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Nobody ever said management was 
easy. But in this liminal phase of the 
pandemic, between the acute crisis of 
early 2020 and the promise of a world 
where coronavirus may be tamed, it is 
even harder than usual. Under such 
circumstances, managers deserve our 
sympathy. It is only a few weeks since 
the emergence of the Omicron variant 
forced even the most gung-ho back-to-
the-office advocates to defer — again — 
their plans for a wider reopening of the 
workplace. 

Managers are now having to thread 
their people strategy between existing 
legal requirements, shifting national 
rules and guidelines on office work and 
business travel, the turbulent econom-
ics of labour shortages and inflation, 
responsibility towards staff, and the 
mutating disease itself.

Take the overarching imperative to 
guarantee a safe workplace for all staff: 
as the Omicron wave sweeps through 
companies, some are increasing the 
pressure for all to be vaccinated, unless 
they can prove they are exempt. 

A number of US companies have 
pressed ahead with requirements for 
employees to be fully vaccinated, 
helped by government guidance. Citi-
group is taking a particularly strict line, 
threatening to fire staff who have not 
been jabbed or have not received an 
exemption by the end of the month.

In the UK, companies such as Wessex 
Water, a utility, Wm Morrison, the 
supermarket chain, and the local arm 
of Ikea, the Swedish furniture group, 
have adopted policies to reduce sick 
pay for unvaccinated staff who have to 
self-isolate after contact with Covid-
positive cases.

For legal, ethical, and practical rea-
sons, corporate encouragement to staff 
to be vaccinated remains preferable to 
coercion or a “no jab, no job” policy. It is 
easier to see why healthcare staff 
should be inoculated. But even outside 

these sensitive sectors, managers, like 
some governments, are starting to see a 
justification for controversial policies 
to protect the collective health of their 
wider community or merely to main-
tain adequate staffing.

In many sectors, regardless of vacci-
nation or sickness policies, hybrid 
work will endure. Lack of a clear defini-
tion of the practice is one challenge fac-
ing managers. For every team leader 
appalled by the chaos of a poorly run 
meeting in which half of the partici-
pants are online and half there in per-
son, or worried that homeworkers may 
be idling, there is another applauding 
the productivity benefits available 
when tasks are assigned appropriately 
to efficient remote staff or creative in-
person teams. Either way, implement-
ing truly flexible working requires a 
significant adjustment in management 
techniques and a higher level of co-or-
dination and communication than 
office-centric teamwork usually does. 

Hard decisions about how to run a 
late-pandemic workforce are 
informed, but also complicated, by 
employment shortages in many coun-
tries, exacerbated by a wave of resigna-
tions as lockdown-weary staff quit or 
retire. In the words of the human 
resources head of one US group, “we 
have to embrace [hybrid work] and fig-
ure it out because otherwise staff will 
go to another employer who will give 
them that flexibility”.

This year has started with more 
hopeful signs for hard-pressed manag-
ers than 2021. In developed countries, 
there is talk of society learning to live 
with Covid-19, as it does with endemic 
diseases. Good managers should stay 
alert for unexpected twists. While it is 
hardly best practice, a few may be 
tempted to apply a time-honoured 
technique for dealing with intractable 
dilemmas: delay radical action and 
hope the problem solves itself.

From vaccination policy to hybrid work, pressure at the top is rising 

The trials of managing 
people in a pandemic 

Europe’s biggest companies have strug-
gled to keep up in the pandemic. Just 10 
of the 100 biggest winners in terms of 
market capitalisation growth over the 
past two years — and only one of the top 
10 — hails from the EU. Even when the 
UK and Switzerland are included, the 
number only rises to 14.

This is not just a Covid phenomenon, 
rather it is part of a shocking and long-
term decline. In 2000, the enterprise 
value of large listed companies in 
Europe was almost on a par with US 
rivals. By late 2021, US groups were 
worth more than twice their European 
counterparts — $46tn vs $21tn — 
according to McKinsey research. Large 
technology firms such as Alphabet, 
Meta, Apple, Amazon, Tesla and 
Microsoft contributed almost half of 
the gap in market capitalisation. 

