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CHLOE CORNISH — MUMBAI

Gautam Adani’s electricity unit is halt-
ing an $847mn acquisition of a coal-
fired power station in India in a sign 
that his business empire is slowing 
down spending following a short seller 
attack.

The Indian billionaire’s conglomerate, 
which includes the country’s biggest pri-
vate thermal power producer, has been 
roiled by a stock market rout triggered 
by New York-based short seller Hinden-
burg Research, which last month 
released a report accusing the group of 
stock manipulation and fraud.

Adani has strongly denied the allega-
tions and insisted that the group’s debt 
pile is manageable. 

But it has so far failed to stop the 
yields on its bonds spiking and the com-
pany’s listed shares plummeting — with 
those of flagship Adani Enterprises tum-
bling to lows of Rs1,017 from highs of 
more than Rs4,000 in December. 

The Adani Group did not respond to a 
request for comment.

Widely regarded as an ally of
Narendra Modi, India’s prime minister, 
Adani presented himself as the architect 
of logistics networks and power genera-
tion that formed the backbone of India’s 
growing economy. 

But a retrenchment would mark a 
change in strategy for Adani, 60, who 
built his conglomerate during a debt-
fuelled expansion, adding revenues by 
buying or building new projects ranging 
from solar power to airports. 

Adani Power in August agreed to buy 
DB Power, a company that owns a profit-
able coal-fired power plant in the Indian 
state of Chhattisgarh, and its parent 
company Diliigent Power Private. 

The Rs70bn ($847mn) cash deal, 
which was approved by India’s competi-
tion regulator in September, had an end-
of-October deadline for completion, 
which the companies then extended 
four times.

But on Wednesday, the latest comple-
tion deadline, Adani Power said the par-
ties were no longer extending the deal’s 
time limit. 

In quarterly earnings announcements 
last week, several Adani portfolio com-
panies said they would be scaling back 
capital expenditure for the financial 
year starting in April. 

“We will not make new commitments 
until we settle this volatility period,” 
said Adani Group chief financial officer 
Jugeshinder Singh on an analyst call. 
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Two of South Korea’s biggest enter-
tainment companies have locked 
horns for control of K-pop jugger-
naut SM Entertainment.

Market leader Hybe and the enter-
tainment subsidiary of Korean tech 
giant Kakao have both announced 
deals to buy stakes in SM, as the grip 
of its septuagenarian founder Lee 
Soo-man weakens following a cam-
paign by activist shareholders.

Last week, Hybe, the agency behind 
K-pop sensation BTS, said it would 
buy a 14.8 per cent stake from Lee and 
offered to buy another 25 per cent 
from minority shareholders for a total 
of Won1.14tn ($900mn). That came 
days after Kakao Entertainment 
agreed to buy a 9.05 per cent stake in 
SM through a rights offering and con-
vertible shares. 

A rally in SM shares this week took 
them above Hybe’s offer price of 
Won120,000 per share. Analysts see 
the bidding war intensifying.

The K-pop industry had been domi-
nated by three music agencies — SM, 
JYP and YG Entertainment — before 

the emergence of boy band BTS, 
whose ascent to global stardom over 
the past decade has helped make 
Hybe the sector’s dominant player.

Hybe’s takeover attempt comes as it 
contemplates life without BTS. All 
seven members are obliged to com-
plete military service over the next 
couple of years. 

“For Hybe, acquiring SM can help it 
pick up the slack amid BTS’s hiatus,” 
said Park Seong-guk, an analyst at 
Kyobo Securities. “Hybe can increase 
its operating profit by 50 per cent by 
acquiring SM.” Park added: “For 
Kakao, it is more important to take 
over SM because it will be the best way 
to enrich its content quickly ahead of 
any potential listing.” 

Yesterday, Hybe proposed seven 
candidates for SM’s board and an elec-
tronic voting system for minority 
shareholders, amid longstanding 
shareholder concerns about Lee Soo-
man’s grip over the K-pop agency. The 
impresario, a former folk singer who 
studied computer engineering in Cali-
fornia, owns 18.4 per cent of SM 
Entertainment but holds no formal 
position within the company.

Hybe’s proposal follows a campaign 

led by Seoul-based activist fund Align 
Partners to impose an independent 
auditor on SM and to increase the 
number of outside directors.

