 1.12% Month 2.52% Year NaN%

Ibex 35 Madrid

9,260.40

10,140.80

Day 0.82% Month 12.50% Year 21.26%

FTSE MIB Milan

28,479.39

29,928.45

Day 0.64% Month 9.47% Year 21.61%

Nikkei 225 Tokyo

30,858.85

33,431.51

Day -0.17% Month 9.03% Year 19.66%

Hang Seng Hong Kong

17,230.59
16,830.30

Day -1.25% Month -3.16% Year -9.36%

Shanghai Composite Shanghai

3,009.41 3,031.64

Day 0.06% Month 0.33% Year -3.80%

Kospi Seoul

2,343.12

2,505.01

Day -1.19% Month 8.42% Year 1.31%

FTSE Straits Times Singapore

3,076.77 3,090.31

Day 0.56% Month 0.75% Year -6.18%

BSE Sensex Mumbai

63,874.93

67,481.19

Day 0.74% Month 5.19% Year 6.88%

STOCK MARKET: BIGGEST MOVERS UK MARKET WINNERS AND LOSERS

CURRENCIES  

FTSE ACTUARIES SHARE INDICES  UK SERIES
www.ft.com/equities FT 30 INDEX  

FT WILSHIRE 5000 INDEX SERIES  

FTSE SECTORS: LEADERS & LAGGARDS  

FTSE GLOBAL EQUITY INDEX SERIES  

FTSE 100 SUMMARY  

UK STOCK MARKET TRADING DATA  

UK RIGHTS OFFERS  UK COMPANY RESULTS  

Figures in £m. Earnings shown basic. Figures in light text are for corresponding period year earlier.
For more information on dividend payments visit www.ft.com/marketsdata

UK RECENT EQUITY ISSUES  

Placing price. *Intoduction. When issued. Annual report/prospectus available at www.ft.com/ir

For a full explanation of all the other symbols please refer to London Share Service notes.

MARKET DATA
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MARKET DATA

FT500: THE WORLD'S LARGEST COMPANIES

FT 500: TOP 20  FT 500: BOTTOM 20  BONDS: HIGH YIELD & EMERGING MARKET  BONDS: GLOBAL INVESTMENT GRADE  

INTEREST RATES: OFFICIAL  

INTEREST RATES: MARKET  

BOND INDICES  

COMMODITIES  
www.ft.com/commodities

Sources:  NYMEX,  ECX/ICE,  CBOT,  ICE Liffe,  ICE Futures,  CME,  LME/London Metal Exchange.* Latest prices, $

unless otherwise stated.

BONDS: INDEX-LINKED  

BONDS: TEN YEAR GOVT SPREADS  

VOLATILITY INDICES  

BONDS: BENCHMARK GOVERNMENT  

GILTS: UK CASH MARKET  

GILTS: UK FTSE ACTUARIES INDICES  
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WORK & CAREERS

How many bosses could bank on their 
employees threatening to quit en 
masse if they were abruptly ousted? 
Sam Altman received such a show of 
support from more than 700 staff after 
he was fired from Open AI that he was 
swiftly reinstated by the board.

But this level of loyalty is not typical 
— and may not always be a good thing. 

Loyalty is associated with being 
“moral and upstanding”, particularly 
when it comes to family, friends and 
romantic partners. In the workplace it 
is more complicated. It can be rational 
(I work here because I’m paid a decent 
wage and the commute is not awful); 
emotional (I believe my work is valued, 
my opinions are listened to and I want 
to contribute to the future of this 
company); or more likely a bit of both.

Management experts say loyal staff 
are inclined to invest more time and 
effort in their jobs, helping to create an 
engaged and higher performing 
workplace. In turn they receive 
promotions and pay rises. They have a 
sense of belonging and potentially a 
longer career at the same organisation.

But it is not all rosy. People who are 
too loyal are more likely to take actions 
that are deemed unethical to keep their 
jobs and protect their employer, 
according to a 2021 academic paper. 
Others might overlook wrongdoing and 

be less likely to expose corruption by 
whistleblowing. Loyalty is sometimes 
seen as such a force for good that it can 
be used to justify bad behaviour.

Often companies and senior bosses 
are the real winners of employee 
loyalty. Research led by Matthew 
Stanley at Duke University’s Fuqua 
School of Business published this year, 
found that managers were more likely 
to exploit loyal individuals. Stanley 
recruited almost 1,400 managers to 
read about a fictional 29-year-old 
employee called John, who worked for 
a company that was trying to keep 
costs down. They had to decide how 
willing they would be to ask John to 
work longer hours and take on more 
work without more pay. Researchers 
created various scenarios including 
branding John as loyal versus other 
traits such as honest and fair. Managers 
were more willing to ask loyal John to 
take on the burden of unpaid work.

“Employers take advantage of loyal 
and passionate workers because they 
believe that for [them], the work itself 
is its own reward,” says Neil Lewis, an 
associate professor of communication 
and social behaviour at Cornell and an 
author of the 2021 paper. “It’s a 
double-edged sword: loyalty has 
benefits for both employees and firms, 
but it can keep us from seeing and 

doing things that need to change  . . . It 
is useful to periodically step back and 
reflect on why we are loyal to 
particular people, things, or ideas.”

Companies try to boost loyalty 
among staff to help offset a shortage of 
skilled workers, reduce churn and cut 
recruitment costs. Consultancy 
Gallup’s latest state of the workplace 
report showed that half of the 122,416 
employees who took part in a global 
survey were looking out for new work. 
“You can’t guarantee anyone will stick 
around these days,” says a consultant 
who advises boards. 

This is particularly true of younger 
generations, many of whom think 
differently about tying themselves to 
one company for decades. A headhunter 
told me the corporate bosses she works 
with tend to believe new graduates are 
less “dutiful” than previous generations 
and not as willing to tolerate perceived 
abuse. They trust their bosses less and 
are not as patient when it comes to 
career progression, seeing little benefit 
in keeping their heads down and 
following orders if they do not see 
results quickly. 

Not every company can hand out 
financial rewards, such as equity, higher 
pay and bonuses, so they are turning to 
other tactics. But wellbeing offerings 
such as meditation apps do little to 

combat burnout. Discount shopping 
vouchers pale in comparison to a pay 
bump. There are more meaningful ways 
to inspire loyalty, such as recognising 
good work, empowering staff, 
eliminating toxicity and communicating 
better. Still, tracking loyalty is tricky 
beyond looking at crude metrics such as 
staff turnover. Some companies obsess 
over employee engagement — a broader 
measure that includes the emotional 
and psychological involvement a 
person has with their work.

“Emotional loyalty is longer term. 
The rational loyalty is fickle,” says 
Jeremie Brecheisen at Gallup, which 
helps companies track engagement.

Academics such as Lewis at Cornell 
note that it is also important for 
employers to ask themselves whether 
they have earned the loyalty of their 
staff. “Why should your employees be 
loyal to you? What are you doing on a 
regular basis to make sure they are 
having a meaningful and rewarding 
experience while working for you?”

He adds that staff often respond to 
more co-operative relationships. “If I 
see that you’re trying to help me, I will 
do my part to help you too. That effort 
on the employer side can cultivate a 
sense that ‘we’re all in this together’.”

anjli.raval@ft.com

’

Faithful workers 
are inclined to 
invest more time 
and effort in
their jobs. But it
is not all rosy

‘

A lcohol lubricated the
working culture when 
Allyson Clark started out in 
the technology sector 
15 years ago. The ethos, she 

said, was to “have a drink, stay out until 
2am with your co-workers”. It was also 
a de-stressor. “Type A people push 
themselves all the time so alcohol 
becomes a way to relax.”

When Clark became a mother, alcohol 
turned into a treat at the end of a tough 
day. “You’re so stressed with kids, you 
work hard.” Women, particularly moth-
ers, she said, are targeted by marketers, 
calling wine “mom juice” and encourag-
ing “gin o’clock”.

Heavy drinking among professional 
women is a hidden problem, according 
to some experts. Sally Benton, executive 
director of Forward Trust, a charity pro-
viding services to people with drink and 
drug problems, cited a confluence of 
factors, including additional caring 
responsibilities on top of work-related 
pressures, anxiety, menopause symp-
toms or postnatal depression, that can 
prompt women to self-medicate. 
“Women’s experience of alcoholism can 
be different to men’s,” she said.

While alcohol-linked death rates are 
higher among people on low incomes, 
because they are more likely to suffer 
from other health problems and less 
likely to get help, those on higher sala-
ries more commonly drink greater 
volumes, according to the NHS. Its 
research found that among women, 24 
per cent of higher earners drank at least 
14 units a week, compared with 8 per 
cent in the lowest income households.

Men are still more likely to die as 
a result of alcohol than women: in 2020, 
there were 17.5 alcohol-related deaths 
per 100,000 men, compared with 8.7 
among women. But as the pandemic 
exacerbated drinking problems, women 
began to catch up. Between 2019 and 
2020 alcohol-related death rates 
increased by 24 per cent among women 
and 17 per cent among men.

Similar trends have been observed in 
the US. A report found mortality rates 
were increasing more rapidly among 
women than men.

Sandra Parker, a former accountant 
working for companies such as BP and 
Morgan Stanley, runs Just the Tonic, a 
coaching programme to help people 
overcome alcohol problems. After 
drinking heavily in her thirties and for-
ties, she gave up in 2018 and now sees 
many high-functioning professional 
women using alcohol to cope with stress 
at work. “As you go further up the ranks, 
[there] tend to be fewer females. So that 
can put a bit more pressure on women.” 
Drinking, as she knows from her own 
experience, is a way to numb anxieties. 
In the past, if she was worried about her 
job or health, she would have a drink to 
“shut down anxious thoughts”.

Janet Hadley, a human resources con-
sultant who advises workplaces on alco-
hol policies, said: “The women who are 
now in their forties and fifties were the 

first generation to grow up with equal 
rights and equal pay. With that came 
equal ability to party and drink. How-
ever, women physiologically are not 
able to process alcohol as efficiently as 
men and this gets worse around meno-
pause age.” She added that many 
women had felt pressure to be part of 
the “inner circle” at work, including 
drinking with “senior men in order to be 
considered for promotion”.

As offices rev up for the Christmas fes-
tivities, alcohol problems will worsen. 
Parker said many of her clients reported 
back from their work party not remem-
bering part of the night, “horrified 
about whether they got too drunk. 
They’re really worried about going into 
work the next day, what people are say-
ing about them, whether [they’ve] done 
something wrong.” She added that 
“December for most people is more 
stressful . . . We call it party season but I 
see people more upset, more agitated, 
because they’re trying to keep on [top 
of] their job, do all the things they were 
normally doing. They’ve got all these 
extra things their kids want to go to, plus 
the catering to their family.”

Work and drinking culture

While younger people joining the work-
force are turning away from alcohol, 
many women who are in their forties 
and fifties entered the workplace when 
drinking was a more accepted way to 
prove themselves. Sarah Williamson, a 
45-year-old life coach, said she grew up 
“in a ladette culture. It felt really 
empowering to drink as much as men.” 
Another former recruiter said her entry 
to the City almost 30 years ago was 
formative. “I thought I’d joined a drink-
ing club. [We] were actively encouraged 
to drink at lunchtime. Every night we’d 
get wine, drink and smoke at our desk.”

