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Red Searaids
BP halts Suez
oil shipments

Cargo ship Galaxy Leader sails under
escort by Houthi rebels after the Iran-
backed Yemeni group hijacked the ves-
sel last month as part of its campaign
against ships in the Red Sea following
the outbreak of the Israel-Hamas war.

Yesterday BP halted all shipments
through the Suez Canal, which connects
the Mediterranean to the Red Sea,
because of what it called the “deteriorat-
ing security situation” caused by the
escalating Houthi attacks.

It was the first oil major to take the
step, which pushed up oil and gas prices.
BP called the move a “precautionary
pause” that it would keep under review.

Two of the top five global container
shipping operators, AP Moller-Marsk
and Hapag-Lloyd, last week imposed a
similar pause, sending their ships on the
longer routes around Africa.

BP pause page 11
Day in markets page 14

Adobe and Figma drop $20bn tie-up
after balking at regulators’ remedies
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e Watchdogs fear for competition @ Software groups dispute findings @ Merger faced EU and UK probes

CRISTINA CRIDDLE, SUZI RING AND
TIM BRADSHAW — LONDON

Adobe has abandoned its proposed
$20bn acquisition of product design
software company Figma, saying there
was “no clear path to receive necessary
regulatory approvals” from UK and
Brussels watchdogs.

The deal had faced probes from both
British and EU regulators over fears it
would stifle competition and innovation
in the product design, image editing and
illustration markets.

Adobe makes a broad range of digital
marketing and creative tools including
Photoshop and InDesign, while Figma
specialises in online software for design-
ing apps and websites.

According to a document from the
UK’s Competition and Markets Author-

OpenAl and Microsoft tie
knot as tech’s odd couple

Microsoft's $13bn alliance with OpenAl
is Silicon Valley’s most watched — yet
least understood — partnership. The
tech giant, like other investors, owns
no equity in the ChatGPT maker but is
entitled to a share of profits. With US
and UK competition watchdogs taking
an interest in Microsoft’s influence, the
strange structure of the deal spotlights
how OpenAl's altruistic origins are now
colliding with the huge commercial
promise of artificial intelligence.
Complex alliance » PAGE 11
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ity yesterday, Adobe refused to offer
remedies to satisfy the regulator’s con-
cerns last week, arguing a divestment
would be “wholly disproportionate”.

Hours later, the two companies issued
a mutual statement terminating the
deal, citing the regulatory challenges.
Adobe will pay Figma $1bn in a termina-
tion fee under the terms of the merger
agreement. Shares in Adobe were up
3 per cent yesterday.

“Adobe and Figma strongly disagree

Demanding the divestiture
of operations would be
‘wholly disproportionate’

Adobe

with the recent regulatory findings but
we believe it is in our respective best
interests to move forward independ-
ently,” said Shantanu Narayen, Adobe’s
chair and chief executive.

Competition regulators across the
world have recently sent mixed signals
on Big Tech groups’ hopes of acquiring
promising start-ups and potential rivals
at a time when public markets have
been largely closed to new listings.

The EU’s antitrust watchdog has for-
mally objected to Amazon’s $1.7bn pro-
posed purchase of Roomba-maker
iRobot. However, Microsoft was able to
complete its $75bn takeover of games
maker Activision in October after revi-
sions to the deal satisfied UK regulators.

Adobe and Figma had been battling
regulatory challenges, with the Euro-

pean Commission publishing a state-
ment of objections last month, arguing
the takeover could “significantly reduce
competitionin the global markets”.

The huge price that Adobe was willing
to pay for San Francisco-based Figma
had been seen by critics of the deal as an
effort to quash the software giant’s most
promising new rival in decades.

The merger, first negotiated during
the pandemic’s tech investment boom,
would have valued Figma at 50 times its
annual recurring revenue and double its
last private funding round in 2021.

The CMA said: “During a detailed
phase 2 investigation, the CMA provi-
sionally found that the deal between
Adobe and Figma had the potential to
impact the UK’s digital design industry
by reducing choice, innovation, and

end of Covid aid hit businesses hard

VALENTINA ROMEI

Corporate bankruptcies are increasing
at double-digit rates in most advanced
economies as borrowing costs rise and
governments unwind pandemic-era
measures to support business.

