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Has app-driven dating met its match?

Girls aloud

St Paul’s choir
hits next level

Chaoristers of St Paul’s Cathedral choir
practise for Christmas services in the
City of London yesterday.

For the lirst time in its 900-year
history, girls will form part of the cathe-
dral choir periorming tomormow,

Bul while many thousands ol City
workers have {locked to carol servicesin
the run-up to Christmas, far fewer regu.
larly attend the churches that still sur
Vive in Lhe L'!lj.'.

The histaric buildings, whose spires
can be glimpsed nestled amid the bases
of the skyscrapers that tower over Lhem,
are struggling with low attendance lev-
els as the capital’s bustling working popr-
ulation vanishes at the weeked.

Of the 40 or so churches that remain
in the Square Mile, the steep cost of
t'tli‘.snt..'l..i.niug them has led some ta ques-
tion how much longer their doors will
stay open.
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Reeves new year challenge laid bare
as economic growth grinds to a halt

e Chancellor admits huge task ahead & Business warns of falling activity e Big threat to Labour agenda

DELPHINE STRAUSS AND
GEQRGE PARKER

Chancellor Kachel Reeves hasadmitted
shehas a “hoge™ task to turn around the
economy, after growth Hatlined in the
third quarter and businesses warned ol

erowth lpoked set to stretch into the
new year, Reeves admitted: "The chal-
lenge we lace to lix our economy and
properly [und our public Iinances after
15 years of neglectis huge.”

The CEI lobby group published a sur-

and to give them a reason Lo invest™.

The British Eetail Consortium said its
latest polling showed there had been a
blg drop in the public's spending plans,
which left retailers facing "a challenging
yvear . .. bulfeted by low consumer

have contracted in the final quarter of
Lhe year.

stride said the “disastrous Budget™ —
which included a £25bn rise In employ:
ers national insurance contributions —
should be revisited. "Every moment ol

quarter, down [rom it prévious forecast
of 0.3 per cent growth.

Economists said the details of yester-
day’s downwardly revised GDP data
contained some bright spots, with con-
sumer spending growing al a healthy

» Job losses loom in Aviva's
takeover of Direct Line

Up to 2300 posts could be lost
through the £3.7bn takeover of
Direct Line by its larger vival, a
joint statement has disclosed, as
the insurers agreed the termsof a
cash and shares approach made
by Aviva this month.— pace 1

» Honda and Nissan close in
The two companies have signed a
memorndum ol understanding
on starting talkes that could lead to
the bigeest domestic merger in
Japansautomolive history and
the creatinn nf the third -biggest
global carmaker by sales.— pace 7

» Banking giants rule roost
The four bigeest US lenders are on
vonirse Lo capilure Lhelr largesl
share of incdustry profits in almost
adecade, asign ol how [PMorgan
Chase, Bank of America, Citlgroup
and Wells Fargoare consolidating
their dominant position.— PAGE §

» Tory leader’s Musk doubt
Kemi Badenoch hassaid it might
e “cnunterproductive” fnr Nigel
Farage to accept a big donation
from Elon Musk, saying "people
don't necessarily like to see
politics being bought”.— gace s

» Deloitte to slash expenses
The Big Four consultancy wants to
cut spending on stafl travel and
expenses inthe UK by more than
50per cent as it seeks to sustain
partner profits during a slowdown
inthe services seclor.— BAGE T

» US probes China tactics
Washington haslaunched a probe
into alleged anti-competitive
measures by China insupport of
itssemiconductor industry, just
weeks before Joe Biden handsover
the White House keys.—BaGes

atough start to 2025, vey yesterday that showed the majority  demand and £7bn of new costs from the  delay is further damaging business con-  pace, business investment picking up » Dhaka secks exile’s return
Mel Stride, shadow chancellor, said ol private sector companies expected  Budget setto hit theindustry in 2025 fidence, output and employment.” and households no longer piling money Bangladesh's interim government
the “warning lights are [lashing™ after  activity to [all in the three months to If growth undershoots [orecasts, the Data published this month showed ntosavings. has asked India to returm extiled

the Office for National Statistics said
GDP did not grow in the three months to
September, down lrom its imitial esti-
mate of 2 0.1 per cent expansion.

That reflected fat cutput in the domi
nant services secltor in the altermath of
Labours July election victory, while
production output fell 0.4 per cent, off
setting a 0,7 per cent Increase In the con-
struction seclor.

As business groups warned that poor

Simple formula fuels royal
borough pension success

Quentin Marshall, chair of Kensington
ard Cheleeas £19bn pencion scheame,
has tumed in the best performance of
any council fund in the past decade
by relying on an equity index tracker
The chef executive at Weatherbys
prvate bank m Maytair is scephcal of
stockpicking and withering about
consultants who advise pension funds
and rely on backward-ipoking dara
which i definitely shown o be utterly
useless as & sournce of prediction’

March. It said businesses were '-IIHIII.ET!H
to the government to boost confidence

The FT speaics to
| ahawr intiders o

unrave' what went
wiiong ‘of Starmer
afrer h landslide
win and wheather
he can turn things
around in 2025

Airlines end year ona high after rush | g8
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ing cuts or higher taxes at next year's
Budget to ensure she continues to meet
her borrowing rules. Paul johnson, head
ol the Institute for Fiscal Studies, warmed
that Reeves mighty need to "come back
lor money  next autumn, in what would
be a setback lor her credibility.

The government has put boosting
growth at the heart of its agenda but
faces the threat that the economy might

GDP shrank 0.1 per ¢ent in October, the
second straight monthly contraction.
The ONS also revised iis estimate for
second-guarter growth from 0.5 per
cent to 0.4 per cent, indicating the econ-
omy began slowing earlier than
thought, Recent data has pointed to a
soltening jobs market, stubborn infla-
tion and falling business confldence.
The Bank of England last week pre-
dicted zero expansion in the fourth

for Christmas getaways breaks records

PHILIPF GEQRGIADIS LODNIOMN

Alrlines on both sides of the Atdantic
are braced for their busiest Christmas
season ever as tens of millions of pas-
sengers take to the skies.

In the UK, carriers will fly 6.1mn scats
between December 20 and January 2, a
5 per cent increase on Lhe previous
record set in 2019, acoording to aviation
data company Cirium. The most popit-
ar international destinations {or British
departures are Amsterdam, Dublin,
Geneva, Parisand Tenerife.

Across the Atlantic, a recond 54mn
passengers are forecast to fly on US car-
riers between December 19 and January
6, according o trade group Alrlines for
America (A4A ). US airlines areollering
140,000 more seats each day than they

ciin, Fort Lauderdale and Honolulua are
among the most popular destinations.

The record Christmas is the closing
chapter on a busy year lor alilines in the
UK and US, rellecting the sustained
strong demand for travel since the pan-
demie ended. Alrline bosses believe
consumers are putting holidays lirst
over other discretionary spending, even
[ollowing several years of high inflation.

Sull, ticket prices have [allen in many
leading markets this year, and some air-
lines, including Ryanair, Europe’s larg-
est, reported a drop in profit over the
SUMIMer,

In the UK. more passengers are also
choosing to travel on Christmas Day
lisell, In excess of 800 (lghts are sched-
uled to depart UK alrports on Christmas
Day this year, up a fifth on 2019 and

mercial afficer, said the carrier would
fly 4.1mn customers across its European
network during the peak festive season,
with its busiest day expecled on Decemn-
ber 27. "The winter holidays are an
important time of year lor travel for mil
lions of people,” she said,

In the US, United Airlines expects
passenger numbers Lo rise 12 per cent
from last year to 9.9mn. lis busiest days
will include Friday December 27 and
Saturday December 28.

The strong end to the year comes as
global airlines prepare for a record year
in 1015. Passenger numbers are
expected to reach 5.2bn, rising aimost
7 per cent compared with this year It
would be the first time that the number
of passengers exceeded the 5bn mark,
global lobby group International Alr

Paul Bales, at the consulinncy Capital
Economics, said the downward revision
wils "mainly due to external intluences
rather than the domestic economy”,
including a bigeger drag from net trade.

But he added the overall picture was
that growth had “ground to a halt”,
because of “the lingering drag from
higher interest rates, weaker overseas
demand and some concerns over the
policies in the Budget”.

lormer prime minister Sheild
Hasina to face lepal proceedings, a
request likely toheighten tensions
with Mew Delhi.— page s

» Christmas publishing

The Finandal Times returns o
December 27. We wish our readers
a peaceful Christmas holiday.
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Starmer frustrated by ‘waste’ of first months

FINANCUIAL TIMES

NATIONAL

Tuetday 24 Decembed 2024

Distractions, blunders and plunging poll ratings have sapped Labour morale as the government crawls towards its Christmas break

GEQORGE PARKER, JIM PICKARD AND
JONATHAN VINCENT

Sir Keir Starmer’s [rends say the prime
minister needs a holiday. After ayear of
electoral triumph followed by a precipi-
tous drop in support —with no time olf
in between — the Labour party’s high
command appears exhausted.

"He needs a break, they all need a
break,” said one confidant. "These are
people who haven't had a holiday lora
year. They are crawling to the finishing
line.” The big question facing Starmer is
whether he can return refreshed in the
new year and revive his niling adminis-
tration.

The Financial Times has spoken Lo
ministers, aides, business leaders and
Labour MPs — most speaking anony-
mously — to piece together what went
wrong for Starmer after his landslide
election viclory on July 4 and whether
the prime minister can turn things
aroung,

Hisambition to lead a “eovernment of
service” has been disrupted by a nearly
vonstant strewn of distractions or blun-
ders: the summer riots, the clothing
denations scandal, Sue Gray'’s depar-
ture, the fallout from the Dudget.

“He's really rustrated about the way
the first few months went,” said one
Downing Street insider. "Not just the
waste of time but the waste of political
capital.”

Publicly, Starmer is defiant. Asked by
the House of Commons liaison commit-
tee on Thursday if he would have done
anything differently, the prime minister
said: "No." He reeled off reforms to plan-
ning, pensions and railway nationalisa-
tinn among his government's achieve-
ments.

Yel no prime minister in recent Limes
has seen such a calamitous fall in public
support in such a short space of time.
Some Labour MPs have started discuss-
ing who might replace Starmer and lead
Labour into the next election.

There is now widespread agreement
in Number 10 and the Treasury that the
£1.5bn cut in winter fuel payments for
10mn pensioners in late July was a
major political mistake, which sowed
the seeds lor many of the government’s
Iater problems.

“We should have asked more ques-
tlons, admittad one official involved in
the decision, referring to the claim
chancellor Rachel Reeves was too ready
to pick up a cost-saving idea that ld
long been promoted by the Treasury.

The decision [uelled a sense around
Starmer’s new government that Labour
would be little different than the Con-
servatives, who had just been evicted
after 141 years in power. Starmer's
acceptance of £32,000 of freebie suits
and glasses added to that narrative.

John McTernan, a former Labour
Powning Street aide, said: "Cutting win-
ter fuel payments was an egregious
error becanse # was done oot of context,
in the long, four-month gap between
election and Budget. It had a fundamen-
tal impact on fixing a perception of this
government.”

Reeves hailed the winter fuel pay-
ment cut as evidence of the need to take
"tough decisions”™ to tackle what she
claimed was "the worst economiz inher-
itance of any povernment since the sec-
ond world war”,

Senior Labour figures admit the
gloom was overdone, contributing
to a loss of business confidence.
“We've been too gloomy,” said
one cabinet minister. "We may
have done the right thing but
we ve lacked astory to expliin
why we're dolng these things.”

Ministers admit the party
wis also ill prepared for gov-
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| Starmer is less popular than Sunak or
Johnson at this stage of his premiership

Met satisfaction with the pnme minister, X points,
150 days into premiership®

-20 0 20 &0 b0

40

Starmer Starmer:
Thatcher -1 bacomes becomes
Malos 50 - Labour leader PM. a Unfavourable
Blair
Brown 40—
Cameron '
“lay 20— :
Johnson : Dion't know
Sunak 4 —‘I"11—H—|T"r'—n—ﬂ—"l1—rrn'r"r"Tr'Tr'—r"lT|—"—:"111—
Starmer 2020 2022 2023 2024

Sourte s inTat s pole « " OF neansd poldl Colodred By oary

Season ol hope:

More than 60% of the public now have
an unfavourable view of Starmer

Proportion of respondents (5, Do you have
a favourable or unfavaurable opinion of Keir Starmer?

ermment. “"Access talks before the elec-

S Yep o

mimisters was a shambles,” said one

Prime Minister tion didn't start early enough,” said one  minister.
Keir Starmer's minister, relerring to the discussions Gray was witimately {orced out ol her
backers believe that take place between opposition poli-  job by Starmer in October, shorthy after
he can turn ticians and the civil service to preparea  the prime minister returned from a
thingsaround In  plan lor government. Labour conference in Liverpool that fell
2025 — acchy Rainaz Gray, Starmer's former chiclof staff, 1s  more like awake thana victory party.
Kt s widely blamed in his circles for the lack "After conference, Keir was deter-
of preparediess, ool just intenms ol pol-  mised o change things,” said une
icy but personnel. Labour official. "People were just in a
“The whole process of appointing  state ol shock, There was the shock of
Conservative leader Kemi Badenoch has different from politics in the UK. People
Tery clamed it mght be “counferproductive” in this country don't necessarily like to
iacier for Migel Farage 1o accept a big donation | see polifics being bougnt. | think it would
from Elon Musk, saying “people don't be potennally counterproductive”
necessanly ke to see politics Being Last week, chadow business secreftary
Accepting bought”, Andrew Gritfith urged Musk to take
cash from Badenoch below left, criticised by another ook 2t the Torles before
: some Torses for a low-profile start in her deanating 1o Reform
Musk risks job, is facing an increasing political Badenoch became Tory leader on
hﬂfkﬁring; threat from Farage's populist Reform UK. | November 2 and it is almost six months
Badenoch Fatage has been talking 10 the US tech since the Conservatives lost the general
tells Fara ge hillrlur'lalre about .EII party donation election to Labour, but she has so far
he Conservative leader saic she refused 10 set out specific palicies.
supported competition, adding “l think She msisted that it was “a marathon
that if Elon Musk is giving a party. a nof & sprint” and urged voters to be

FTWeekend
: ‘..'_-!' & f"ﬂ .1-&

T comme

competitar party, money, then that s a
challenge for me to make sure that | raise
the same.”

Mick Candy, Reform's new freasurer,
has promised Britain “political disruption
like we have never seen before®, teilling
the Financial Times he was lining up
several other billionaire backers in
agditon 1o Musk.

Referring to Musk, Badenoch =said: "
don'l believe that he |s going to give that
maney but it doesn't matter if he does”

She added: “Politics in the US is very

IVAM LEVINGSTON — LONDON

patient, saying there was plenty aof time

to set out & detailed prospectus before
an election, which must be held by 2029

However, Reform has been closing in
on the Taries in opinion polls ano
threatens to make big edvances at the
Conservatives' expense in local elections
scheduled for May next year,

Hadenoch accused Reform of offering
"easy answers”, She told the BBCs Today
programme: “What | would say to people
Is, aran’t you nred of people who tell you

lies? George Parker and Maxine Kelly

Ownership rules

Investor urges probe into Takeover Panel delays after sanction

Support for Labour has dropped sharply
since the election, with the Conservatives

and Reform gaining
Varing infenhion CX)
s « Election
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being in ﬁ.[l\.- ernment, then the riots.  “We've been
then the party conference. It wasn't all
too gloomy.

Then came Reeves' Budget on Octo- We mav
per 30, an event that caused a huge rift ‘
with a business community that had have done
been assiducusly courted by Labour e
before the election. Economic stagna- [J'lL l"lghl
Lion and Talling business conlidence [hlﬂg but
have [ollowed. The sense of betraval we've
caused by Reeves' £25bn national insur-
ance increase on employers was huge, lacked a
but it also had a L_nn-ciu.-un:zﬂu:rl:t on the story to
econmmy. Surveys measuring manufac- _
turing confidence and hiring plans fell E!{[Jlﬂul Wh}’
sharply; the economy stagnated. i '

"Shes just not up to the job,” said one were dol N5
FTSE 100 boss. "The collapse In confi- [h esc
dence in IJ'IiE hu&jﬂﬂi.i Lwnrld has been thi l'igﬂ*
catastrophic. | think it is overdone, but

Cabinet
The cumulative effect of all these set-  ministes

backs has been to erode morale at the
centre ol Starmer’s administration.
“There is a slight confidence issue,”
admitted one person who warks closely
with Starmer,

An attempted December relaunch
saw Starmer set out six policy “mile-
stones” to locus his government's
eneryy and resources, but he generated
more headlines with his claim that some
civil servants were "comfortable in the
tepid bath of managed decline”

“I can't understand where that came
from,” said one minister, "I'd have been
upset.” Starmer subsegquently had to
write to furious cvil servants (o try Lo
calmthe row.

sStarmer’'s backers believe he can turn
things around in 2025, Tom Baldwin,
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HARRY DEMPSEY — TOEYD

The House ol Lords has been urged to
conduct an inquiry into the UK Takeo-
ver Panel's “structural failings™ by
investor Julian Treger, after he was
sanctioned by the mergers and acquisi-
tions watchdos in a landmark case.

Treger, who was ostracised from UK's
financial sector =arlier this year by the
panel following a 12-year investigation,
argued that the regulator displayed
“inexplicable and inexcusable delay and
conduct” in its handling of the case.

“The panel is not merely an expensive
and ineflicient oddity, operating at the
edges of the regulatory system — rather,
its opacity and lack of prolessionalism
are quite at odds with proper regula-
tion, hewrote ina letter td Lord Forsyth
ol Drumlean, chair of the Lords finan-
cial services regulation committes, on
October 1.

Treger, an activist investor who previ-
ously led Audley Capital, was given the
panel’s most senous sanction — known
as the "cold shoulder™ — lollowing what

the watchdog called “the most complex
investigation” in ite 56-year history.

As well as Treger, nine others were
given the otlicial "cold sheulder™ in the
case, including the former chiel execu
tive of MWE Group Holdings, the prop-
erty investor behind Hotel du Vin and
London’s Liberty department store.
This measure bars regulated linancial
companies and individuals from work-
ing with recipients on UK takeovers for
anumber of years.

The panel said in July that Richard
Baliour-Lynn, a veteran hotelier, and
several others had misled MWB's share-
holders and the panel regarding a series
of transactions more than o decade ago,
by concealing the extent of their owner-
ship al the company.

The panel found that three members
of MWER's management, led by Ballour-
Lynn, concealed the fact that they had
acquired control of it in a series of trans-
actions between 2009 and 2010 and
then breached a regulation requiring
them to make an offer for the group.

While the management trio control-
led nearly 30 per cent of the company,

the panel said the individuals acquired
another 2.5 per cent stake without dis-
closing that to the market. Further-
more, a 15.2 per cent stake in the com-
pany that was represented as controlled
by Treger's Audley Capital was in fact
acquired and controlled by the mem-
bers of monagement.

Baltour-Lynn, 71, and two other

Julian Treger:

"You can flout »

the rules and B

the regulator

will let you get

away with this’ d

former managers, were also forced to
pay compensation of up to £353mn plus
interest to affected sharehelders, a rare
punishment rom the panel. Ballour-
Lynn unsuccessfully appealed against
the compensation order.

However, Treger wrole in his lelter to
the Lords that "in reality, little or noth-
ing will ever be paid, and that is a direct
result of the panel’s inexplicable and
inexcusable delay and conduct”™. Trepger,

the prime minister's biographer, said
that "in every big job he has done, he has
had quite a rocky start”, referring to
awkward beginnings in his role as
Labour leader and as director of public
prosecutions.

"He tries different things until he
finds something that works,” Baldwin
said. “It's not Aashy or inspiring, but it's
probably not just the best way to dig
yourself oul of a hole, but also the best
way to run the country.”

Starmer’s top team is [inally taking
shape, with veterans of the Tony Blair
era being brought back into the centre.
Jonathan Powell and Liz Lloyd, stal-
warts of the Blair Downing Street opera-
tion, are being brought back in to reprise
their rolesin forelgn policy and domes-
tic reform, respectively. Lord Peter
Mandelson, New Labour veteran, will
take on the key role of US ambassador

Pat McFadden, Cabinet Office minis-
ter and former Blair fixer, and Lord
Spencer Livermore, a veteran adviser to
Gordon Brown, regularly meet Morgan
MoSweeney, Starmer s chiel ol stafl, 1o
plot strategy and defuse political rows,
The mediateam has been strengthened.

Starmer’s allies say he will "roll up his
sleeves™ and get on with the job,
although any deterioration in the eco-
nomic outlook — or damaging allout
from US president-elect Donald
Trump’s trade policy — could force
Reeves to return later in 2025 for more
politically damaging tax rises.

There is some optimism in the
Starmer camp that Kemi Badenoch,
Tary leader, has not yet turned out to be
the political threat they [eared. One
Downing Street insider said: “He was
wortied about how things would look in
the . . . Commons — that he might look
like a white man *‘mansplaining’ to a
biack woman. He has handled it well”

Starmer is, however, worried about
the rise ol Nigel Farage's Relorm UK,
which might initially pose a threat on
the right to Badenoch, but which
Labour strategists fear will ultimately
present a serious danger Lo its party, Loo,
“People are super-nervous aboul
Relorm,” said one minister.

Starmer s team say they will not make
the mistake of deploying the “Pied Piper
strategy  adopted by US Democrats
ahead of the 2016 presidential election,
when they actively talked up Trumpin
the hope it might destabilise the Repub-
licans and ke them down a populist
rabbit haole.

Alttempling to talk up Farage in the
hope that he might pull Badenoch on to
Reform’s populist terrain could easily
backfire, according to Labour strate-
gists. "I you do that, you might sud-
denly find yoursell asking, ‘what have
we created?” said one. Another said:
"There's no template lor the centre-left
beating the populist right.”

Starmer’s team admit be has got to
prove [n volers that a malnstream cone-
tre-left government can still deliver.
“He's frustrated, everyone's [rustrated,”
said one Downing Street insider. "We
have to show people we are on their
side.”

McTeman said the Labour govem-
ment reminded him of the Eric More-
cambe jolee about playing “all the right
notes but not . . . in the right order”,
adding: "The lundamentals are right,
the communications have not been as
good, but that's better than the other
way around.”

Should Starmer and Reeves go into
2025 trying to inject some optimism
into a political debate that has become
depressed, almaost [atalistic? One minis-
ter seemed unsure: *1'm just not sure if
Rachel and Keir are upbeat people.”
Gideon Rachman se2 Qoigion

who was sanctioned [or misleading the
panel, said in hic letter that he had his
“own grievances”, and “that what they
believed was nol true, and that my own
position had been misrepresented Lo
them by others”.

He added that: *The real lesson to
wrongdoers in practice from the panel
in this matter is effectively that you can
lout the rules and the regulator will let
vou get away with this”

He said: "This is even more disgrace
tul when contrasted with the costs ol the
entire case which | believe were close to
E10mn — £10mn which the sharehold-
ersof MWE will never see.”

Treger wrote that he had raised the
issue of the lengthy timeline with the
panel’s new director-general Omar
Faruqui. He said Faruqui declined to
address the matter.

The panel declined to comment. A
representative for the House of Lords
said the linancial services regulation
comimittes “is currently engaged in two
inquiries. It has no comment on the
i1ssues relating to the Takeover Panel™
and added that it had replied to Treger.
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ferview. Quentin Marshall

Simple secret
makes council

pension fund

top performer

Kensington and Chelsea head

on rejecting stock picking and

his fears over megalunds plan

MARY MCDOUGALL

ouentin Marshall, chalr of Kensington
and Chelsea'’s £1.9bn pension scheme,
has delivered the best perlormance of
any UK local .|.uE|:|l:l|il|r [ vver the
pist decade by parking half of its assets
in a global equity index tracker.

Marshall, who has chaired the fund
since 2014, sald individual stock or fund
selection hinders rather than helps
drive returns and he avoids tactical
decasion making when his team meets
Lo review its investments.

“All three of those things, post risks
and post costs, delinitely do not add
value,” he told the Financial Times in an
interview at his office in Maylair.

"The whole asset management indus
try is built on the premise that they have
value,” Marshall said. He is withering in
particular about consultanis who advise
pension [unds on investment decisions
and “rely on backward-looking data
which is delinitely shown to be com-
pletely and utterly useless as a source ol
prediction”.