For others, it was a release or reward 

Some high-achieving 
workers still drink to 
prove themselves but 
many see benefits to going 
sober, writes Emma Jacobs 

Stereotypes 
of problem 
drinkers 
prevent many 
professional 
women from 
recognising that 
their levels of 
consumption 
have become 
a risk to their 
wellbeing 

FT montage/Getty Images

after work. Parker identified a hidden 
epidemic of professionals over 45 whose 
“tolerance is great but it’s still impacting 
them. They’ve got used to what that 
feels like. Because they’re high achiev-
ing, they push through.”

Williamson, too, drank to cope with 
her life as a working parent. “I drank to 
address the overwhelm. In my mid-for-
ties, everything was perfect. I had a big 
circle of friends, a lovely husband, two 
kids, a dog, a lovely house. But I felt a ris-
ing panic, [to tackle] a list including pro-
fessional and personal activities.” Alco-
hol was a way “to take the edge off, to 
find a shortcut to relaxation”.

Benton said “women are more fearful 
about speaking out” about alcohol 
because they “fear judgment”. Stereo-

types of problem drinking — someone 
reaching rock bottom, crashing a car, or 
getting arrested — prevent women from 
recognising when alcohol has become 
harmful. “There’s a significant number 
of people structuring their life around 
alcohol” who need help, she said.

Parker agreed: “There’s a taboo. Most 
people lie to their doctors. There’s a real 
embarrassment.” Clients will admit to 
her that they drink a bottle a night, but 
some, she suspects, have more. “It’s the 
combination of being older, drinking at 
home. [They] can’t pretend it’s fun.”

Navigating work sober

Three years ago, Clark decided to quit 
drinking. The alcohol she thought was 
essential to networking turned out to be 

‘As you go further up the 
ranks, there tend to be 
fewer females. That can 
add to the pressure’

nothing of the sort. Last year, she 
started at Salesforce as lead solution 
engineer, and joined the tech company’s 
Soberforce, an employee resource group 
made up of about 500 staff who do not 
drink due to dependency problems, reli-
gious, health reasons or, simply, taste. 
“You feel part of something that isn’t in 
my own head. I will work my entire 
schedule to get to these meetings. It’s 
been amazing . . . the benefits of having 
a community who get what it’s like not 
to drink,” she said.

Clark learnt to navigate work events 
sober. “The first year was the hardest. 
Now I don’t feel tempted to drink. I just 
feel tempted to leave early.” She said her 
initial fears that not staying late would 
mean missing out on opportunities were 
unfounded. However, she is still more 
guarded. “It’s nice in work settings not 
to feel, what did I say, did I gossip, did I 
repeat a rumour? But the downside is 
you’re not bonding.”

Parker stressed there could be “a lot of 
pressure” at work events. “If we drink 
too much there’s a stigma, but if we don’t 
there’s a stigma.”

However, she has found giving up 
alcohol a positive experience. “You 
know who you have to speak to, and 
then you can decide when to leave.” 
White agreed, saying she has become 
more discerning. “I won’t go to events 
I think are going to be pointless. Life is 
short. I want to spend my time with peo-
ple I enjoy [talking to].”

Williamson’s first work Christmas 
party in a London comedy club was 
miserable: “I was navigating really raw 
feelings. Everyone around me was plas-
tered,” she said. But for her, the benefits 
now far outstrip the negatives. “I always 
had a feeling of impending doom on 
Sunday nights. I thought it was just what 
work gives you. But when I gave up alco-
hol, that feeling was removed.”

How alcohol became a crutch
for professional women

Office life

FTSE companies hunting 
for their next chief 
executive may not need 
to look further than their 
own boardroom. 

Unilever, John Lewis, 
Hargreaves Lansdown and 
BT have in the past year all 
appointed a CEO who was 
already a non-executive 
director on their board.

At a time of geopolitical 
and economic uncertainty, 
it seems that when it 
comes to leadership, 
company chairs and their 
colleagues believe it is 
better the devil you know. 

There are previous 
examples of the trend. 
Amanda Blanc, chief 
executive of Aviva, and 
Warren East, former head 
of Rolls-Royce, were non-
executive directors, as was 
Pearson’s head, Andy Bird, 
and Simon Thompson, of 
Royal Mail, who both 
announced this year that 
they were stepping down.

Of the 59 FTSE 350 chief 
executives who started 
since January 2022, a third 
served on the board before 
their appointment, 
according to headhunter 
Spencer Stuart. In the US 
— where it is less common 
to have been on the board 
first — 17 per cent of the 
245 S&P 1500 chiefs 
appointed since the start 
of last year were company 
directors previously. 

The upside of recruiting 
an existing director as chief 
executive is, in theory, they 
already have a working 
relationship with the chair, 
board and executive team.

These “insider-outsider” 
candidates are separate 
enough from the 
leadership that they can 
make changes, but they 
understand the company’s 
culture and strategy, and 
have had a front-row seat 
to troubles. “They likely 
know where the bodies are 
buried,” said Kit Bingham, 
head of the UK board 
practice at Heidrick & 
Struggles.

This is a benefit as 
CEO exits have been on 
the rise. Bill Adams, a 
leadership consultant, said 
he was seeing stress in the 
business environment find 
its way into boardrooms, 
with more relationships 
between chairs and CEOs 
fraying. “There has been so 
much pressure built up 
over the past three years 
that these relationships 

have dramatically 
changed,” he noted.

In such an environment, 
it makes sense that chairs 
turn to board members as 
potential CEOs. As one 
FTSE chair told me 
recently, “For the first time, 
I feel non-exec directors 
really are an option I 
should be actively 
considering. They are no 
longer an afterthought.”

Greater pressures on 
boards mean chairs have 
already been prioritising 
experience among new 
director appointments. 

Some board members 
may be looking to return 
to more hands-on roles. 
“Some non-executive 
directors . . . attempt to 
have a plural career 
[involving multiple 
directorships] but then 
they miss the cut and 
thrust of executive life,” 
added Bingham. 

However, appointing a 
board member can appear 
like a lack of imagination, 
an inadequate talent 
pipeline, poor succession 
planning, risk aversion or 
panicked leadership. 

It can trigger criticism 
similar to that received by 
Disney and Starbucks 
when they reappointed 
former CEOs. 

“In times of heightened 
risk when you need new 
thinking, some boards go 
for security and turn to old 
hands,” said Sabine 
Dembkowski, who runs a 
consultancy that aims to 
improve boardrooms. 

Trust between 
non-executive directors 
and corporate leadership 
teams could break down if 
executives thought board 
members were vying for 
the CEO job.

Putting a board director 
in as interim CEO after an 
unplanned departure may 
make more sense. It means 
the company doesn’t have 
to promote a top executive 
temporarily and risk them 
then feeling they have to 
leave if they don’t keep the 
top job. 

Headhunters and sector 
equity analysts said this 
could be a concern for oil 
major BP, for example, 
which appointed Murray 
Auchincloss, the former 
chief financial officer, as 
interim CEO after Bernard 
Looney resigned.

As chairs seek safety 
and stability in times of 
crisis, transitions from the 
board to the top executive 
role are likely to endure.

Work Watch

Why companies are tapping 
the board for their next CEO

Anjli Raval

Why staff 
loyalty is
not always
a good thing

Anjli Raval
Management
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into policymaking is the logical conclu-
sion of her work: “I don’t think you can 
do this kind of science and pretend it has 
nothing to do with politics.”

Otto will be among the 70,000 or so 
attendees at COP28, the climate summit 
that began in Dubai last week. Like 
many scientists and activists, she is 
wary, given the apparent influence of 
fossil fuel interests. “COP always is a 
tricky one but this year particularly. 
When you go there, you give legitimacy 
to something which is, to a large degree, 
a bit of a farce. This year, no one is subtle 
about it . . . I don’t think we should 
abolish COPs, but I think there should 
be better rules on how to run them. COP 
has become a trade fair for fossil fuel 
companies.”

Originally from Kiel, Germany, Otto 
sees herself as part of a younger genera-
tion of climate scientists, who did not 
grow up facing bad-faith attempts to 
discredit their research, and who are 
therefore more relaxed dealing with the 
media. She wears loud earrings (they 
are “armour”), and writes in her email 
auto-reply: “Emails addressed to Mrs 
Otto will be forwarded to my mum.” She 
encourages other climate experts to 
engage with journalists: “If you can 
learn maths and learn to write Python 
programs, then you can learn to talk to 
the media.”

This year has been one of broken 
weather records. In Libya, the port
city of Derna received 100mm of rain in 
a single day — historically, average
rainfall was 1.5mm for the whole of
September. “The Libya floods were
definitely a big one. But there was
something similar last year with the 
floods in Nigeria . . . For me, it feels
the last three years have been really
different — there’s no week where we 
couldn’t do at least five studies if we 
wanted to.” 

But attribution science, a relatively 
new field of research that links climate 
change to extreme weather events, 
assumes people respond rationally to 
evidence of climate impacts. In reality, 
despite 2023 probably being humanity’s 
hottest year ever, politicians have 
started to backtrack on green pledges. 
UK prime minister Rishi Sunak wants to 
reduce emissions more slowly. In 
France, Emmanuel Macron dropped a 
potential ban on new gas boilers, which 
would have come into effect in 2026. 
Both leaders argued their countries had 
already moved faster than peers.

Another risk is that climate change 
becomes what immigration was 20 
years ago — an area where populists can 
leverage public anxiety and portray 
mainstream politicians as out of touch. 
Germany’s AfD has opposed the coali-
tion government’s green policies, while 
in the Netherlands, Geert Wilders’s 
party has pledged to “stop the hysterical 
reduction of CO₂”.

“For me, what we are seeing with
this political backlash is — maybe I’m 
overly optimistic — the last attempt by 
those who don’t want change, because 
it’s so obvious that the climate is chang-
ing,” says Otto. “This looks really like a 
desperate fight in the light of over-
whelming evidence. Some of the lack-
lustre ‘oh, we just keep the topic under 
the radar’ doesn’t work any more so 
they have to be very loud and open 
about it again.”

COP28 is focusing more on adapting 

outperforms some traditional weather 
forecasting, assist? The trouble, Otto 
says, is that there is not enough data for 
AI companies to work with. 

“Sometimes machine learning com-
panies say ‘can we help?’, and I tell
them what the problem is, and they
say, ‘OK, bye then.’” Observational data 
on wind tends to be particularly poor, 

hindering studies about hurricanes.
   Attribution science is partly about 
accountability. Polluting companies and 
countries can be tied directly to the 
damages inflicted on vulnerable popu-
lations. 

But it is also a warning. Under a
scenario of 2C global warning, a once-
in-1,000 year heatwave in the Pacific 

north-west — such as the one that killed
69 residents of Multnomah County,
Oregon, in 2021 — would be another 1C 
hotter. 

For all the novel precision of her con-
clusions, the basic implication of Otto’s 
work is therefore an old one: “This will 
only get worse if we don’t stop burning 
fossil fuels.”

