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LONDON: The return of Britain’s former star investor Neil
Woodford has caused concern in London’s City finance district,
where his spectacular fall from grace is still fresh in the memory.

Woodford Investment Management, which once boasted bil-
lions of pounds in assets under management, collapsed in 2019
having taken on too much risk, handing vast losses to pension
funds, wealthy individuals and other fund managers. Last weekend
however, Woodford, 60, shocked commentators and investors
alike with news that he would establish a new finance firm.

“I’m sorry for what I did,” he told the Sunday Telegraph in an
interview and revealed that his new investment venture that will
be called Woodford Capital Management Partners (WCM). “What
I was responsible for was two years of underperformance. I was
the fund manager, the investment strategy was mine, I owned it
and it delivered a period of underperformance.”

Call for independent probe 
In response, activist investment group the True and Fair Cam-

paign-which promotes greater transparency in the finance sec-
tor-urged an independent probe. The campaign, founded by
activist Gina Miller and her husband Alan, voiced concern Wood-
ford would return to the financial world just 20 months after no-
torious failure.

“It is high time there was an independent investigation into the
Woodford scandal,” the campaign wrote in a letter to parliament’s
Treasury Select Committee. “We believe it ought to be a very se-
rious source of public policy concern that high profile individuals

such as Mr Woodford can be allowed to re-commence trading
when over 300,000 people... are scrabbling to make ends meet
after seeing their life savings decimated.”

The campaign also slammed Britain’s Financial Conduct Au-
thority (FCA) regulator for its failings over the collapse. The FCA
however stressed in a statement on Tuesday that Woodford’s new
business needed to apply for appropriate permissions before
commencing any regulated activity.

The watchdog also confirmed that its official probe into the
WIM collapse was still ongoing.

Woodford-once nicknamed “Britain’s Warren Buffett” by
media after the US investment guru-forged his name as a top
stockpicker in a 30-year career in asset management.

In 2014, he established his Woodford Investment Management.
Five years later, a series of disastrous investments turned sour
after Woodford ploughed cash into a number of unlisted health-
care and technology companies, alongside poor stock market
bets. As investors clamoured to withdraw their money, Woodford
ran into trouble raising cash.

‘Damage in trust and confidence’ 
Most market watchers are surprised over the comeback, ac-

cording to Ryan Hughes, head of active portfolios at stockbroker
AJ Bell. “The news that Neil Woodford is looking to make a come-
back will come as a surprise to many, especially those thousands
of embattled investors who are still waiting to get the last of their
money back,” Hughes said.

“He clearly hopes that much of the emotion and fury that he
has faced over the past two years will disappear. “However, given
the broader damage in trust and confidence that this whole affair
has caused to the investment industry, it looks unlikely that in-
vestors of any kind will find it so easy to forget.” — AFP
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Barclays bank 
profit tumbles on 
pandemic fallout
LONDON: British bank Barclays yesterday announced a 38-per-
cent slump in net profit for 2020 and said expenses related to the
coronavirus pandemic were set to stay high this year.

Profit after tax fell to £1.53 billion ($2.12 billion, 1.76 billion
euros), Barclays said in a statement. 

Group credit impairment charges shot up to £4.8 billion from
£1.9 billion owing “to the deterioration in the economic outlook
driven by the COVID-19 pandemic”, the bank said. Despite the
tough year, “Barclays remains well capitalized, well provisioned
for impairments... with a strong balance sheet, and competitive
market positions across the group”, chief executive Jes Staley said
in the statement.

“We expect that our resilient and diversified business model
will deliver a meaningful improvement in returns in 2021,” he
added. As well as offering a dividend to shareholders, Barclays
said it would buy back shares at a cost of up to £700 million.

The bonus pool for 2020 stood at around £1.6 billion, up six
percent. At the same time, the bank said that “Covid-19 related
expenses are likely to remain elevated in 2021”.

Barclays has kicked off the annual earnings round from
Britain’s major banks, with NatWest-formerly Royal Bank of Scot-
land-reporting Friday, before updates from HSBC and Lloyds next
week. Barclays’ “results are far from perfect, but in opening the
reporting season it has set the bar high for its rivals”, said Richard
Hunter, head of markets at trading group Interactive Investor.

“The announced share buyback of £700 million should lend
some support to the share price (going forward) and is indicative

of management confidence in prospects.” In initial reaction to the
earnings update however, Barclays’ share price was down 1.5 per-
cent at 152 pence on London’s benchmark FTSE 100 index, which
was flat. The bank said that group income edged up 1.0 percent
last year to £21.8 billion, as a hefty drop in consumer payments
offset a strong performance by its investment bank division. 

Stock markets have surged in recent months on economic re-
covery hopes following the production of Covid-19 vaccines that
governments worldwide are starting to roll out.

Barclays after COVID, Brexit 
Staley said he was looking forward to welcoming staff back to

the bank’s offices later in the year. “Right now there is no plan to
make a major real estate move” regarding Barclays’ headquarters
in London, he said, amid expectations that office staff in general
could continue working from home even after vaccination. Staley
noted that Barclays had moved some staff to its European head-
quarters in Dublin following Brexit. He insisted however that “the EU
will want to stay connected to the capital markets in London” after
Britain’s formal divorce from the bloc at the start of 2021. — AFP

EU to push greener 
trade policy, WTO reform
BRUSSELS: The European Union will make fighting the cli-
mate emergency central to its trade policy and push for
major reform at the WTO, according to a new strategy re-
vealed yesterday. The new thinking on EU trade policy came
with hopes in Brussels for deeper cooperation with the Biden
Administration in the US after four years of fractious ties
with the protectionist Donald Trump.

The EU, a massive market of 450 million people, has
struggled to meet its trade policy objectives in the face of
US protectionism and other obstacles. A top official of the
European Commission, which handles trade policy for the
EU’s 27 member states, announced the new strategy, which
is intended to help set goals over the next 10 years. “The
challenges we face require a new strategy for EU trade pol-
icy,” EU Executive Vice President Valdis Dombrovskis, who
leads the bloc’s trade policy, said in a statement.

“Trade policy must fully support the green and digital
transformations of our economy and lead global efforts to re-
form the WTO,” he said. In its new vision, the Commission
proposed that future trade deals embrace the 2015 Paris cli-
mate change agreement, whose absence from previous ac-
cords has been seen as a major shortcoming. One example is
the EU’s long-negotiated trade deal with the South American
Mercosur countries, which is in jeopardy because of concerns
over mass deforestation in Brazil.  Brussels will also seek to
become more assertive in projecting its independence from
the US and Chinese economic behemoths, with an embrace
of multilateralism to include India and African nations. — AFP


