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Fortis, the Belgo-Dutch financial group, yesterday announced long-awaited plans to unify its shares, currently separately listed on the Brussels and Amsterdam exchanges, before the end of the year.

The move should make it easier for the company, which once had a complex structure, to merge with another group or be taken over. Fortis shares gained more than 5 per cent yesterday.
"It facilitates a merger or partnership at some point," said Anton van Rossum, chief executive. But he also acknowledged that in the current circumstances "there are very few people who can take over a company with a market capitalisation of Euros 33bn".

He described the share unification as the "last step" in integration efforts after Fortis's creation in a merger a decade ago. Last year, the Belgian and Dutch boards were merged and Mr van Rossum was appointed as the group's first sole chief executive. Fortis maintains separate headquarters in Brussels and Utrecht.

The group said that shares would gain liquidity and improve their status in index tracking funds. But Fortis (B) and Fortis (NL), the holding companies in Belgium and the Netherlands, would not be merged, to allow investors to choose in which country to pay tax on their dividends.
Each share in Fortis (B) and Fortis (NL) would be replaced by one new Fortis share. Bankers said that the operation was made simpler by the creation of the euro and of Euronext, the merger of the French, Dutch and Belgian exchanges. The new share would have dual primary listings on Euronext Amsterdam and Euronext Brussels.

Fortis plans shareholders' meetings to approve the move on November 30. Morgan Stanley, UBS Warburg and JP Morgan advised on the share unification.