Following a decade of decline, the
number of US corporate bankruptcies
rose 30 per cent in the 12 months to Sep-
tember compared with the period a year
before, according to data from courts.
Germany, the EU’s largest economy,
said bankruptcies rose 25 per cent from
January to September compared with
the same period last year. Since June,
monthly “double-digit growth rates
have been consistently observed com-
pared to the previous year”, the coun-
try’s statistical office Destatis said.
Across the EU, corporate insolvencies
rose 13 per cent year on year in the nine

months to September to reach their
highest level in eight years, according to
Eurostat. Higher interest rates, along
with the collapse of zombie companies
that had survived on Covid-era govern-
ment support, have fuelled the trend,
according to Neil Shearing, chief econo-
mist at Capital Economics.

Shearing cited the cost of debt servic-
ing, the rollback of pandemic support
and high energy bills. The industries
suffering the most from the increased
insolvency rates included transport and
hospitality, analysts said.

Government support schemes for
companies and households during the
pandemic amounted to more than
$10tn, according to IMF estimates for
2020 and the first four months of 2021.
They have now been largely withdrawn.

Shearing warned that the trend was
set to continue as many businesses will

have to refinance debt at higher rates in
the coming months, even if central
banks’ rate rises have peaked.

Susannah Streeter, senior investment
analyst at asset manager Hargreaves
Lansdown, said that while the rise was
partly due to the folding of zombie com-
panies, “the concern is that the rapid
tightening in monetary policy will also
push more promising start-ups and
SMEs over the edge, which could have
longer-term consequences for growth”.

Rating agency Moody expects the glo-
bal speculative-grade default rate to go
on rising in 2024 after reaching 4.5 per
cent in the 12 months to October, above
the historical average of 4.1 per cent.

In England and Wales, insolvencies
for the January-September period had
also hit their highest level since 20009,
according to the Insolvency Service.
German confraction signs page 4
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the development of new competitive
products.”

Margrethe Vestager, the EU’s compe-
tition commissioner, added: “By com-
bining these two companies, the pro-
posed acquisition would have termi-
nated all current and prevented all
future competition between them.”

Under its proposed remedies in
November, the CMA said it was consid-
ering either prohibiting the deal or
demanding the divestiture of overlap-
ping operations, such as Adobe’s Illus-
trator and Photoshop or Figma’s core
product Figma Design.

Speaking to the Financial Times last
week, Figma chief executive Dylan Field
said the latter suggestion left him
amazed at “the idea of buying a com-
pany so you can divest [it]".

» Opaque wage data delays
rate cuts, says BoE deputy
Ben Broadbent, a deputy
governor at the central bank, has
warned that uncertainty over the
labour market will force the Bank
of England to wait longer before it
can safely conclude inflation is on
the way down.— pAGE 3

» Apple smartwatch halt

The tech group has announced it
will “pre-emptively” stop selling
two of its latest smartwatch
models through its US stores
before Christmas after losing a
patent infringement case.— PAGE 9

» Pressure for carbon levy
Trade group Make UK has called
on ministers to bring forward the
proposed 2027 launch of a border
tax to match EU plans and stop
the dumping in Britain of carbon-
heavy goods.— PAGE 2; LEX, PAGE 24

» Sunak clashes with Mone
The prime minister has become
embroiled in a bitter row with
ex-Tory peer Baroness Michelle
Mone over her role in a company
that won deals totalling £200mn
in the pandemic.— PAGE 2

» Unilever sells 20 brands
The consumer goods group has
said it will offload beauty brands
including Q-tips, Timotei and
Impulse to buyout group Yellow
Wood Partners, in its bid to ditch
slower-growth labels.— pPAGE 12

» Fed official warns markets
Loretta Mester, chief of the Fed’s
Cleveland office, has warned that
markets have jumped “a little bit
ahead” by pencilling in early rate
cuts.— PAGE 4; MOHAMED EL-ERIAN,
PAGE 14; RAGHURAM RAJAN, PAGE 23

» Ex-Freshfields lawyer tried
Ulf Johannemann, the former
global head of tax at the law firm,
has told a Frankfurt court that he
“totally failed” as a lawyer, as he
faced allegations of aiding and
abetting tax fraud.— pAGE 11

» Tycoon Lai in HK court
Jimmy Lai, the Hong Kong media
tycoon and owner of the now
defunct Apple Daily newspaper,
has appeared in court on sedition
charges that could imprison him
for life.— PAGE 8; BIG READ, PAGE 21
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