Honeywell’s £1.8 billion Johnson Matthey buy highlights rising US interest in UK tech assets
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American industrial conglomerate Honeywell has reached an agreement to acquire the catalyst technologies segment of Johnson Matthey for £1.8 billion in an all-cash deal. This strategic acquisition aligns with Honeywell's ongoing transformation strategy, spearheaded by CEO Vimal Kapur, centring on automation and energy solutions. The catalyst unit, which is anticipated to generate around £613 million in annual revenue, will be integrated into Honeywell’s automation business, allowing for synergies in their operational capabilities.
This acquisition is part of a broader trend where American firms are increasingly targeting mid-cap companies based in the UK. Recent examples include American Axle's £1.2 billion purchase of Dowlais and DoorDash’s £2.9 billion acquisition of Delivery Hero. Such moves highlight a growing appetite among US investors for UK assets, particularly in sectors where technological innovation and sustainability are paramount.
Meanwhile, in Switzerland, Swatch Group is grappling with internal strife as US investor Steven Wood of GreenWood Investors failed in his bid to secure a board seat during the company's annual meeting. Despite holding a modest 0.5% stake, Wood's advocacy for a heightened focus on Swatch's luxury brands like Breguet and Blancpain met stiff opposition from the influential Hayek family, which controls around 44% of the voting rights. The company has faced significant challenges, with profits declining dramatically over recent years—from over 1.6 billion Swiss francs in 2013 to just 219 million francs in 2024 due to waning demand in crucial markets like China.
In a vote that saw 79.2% of shareholders reject his bid, Wood garnered substantial support from over 60% of bearer shareholders, illustrating a disconnect between minority shareholders and the controlling Hayek family. Activist investing in Switzerland remains rare, yet Wood's efforts have highlighted growing shareholder dissatisfaction and the potential for change in corporate governance at Swatch.
Back in the United States, there are rumblings in the private capital space as the Trump administration contemplates breaking down barriers for private equity investments within 401(k) retirement plans. In a move that has been delayed and debated, an executive order could pave the way for private equity to tap into these retirement funds, which manage trillions of dollars in assets. Supporters, including CEOs from leading private equity firms, argue that these investments could yield higher returns suited to the long-term nature of retirement savings. However, considerable caution is warranted, given concerns over liquidity, fees, and transparency, particularly in light of a push from Biden's administration to curtail such expansions.
In a separate but related narrative, Elliott Management emerged triumphant in its bid for two seats on the board of Phillips 66, following a multiyear campaign focused on improving the company's performance. While the hedge fund's efforts didn’t result in all of its preferred candidates entering the boardroom, the campaign signalled a significant testament to Elliott’s enduring influence. Despite the challenges faced by activist investors in recent years, their ability to effect change continues to be a pivotal aspect of modern corporate governance.
In contrast to the turmoil and corporate manoeuvring seen in the finance and manufacturing sectors, the tech world is witnessing intriguing developments. British designer Jony Ive, known for his pivotal role at Apple, has re-emerged with a significant partnership with OpenAI, taking his startup io into the fold for an eye-watering $6.4 billion. This collaboration promises to blend cutting-edge design with artificial intelligence, positioning Ive central to future innovations, possibly even putting him in competition with his former employer. As Apple scrambles to integrate AI capabilities into its products, including a partnership with OpenAI to enhance Siri, the stakes appear increasingly high in the race for technological supremacy. 
The convergence of these stories reflects a dynamic corporate landscape characterised by strategic acquisitions, shareholder activism, and technological innovation, wherein ongoing transformations will continue to shape the trajectory of several key industries.
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