Over the past decade, the 51-year-old
Conservative party councillor and
banker has delivered average annual
returns of 10,8 per cent for the pensions
ol workers at Kensington and Chelsea’s
council, which provides services to the
weallhiest parts of the Uk and neigh-
bourhoods with signibicant deprivation.

I'he performance, driven by a heavy
equity exposure, outstrips other local
authorities, according to shareholder
advisary group PIRC. Marshall's fund
wids e oady Toval autlority Lo achieve
double-digit annual returns over the
past decade. Second best wias Bromley
council, with 9.3 per cent.

But Marshall is unlilkee many of the
people who run the patchwork of pen-
sion funds for rovernment workers
across the country. The councillor {or
the ward of Brompton is also chisl exec-
utive al Weatherbys private bank in
Mayfair and previously held senior
investmen! roles at Coutts and URS
Wealth Management.

Marshall attributes his performance
in part to making few decisions. His
team meets formally to review its strate
gic aszet allocation once a year but it has
been “broadly unchanged lor many
YVears .

Hall of the fund lollows the Black-
Rock MSCI world index tracker, albeit
with a carve-out Marshall has made in
his global equity index exposure Lo
exclude three companies linked to the
devastating 2017 Grenfell lire in Ken
sington and Chelsea.

His rejection of fund and stock selec-
tion makes him sceptical that the UK
government s decision to pool all of the
assets of England and Wales's £391bn
local government pension scheme will

K&C pension fund invests |
heavily in global equities
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help boost pension retums, althouagh he
supports the government's attempts Lo
prolessionalise the imvestment process.

Last month, Labour chancellor
Rachel Reeves sel out plans for aseries
of “megalunds” o run local counal pen-
sion assels, a move the government
hopes will drive billions of pounds of
investment into British infrastructore
and f[ast-growing companies. The
relorm programme was supported by
er Tory predecessor, Jeremny Hunl,

But Marshall does not buy their arpu-
ment that the reforms will lead tobetter
pension retuma for cash-strapped
councils, “This has nasty overtones ol
PPP 1o me,” said Marshall, referring to
public-private partnerships that
boomed in the late 1990s and early
2000s and were widely considered to
deliver poor value to the public purse

“All governments of all stripes havea
massive temptatbion to move overt
spending from the public eye . . . but il
it truly were an investment you
wouldn't need to tell us todo it,” he said.

“Is this money for discharging pen-
sion liability or is it a fund lor govern
ment to spend? . .. 1 think they are
sorely tempted to change it from the
formerto the latter,” Marshall added,

The Kensington and Chelsea pension
fund does not have any allocation to
infrastructure. Marshall said he had
looked at mfrastructure “closely”™ but
had chosen nolto invest, owing to “very
high manager fees, very little diversifi-
cation in comparison to liguid securities

Is this money for
discharging pension
liability oris it a tund for
government to spend?

markets and limited upside versus exist-
ing assat classes in terms of retorn’

As the government pushes consolida-
tion ol local authority pension assets,
Marshall said 1t was "absolutely lunda-
mental™ strategic asset allocation deci
sions remain with the local authorities
because they are responsible for snsur-
ing pensions are paid. Different councils
have different risk tolerances depend-
ing on the level of lunding of their pen-
ginn scheme, contribution rates and
demography of scheme members.

The government has signalled it will
allow decisions lor “a high-level strate-
gic asset allocation”™ to remain with local
councils, but said in a consultation it
believes expertise in the pools make
them best placed Lo take on the task.

“1f you were to divorce strategic asset
allocation from the underlyving liability
structure you would have a real prob-
lem — the chain of accountability is
really important,” Marshall said.

Kensington and Chelsea is in the proc-
ess of building up its property portiolio,
with a target asset allocation of 75 per
cent m equities, 20 per cent in property
and 5 per cent in index-linked bonds,

The council’s scheme has a funding
eveld ol over 200 per centl, meaning it
estimates it can pay twice as much as the
pensions owed. As a conseguence, con-
tribution rates Into the pension have
been reduced, frecing up more money
Lo spend on local services.

While Marshall has some sympathy
lor the government s move to take
investment diecisions ot of the hands of
counciliors, who rely on adwvice from
pension consultants, he hopes that the
government will leave enough Hexibil-
ity in the system so “sensible people™
can disapres,

“Anvthing that is too rigid and too
doctrinaire is, [ think, Lkely to lead to
poor outcomes and citizens should care
about this because its £400bn ol
assets, he said.

Driving returns: Quentin Marshall avoids tactical decision making

* FINANCIAL TIMES

NATIONAL

Slower road: electric vehicle sales did not take off as hoped

Ministers review LV strategy
amid motor industry job cuts

KiERAN SMITH

The government has announced a con-
sultation on its zero emission vehicle
targets, [ollowing complainis from car
makers that the current regime could
lead to job cuts as demand for electric
vichicles stalls,

Transport secretary Heid! Alexander
has given the automotive and charping
industries eight weeks to submit Lheir
views on the existing EV targets, inclid-
ing how existing “arrangements and
Hexthilities are worlang ™,

The zero emission vehicle mandate
was drawn up by the previous Conserva-
tive govermment at a time when EV sales
were expeéected to Lake oll

Under the targefs, a certain percent-
age of each carmaker’s annual sales
need to be zero emission vehicles, rising
irom 22 per cenl this year to B0 per cenit
in 2030, Companies face fines [or miss
ing the target of £15,000 foreach vehicle
below the required level,

Electric vehicles accounted for 18 per
cenl of Ure UK viar i beet Detween Jaou-
ary and November — well below the 22
per cent threshold set by the mandate.

In November, Vauxhall owner Stel

lantis blamed EV rules lorits plan to
shut its van [actory in Luton, putting
about 1,100 jobs at risk. Ford has also
announced 800 jobs cuts in the UK
because ol slower than expected EV
sales, while Nissan warned jobs at its
Sunderland plant, the largest in Britain,
could be at risk unless the government
relaxed its electric vehicle sales rules.

But the government has been clear
that the headline 2030 figure will not be
altered by Lhe new consultation.

Alexander said: "Owver Lhe pasl lew
years, our automotive industry has been
stilled by a lack of certainty and direc-
tion, This povernment will change that.”

The consultation will be -.|:-]i1 Lo two
paris: the first will consider which
hiybrid cars can be sold between 2030
ancl 2035,

The second part will consult on flexi-
bilities within the 2050 tarpet, with ofli-
cials understood to be open to several
changes including expanding the “trad-
ing” loophole that allows carmakers to
buy credits lrom rivals to avoid fines.

The Lh.lliﬁ.;ii!j.: ol ndusisy las
warned that as much as £6bn of invest
ment up to 2030 could be at risk if the
rules are substantially watered down,
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Romania parties agree joint poll candidate

Three-way coalition picks
retired liberal to contest
presidential election

MARTON DUNAI — BUDAPEST
VALENTINA POP — BULHAREST

Romanias coalition government has
been sworn in fora second term and will
field a joint candidate in the uproming
presidential election alter the shock
cancellation ol the vote due to alleged
Russian meddling.

Marcel Ciolacu, prime minister, took
the helm of his three-way coalition yes-
terday after weeks of political turmoil
prompted by the scrapped election,

Moscow talks

Slovakia's Fico
meets Putin as
CONCern grows
on gas supply

POLINA IVANOVA — BERLIN
RAPHAEL MINDER — WARSAW

Slovakia’s Primé Minister Robert Fico
has met Viadimir Putin in Moscow,
marking onc of the few mectings the
Russian president has had with an EU
leader since he ordered a full-scale
invasion of Ukraine almost three years

A0,

The visit, not announced in advance but
conlirmed on Sunday by the Kremlin
when it shared a video of Fico shaking
Putin’s hand, comes amid a stand-off
between Slovakia and Ukraine over
ENergy security.

The visit [ollows a tense meeting
between Fico and Ukrainkan President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy in Brussels on
Thursday to discuss Kyiv's plans to stop
the transit ol Russian gas through its ter-
ritory from the start of 2025,

Kyiv's threat presents a serious chal-
lenge to Slovakla, one ol three EU states,
together with Hungary and Austria, that
have been heavily dependent on Rus-
sian gas pipeed through Ukraine.

Russian and western politicians are
also increasing contact in anticipation ol
the January inauguration of Donald
Trump as US president. "President
Putinsaid that he wants to meet with me
as soon as possible,” Trump said on Sun-
day. "We have to end that war."

Trump has daimed he can find a solu-
tion to the conllict and produce o cease-
fire in Ukraine within “a day ", raising
the prospect that he may insist Kyiv
emhraces a peace deal that is signifi-
cantly more advantageons for Moscow.,

Gernman Chancellor Olaf Schoke spoke
Lo Putin by phone last month for the
first time in two years, as European
leaders prepare for the start of Trump's
second term and hold discussions on
ways to maintain support for Ukraine.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov
told a Russian state TV journalist that
Putin and Fico were likely to discuss
current alfairsand the transit of Russian
gas through Ukraine. Fico last week
challenged Ukraine’s plans to cut off the
gas supply, asking why it had “the right
to damage the economic national inter:
ests” ol an EU member state.

Additional reporting by Steff Chdvez in
New York

FINANCIAI

picking retired liberal politician Crin
Antonescu for the presidential poll,
which is likely to take place in spring.

"We have all learned from the mis-
takes of the past,” Ciolaco said. *Tt will
not be an easy mandate. It is essential
that this government restores investor
confidence . . . Romanians need stabil-
ity, reforms and security,

The surprise win of Calin Georgescu, a
pro-Russin ultranationalist, in the first
round of the now cancelled presidential
vote, and far-right parties capturing a
third of parliamentary seats in general
elections, have sent Romania’s politics
and economy into a tailspin.

Fitch rating agency last week down-
griaded the country’s outlook to negative

.
E, .

and warned of "rising polarisation ol
Romanian society”, casting doubt on
how long the governing coalition will
stay in office.

After weeks of talks, the centre-left
Social Democrats. the centre-right
MNational Liberal party and the ethnic
Hungarian minority party (UDMR)
rekindled their previous alliance and
agreed on Antonescu, who brielly
served as president in 2012 while then-
president Traian Bisescu was sus-
pended. Antonescu had retived from
politics a decade ago. He said he had not
“requested” to be the joint candidate
but accepted because “Falso think itisa
very complicated political situation.”

Georgescu is not subject to any legal

proceedings, But the constitutional
court could still imvalidate his bid [or the
presidency after it agreed with the
authorities’ assessment that he had ben-
efited from an illegal campaign co-ordi-
nated by Russia.

Pro-EU liberal candidate Elena Las-
coni, who had made it into the cancelled
runi-off with Georpescu, also plans to
run and has criticised the government
and the heads of the secret services {or
failing todetect and prevent Georgescu's
rise on secial media.

Lasconi and other opposition voices
have warned that authorities risk being
as unprepared for the new election as
they wera the last one, even if Georgescu
is disqualified. George Simion, leader ol

the far-right AUR party, has vowed to
run il Georgescu isnot allowed Lo,

On the economic front, Clolacu’s next
few months will be dominated by efforts
to adopt a budget for next year and start
reining inone the highest public deficits
in the EU: 8.6 per cent of GDF this year,

Analysts and rating agencies expect
more tax rises, which the government
will struggle to push through parlia-
ment, where it has pslim majority.

According Lo the constitution, the
president will stay in office until his suc-
cessor is sworn in. "The new presiden-
tial election ... will maintain high
palitical uncertainty, and will probably
also delay the implementation of Hscal
consolidation measures,” Fitch said.

Researchers show the carcass of a baby mammuoth, found in the Siberian permafrost and estimated to be more than 50,000 years old, at the Lazarev Mammoth

Museum laboratory in Yakutsk, Russia. The mammoth was found in the Batagaika crater, which is widening as a result of climate change

Energy demand

Russia aims to be global leader in nuclear power

ATTRACTA MOONEY — LONDON
ALICE HANCOCK — BRUIS5ELS

Russia s building more e 10 suclear
units dbroad as it looks to tap into ris-
ing energy demand driven by artificial
intelligence and developing markets,

according to an envoy of President
Viadimir Putin.

Moscow is intensifying efforts to boost
its global influence by expanding its
nuclear fleet, with plants under con-
struction in countries including Bangla-
desh, China, Egypt, India, Iran and Tur-
key, Russia has enhanced its role as a
significant nuclear energy provider
even as the oil and gas sector has faced
sanctions alter its invasion of Ukraine.

Boris Titov, the Kremlin's special rep-
resentative for interational co-opera-
tion in sustainability, said the country
wanted to cement its position as "one ol
the biggest builders ol new nuclear
plants in the world™,
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He said Russin expected strong
demand for nuciear power from devel-
oping countries eager for cleaner
sources of energy, as well as from tech-
nology companies harmessing Alin data
centres. The International Atomic
Energy Agency lorecast this year that
world nuclear generating capacity
would increase by 155 per cent to 950
gigawatts by 2050,

“We are building more than 10 differ-
ent units around the world,” Titoy teld
the Financial Times. "We need a lot of
energy. We will not be able to provide
this energy without using . . . nuclear.
We know that it is safe [and] it is not
emitting [carbon emissions .

Russia's overseas nuclear portlolio,
including reactor construction and fuel
provision, spans 54 countries, according
to an article published last year in the
journal Nature Energy by the Norwe-
ghan Institute of International Affairs.

Titoy pointed to Hungary's Paks 2

Interim government

plant as well as units in Bangladesh and
Turkey. Russia is also expected to build
a plant with small modular reactors in
Uzbekistan, while it sipned an agree-
mient with Burkina Faso in 2023. The FT
reported this year that Russia was
involved in more than a third of new
reactors being built worldwide.
Western governments have
attempted to push back against Russia's
nuclear prominence, with the US ban-
ning imports of Kussian-enriched ura-
nium in May. With the exception of
Hungary, most eastern European coun-

tries have signed contracts lor fuel
developed to lit Soviet-era reactors with

US company Westinghouse since the
full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

As part of a wider push to meet an
indicative target of being free from Rus-
sian fuel imports by 2027, Dan Jor
gensen, the new EU commissioner for
energy, said that he wanted to examine
the “full nuclear supply chain”,

Syrias new rulers are ready to
guard Isis camps, says Turkey

AYLA JEAN YACKLEY — ISTaNALI
RICHARD SALAME — BEIRUT

Syria’s interim government is ready to
take control ol Isis detainee camps
being run by US-backed Kurdish mili-
tants, Turkey’s foreign minister said

during a visit to Damascus.

Hakan Fidan, Ankara's top diplomat,
became the first foreign minister to
travel to Syria to meel Hayat Tahrir al-
Sham leader Abu Mohammad al-jolani,
who also goes by his birth name ol
Ahmed al-Sharaa, HTS led the olfensive
that overthrew former Syrian president
Bashar al-Assad this month.

"The Syrian administration told us it
is ready to take the necessary initiative
to take over these prisoners,” Fidan said.

The Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic
Farces (SDF), which helped defeat Isis
with US support, guards about 10,000
captured lighters as well as thousands of
family members at camps in eastern
Syria. Washington has warned Isis may
try to exploit Syria’s instability and
retains about 2,000 soldiers in the area,

Turkey has called for the People's
Defence Units (YPG), a Kurdish militia
that dominates the SDF, to disband
because it deems their seli-administra
tion along Turkey's border to be a secu-
rity threat. Anlkara also accuses the YPG
of being an offshoot ol the Kurdistan
Waorkers party (PEK), which took up
arms against Turkey in 1984.

Fidan said western nations had
allowed the YPG to "illegally™ occupy
almost a third of Syrian territory in
exchange lor keeping Isis detainees
locked up, but said he believed US presi-
dent-glect Donald Trump would soon
change course. Turkey was willing to
“provide the strongest support” in fght-
ing Isis, he said.

Jolini said bringing Syria's armed
groups under control was a priority and
that his administration would announce
the structure of the delence ministry
and military within days. “We will not
allow any weapons to be outside the
state, whether from the revolutionary
{actions or from the factions present in
the SDF region,” he said.

But Hungarian premier Viktor Orban
and Slovakian prime minister Robert
Fico have sald they would block any
steps to restrict Russia's civilinn nuclear
eneTRy industry.

Fears Russia conld ereate eritical
nuclear fuel shortages tar the bloc, as it
did for gas in 2022, are overstated, one
senior EU official said. "[State-owned
nuclear encrgy company | Rosatom has
a vested interest to be reliable.” Many
developing countries are looking at
nuclear te meet clean energy needs,

Speaking at the UN COP29 climate
summil in Azerbaijan in November,
Jake Levine, senior climate and energy
director at the US National Security
Council, said Washington was ¢on-
cerned about countries turning to China
or Russia tor nuclear power,

Global competitiveness in the indus-
try wils a “huge issue”, he said.
Additional reporting by Anasiasia Stognei,
Polin Ivanova and Raphael Minder
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Rate-setting

Irish central
bank chief says
uncertaimnty
higher than

in lockdown

OLAF STORBECK — DUBLIN

Ireland’s top central banker has said
rate-setters are facing more uncer-
tainty now than during the carly stages
of the coronavirus pandemic.

Gabriel Makhlouf told the Financal
Times that the outlook for next year was
probably clouded by "more uncertainty
than there was when we went into lock-
down” as the agenda and actions ol
incoming US president Domald Trump
were all but impossible to read.

The president-elect has pledged to
impose levies ol up to 20 per cent on all
US imports, with the tarifis rising to
60 per cent on China, once he returns to
the White House on January 20.

Most economists, including those at
the European Centrul Bank, think a US-
instigated global trade war would dent
growth in the export-dependent Euro-
Zune.

Some analysts think the ECB should
cut rates pre-emptively to puard against
Trump's second term in the White
House as growth in the Eurozone has
been weaker than expected, while infla-
tion is [alling quicker than anticipated
towards the central bank’s 2 per cent
eiat ],

But, despite the risks, Makhlouf, who
holds one of the 26 votes on the ECB's
governing coundcl, said uncertainty was
so rampant that “insurance cuts [to
interest rates] really may not necessar-
ily help [but] may actually create a
different problem”,

Makhlouf warned that it was unclear
if Trump was really serious about tariffs
or if his threat was just a bargaining
strategy toachieve gther policy goals.

While he acknowledged that addi-
tional barriers to trade would “not be
good lor the world”, he said the fallout
for growth and inflation was all but
impaossible to quantify at this point in
time. “There are so many caveats |[and |
s0 many variables that any scenario
analysis risks giving people a wrong
sense [that] we understand how all this
is going to pan out.”

Makhloul said that the ECBE needed to
be ®very vigilant”, but argued against
calls for the central bank to start cutting
rates by 50 basis points al a time at
forthcoming mectings in carly 2025.

The ECB in December lowered bor-
rowing costs for the fourth time this
year by o quarter point. ECB president
Christine Lagarde said that further cuts
were likely next year and disclosed that
some members of the governing council
had argued in favour of a 50bp reduc-
tion in December,

Makhlouf tnld the FT his preference
was still “for gradual moves rather than
big leaps”, unless "the facts and the
evidence” sugeest otherwise. 1 have nol
seen, and | at the moment donot see, the
need for asudden bigleap.”

Makhlouf pointed to the risk that
inflation may flare up again if the ECB
cased Loo fast. “"We haven't declared
victory [over inflation | yet” as "some
¢lements™ of services inllation were still
“abit” concerning.

"We wouldn't want to complicate our
price stability objective by making these
sort of insurance cuts, nesaid. The ECB
could respond when it had "more infor-
mation” and understood more clearly
what Trump's policies meant for the
outlook,

Mozambique incumbents’ win
confirmed amid rigging claims

MOMNICA MARK — MABFLIT

Mozxambigue’s highest electoral body
confirmed the ruling party s controver-
sial clection victory despite allegations
of vote-rigging, reigniting the largest
anti-government protests to hit the
gas-rich country since Independence.

The announcement sparked a new
round of unrest in the capital Maputo,
with thousands taking to the streets to
burn tyres and symbols of the state.
Gunshots rang out as police fired live
bullets to disperse crowds in various
locations,

“There is total madness, peaple are
burning everything that represents the
state. This is going Lo be one of the ugli-
est nights in our history,” said Adriano
Nuvunga, director of the Centre lor
Democracy and Human Rights in
Maputo.

The Courts of lustice was also set
alight, with angry protesters pelting the
building with stones as plumes of black
smoke rose. Videos on social media
showed protests also taking place else-

where in the country. The Constitu-
tional Council affirmed yesterday that
Daniel Chapo, the candidate for Fre-
limn, wan A5 per cent of Lthe vole in the
October 9 poll, extending the party's
half-century grip on power.

Opposition candidate Venindio
Mondlane received 24 per cent of the
vote. He has rejected all official results,
saying his own tally zave hima majority.

The EU mission also said it witnessed
“irregularities during counting and
unjusiified alteration of election results
at polling stations”, although it did not
confirm who it believed had won,

Chapo isdue to assume olfice in Jam-
ary, although Mondlane has said he will
hold his own parallel manguration next
month.

Allegations of vole rigging have
tipped the country into weeks ol vio-
lence that has left at least 130 people
dead and shows little sign ol subsiding,

The council's decision will “"determine
whether Mozambigue will advance
towards peace or towards chaos™, Mond-
lane said.
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US launches probe into Chinese chip sector

LR RS

Washington says Beijing
i$ using anti-competitive
tactics to boost industry

TIH BRADSHAW AND JONATHAN

WHEATLEY — LONDON
EDWARD WHITE — SHANGHAI

NIAN LIU — BEILIING

The US has launched a probe into
alleged anti-competitive measures by
China to support its semmiconductor
industry, just weeks before the Biden
administration hands over to president-
elect Donald Trump.

The US Trade Representative’s olfice
said it was investigating "China's acts,

policies and practices related to target-
ing ol the semiconductor indusiry lor
dominance”.

The probe will be conducted under
section 301 of the US Trade Act and ini-
tially target what the USTR called
“foundational” semiconductors, includ-
ing those used by the automotive,
healthcare, infrastructure, aerospace
and defence industries.

It marks the latest in a worsening tit-
for-tat trade war over semiconductors,
sparking fears of setious disruptions to
international supply chains.

Potential outcomes of a Section 301
investigation include import restric-
tions or new tariffs on shipments from

China of the kinds of chips used in cars,
household appliances and consumer

devices — a decision that would fall to
the Trump administration.

Washington yesterday accused China
of using “extensive anti-competitive
and non-market means, including set-
ting and pursuing market share targets,
Lo achieve indigenisation and self-suffi-
clency”. China’s alleged tactics were
designed to achleve dominance of the
semiconductor ndustry in China and
on global markets, the USTR said.

The Chinese foreign ministry did not
immeditely respond to a request for
commiént.

After several years of focusing its

semiconductor policies on the most cut-
ting-edge processors necessary forcre-
ating advanced artificial intelligence,
Washington is turning its attention to
the mature end of the market, with
chips manufactured using what the
industry calls “legacy™ systems.

Makers ol advanced chipmaking
equipment, such as ASML, are already
restricted from selling their most
sophisticated tools to Chinzse chipmak-
ers, holding back China's advances im Al
and curtailing its efforts to build a rival
to Silicon Valley-based Nvidia.

However, that has not prevented Chi-
nese chipmakers from making huge
invesiments to scale up production of

legacy semiconductors. Some analysts
estimate that China is on Lrack to double
its chip manularturing capacity by the
end of the decade, boosted by subsidies
from Beijing.

US and European semiconductor
executives have warned that local chip-
makers could sulfer from the same kind
of problems that the Hood of low-cost
Chinese solar panel imports has caused
western producers. Relying on Chinese
suppliers could also create national
security issues for the US, officials fear.

A report by the US Department of
Commerce this month found that more
than two-thirds of US companies’ prod-
ucts use chips produced in China.

Many may feel they have little

choice while others hope lor a

loosening of Biden regulations

JAMES POLITI — WASHINGTON
JAMES FONTANELLA-KHAN — NEW YORK

Ted Sarandos, the 60-year-old chief
executive ol Netflix, has been a promi-
nent Democratic donor lor years

But last week, he became the latest
senior figure in corporale America to
step into Donald Trump's Mar-a-Lago
resort to pay tribute to the Republican
president-elect and build relations with
his incoming administration.

From Hollywood to Silicon Valley and
Wall Street, senior executives have been
bending over baclowards to meet Trump
since he won the presidential election
against Kamala Harnis in November.

