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S teve Jobs died more than a 
decade ago, but his genius still 
pervades the tech industry. 
Forget the technology: the 
Apple co-founder taught 

other executives that, whatever was 
going on inside the casing of a smart-
phone or under the hood of a computer, 
the only thing that mattered to consum-
ers were products and experiences that 
he liked to call “magical”.

So it has come as something of a sur-
prise to see Apple give such prominence 
at its recent events to the technical per-
formance of its in-house chips. 

The company first came up with its 
own processor design for the original 
iPad more than a decade ago, but its sili-
con prowess has really come to the fore 
since 2020, when it began replacing 
Intel processors in the Mac with its M1 
chips. Since then, it has delivered per-
formance gains that have blown away 
the competition. 

Two larger versions of the M1 fol-
lowed, before Apple this week yoked 
together two of its biggest M1 chips to 
power a new, pricey workstation aimed 
at video-editing professionals.

Chip specifications make the average 
consumer’s eyes glaze over, but the 
processors now designed in-house have 
become central to the ambitions of the 
biggest tech companies. These include 
Google’s AI processors, known as TPUs, 

Apple, Amazon and Google place big bets on their own chips

in-house chip design, spelling out 10 les-
sons it has learnt from building its TPUs 
since 2015. These range from the eco-
nomic to the highly technical (chips can 
be optimised for the latest techniques in 
neural network design).

With fewer gains to be made from 
simply shrinking chip feature sizes, 
according to Google’s researchers, the 
best hope of producing new leaps for-
ward in speed and performance lies in 
the co-design of hardware, software and 
neural networks — something that plays 
to the strength of companies that do all 
these things under one roof.

Until now, much of the chip industry’s 
attention has been on CPUs, or central 
processing units, accelerating the pene-
tration of Arm designs into markets that 
have long been the preserve of Intel’s 
X86 architecture.

Next to feel the heat could be Nvidia, 
which has become the world’s most val-
uable chip company due to its graphics 
processing units, first developed for 
video gaming but now widely used in 
“accelerated computing” applications 
such as machine learning. Apple this 
week compared its latest M1 chips 
favourably to Nvidia’s state of the art 
GPUs. AWS also recently claimed big 
performance gains over Nvidia with the 
second generation of its Trainium chip.

Ultimately, the acid test will be the 
extent to which new chips like these 
carry the Big Tech companies into new 
markets. For Apple, that could include 
self-driving cars and headsets for virtual 
and augmented reality. These are prod-
ucts that will require a big leap in 
processing power. But if the spirit of 
Steve Jobs is still alive in Apple’s HQ, 
then when the day finally comes to show 
them off to the world, the chips will be 
the last thing on anyone’s mind.
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and Amazon Web Services’ Graviton 
data centre chips. Given the scale at 
which companies like these operate, 
their in-house chips could foreshadow a 
wider industry realignment.

One explanation for the new focus on 
in-house designs is the volume of chips 
the biggest tech companies consume. 
Another is that, for the most demanding 
applications, even small improvements 
in the price/performance equation can 
yield big gains. Google’s TPUs, devel-
oped to handle data-intensive machine 
learning, have become the king of ASICs 
— chips designed for a specific task. In a 
similar way, Tesla’s heavy investment in 
its AI chips could one day give it an edge 
in self-driving cars.

The chip industry’s complex supply 
chain has evolved to make it easier for 
companies such as these to step in. For 
Apple, that means 
using designs from 
Arm as the basic 
building blocks for 
its chips, while at 
the other end of the 
process tapping 
into TSMC’s most 
advanced produc-
tion lines to turn out processors with 
world-leading specs. 

It is the ability to integrate chip design 
into their wider technology develop-
ment plans that gives the Big Tech com-
panies their biggest advantage, while 
posing the biggest challenge to tradi-
tional chipmakers.

The integration can take many forms. 
AWS is able to bring new chips from its 
Annapurna design labs into production 
immediately they are finalised. Apple 
says all its applications run faster on its 
own chips, as it tunes the software and 
silicon to work together.