I f, or perhaps when, fossil fuel exec-
utives find themselves in court, tes-
tifying about their climate impact, 
they may have Fredi Otto to thank. 
Her group’s modelling has helped 

link specific natural disasters to global 
warming. It has drawn connections that 
three decades ago would have seemed 
beyond humans’ grasp.

Otto’s team, for example, concluded 
that the 2021 heatwave in the Pacific 
north-western US was about 2C hotter 
than a once-in-100-year heatwave 
would have been without human-made 
climate change. Now, their study is 
being cited in a lawsuit brought by Mult-
nomah County, Oregon, against major 
oil companies and consultancy McKin-
sey, claiming damages. 

Otto, a 41-year old physicist, is con-
vinced that it is only a matter of time 
before a big carbon producer is found 
liable in court. “The evidence is so 
strong. You can’t say forever, ‘Oh, we 
didn’t know and maybe this isn’t an 
issue for the courts.’ It kind of works 
now, but it won’t work forever.” 

She receives such regular interest 
from climate litigants that she could 
“just quit academia and run a consul-
tancy business”.

Instead, as a senior lecturer at Impe-
rial College London’s Grantham Insti-
tute, Otto’s concern has been to change 
how the public thinks about extreme 
weather.

Once, storms and heatwaves were dis-
missed by commentators as “just 
weather”; even scientists were able to 
say only that an extreme event was con-
sistent with what we would expect 
under climate change.

By modelling different weather
scenarios, Otto’s team puts things
more precisely. This summer’s heat-
waves in the US and southern Europe 
would have been virtually impossible 
without climate change; they are now 
expected to take place every 10-15 
years, estimated one of their studies
in July. September’s floods in Libya, 
which killed thousands of people, were 
up to 50 times more likely — and up
to 50 per cent more intense — than
they would have been in a 1.2C cooler 
climate. 

Otto’s team has also put the damage
in financial terms. In 2019, Typhoon 
Hagibis caused flooding in Tokyo,
with costs estimated at more than 
$10bn. A “conservative estimate” is
that climate change caused $4bn of
the damage. 

The World Weather Attribution initi-
ative, which Otto co-founded in 2015, 
has published 60 studies, often within 
days of the extreme event to maximise 
the media impact. Most, but not all, find 
that climate change was an aggravating 
factor. 

Now she wants to switch the focus on 
to action: what authorities can do “to 
make the next of this type of event less 
bad”. 

That ranges from early warning sys-
tems, to plans for cooling cities. Pushing 

‘I don’t think you can do 
this kind of science and 
pretend it has nothing
to do with politics’

to higher temperatures, alongside 
reducing emissions. How can policy-
makers readjust for extreme weather, 
when the extremes go beyond historical 
benchmarks? Do we even know what 
we’re trying to adapt to? Otto insists we 
do. “We as scientists always communi-
cate all the uncertainties, but you don’t 
build a society that is adapted to an 
exact threshold of temperature.” Gov-
ernments can build resilience to a broad 
range of impacts. 

“We have wetter winters, we have 
more coastal flooding, we know the 
summers are much hotter. It doesn’t 
matter if you know what day London 
will hit 40C again — we do know what we 
need to build.”

Social media footage regularly shows 
cars being swept away in heavy floods. 
“Your car is only swept down the street 
because there is concrete everywhere. It 
would not be impossible to build a city 
that has a lot less concrete, where the 
surrounding countryside has a lot more 
space for the water to go. It is something 
you can definitely adapt to.”

Wildfires are “much less easy” to fix. 
But, even when the sky turns orange due 
to smoke — as has happened in Califor-
nia and New York — “if you have proto-

cols in place, you can adapt so that the 
damages are lower”. 

Adaptation is about governance. The 
death toll from Libya’s floods would 
have been much lower had two dams 
not collapsed. The dams were built in 
the 1970s on the basis of what World 
Weather Attribution called “relatively 
short rainfall records”, and may not 
have been suited to a once-in-300-year 
weather event; they were also not prop-
erly maintained. Yet the context is a 
decade of political instability. “It’s really 
the human capacity. That is what makes 
the difference.”

The insurance industry has picked up 
on World Weather Attribution’s work to 
inform its own modelling. Some risks 
will almost certainly become seen as too 
great. “If you insure against drought or 
heat, in many countries that would have 
super high premiums, then no one can 
afford it, or it’s just uninsurable.” 
Coastal flooding, which her group works 
less on, will similarly make properties 
uninsurable: “Florida is the poster book 
example.”

However, Otto is sceptical that cli-
mate change is driving large interna-
tional flows of refugees. “That people en 
masse leave a continent or a country 
depends on so many other factors. It’s 
not like suddenly an asteroid drops on 
half of Africa.” 

She emphasises that, even with 
increasing heat and drought, people and 
governments have choices. 

World Weather Attribution consists 
of less than a dozen people, based 
mainly in the UK and the Netherlands. 
(Otto’s fellow co-founder, Dutch scien-
tist Geert Jan van Oldenborgh, died in 
2021.) Otto wants more groups, with 
different methods, to become involved.

Could machine learning, which now 

‘What we are seeing with 
this backlash is the last 
attempt by those who 
don’t want change’

‘This will only get 
worse if we don’t 
stop burning 
fossil fuels’
F R I E D E R I K E  O T T O

The scientist uses detailed modelling to 
alter public perception of extreme weather 
and its links to global warming
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The 
Henry Mance 
Interview

WORK & CAREERS



24 ★ FINANCIAL TIMES Monday 4 December 2023

Beyoncé on stage in her Renaissance 
tour in London (top) and New Jersey 
(above) — Kevin Mazur/WireImage for Parkwood

so on. The list of designers in the credits 
is five columns wide.

This feast for the eyes is matched by a 
treat for the ears. Basslines rumbled so 
forcefully at the Odeon that I could feel 
them in my seat. The end credits 
include a new song, “My House”, an 
enjoyably bombastic stomper. 
Surround-sound made it all the easier to 
surrender to Beyoncé’s powerful sing-
ing. Cheers in the stadium for a held 
note resounded in the cinema too.

The backing dancers’ choreography 
looked dazzling in close-up. Beyoncé is 
often shown joining in, although the 
staging has a more static aspect than 
usual. Routines feature her sitting on a 
silver military vehicle or reclining on an 
oystershell bed. The reason why 
becomes clear: she underwent knee sur-
gery not long before the tour began.

This information is relayed in one of 
the documentary-style segments that 
intersperse the concert scenes. We see 
Beyoncé’s daughter Blue Ivy practising 
for a dancing cameo in a show. We 
accompany the singer as she visits her 
childhood home in Houston. There are 
sections about ballroom culture and the 
LGBT+ allyship of her Renaissance 
album, which is dedicated to a family 
friend known as Uncle Jonny, a gay man 
who made dresses for her back in her 
Destiny’s Child days. Now deceased, he 
gets memorialised in the film too.

The offstage action is a mixed bag. 
Beyoncé comes across more personably 
than her aloof regal persona might sug-
gest. But her displays of openness feel 
highly curated, while her speech is full 
of bromides about rebirth and safe 
spaces. With the exception of the knee 
injury, which was rumoured, we don’t 
learn much. These sections slow down 
the momentum. The film works best as 
confirmation of what we already know: 
Beyoncé is a fabulous performer.

In cinemas now

telephone screens. Blow that up in size 
to a movie theatre screen and the results 
can be stunning. This is especially true 
of Beyoncé’s staging, a high-tech son-et-
lumière spectacle that took four years to 
make, as she tells us in a voiceover.

The concert sequences make no effort 
to hide the fact that they were filmed 
over multiple nights. Skilful editing 
shows the singer wearing different cos-
tumes at different moments during the 
same song. And what wonderful cos-
tumes they are — a sumptuous array of 
gowns, corsets, catsuits and leotards, 
fabricated from all sorts of fabrics and 
crystals, and accessorised by cowboy 
hats, gloves, long nails, sci-fi shades and 

Sumptuous tour reborn on screen

Ludovic Hunter-Tilney

An unannounced Beyoncé stood with a 
microphone in front of the screen, intro-
ducing her film at its London premiere 
to a dressy and at that moment very 
excited audience of fans, influencers, 
celebs, scenesters and hacks. “Feel free 
to dance, sing, laugh and cry,” she said, 
beaming a billion-dollar smile. Wel-
come to take-two in pop music’s current 
takeover of the cinema.

Renaissance: A Film by Beyoncé is the 
second concert film within weeks by a 
triple-A-list star. The first was Taylor 
Swift: The Eras Tour, which broke box-
office records. Swift was herself present 
on the red carpet at the Odeon in Leices-
ter Square, as Beyoncé had been at the 
LA premiere of Swift’s film. Both have 
bypassed the big studios and streaming 
platforms by making their films them-
selves. Literally so in Beyoncé’s case: she 
is credited as having directed, written 
and produced it.

Her 168-minute epic is about the Ren-
aissance stadium tour, which finished a 
five-month run in October. Footage was 
filmed at multiple concerts. It shows gig-
goers weeping, screaming, throwing 
shapes and generally behaving as if in 
the grip of a higher power. The Odeon 
audience was more restrained.

There was some singing along and a 
smattering of laughter. Perhaps copious 
tears were shed; if so, they were unde-
tectable. A few exhibitionists got up, but 
mostly the dancing consisted of people 
gyrating in seats and waving their arms 
as though on a rollercoaster. The thrill 
that went through the room when 
Beyoncé appeared in person underlined 
the different energies between a live and 
filmed event.

But there are advantages to watching 
a concert in a cinema. Modern stadium 
shows are designed to look good on

FILM

Renaissance: A Film by Beyoncé
Odeon Leicester Square, London
aaaee

Louise Levene

Handsome, isn’t it? No surprises 
there. Cloud Gate Dance Theatre 
of Taiwan, celebrating its 50th 
birthday this year, didn’t make
its British debut until 1999 but 
immediately established a reputa-
tion for memorable, visually 
arresting productions that fuse 
east and west.

Lunar Halo, which had its UK 
premiere at a packed Sadler’s 
Wells on Thursday, is by former 
Cloud Gate dancer Cheng Tsung 
Iung, who took over from founding 
artistic director Lin Hwai Min 
three years ago. The 70-minute 
piece uses 13 dancers (seven male, 
six female) and seeks to explore 
“the invisible hand of all-powerful 
big data”. Cue Jam Wu’s huge 
smartphone screens which 
descend from the flies at intervals 
depicting weather systems and a 
giant human figure (Yeh Po-
Sheng) who dwarfs the dancers 
scuttling around at his feet.

The “lunar halo” of the title is a 
meteorological phenomenon 
whereby light is reflected through 
ice crystals high in the atmosphere 
to create a ghostly glow around the 
Moon. Lighting is always a major 
player in any Cloud Gate produc-
tion but there are few direct refer-
ences to the halo in Shen Po-hung’s 
design, which dramatises the 
space, imprisoning the ensemble 
in the tight beam of a down spot or 
liberating them in a wash of golden 
syrupy sidelight.

The dancers spend much of the 
time flaunting their abs in mini-
mal fleshings, but Chen Shao-yen’s 
wardrobe of wonky skirts and 
shredded trousers enhances the 
dance in glowing shades of gold, 
silver and bronze.