The pace of meetings has accelerated
in recent days and moved well beyond
the world of Republican donors Trump
reeled in to finance his campaign.

As well as seeing Sarandos, Trump
last weelk met billionaire Amazon boss
Jetf Bezos. This tollows a visit from Shou
£l Chew, the CEO ol TikTok, Just hours
after Trump stood beside Masayoshi
Son to announce a £100bn US invest-
penl fro Japan’s SoltBank.

Inside Trump's orbit, the meetings are
cast as a vote of confidence in the presi-
dent-clect and his economic policies.
Many in the business world had stopped
engaging with him after his tumultuous
first term and the Jonuary 6 2021 attack
on the US Capitol. Some backed his
opponents in this yearselection,

“Some of these CEOs are showing that
they will be willing partners in the
upcoming administration, and saying
they want to locus on where they can
work together, even il they have not
been politically supportive in the past,”
said Jason Miller. a senior Trump
adviser, “There will be a whole bunch
more coming, domestic CEOs and inter-
national CEOs.”

The executives motivations vary:
TikTok’s Shou is looking to save the app
from a US ban due next year and hoping
to find some sympathy from Trump. Big
Tech execuatives, including Tim Cook of
Apple, Sundar Pichal of Google and
Mark Zuckerberg of Meta, are seeking a
more benign regulatory environment,

“It takes a lot for an uber-wealthy, cre-
ative-type CEQ, many of whom lean left,
to suck it up and deal with Trump,” said
a Washington lobbyist. " But what choice
do they have?” Wall Street chiel execu-
tives also believe be will reverse policies
of President Joe Biden they see as anti-
business, including on tax and antitrust.

Corporate America does have some
serious concerns about Trump, espe-

Ethics committee

President-elect. Business lobbying

America’s CEOs bend the knee to Trump

cially his plans for sweeping tariffs,
mass deportations of undocumented
immigranis and the rollback of some
manufacturing subsidies. But execu-
tives also see him as a dealmaker and
learnt that it is better to engages with him
with exuberance and flattery than to
criticise himand risk his public rebukes
or retaliation.

"What I tell CEOs is that it's good to

get face time with president Tramp. It's
gond to let him know what you're work-

Justice Joe Biden. US president. has
55’1 E?EITI commuted the death sentences of
Biden 37 prisoners awaiting execution on
federal death row, in one of his last
commutes acts before handing over to Donald
37 death Trump in January.
The prisoners will have their

sentences

sentences changed to life without
parole. Biden said he believed the US
"miust stop the use of the death
penalty at the federal level, except in
cases of terrorism and hate-motivated
mass murder — which is why today's
actions apply to all but those cases”.

Biden this month pardoned 39
people for non-wialent crimes and
commuted e senfences of almost
1.500 serving custodial senfences at
home. He also pardoned his son
Hunter, having previously vowed not
to do so. Jonsthan Wheatley

ing on. It's good to let him know how
you're growing business,” said Nildd
Ilaley, who battled him for the Republi-
can party presidential nomination but is
now vice-chair of the consultancy Edel-
man, where she advises companies on
how to deal with the president-elect.
"T'm not talking to any CEOs that are
tearful of Trump,” she said.

As well as meetings at Mar-a-Lago
and new investment announcements,
snme executives and companies, such as
Sam Altman of OpenAl and banks
including Bank of America and Gold-
man Sachs, are giving support by help-
ing bankroll Trump's inauguration.

Some executives think their charm
offensive is working. “We don't really
need to hire lobbyists, Trump is repre-
senting Wall Street,” sald a top financier.
One senjor adviser to several bank chiet
executives added: "They are all making
the pilgrimage to pay their respects,
either in person or virtually,”

The Washington lobbyist said corpo-
rate America saw Trump's victory inthe
popular vote as confirmation of public
support — giving him a mandate he
lacked after winning in 2016 despite
trailing Hillary Clinton across the elec-
torate, But Trump has also cast himsell
as A champion of the working dass, with
even more populist plans than during
his first term. “Trumpis going 1o govern
as a Main Street-type guy, not a Wall
Street guy. So they better get in and

Presidential
orbit: Donald
Trump, centre,
with clockwise
from bottom
left: Sam
Altman, Mark
Zuckerberg,
Jelf Bezos,
Sundar Pichai,

Shou Zi Chew
and Flon Musk
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Administration picks

Gaetz accused of breaking law on sex and drugs

ALEX ROGERS — NEW HAMPSHIRE
STEFANIA PALMA — ROMLE

Matt Gaetz, Donald Trump’s lormer
pick for US attorney-general, was

accused by the House ethics committee
of having sex with an underage girl,
paying women for sex and using illegal

drugs, in an explosive report published
yesterday.

The panel found “substantial evidence™
that the former Republican congress-
man had violated not only House rules,
bt also state and federal laws.

“The Committee determined there is
substantial evidence that Representa-
tive Gaetz violated House rules and
other standards of conduct prohibiting
prostitution, statutory rape, illicit drug
use, impermissible gifts, specal lavours
or privileges, and obstruction ol Con:
gress,” the panel concluded.

Gaete, a fierce Trump ally who has
been considered a potential Florida

gubernatorial and Senate candidate, has
denied any wrongdoing, and posted on
X that he was not charged after on ear-
lier investigation into sexual miscon-
duct by the Department of Justice.

Last week, he wrote: “It's embarrass-

The committee alleged
that Gaetz made pavments
to women worth tens of
thousands of dollars

ing, though not criminal, that | probably
partied, womanised, drank and smoled
more than | should have earlier in life. |
live adifferent life now.”

The controversial 42-year-old Florida
Republican was picked by president-
elect Trump to be his attorney-general
in mid-November despite having lim-
ited legal experience, sending shock-
waves through Washington.

Just days later, Gaetz withdrew his
name from consideration. saying his
selection was “unfairly becoming a dis-
traction to the critical work of the
Trump/Vance transition”, referring to
the president-elect’s pick for vice-presi-
dent, |D Vance, Trump later picked
former Florida state attorney-general
Pam Boodi to replace Gaetz.

In its report, the committee alleged
that between 2017 and 2020, Gaetz
made payments (o women worth tens of
thousands of dollars that “were likely in
connection with sexual activity and for
drug use”.

In one instance, Gaetz in 2017 alleg-
edly paid a 17-year-old for sex at a party.
According to the committee, she had
just finished her junior year of high
sCchool and was under the influence ol
ecstasy during her sexual encounters
with Gaetz: There was no evidence that
the ex-lawmaker was aware she was a
minor, it added.

explain how their respective companies
are driving the economy and aren't anti-
competitive,” the lobbyist said.

Hedge fund and private equity execu-
tives are also using Scott Bessent and
Howard Lutnick;, Trump's picks lor
Treasury and commerce secretary, as a
conduit to meet or talk to the president-
elect. Both men have spent long careers
as investors in New York.

Dealmakers especially hape the new
president will unda anything promoted
by Lina Khan, Biden's progressive chair
ol the Federal Trade Commission,
including removing tough new merger
gnidelines. They have also asked for
relorms to limit reviews by the Commit-
tee on Forelen Investment in the United
States — which assesses the impact ol
such investments on national security —
to transactions involving US enemies
such as Russia, fran and North Korea

Miller said the administration would
immediately begin deregulating, allow
more oil and gas exploration and cut
taxes to improve the business climate.
"American workers know president
Trump will stand up for theirindustries
and protect them from foreign competi-
tors trying to wipe out their very exist-
ence, Everybody wants to get on board.”
Additional reporting by Alex Rogers in
Washingten, Joshua Franklin and Stephen
Gandel In New York and Christopher
Grimes in Los Angelés
&on Doini

Deposed premier

Bangladesh
asks Indiato
return exiled
former leader

Sheikh Hasina

CHRIS KAY — BENGALURU
KRISHN KAUSHIK — NEW DELHI

Bangladesh’s interim government has
asked India to return exiled former
prime minister Sheikh Hasina to [ace
legal proceedings, a request likely to
heighten tensions between Dhaka and
New Delhi.

A Bangladeshi domestic criminal tribm-
nal in October issved arrest warrants
against Sheikh Hasina, who fled to India
after being toppled by protests in
Aungust, and more than 40 others.

Bangladesh's loreign ministry said it
sent a diplomatic note to India yester-
day requesting the return of Sheikh
Hasina, who remains in New Delhi, so
she could face a “judiciad process”™,

The Bapgladeshi tribamal acoused thie
authoritarian former prime minister of
orchestrating massacres and “crimes
against humanity” during the protests
that led to her ousting, in which hun-

dreds of people are thought to have
died. Sheikh Haginz has denied the alle-

gations,

The diplomatic request will fuel ten-
sions between New Delhi and Dhaka
just weels after India’s foreign secretary
visited Bangladesh to try to mend rela-
tions between the two neighbours.

India’s foreign ministry confirmed it
had received a "note verbale from the
Bangladesh High Commission today in
connection with an extradition
request”, but declined to comment fur-
ther.

Sheikh Hasina's dramatic toppling
roused suspicion and concern in New
Delhi, which has historically supported
her Awami League, Bangladesh's oldest
and biggest political party.

Rivals and rights groups have accused
the Awami League of extrajudicial kill-
ings, bending state Institutions to its
whim and rigging elections. Many
Indian ollicials believe the mstallation
of Bangladesh's caretaker |eader, the
Nobel Peace Prize laureate Mubammad
Yunus, was the result of a US-backed
regime change.

MNarendm Modi, Indian prime minis-
e, hias also raised concers aboul the
safety of minority Hindus in its Muslim-
majority neighbour. Yunus has
acknowledged limited incidents of vio
lence against Hindus, though human
rights groups have not confirmed any
mass atrocities.

Yunus told the Financial Times in
October his government would not ask
lor Sheikh Hasina's extradition from
India until a verdict had besn reachad

by the investigative tribunal, which last
wirek extended the deadline [Tar ix
probe into February

But last month, Yunus called for her
return [ollowing the arrest of dozens of
former government officials and regime
AssoCinles.

While Sheikh Hasina has not been
seen in public since she left Bangladesh,
she made a broadcast address this
month accusing Yunus, with whom she

has long feuded, ol being the “master-
mind” ol the violence and her removal.
The Awami League also claims his
interim government has “wenponised”™
the country’s institutions against them.

Sheikh Hasina denied she had
ordered security forces to use lethal
torce against protesters and claimed the
allegations against her were “lalse prop-
aganda”™ and part of a “conspiracy
against us Lo push us out of power”™,

Her son Sajeeb Wazed, who has also
previously denied any wrongdoing by
his mother, did not respond 10 a request
tor comment.

Critic of Fed's Powell tapped for top economic job

STEFF CHAVEZ — NEW YORK

Donald Trump has tapped Stephen
Miran, an economist who served dur-
Ing the president-elect’s first term, to
chair his Council of Economic Advisers
and named billionaire investor
Stephen Feinberg to a senior defence
post.

Feinberg, who co-lounded private
equity group Cerberus Capital Manage-
ment, has been nominated as deputy
defence secretary, putting him in place
to be the number two to Trump's top
Pentagon pick Pete Hegseth, who has
been hit by allegations of sexual
misconduct,

Trump praised Feinberg, whose com-
pany focuses on distressed assets, lor
being “an extremely successiul busi-
nessman” who would “help Make the
Pentagon Great Again”. The investor
was cioair of Trump’s Intelhgence Adwvi-
sory Board during his first term.

Defence is one of the core investment
areas al Cerberus, which has $65bn in
assets under management. In May, the
tund acquired a controlling interest in
M1 Support Services, a LIS military avia-
tion company. Last month, it
announced a $300mn investment in an
Australian joint military-civil construc-
tion project. Trump also named
Elbridge Colby, a China hawk, to the
Pentagon’s number-three position

Miran was a senior adviser for eco-
nomic policy at the Treasury depart-
ment in the first Trump administration.
With his nomination, the president-
elect is seeking to elevate a critic of Fed-
eral Reserve chair Jay Powell who has
also accused the Biden administration
of manipulating the economy and
"usurping” the central bank's role.
“Steve will work with the rest of my eco-
nomic team to deliver a Great Economic
Boom that lifts up all Americans,”
Trump said yesterday.

Miran, who is currently a senior strat-
cgist at hedge fund Hudson Bay Capital
Management, said he was honoured. "1
look forward to working to help imple-
ment the President’s policy agenda to
create a booming, non-inflationary
economy that brings prosperity to all
Americans!” he posted on X,

The White House Council of Eco-
nomic Advisers is a three-person group
that advises the president on economic
policy.

On the campaign trail, Trump had
vowed toimpose hlanket levies of 20 per
cent an all US imparts, as well as tanifis
of 60 per cent on those from China, sug-
gesting his second-term paolicies could
be more protectionist and disruptiveto
the global economy and markets than
hiis first.

Miran must be confirmed by the US
SEmate.

Additional reporting by George Kussell in
Hong Kong



Paris Olympics
travel emissions
raise concerns

for future events g

Pollution exceeds target due to journeys
by spectators, athletes and delegates

RACHEL REES AND JANA TAUSCHINSKI

The Olympic Games" challenge of cut-
ting travel emissions is “a question that
sports events should continue to ask
themselves”, the top Paris 2024 green
official has said, after travel caused
more than hall of all total emissions and
raisec concerns for [uture evenls

Paris pitched this year’s Olympics as
the most sustainable ever, halving the
average carbon footprint of London
2012 and Rio 2016, and setting the bar
for [uture Games hosted by Los Angeles
and Brisbane.

Despite the overall success in reduc-
ing emissions, the level of travel pollu-
tion exceeded original estimates by
almost 60 per cent, according to the olfi-
cial post-Games report. This included
journeys by spectators, athletes and del-
egates to and within Paris and other
eventlocations.

The greenhouse gases attributed to
travel were more than 830,000 tonnes
of carbon dioxide equivalent, or about
360,000 round-trip economy flights
Irom New York to Parls.

While it invested in carbon-olfset
projects such as distributing gas cook-
stoves in poor countries to replace char-
coal, the Games decided not to count
these towards any controversial "car-
bon nzutral ™ metric.

Paris 2024 sustainability direclor
Georgina Grenon said “people coming
from New York by plane™ had out-
stripped attempis to cut travel emis-
stons through efforts such as cycling and
public transpeort links between venues,
a push for neighbouring national teams

to arrive by train and ticket packs Lo
encourage spectators to attend multiple
evernts

The average long-haul traveller pro-
duced emissions equivalent to those ol
1,000 local spectatars, Grenon added.

The long-haul flights of international
spectators to Paris were responsible for
almost a third of the Games' total emis-
sions, while US travellers alone contrib-
uted almost 17 per cent.

Grenon attributed the underestim-
tion of travel emissions to record-brealk-
ing ticket sales, particularly at the last
minule.

The problem of highly polluting inter-
national travel "exceeds the Olympics in
general”, she said, with crganisers keen
to stress that the boost in travel to
France was in line with global trends
since the pandemic. *We all need to be
very conscious ol the impact ol all
human activities,”

Experts said a disconnect remained
between the traditional Olympic host
city goal of record ticket sales and
reducing traveel simissions.

The Paris Games sold more than
12mn tickets, making at least lmn more
ticketsavailable than for London 2012,

“1 don't see how [travel emissions|
can be reduced il the model of hosting
evenls is the same as it is now,” said
David Gogishvill, a University ol
Lausanne senior researcher lor a
project, lunded by the Swiss National
Science Foundation, on the climate
impact of sport.

Transport had been expected to
account for about a third of the Paris
Games carbon footprint but ended up
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Flying the fag: accounting for 53 per cenl. It remained
spectators “a problem for future Olympics”, said
arriving by air Benja Faecks of not-for-profit Carbon
[rom the US Market Watch.

contributed Los Angeles, where officinls have

almost 17%
of the Games’
eMmISSIONS — «anamw

pledged a “no-car™ Olympics In 2028,
posed a particular challenge, with less
electric transport infrastructure than
Paris, she noted. There is also a lack of
alternatives to flying lor non-local spec-
tators travelling to Los Angeles and Bris-
banein 2032

One solution was "more geographi-
cally dispersed editions™ of the Games,
spread across multiple continents, Fae-
ks said.

“The inherent nature of these [large-
!-'rli.'.i.I.IL' '.'iFl-l.I-rLi.[IH] cvenls I!I.'I.i.ij-l'.ﬂ'-' ﬂ'lﬂl'l'l J.'-L'].'..I'
tively unsustainable from the start,

Tdon't see
how [travel
emissions|
can be
reduced if
the model
of hosting
events is
the same
as it is now’

said Walker Ross, a lecturer in sports
management at the University ol Edin-
burgh, pointing to the Olympics’ inter-
national focus and the unique geogra-
phy of each host city.

Ross added that “glgantism”, as each
event aimed to outdo the Inst, was an
ongoing ssue lor sustainability. "It is
difficult for the next city to throw a
lesser party than the one before.”

*Can [the Olympics] be sustainable?
Mo, Dut can they become more sustaina-
ble? Yes,” said Ross.

In total, Paris 2024 emitted green-
house gases equivalent to 1.59mn
tonnes of carbon dioxide, including
[rom food, construction and energy use,
or 54.6 per cent below the average emis-
sions of London 2012 and Rin 2016,
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Climate change

Leakages of
methane from

biggest US
oilfield plunge

MYLES MCCORMICK — HOUSTON

Methane emissions from the bigpest
oillield in the US have fallen sharply as
producers ratchet up effortsto find and
plug leaks in response to President Joe
Biden's sweeping clampdown on the
potent greenhouse gas.

Emissions ol the gas in the sprawling
Permian Basin ol Texas and New Mexioo
— home toalmost half of US all produc-
tion — plunged 26 per cent last year,
.:I.ILL'I'_'I-I"d i'l.'IHLI'_'l.iI.I!II-_’“' ELIJ-E['F.

Producers in the oilfield spilled about
96bn cubic feet of methane into the
atmasphere in 2023, versus 131bn cu it
in 2022, according to the report fram
consultancy S&P Global Commodity
Insights and Insight M, which carries
out aerial detection surveys.

“Companies are taking action and it's
working,” said Raoul LeBlanc, vice-
president of upstream at S&P. "People
have gotten alter | methane | because of
the societal impetus and because of the
regulatory pressures — and they now
have the tools and the data.”

The steep fall in emissions in the basin
— the centre ol US oil and gas produc-
tion, stretching across an area biggper
than Britain — suggests a crackdown
pursued by Biden is bearing fruit.

Methane has a much higher warming
potential than carbon dioxide in the
short Lerm, but its emissions — typically
from leaky infrastructure or the venting
of excess gas into Lhe atmosphere — are
seen as an easler problem to tackle.

Methane is the main component of
natural gas, so producers also have an
incentive to caplure the fossil fuel to sell
into the US market or Lo exporters.
When burnt, methane turns into CO4,
which also warma the atmaosphere, but
less quickly than methane.

On his lirst day in office, Biden
ardered the federal sovernment to diraw
up new rules on leaks. Later, he signed
up the US toa pact committing it to
cutting emissions of the gas by 30 per

cent by 2030,
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Companies & Markets

Honda-Nissan
merger talks
set 2026 goal

for completion

® Japanese carmakers plan $54bn tie-up
e Mitsubishi considers joining initiative

HARRY DEMPSEY AND LEO LEWIS

TOKYO

Ilonda and Nissan yesterday signed a
memorandum ol understanding to
begintalks that could lead to the bigeest
domeéstic meérger in Japanese aulomo-
tive history and create the world's third-
biggest carmaker by sales.

The groups said at a jeint pressconfer-
ence in Tokyo that they aimed toreach a
definitive merger agreement by June
and complete it in 2026.

The consolidation could also include
Mitsubishi Motors, the Japanese car-
maker that has been inan alliance with
Nissan since 2016, Mitsubishi has signed
a separate memorandum ol under-
standing and plans to decide next
month whether to join the talks.

“We want to lay out the
benefits we will obtain
[from integration|. This is
not about saving Nissan’

The discussions between [apans
second- and third-largest carmakers are
a step towards what many analysts and
Investors view as long everduoe consoll-
dation in the Japanese industry as it
faces up to therise of Chinese rivals.

Hunda chiel executive Toshihiro
Mibe said the talks had been driven by
the need to maintain ¢global competi-
tiveness in the face of a “drastically
chunging business environment”.

Makoto Uchida, chief executive of
Missan, said they were needed "as new
players make inroads in our markets
and economy of scale is increasingly
important”,

The outline plan calls for both compa-
nies to be brought under a holding
cnmpany that would be listed on the
Japanese exchange in 2026. Under their
current market capitalisations, the

combination would be worth §54bn, or
$58bn i Mitsubishi wereincluded.

The group would be led by Honda,
which is about four times bigger than
Nissan in market capitalisation. The
merged company wolld still be likely to
be dwurfed by domestic rival Toyota,
which is currently worth $287bn.

Despite the significant difference in
size, and Nissan's mounting troubles as
a business, Mibe rejected the suggestion
that the merger talks represented a res-
cue ol Nissan, "That is wrong. We want
to lay out the benefits we will be able to
obtain [[rom integration). This is not
about saving Nissan,” he said.

Honda also announced it would buy
back as much as ¥1.1tn ($7bn) of its
shares next year,

Seiji Sugiura, analyst at Tokai Tokyo
Intelligence Laboratory, said Honda
taking the initiative was a positive but
completing a deal by August 2026 would
be tough, as Mibe would [ace internal
revolt and the companies would need
the approval of external parties such as
Renault. *[Honda] will be surprised at
how bad a shape Nissan 15 in,” he said.

The two companies will have to make
sweeping cost savings from factory
closures and Job cuts to achieve a target
of ¥3tn operating profit, up [rom fore-
casts lor just over ¥1.5bnthis year

They will shave velicle platfucms and
pool resources to invest in electrifica-
tion, software and autonomous driving,

llonda and Nissan have discussed
their outline plans with representatives
of Japan's Ministry of Economy, Trade
and Industry, according to government
officials,

Carlos Ghosn, Nissans former chief
executive, said yesterday the merger
plans “do not make sense™ because of
“too much duplication and no comple-
mentarities” between the companies.
Additional reporting by lan Jehnston in
Furis

Out of play News Corp sells Australian cable
TV group Foxtel to British streamer DAZN

Through the Foxtel deal, DAZN will gain sought-after broadcasting rights to Cricket Australia - - co

MARIA HEETER — NEW YORK

News Corp is selling Australian cable
group Foxtel to UK-based sports
streaming service DAZN ina A53.4bn
(USS2.1bn) deal. as Ruperi
Murdoch’s media conglomerate
narrows its locus to news, property
and publishing,

News Corp, which owns &5 per cent ol
the Australian pay-television com-
pany, will hold a minority equity
stake of 6 percent in DAZN and have a
seaton DAZN's board of directors.

Telstra, the Australian telecommu-
nications group, will also sell its 35 per
cent stake in Foxtel and gain a3 per
cenl stake in DATN,

The deal, announced by News Carp
vesterday, underscores its efforts to
slim down its portfalin ax Murdaoch
laysthe groundwork for his conglom-
erate’s future.

This year, he allempted to overhaul
the family trust to cement the con-
servative bent of News Corp, which
controls television, newspaper, book
publishing and streaming assets
worth $40bn in public markets.

News Corp chiel executive Robert
Thomson said the sale would free up
Lhe media conglimerate Lo [ucus on

The deal underscores
efforts to slim News Corp
as Murdoch lays the

groundwork for the future

its fastest-growing businesses, inchad-
ing Wall Street Journal publisher Dow
Jones, online property listings and
haak publishing.

“DAZN 1s the right owner to take
the business to the next level,” he said.

Executives must prioritise safeguards against reputational damage

BUSINESS INSIGHT

or big companies, managing
the fallout from internal mis-
steps from botched
responses to political crises to
executive misconduct — has
always been tricky. Bul salcgonarding
reputations is only getting tougher.

It was difficult encugh when corpo-
rale crises were tethered to true events
or decisions. Now, [alsehoods and disin-
formation can derail companies as
online {akery can marph and multiply
[aster than ever before. The use of artifi-
cial intelligence to produce false mate-
rial such as deeplake videos has only
heightened the risks,

Governments have long complained
about disinformation undermining
elections, inciting unrest and deepening
societal divides. Businesses are now in
the crosshairs, too. "Over the last couple
of years, disinformation has been on the
rise and now it is spreading like knot-
weed,” said Julian Payne, global chair of
crisisand risk at consultancy Edelman.