Some industries where Europe dom-
inated in 2000 — telecoms and insur-
ance — have grown slowly. But the con-
tinent’s entrepreneurs have struggled 
to achieve scale. More than 40 compa-
nies now worth more than $100bn 
have been set up in the past 50 years. 
Just one was based in Europe.

Americans like to boast of a superior 
culture and lighter regulations. But 
barriers have made it harder for Euro-
pean companies to achieve real scale 
and compete globally. Foremost is 
access to capital. Mature US capital 
markets mean companies can sell large 
quantities of debt and equity, while 
European companies have to rely more 
on bank loans, which hurt them during 
and after the financial crisis. 

Brussels has talked for years about 
capital markets union, which would 
standardise rules, making it easier for 
companies to tap investors from across 
the bloc. Progress remains slow and 
Brexit has split rather than united mar-
kets. This must change. 

European tech groups spend much 
less on research and development than 

big US ones, making it more likely that 
they fall behind on revolutionary tech-
nologies. Despite the single market, 
they face language and regulatory bar-
riers when they leave their home coun-
tries. Nationalist sentiment has some-
times prevented vital cross-border 
consolidation. The continent’s econ-
omy has also expanded more slowly 
than that of China or the US. All these 
factors are a drag on growth and a 
deterrent to investors. 

As the EU seeks to encourage corpo-
rate growth, it will face a tricky balanc-
ing act. Many Americans now believe 
that big tech companies have had too 
much freedom to buy potential rivals. 
The EU has rightly been more protec-
tive of competition, and it should be 
careful not to lose that sense of scepti-
cism entirely in the interest of creating 
continental champions. Similarly, 
overly prescriptive standards and rigid 
labour laws have constrained growth in 
some sectors; but unfettered capital-
ism has a very ugly side, so a reformed 
approach needs careful consideration 
to be sustainable. 

Change may be coming. After years 
of lagging behind the US and Asia, 
European start-ups are finally attract-
ing more venture and growth capital 
funding. Investment leapt 142 per cent 
last year, to $93bn, outpacing the rest of 
the world, according to CBInsights. 
There has been a visible boom in entre-
preneurship in many European cities, 
and a record 63 companies crossed the 
$1bn valuation threshold in 2021, 
though that still trailed the US’s 304. 
Stock market listings and sales of Euro-
pean start-ups also hit all-time highs.

The EU and the UK have a new 
chance to build future global champi-
ons. To capitalise on it, they must find 
ways to strengthen public markets, 
make cross-border expansion easier 
and carefully reform rules on competi-
tion, employment and governance. 

EU and UK must find right balance to encourage sustainable growth

Closing the transatlantic 
corporate divide

European vocation but I could not 
commit to opening negotiations for 
membership. My understanding of the 
hypocritical hollowness of this verbal 
formula has increased over the years. 
But European history is nothing if not 
complex. Both EU officials who were 
present at the meeting as part of my 
team told me afterwards they were the 
sons of families who had lived and 
worked in what had once been Poland 
but since the war and the changes of 
national boundaries had become 
Ukraine.

I believe the EU — with British 
leadership when we were members of 
the EU — should have strongly 
supported Ukraine’s wish to be a 
member of the EU itself, in contrast 
with the current ambiguous position 
taken on whether Ukraine should be 
part of Nato. 

The Russians would doubtless have 
opposed this but it would have been 
more obviously none of their business. 
This should have been settled long ago, 
as it was for other east European 
countries and the Baltic states. 

Why on earth did we think that, say, 
Bulgaria was a more acceptable 
candidate for European membership 
than Ukraine?
Lord Patten of Barnes
House of Lords, London SW1, UK

Polish pope had the right 
answer to Stalin’s question
The reply to Joseph Stalin’s question 
how many divisions has the Pope 
(Letters, January 12) was provided by 
the reception John Paul II received in 
Warsaw in 1983 when his homeland 
was under martial law. The visit is now 
seen as the trigger for the eventual 
collapse of the Soviet empire. Arguably 
it was the wrong question.
Robert Cooper
London W11, UK

Is a free market for airlines 
simply pie in the sky? 
The prospect of a stand off between 
Brussels and the airlines (“Brussels 
pressed to alter ‘ghost flight’ rules”, 
Report, January 10) invokes a 
fascinating question over deregulation 
and liberalisation: is the airline 
business actually a free market service, 
or is it regulated ultimately by Brussels 
and Washington? Moreover, the airport 
slot rule (“use it or lose it”), to which 
the story refers is evidence of the lack 
of co-ordination between public and 
private sectors, such that they often 
work at financial cross-purposes.