The soundtrack is a collage of 
pieces by Icelandic “post-rock” 
combo Sigur Rós stitched together 
with new material. The more lyri-
cal passages are suggestive of a 
chorister trapped in the wind 
chimes but the beefier sections 
give Cheng’s dancemaking plenty 
to play with, the ensemble surren-
dering to the thunderous bass line 

while a soloist performs a glacial 
soliloquy to the miaow of the
top notes.

Cloud Gate’s trademark 
“blended training” — everything 
from tai chi to hip-hop — produces 
dancers of remarkable strength 
and versatility but Cheng does not 
make full use of their gifts. He 
peaks early with the opening
segment in which the seven men 
spoon into a tight conga line, each 
cupping the elbows of the man
in front so that their heads, arms 
and elbows create a scary, alien 
organism. An extended passage to 
the eerie tinkle of a celesta is 
another highlight in which Fan 
Chia-hsuan stress-tests joints and 
sinews, her limbs and spine twist-
ing every which way like a life-
sized lay figure.

Cheng’s movement language 
magpies freely from any number 

DANCE

Cloud Gate Dance 
Theatre of Taiwan
Sadler’s Wells, London
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ARTS

William Veres is the subject of new 
podcast series ‘The Professor’

T he new podcast The 
Professor opens with a dawn 
raid. In 2018, officers from 
the British police and the 
Italian Carabinieri entered 

the London home of William Veres, an 
Anglo-Hungarian art dealer whom they 
believed to be a leading figure in a pan-
European art smuggling ring. Veres and 
his co-conspirators are alleged to have 
links to the Italian mafia and to have 
stolen €40mn worth of art and 
antiquities.

Following the raid, in which police 
removed a marble bust and hundreds of 
ancient coins, Veres was charged with 
money laundering, forgery, wire fraud 
and conspiracy. If convicted, he faces a 
jail term of up to 20 years. He maintains 
his innocence. 

I had imagined that The Professor — 
the title comes from the nickname given 
to Veres by his art-world 
contemporaries in honour of his 
knowledge of historical coins — would 
be an investigation into the veracity of 
those charges. The reality is rather 

knottier. Veres isn’t just the main 
character in this series but its principal 
collaborator as it follows him in his 
quest to avoid going to jail.

We learn how Veres struck a deal with 
Italy’s anti-mafia police: using his 
contacts in the art world, he would help 
them locate one of Italy’s lost treasures, 
Caravaggio’s “Nativity with St Francis 
and St Lawrence”. The painting, which 
is worth at least $20mn, was stolen from 
a church in Palermo in 1969, cut out of 
its frame. Rumours swirl as to its 
whereabouts — some say it has been 
eaten by rats, others that it was cut up 

Art dealer weaves a web of intrigue
into smaller paintings — but more than 
50 years later, Italian police are none the 
wiser, hence their reported deal with 
Veres. If he can find it, they will put in a 
good word with prosecutors.

It’s a hell of a story, deftly told by host 
Simon Willis, who hangs out at Veres’s 
flat and tags along with him on jaunts 
around Europe meeting shadowy 
figures, among them art detectives, 
informants and retired police officers. 
In between, Willis attempts to explain 
the world of the Sicilian mafia, its links 
to the art market and to high-ranking 
politicians, including the former Italian 
prime minister Silvio Berlusconi. 
(Having heard all four episodes, I 
should warn you that a detailed diagram 
is needed to understand who’s who in 
the Italian underworld.)

If there are ethical questions raised by 
the creation of a podcast around a man 
accused, but not convicted, of smuggling 
art, Willis declines to address them, 
though he makes no secret of having 
been charmed by his subject. The hunt 
for the Caravaggio makes for an 
arresting premise, although there 
remains a hole in this story and that’s the 
character of Veres himself. Is he an art 
lover who has been terribly wronged or a 
villain going to extraordinary lengths to 
evade justice? Perhaps a second season 
is required to answer that. 

brazen.fm

PODCASTS

Fiona
Sturges

Cloud Gate Dance Theatre of Taiwan in ‘Lunar Halo’ — Jane Hobson

Versatile dancers head 
to the Moon and back

of disciplines, which ought to
guarantee variety, but his ritualis-
tic ensembles and slo-mo solos
are oddly monotonous. Even
the freakish, limbo-dancing
backbends grow wearisome after
a while and there is enough
hair-dancing for a conditioner 
commercial.

Cloud Gate’s tireless dancers 
contrive to alchemise the less 
inspired passages into something 
rich and strange but one misses 
the big ideas of earlier works. 
Cheng’s (actually rather trite) the-
sis — “the intense contrast and dia-
logue between [the] body and this 
digital world” — never quite 
makes it from page to stage.

sadlerswells.com

Cloud Gate’s training runs from 
tai chi to hip-hop
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FT BIG READ. US ECONOMY

Jorge Pérez nearly lost everything in the financial crisis. Now the Florida condo king is betting the new 
boom will continue, driven by the belief that his adopted hometown has fundamentally changed.

By Joshua Chaffin

that sold extremely well and put us back 
into the picture,” he said. “When they 
say, ‘It’s location, location, location’ in 
real estate. I say, ‘No, it’s really timing, 
timing, timing.’”

One example is a three-acre lot at 
1400 Biscayne Boulevard in what is now 
touted as Miami’s arts and cultural dis-
trict. Related bought the parcel in 2014 
for $57mn and began developing a 60-
storey condo tower with Auberge 
Resorts. It shelved the plan three years 
later as the market softened. Because 
Pérez had bought the land at a discount, 
he was able to bide his time. 

Related and a partner, Alta Develop-
ers, began marketing a new project on 
the site last year: the Casa Bella Resi-
dences by B&B Italia, a high-end Italian 
furniture brand. More than 80 per cent 
of the units are now under contract, 
allowing the partners to secure a 
$240mn construction loan from Cain 
International, an investment firm, in 
November. Those two projects offer a 
useful snapshot of the market. While 
units at Auberge were priced at $700 per 
sq ft, those at its successor are selling for 
more than $1,250 per sq ft, with the 
penthouses going for $2,000. 

Succession dramas

Whatever perils await Related — be it 
another Florida property bust or an 
immigration clampdown — it will 
increasingly be for the next generation 
to navigate. Nick, the younger son, leads 
Related’s condominium division. As 
president, Jon Paul oversees the entire 
company. Their sister, Cristina, is a 
social worker. Another brother, Felipe, 
from Pérez’s second marriage, is still at 
university.

The brothers first realised something 
extraordinary was happening when 
they sold about $1bn in condos in a mat-
ter of months after Covid shut down 
New York and other parts of the country 
in March 2020.

“It feels like every three months or six 
months there’s some big thing that hap-
pens in Miami and — boom! — it blows 
up again,” says Jon Paul, citing Griffin’s 
decision to relocate Citadel, the city 
hosting its first Formula One race and 
then the arrival of football star Lionel 
Messi. Of the city’s unique taste for 
branded buildings, he added: “Miami is 
a flashier city than New York . . . It fits 
well with what Miami means.” 

One step he has taken to clear the way 
for his sons is to dissolve a decades-old 
partnership with his Ross — whom he 
calls “my best friend” — and who once 
owned 25 per cent of his company. That 
should make it easier for his sons to 
operate. (It may, some suspect, also free 
Ross, who has become a major devel-
oper of offices in West Palm Beach, to 
pursue more projects in Florida).

“You have to let go at some point — 
you die, right?” Pérez mused. “If you die, 
and you haven’t let go — they aren’t 
really prepared.”

B y his reckoning, Jorge Pérez 
may have lost more money 
than anyone in the 2008 
financial crisis. The founder 
of the Related Group, Flor-

ida’s largest property developer, 
watched $3bn in condominium sales 
evaporate as buyers walked away from 
towers that would become emblems of 
the property crisis. To make matters 
worse, as Pérez was haggling with lend-
ers over $2.5bn in debts, doctors discov-
ered a golf-ball-sized tumour in his pan-
creas that required 11 hours of surgery.

“It changed me completely,” Pérez, 74, 
says of those days. “You go through 30 
years of thinking you’re the hottest 
thing in the world. I mean, lenders 
would bring their private jets to take me 
to their board meetings. They would 
fight and fight and fight to give me my 
next loan.” 

Pérez is now restored to health. So, 
too, is Related. It has not only reclaimed 
its standing as the dominant force in 
Florida real estate but also expanded 
across the American sunbelt — from 
Phoenix to Atlanta — while launching 
developments in Brazil and Argentina. 
The man renowned as America’s “condo 
king” is at last vacating his throne, 
handing over the family business to his 
sons — Jon Paul, 39, and Nick, 35. 

As he steps away, Pérez is convinced 
that the notorious boom-and-bust Flor-
ida property cycles that shaped his 44-
year career — and wrecked so many oth-
ers — have been broken. The torrid 
growth in condo prices and rental rates 
of the past few years may now slow, 
Perez predicts, and some projects may 
be put on hold. But not for long. 

“We’ll have a pause, I call it, in the 
market. And then I think it should pick 
up tremendously when interest rates 
cool down and the present supply is con-
sumed,” he says of rental properties. 
Demand for high-end condos, he adds, 
will continue to grow.

Underlying Pérez’s confidence is the 
belief that Miami has fundamentally 
changed. The Covid-era influx of 
wealthy arrivals has paired with a bur-
geoning cultural and civic scene to give 
the city a heft that it previously lacked. 
Miami is no longer a seasonal place gov-
erned by the mood of northern tourists 
or capital ebbs and flows from Latin 
America. Now, says Pérez, it is a “per-
manent” city.

“We’ve become a centre of culture, a 
centre of business, a centre of finance. 
We’re seeing huge moves by companies 
like [hedge fund] Citadel and [founder] 
Ken Griffin,” says Pérez. “Many other 
similar firms are either fully moving to 
south Florida or at least putting major 
regional headquarters in south Florida. 
That produces a lot of employment.” He 
adds: “They’re here to stay.”

Pérez’s bullish outlook for Miami is an 
article of faith among the property 
developers propelling a historic era of 
growth in south Florida. The city has a 
manic feel, with cranes and building 
sites in all directions and ambitious 
newcomers eager to stake their claims. 

Such confidence may well be 
informed by Pérez’s past experience — 
but could also be another case of the 
boom-time euphoria that almost broke 
him in the past. For the city, and the 
many investors making the same wager, 
the consequences may be enormous. 
They are betting that low-lying Miami, 
which faces the long-term threat of ris-
ing sea levels, is the new high ground for 
a commercial real estate world that is 
still mired in crisis.

At the moment, the market is hard to 
read. With the sharp rise in interest 
rates, the number and value of sales has 
plummeted. But prices are still inching 
up, if not at the same vertiginous rate as 
the recent past. According to appraiser 
Miller Samuel, the median price for a 
Miami Beach condo rose 4.5 per cent in 
the third quarter from the same period a 
year earlier. The number of sales 
dropped 13.8 per cent. For luxury con-
dos, the median price rose 11.4 per cent 
on a yearly basis but dropped 2.5 per 
cent on a quarterly basis. 