Google recently gave a glimpse into 
the many advantages that come from

Given the scale at which 
Big Tech likes to operate, 
their in-house chips could 
foreshadow a wider 
industry realignment
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Credit Suisse has chopped bonuses for 
it senior executives by 64 per cent after 
a year during which the bank suffered 
heavy losses from the collapses of fam-
ily office Archegos Capital and special-
ist finance company Greensill.

Chief executive Thomas Gottstein’s 
overall pay decreased by 43 per cent to 
SFr3.8mn ($4mn), while his variable 
pay dropped 77 per cent. The highest 
paid executive at Credit Suisse last year 
was chief financial officer David Math-
ers, who received SFr4.1mn in total pay.

“2021 has been an unprecedented and 
uniquely challenging year for Credit 
Suisse,” said Kai Nargolwala, chair of the 
board’s remuneration committee. 

Credit Suisse also became the latest 
bank to outline its Russian risk yester-
day, as it detailed a gross credit exposure 
of SFr1.6bn at the end of 2021.

The lender said this included deriva-
tives and financing exposures in its 
investment bank, trade finance expo-
sures in its domestic Swiss bank, and 
loans in its wealth business. It added 
that — after taking into account hedges, 
guarantees, insurance and collateral — 
its net risk exposure was SFr848mn.

In addition, Credit Suisse said its Rus-
sian subsidiaries, which employ 125 
staff, held SFr195mn of assets.

Without providing details, the bank 
said it had “minimal total credit expo-
sures towards specifically sanctioned 
individuals” in its wealth management 
business, which historically has been a 
favoured lender for rich Russians.

“In purely financial terms, we have 
reviewed our positions and believe that 
the bank’s exposure in relation to Russia 
is well-managed, with appropriate sys-
tems in place to address associated 
risks,” said Gottstein.

“The current environment means 
making difficult decisions and manag-
ing through challenging situations, but 
always with a clear sense of perspective 
and the desire to do the right thing.”

On Monday, rival Swiss bank UBS said 
it had about $200mn of exposure to 
Russian assets used as collateral in Lom-
bard lending. The world’s biggest wealth 
manager said that its direct risk expo-
sure to Russia was $634mn at the end of 
2021, out of its total emerging market 
exposure of $20.9bn. By comparison, 
Austria’s Raiffeisen reported a direct 
exposure to Russia of €22.9bn, while 
France’s Société Générale €18.6bn and 
ING of the Netherlands €6.7bn.

Credit Suisse 
slashes senior 
bonuses after 
woeful year 
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Amazon shares rose 5 per cent yes-
terday on the ecommerce giant’s 
announcement of a 20-for-1 stock 
split and a share buyback of up to 
$10bn.

The split, an effort to boost the com-
pany’s stock price in the face of heavy 
operating costs and concerns over 
staff retention, does not technically 
change the company’s fundamental 
value but often spurs investor opti-
mism. It is the fourth in the com-
pany’s 28-year history. The last was in 
September 1999.

Trading on the split-adjusted basis 
will begin on June 6, according to a fil-
ing, if it is approved by shareholders 
at Amazon’s annual meeting in May.

It follows similar moves from 
Alphabet, which announced a 20-
for-1 split last month. In 2020, in the 
midst of surging markets during the 
early pandemic, Apple and Tesla each 

announced their own splits, 4-for-1 
and 5-for-1 respectively.

“Big Tech stalwarts all saw massive 
strength during the pandemic and the 
stocks are now ripe for a split,” said 
Dan Ives, analyst with Wedbush. 
“Amazon is following the lead of 
Apple, Tesla and Alphabet on the 
stock split path. These are smart 
moves as investors positively digest 
stock splits.”

Amazon’s value has risen more than 
220 per cent over the past five years, 
pushing it to a market cap of more 
than $1.4tn. But, after receiving a 
massive boost early in the pandemic, 
with households turning to the com-
pany in blistering numbers, the share 
price has faltered as the true cost of 
keeping its logistics operation run-
ning became apparent.

The group’s shares are down 18 per 
cent since the start of the year, com-
pared with Alphabet’s fall of 8 per cent 
and Apple’s 11 per cent.