Our global aviation sector is made up 
of the “3 As” — airports, airspace, and 
airlines. Only one of these — airlines — 
has a generally widespread degree of 
private, commercial autonomy: the 
other two are, on a global average, 
either owned, controlled or operated 
by government (some operating under 
government privatisation licence).

This seems to leave two choices: 
either deregulate airports and air 
traffic control to harmonise 
competition policy across the transport 
network, or re-regulate airlines back 
into an integrated, co-ordinated public 
utility transportation system. Given 
environmental goals, the latter may be 
more effective, economically efficient 
and even consumer friendly.

This leaves the so-called low-cost, or 
discount carriers. As they generally 
duplicate what more traditional 
airlines provide (movement of people 
and freight between two points using 
the same technology systems) their 
value proposition appears somewhat 
tenuous, if overall system efficiency is 
desired. Actual structural alternatives 
— high speed rail, digital telepresence, 
or new electric air vehicle technology — 
are truer expressions of competition 
economics.
Matthew G Andersson
President, Indigo Aerospace
Chicago, IL, US

Court opioids ruling has 
read-across for gambling
The courts have ruled that producers 
of addictive opioids (Big Read, January 
5) have a culpability and financial 
liability to the communities that have 
been ravaged. 

Now that it seems to be settled law I 
have been wondering about gambling. 
Is it not time that casinos, online 
platforms, and the TV networks were 
held responsible for the damage done?

Where are the law firms who will 
seek justice for communities and 
families? Where are the attorneys-
general? Their silence is deafening!
Leonard Aconsky 
New York, NY, US

The CCP is bigger threat to 
Hong Kong’s hub status 
One could argue that the main reason 
for Hong Kong’s hub status being 
threatened is not the flight ban but the 
de facto takeover of the city by the 
Chinese Communist party (“Hong 
Kong flight ban leaves executives 
stranded and threatens city’s hub 
status”, Report, January 10).

Why would employees of companies 
want to move to a city where personal 
freedoms are threatened daily, 
booksellers kidnapped, a free press 
shut down, sham elections conducted, 
and political opponents are jailed 
under a deliberately vague security 
law. It’s only a matter of time before 
Winnie the Pooh books are considered 
a national security risk.

The young in Hong Kong are already 
leaving as fast as they can. In the long-
term, the only ones left might be the 
partners in the audit firms who cozied 
up to the CCP, and the real estate 
oligarchs and their rent-extracting 
enterprises.
Abigail Perez
Edinburgh, UK

Clients, not law firms, 
always foot the bill 
As merger and acquisitions activities 
continue to increase it is no surprise 
that the industry needs more capacity 
(“London law firms chase scarce 
talent”, Report, January 10).

It is the market that will dictate the 
price. The FT’s Due Diligence blog (“Go 
big or go niche: private equity at a 
crossroads”, FT.com, January 11) joins 
the debate asking: “As the cost of talent 
keeps rising, DD wonders whether even 
the City’s most prestigious firms will be 
able to foot the bill?”

The answer is simple. It is not the 
prestigious law firms who pay the bills, 
it is their clients who will have to pay.
Roger Ashby 
Cannes, France

More power to Biden’s 
octogenarian elbow!
Assessing Joe Biden, the current US 
president (“Issue of Biden’s age should 
not prevent planning for his 
succession”, Opinion, January 7) 
Edward Luce writes that “it strains 
credulity to believe he could have 
enough energy at the end of his second 
term, when he would be 86”.

I’ve never cast a vote for Biden. But I 
have known enough octogenarians to 
be certain that many of them would 
make more competent US presidents 
than what we’ve seen in the last 30 
years.
William Bigelow
Boylston, MA, US

Thunch. An enormous brown bird 
crashed into metal bars crossing the 
lower living room window and clung 
on. The raptor was a black kite, a 
fierce-looking scavenger with large 
talons and a curved beak. I hoped it 
was not about to invite itself inside.