“This is only the second inning, I’m 
telling you. Miami is embryonic,” says 
Marc Roberts, who has secured financ-
ing for two luxury towers inspired by his 
risqué E11even nightclub in downtown 
Miami, alongside 350,000 square-feet of 
retail space. The south Florida condo 
market, Roberts notes, recovered from 
the 2008 crisis faster than doomsayers 
predicted. “We haven’t been boom-and-
bust in a long time,” he says.

He and others are steeled by Griffin, 
Miami’s man of the hour, who in 
November punchily predicted that the 
city might one day overtake Wall Street 
as a financial capital.

A rare and persistent bear in the Flor-
ida property world is Peter Zalewski, 
founder of Condo Vultures, which 
helped to broker sales of distressed con-
dominiums in the 2008 aftermath. 
“Many would say we’ve already peaked. 
Now whether [the market] falls — that’s 
the question,” Zalewski says. “I think 

ing a shortlived thaw between Washing-
ton and Havana. “We thought we were 
going to have democratic change in 
Cuba . . . [But] I think the Cuban gov-
ernment rapidly saw that if they let this 
new capitalism come into Cuba that 
they were going to lose power.”

His first encounter with Miami was 
underwhelming. He visited while study-
ing at Dade Junior College (now known 
as Miami-Dade College) in the late 
1960s. The city was then, as he puts it, “a 
cultural wasteland”. He later returned 
to work in the city’s planning and eco-
nomic development office after a schol-
arship helped him to earn a masters 
degree in urban planning from the Uni-
versity of Michigan in 1976.

“I used to say, at 5 o’clock, you could 
go to Flagler, which is our main street, 
and shoot a machine gun and you would 
only hit a homeless guy if he were stand-
ing up because everybody would leave 
Miami after 5 o’clock,” he recalls. “You 
couldn’t find a restaurant at night.”

But, for an urban planner concerned 
with reversing the dominance of sub-
urbs, Miami offered a fresh canvas. 
Unlike New York or Chicago, it was not 
already built.

In 1979, he switched to the private sec-
tor, founding the Related Group with 
Stephen Ross, a fellow Michigan alum, 
whose Related Companies (not to be 
confused with Related Group) built New 
York’s massive Hudson Yards develop-
ment. They initially focused on afforda-
ble housing, progressed to rental apart-
ments and, eventually, condominiums.

Related has always emphasised 
Pérez’s love of art and architects. But a 
big part of its cache is a reputation for 
what one observer called “machine-like 
efficiency” in a market known for its 
share of hustlers and charlatans. They 
do not drag out negotiations and they 
are willing to leave money on the table.

“They know what we deliver,” Pérez 
says of his buyers, many of whom are 
repeat customers. “When you’re buying 
a condominium, remember, you’re 
putting a lot of money at risk from the 
very beginning and you want to put it in 
a place with a company that you know 
has never failed to deliver a building. 
Never, ever, ever.”

To Iris Escarra, a lawyer at Greenberg 
& Traurig, who specialises in land-use 
issues, Related’s reputation has become 
its own competitive advantage. 
“They’re homegrown,” she says, as com-
pared with the legion of New York devel-
opers who have moved to Miami. “So 
they know this market. Sometimes they 
create the market.” 

Pérez, for example, is credited with 
transforming an overlooked section of 
South Beach below 5th Street. He built 
many of the residential towers that have 
elevated Brickell, Miami’s densely 
packed financial district. He was also 
the first developer, in 2001, to venture 
north of the Miami River to build in 
what was then a moribund downtown. 

Can Miami avoid another crash?
most people would acknowledge it’s no 
longer a buying frenzy.”

For pessimists, one worrying sign was 
the failed deal for the old Miami Herald 
headquarters. In April, developer Terra 
agreed a record $1.2bn purchase of the 
waterfront site. It has since pulled out, 
apparently unable to secure financing.

Still, Pérez and others cite reasons 
beyond employment growth to justify 
their belief that their market has 
become more stable. Among them are 
changes to the way that Florida develop-
ers finance their projects. In the pre-
2008 frenzy it was common for condo-
minium buyers to put down 20 per cent 
of the purchase price on a building that 
did not even yet exist. As values soared, 
that equity might pass through the 
hands of a half-dozen speculators 
before an eventual closing.

Nowadays, the standard is more like 
30 per cent down and another 20 per 
cent by the time the developer breaks 
ground on the building. That provides 
more money to fund construction. In 
theory, it should also reduce speculation 
by making it more costly for buyers to 
walk away in the event of a downturn.

“In the past, there was much greater 
leverage than there is today. So develop-
ers could finance 90 per cent. Today, 
you get a 65 per cent loan, you’re pretty 
lucky,” Pérez said. With less leverage, he 
and other developers would be better 
able to ride out a storm.

Meanwhile, condo buyers no longer 
vanish during the summer months. 
“We’re getting buyers during the whole 
year,” Pérez reported. “And I don’t think 
this changes at all. I think it grows.”

Fleeing Cuba

For Pérez, 2008 was not his first reversal 
of fortune. That was the Cuban revolu-
tion. He was actually born in Argentina, 
where his father was running the Latin 
America division for pharmaceuticals 
company Eli Lilly. The family returned 
to their native Cuba after Jorge’s grand-
father died. Then came Fidel Castro. 
Pérez’s parents supported him at first — 
only to lose everything.

“They did not think that the revolu-
tion was going to be what it ended up 
being,” Pérez recalls. The family fled to 
Colombia, where Pérez had an uncle. 
Lessons about risk and the illusion of 
stability are haunting.

“If you come from a family in which 
your mother has never worked because 
she had lots of graduate degrees and a 
chauffeur, and she lost everything — 
including her wedding ring — coming 
out of Cuba, and had to get two jobs in 
order for us to still be going to the best 
private schools. Does that affect you? 
Yeah,” Pérez says. “Is that ingrained in 
my mind? Absolutely. I can lose every-
thing any time.”

Rare among dispossessed Cuban 
Americans, Pérez is a liberal Democrat. 
He accompanied President Obama on 
his historic trip to the island in 2016 dur-

‘When they say, “It’s 
location, location, 
location” in real estate. I 
say, “No, it’s really timing, 
timing, timing”’
Jorge Pérez, above, 
the founder of Florida’s largest 
property developer
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“Downtown was terrible — downright 
scary at the time,” Gary Saul, another 
Greenberg lawyer who leads the firm’s 
condo practice, recalls. “He saw it. No 
one else saw it — and he made it hap-
pen.” 

At the time, Pérez says, “everyone 
thought I was crazy”. So many Florida 
lenders passed on that project, known 
as One Miami, that he ended up going to 
Brooklyn for financing.

A near-death experience

When the financial crisis arrived, Pérez 
was upended. “We knew that there was 
going to be a drop. But we didn’t know 
that the drop was going to be so extreme 
and so rapid,” he says. 

Among many unforeseen complica-
tions was that Related’s loans had been 
syndicated. So, instead of dealing with 
10 major lenders when things went 
awry he had to negotiate with 80 — 
many strangers, and each with the 
power to block a deal. There was much 
talk in Florida of Related’s demise.

In a meeting that has taken on the 
aura of legend, Pérez at one point called 
his lenders together and offered to hand 
back the keys to his many properties — 
essentially daring them to take them 

over as opposed to working with him to 
restructure the loans.

“It was a very, very difficult negotia-
tion with 80 banks and trying to con-
vince every one of them to give me the 
opportunity to deliver the buildings and 
pay them back — pay them 100 per cent 
of whatever the buildings did without 
me making one penny,” Pérez recalls. 
He lost one property, the Icon Brickell. 
He also ended up putting hundreds of 
millions of dollars of his own money into 
others to recapitalise them. “We lost a 
lot of money,” he says.

Within the crisis, though, were also 
the seeds of Related’s revival. Banks 
were dumping properties all over the 
country at deep discounts. A shopping 
centre that cost $300 per sq ft to build 
could be had for $20 per sq ft. “Insane 
numbers,” Pérez recalls. “It didn’t take a 
genius to say, ‘Wow, this has got to 
change!’ So I called a few friends, put in a 
lot of my own money, and began buying 
distressed assets around the country. 
And immediately, when the country 
turned around, we sold those at a very 
large profit.”

That refilled Related’s coffers. It also 
allowed Pérez to begin buying up land 
all over Florida on the cheap, much of it 
waterfront. “It gave me a head start with 
other people when Florida bounced 
back. And that’s when we started doing 
a large number of condominiums again 

  4.5%  
Quarterly rise 
year-on-year in
the median price
of a Miami condo

  11.4%  
Rise in the median 
price of a luxury 
condo over the 
same period

‘It feels like every three 
months or six months 
there’s some big thing 
that happens in Miami 
and — boom! — it blows 
up again’
Jon Paul Pérez, right, with
his brother, Nick
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need to 
ascertain how 
medium-term 
dynamics such as 
demographic 
change, the
AI revolution 
and geopolitical 
shifts may also 
have an impact

The inflation battle enters the hard last mile

Central banks still face 
hurdles in returning price 
growth to 2 per cent

Inflation is coming down fast. After 18 
months of painful price growth, data 
over the autumn months across the US 
and Europe has been better than 
expected. Annual eurozone inflation in 
November fell to 2.4 per cent — within a 
whisker of the European Central Bank’s 
2 per cent target. In America, it fell to 3.2 
per cent in October, while in Britain it 
plunged over 2 percentage points to 4.6 
per cent. The drop deserves celebration. 
But to declare an end to the inflation 
battle — as some are doing — smacks of 
complacency.

The main driving force behind falling 
inflation this year has been an easing in 
external price pressures. Europe was hit 
by a food and energy price shock follow-
ing Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. But 
annual energy prices in the eurozone 

fell close to a record rate last month. 
And in the UK, food price inflation con-
tinued to fall. The US was more insu-
lated from Vladimir Putin’s war, but it 
was hit by supply chain disruptions that 
lingered throughout the pandemic. 
Those strains have lessened now too. 

With the effects of earlier price shocks 
fading, it is possible that the low-hanging 
fruits on the road down to 2 per cent have 
already been picked. Central bankers 
have repeatedly said the last mile, which 
involves taming growth in domestic 
goods and services prices, will be harder. 
They have an incentive to reiterate this 
message. Investors have become giddy 
over lower-than-expected inflation data 
and are pricing in rate cuts earlier than 
monetary policymakers are indicating 
next year. This has loosened financial 
conditions somewhat.

The problem for central bankers ech-
oing the “last mile is harder” narrative is 
that core price inflation, which excludes 
food and energy prices, has recently 
turned a corner. In the eurozone, it

is currently 3.6 per cent. The Fed’s
preferred gauge of core US price growth 
is also now at its lowest since April 2021. 
Signs are increasing of a dimming in
economic activity on both sides of
the Atlantic. 

But the cautious narrative is not all 
rhetoric. Although job markets have 
cooled, they remain tight. The Indeed 
Wage Tracker shows annual growth in 
advertised wages falling from their 
peaks, but they are still elevated. Data 
for the UK shows pay packets growing at 
7 per cent in October. This is feeding into 
high services inflation. With productiv-
ity forecasts subdued, central bankers 
will want to see salary growth fall fur-
ther to bring down core inflation, which 
is still higher than desirable.