Arla Foods, the owner of the UK's big-
gest dairy co-operative, has learnt the
hard way. Alter recently announcing a
trial of a feed additive aiming to reduce
methane emissions in dairy cows, some
customers pushed to boyoott milk prod-
ucts. A social media storm ensued fea-
turing unfounded and bizarre claims
that the additive was part of a plot
to depopulate the world by creating

fertility issues, and conspiracy theories
linking the additive to Bill Gates. UK
regulators have approved the additive,
Hovaer, as sale, while its manufacturer
has blamed “mistruths and misinfor-
mation” tor thefrenzy.

Ina separate instance a few years ago,
US retailer Wayfair was targeted by a
campaign making wildly spurious alle-
gations that its cabinets "listed with
pirls’ names™ had children hidden in
them as part of achild trafficking ring.

A survey by Edelman of almost 400
top communications and marketing
executives found that cight in 10 worry
about the impact of disinformation on
their businesses. Fewer than half feel
preparcd to tackle these risks.

And problems involve more than out-
right disinformation — the deliberate
spread of falsehoods Lo deceive. Compa-
mies also need to be

mindful of misin- - Calling out falsehoods

formation. which is

accidental. and after an attack can amplity
the false message, pushing
truths or changes it from obscure corners of

their context to the internet into the open

malinformation,
which exaggerates

cause harm.

Threats can take many forms — fabri-
cated news, phoney social media
accounts and fale text, andio or video
content. Ondine superspreaders, often
aided by Al, intensify these attacks,
allowing disinformation to ricochet
unpredictably. After all, lies spread
faster than the truth.

Boycotts can hit linances, but the
damage Lo reputations is as signilicant.
Stall alety is also an issue. In 2020,
unfounded 5G conspiracies that linked
the mobile phone technology to health
risks led to antacks on telecom engineers
working for BT s Openreach in the UK.

While hate-spewing internel warriors
are not new, the speed at which genera-

tive Al isused to create both lake mes-
sages and the accounts behind them
means companies have to “increase
their capabilities to defend themselves”,
sabd Payne. Companies had gone from
having a day to "get your ducks inarow”
to four hours, he said. " Then it slike tak-
inga water pistol to a raging inferno.”

Boardrooms appear delayed in
accepting disinformation as a priority,
just as they were with cyber security.
“We are seeing a similar journey,” said
one executive who helps companies
track such campaigns. Top ranks “are
often out of touch with the polarising
dynamics of digital world conversa-
tions",

S0 whal should a company do? Bosscs
should consider whether their policies
an geopolitics, climate change or other
issues make them likely targets. Finding
so-Called "tripwires” and testing crisis
responses can highlight weaknesses.

Instinctively, calling out lalsehoods
quickly alter an attack malkes sense, but
this can amplify the labricated message,
pushing it from obscure cormers of the
internet intothe open.

Mapping and tracking disinformation
sources must become stralegic Impera-
tives, said Jack Stubbs, chief intelligence
alficer at Graphika, which specialises in
understanding online communities.
“Your operating environment is this
online information space,” he said,

Equally important is building credi-
bility in advance, I executives have
repeatedly lied to shareholders or the
public, it will only undermine any crisis
response. The hope is that consistent
transparency means Lhey are mare
likely to be believed when it counts. Ina
digital world where [alse narratives
spread faster than ever, companies can
no longer rely on outdated playbooks.

Sports streamer DAZN, created in
2016 out of billionaire Sir Leonard
Blavatnik's holding group Access
Industries, has pursued new sports
rights in recent years.

The company, which operates 3
subscription platform streaming
sports such as boxing, football and
Lennnis, Last month agreed a §1bn deal
with Fifa to show the new club world
cup next year.

Through the acquisition, DAZN will
gain a toehold in Australian sports.
Foxtel owns Fox Sports and shows the
Australian Football League and
Cricket Australia, giving DAZN rights
to two of the most sought-alter broad-
casting deals in the continent through
the next decade.

DAZN said Foxtel chiel Patrick
Pelany wonld remain in his position,
The deal, subject to approval by rego-
lators, is expected to close next year.

Deloitte aims
to halve travel
and expenses
outlay in UK

ELLESHEVA KISSIN

Deloitte wants to slash spending on
staff travel and expenses in the UK by
more than 50 per cent, as it seeks to
maintain partner profits during a slow-
down in the professional services
sector.

An emall sent to partners and directors
at the Big Four consultancy seen by the
Financial Times said the business was
inmroducing “firmwide cost manage-
ment measures because of “challeng-
ing market conditions” in the UK.

The email, sent in October, said the
firm was targeting a reduction of more
than 50 per cent in spending on travel
and expenses until the end of its finan-
clal year in May. The cuts were “lim-
ited” and "temporary”.

The cost-culting is a sign ol the con-
tinued struggles of the UK consulting
sector, which has been hit by more sleg-
H_i'il.'l dl."ﬂl.'ll'll:l Ellﬂr wk II:'I-[!I-E EEY: 1N IJ'.I.F." ratit-
demic when companies sought help
implementing new technology. A slow-
down in mereers and acquisitions activ-
ity has also hit advisory work

The email, sent by Sarah Humphreys,
chief operating officer of the tax and
legal division, said the firm was consid-
cring additional cost-cutting measures,
including reviewing its “recruitment
agency costs, licence fees, bad debts and
global recharges”,

The tax and Jegal division had decided
to reduce travel and entertainment
expenses “as these are the least disrup-
tive areas lor adjustments”, she added in
the email to senior members of her
department.

Dieloitte has made more than 1,000
redundancies in the UK. where it
employs about 25000 people, since
September 2023, The firm has also been
pushing out workers deemed to be
underperforming, including about 250
advisory staff this autumn, the Finan-
cial Times reportel previously.

Richard Houston, Deloitte’s UK senior
partner and chief executive, warned this
yvear that the firm had to "carefully
consider our cost base and make some
difficult choices”,

Despite n market slowdown, Deloitte’s
749 UK equily partners were paid an
average ol more than £1mn for the 12
manthe Lo May 2004,

Deloitte said: “Like many organisa-
tions, we are looking carefully at our
cosls o ensure we're able to meet cli-
ents neéeds while continuing to [invest |
inour firmand our people.™
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Top four US banks widen lead over rivals

JPMorgan, BofA, Citi and
Wells poised to take largest
slice of profits since 2015

JOSHUA FRANELIN — NEW YORE

The four bigeest US banks are on course
to capture their largest share ol the
industry’s profits in almost a decade ina
sign of how they are consolidating their
dominant market pasition.

|PMorgan Chase, Bank of America,
Citigroup and Wells Farpo, the four larg-
est US banks by deposits and assets, col-
lectively reported about $88bn 1o prof-
its in the first nine months of 2024,
according to Financial Times calcula-
tions based on figures from industry

tracker BankRegData, Together they
account for 44 per cent of the US banlk-
ing industry's profits — the highest share
for the first nine months of the year
since 2015 — despite the pool taking in
more than 4,000 other banks.

Including US Bank, PNC and Truist,
the seven largest banks by deposits gen-
eriled almost 56 percent of all banking
profits in the first nine months of the
year, up from 48 per cent for the same
period in 2023,

JPMorgan, BofA, Citi, Wells, US Bank
and Truist declined to comment.
PNC did not respond to a reguest for
comment.

The data comes [rom earnings
reported to the Federal Deposit Insur-
ance Corporation, a banking regulator,

and only relates to profits reportad by
Lhe US banking entities.

Banks can also include different busi-
nesses within the data they report, and
barper banks such as [PMorgan and BofA
include earnings from investment
banking and trading where many
sitller banks do not compete,

While the ligures do not perfectly
match with earnings the banks report to
investors, they demonstrate the
increasing importance ol size in the
industry as it grapples with higher regu-
latory, technology, marketing and oper-
ational costs. Larger businesses can
spread these costs over more customers.

"Once you get much below the biggest
banks, then it does become really hard
to make the necessary investments and

have the same name recognition,” said
Oppenheimer anzlyst Chris Kolowski,

“We're a very mobile society, espe-
cially since Covid. Lots of people that
move from New York to Florida for
example, do you really need a different
bank in Florida than in New York?"

The US has an unusually Iragmented
banking system, in larpe part becnuse
consclidation was delayed by restric-
tions on interstate banking that were
only lifted in the 1980s. The dominant
position of the biggest US banks has [ed
calls for more consolidation among
smaller hanks to better compete,

While dealmaking has slowed in
recent years, there are hopes that the
incoming Trump administration could
adopt a more permissive policy. Bob

Diamond, the former head of Barclays
who runs an investment firm, told the
Financial Times this month he believed
the number of US banks could more
than halve in the next three years.

But big banks’ main competitors are
increasingly non-banks, including pri-
vate credit firms that offer bank-like
services. Groups like Apaollo, Atfirm and
Rocket Mortgage have become influen-
tial lenders to corporations, homebuy-
ers and consumers. Non-bank compa-
nies manage more than hall of US home
loans compared with 11 per cent in2011.

In his annual sharcholder letter,
[PMorgan chiel Jamie Dimon called out
tech giant Apple as "effectively” acting
as a bank by holding, moving and lend-

11 MONey.
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Indian cinemas hope for blockbuster year ahead

Full slate” of domestic and US

releases sets stage for reversal
of 2024's box office weakness

CHRIS KAY — MUMHBAI

India’s entertainment indusiry s bank-
ing on a solid line-up of local and Holly-
wood releases to drag it out of 2 block-
buster “lamine” and get people back
into cinemas after a series of flops.

Indian box office takings have fallen 7
per cent to Rs89.5bn ($1bn) from Janu-
ary Lo October, compared with the same
period in 2023, according to Ormax
Media.

But the Mumbai-based consultancy
expects the strong performance from
sequels and franchises, including Hindi-
language hormor-comedy Bhool Bhulai-
yaa 3 and southern Indian macho
thriller Pushpa 2: The Rule, to help
reverse 20245 relatively muted per-
formance,

Ajay Bijli, the head of India’s lnrgest
multiplex operator PVR Inox, said the
next financlal year starting In April
would see a "full slate” of domestic and
international offerings, including the
lalest Mission Impossible and Marvel
maovies,

But Mumbai-centred Bollywood has
been wrestling with recent [indi-lan-
guage flops as viewers kept away from
cinemas after the Covid-19 pandemic.

Audiences have gravitoted to high-
testosterone action flicks from the
country s south, particularly those pro-
duced by the Telugu-language industry
known as Tollywood.

Bijli said the industry’s issues were to
dowith the “consistency of content con-
necting with the audiences’. Studios
and cinemas struggled with either "feast
or [amine”.

“The volatility, the peaks and troughs,
have become very, very pronounced
post Covid,” Bijli said. "Content malers
are grappling with what the consumer
wants."

In response to changing prelerences,
Bollywood has pushed out extravagant
features that mirror some of the soc-
cessiul south Indian preductions. Jawan,
the highest grossing film of 2023 star-
ring the country’s biggest actor, Shah
Rukh Khan, was directed by south
India’s Arun Kumar, known prolession-
ally as Atlee.

This year, Jio Studios — the Indian
film house owned by Asia’s wealthiest
person Mukesh Ambani = has had arun
of hits, including Singham Again, the lat-
est ina cop action series that heavily ref-
erences the Ramayana, a Hindu epic.

Financial services

Success story:
‘Stree 2" was one

of India’s highest  2024.

Jios horror comedy Stree 2 had been one
of the highest grossing Indian filme of

A
.

tent,” said Jyoti Deshpande, Jio Studios
chief and president ol the media and

"The

grossing films of Following a series of titles lor digital-
2024 Relow, only release, more Indian stoding are
‘Singham tocusing on theatrical releases.

Again’- “For at least a couple of years, most of

N

these [streaming ) platforms were sad-
dled with dead snakes around their
neck and massively overpaid for con-

content division at Ambani’s conglom-
erate Reliance Industries.

“1 think that correction has h;1|!-
pened,” she added. "One must produce
carcfully, produce [or theatrical
[release] unless commissioned in
advance by some platiorm.”

India’s box office revenue is now
expected to expand at a 14 per cent
compound annual growth rate to
Rs257bn by 2028, according to a PwC
report published this month.

Jio Studios is hoping to expand glo-
bally and is targeting deals with Holly-
wood. Deshpande said talks were on
with US studios to collaborate more
widely “on various tracks”, including co-
production, distribution and superstar
crossovers — whether big US names in
Indian productions, or vice versa,

"Our talent in their films, their talem
in our films. . . 1 think that’s the next
phase,” Deshpande said about collabo-
ration between Bollywood and Holly-
wood. “We haven't scratched the tip of

volatility,
the peaks
and troughs,
have
become
VETy, very
pronounced

the iceberg.”

S0 far only a few Indian megastars,
such as Alia Bhatt, Priyanka Chopra
Jonas and Deepika Padukone, have
acted in big-budget US features.

Chopra Jonas has appeared in Holly-
wood [licks such as 2021's The Mairix
Resurrections and the 2017 cinematic
remake of Baywatch. Bhatt made her
Hollywood debut in the 2023 spy
thriller Heart of Stone, while Padukone
starred in the 2017 Vin Diesel vehicle
aXx: The Return Of Xander Cage.

Deshpande predicted that India’s
fragmented entertainment industry
would enter a period of consolidation.

In October, Indian vaccine billionaire
Adar Poonawalla marked his first loray
into the fiim business. He spent $199mn
to buy a 50 per cent stake in Dharma
Productions, the studio headed by
Karan Johar, the poweriul Bollywood
director behind blockbusters including
romantic comedy Kuch Kuch Hota Hai
and lamily melodrama Kabhi Khushi
Kabhie Gham.

“It's poing to besurvival ol the littest,”
Deshpande sald. "It’s going to be a big
boys game.”
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Accountancy
firms fear
discrimination
claims under
reform plan

STEFHEN FOLEY — NEW YORE

A plan to reform the rules lor qualily-
ing as an accountant in the US could
cxpose firms to discrimination Law-
suits and add barriers to joining the
profession, according to the body rep-
resenting the country’s biggest audit

!irﬂ]!'

Ina private comment letter seen by the
Financial Times, the Center for Audit
Quality — which represents large firms
— condemned proposed reforms as
“"unnecessarily complex”, and said they
could "introduce unconscious bias™ into
the qualification process.

The CAQs intervention puls large
audit firms at odds with two bodies that
set rules on how to qualify as a certified
public accountant — the Arerican Tosti-
tute of CPAs and the Natiomal Associa-
tion of State Boards ol Accountancy —
over how to stem a decline inrecruits,

The AICPA and Nasba in September
propased dropping a requirement that
accountanis complete the equivalent ol
five years of university education, one
more than a traditional undergraduste
IJEHTI-_"-I.', A !'LI.!.-I'_' I'.ILII.TIE"EL Il.'ll' illl[ti.l'l:_{..'r YORLOW
people off entering the prolession.

The two bodies proposed an alterna-
tive path to qualification: replace the
fifth year ol education with a require-
ment [or a year of on-the-jobtraining by

A shortage of accountants
has begun to feature as a
risk factor in some groups’
financial disclosures

firms, which would have to certify that a
recruit had obtained dozens of specified
techndcal and professional skills,

Liz Barentzen, the CAQ's vice-
president, wrote in a comment letter
sibmitted last month that "the rame-
work’s extensive list of competencies,
performance indicators, and evaluation
requirements creates an unnecessarily
complex system that could be difficult
to implement consistently across
jurisdictions”, She added: "Qualitative
assessment frameworks can introduce
subjectivity and unconscious bias into
cvaluation processes, potentially
creating employment-related issues (eg
claims of discrimination) that would
naot otherwise exist.”

A shortage of accountants has begun
to feature as a risk factor in some com-
panies’ financial disclosures, and some
small accounting firms have withdrawn
from niche businesses such as auditing
for loeal governments. | eatders of the
profession have warned that bigger
lirms could face problems recruiting il
the trends are not quickly reversed.

The number of people taking the CPA
exam [ell [rom a peak of more than
100000 in 2006 to a 17-year low of just
above 67,000 in 2022 and, alter a small
rise last year, are projected by the AICPA
to resume their decline in the short
term. The CAQ has argued that tackling
the shortage needs to involve extending
accounting’s appeal among students ol
diverse backgrounds.

The AICPA and Nasba will make com-
ments on their proposals public early
next year.

Sue Cofley, the AICPAs chiel execu-
tive of public accounting, said: "Its criti-
cal that licensure pathways are clear
and compelling to students, Working
with Nasba and various stakeholders,
wewlll know more over the next month

about what this looks like.”

EY accused of ‘pivotal role’ in helping Middle East oil storage group to defraud Spac investors

ROBERT SMITH AND ELLESHEVA KISSIN
LONDON

EY has been accused of helping a
United Arab Emirates oil storage busi-
ness carry out a fraud against investors
in a US special acquisition company,
the latest lawsuit to hit the account-
ancy firm about an avdit of a fraudu-
lent company.

Ina lawsuit filed in the Southern District
of New York last week, & group ol Brooge
Energy shareholders accused EY of hav-
ing a " pivetal role in a years long
scheme” to help the Fujairah-based
company defraud investors ina 2019
Spac transaction.

The oil storage operator listed its
shares on Nasdag that year through a
merger with a Spac that gave it amarket
valuation of more than $1bn, making it
an early beneliciary of a renewed wave
of investor enthusiasm for companies
publicly listing their shares using a
method with lighter-touch regulation.

Bul despite the backing of powerlul
Middle East investors including Sheikh
Mohammed bin Khalifa bin Zaved Al
Nahyan, the son of the previous presi-
dent of the UAE, Brooge's shares have
since collapsed 99 per cent after US
authorities uncovered a long-running
fraudulent scheme at the company.

The lawsuit from Brooge sharzhold-
ers — which is against EY Middle East,
its UAE office’s managing partner
Anthony O Sullivan and several other
EY member [irms — accuses the audit
firm of not only faling tospot clear indi-
cations of fraud, but also playing a “key
role” in a “round-tripping scheme” to
mask falsified revenues,

The US lawsuit comes after adminis-
trators of collapsed UAE hospital
administrator NMC Health brought a
S2.7bn legal claim against EY for alleg-
edly failing to take basic steps that could
have helped identify fraudulent trans-
actions. EY 15 also facing litigation from
shareholders in Wirecard, the German

paymenls company that collapsed alter
the Financial Times exposed il was a
long-running fraud.

“This is an astonishing story of bra-
zen, long-running, egregious fraud by
one of the only four UAE companies
listed on Nasdaq or the NYSE,” Neil
Richardson, one ol the imvestors who
filed the lawsuit, told the FT, adding that
it was vital for investors to be made
whaole s “quality” companies {rom the
region can “access the US capital
markets going lorward .

Y said it “emphatically” rejected the
claim filed against it.

*Responsibility for this fraud lies with
Brooge Energy s principal shareholders
and senior olficers and claims against
EY for damages are unfounded. We
cannot comment further ahead of legal
proceedings,” EY added.

The US Securities and Exchange
Commission announced fraud charges
against Brooge a year ago, alleging that
the company had for years used “false

invoices Lo inflate revenues by as much
us 80 per cent. Brooge agreed to settle
the SEC’s charges that found the
company violated various federal secu-
rities laws.

EY issued an unqgualified audit
opinion for Brooge's 2017 and 2018
accounts, during which time the com-

“This is an astonishing
story of brazen, long-
running, egregious fraud’
by UAE operator Brooge

pany claimed it bad contracts with two
commodity trading Hirms, The lawsuit
describes these contracts as a “sham”
and alleges that through the period EY
audited the company Brooge "never
received a single payment from either
customer’.

EY allegedly “failed to verify the
authenticity” of invoices related to

these contracts. In one instance, EY
askid to see bank statements to confirm
if millions ol dollars had been received
from one of the trading firms, during
which time the company had deposited
cheques from an alfiliated entity to
cover up the missing revenue.

EY allegedly either “did pot ask toses
copies of the cheques to confirm the
identity ol the payer™ or “accepted some
explanation from Brooge™ about the
discrepancy.

The investors also allege that EY then
assisted Brooge with a plan to transfer —
or “novate” — the contracts from the
trading firm to the affiliated entity, Al
Brooge International Advisory (BIA),
which the SEC last year said "had no
meaningful busingss operations aside
from participating in the misstatements
of revenues” al the US-listed company.

"This novation structure was [raudu-
lent becaunse it allowed the EY delend-
ants to explain away the ‘revenues from
BIA." the lawsuit alleges.

The lawsuit also notes that EY signad
off on Brooge's 2019 accounts even after
O'Sullivan and another EY manager
attended an audit committee and
reported that the auditor had “identi-
fied a fraud risk™.

The FT revealed in January that an
executive rom consulting firm Alvarez
& Marsal — who had been appointed asa
director ol Brooge to aid in its restruc-
turing — had been detained in the emir-
ate of Fujairah while carrying out his
work. He was later released and
resigned as a director. A&M declined to
comment.

The plaintiffs in the lawsuit against
EY also allege that a UAE citizen called
Husam Al Ameri exercised “de facto
control over” Brooge, while noting
that he was previously sanctioned by
Dubei financial regulators for “execut-
ing a round-trip revenue generation
traud”,

Brooge and Al Ameri did not respond
Lo requests {or comment.
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Google’shéadwaymhoundjngA] o

rivals boosts investor confidence

Breakthroughs in fields such as quantum computing bring welcome relief after rollercoaster year

-~

STEPHEN MORRIS — LONDON

Google’s push to re-establish itself at the
vanguard of technological research and
artificial intelligence this month has
driven its stock to a record high while
quietening criticism it had fallen behind
rivals,

Over the course of December, the Big
Tech group impréssed investors with a
maore advanced version of its Al models
and applications called Gemini 2.0,
which has beaten rivals in benchmark
testing. In a flurry of co-ordinated
releases, the company also unveiled a
new geperation of its custom Al acceler-
ator chip — a Tensor Processing Unit
{(TPU) called Trillium — which aims to
challenge Nvidia’s near monopely on
the market.

Google also added the capability to act
on users’ behalf and compile complex
research reports — Project Mariner —
and answer real-time queries acrnss
text, video and andio — Project Astra —
including via smart glasses. And it
launched video and image generation
maodels called Veo 2 and Imagen 3.

“The last month has transformed the
state of AL with the pace pickingup dra-
matically in just the last week,” said
Ethan Mollick, a professor at Wharton
business school and author ol a boolk on
the technology, describing Google's
releases, in particular Yeo 2, as "aston-
ishing”. “This isn't steady progress —
we're watching Al take uneven leaps
past our ability to easily gauge its impli-
cations,” added Maollick.

Additionally, Google conlirmed this
maonth it had made a breakthrough in
quantum computing with a chip called
Willow. It can hold "qubits™ stable for
longer, reducing errors and allowing

Technology

—
-~
‘-

them to perform useful computations.
The company claims it can complete
tasks in five minutes that would take
conventional supercomputers 10
septillion years, but the elusive technol-
ogy remiains years trom commercial
application.

In more recognition of its edge on
research, In October, Sir Demis Hassa-
bis, founder of Google's Al research lab
DeepMind and his colleague John
Jumipes shared Che chemistey Nobel
Prize for predicting the structure ol
every known protein using Al software
known as Alphalold. The showcase of
technological advances — along with
three consecutive quarters of double-
digit profit growth — have helped revive
parentcompany Alphabet’s share price.

The stock is up 38 per cent this year
and brietly touched a record high ol
£199.91 last weel, giving it a markst cap-
italisation of $2.3tn, Still, a $itn gap
rerraiing to close with Microsnfi.

Since the release of ChatGPT in late

Making a splash:
a still from an
Al-generated
video created by
Google's Veo 2,
which ene
expert says
marks an
‘astonishing’
leap forward

1 Google's stock reaches all-time high after

rollercoaster year
Share prices rebased In 5 terms
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2022, Google appearad to squander its
early advantage in Al, after incubating
the underlying research, in particular
when its arch-rival Microsolt partnered
with OpenAl It took Google a year to
release its own comparable chatbot,
Gemini,

“Alphabet has been under the micro-
scope since ChatGPT was released,” sald
Tiffany Hsia, a US equity portfolio man-
ager at AllianceBernstein, a shareholder
in the company. "Gemini 2.0 and the
quantum chip gives investors renewed
confidence that they are one ol the lead-
ing tech powerhouses.™

In asign of growing confidence, chiet
executive Sundar Pichai — who had
fnced some of the harshest criticism in
his nine-year tenure for the slow Al roll-
outs in the spring — challenged his coun-
terpart at Microsolt, Satya Nadella

"1 would love to do a side-by-side
comparison of Microsoft's own models
and our models any day, any time,” said
Pichai during the DealBook Summit
carlier this month. He added with a
smile that, besides, “they re using some-
oneelse’s models”,

While the company demonstrates its
technological chops, it must work out
how to incorparate these innovations

into its consumer and commercial
applications without stifling the creativ-
ity of its engineers.