You might not expect close 
encounters with wildlife in India’s 
financial capital, Mumbai. For this 
very reason, when he planned to move 
to the city “everyone discouraged me,” 
says naturalist Bivash Pandav, who 
was appointed director of the Bombay 
Natural History Society in 2020. “But, 
believe me, the [first day] I came I fell 
in love with this city . . . no way is it 
impoverished in wildlife, it’s very 
rich.” Especially if you look up.

The sky above the world’s second 
most densely populated city whirls 
with house crows, blue rock pigeons 
and electric green parakeets. Elegant 
white egrets perch on boats docked by 
the fish market. At the coastline 
bordered by slums and mangroves, 
wading birds rootle about at low tide. 
Most spectacular of all are flocks of 
migrating pink flamingos.

For this wealth of birdlife, Mumbai 
can thank the “great natural heritage 
it was gifted with, between the coast 
[on the west] and the hilly forest on 
the east,” says Sunjoy Monga, author 
of books on Mumbai’s birds. “It was a 
very fertile, verdant part of India.” 

No wonder that India’s most 
celebrated ornithologist, Salim Ali 
(1896-1987), also came from Mumbai.

The city’s expansion has gobbled up 
swaths of those grasslands and 

wetlands, severely curtailing bird 
habitats. But in urban areas, Monga 
says, successful species have 
piggybacked on human sprawl — 
crows that feed on rubbish, for 
example, or flamingos that seem 
drawn by algal blooms possibly 
caused by factory pollution. “There 
were no flamingos in Mumbai before 
the 1990s, or hardly any, and now 
suddenly Mumbai is the flamingo 
capital of the world,” Monga says.

I ponder the collision of human and 
animal worlds as I watch a dexterous 
kite dragging a loose electrical cable 
across a roof. Kites are particularly 
successful adaptors. “Wherever 
garbage dumps are, you find [them] 
like locusts,” says Pandav.

Doesn’t Mumbai’s air pollution 
affect birds? Pandav chuckles. “We 
don’t think so because birds are found 
in extremely good number.”

But not all species which have found 
symbiosis with humans have survived 
modernity. Take vultures, which once 
had a symbiotic relationship with 
Mumbai’s Parsees, an ancient 
Zoroastrian religious community. In 
Zoroastrian funeral rites, dead bodies 
are neither cremated nor buried, but 
left on a high structure to be stripped 
by birds in a “sky burial”. In Mumbai, 
the Parsee “tower of silence” is 
surrounded by woodland, an oasis in 
the city, where Monga says you can 
spy hornbills and wild pea fowl.

But for the past three decades, 
vultures have nearly disappeared 
across India, poisoned by an anti-
inflammatory drug introduced in 

veterinary medicine. The birds’ 
disappearance forced age-old rituals 
to change. Parsees replaced vulture 
decomposition with mirrors used as 
solar concentrators. Pandav’s BNHS is 
running breeding programmes. 

It is not only vultures that have 
vanished from Mumbai’s skies; Monga 
says larks have disappeared too. Other 
small birds are under pressure from 
traffic noise, which they expend too 
much energy having to shout over, 
and bullying crows.

Not all natural space has been 
sacrificed to development. There is a 
forested national park inside 
Mumbai’s suburban boundaries, 
which protects lakes that slake the 
city’s thirst and leopards. The big cats 
have been spotted prowling as far as 
the Indian Institute of Technology, 
alma mater of Twitter’s new CEO.

Yet conservationists are not 
complacent. Concerned Mumbaikars 
have campaigned against a proposed 
golf course and other developments 
that would erase vital wetlands. One 
stretch is being subleased by Reliance 
Industries, India’s biggest listed 
company, with the intention of 
creating a special economic zone for 
new city, Navi Mumbai. Campaigners 
have sued for protected status.