There are also idiosyncratic factors 
and risks to consider. In Europe, the base 
effects of high energy inflation last year 
will become less favourable. Capital
Economics expects eurozone inflation to 
rebound to at least 3 per cent in Decem-
ber. Pre-election giveaways in Europe 

and America could also nudge up 
demand. And, oil prices are shaky amid 
conflict in the Middle East. Slightly wor-
rying too is the pick-up in long-term 
inflation expectations in the US last 
month, to their highest since 2008.

It is too early to declare mission 
accomplished. Central banks’ objective 
is, after all, to get inflation back to 2 per 
cent — and keep it there. Right now, 
there are risks on both sides. 

With the impact of prior rate rises still 
feeding through — and real interest 
rates rising — central banks may well 
need to consider cutting strategies 
sooner in 2024 than they think. The 
probability of undershooting the target, 
particularly in the eurozone, has grown. 
At the same time, policymakers need to 
watch core inflation closely for signs of 
stickiness, and ascertain how medium-
term dynamics such as demographic 
change, the AI revolution and geopoliti-
cal shifts may also influence prices. The 
mixed signals will be difficult to read. 
The last mile may indeed be the hardest.

Opinion World Affairs

EU needs to stand up for 
Taiwan at Beijing talks

status quo in Taiwan by force would 
undermine the EU’s values and strat-
egic interests. Over the past 
30 years, Taiwan has blossomed into a 
vibrant pluralistic democracy and one 
of the world’s most advanced econo-
mies. It has become a beacon of liberty 
in the region, in sharp contrast to the 
increasingly aggressive, autocratic 
China under Xi. Taiwanese citizens are 
clear they want to decide their own 
future, free of pressure from Beijing. 
EU leaders must support that right. 

Military escalation in the Taiwan 
Strait would cause economic chaos. 
More than 60 per cent of global mari-
time trade passes through the South 
China Sea. The outbreak of a significant 
conflict there would send shockwaves 
around the world. Researchers at the 
Rhodium Group calculated that a con-
flict in the Taiwan Strait could jeopard-
ise more than $2tn in economic activ-
ity. This would be magnitudes higher 
than the global turmoil caused by wars 
in the Middle East and Ukraine, and 
even the pandemic. 

If China did wrest control of the 
island, it would cause severe damage to 
Europe’s economic interests. Taiwan 
produces over 60 per cent of the world’s 
semiconductors and about 90 per cent 
of the most advanced ones. If Beijing 
controlled this manufacturing, it would 
have a chokehold on the global econ-
omy, placing European governments 
and firms in a position of weakness. EU 
leaders’ vision of more strategic auton-
omy from China would be in tatters. 

Preventing military escalation by 
China in the Taiwan Strait should 
therefore be a priority for the EU. The 
US recognises the danger. Congress 
has stepped up military support for 
Taiwan and President Joe Biden has 
been unequivocal that US forces 
would defend Taiwan in the event of 
an attack. Strategic ambiguity has 
been replaced with strategic clarity. 
The same cannot be said for Europe. 

Some EU leaders, such as Lithua-
nia’s prime minister Ingrida Šimonytė 
or the Czech president Petr Pavel, 
have taken a principled stand against 
Chinese provocations and in support 
of Taiwan’s democracy. However,
others have been less helpful. French 
president Emmanuel Macron 
famously said on Taiwan that Europe 
“must not get caught up in crises that 
are not ours”. Although he later tried 
to clarify these remarks, the message 
heard in Beijing was that an attack on 
Taiwan would be met with a divided 
response from the democratic world. 

This week, EU leaders must say 
clearly and with one voice that any 
attempt by China to change the status 
quo in Taiwan by force would come at 
an immense cost. Being unequivocal 
with Xi on Taiwan may make for
a more uncomfortable few days in
Beijing, but staying silent will cost 
Europe far more in the long run. 

The writer is a former Nato secretary-
general

T his week, EU leaders will 
touch down in Beijing for 
the first in-person EU-
China summit in four 
years. The meeting comes 

at a moment of geopolitical chaos. 
Russia’s barbaric invasion of Ukraine 
continues. War between Israel and 
Hamas could spiral into a wider 
regional conflict. At home, both 
Europe and China are grappling with 
difficult economic conditions. In the 
face of such challenges, EU leaders 
may be tempted to take the easy path 
in Beijing, to avoid contentious sub-
jects and focus on economic co-opera-
tion. This would be a mistake. 

On trade, the EU has finally woken 
up to the threat posed by China. Euro-
pean Commission president Ursula von 
der Leyen has made enhancing the EU’s 
economic security a hallmark of her 
term in office. She has called for the
EU to “de-risk” from China, by reduc-
ing dependency on Chinese-controlled 

critical raw materials and diversifying 
supply chains. On recent visits to 
China, EU commissioners have 
bemoaned the lack of reciprocal access 
to China’s market for European compa-
nies — contributing to an EU trade defi-
cit of more than €400bn last year. 

Tackling unfair Chinese trade prac-
tices and over-dependence on China 
in critical sectors should be on the EU 
agenda in Beijing. However, the same 
applies to China’s human rights abuses 
and military provocations. In Hong 
Kong, the Chinese authorities have 
shut free media, ended judicial inde-
pendence and stamped out all forms 
of protests. In Xinjiang, China has 
engaged in systematic abuses against 
Muslim Uyghurs, including mass 
internment. If EU leaders fail to raise 
these issues with President Xi Jinping, 
they will be betraying their values. 

Most critically, EU leaders cannot 
ignore China’s military provocations 
against Taiwan. The Chinese navy and 
air force have ramped up exercises 
over the past year. Fighter jets simu-
late attack runs, while Chinese war-
ships show leaders in Taipei and 
Washington how they would impose a 
naval blockade of the island. Xi is clear 
about his intention to take Taiwan by 
whatever means necessary, including 
a military assault. 

Any attempt by China to change the 

Leaders must tell China 
that any attempt to 

change the status quo by 
force would come at a cost  

Ben Hickey

compelling boardroom drama has led 
to the effective deification of Altman as 
the central, irreplaceable character in a 
gripping tale. 

The reality of his newfound status is 
yet to unfold. One thing is for sure; his 
performance deems him untouchable. 
Having seen off the competition, he can 
now select his roles and choose how to 
play them. 

Most worryingly, this untouchability 
gives him free rein to shape the 
immediate future of every single one
of us. 
Barry M Rogers
Visiting Professor in Practice
Department of Psychological and 
Behavioural Science, London School of 
Economics and Political Science 
London WC2, UK

Remembering Mitford’s 
matchmaker motif
In his column “Our embrace of the end 
of privacy comes at a cost” (Opinion, 
November 28) Stephen Bush seems to 
be unaware of Lady Montdore’s 
Principle. 

As Ernest Gellner pointed out in The 
Social Roots of Egalitarianism, “Lady 
Montdore is a character in some of the 
novels of Nancy Mitford, and she 
expressed and applied a certain 
principle of behaviour, which ran as 
follows: Always be polite to the girls, 
for you do not know whom they will 
marry . . . In an occupationally very 
mobile society, it is not merely the pool 
of upper-class brides but virtually the 
entire population which benefits from 
Lady Montdore’s principle.”

The end of privacy (which your 
columnist seems to lament) is an 
obvious consequence of the extension 
of Lady Montdore’s Principle. 

You have to be always polite about 
potentially controversial issues.
Guido Franzinetti
History Lecturer, Department of 
Humanistic Studies, University of Eastern 
Piedmont, Vercelli, Italy

Far right’s advance in 
Europe is not uniform
Gideon Rachman is justified, in the 
wake of the Dutch general election 
result, to express concern about the 
hard right politics on display in Europe 
(“Europe’s far right moves into the 
mainstream”, Opinion, November 28). 
English rightwing politics, which has 
been obsessed with immigration and 
leaving Europe, is not immune either. 

Yet it may be worth recalling that 
three out of four Dutch voters did not 
vote for Geert Wilders’s Freedom party.

Indeed, recently we have had two 
elections in much bigger countries than 
the Netherlands — Poland and Spain — 
where efforts by the hard right to 
either keep or win power were rejected 
by voters. Paradoxically, Britain — 
outside the EU — may be showing a 
good example in that, in the aftermath 
of the seizure of party control by the 
Corbyn left or the Johnson-Braverman 
right, Labour has re-centred and once 
in opposition the Tories surely will not 
follow Nigel Farage into the jungle of 
far-right slogans and undeliverable 
promises.

The Davos ultraliberal enrichissez-
vous consensus of the past 30 years has 
left too many forgotten and sidelined. 
Current labour market organisation 
offers little hope or help for men and 
women unwanted by today’s elites, but 
they can still protest in the ballot box.

The right offer slogans but no 
workable solutions. The left offer 
dreams of a lost socialist world but 
have lost touch with real existing 
poverty and the fears of those who 
were once their client voters. 
Denis MacShane
Former Europe Minister
London SW1, UK

Hong Kong stock market 
has a problem of valuation 
The recommendations of the Hong 
Kong government’s task force to 
promote listing and trading in the stock 
market failed to address the 
fundamental problem, which is that 
the market is trading at too low a 
valuation (“HK task force calls for 
push to win Middle Eastern listings”, 
Report, November 29). 

The Hang Seng index closed at 17,354 
last Tuesday, representing a price 
earnings multiple of just over 10 times. 
Companies going public would 
certainly want to sell their shares at the 
highest possible valuation, and the 
Hong Kong stock market is not 
providing that. The Hong Kong 
government has not done enough to 
allay international investors’ concerns 
about the risks associated with the 
Hong Kong stock market. 

Financial officials should go on 
international roadshows (in the US and 
Europe) and meet fund managers face-
to-face to address their concerns.
Tony SK Li
Hong Kong

The Hang Seng index is trading at
a multiple of just over 10 times

Anders Fogh 
Rasmussen
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Chipmakers need ‘full 
stack’ approach to AI 
While I agree with the Lex editorial 
team’s statement that without 
specialist artificial intelligence chips 
there would be no generative AI boom 
(“Nvidia: one-stop chip shop”, Lex, 
November 23), I think the key to 
broad-based adoption is to solve the 
efficiency challenge around deploying 
these models. 

Hardware and software are two 
pieces of the same puzzle — neither 
gives you the full picture. Nvidia’s 
move into AI software demonstrates an 
awareness of this fact. Given that, as 
the Lex columnists note, “demand 
already outstrips supply”, we also need 
an optimised approach to hardware 
design that ensures the hardware can 
be used efficiently, to bring AI to the 
wider market.

More powerful chips and more 
memory will always be needed, but if 
this isn’t combined with architecture 
that ensures the chips are used 
effectively, the number of chips 
required, along with their energy 
demands, will quickly become 
unmanageable.

Reaching the total addressable 
market means demonstrating to 
enterprise customers that you can 
create value and increase productivity 
— driving results from silicon to 
business applications, using models 
that enterprises can own themselves. 
To do that, the industry must embrace 
a full-stack approach to AI.
Rodrigo Liang
Chief Executive and Co-founder, 
SambaNova Systems, Palo Alto, CA, US

OpenAI drama empowers 
Altman, and that’s a worry
Your article “Altman makes comeback 
as OpenAI chief after turmoil” (Report, 
November 23), and the follow up piece 
“Tech’s philosophical rift over AI” (The 
Big Read, FT Weekend, November 25) 
made me think how we increasingly 
frame organisational events as dramas. 
As evidence we need look no further 
than the unfolding, must-watch quality 
of the Covid inquiry. However much we 
know the ending, we find ourselves 
gripped by the show and its main 
characters.