Pichai has steadily sought tointegrate
Al into its search engine, while needing
to placate investors concerned that such
a move will cannibalise advertising
carnings. The search giant still controls
90 per cent ol the market, but lor the
first time in decides faces real competi-
tion Irom Al-powercd products by
groups including Openal, Anthropic
and Perplexity that can provide com:

‘Gemini 2.0
and the
quantum
chip gives
investors
renewed
confidence’
that Google
1S among
the leading
innovators

prehensive answers rather than links,

Google's solution so far has been "Al
Overviews”, briel answers (o queries at
the top of its results page. Executives
have said the feature is popular, but
carly evidence suggests users click on
Overview ads at a lower rate — down
& percent year on year in the third quar-
ter, according to research by advertising
platform Skai.

Other threats remain, After Google
lost & big anbitrust case against ils search
arm in August, the Department of Jus-
tice is seeking to force the sale of its
Chrome browser, cancel an exclusive
contract to be Apple’s defanlt szarch
engine and share the trove of user data
that underpins Google's proprietary
webpage ranking algorithms, ad target-
ing systems and Al model training,

The company is awaiting the results ol
another monopoly trial in the US

focused on its ad tech business when
Alphahet’s ather core revenue source

could be hroken up.

Another potential danger is Elon
Musk. The world's richest man holds
sway over president-elect Donald
Trump alter spending $250mn to help
win last month'’s US election — gaining
the power to influence Al regulation and
antitrust enforcement. Musk’s xAl
start-up has also built the world's largest
supercomputer in Memphis, Tennessee,
which should help xAl's chatbot Grok
catchupwith the competitionin 2025,

“Sundar does now seem more confi-
dent. Because the ethos of Google is to
be perfectionist, we may see product
launches at a more meticulous, calcu-
lated pace, but we mustn’t be 5o impa-
tient about it,” said Hsia.

"This is a race, and recent develop-
ments show they 're still init”

showdown
with SEC over
star lawyer

SUJEET INOAP — PHOENIX

A prominent Connecticut hedge fund
hias been socused by US murket regula-
tors of [ailing to consistently supervise
a well-known lawyer who advised it on

distressed debt legal fights.

The showdown between the US Securi-
ties and Exchange Commission and Sil-
ver Point Capital, which manages
roughly $30bn, centres on the role of
lawyers retained by investment firms.

The SEC in a complaint charged that
Silver Point failed to "prevent the mis-
use of material non-public information
relating toits particpation on creditors
commmittees”.

The civil lawsuit focuses an the work
of Chalm Fortgang, a pionzering dis-
tressed debt lawyer, who after a lengthy
career at white-shoe firm Wachtell, Lip-
Lo Rosen & Kate joined Silver Pointin
2004 as anoutside consultant.

Silver Point, which was {founded in the
carly 2000s by two former Goldman
Sachs executives, is one of the most
prominent credit investors in the coun-
try. The fund maintains a strict barrier
between its “public” side, which traded
securitics, and a " private” side that took
longer-term positions in troubled com-
panies and joined creditors committees
tobargain over restructuring efforts.

The SEC said Fortgang, while repre-
senting Silver Point in mediation ses-
sinns over Puerto Rico's sovereign debt
restructuring five years ago, had repeat-
edly called Silver Point traders, break-
ing down divisions between the com-
pany's twosides.

Silver Point denied any wrongdoing,
noting it was not accused ol illicitly prof-
iting from any trades. It said: “Mr Fort-
gang acted for Silver Point solely as an
attorney and therefore should have
been treated no differently than any
other outside counsel where chaperon-
ing, by all accounts, is not required.”

Compliance officials approve and
monitor communications between dis-
tinct sides of Silver Point, it added.

Fortgang, who died in 2021 aged 74,
had been among the handiul of promi-
nent lawyers who dominated corporate
bankruptcy cases after the Chapter 11

process wis Created o 1978,

Fortgang “had a reputation for being
aggressive and uncompromising while
advocating on behalf of his clients”, the
SEC wrote in its complaint. A 2002 Wall
Street Journal profile described a nego-
tiation in the 1990s Marvel Entertain-
ment case when Fortgang threw a bagel
atan adversary.

Interactions between Silver Point's
two sides were closely monitored by its
compliance department. But the SEC
said Fortgang aperated ina vacum. "Ry
not designating Fortgang asa public or
private employes, Silver Point allowed
Fortgang to operate in a loophole, effec-
tively exempting him from the public/
privatedivide,” the SEC wrote.

In a letter sent this month to Silver
Point investars reviewed by the Finan-
cial Times, the firm denied wrongdoing
and said the SEC's allegation that Fort-
gang required monitoring was based on
a "very narrow” interpretation of secu-
rities Law. It said it had surveyed 12 out-
side law firms which had worked oppo-
site Fortgang when he was affiliated
with Silver Point. They all stated he
operated merely as “legal counsel”,

“The SEC has not identified a single
witness that contends that Mr Fortgang
lunctioned in any role other than as
legal counsel,” Silver Point wrote,

Meta plans to launch Ray-Bans with displays next year as race over smart glasses intensifies

TIM BRADSHAW AND HANNAH MURPHY
LONDON

Meta plans to add displays to its Ray-
Ban smart glasses as soon as next year,
a4 the US technology glant accelerates
its plans to build lightweight headsets
that can usurp the smartphone as con-
sumers’ main computing device.

The £1.5tn social media group is plan-
ning to add a screen inside the $300 sun-
glasses it makes in partnership with eye-
wear group EssilorLuxottica, according
to people familiar with the plans.

The updated Ray-Bans could be
released as early as the second half of
next year, the people said. The small dis-
play would be likely to be used to show
notifications or responses from Meta's
virtual assistant,

The move comes as Meta pushes fur-
ther into wearable devices and what

chief executive Mark Zuckerberz hopes
will be the next computing platform, as

rivals such as Apple, Google and Snap
also race to develop similar products.

In September, Meta unveiled its
augmented-reality glasses prototype

Orion, According to people familiar
with the matter, the company has accel-
erated Orion’s development following
the enthusiastic response ol early test-
ers. These people said Meta had brought
forward plans to tum the device into a
consumer product, though any release
is still lilkely to be years away.

Orion's compact design, lghtweight
frame and innovative displays, which
overlay 3D content on to the real world,
have been hailed as breakthroughs after
years of [ailed AR headsets, including
Google-backed Magic Leap and Micro-
soft’s Holalens.

Meta declined to comment. But in
mid-December, Andrew Bosworth, its
chief technology officer, wrote that 2025
would be "the most important [year] in
the history of Reality Labs”, the unit that
builds its glasses and Quest virtual real-
ity headsets,

Reality Labs has been lossmaking
since its creation in 2020 as part of
Zuckerberg's long-term bet on the
metaverse. The division Jost $13bn in
the first three quarters of 2024, and gen-
erated only around $1bnin revenue,

The Ray-Ban Meta glasses have
become a surprise hit among consumers
after the latest version was launched in
autumn 2023, The current model fea-
tures discreet in-ear speakers, cameras
and microphones, [or listening to music,
taking photos and chatting with Meta's
artificial intelligence assistant.

While the first version of a display
would be likely to show simple text and
images, it would represent a significant
step towards comnverging the device with
Zuckerberg's longer-term vision of AR
glasses that can display a virtual world
transposed upon the real world.

With the Ray-Bans, “Meta proved that
these lightweight glasses, even without a
display, could be interesting and useful,”
said Michael Miller, who leads on AR
hardware at Niantic, the developer of
Pokémon o and other AR games.

Meta remains in the early days of
experimenting with what AR headsets
might look like. Its Orion glasses are
controlled by wristhands, which take
signals from the body, including from
the brain, in a nevral interface, One per-
son [amiliar with the matter said Meta

was also exploring using a ring with a
track pad or ball to control a headset.

A visitor wears
Meta's Ray-Ban
smart glasses at
A corporate
evenl in
Californiain
September - oo
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Experts say the platform faces big
hurdles in developing lashionable
glasses with adequate hardware per-
formance and battery life, at a desirable
price point. There are also serions sup-

ply chain challenges.

One of Oron’s innovations is its novel
use of silicon carbide lenses. The mate-
rial has not been widely used in optics
before and helped Meta create a larger

and brighter image for Orion's users

than is possible using regular glass,
However, the cost and lack of large-

scale manufacturing of silicon carbide
lenses present a barrier to turning Orion
into an affordable product without com-
promising on one of its

“If the goal now is to expedite Orion
commercialisation, one path would be
to reduce the feld of view . . . and use
more ubiquitous glass materials,” said
Miller.

Experts said that products such as
Ray-Ban Meta glasses and Apple's

Vision Pro were helping to get consum:-
ers comicrtable with the idea of smart
headsets, given the challenges of soci-
etal acceptance that ultimately

thwarted Google's Glass eyewear almost
adecade ago.
The lirst Ray-Ban Meta glasses

launched in 2021 and suffered from lim-
ited snlis. However. the newest genera-

tion, which was launched in 2023, sold
more in a few months than the previous
ones did in two years, according to Essi-
lorLuxottica CEO Francesco Milleri.
Shipments of glasses wearables in 2024
grew 73 per cent acmoss the market.

Meta's push comes despite Zucker-
berg shifting focus away from plans to
build a 3D avatar-filled online warld,
known as a metaverse. Instead he has
laid out his intention for Meta to
become a leader in Al, pouring billions
ininvestment into the space.

“What's starting to become interest-
ing about the Ray-Bans and Orion is the
way Meta’s Al strategy is converging
with mixed reality,” said Luke Alvarez,
founding general partner at Hiro Capi-
tal, which invests in games and
metaverse tech. "Maybe [Zuckerberg |
can end up owning a big piece of the
next-gen operating system, which is
cleardy his stated goal,”
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Aviva-Direct Line deal brings jobs peril

Insurers’ planned £16bn
combination poses threat
to 2,500 staff positions

JOSEFHINE CUMBO — LONDON

Up to 2,504 jobs could be lost through
the £3.7bn takeover of Direct Line by
Aviva, its larger rival, according to a
joint statement by the UK insurers,

The boards of both groups said they
had reached agreement on the terms of
a cash and shares approach first made
by Aviva this month.

Under the deal, Avivawill pay 1297p
in cash, and 02867 ol it own shares for
each Direct Line share. Direct Line
shareholders will also receive a dividend
of up to 5p pershare belore the deal is
completed.,

Direct Line, known [or its mascol of a
red phone on wheels, previously
refected 250p and 261p per share bids,
before agreeing a preliminary deal with
Aviva earlier this month, after the larger
insurer sweelened its bid.

The acquisition, if approved by share-
holders, will create a £16bn insurance
company that will dominate the motor

and home markets in the UK, with
shares of more than 20 per cent and
15 per cent, respectively.

Dame Amanda Blanc, chief executive
of Aviva, described the deal as "excel-
lent news for the customers and share-
holdersof Aviva and Direct Line™,

Dranuta Gray, chair of Direct Line, sawd
the board was pleased Lo recommend
Aviva's offer for the company, which
delivered "significant value lor Direct
Line shareholders”.

Yesterday, Aviva said it expected 1o
deliver £125mn in savings each year,
before tax, within three vears of the

deal’s completion, including by cutting
overlapping job roles and integrating
back-office systems. The deal is ear-
markad to be completed next year.

The combined group is expected to
shed between 5 per cent and 7 per cent
ofits total workforce, putting as muny as
2300 jobs at risk. Aviva said it expected
stalf losses through natural attrition,
but added that the insurer already had
aboul 800 existing vacancies, which it
said would "mitigate™ the reductions
identified.

According to their last annual reports,
Aviva employed 23,000 people while

Direct Line employed more Lthan
10,000. The deal is also likely to be
reviewed by the Prudential Regulation
Authority and Competition and Mar-
kets Authority. given the scale of the
combined business and dominance in
the home and motor markets,

“With Direct Line’s revenue streams
coming from such consumer facing
markets, and the backdrop of a cost of
living crisis, it is entirely possible that
the CMA will want to take its time in
reviewing the proposed acquisition by
Aviva,” said MKP Advisors in a note on
the deal yesterday.

Data revealing blindings and

amputations prompts union to

urge greater focus on welfare

YASEMIN CRAGGS MERSINOGLU
LONDON

Dozens of Amazon workers in the UK
have suffered serious injuries over
recent years, including being blinded or
requiring amputations, according to
new data that s leadingto renewed calls
for the ecommerce group to improve the
treatment of valnerable staff.

The $2.4tn Big Tech group and related
entities reported 119 serious injuries
because of work-related accidents to the
country's workplace health and safety
regulator between 2019 and 2024,
according to a response to a UK Free-
dom ol Information request submitted
bry the Financial Times.

The ligures reveal that Amazon work-
ers have suffered 106 bone fractures,
lost consciousness on eight occasions,
there were at least three finger amputa-
tions and two eyes were blinded.

The roles ol those injured included
warehouse and sorting associates, defiv-
ery drivers, engineering apprentices

Technology. Staff safety
Amazon stirs anger with workers’ serious injuries

‘Be under no illusion, we
will always call an
ambulance when
colleagues need one

and & safety co-ordinator. The esti-
mated avernge rate of non-fatal injuries
in the workplace is 1,890 per 100,000
workers in 2023-24, sccording to the
UK's Health and Salety Executive,

But the figures obtained through the
freedom al information request on
Amazon only cover “specified injuries,”
which is limited to certain serious cases
rather than all non-fatal injuries.

Amazon said using the figures pro-
vided by HSE "to sugeest our workplace
is dangerous is completaly inaccurate —
the truth is the opposite”. It said the
group in 2022 had “50 per cent fewer
injuries than the rest of the transport
and warehousing sector” when com-
paredwith national data.

Founder Jeffl Bezos pledged in 2021
that the group was "going to be Earth’s
best employer and Earth's safest placeto
work”. But union leaders have repeat-
edly raised concerns about Amazon’s
safety record. Stuart Richards, a senjor
organiser at the GMB, which this year
artempted to force the group Lo recog-
nise nunion inthe UK for the first time,
said the new injury data "unveiled
a serious catalogue of issues™. Richards

| Amazon workers have suffered serious injuries |

Number of injuries because of work-refated accidents or
diseases from exposure or repatitive strain in the UK, by year
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added that it was "time for Amazon
Datrsses Lo Labos Uhie besalth and saliety of its
worklorce seriously”.

The injury data released in the FT's
[reedom of nformation request shows
the rate of serious injuries across its net-
work was at its lowest in six years while
the number of its employees hod more
than doubled over the same period,
Amazon said. But the figures for 2024
do not cover the full year, such as the
Christmas holiday period, which is
among the busiest.

“We're proud of our working environ-
ment, and we encourage everyone Lo
take a tour of one of our sites and see
lirst-hand the sale, modern workplace
we provide,” Amazon added.

Employers and managers are
required to report specilied worle-re-
lated accident injuries tothe HSE.

Amazon also reported five diagnoses
of occupational diseases over the same
period, including tendonitis, dermatitis
and a disease caused by occupational
exposure to biological agents. But the
Seattle-headquartered company did not
report any deaths due to a work-related
accidents over the past six years in the
UK. the HSE response said.

Martha Dark, co-executive director at
Foxglove, a tech campaign group, sald
some workers across Amazon’s UK busi-
ness were "getting seriously hurt”™, She
added “evidence from the US has shown
the pace of work Amazon demands

Amazon's
Tullilment
centre at
Rugeley. The US
group says it
allocated
§750mn for
improving
workplace
safety this year
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from its workers — especially in robotic
warehouses — s a nxajor driver ol injury
in the workplace and forces workers to
work [aster thanissale”,

Amazon sald "robotics help reduce
injuries,” as they limit the need for
employees to perform repetitive or
strenuous asks, with the company hay-
ing allocated $750mn for improving
workplace safety this year, "Safety is a
critical area where robotics is making a
dgnificant difference,” it added.

Richards from the GMB said he was
also “concerned that the official statis-
tics are anly telling part of the story”, as
the union had heard of instances where
accidentsand injuries were “not treated
appropriately” and workers were “sent
home in taxis rather than being sent to
the hospital in an ambulance”™,

Amazon said in response: “Be under
no illusion, we will always call an ambu-

lance when colleagues need one in an
emergency, whether it's a work or non-

work related incident. Yes, taxis have
been used to take stafl home or Lo the
hospital, but that's the right thing to do
surely?”

The HSE In a statement said the
"majority of work-related incidents at
Amazon warehouses occurred at fulfil-
ment centres, which are regulated by
local authorities™ and that the regulator
"will take action™ where it finds
breaches ol health and salety law in
workplaces under [ts enforcement.

n

Financial services

M&G sues
Royal London

over investing
client funds in

Tisky’ products

ALISTAIR GRAY

Asset manager M&EG is suing Royal
London over its purchase ol the latter’s
financial adviser platform, claiming
that some client pension money had
been invested in “inappropriately
risky” products before the deal and
that it was now under pressure [ram

regulatorsto pay compensation.,

MEG agreed in 2020 to buy Ascentric, a
wealth management platform for advis-
¢rs that has £15.5bn of assets under
administration, as part of a push to kit
its share of the retail savings market.

But in a lawsuit filed at the High Court
in London, M&G claimed that before the
deal, the business, also known as Invest -
ment Funds Direct Limited (IFDL), had
“expused ils customers Lo lnappropri-
ately risky investiments, with an inap-
propriately high percentage ol their
pension funds in those investments™.

ME&G is demanding damages of at
least £27mn, plus interest, irom Royal
London, alleging that the mutual failed
to properly disclose the risks during the
acquisition process.

In court documents, M&D said that
before the acquisition, the business had
magde products known as CFB bonds
available on its platform. Some advisers
allocated client funds in self-invested
personal pensions to these bonds. CFB
bonds with a face value of about £27mn

M&G claimed "there was
no liquid market’ for the
bonds ‘outside IFDL's
own platform

were bought by 553 investors, according
tothe lawsuit, which was filed last month
but has not been previously reported.

MEG claimed inits [awsuil “there was
no hguid market” tor the bonds “outside
IFDL’s own platform” and some custom-
ers complained they had been unable to
sell them. It sald they meét the definition
ol "minibonds”, risky investments that
typically offer high returns and have
deawn strutboy [rom regulators,

One customer who had £504,000 of
their pension invested in the bonds
complained to IFDL about why it had
allowed the product to be available on
the platform, according to the court
documents. Others made complaints to
the Financial Ombudsman Service and
the Pensions Ombudsmin.

In a decision in March, clted by the
lawsuit, the FOS sald that "if it [Ascen-
tric] had carried out due diligence in
accordance with gond industry practice
it would have concluded that the CFB
bonds were a non-standard and specula-
tive investment”, One fund managet in
particular planned to use the platform
to “invest at least 30 per cent ol every
client’s model portiolio in the bonds,
regardless of the type or risk level of the
portiolio”, which "meant there was a
serious risk of consumer detriment”,

Royal London has yet to file a defence
with the court. Both companies de-
clined to comment on the proceedings.

In the court filing, M&G added: "IFDL
has proactively engaged with the FCA
| Financial Conduct Authority |, and has
come under pressure to set up a remedi-
ation scheme for all IFDL investors in
non-standard assets (including the CFB
bonds) and to compensate customers,

“In the ibsence of proactive engage-
mienit with the FCA, there is a significant
risk of formal FCA action being taken.”
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Focus on foreign earnings sees
heavyweights including SAP
and Rheinmetall power ahead

RAFE UDDIN AND MAR| NOVIK — LONDON

A handful of companies dubbed Ger-
many’s answer to the US "magnificent
seven” have driven a strong rally in the
country’s stock market this year, defy-
ing the gloom enveloping the domestic
CCONOImY,

Frankfort's Dax, an index of 40 blue-
chip companies, has risen 18.7 per cent
this year, beating the benchmarks in
France and the UK, and {ar outstripping
the region-wide Stoxx Europe 600
index’s 4.8 peroent gain

The performance comes in spite of
weak domestic growth and political tur-
moil, with Qermany's unpopular coali-
tion povernment collapsing in Novem-
ber as parties were unable to reach an
agreement over reforms to a fiscal “debt
brake”, and the country now heading for
a snap electionin February.

Meanwhile, the economy ls expected
to expand by just 0.6 per cent in 2025,
down from 1.2 per cent predicted mid-
way thraugh the year, acenrding to
economists polled by Consensus Eco-
nomics. This marks the largest growth
forecast reduction aver the period of
any major industrial economy.

The Bax’s performance “has been a
surprise”, said Timothy Lewis, a portio-
lio manager at JPMorgan Asset Manage-
ment, and “serves as a great example ol
the adage that stock market and eco-
nomic performance are not one and the
same.

Dax constituenis derive less than a
quarter of their earnings from inside
Germany, which has helped provide a
buffer against tremors that have, for
mstance, seéen automotive giant
Volkswagen set out plans to cul tens of
thousands of jobs.

This year's bumper stock market
returns have largely been driven by
seven companies: software giant SAP,
defence stock Rheinmetall, Industrial

An extraordinary global economy will require extraordmmy

Mohamed
El-Erian

he global economy in 2025

i5 shaping up to be anything

but ordinary. Confidence in

an outlook of solid growth

and lower inflation has
given way to-anticipation of a notably
wide range of potential outcomes.

The question is not whether the US
will continue to outperform most other
countries. It will, It is more about the
levels of divergence in growth and infla-
tion and the degrees of disruptions in
the global economic and financial archi-
tecture, The implications extend well
beyond short-term economic wellbeing.

Weare currently seeing a rather unu-
sunl combination of US economic excep-
tionalism and deeper cracks in the
western-dominated global architecture

Equities. Blue-chips

German ‘magnificent seven
defy nation’s wider gloom

conglomerate Siemens, Siemens
Energy, Deutsche Telekom, and insur-
ers Allianz and Munich Re.

SAP alone accounts for nearly 40 per
cent ofthe Dax’s gains, with its shares up
more than 70 per cent on the back of its
transitioning of business customers to
the cloud. It makes up a preater propor-
tion of the index than the automotives
sector, including Volkswagen and Mer-
cedes-Benz, both of which are in the red
this year.

SAP has benefited from the market’s
huge appetite lor stocks with Al expo-
sure. To that end, it has moved its earn-
ings publication times from European
mornings to post US-close, to give It
more exposure to North American
investors and analysts, In October it
replaced Dutch semiconductor eqguip-
ment manufacturer ASML as Europe’s

larpest technology company.

“Technology stocks have been the
story ol this year and unlortunately in
Europe we only have two major players:
ASML and SAP,” said Marc Halperin, co-
head of European equitics at asset man-
ager Edmond de Rothschild. "The icing
on the cakeis AL"

The seven companies that have pow-
ered gains in the Dax have benefited
from a variety of tailwinds, with defence
company Rheinmetall climbing 107 per
cent this year on the back of rising
expectations of more defence spending
in Europe, while Siemens Energy has
gained 329 per cent due to growing
demand for renewable power,

Guillaume Jalsson, a macro strateglst
at Goldman Sachs, said that the market
told “two different stories”, with the
miarket leaders — which he compared
with Wall Street’s magnificent seven
technology stocks — powering ahead of

| Dax emerges as a top performer among major bourses in 2024 ‘
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that haz served the US well. It iz an
unstable mix that, derailed by its grow-
ing internal contradictions, will lead to
much greater global fragmentation in
trade, technology and payments sys-
tems, together with slower growth and
higher inflation in the US and elsewhere.

Alternatively, if timely policy actions
are taken, the world could stabilise in a
form of "globalisation lite” negotiated
between countries, rather than
[ragmentation. This could enable
growth to develop deeper roots, anchor
price stability and counter systemic
malfunctions.

Already, the global economy enters
2025 with considerable growth and
financial market divergences. Last
month, the IMF improved its 2024
growth rate for the US to 2.8 per cent, a
level that is likely to be upped again. In
the Eurozone, growth languishes at just
0.8 per cent and in the emerging world,
economies are slowing, with China
struggling to deliver its already lowered
forecast of 4.5 per cent.