The kites have been displaced in my 
affection by the crow-fighting fantail: 
“a tiny bird, restless, frisky, an 
absolute dancer of Mumbai,” said 
Monga. “It’s thriving, able to survive 
against all odds, one could say.”

chloe.cornish@ft.com

Chattering 
skies show 
how birdlife 
survives 
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It’s time the City reviewed 
links with corrupt regimes
With the shocking scenes of blood 
being spilled on the streets across 
Kazakhstan it is clear to the world that 
President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev has 
taken his country to the brink of 
disaster (Report, January 12). 

So far the public statements of Liz 
Truss, the UK foreign secretary, have 
been mild, calling for a “proportionate” 
use of force in restoring order by the 
intervening Russian troops. 

What is clear, however, is that the 
sheer level of corruption of the 
country’s ruling elite has been the main 
cause in pushing Kazakhs to risk their 
lives in a popular revolt. In view of this 
situation is it not time for the UK to 
take the lead and to review its controls 
over the Kazakh government’s 
“investments” in prime real estate and 
other assets in the UK (“Kazakhstan: 
violent clampdown highlights City of 
London’s lucrative role”, Lex, FT.com, 
January 11)? 

The globalisation of the financial 
system has made it easier for the 
Kazakh regime to siphon off billions 
from its own economy into luxury 
assets in London and other global 
financial centres, using UK financial 
institutions and other intermediaries — 
billions which, if they had been spent 
at home, could have contributed to 
removing the reasons for civil unrest. 

Making it harder for corrupt regimes 
to hide away the proceeds of their 
financial crimes is a good way for the 
UK government to show that it is not 
oblivious to the fact that an unbridled 
exploitation of the global financial 
system by a foreign regime can 
undermine public order itself.
Marek Svoboda
Frankfurt on the Main, Germany 

Recalling the Brussels 
brush-off given to Ukraine
Your editorial comments (“The EU’s 
regrettable absence on Ukraine”, FT 
View, January 11) concerning the EU’s 
embarrassing and self-centred 
complaints about its exclusion from 
the top table discussions between the 
US, Nato and Russia are wholly fair and 
could have gone even further. 

When I was European commissioner 
for external relations (1999 to 2004) 
one of my first meetings was with a 
minister from Ukraine. After the usual 
pleasantries, the minister asked me 
directly whether the EU would accept 
Ukraine’s ambition to be a negotiating 
partner for membership. 

I repeated the formula which had 
been agreed and which we were all 
obliged to repeat for many years. It is 
still probably repeated today. I said 
that the EU accepted Ukraine’s 

Erica Marat argues in her excellent 
comment (“Kazakhstan pays the price 
for ignoring public discontent”, 
Opinion, January 12) that the country’s 
current crisis shows the high cost of 
ignoring grassroots grievances and that 
a broader public consensus is needed to 
implement the government’s ambitious 
reform agenda.

Examples from recent years 
illustrate how the government has 
indeed failed to respond to popular 
concerns and how this created 
conditions that led to the protests and 

bloodshed. Participating in peaceful 
public protests is not only a human 
right but a release valve and a means of 
signposting emerging issues to 
authorities. 

But both the current and previous 
presidents exhibited paranoia about 
peaceful demonstrations, and the so-
called reform of a public assembly law 
that was billed as making assemblies 
easier ended up doing the opposite. 
This month these policy failures 
exploded in the government’s face.

Similarly, technocratic reforms of 

trade union laws have fuelled deep 
frustration by making it nearly 
impossible for independent unions to 
operate. 

Courageous labour activists were 
among those who participated in the 
protests on January 2.

Finally, many opposition activists 
were beaten or detained. Several small 
opposition groups have been active in 
recent years, but rather than allowing 
them a voice, the government banned 
them as “extremist” and jailed or 
convicted dozens of their alleged 

members. Again, a situation the 
government could have avoided.

With over 100 reported dead, it’s 
hard to talk of a possible silver lining 
for this crisis. But if something positive 
is to emerge, it is hopefully that the 
government learns, the hard way, that 
respecting human rights and listening 
to the voices of the grassroots is the 
only way forward.
Hugh Williamson
Europe and Central Asia Director
Human Rights Watch
Berlin, Germany

Kazakh unrest shows the perils of ignoring grassroots’ voices
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