In my role as a social psychologist I 
see this tendency as positive. We like
to portray organisations, and our 
decisions about them, as logical and 
value-free. These dramas tell another 
story — they help us to see the interest-
laden, relational underbelly of 
organisational life, something which 
shades every so-called “rational” 
decision. 

But there is potentially a darker side 
to drama. It is not neutral; it actively 
elevates an image of its key actors into 
our consciousness and solidifies their 
story. 

Sam Altman’s role in the OpenAI 
saga is a classic of the genre. This 

Artificial intelligence can 
be a useful workforce tool 
It seems every time I read new research 
about the impact of artificial 
intelligence on the UK labour market I 
come across a new threat to another set 
of occupations. This time (“City 
workers predicted to face biggest AI 
hit”, Report, November 29), it seems 
management consultants and other 
“high-flyers” are most exposed to the 
effects of AI.

The Department for Education’s 
report did not, however, try to 
distinguish between jobs that could be 
superseded by AI and those where the 
new technology augmented the 
worker’s role. Yet this is exactly where 
we should be focusing our efforts, 
ensuring that we can equip the 
population with the tech skills they will 
need to navigate an AI-driven 
economy.

At Academy, we help businesses find 
overlooked but high potential tech 
talent because there is already a 
shortage of these skills in the UK. We 
should stop fear-mongering and 
instead focus on developing AI as a 
positive tool to augment the workforce.
Ashley Ramrachia
Chief Executive & Co-Founder, Academy
Manchester, UK

Here’s one way round the 
ethics chief ’s dilemma
There is a simple solution to the 
problem Daniel Greenberg, the 
parliamentary commissioner for 
standards, is trying to solve in “Ethics 
chief defends parliament’s ‘very thin 
cats’” (Report, November 27). 

MPs could be permitted second jobs 
just so long as all payments for their 
services are paid to parliament. The 
MPs would still be paid full-time
as MPs and allowed time to perform 
these other roles. Both the MPs and 
parliament would benefit from their 
additional experience, and taxpayers 
would not be out of pocket for MPs’ 
time away from parliamentary work. 

I’m sure Greenberg will find most 
MPs will welcome this solution. And if 
he finds some MPs are less than keen, 
then he needs to admit that if it looks 
like a duck house and quacks likes a 
duck house, then it probably is a self-
enrichment duck house.
Rod Price
Epsom, Surrey, UK

I was Darling’s ‘pair’

Regarding your obituary of former 
chancellor, Alistair Darling, you could 
also have mentioned that he attended a 
private preparatory school, Chinthurst, 
in Tadworth, a very Conservative 
voting village near Epsom in Surrey. 

I know because when Alistair was 
nine and I was 18 we were next door 
neighbours and used to chat over the 
garden fence. He was a very serious 
young man even then, already giving 
me the benefit of his leftwing thoughts.

On June 12 1987, the day after the 
1987 general election, when we had 
both been elected to the House of 
Commons, I telephoned him after 
many years of no contact. I suggested 
that we should be “pairs”, the 
arrangement whereby members from 
opposite sides of the House both agree 
to miss a vote, so cancelling out 
absence occasioned, for example, by a 
family or constituency commitment. 

In the 10 years that we were paired, 
such was his dedication to duty that he 
scarcely ever wanted to be absent from 
the House, which meant that I could 
not be either. 

A pair in name only.
Douglas French
MP for Gloucester 1987-97
Poole, Dorset, UK

Bim Afolami, the new minister for the 
City of London, is wise in pushing 
regulators to rebalance their approach 
to risk (“City minister urges watchdogs 
to tolerate risk”, Report, November 
29). 

Sir Adrian Cadbury, the doyen of UK 
corporate governance, before his death 
in 2015 wrote a personal letter to me 
asking that in my then forthcoming 
book Stop The Rot: Reframing 
Governance For Directors and Politicians, 
I should stress that effective corporate 
governance starts with 
entrepreneurship, which must then be 

balanced by compliance. 
I consulted across five continents and 

have found a growing trend among 
regulators not just to build a new 
industry of compliance and reporting, 
but also to try and drive out any 
notions of risk and reward. 

The recent delays in the setting up of 
the proposed new regulator — the 
Audit, Reporting and Governance 
Authority (Arga) — shows their 
muddled thinking, including the 
dream of creating a UK version of the 
US’s Sarbanes-Oxley Act with all its 
massive administrative cost burden. 

What worries me most is that among 
many of the regulators that I have met, 
there is a preconception that risk is 
unlawful and should be banned. 

It is lawful to take risk and to fail. 
That is how learning occurs. It is only 
unlawful if risk is taken for corrupt 
ends.
Bob Garratt
Hon. Visiting Professor in Corporate 
Governance, Bayes Business School
Professor Extraordinaire, University of 
Stellenbosch Business School
Good Governance Development, 
London N5, UK

Regulators should heed what Cadbury said
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think in such nuanced terms. The fact
is that America’s economic and political 
problems are only partly about the fail-
ings of globalisation and the neoliberal 
trading system in particular. They are 
also about a lack of investment at
home, in basic infrastructure, skills and 
education, as well as core research and 
development. 

Biden has, of course, addressed many 
of these issues with more fiscal stimulus 
than we’ve seen since the Eisenhower 
era. At the same time his administration 
has attempted to do the challenging but 
necessary work of coming up with a 
new, more sustainable and inclusive 
economic model at home and abroad.

That’s smart industrial policy, and it’s 
something Trump appears to have nei-
ther the propensity or the ability to do. I 
was struck during the pandemic, for 
example, that despite all the tough talk 
from people like the Trump former eco-
nomic adviser Peter Navarro about the 
US not being able to make, say, basic 
personal protective equipment, nobody 
in the White House had any idea about 

W hat would another 
Trump administration 
look like? As horrible as 
many find the prospect, 
it’s a topic that execu-

tives are beginning to have to grapple 
with. For reasons that range from infla-
tion to the conflict in Gaza to Biden’s age, 
the current administration’s deft han-
dling of a recession, a pandemic and war 
in Ukraine isn’t being reflected in polls. 
Many of them put Donald Trump back 
in the White House in 2024.

Despite any number of criminal 
charges against the former president, it 
seems a foregone conclusion that 
Trump will be the Republican nominee. 
Still, major donors like the Koch-backed 
Americans for Prosperity Action are pil-
ing into Nikki Haley’s campaign, which 
shows how worried the business com-
munity is about the possibility of 
Trump, round 2.

For starters, executives fear which 
Trump they will get should he be re-
elected next November. Will it be lais-
sez-faire Trump, or America First 
Trump? Back in 2016, Trump talked 
tough about Made in America and help-
ing working people, but most of his

politics (aside from tariffs on China) 
were basically business as usual. He 
rolled back regulation and lowered 
taxes on big corporations. Much of the 
money went to stock buybacks not Main 
Street investment.

That buoyed short-term stock prices, 
which were also helped along by low 
interest rates. But it’s unlikely we would 
see the same phenomenon in a second 
Trump administration. His tenure 
marked the apex of financialised 
growth, which is now largely tapped out. 
As the Fed’s End of an Era paper from 
June 2023 laid out, about 50 per cent of 
real corporate profit growth between 
1984 and 2020 came from the secular 
fall in interest rates, and corporate tax 
rates being cut. That’s what has pro-
pelled so much growth in equities in 
recent years.

Today, the S&P is by some measures 
more overvalued than it was when the 
housing bubble burst, according to a 
recent Currency Research Associates 
report. In this environment, it’s difficult 
to see equities rising even if the Fed were 
to begin cutting rates in the face of a 
recession. It’s much more likely they’d 
fall, despite any new Trump tax cuts.

And that is the more benign scenario. 
A more likely possibility is that we’d get 
a harder-edged, even more insular, xen-
ophobic and paranoid version of Trump 
this time around. For starters, few of the 
more moderate business types that 
served with him the first time around 
would be willing to come into a second 
administration given the spectre of the 

Companies start 
to contemplate 
Trump, round 2

January 6 Capitol riots and Trump’s 
ongoing election-loss denial.

The business community already has 
concerns about the former president’s 
propensity for fiscal profligacy at a time 
when rising US deficit levels are worry-
ing investors. Add to that the prospects 
of a 10 per cent across the board tariff on 
imports, which Trump has floated as a 
potential second-term policy, and CEOs 
get even more worried. 

This goes to what has been one of the 
biggest problems with Trump’s trade 
and economic strategies from the begin-
ning — a tendency to blame China and 
employ tariffs as a standalone solution 
to the big, complex problem of slower 
secular growth and growing inequality 
in the US. Not that Trump seems to 

There’s a possibility we’d get 
a harder-edged, even more 

insular, xenophobic and 
paranoid version this time 

business
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B ritish universities are envied 
for their excellence and 
widely emulated around the 
world. After studying and 
working in five countries and 

four continents before returning to the 
UK to lead King’s College London, I have 
seen that for myself. This personal 
experience is confirmed by more objec-
tive measures: UK universities achieve 
the highest graduation rates in the 
world, and 17 British institutions make 
the top 100 of QS World University 
Rankings, second only to the US.

But the UK’s universities are trapped 
in a “triangle of sadness” between aspir-
ing students who feel burdened with 
debt and uncertain prospects, a 
stretched government that has allowed 
tuition fees to fall far behind inflation, 
and beleaguered university staff. This 
pressure is increasing — a demographic 

bulge means over 100,000 more young 
Brits will be seeking a university educa-
tion by 2030, when there is little space 
or incentive to accommodate them. It 
needs urgent attention.

The UK has opted for an undifferenti-
ated university system, where nearly 150 
institutions charge a uniform under-
graduate fee and attempt to teach most 
subjects. A single regulatory body treats 
all universities — from the research-
dominant world leaders to regional tal-
ent providers — in a single framework. It 
is neither a free-market system, nor a 
strategically managed one. Contrast this 
with California, with a gross domestic 
product the size of the UK and as many 
world-leading universities, but with a 
differentiated system of research insti-
tutions, teaching universities and com-
munity colleges. This range serves the 
economy and individuals rather well. 

As funding becomes more limited and 
international competition intensifies, it 
is time for greater specialisation across 
the UK’s institutions and better cost-ef-
fectiveness within them. The objective 
is to maintain research universities that 
compete with the best in the world 

is taking out a personal loan to subsidise 
the economic outcomes of another. 

A better solution would split the fees 
that a university receives for any individ-
ual subject between the student and the 
public, depending upon the expected 
personal versus public gain of a particu-
lar education. Australia and Canada 
have already implemented such a sys-
tem. For example, in Canada, tuition for 
nursing and education costs to the indi-
vidual are about C$6,000 and C$5,000 
respectively per year, whereas for law it 
is C$13,000 and dentistry C$24,000.