Align founder Changhwan Lee, who 
has been nominated as a board mem-
ber by SM’s management, said Hybe’s 
offer price was too low, adding that its 
acquisition of SM could raise antitrust 
issues. SM’s management has 
expressed its opposition to Hybe’s 
takeover attempt.

Last week, Lee Soo-man and Hybe 
chair Bang Si-hyuk issued a joint 
statement promising to grow both 
companies so as to “enhance K-pop’s 
global competitiveness” and to pur-
sue Lee Soo-man’s vision of establish-
ing K-pop in the metaverse.

Kyobo’s Park said: “Lee Soo-man 
wants Hybe to win because he 
believes he would still be able to pro-
duce some music overseas for SM 
under Hybe’s control.”

Albert Yong, managing partner at 
Seoul-based hedge fund Petra Capital 
Management, said SM’s annual meet-
ing next month would be crucial. 
“The AGM will be a watershed 
moment for SM. Hybe seems to be in a 
good position to win the battle.”

Top of the K-pops Hybe and Kakao tussle for 
control of South Korea’s SM Entertainment

A s an all-out war for AI domi-
nance breaks out in the tech 
industry, Wall Street has 
placed an early bet on who 
the biggest winners will be: 

the companies that make the weapons 
that will be used by all combatants. That 
means, specifically, the advanced chips 
needed for “generative AI” systems such 
as the ChatGPT chatbot and image-
generating systems such as Dall-E.

And investors are not betting on just 
any weapon maker. Shares in Nvidia, 
whose graphical processing units — or 
GPUs — dominate the market for train-
ing large AI models, have surged 55 per 
cent this year. They have also doubled 
since October, when Nvidia was under a 
cloud from a combination of the crypto 
bust (its chips were widely used by 
crypto miners), a collapse in PC sales 
and a badly managed product transition 
in data centre chips.

A “picks and shovels” investment 
strategy makes sense when it is still hard 
to tell how a new technology will play 
out. The Big Tech companies are gearing 
up to wield expensive new AI systems 
against each other with no clear sign yet 
of how to gain a lasting edge. The one 
sure thing is that a lot of advanced silicon 
will be deployed and energy consumed. 
But what type of silicon will it be — and 
who will be best placed to supply it?

It seems safe to say that GPUs will be 

Advanced chips will be key weapons in war of the AI world

ers, the AI technique behind recent big 
advances in language and vision mod-
els. For designers of ASICs, changes in 
underlying architecture like this are 
hard to handle. Redesigning each new 
generation of chips is expensive and it 
can be hard to sell enough to amortise 
the development costs.

But the competition is about to get 
more fierce. Microsoft’s success in har-
nessing OpenAI research to take an 
early lead in generative AI owes a lot to 
the specialised hardware it has built to 
run the OpenAI models. These are 
based on GPUs, but the chip industry 
has been rife with speculation that the 
software giant is now designing its own 
AI accelerators.

If it does, it certainly won’t be alone. 
Google decided eight years ago to design 
its own chips, known as tensor process-
ing units, or TPUs, to handle its most 
intensive AI work. Amazon and Meta 
have followed. The idea of transformers 
originated at Google, suggesting that it, 
at least, will have optimised its latest 
chips to work with the new AI models.

Another threat could come from 
OpenAI itself. The research company 
behind ChatGPT has developed its own 
software, called Triton, to help develop-
ers run their neural networks on GPUs. 
That could reduce the need for Nvidia’s 
Cuda — one step towards turning its 
chips into a commodity and giving 
developers such as OpenAI the chance 
to deploy their models on any hardware.

If the AI market ends up in the hands 
of a small number of giant tech compa-
nies, each with ample economic incen-
tive to design their own specialised 
chips, Nvidia’s long-term prospects will 
be crimped. But it has defied doubters 
before and, for now, is well placed for 
the tech world’s latest bout of AI mania.

richard.waters@ft.com

INSIDE BUSINESS

TECHNOLOGY

Richard
Waters

in high demand, benefiting Nvidia and, 
to a lesser extent, AMD (whose shares 
are up 30 per cent this year). Besides the 
job of training large AI models, GPUs are 
also likely to be more widely used in 
inferencing — the job of comparing real-
world data against a trained model to 
provide a useful answer.

Until now, AI inferencing has been a 
healthy market for companies such as 
Intel that make CPUs (processors that 
can handle a wider range of tasks but are 
less efficient to run). But the AI models 
used in generative systems are likely to 
be too large for CPUs, requiring more 
powerful GPUs to handle this task, 
according to Karl Freund at Cambrian 
AI Research.