Even India, the star performer, may

see its 7 per cent projected growth at
risk. Meanwhile, the S&P 500 index has
gained 27 per cent year-to-date, signifi-
cantly oulperforming markets in
Europe, China and India.

There is little on the policy front to
suggest a change in this international
picture. French and German economic
policymaking is hindered for now by

New York has outperformed
markets in Europe and Asia

Going up: lifts at
SAP's Walldorl
headquarters.
The company
accounts for
nearly 40% of

gains registered
by Frankiurt’s

Dax index - s

| r i iloomitiery

exparters vilnerable to a weak Chinese
consumer and potential US tariffs.

A weaker euro has also boosted Ger-
many’s export-focused market, with the
dollar climbing from €1.11 to €1.04
since the end of September.

Some investors and analysts are con-
cerned about the benchmark’s growing
dependence on a small number of
stocks, "It risks an unstable market,”

<aid Arne Rautenberg, a portfolio man-
ager at Union Investment, who believes

the market is valnerable to an earnings

shocs irom SAP

The election of a new government and

potential changes to Germany's debt
brake, US president-elect Donald

Trump’s plans for trade tariffs or China's
stimulus for its domestic economy
could “change tings very guickly™ for

the market, he added.

Halperin added he had recently
moved to a smaller-than-benchmark
position on SAF as earnings expecta-
tions started to climb to the Jofty heights

of US peers.

The narrowness of the Dax’s rally has

become more acute inrecent years, with
the trend taking hold in the wake of the

pandemic and mirroring the US where

there are lears about the role of a few
large technology companies in driving

returns on the hack of demand for artifi-

cial intelligence.

But many fund managers remain
bullish on the prospects for German
stocks trading at wide discounts to their
US counterparts and deriving a signifi-
cant portion of their revenues from out-
side their local market.

This
illustrates
‘the adage
that stock
market and
[economy|
are not one
and the
same’

thing,” he said.

Schartz added.

considerable poelitical uncertainty.
Amid some concerns that China is fac-
ing a deepening Japanification ol its
economy, Beijing is struguling to recon

cile the reorientation of its growth strat-
egy with short-term pressures {or old-
style stimulus measures.

At the same time, the “last mile™ of
work by major central banks in deliver-
ing their low and stable inflation targets
is being undermined by their hesitancy
to pivot decisively from the overreactive
mode of excessive data dependence to
set policy. The lack of a strategic,
forward-looking approach has led the
Federal Reserve, in particular, to a series
of signalling flip-flops that fuel bond
market volatility, With the absence of
credible forward policy guidance, there
i5 now & growing debate on whether the
Fed should continue to cut rates, skip or
pause in December; let alone what
comes after thal.

All of this is belore the changes com-
ing with the new US administration.
‘They are particularly tricky for imves-
tors to analyse as potential shifts in US

“The businesses we invest in are all
pan European. IUs just by chance that
they're listed in a certain postcode,”

Mare Scharte, a portfolio manager at
Janus Henderson, said that the Dax's
concentration was "pretty extreme” but
spread across energy, telecoms and
insurance, unlile the US, whichis solely
concentrated in technology stocks.
"Having a more diverse set of compa-
nies driving the markels isn't a bad

FT

Our glabal

team gives you
market-moving
news and Views,
2k hours a day

Hcom/market:

Additional reporting by Ray Douglas

trade, migration and fiscal policies
interact with a range of résponses in cor-
porate pricing, demand and supply elas-
ticities, game theory and statecraft.
There is also a question of how eco-
nomic pressure will spur secular
changes — in particular the interna-
tional reserve diversification away from

If timely policy actions
are taken, the world
could stabilise in a form
ol ‘globalisation lite’

the dollar and growing interest in alter-
native, non-doliar payment systems.
This is at the source of Donald
Trump’s weekend warning to Brics
economies on the dollar, *We require a
commitment from these Countries that
they will neither create a new BRICS
Currency, nor back any other Currency
to replace the mighty ULS. Dollar or, they
will face 100% Tariffs, and should
expect to say goodbye to selling into the

The day in the markets

Stocks and
dollar climb
after US averts
shutdown

MARI NOVIK

US stocks and the dollar rose yesterday

as the US government temporarily
averted a shutdown and imvestors
hoped that soft economic data would
enable more interest rale cuts next

year.

The broad-based S&P 500 index rose
(.2 per cent, while the technology-
heavy Nasdaq Composite was up 0.5 per
cent after the Senate passed the stop-
gap bill to cover government funding
carly on Saturday morming.

Alter a solid run since the November
presidential election, Wall Street was hit
by a sell-off last week after the Federal
Reserve forecast just two (.25 percent-
age poinls interest rate cuts in 2025,
cutnpEred with iis most recent forecast
of four cuts

But a soft inflation report released
on Friday cased some worries that
there would be fewer rate cuts next
year, helping Wall Street to bounce
back.

H-EIP-ES ﬂ[ moreé rafe culs were
strengthened by data showing a larger
than expected decline in US consumer
confidence for December, Expectations
fell 12.6 points to 81.1, just above the
threshold of 80 that usually signals a
recession ahead.

Grace Zwemmer, an economist al
Oxlord Economics, said the number

“There is thin liquidity, with
investors starting to be
cautious as we are closing in
on the end of the year’

released in official data "was much
weaker than our forecast”. Consumers
were “less optimistic about the stock
market, [alling interest rates, and the
labour market”, she added.

The dollar index, which tracks the US
currency against a basket of six peers,
rose 0.5 per cent.

Bitcoin extended its declines since the
Fed's warning on rate cuts, dropping a
lurther 3.3 per cent Lo $93,000 yester-
day. The cryplocurrency has lost more
than 10 per cent in value since last
Wednesday.

Trading volumes overall were light as
investors began the Christmas period.
Stock markets in the US and Europe
will close early today for the holiday
period.

“There s thin liguidity, with investors
starting to be cautious as weare closing
in on the end of the year,” said
Emmanuel Cau, a managing directarat
Barclays.

European stocks were largely higher
yvesterday as a 6 per cent rise in the
shares of Danish group Novo Nordisk
boosted the healthcare sector. The drug-
malker’s disappointing results for exper-
imental obesity drug CagriSema wiped
out as much as €90bn ofl its market

value on Friday,
The broad-based Stoxx Europe 600

added 0.1 per cent. Paris’s Cac 40 was
flat, while Frankiurt's Dax was down
(.2 per cent, London's FTSE 100 was up
(0.2 per cent as Direct Line rose 3.8 per
cent on British insurer Aviva's plans to
buy the company. Aviva closed 1.1 per
centup.

Oil edged lower on a stronger dollar.
Brent crude, the global benchmark, was
down 1.2 per cent 1o $72.8 a barrel, while
WL, its US counterpart, wasdown 1 per
cent (D $68.65a barrel.

wonderful U.S, Economy,” Trump
wrole.

The guestions over such an uncertain
outlosk can only be comfortably
answered il you have confidence in poli-
cymalcers’ ability to understand these
unusual dynamics and adjust accord-
ingly, including through reasonable pre-
emptive negotiations with the incoming
US administration consistent with longer-
term alignments and shared interests.
This is feasible for most countries, with
the notable exceplion of China.

The longer they delay in doing so, the
greater the obstacles to existing drivers
of growth and financial stability, and the
harder it will be to unleash exciting
engines of future prosperity such as
breakthroughs in artificial intelligence
and life sciences, Political leadership,
policy agility and reasonable compro-
mises can create a pathway o a brighter
medium-term outloolk

Mohemed El-Erian is president of Queens’
College, Combridge, and an adviser to
Allianz and Gramercy
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Stormy West End debut 1s oddly static

THEATRE

The Tempest
Theatre Royal Crury Lane. London

il
Sarah Hemminyg

We Hrst see Slgourney Weaver's Pros-
pero sitting, meditatively, in a shaft of
white light while behind her the vast
stage of the Drury Lane Theatre submits
to a raging storm of her own conjuring,
all billowing blue silk, thunderous
depths and blastsof lighting.

It's a dazzling opening to Jamie Lloyd's
staging of The Tempest, one that heralds
this production’s striking use of the
scope of the stage. Mason Alexander
Park’s Ariel descends from the great
heights of the fies, Forbes Masson’s Cal-
iban crawls out from beneath the stage;
the courtiers, whom Prospero has ship-
wrécked and now holds in her power,
creep, befuddled, from the crepuscular
recesses. No video cameras in this stag-
ing: Lloyd and lighting designer Jon
Clirk sculpt the space, sendiog e claan-
acters hurtling across the stage in a
glowing burst or silhouetting them
stoclestill on the set’s dark hills,

And the production, though sadly
undermined by its aws, is bleakly spec-
tacular (designed by Soutra Gilmour ).
Here the island over which Prospero
( Weaver making her West End debut)
holds sway is, by turns, a barren Dune-
like landscape strewn with blackrubble,
amysterious, otherworldly oasis and an
empty stage, depending on the tricks of
lighting and the mind's eye.

The period is indeterminate, the cos-
tumes belonging to some future that
draws on medieval touches, cast in the
soft blues, slate greys and aquamarines
of the ocean, with variations depending
on age and status. It's a strange limbo-
like space, one that fuses the real and
the fantastical, one where events could
even be in Prospero’s imagination.

The approach honours the fascination
in Shakespeare’s play with power —
political, creative, magical, divine — and
with theatre itsell, embracing Drury
Lane’s rich history. It speaks too to the

Sigourncy Weaver
as Prospero in
“The Tempest” -

island’s role as template: an arena
where human beings try out authority —
[rom Prosperos enslavement of the
spirits, to the conspirators planning a
murderous coup, to Caliban’s hero-wor-
ship of the drunken servant Stephano,
That they are tussling for supremacy in
a desolate wilderness has bitter contem-
POTALY resSonance,

But what makes The Tempest such a
great play is its emotional depth and
wisdom: the great beauty of its explora-
tion of forgiveness, redemption and
rebirth. Prospero Is such a strange,
ambivalent character and there can
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be immense polgnancy and moral com-
plexity to his (or her) retreat from
revenge. That human intricacy and inti-
macy often elude this staging, There’s a
lack of jeopardy and it's curiously
unmeving, even at the charged reconcil-
jation between Ferdinand (James
Phoon) and his [ather Alonso {Jude
Alauwudike), both of whom believe the
other to be dead. The comic scenes,
always tricky, feel laboured.

Weaver's Prospero, @ mournful,
stately presence, is constantly onstage
observing her handiwork unlold:
a parent hovering in the background;
a woman watching the men who have
wronged her as they play into her
hands. But she is largely static and her
dellvery Is perplexingly one-note:
she seems implacable, almost emotion-
ally detached.,

That may be Lthe reading — Prospero
as the still eye of the storm — bul it
means that some ol the play's great
poctry doesn't sing out and it {lattens
any sense of battle or reflection
within the character over the path she
has chosen.

There's fabulous work from Park as
Ariel, an eerie, ethereal being with a
superh singing voice, whose resentment
at being enslaved burns across the stage.,
Selina Cadell brings warmth and
humanity tn the good courtier Goanralo
And there’s a drive to revisit the play’'s
strangeness and teaching for our times.
But overall, it feels like something gets
lost at sea.

To February 1, thelamicllovdiompany.com
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Wartime ballet offers
showcase for Ukraine

DANCE

The Snow Queeén
Thadlitre des Champe-Elysibos, Parke
L =

Liturn Cappelle

When Russia launched itsinvasion
ol Ukraine in February 2022, bal-
let rapidly emerped as a source of
soft diplomacy for the embattled
country, Artists in exile staged
galas and formed impromptu
companies; taking a leal Irom Rus-
sia’s own cold war playbook, they
pled the case tor their culture in
tutus and tights all over the world.

Bul as the war approaches the
three-year mark, some ol these
gfforts have waned. Last winter,
the United Ulcrainian Ballet, a
high-profile touring ensemble,
was forced to disband due to insuf-
ficient funds.

e slale comprany lias Iu.*pl:
going on all fronts, however: the
National Ballet of Ukraine, which
resumed performances in Kyiv a
[ew months into the war, Now, [or
the holiday season, 40 of its danc-
ers have made the journey Lo
Paris's Théitre des Champs-
Elysées with a production of The
Snow Oneen, oven as Lhe rest of the
100-strong troupe perliorms the
same ballet at home,

Incredibly, it is a wartime crea-
tion, choreographed in 2022 by
Aniko Relchviashvili, former artis-
tic director of the company. Based
on the Hans Christian Andersen
fairytale, rather than the Disney-
fied version, her Snow Queen is a
curious offering: a two-act show
structured almoest entirely in the
style of 19th-century ballets,

The plot [requently takes a back
seal to conventional set pieces.
Kai, a young boy, is struck by a
shard of the Snow Queen’s mirror.
Yet when his friend Gerda goes on
A quest to save him, she keeps
bumping into characters lrom the
historical ballet repertoire.

First there is a“magical garden”
In which a talry reunites her with
Kai in a dream, a trick lrom

The Sleeping Beauty. T'hen a prince
and princess greet Gerda (the
tireless, endearing Tetiana Loz-
ova) with a courtly grand pas,
complete with corps de ballet,
solo variations and coda. For her
prowess on pointe, Gerda gets a
fur ¢oat, which bandils promplly
steal — a pointless yet exhilarating
digression designed to show-
case the Ukrainian men's superb
character dancing,

This Snow Queen feels like a
throwback to another era, given
today’s trend for more realistic
storytelling, especially among
western ballet choreographers.
Yet in the Ukrainian context, it
serves a clear purpose. When the
invasion started, Ukraine's
national opera house made the
switt decision Lo stop performing
works by Russian composers.

For ballet, that meant no mare
bread-and-butter Tchaikovsky
classics, such as The Nutcracker or
Swan Lake, With this Suow Queen,
set to a patchwork of musical
numbers by Massenet, Offenbach
and Strauss, among others, the
National Ballet of Ukralne has pro-
duced a replacement of sorts —a
lestive ballet that showcasés the
country’s long-standing classical
school of balle

It representatives aren't too
concerned, at present, with the
finer details of footwork, but they
bring a boldness of purpose to bra-
vura moments. As Kai, Yaroslav
Tkachuk bounds through jumps
and turms with flair, while Iryna
Borysova brings upper-body
authority to her frosty Queen.

The overull result may be some-
what wonky, but as a recent film
by Bertrand Normand for the
French-German channel Arte,
Wartime Elegy, captured, the com-
pany is working in dire circum-
stances, with rebhearsals continu-
ing even as sirens ring around
Lhem, With The Snow Queen, the
National Ballet of Ukraine is
mvesting in ils own luture — the
most hopeful of moves.

To January 5

theatrechampselysess. fr

National Ballet of Ukraine's "The Snow Queen” — vurs oo

Flesh-eating-plant musical lacks bite

‘ THEATRE

Little Shop of Horrors
Crucible Theatre, Sheffuld

LA B R

Matt Barlon

Would Little Shop of Horrors wither or
flourish if it were made today? Origi-
nally a 1982 off- Broadway hit (based on
Roger Corman’s 1960 film}, the musical
about a bloodthirsty Venus flytrap is
lar from a seedling. But it's repolied
here into a production that's both
deliriously heightened and curiously
underpowered.

It's no wonder the plant bellows “leed
me : meal and substance are in short
supply. The meagre plot {with music
by Alan Menken, book and lyrics by
Howard Ashman) follows Seymour,
who works in a flower shop; he tries to
tame the maniacal carnivore and [ree
Audrey, the colleague he loves, from
her equally predatory dentist boy-
friend, Crin. A madcap pace renders it
[limsier still.

The early shoots are promising. The
plant’s growth is prefigured by a giamn
sheet shooting to the ceiling and charac-
ters sprouting from bins, Jade Hackett's
choreography nods to the plant’s appe-
tite with hands that snap like a fiytrap’s
jaws or burst through pots where they
writhe ingreen gloves,

The plant itself is a kind ol hybrid,
with puppet flytraps (created by Daisy
Beattie and Seb Mayer ) operated by the
ensemble; flytrap heads are used as
hand fans, open like ears or flaring like
nostrils. At the centre, a tigerish Sam
Bultery gives a striking incarnation of

the plant, with tlame-like eye make-up.
Although the plant grows slightly
throughout the show, it’s pretty under-
whelnuing with little sense of a rampag-
ing invasion.

I'here’s a lack of cohesion throughout
Amy Hodge's production. Georgia
Lowe's design nicely contrasts an
industrial, Insipid grey with saturated
psychedelic colours, but outside the
musical numbers, Hodge leaves barren
space on the stage.

The production is left to see-saw

sam Buttery as the plant at the heart
of "Little Shop of Horrors' — rwwe e

between naturalistic and histrionic. Its
macabire cocentricity involves dancing
teeth lor ™ Dentist! ™ and morsels of mor-
dant wit: "When | die, which should be
very shortly, give me to the plant.” Flags
are waved that brandish the plant’s
cimblem asif a dictator, and a woodchip-
per fires pellets made from ground-up
lesh. When Orin declares an addiction

Lo laughing gas, you wonder if the whole
show has been inhaling it.

Parallels are clearly drawn between
the dentist and the plant. Wilf Scolding’s
Orin exclaims “"Open wide!” and when
he grabs Andrey’s face, his hund clasps it
like the plant’s fanged head. But lyricist
Ashman describes her physical abuse
and low sell-worth with glib lines such
as: "1'm dating a semi-sadist. So I've got
a black eye. And myarm’sinacast.”

Although Seymountr and Audrey’s ten-
der relationship is also smothered by
the frivolous tone, Colin Ryan shows
how Seymour is a misfit like the strange
plant. His Hoppy hair, knitted vest and
Brummie accent in the American set-
ting portray him asagawky, droopy sap-
ling who perks up around Audrey. Like-
wise, when she dreams of a life with
him, in the sublimely sung “Somewhere
That’s Green”, Georgina Onuorah leans
into the spotlight like a phototropic
plant. Jessica Hung Han Yun bathes
them in dapples of light, as if sprinkling
the stage with the seedlings of their bur-
J:',l."l'.liltﬂﬂ FiHnance.

Buttery's voice meanwhile has a
nectar-rich, velvety purr, like a plant
luring its prey with intoxicating
perfume. But as much as the flytrap
ends up well fed, we're left fecling
undernounshed.

ToJanuary 18 sheffieldtheatres co nk
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The world's biggest online dating companies are in crisis as their target customers, particularly
women and younger users, increasingly look elsewhere — towards niche apps or real-life meets.

By Stephanie Stacey

n early December, Match Group,

the owner of more than 40 dating

apps and by far the market leader in

the world of online dating, held its

first investor day since going public
in2015.

The major theme was that the next
big shiltin the business ol romantic con-
nections will be artificial intelligence —
something the group is pushing hard.
“Al is going to transform the dating
experience. I1's going to enable us to
make all aspects of the online dating
journey better,” proclaimed chief execu-
tive Bernard Kim.

Behind thoss optimistic words, how-
ever, were some difficult realities.
Although its brands now cater Lo tens of
millicns of users globally, Match’s mar-
ket value — ronghly $8bn — is just a fifth
of what it was three years ago and s
share price has plummeted nearly 70
per cent since autuma 2021, Last
mwontly, Tinder, Match's Tagship brand
and the app that arguably invented the
modern dating industry, reported that
paid user numbers had dropped on a
year-on-year basis for the eighth con-
secutive quarter.,

Nor is it just Match: the world’s big-
gest online dating companies are in
crisis, as their target customers, particu-
Iil':'_"' WICRITRE T HI.'II'J _"-'l.'IIJI"IHEr LSS,
increasingly look elsewhere, towards
niche apps or real-life meets — or even
opt out ol romantic relationships altp-
gether. In a recent survey by Forbes, 78
per cent of respondentsreported feeling
“emotionally, mentally or physically
exhausted™ by dating apps.

The three largest dating brands glo-
bally — Tinder, Badoo (which is hugely
popular outside the US) and Bumble —
are all shedding users. And these that
remain are increasingly unwilling to pay
for access, Bumble, which owns both the
epanymous app and Badoo, has seen its
share price plummet nearly 90 per cent
in the past five years.

At Match, activist investors, including
Ellioit Management and Starboard
Value, have started to make their pres-
ence lelt. In a public letter sent in July,
Starboard suggested that the group
needed 10 rim costs, aliract new users
and step up innovation. 1f it fails to
deliver, wrote Starboard’s managing
member Jellrey Smith, "we believe
changes must be considered” —includ-
ing lor Match to go private once again.

Kathryn Coduto, a researcher at Dos-
ton University who has been studying
the sector for the past decade, believes it
is long overdue a shake-up. The stigma
around online dating is "largely gone,”
she says, but it has been replaced by a
sense of frustration and burnout. " Peo-
ple were really excited. Now, just ten
years later, they're tired.”

“Customer prelerences and needs
have evalved,” admits Bumble chief
executive Lidiane Jones. "That means
our category néeds to change.”

hen Tinder [first
appeared in 2012, it was
heralded as a relation-
ship revolution — the
app that would change
everything in the dating world.

While web-based dating portals had
existed since the birth of the internei
{Match.com, Match’s original platform,
was founded in 1995), Tinder which
launched to the public in 2013, had a
clever, smartphone-led innovation: the
swipe, Users could simply swipe left or
right on people’s profiles to reject or
accept them. If both users swiped right,
they could chat. If just one swiped left,
they would likely neverconnect.

Many commeniators were horrified
— soon after its launch the Guardian
described Tinder as “the shallowest dat-
ing app ever” = but singles signed up in
their droves, Tinder had more than
50mn monthly active users by 2017,
when it was acquired by Match Group
and parent company LAC at an esti-
mated value ol $3bn, The swipe was rep-
licated by nearly every rival, and the
app's viral popularity helped to destig-
muatise online dating.

Tinder reached a peak of more than
7amn monthly active users in 2020.
Since then, however, the romance has
faded. Althouegh Tinder remains by far
the world’s dominant dating app.
monthly active users have dropped
more than a third since 2020, according
to figures from analytics company Sen-
sor Tower.

Sales have also slipped. The brand
made $503mn in direct revenue in the
three months to September, down from
£508mn in the same period in 2023,
despite increases in subscription costs,

One former employee, who did not
want to be named, blamed the ¢com-
pany s struggles on “directionless™ lead-
ership, Another said that, after years of
viral growth, Tinder had not found "a
long-term goal”. The return of in-person
events as the pandemic receded — and
fatigue about digital-only interactions —
may also have had a part to play, sug-
gests Boston University s Coduto,

-

Tinder

hit a block
because
users’
perception
deteriorated
very
guickly, It’s
difficult to
change
perceptions
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Falling out of love

with dating apps

The role of chiel executive had been
vacant for more than a year when Match
insider Faye losotaluno was appointed
in January, becoming Tinder's eighth
leader sinceits launch.

Speaking al the investor day, loso-
taluno said she was “clear-eyed”™ about
the challenges: "Tinder must create
excitement again. Spending time on
Tinder must be worth people’s time and
not feel likea chore.”

In an attempt to " [improve] user out-
comes”, Tinder has begun trialling a
requirement for users to upload photos
of their face (currently optional in most
regions}, as well as a “liveness check”
that uses biometric scanning to verily
that profile pictures have not been
faked. losotaluno alto promised an “Al-
enabled discovery feature™ which woukd
suggest matches based on data from
user photosand quizzes.

The industry is scrambling to find
“the next novel thing”, says Liesel
Sharabl, director ol the Relationships
and Technology Lab at Arizona State
University.

But analysts warn that it will be an
uphill battle. "Tinder hit a roadblock
because users’ perception of it deterio-
rated very quickly,” says Shweia Khaju-
ria, a senior analyst at Wolle Research.
“It's very difficult to change perceptions
once they're established.”

In its November earnings report,
Mitch Group reported lower-than-ex-
pected revenue proiections, The com-
pany also further lowered these projec-
tions at December’s investor day, and
analysts have since downgraded their
share-priceexpectations.

"We know we need to clean up the
ecosystem and create beiter experi-
ences, especially for younger users and
women, and we're working on it, but
meaningiul changes do take time,” chief
exeoutive Kim said.