One group who already pay a “pre-
mium” fee in the UK are international 
students. As the original £9,000-a-year 
fee for domestic students set in 2012 has 
been eroded to its current value of 
around £6,000 in 2023, the surplus 
income from overseas students who are 
charged an average of £22,000 a year 
has been critical in allowing UK univer-
sities to maintain their research pro-
grammes and international rankings. 

This extra resource is needed because 
UK research-funding bodies calculate 
the full cost of research but deliberately 
pay only 80 per cent — the other 20 per 

alongside those that supply their local 
communities and industries with the 
training and talent they need. 

UK universities charge the same fee 
for all courses, regardless of the actual 
cost in delivering them, the demand for 
the subject or the economic advantage 
to the graduate. As a result, their man-
agers are busy moving subsidies across 
subjects to make ends meet. A nurse 
and a dentist pay essentially the same 

for their education — even though the 
annual cost of educating the latter is 
nearly twice as much. The dentist is 
likely to end up with a far better income 
than the nurse while paying back an 
equal level of student debt. 

This would not matter if the fees were 
merely a symbolic, token contribution. 
It does matter greatly when one student 

The institutions are 
trapped in a ‘triangle of 

sadness’ between students, 
staff and government

A t COP28, the world must 
face the reality that busi-
ness-as-usual is not deliver-
ing the needed cuts to green-
house gas emissions. For 

most countries, squeezed public finances 
and the new era of “higher for longer” 
interest rates present a terrible trade off: 
short-term financial health versus the 
long-term health of our planet. 

It is against this backdrop that a grow-
ing number of countries are looking to 
carbon pricing to achieve climate objec-
tives while raising new revenues. The 
concept is simple: make polluters pay 
for what they emit, providing a strong 
nudge to clean up their act. It can take 
the form of a tax or an emissions trading 
scheme (ETS) that requires companies 
to purchase tradable allowances to 
cover their emissions.

Carbon pricing’s growing appeal boils 
down to three factors. First, it works. As 

the centre of a broad strategy to cut 
emissions, a robust carbon price pro-
vides incentives to shift to cleaner 
energy sources, reduce overall energy 
use and invest in clean technology. 
Emissions in sectors covered by the EU’s 
Emissions Trading System have 
declined by over 37 per cent since 2005. 

Second, it is the most cost-efficient 
solution. Carbon pricing is easy to 
administer when it builds on existing 
energy fuel taxes (countries can start by 
phasing out fossil fuel subsidies that 
have risen to $1.3tn in direct costs annu-
ally). It also generates revenues — more 
than €175bn in the case of the EU 
scheme — rather than making the green 
transition a fiscal drain. These can be 
used to reduce taxes, fund public serv-
ices or clean energy infrastructure. 
Prices can scale up over time, minimis-
ing abrupt dislocations.

Third, with the right design, it’s fair: 
those companies and consumers 
responsible for the most emissions pay 
the most. Any distributional implica-
tions, within and across countries, can 
be addressed. 

At the domestic level, the price 
impact on poor households can be

73 carbon pricing schemes in nearly 50 
countries and covering a quarter of 
emissions — a doubling since the Paris 
Agreement was signed in 2015. But to 
get emissions on track, the global price 
of carbon will need to reach an average 
of $85 a tonne by 2030, compared with 
just $5 today. 

What’s stopping wider adoption? 
Political feasibility is often cited. But 
experience shows that, once the first 
step is taken, countries can make steady 
progress. Popular support can build as 
revenues are used to boost public 
investment or cut other taxes. 

It will be important to help those 
doing business across jurisdictions 
manage compliance costs, particularly 
smaller companies in developing coun-
tries. Here, co-ordination can help to 
streamline processes and see-off poten-
tial trade frictions, where countries 
have different approaches. 

Conversely, the more countries that 
adopt a carbon price, the lower the risk 
of trade distortions or reduced competi-
tiveness. Top emitters could pave the 
way for others by aligning robust carbon 
price regimes as part of an international 
framework: a strong signal to the rest of 

covered with only a modest share of
carbon price revenues. The IMF esti-
mates around 20 per cent of these are 
required to compensate the poorest 30 
per cent of households, making the 
reform work for vulnerable consumers 
and small emitters. 

At the global level, carbon pricing rev-
enues could also contribute to climate 
finance in developing countries. This

is one way to address equity issues — 
others include differentiated carbon 
price floors and net zero trajectories 
that reflect countries’ current and his-
torical emissions. African leaders 
recently called for a global carbon taxa-
tion regime covering fossil fuel trade, 
maritime transport and aviation, with 
rev-enues directed to climate invest-
ments in poorer countries.

Momentum is growing. There are now 

We must look to COP28 to 
deliver a robust benchmark 

for co-operation on 
international markets

Kristalina Georgieva, 
Ursula von der Leyen and 
Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala
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what the country could or should make.
The Biden administration, by con-

trast, came up with a major supply 
chain report in its first 100 days, and has 
begun to rebuild the US semiconductor 
industry and grapple with how to ensure 
a just and secure green transition.

This administration’s plans aren’t 
perfect. But Biden gets that you can’t 
just bash China — you have to create a 
paradigm shift at home if America is to 
regain its political and economic mojo.

US exceptionalism has always been 
based on immigration, as writer David 
Leonhardt lays out in his new book Ours 
Was the Shining Future: The Story of the 
American Dream. It is immigration that 
has ensured higher trend growth than in 
other developed countries, and in 
recent years, helped damp inflation. 
Trump, of course, wants to build a wall 
— in every sense. Business should think 
hard about what that would mean, for 
them and for the country, and do every-
thing it can to ensure it doesn’t happen.

rana.foroohar@ft.com

How to tackle the UK higher education crisis

cent must be found from teaching 
income and other resources. Universi-
ties find themselves doing even govern-
ment-supported research at a discount. 

Funding the nation’s research at an 
intentional deficit, hoping the gap will 
be filled by international student fees, is 
inherently precarious. The UK’s ambi-
tion to become a “science and technol-
ogy superpower” cannot be left to the 
decisions of well-off parents in foreign 
nations. The government should fund 
the complete cost of research it spon-
sors, and ensure that whatever domestic 
fee is agreed is not eroded by inflation.

Fully funding individual research 
projects may mean choosing fewer to 
back; we will need to become more 
selective. But a sustainable research 
base will do better with a properly 
funded, competitive system rather than 
a precarious, expansive one.

The UK higher education system is a 
jewel in the nation’s crown — sometimes 
jewels don’t just need a polish, they need 
to be reset.

The writer is vice-chancellor and president 
of King’s College London

Matt Kenyon

the world. For countries moving at
different speeds, the Paris Agreement 
sketched out how exchanging carbon 
credits could complement national
pricing instruments. But these markets 
can’t operate effectively until nations 
have more ambitious climate goals and 
apply clear, credible and comparable 
standards. The same applies to volun-
tary markets in carbon credits. 

So we must look to COP28 to deliver a 
robust benchmark for co-operation on 
international carbon markets. Carbon 
pricing must be a transparent tool for 
reducing emissions, not just a cover for 
continuing business as usual.  And that 
returns to the crux of the matter: busi-
ness as usual is not delivering what
we need to prevent catastrophic conse-
quences. 

We can — and we must — step back 
from the brink. That means a fair price 
on pollution to cut emissions for
our children and their children, without 
emptying coffers or fragmenting
global trade.

The writers are IMF managing director, 
European Commission president and WTO 
director-general

No more business as usual: the case for carbon pricing

A s Greece sank into the 
mother of all debt crises in 
2010, the German tabloid 
Bild ran a story under the 
headline: “Sell your islands, 

you bankrupt Greeks! And sell the 
Acropolis, too!”

One former Greek government minis-
ter never forgot the newspaper’s imper-
tinent advice. Like a reincarnation of 
Nemesis, the ancient Greek goddess, 
Panagiotis Lafazanis last week recom-
mended – in an interview with Bild, no 
less – that Germany should consider 
selling an island or two to overcome a 
budgetary emergency of its own. 

This crisis erupted on November 15, 
when Germany’s constitutional court 
ruled that Chancellor Olaf Scholz’s gov-
ernment had broken the law by trying to 
use €60bn of unspent pandemic funds 
for fighting climate change and modern-
ising industry. As a result of the court’s 
decision, Germany’s budget plans for 
this year and 2024 are in chaos.

Lafazanis, who was a member of 
Greece’s Stalinist communist party 
before he joined the radical leftist Syriza 
movement, served as energy minister in 
the Syriza-led government that came to 
power in 2015. He used his interview 
with Bild to pour salt on Germany’s 
wounds like olive oil on a Greek salad.

Scholz’s government could address its 
troubles by imposing emergency taxes 
on businesses and individuals, but that 
might cause an uproar, he observed. So 
perhaps it would make sense for Ger-
many to sell off some public assets, 
including islands, “in order to bring in a 

large amount quickly”, he suggested.
Referring to the austerity measures 

demanded of Greece in return for three 
international bailouts between 2010 and 
2018, Lafazanis added: “Life takes 
revenge. Germany will now experience 
what it imposed on Greece.” He didn’t 
specify which islands Germany ought to 
sell but he may have had in mind Rügen, 
a popular Baltic sea tourist spot. This 
formed part of former chancellor Angela 
Merkel’s Bundestag constituency when 
she was in power and helped organise the 
Greek bailouts whose terms Lafazanis 
denounced. Either way, the German 
media were unimpressed. One Munich 
newspaper called the proposal of 
Lafazanis “a perfidious sideswipe” at 
Germany. In the end, Greece didn’t sell 
any islands, let alone the Acropolis, to get 
out of its debt hole. It likewise stretches 
the imagination to expect that Germany 
will sell Rügen or any other territory.

If anything, when it comes to Euro-
pean islands, history suggests Germany 
has tended to be on the other side of the 
equation. In 1890, it acquired the North 
Sea island of Heligoland from the UK in 
exchange for recognising British claims 
in east Africa, including the islands that 
make up Zanzibar.

That wasn’t a sale, or a deal made 
under duress, but there are several 19th 
century examples of states buying and 
selling land from each other. In the 1803 
Louisiana Purchase, the US bought vast 
tracts of territory west of the Mississippi 
from France, then ruled by Napoleon 
Bonaparte. Sixty-four years later, the US 
bought Alaska from the Russian empire.

Donald Trump attracted a mixture of 
ridicule and outrage when, as president, 
he suggested in 2019 that Denmark 
should sell Greenland – an island – to the 
US. He even called Mette Frederiksen, 
the then Danish prime minister, “nasty” 
for rejecting what he saw as the sort of 
real estate deal he specialised in.

However, Trump’s proposal was less 
outlandish than it seemed. The US had 
first become interested in Greenland 
around the time it acquired Alaska in 
the 1860s, and the idea of buying it 
resurfaced in 1946 because of its strate-
gic value at the onset of the cold war.

Nothing came of it, possibly because 
public enthusiasm for buying Greenland 
was almost as cold as the Danish territory 
itself. As a Gallup poll at the time 
revealed, only 45 per cent of Americans 
correctly identified where Greenland 
was, and only 10 per cent knew how 
many people lived there.

tony.barber@ft.com

Selling off 
islands 

has a long 
history

One ex-minister used an 
interview to pour salt

on Germany’s wounds like 
olive oil on a Greek salad
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