Five years ago, it was far from certain 
that Nvidia would be in this position. 
With the computational demands from 
machine learning 
rising exponen-
tially, a spate of 
start-ups emerged 
to make special-
ised AI “accelera-
tors”. These so-
called ASICs — 
application-spe-
cific integrated circuits, designed to per-
form just one task but in the most effi-
cient way — suggested a better way to 
handle an intensive data-crunching 
operation.

Yet predictions that GPUs would fail 
to match this purpose-built hardware 
have proved wrong and Nvidia remains 
on top. That owes much to its Cuda soft-
ware, which is used for running applica-
tions on the company’s GPUs, tying 
developers to Nvidia chips and reducing 
the incentive to buy from AMD.

Nvidia also has a new product hitting 
the market at the right time, in the form 
of its new H100 chip. This has been spe-
cifically designed to handle transform-

If the AI market ends up 
in the hands of a small 
number of tech giants, 
Nvidia’s long-term 
prospects will be crimped

Hybe’s big stars are BTS, but its band members must do military service in the coming years — Brendan McDermid/Reuters
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Standard Chartered chief executive Bill 
Winters has unveiled a $1bn share buy-
back and vowed his bank can succeed 
on its own as it seeks to ward off a poten-
tial First Abu Dhabi Bank takeover.

Yesterday, the UK-based bank 
announced that fourth-quarter pre-tax 
profits had swung to $123mn, from a 
loss of $208mn a year ago. While this 
missed analysts’ expectations for 
$571mn because of a sharp rise in credit 
losses in China, the shares rose 3.6 per 
cent on the bigger than expected buy-
back and more generous dividend.

The earnings were the first since 
reports that FAB had been considering a 
bid for the emerging markets lender. 
While FAB has said it is no longer pursu-
ing a deal — blocking it from making a 
formal approach for six months — sev-
eral people close to the lender told the 
Financial Times the deal could be re -
vived when the deadline expires in July.

That increases pressure on Winters, 
now in his eighth year in charge, to 
prove to shareholders that StanChart 
can grow as a standalone entity. 

“We are very happy to be here accom-
plishing our mission all by ourselves,” 
Winters said of the reported interest. 
“None of us wants to be distracted with 
what at this point are just stories,” he 
added, saying that StanChart had “had 
no engagement and have not solicited 
engagement from anyone”.

Since he took over in June 2015, Stan-
Chart’s shares have fallen about a fifth, 
leaving it trading at a steep 56 per cent 

discount to the book value. It has a mar-
ket capitalisation of $26bn and total 
assets of $820bn.

Winters was forced to dramatically 
shrink the balance sheet and rein in 
risk-taking after inheriting vast losses 
and compliance issues and has since 
faced an uphill challenge to restore 
income growth and profitability.

The StanChart chief said the more 
generous buyback and final dividend of 
14 cents a share announced yesterday — 
up from 9 cents in 2021 — would take 
shareholder distributions since the start 
of 2022 to more than half of the $5bn 
target it set itself to reach by 2024. The 
package represents a concerted effort to 
win over shareholders in case FAB, or a 
rival bidder, makes a formal offer.

Winters said he had no plans to step 
down soon. “I would love to see this 
transformation through,” he said. 
“Thankfully, we are in good shape and 
energy levels are high.”

He received a 16 per cent rise in total 
pay, taking his package to £5.5mn. The 
bank said this reflected the “improved 
performance achieved”.

In the final three months of 2022, 
there were setbacks for StanChart’s 
wealth management business, where 
growth has been a priority. Income from 
the division fell 19 per cent in the last 
quarter of 2022, which the bank blamed 
on “risk-averse customer sentiment and 
the impact of Covid-19 restrictions”.

But Standard Chartered said China’s 
reopening should help its performance 
and it was optimistic about Asian econo-
mies, where it makes most of its money, 
because of rising rates and growth.

Return on tangible equity, a measure 
of profitability, would approach 10 per 
cent in 2023 and exceed 11 per cent next 
year, it estimated. About half of the 
lender’s income growth came from the 
effect of higher interest rates, chief 
financial officer Andy Halford said. 
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‘We are very happy to be 
here accomplishing our 
mission all by ourselves’
Bill Winters, chief executive
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