The approval from Amazon’s board 
for a $10bn share buyback of the 
group’s common stock does not have 
an expiration date, and replaces a pre-
vious 2016 authorisation to buy back 
$5bn, of which it had repurchased 
$2.12bn. Of this, $1.3bn was bought 
earlier this year, according to a filing, 
the company’s first purchase of its 
own shares since at least 2018.

“The stock split has zero funda-
mental impact on the business,” said 
Brent Thill, an analyst with Jefferies. 
“But the buyback drives lower share 
count and, hopefully, higher earnings 
per share.”

The move is the Seattle-based com-
pany’s latest attempt to add to incen-
tives for its corporate staff. Last 
month Amazon told staff its cap on 
base pay would rise to $350,000, up 
from $160,000. By midday yesterday, 
Amazon’s shares were up 5.1 per cent 
at $2,916.98 in New York.
See Lex

Package delivered Amazon primes market for
20-for-1 stock split and $10bn share buyback

Logistical labyrinth: an Amazon fulfilment centre in Eastvale, California — The Press-Enterprise via Getty Images
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The head of Volkswagen, Europe’s larg-
est carmaker, has warned that a pro-
longed war in Ukraine risks being “very 
much worse” for the region’s economy 
than the coronavirus pandemic.

The interruption to global supply 
chains “could lead to huge price 
increases, scarcity of energy and infla-
tion”, Herbert Diess, chief executive of 
the German carmaker, told the Finan-
cial Times. “It could be very risky for the 
European and German economies.”

The warning from one of the conti-
nent’s best-known business leaders 
comes as western governments ratchet 
up their economic efforts to punish Rus-
sia, a key global supplier of commodities 
from gas to palladium, for its invasion of 

Ukraine. The sanctions imposed so far 
— and the prospect that the Kremlin 
could retaliate by turning off gas supply 
to Europe — has sent energy markets 
into turmoil.   

“The threat of this war for Germany 
and Europe is huge,” said Diess, pointing 
out that higher inflation could severely 
squeeze consumers.

Eurozone inflation hit a new record of 
5.8 per cent in February and is forecast 
to rise as high as 7 per cent this year. The 
European Central Bank met yesterday, 
facing the threat of both rising prices 
and slower economic growth.

Europe’s greater reliance on Russia 
for its energy needs has already led to a 
divergence over sanctions, with Ger-
many opting not to follow the US this 
week in imposing a full oil and gas 
embargo. Russia supplies 45 per cent of 

Europe’s gas imports that heat homes 
and help power the continent’s manu-
facturing sector.

“For a society like Germany, depend-
ing on Russian energy, raw materials 
. . . if you imagine a scenario where we 
cut off business relations with Russia, 
which we probably would have to do if 
this conflict [does not cease], you could 
not buy energy any more and this would 
lead to a situation that might impact 
Europe and Germany considerably,” 
Diess said.

The VW boss stressed that he was in 
favour of “maximum sanctions” but, 
once these were imposed, “we have to 
come back to negotiations, to dialogue, 
because what we don’t want is a never-
ending war in Ukraine”.

VW, which has 500,000 employees in 
Europe, last week announced a halt in 
production of vehicles in Russia “until 
further notice”, idling its manufacturing 
sites in Kaluga and Nizhny Novgorod. 
Rival German groups BMW and Mer-
cedes have also paused Russian produc-
tion or sales.

In an echo of the disruption to supply 
chains at the start of the pandemic in 
2020, VW has been forced to suspend 
production at plants in Germany 
because of a shortage of parts. It has 
struggled to secure electrical wires that 
are usually produced by companies 
based in Ukraine.

Diess warned that VW and the wider 
European economy could soon face far 
bigger problems than supply bottle-
necks. 

“We managed semiconductors, Covid 
. . . quite nicely,” he said, referring to the 
chip shortage that has plagued carmak-
ers for more than a year.

Although VW has 7,000 employees in 
Russia, the market is not particularly 
important to its overall business. VW 
and its other brands, Skoda, Audi and 
Porsche, sold just over 204,000 cars in 
Russia last year, of 9mn worldwide. 

VW chief sees 
prolonged war 
as bigger threat 
than pandemic
3 Economic risks ‘very much worse’ 
3 Added strain on tight supply chains

‘We have to come back to 
negotiations, because what 
we don’t want is a never-
ending war in Ukraine’
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