Tinder is not alone in experiencing
difficulties. Bumble, which was
launched in 2014 by one of Tinder's co-
founders as a lemale-focused alterna-
tive, has also struggled to rekindle
erowth. After slashing its revenue out-
look in August, the company shed a
quarter of its market value on a single
day. A lew months earlier, an advertis-
ing campaign pleading with women not
to abandon romance — taglines
included "a vow of celibacy is not the
answer” — inspired a backlash alter it
was accused of shaming people who
choose not to be sexually active.

Bumble has even scrapped its signa-
ture leature: only permitting women to
initiate chats, not men (something
designed to limit the potential for
female users to be harassed or over
whelmed). Women can now add
prompts to their profiles for potential
suitors to answer, an echo of a feature
popularised by rival Hinge.

The company has also been spreading
its bets beyond romance. In an attempt
to reach what it calls the "wider connec-
tion space”, last year it launched 2
friend-finding app called BFF. In May, it
also acquired community building app
Gepeva, which helps users lorm groups
or clubs. At an investor evernt in Septem-
ber, chief executive Jones said that the
opportunity for Bumble to monetise
friendship was "limitless™.

| Shares in Match Group and Bumble
have tumbled since 2021

Share prices rebased (Jul 2021=100)
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Revenue growth has stalled at both
Match Group and Bumble
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Soudos: company reperts

Yet users have complained that, as
mainstream products scramble to com-
pete, they are heconming increasingly
indistinguishable. “The apps all used to
have their own "thing” but 1 leel like
they're all becoming the same now.”
says Mark, a 25-year-old based in Lon-
don,

ven insiders admit that dat-

ing apps have a loundational

problem: love and friendship
are not easy for an alporithm

to serve up. Humans have
complex tastes; the data that many dat-
ing apps are built on only provides an
approximation of what someone might
find appealing — and harder still for the
teeling to be mutual

“Your | favourite] Spotify song doesnt
have to like you back,” says Justin
McLeod, the chief executive of Hinge,
which was released in 2012 before being
rebranded to focus on longer-term rela-
tionships four years later. "It's a com-
plex, messy problem.”

Two major apps appear to be bucking
the trend of losing users: Hinge itself
and Grindr, which pioneered hyper-spe-
cific geolocation and was for years the
go-to choboe for gay men looking for cas-
ual relationships, Both have more than
10mn active users and are still growing
— albeit more slowly than belore,
according to Sensor Tower.

McLeod credits Hinge's success Lo
“product innovation” and a “narrow
focus on intentional dating”. He, oo,
sees the future being in AL "] think the
effectiveness of Hinge, in particular, is
going to radically change over the next
6-12 months,” he says, with matching
based on "much more nuanced infor-
mation than we have today™,

Grindr is also trying to become what
chiel executive George Arison charac-
terises as an “Al-first dating product”,
which will mine user data to offer
matches that are achieved more trans-
parently and better tailored, as it tries to
expand its remit, too, towards longer-
term relationships.

“Most products are actually using
very little data for their matches right
now, Arison says. "I think theresalot of
really intimate and useful information
in people’s chat conversations.,”

The company has also said it will
develop a chatbot assistant, dubbed the
Grindr Wingman, to generate conversa-

Humans
complex
tastes in
companionship
have proved
difficult for an
algorithm to
serveup
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‘People
struggle to
understand
[ext
messages
already:.
Why would
we trust Al
to read
emotions
any
better?

tion prompts based on users’ profiles
and chat histories.

But not everyone is convinced. Tris-
tan, a 24-year-old from London, is wor-
ried about being "pigeonholed™ by Al
“"People struggle with understanding
text messages already,” he says, "Why
would we trust Al to read emotions any
better?”

Tinder's losotaluno says she doesa't
want Al integration to disrupt human-
to-human connections, "We don’t want
a future that looks like a Black Mirror
episode,” she says,

The behaviour of human beings
themselves on dating apps has long been
a concern — particularly men, who
miake up the majonty of users on most
platiorms, Some suggest that because
people are connecting in virtual space
with limited repercussions, poor behay-
iour is rife: from sexual harassment and
unsolicited pictures to "ghosting”,
'||ll'|.|.|'_'l = # ] ) L PR |.'!|-' s111 III_" -Iliﬁ.n.l Pl s
without explanation.

Hinge has been trying to combat
these. The app’s latest feature, “Your
Turn Limits”, prevents users [(rom
matching with more people if they have
cight or more unanswered messages in
their queve. Bumble, meanwhile, this
year introduced a tool for users to report
profiles they believe are using Al-gener-
ated images and videos,

For Renate Nyborg, who was Tinder's
chiel executive until 2022, this trend
towards safeguarding is long overdue.
Nyborg, who has since [ounded AT-pow-
ercd relationship coaching app Meeno,
believes that the dating industry has
failed 1o help users build strong rela-
tionships — leaving young people in par-
ticular “burned by growing up with
ghosting ", she sugvests.

hile the dating indus-

try’s major players are

betting big on Al, per-

haps their bigeest chal-

lenge is a demographic
one: attracting younger users.

A 2023 survey by Statista tound that
Gen Z was less interested in onfine dat-
ing than millennials were at their age —
in part, suggests UK communications
regulator Ofcom, which made similar
lindings in 2024, because the novelty of
clabinng apopes ks wearing oll.

“Theres a lot of nostalgia {or tradi-
tional ways of meeting [because | Gen Z
has never cxisted in a world where
online dating didn't exist,” says Sharabi.
Cory Carpenter, an analyst at [PMorgan,
agrees:  1'he issue 15 that the product-
marlcet fit is just not great [for Gen Z ).

In the battle lor younger customersin
a Ughter-than-ever marketplace,
Match, Grindr and Bumble are now
competing not just with each other, but
alsn with a new generation nfstart-ups

Feeld, founded a decade ago and
headquartered in the UK, is aimed at
“open-minded” and “curious™ people
secking to experiment with specific sex-
ual kinks, consensual non-monogamy
or polyamory (the company’s original
name was 3nder, until Tinder sued).
Monthly active users reached an aver-
age of 1.6mn in the fourth quarter,
according to Sensor Tower, up more
than 10 per cent from the same period in
2025

The app has so far shied away from
developing Al features, says Feeld's
chiel executive AnaKirova., "It's hard to
see @ way that works without tampering
with the messiness of the personal jour-
ney, she argues. Instead the company
has branched into hosting in-person
events and recently launched its own

Another emerging rival, called
Brecze, is attempting something even
more radical: trying to make sure that
couples actually meet up. The Dutch
dating brand, which launched in the UK
in May, does not even allow users to
message cach other until they have
arranged adate,

Couples who have matched share
their availability for a date at one of
Breeze's partner bars or restaurants,
and can enly message in the hours
belorehand — primarily so that they can
find each other.

The company charges users a fee, cur-
rently set at £9.50 per person in the UK.
for this first assignation. One drink is
generally included — funded by the res-
taurant or bar, not by Breeze. There are
no other subscription costs, "Our busi-
ness model means that our intentions
are aligned with the daters,” says co-
founder Marsha Goed.

Meanwhile, offline meetups appearto
be making a comeback. More than
476,000 people attended in-person sin-
gles and speed-dating events in the US
inthe year to November, up 69 per cent
from thesame period in 2023, according
toticketing platform Eventbrite.

There are lessons here about the
impartance of face-to-face connection,
Nyborg suggests. "Il there's anything
I've learned, it’s that it's simply very dif-
ficult to understand who someone is
from what you see online,” she says.
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This festive season, humanity needs the audacity of hope

The message of the nativity
story has meaning that
resonates more broadly

Today is Christmas Eve: the start of a
holiday observed by billions of Chris-
tians around the world, as well as hy
non-believers with a Christian cultural
heritage. It commemaorates the birth of
a baby — the son ol God to the devout -
in poverty and facing imminent flight
lorced by threats ol brutal violence, In
this way the Christmas story locates the
divine in humanity's most vulnerable
states,

There is a message in this nativity
story whose meaning resonates far
beyond Christianity. In his novel The
Master and Margarita, Mikhail Bulgakov
miakes a pompous literary union boss
mock the nativity as merely plagiarising
earlier myths of gods embodied m
human form through virgin birth. Yet
rather than diminishing the story’s rele-

vance, his observation only highlights
how it reflects something universally
human.

That universal humanity is the mar-
vel and hopelulness every birth of a
child has a way of instilling, even in the
most dire circumstances. Nativity itself
is the one thing all humansshare, along
with mortality, And if mortality is the
merciless closing off ol opportunities,
the birth of new life is the very definition
of potentiality, of promise, and ol possi-
ble futures,

In particular, new life bears in it the
possibility that the future will be better
than the past or the present. The hope
that nativity kindles in all of us is the
knowledge that humanity is not
doomed to keep failing, that the world
can change and be improved, that any
individual may one day act to relieve
lossand suffering,

This is the core of the Christmas story
in all its versions, from the gospels to
Dickens' A Christmas Carol to any
number of cheesy Christmas movies.

Callit kitech or call it sentimentality, by
all means, But don't make the mistake of
thinking it cheap. Thix hope ix the most
valuable we have.

The hopelfulness of the nativity is the
same as the hope raised by other new
beginnings. It is why we are moved by
the possibilities that open up when an
unfree people finds its freedom — as we
have seen recently in places including
Bangiadesh and Syria — or when inven-
tion and technological breakthroughs,
such as this year's rolloat of malaria vac-
cines, make the impaossible possible.

The meaning of nativity iz the mean-
ing of light in the darkness, Not for noth-
ing did Christianity adopt earlier traci-
tions to mark the darkest nights of the
northern hemisphere’s year, the
moment when brighter times begin to
returi.

This year Christmas coincides with
Hanukkah. That holiday, too, celebrates
light in darkness. Rabbi Hugo Gryn has
told of how his father lit a secret meno-
rah cundle in the barracks of Auschwitz,

I morality s
the merciless
Closimg ol ol
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made out of metal scraps and using
secreted butter for the oil. Berated by
his son for wasting precious food that
might otherwise prolong life, Gryn’s
[ather replied that a person can live fora
while without food — but not a single
day without hope.

Such hope is desperately needed
today — by all of usafter these past few
years of crisis, epidemics, and wars, but
above all by those trapped in unjust
imprisonment, abuse and bombard-
ment, including in the region of the bib-
lical nativity itself.

There may seem scant place for hope
insituations today, such as the conflicts
in Gaza, Sudan and elsewhere, where
even the birth of a child brings the dan-
ger of present tragedy rather than the
promise ol future Hourishing. And yet
there is noalternative, May this holiday
period strengthen hope for those who
most need it, against the odds and
regardless of creed. It s the task and
responsibility of all of us to do what we

can tojustify it.

Opinion Society

The paradox of Christmas
1s why 1t so compelling

Ella
Risbridger

here is something para-

doxical about Christmas,

Perhaps it's the whole

God-baby business; per-

haps it's the pagan light-
dark dichotomy. Perhaps it's the way
we inexplicably cram the hibernation
season with more social engagements
than the previous 11 months put
towether. Perhaps it's that the escapist
nature of the thing is only possible
because we can't escape it. This is my
revelation of the year: 1 am only great
at Christmas because 1 am very bad at
Christmas.

I start thinking about it early, like
October: buying something pretty lor
the tree, looking at ribbons, consider-
ing my themes (! ). | always have a tree,
and usually one too big lor whatever
place we're living in. There are two

wicker hampers that live on a high
shelf and 1 start fantasising about

In containing evervthing
all at once, it turns a
magnifying glass on vour
life. however vou live it

opening them as soon as daylight
savings kicks in: the minute, basically,
I start to succumb to the gloom of
the year.

Like many, my instinct is for avoid-
ance and scasonal affective disorder. If
I were a bear I'd be fine (salmon sash-
imi; long nap), but instead | am a per-
son with a larpe and exuberant [amily.
We have traditions to uphold! Places
to be! People to see! 1 have much too
much to do for dormancy 1o be & via-
ble option.

Also, I'd miss it. I had a few years, for
variots reasons, of monstrously bad
Decembers and 1 couldn’t help myself
even then: mince pies in the hospital
lobby, miniature trees on wipe-clean
critical care windowsills, making
advent calendars on the ward floor
with a mini scalpel and some Pritt
Stick. The year the world shut down
and skipping the whole thing might
have been possible, | ate caviar and
crisps in the bath and watched Caral
solo on Christmas Eve: lestive, delight-
ful, and the only way out of descend-
imgintoa total pit of doom,

Christmas can't be ignored. The
alternative is not pure bear living: the
alternative is the pil.

Which is why, Isuppose, il I wereina
house fire I might consider grabbing
the Christmas box first. Nowhere else
in my life have 1 built such a sophisti-

cated system of

the dark: velvet ribbons in six dilfer-
ent shades, wicker angels, frosted

Indian baubles as big as two fists and
as small as p marble. A polished goat

bone hoop amd some Polish staived
glass. Miniatures of all kinds; toasters,

sell-defence against

toucans, tinned fish and — fresh from
the National Theatre's newest produc-
tion — shimmery glass ballet shoes on
a taffeta ribbon.

These fragments I have stored
against my ruin, by which! mean, the
reality of what is now upon us: can-
celled catsitters, uncasy Secret Santas,
the loneliness of being misunderstood
or under-appreciated, regular loneli-
ness, last-minute deadlines; delayed
trains, luggage allowance, burnt beef,
busy molorways, bickering families,
driving rain, darkness. trauma. loo
much talking, an inadegquate return
on effort and the imminence of the
income tax,

As my mother likes to say (in one ol
many family traditions) and quoting
her teenage boyiriend’s childhood
next-door-neighbour’s mother: How
was Christmas? Of, you know: a few rows
and a few mistakes. These things, or
some ol them, are inevitable.

And yet, other things can be inevita-
ble too. Il vou can't beat 'em, join em: if
you can’l escape from, escape fo, or into.

There is a technique for calming a
panic attack which relies on the suf-
ferer carefully cbserving their sur-
roundings through the prism of the
senses: five things you can see, four
things you can heéar, three things you
can touch, two things you can smell,
ane thing you cantaste,

This is helptul pretty much all of the
time, but it's especially good right now.
The paradox of Christmas really is
that it has to contain everything all at
once, which is what makes it so com-
pelling: joy, pain, loss, longing, large
sandwiches. It turns a microscope and
a magnilying glass on your life, how-
ever you live il

Such high-intensity overwhelm can
really only be counterbalanced by the
careful ochservation of detail: the spin
and shine of, for instance, a violet-
tinted glass garlic bulb on a fine gold
thread; the woodcut interior of an
Angela Harding advent calendar; the
glitter of demerara sugar on a star-
topped mince pie. The cheerful rosy
crackle of Netflix's 4K Birchwood Fire-
place For Your Home: Crackling Edition.
A bowl ol easy-peelers. A Quality
Street wrnpper under the coffee table.
A paper hat tearing around some-
body's uncle’s enormous head. The
brieiness of the day once it begins,
Leftovers at midnight. Delight, wher-
ever it can be found, and wherever it is
darkest,

The writer is.an author of fiction, coakery
bools and poetry anthologies. Her latest
book s “the Dinner Table, a collection of

food writing

Best Letters of 2024

Email: latiors aditoegid] com

include dayrtime telephone number and full address

Corrections: corrections@i com

if vou are not satified with the FT7% response 1o your complsint, you can appeat

ToThe 1 Ednonal Compiaants LomimSsorar:

Navalny’s killing should make patriotic US Republicans reflect

Alexel Navalny's awful murder only
serves o emphasise Gideon Rachman's
warnings about Russia (Opinion,
February 6 and 10), All that separates
liberal democracies from the sort of
arbitrary decision-making by
authoritarian leaders that would put us
on the path towards the barbarism of

safeguards against setting out on
the read to Moscow, whether it is
through the tragicomedy of the UK
government’s Rwanda policy or the
existential threat of a second Trump
administration.

In addition to the urgent need to
modernise our democracies to protect

Russia does, both to our democracies
and to our security, could at best be
described as 1930s-type appeasement,
but in reality is verging on cold war
definitions of helping the enemy. At
that time, the sanctions were very
clear, as even people like me were
mide to understand, when in my

carefully on their support for Ukraine?
I doubt they want history to regard
them as appeasers, let alone fellow
travellers, yet that is precisely how an
Eisenhower or a Reagan would see
their prevarication. As for Trump, to
paraphrase his words that were absurd
in the context of Hillary Clinton, it is

Mavalny's killing is the separation of against would-be homegrown case being vetted by the British beyond time to “lock him up!™

powers and the mle of law, Yet we authoritarians, we should re-examine government before taking a minor post | Richard Stoneman

continue to put up with politicians who | values, and even sanctions, from in a frendly country, Former Director, Russian European Centre
are bent on actively undermining these | earlier times. The damage that Donald Given all this, is it not time for Jfor Economic Policy, Oxford, UK

flimsy institutions, which are our only Trump's dangerous rhetonic about patriotic US Republicans to reflect March 7

If Mao could ignore Is a respectable golf game | How modern research
people power, so can Xi still par for the course? backs Indian snacking
Chinese President Xi Jinping’s Sujeet Indap, in his article on the | am writing in response to your article
comsolidation of power throughou: his impact of the growing power of “Alarm at ‘epidemic of obesity” in

term may not have caused the property
market to collapse in China, but his
willingness to suppress the after-school
education sector and te Aot loancial
group has shown to the country’s 1.4bn
people who actually dictates the luture
of the economy.

It's just like when Mno mn 1957
encouraged people to speak out about
their issues, then labelled them rightist
and ordered them to labour camps a
few months after.

Al the end of his column "The [uture
of ‘communist capitalism™ (Opimion,
March 13}, Martin Wolf writes: “The
force of 1.4hn people wanting a betler
life is extremely powerful. Will
anything be allowed to halt it?”

Just as we use history as a micror,
Mao won the power struggle with his
people.

Why can't Xi?

Grant Liu
San Carlos, CA, US

April1
Plucky El Salvador has lot
to teach theAnglosphere

It seems impossible for the FT to write
about El Salvador's President Nayib
Bukele without resorting to condescen-
sion and wilful hyperbole (*El Salvador
cult grows around strongman set for
sevond term”, Keport, February 3).

There is no more a cult around
Bukele than there is around the hapless
Boris Johnson or even Churchill (with
endless hagiographic films, TV shows
and books). Is it wrong to revere a
smart young leader who managed to
transform a desperate situation
impacting his citizens with the anly
micans at his disposal?

As someons who has fraquently
wuorked in El Salvador, | cannot quite
describe the joy of walking peacefully
down the street, of knowing my [riends
and colleagues will be safe from
murder and extortion.

With the prospect of two bald men
fighting over a comb (to steal from
Jorge Luis Borges) this year in the US, |
sugeest the snéering Anglosphere could
learn a lot from a small but plucky
Central American country.

Emily Brearley
Founder and Chief Executive,

Solutiond2.Org, Washington, DC, US
February 6

Here's hoping this might
jog memories in the Elysée

Soumaya Eeynes's piece on Parkrun, a
free Saturday morning Skm run
popular in Britain (“The economics of
park running”, Cpinion, April 19), was
timely for us would-be park runners
living in France, particularly in the
year of the Olympics.

Park runs were in effect banned in
France a couple of years ago as they fell

Gears with prime numbers of teeth
ensure wear is evenly distributed

foul of France’s archaic laws on

personal liability in sport. Last year |

wrote a letter to the president of the

Republic explaining the situation.
While I have the assurance that the

Elysée is aware of the situation,

uullﬁug has changed so far, Perhaps the

appearance of this letter in the FT will

move Lhings along.

Neil McNaughton

Sevres, France

April 29

Advanced extraterrestrials
find Voyager 1. Just imagine

Centuries ago, lomer Roman emperor
Marcus Aurelius aptly described our
place in the universe: "For the entire
Earth is but a point, and the place of
your own habitation but aminute
corner in it.” The poet Lucretius held
that other worlds — populated by intel-
ligent beings — exist elsewhere in the
COARTTIrS.

Centuries later, the Italian rationalist
philosopher Giordano Bruno (a con-
Ltemporary of Galileo Galilel) reasoned
that if other stars are indeed suns
"innumerable Earths must revolve
nround those suns in o manner similar
to the way . . . the planets revolve
around our Sun. Living beings inhabit
those worlds"

Rather than viewing Voyager 1,
which Nasa now says it has revived. as
a relic of a bygone civilisation — the
spacecraft was launched in the 1970s —
we should think of this analogue-ori-
ented cralt as a rebotic pioneer,
humanity's first foray into interstellar
space (“Rejoice! Voyager 1is back from
the dead"”, Opinion, April 27).

And if, in the far-flung future, some
advanced extraterrestrials come across
this strange, mechanised visitor from
another planet, perhaps they will
appreciate the sounds and images of
our pale blue dot.

Rosario A laconis

Adjunct Professor, Social Sciences Depart-
ment, Suffolk County Community College
Minegla, NY, US

April 30

computers and how they are taking the
role of junior associates in the private
equity sector (Inside Business, August
13), vlserves tut te groot work ol
accurate and sustained data input,
once essential, is a far ory from the
skills needed to be a senior executive
steering deals to a successful
conclusion. He characterises these
skills as “decisiveness, maturity, and a
respectable golf game”,

So is it really true that a respectable
golf game still opens doors to senior
positions in the PE world? [ do not
denigrate the importance of social
relations in a bosiness context.
However, have these financal titans
not yet worked out that smackinga
small ball with a long stick, while an
absorbing leisure activity for some, is
as outdated a criterion for promotion
to a senior role as is the ability to input
a mass of data accurately and without
Hlagging?

Heather Thomas
London EC1, UK

August 19

Why Clinton’s expletive
was key to the story
Reading Gideon Rachman’s column
{March 19) on Gaza | was reminded
why 1've remained an FT subscriber.
Your paper’s candour in news and
opinion sets a standard others in the
industry would be advised to follow.

In the column, Rachman recalls Bill
Clinton’s remark about his 1996
meeting with Benjamin Netanyahu.
Few other major newspapers today, if
any, have the courage to report what
powerful figures in business and
povernment actually say when those
expressions include profanity or ather
potentially offensive terms. Instead,
they offer a saniticed précis or resort to
some other form ol bowdlerisation.
This is a disservice to their readers.

MNaturally, anyone reading a standard
account of Clinton's reaction would
understand that his meeting with
Netanyahu was a source of
considerable frustration. The
highlighted quote, however, tells an
essential part of the story that often
poes urniold. Clinton was not just
frustrated by the behaviour of a close
ally’s leader, he was furious. The phrase
"Whao's the fucking superpower here”
conveys a level of emotional intensity
and depth of feeling so powerful that it
constitutes an important part of the
story. Human beings are creatures
governed by a constant struggele
between reason and emotion.

This conflict makes it essential for
readers to understand how leaders feel
about issues, not just what they think.
Thank you for telling us.

Greg Meagher
Falo Alte, CA, US
March 21

children™ (Report, March 1). When |
was a kid growing up in a small town in
northern India in the 1970s, my
grandmother would spack on roasted
pumplin seeds while I craved
processed foods such as pizzs and
burgers, despite her advice to the
contrary. Now modern research tells us
that pumpkin seeds are the richest
source of zinc for vegetarians like me,
while processed fooads are a slow but
sure way of wrecking one’s health,
Advances in [ood technology are
making faxt food even tastier and mope
difficult to resist despite being the
canse al multiple health issues. One
needs common sense, not high-end
research to understand the harmiul
elfects of artilicially preserved [oods.
My own experience has shown me
that artificially salted loods canse
dehydration and loss of gut health,
creating serious eating disorders. For
happy snacking, eat pumpkin seeds
and nuts, not potato chips and burpers,
Chander Shelchar Dogra
Jolandhar, Punjab, India
March 6

Applying prime numbers
to world of cogs and gears

Jonathan Allum (Letters, September
17) bemoans the [act it is now
acceptable for people to say they “can't
do maths”, He also extols the subject’s
virtues, including the use ol prime
numbers in encryption technology.
Understanding how prime number
theory helps in encryption is not easy
for a competent mathematician, never
mind those less able,

As a young boy with a love for
mathematics, my engineer father
enlightened me with a practical use for
prime numbers. When gearing systems
were frst designed with metal pear
wheels, any slight imperfection in one
cog would rub against the cogs it
touched in the adjacent wheel and
ultimately cause a catastrophic failure.

When a mathematician advised that
the number of cogs on each of the
adjacent gear wheels should have no
common divisor (ie be relatively
prime), this meant the wear caused by
any slight imperfection on one cog
would be shared equally by all the cogs
on the other wheel, rather than being
repeated consistently on a number of
them. Moreover the life of that gear
wheel would be dramatically increased.,

Simple but beautiful.

Dick Sands
London TWS, UK
September 23

Note on the letters

o Thisis a selection of the best readers
weekly letters in 2024, Some have been
re-edited for space reasons.
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resident-elect Donald Trump

wants a weaker dollar in

order to boost exports, pro-

tect American jobs from for-

elgn competition and reduce
the trade deficit. He also wants a strong
dollar and will not brook any challenges
toits dominance in global finance,

If that is not enough of an inconsist-
ency, the new administration’s policies
could well be st cross-purposes with
both of those intentions, [ts actions will
probably boost the dollar's value in the
short run while its stalus as a reserve
currency may well become shalder,

What it means for the world, though,
is a great deal of uncertainty on US trade

GLOBAL AFFAIRS

he G7 is the “steering com-

mittee of the free world®,

according to Jake Sullivan,

President Joe Biden's

national security adviser. If
50, the free world has a problem. The
majority of G7 governments are now
s0 burdened with domestic political
problems that they are incapable of
steering their own countries — let alone
the free workd.

Consider the political situations in
France, Germany, Canada, Japan and
South Korea (the latteris not formally a
member of the G7, but routinely attends
the swinmits). In France, the govern-
ment recently fell after it was unable to
pass & budget. A new prime minister is
in place but will [ace the same problems.
There is much speculation that
Emmanuel Macron will resign as presi-
dent before the scheduled end of his
term in 2027,

Germany Is heading for elections after
the collapse of the “traftic-light™ coali-
tion led by Ol Scholz. Recent elections
in Japan saw the ruling Liberal Demao-
cratic party lnse its majority for the first
time since 2009 — with another poll
likely next year. In Canada, Justin Tru-
deaw’s near decade in power is coming to
an undignilied end. With his party way
behind in the polls, the prime minister is
under intense pressure to resign.

The piéce de résistance ol democratic
decline is South Korea, where President

Yoon Suk Yeol's political position
became so desperate that he declared

martial law. Popular protests quickly
forced him to back down and led to his
impeachment,

Outside the US, the only two G7 coun-
tries that could claim 1o have a stable
government in place are the UK and
Italy. Britain’s prime minister, Sir Keir
Starmer, won a whopping majority in
this summer’s elections, But his poll rat-
ings have since plummeted [ast. In fact,
Starmer is now more unpopular after
five months in office than any UK prime
minister in [our decades. Only Italy's

BRITAIN

Claer
Barrett

orking in the historic

heart ol London's finan-

cinl district, one is never

far away from achurch.

Sometimes dwarfed by
skyscrapers or blocked by affice blocks,
commuters may ghimpse a spire or two
as they hurry to and from work, hear the
distant strains ol a carol service or per-
haps a peal of bells. But how many of us
truly appreciate this remarkable part of
the City’s heritage?

"People often walk in and say ‘T've
worked around the comer for 35 years,
but I've never been in here before, ™ says
Reverend Canon Alison Joyce, the rector

* FINANCIAL TIMES

Opinion

The irony of Trumps tantrums about the dollar

policies — accompanied by turbulence
in global capital flows and exchange
rates, Volatility in US policies and finan-
cial markets invariably spills over into
other countries’ economies and mar-
kets, In the greatest irony of all, this will
encourage Hight into dollar assets,
which are still perceived as the safest
investments. This would cement the
dollars dominance even as Trump
undercuts the institutional framework
that is its bedrock.

The president-elect has talked about
devaluing the dollar, but the impaosition
of tariffs on imports from key US trad-
ing partners would have the opposite
ellect —drving up the dollar’s value and
making it harder for US exporters to
competein global markets.

The new administration is likely to
widen the US budget deficit: tax cuts are
unlikely to be matched by spending
reductions. This will drive down US
national saving. Meanwhile, with China,

Giorgia Meloni can make a plansible
claim 1o be looked upon avourably by

her voslers and the markets

Sowhat ails the G77 As ever, the local
context matters. In Japan, corruption
scandals have weakened the LDP.
Macron and Trudeau are both leaders
who have lost their shine after many
vears in office,

But there also seem to be two big over-
arching factors that are making it very

difficult [or almost all G7 democracies to
maintain stable governments. The first

is the decline of the political centre and
the rise of populist parties. The second is
a fiscal squeeze created by slow growth,
ageing societies, the pandemic, the
financial crisis of 2008 and demands

Populism and [iscal woes
are feeding on each other
to make it harder and
harder for those in office

Europe, Japan and the rest of the world
in the economic doldrums, the US is still
one of the best places to invest. The
country s recent productivity “boomlet”
is a sharp contrast to weak productivity
growth in other major economies.

S0 the imbalance between saving and

While the F‘:!'L"'-i*_IL'F'I.!. elect
has talked about devaluing
the currency, his taritls may

have the opposite etlect

investment, which is the root of the
overall US trade deficit, is only going to
widen. Tarilfs do matter. But unless the
US walls itsell off from the rest of the
world, it is ultimately this imbalance
that determines the trade deficit,
Tromp's running mate, | Vance, has
made the point that dollar dominance

for increased defence spending,
Populism and fiscal problems are
[eeding on each other and make it
harder and harder to govern. France's
government was brought down alter it
tried tocut spending and raise taxes Lo
combat a budget deficit of 6 per cent of
GDP. Since a large chunk of the French
parliament is in the hands of the far left
or the far right, it is extremely difficult
to broker political compromises.
Starmer’s large majority in Britain
made it possible [or his povernment to
do what the French could not do —
increass taxes, in an effort to balance
the books. But tax rises have contrib-
uted to Labour’s falling popularity. The
ditficulty of finding money in tough
times also played a significant part in
the political crises in Canada and Japan.
The return ol Donald Trump to the
White House is likely to contribute Lo
the atmosphere of political instability
across the G7. Rather than trying to help
out the governments of his democratic
allies, Trump and his current favourite,

has some negative effects on the US
economy. Such dominance increases
demand for the currency, pushing up its
value refative to other currencies. This
makes US imports cheaper while mak-
ing it harder lor American businesses to
compete in [oreien marketls — both of
which have undoubtedly hurt US manu-
facturing. But Trump cannot condone
the notion of the dollar being dethroned
because of the actions ol other coun-
tries. He recently threatened to punish
the Brics group of economies — needless
to say, with taritfs — if they tried to
reduce their dependence on the dollar.
And yet, it s precisely Trump's
actions that will undercut key elements
of the US institutional framework. With
the approval of the houses of Congress
available to the president-elect, Wash-
ington’s system of checks and balances
will be substantially weaker in the next
[ew years. The rule of law will have a
very different meaning in the Trumgp

Elan Musk, seem to enjoy piling on the
pain. The Maga Republicans particu-
larly like haiting contre-left leaders such
as Trudeaw, Scholz and Starmer.,

Trump has gone out of his way 1o
humiliate Trudeaw, referring to Canada
as America’s 51st state and its prime
minister as its “governor. Musk has
made headlines across Europe by post-
ing on X: "Only the AID can save Ger-
many.” He has also held a well-publi-
cised meeting with Nigel Farage, the
leader of Reform in Britain — who made
it clear that he s hoping for Musk’s
financial backing.

The Trump Republicans no longer
regarid the traditional conservatives in
Europe as their sister parties. Kemi Bad-
enoch, the leader of Britain's Tories, and
Friedrich Merz, the leader of Germany’s
Christian Demaocrats, can only look on
in dismay as Trump and Musk reach out
instead to the radical, nationalist right.
Christian Lindner, the leader ol Ger-
many’s struggling, pro-business Free
Democrats, issued a plaintive plea to

era, too, with the justice system being
expressly bent to serve his political
ends. Jay Powell gets to stay on as Fed-
eral Reserve chair for now, but it is a tair
bet that the independence of the central
bank will come under attack if its poli-
cies are at odds with Trump's desires.

These clements of the US institutional
framework are essential in maintaining
the trust of domestic and loreign inves-
tors. Their imminent fraying ought to
undermine the dollar.

Context and timing are everything,
however. There is o deep conundrum at
the heart of the international monetary
system that the Trump era will bring
into even sharper reliel. His mercurial
policies — and the volatility they create
in global markets — will send investors
worldwide (and even [oreign central
banks) scurrying for satety. They have
nowhere to turn other than the dollar.

For all the talk of diversification, it has
become clear that the rest of the world is

“Elon”, informing him that the AfDwas
a “far-right extremist party”. Touch- .
ingly, he seemed to heliove this wonld

put Muskoff.

Mere's CDU is well abead of the AIDIn -

the polls lor the German elections. But
far-right and populist parties across the

G7 now clearly have a friend in the

White House, Muslc can help parties like
the AID and Relorm with publicity and,
perhaps, money, But his support could

also backfire at times. Nationalist par-
ties such as France's Rassemblement

Mational have a strong anti-American

tradition and will be wary ol looking like :

the toals of rich foreigners.

Trump's interventions may not
ensure that he can install ideological
bediellows around the rest of the G7.

Instead he may create a situation in

which the leaders of many of America’s .
closest allies come to regard the Us pres-
ident not as a friend, but as a dangerous

political enemy.
gideon. rachmandg fL.com

We should all sing the praises of City of London churches

of St Bride's, the journalists’ church in
Fleet Street

She has made it her mission to
encournge people of all faiths and none
to enter and experience Wren's Grade
[-listed masterpiece and the 2,000 years
of history on which its loundations rest.

To enter and explore its secrets is a
profound experience at any time ol
year, but especially so at Christmas.
There has been a church on this site
since the 6th century, asa tiny medieval
chapelin the crypt attests.

After St Bride's and countless other
City churches were razed to the ground
by the Great Fire of London in 1666, 51 of
them were rebuilt — the majority
designed by Sir Christopher Wren —
omly to be ravaged again in the Blita,

It is miraculous that 20 many have
survived, but some guestion how much
longer their doors can remain open.

City churches are so much more than
just places of worship. They contain a
rich and remarkable history, precious to

the whole of London. Youdo not have Lo
be aregular churchgoer or even a Chris-

tian to appreciate this — but your
chances of wandering in and discover-
ing it by accident are dwindling.

Of the 40 or sochurches in the Square
Mile that have survived, not all are
regulariy open to the public. Friends of
the City Churches organises volunteer
church watchers to enable access for
the well-arpanised weekday visitor.
But the financial challenges are consid-
erable, given the mounting costs of
keeping listed monuments in good
TEHLIr.

Many assume that the Church ol Eng-
land or the government would cover the
expensz, but Joyce points out that St
Bride’s and other churches are self-
funding and reliznt on donations.

Across the UK, chourch attendance
remains lower than pre-pandemic Jev-
els. Yet the unique issue for City of Lon-
don churches is that congregations are
transient — this section of the capital’s

bustling working population may
include sorme of the richest peaple in the
whole country, but it vanishes at the
weekend.

And while many thousands of City
workers have {locked to carol services
in the run-up to Christmas, far fewer
revularly attend midweek services.

[t 1s muraculous that so
many have survived, but
some guestion how much
longer they can stay open

The handiul of churches which do
hold Sunday services are reliant on
congregations travelling in. The intro-
duction of the congestion charge rom
midday at weekends is ill-timed for
services starting at 11am, but pleas
for it to be extended by an hour have
fallenondeal ears,

Nevertheless, churches have shown
great enterprise in adapting to the mod-
ern needs of the weekday workers and
enticing them inside.

One of the favourite lunch spots of
Financia! Times journalists is Cafe
Below, a restaurant in the crypt of 5t
Mary ke Bow church on Cheapside, justa
stone’s throw [rom our office. A [ew
minutes walk in the other direction and
you'll find The Wren Coffee, situated
inside St Nicholas Cole Abbey, which
has been described as Lendon's most
beautiful coffee shop. It is also the only
place I know selling London Fog — an
Earl Grey latte which, when laced with
honey, has been known to help several
colleagues facing imminent deadlines.

Other City churches are lamed for
music, concerts and recitals. St
Andrew’s in Holborn regularly hosts the
Orchestra ol the City. And il you have
not heard the world famous choir of 5t
bride's, you have not lived. Yet the
church is also drawing in newcomers by

in no shape to contest the dollar’s
dominance. The Eurozone is wrackead
by economic malaise and political insta-
hility, China’s economy is beset by cycli-
cal and structural weakness and there
are no other major currencies backed
up by strong economies and financial
systems. Even if the Trump era is good
for bitcoin, its volatility means it is
hardly a safe asset.

Thus, in one [inal paradox, the
parlous state of other countries means
that Trump's policies (and his tantrums
about the currency) might strengthen
the dollar in both the short run and
the long run rather than hurting its
vilue or dominance. This is the case
whether or not one believes in US excep-
tionalism. And the rest of the world has
only itself o blame.

The writer is a professor in the Dyson
School at Cornell University and senior fel-
low at Brookings.

(noun) a brain-rotting vision of our
artificially generated future

Weird pictures of a slimy pink Jesus
mucle oul of prawns were probably
not what OpenAl had in mind when
it warned artificial intelligence could
destroy avilisation. But this is what
happens when you give new tech to
the public and tell them they can
miake whatever they like, Two years
into the generative Al revolution, we
have arrived at the era ol slop.

The proliferation of synthetic,
low-grade content like Shrimp Jesus
is mostly deliberate, designed for
comunercial or engagement reasons.
In March, Stanford and WM
University researchers found
Facebook's algorithm had in effect
been hijacked by spammy content
Fronm text-to=ings soodiels like
Dall-E and Midjourney. The "Insane
Facebook Al slop™ account on X has
kept a running tally. A favourite prior
to the US election showed Donald
Trump manfully rescaing kittens.

But elop may also be the
unintended consequence of Al
models trained on Al-generated
texts — a form of data set inbreeding.
whose unfortunate spawn has been
cormpared to the House of Habsburg

Accelerationist= will tell you thisis
just a bump in the road on the way to
exciting user-generated Al content.
San Francisco start-up Fable Studio
has announced a Netflix-style
platiorm for Al films. Spotify chiel
executive Daniel Elc says people can
share "an incredible amount of
content” pir the music service now
the cost of making music is near rero

The guestion is whether quality
controls will nosedive with the cost
of creation. Note slop’s alliteration
with spam —another form of easily
distributed online nonsense,

Watermarks would help combat
this, Over time, sloppier content may
die naturally, starved of attention.
Alternatively, zero-cost, zero-effort
content will destroy information
sharing and online trust for good.
Shrimp fesus could be just the start.
Elaine Moore

offering something that is a rare com-
maodity in the hustle and bustle of the
City — total silence.,

When Joyce became the rector ten
years ago, she was struck by the number
of City workers she could see through
plate glass windows still toiling in their
offices at hall past eleven at night.
Her response was to found a Space
lor Silence. Every weekday at 4pm,
the church lights are dimmed, candles
are lit and all comers are welcomed
in to simply sit, reflect, pray if they
want to and experience an oasis of
stlence and calm.

“Il you can reconnect with that sort
ol stillness, it helps you get some per-
spective regardless ol whether or not
you're a person of faith,” she says, Soif
you happen to walk past a City church
and find the door is open, there's even
more reason to step inside to find the
treasures within,

Claer Barrett is the FT's consumer editor
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The funding
divide looks
set to persist
for biotechs

t was winner-takes-all in biotech
Investing in 2024. Larger lunds
attracted an outsize share of the
available investmem cash. While
many companies struggled,
dozens ralsed at least $100mn.

Much of the excitement was
generated by red-hot sectors, In late
April San Francisco-based artificial
intefligence drug discovery start-up
¥aira announced it had ratsed $1bn
in one of biotech’s biggest-ever
launches, New York-based weight
loss start-up Metsera brought in more
than £500mn in funding in seven
mionths.

The market is increasingly driven
by fewer, deep-pocketed investars,
often working with a relatively small
number of like-minded backers and
fund managers. Among the high-
fying funds is Flagship Ploneering,
the investor behind vaccine company
Moderna, which raised $3.5bn in July.
[n October, Netherlunds-based
Farbion raised $2.2bn across its two

newest funds,

But many in the sector are
struggling. The post-pandemic rise in
interest rates, which damped the
appenl of risky, long-term bets,
prompted a severe shake-out. Even
after a rise of about 40 per cent since
late October 2023, the S&F
Biotechnology Select Industry index
is more than 50 per cent below its
2021 high. More than one in four US
healthcare companies raising at least
$15mn of new unds reported a flat or
down round in the first hall of 2024,
according to Silicon Valley Bank.

The deployment of funds has been
affected by delayed distribations to
investors Irom existing funds. That
reflects continuing difficulties in
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cashing investments, despite a pick-up
in initial public offerings and some

to later-stage deals, according to Roel
Bulthuis, managing partner at FTSE

high-prolile acquisitions. Danish 250 lile sciences investmenl trust
biotech Genmab’s SLE8bn acquisitionol  Syncona.
US-Chinese cancer drugmaker Aiross Europe, there 1s along-
ProfoundBio is one example. standing mismatch between scientific
Big Pharma has deep pockets but itis  prowess and the capital to exploit it.
choosy about acquisition targets. Legal and cultural barriers limit the
Buyers want evidence ol drugs international How of lunds. The
effectiveness and clinical scarcity of capital means valuations
differentiation. That is extending the are on average 40 per cent lower in
period for which companies need Europe than in the US, according to
funding. That is a reason why lundsare  Forbion managing partner Sander
writing bigper chegques, freeing up Slootweg, That gap is typically closed
investee companies from the treadmill  when the company is floated or sold,
of constant fundraising. boosting profits for VC firms.

But this trend can divert funding
away [rom early-stage businesses. The
problem is particularly acute in the

UK, where many investors have shifred
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The appetite lor biotech bets will
plhck up with falling interest rates. But
the uneven distribution of funding
and rewards looks set Lo persist.

ACROSS

1 Boldly confront ar conditioning price (&)
& Cold, attending a ssarch in underground
area (8)

10 Roof worker maybe taking (n artist’s
promatienal material (7)

N Rule as caretaker originslly — unusual to

be there for long time (7)

12 Informer upset cemplalner (&)

13 Exactly corresponding 1o company
seene maybe (100

16 Push large toal [£)

7 Move aimleszily cameawhat ame and
arratic (7)

20 Sheet worker's colourful public display
L7)

21 Close by accepting court's drink (4)
28 Something done at island ramble not
half dangerous legally (10)

Z2% Indicanon one's engaged in racecouse

betting area (4)

27 Writer repelled attack at first (7)

29 Second discussion group one Included
for King Charles, say (7)

30 After return, finish, adopting
urexpectedly deal time limit (8

11 Lots losing heart — penalty out of order
()

DOWN

1 Surprise when wile leaves Town? Sort of
(8]

2 Actor vainly warking 1o be percapfive
£17)

3 Just one swimme” (&)

5 One missing a competition dimcted
inside (8)

& Change eurcat Nice — lofs. ona's
spacialty (TO)

7 - Flier, funny guy. doffing cap (1)

8 Blas! introduction of big energy cha'ge
(&)

2 Previous head ol religious house C5)

& Sparks arficle, nice, lively (11)
15 Romance, lie, unfortunately
formal pattern to it (10)

1B Open new verzion of fans’ tune (B)

19 In thrifty manner following game by
mssing out friend (B)

21 Conservative with papers s being frank
(&)

23 Excelent groap (3)

28 Large room in horel? Cuite (4]

28 Regularly wsited Afghan military

commander (3)
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FedEx plans to deliver

value by uncoupling
freight trucking division

Corporate spin-offs are all the rage.
FedEx is the latest to jump on the
bandwagon. The US logistics group
plans to split out its higher margin
freight-trucking division intoa
separate publicly listed company.
While the move should unlock
immediate mains for shareholders, it
wutl L Lisckle Fed Ex's bigger problem:
falling volumes at its core parcel
delivery Dusiness as iU batiles intlense
competition from UPS, Amazon, Uber
and others.

More big companies are exploring
brealk-ups as investors (again) sour on
sprawling conglomerates — Honeywell
is another recent example. There are
good reasons driving the trend. Spin-
offs allow the parent company to run
leaner and more focused operations
while the newiy established groap can
pursue its own growth sirategies. They
also have the added benefit of being
more tax efficient, Unlike a direct sale,
they are usually tax-Iree.

In FedEx's case, back-of-the-
envelope arithmetic shows why
making freight an independent
company stacks up. The unit 18 a "less-
than-truckload™ business, meaning it
picks up small loads from customers
and combines them to (il a trucke. It is
FedEx's most profitable business. The
§9.4bn in revenue the unit pulled in
last vear accounted lor just 10 per cent
of group sales but generated a third of
group operating income. Yet this is nol
fully reflected in FedEx's valuation of
just 13 times lorward earnings. Pure-
play freight companies lilke XPO and
Old Dominion Freight Line trude on a
multiple of around 33 times.

Apply that same multiple to FedEx
Freight and the business could be
worth as much as §45bn as a

standalone company. However, Frelght

is unlikely to fetch that premium

valuation, given that its top-line growth

it slower than that of its competitors.
In fact revenue [or the division fell

7 per cent and margins shrank in the
six months to end of November.
Analysts at Citi réckon a more
reasonable equity value for the unit
would be between $30bn and $35bn.
FedEx, whose shares are up 9 per cent
this year, has a market value of S66hn.

| Freight a key factor
in FedEx'"s overall earnings
Segment share of adjusted
aparating income (2
B FDX Express (induding Groundl
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The devil will alsa be in the detail.
FedEx aims to compiete the spin-off in
18 months. What is unclear is how
miich debt the new company will be
siaddled with and whether current
Freight customers will def2ct to rivals,
Also, unclear i how FedEx will turn
around its remaining Ground and
Express delivery businesses without
revenue [rom Freight 1o subsidise its
eftorts. These two are low margin
businesses, which will require plenty ol
capital imvestment. A spin-oll is no
guarantes ol results over the long term.

Singapore Post must
swiftly rebuild credibility
after parcels scandal

A whistleblowing report has rocked
one of Singapore’s aldest companies.
Shares ol Smgapore Post, lounded in
1819, fell 11 per cent yesterday alter its
chiet executive and several leaders
were fired over a scandal linked to
parcel deliveries. The reputational hit
comes at ditficult time for one of the
oldest postal groups in the world.

The report alleged that some
employees had approved or manually
updated a “delivery failure” status code
for parcels, even though no defivery
had been made. The alleped intention
was to avoid contractunl penalties with
one of its largest customers. Singapore
Post began investigations after
receiving the report. The leaders were
fired over their handling of that report.
Several have said they will contest the
termination of their employment.
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Executives must prioritise safeguards
against reputational damage
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The timing is unlortonate. Shares ol
Singapore Post had already beenon a
downward trend, losing nearly
two-thirds since early 2018, Operating
margins have more than halved over
five years, Irom pearcly 14 per cent in
the year to March 2019 to just 5 per
cent in its last fiscal year, rellecting
growing competition in the market.

Singapore Post has long faced stiff
competition from established glohal
logistics groups such as DHL, UPS and
FedEx, as well as regional competitors
such as Lalamove, Grab Express, [&T
Express and Ninja Vi

More recently, Singapore’s logistics
secior has Devn wodergoiog signllicant
transformation, driven by start-ups.
Fech-eénabled services are offering
same-day delivery at lower prices by
adjusting fees 1o demand. Robots are
being used lor picking, packing and
sorting. Start-ups are testing drones
and autonomous vehicles.

The broader sector outlook remains
subdued. Singapore’s mature logistics
seclor means opportunities for growth
are limited, with annualised growth
expecied Lo remain at aboul 3 per cent
in the next five years. Neighbouring
countries have been investing in
logistics inlrastructure, attracting
business away from Singapore,

All of that means trust and a
reputation lor reliability are
emerging as critical differentiators lor
logistics companies. Even alter
yesterday’s plunge, shares of Singapore
Post trade at 19 times forward
earnings, a significant premium Lo
global peers. Maintainmg that
premium will depend on its ability to
rebuild credibility with bothits
customers and investors,

Singapore Post falls sharply
Share price (Singapore dollar)
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YOUR FINANCIAL TIMES
DURING THE
HOLIDAY PERIOD

Dear readers,

As we approach the end of the year we wanted
to let you know that the Financial Times will not
be published on the following dates:

Wednesday 25 and Thursday 26 December
Wednesday 1 January

Thank you for your continued support and
wishing you a wonderful holiday season from

all of us at the FT.




