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COMPANIES & FINANCE: UK: A split that could signal the last gasp of the old guard: Reed Elsevier has just lost one new chief executive before he even started ...John Gapper examines six years of board tensions 
By JOHN GAPPER
(No. of words: 872) 
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board tensions that have occasionally flared into outright conflict, the Anglo-Dutch publisher 
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Reed 
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Elsevier is once again seeking a chief executive. It has also lost the services of Pierre Vinken, one of the architects of the 1993 operating merger of 
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Reed International and 
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Elsevier, who resigned as a non-executive in protest at the way an earlier search had been conducted.

The culmination of the search was due this week with the announcement that Jonathan Newcomb, chairman and chief executive of Simon & Schuster, the US publisher, would become 
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Elsevier's first sole chief executive.

Instead, Mr Newcomb turned the job down and Mr Vinken not only resigned but said David Webster, chairman of the UK retailer Safeway, who led the search committee, should have fallen on his sword.
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Elsevier now finds itself in a potentially unstable position, with the possibility that its merger with Wolters Kluwer, called off last year, could now be revived as a reverse takeover by Wolters.

If 
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Elsevier was more in favour with investors, a slip like losing its main candidate for chief executive might be forgiven. But the stock market is also concerned about its specialist publishing operations.

Nor can the acrimonious resignation of Mr Vinken and Loek van Vollenhoven - another non-executive - on Tuesday be dismissed as a freak event. For Mr Vinken, a 72-year-old former brain surgeon, in many ways personified the Dutch half of the company. He was due to step down next week at 
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Elsevier's annual meeting, as 
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board and management structure; but instead of accepting the usual plaudits on his retirement, the joint statement issued by Mr Vinken and his fellow non-executive on Tuesday pulled no punches, saying the company should have found itself a chief executive by now, having started the search last August. "In our view, (Mr Webster) should have drawn the necessary conclusions, and resigned. Despite our urging, he has declined to do so. We were not prepared any longer to accept responsibility for this state of affairs," they said.
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Elsevier finally moved to a unified 
The row is the latest of a series of events that have led to underperformance in the shares of both holding companies. For the past two years, investors have become increasingly dismayed at slowing earnings growth, partly caused by mishaps, such as the overstatement of travel title circulation figures discovered in 1997, and partly by the need to invest in electronic distribution of data.

Some close to the company argue that Mr Vinken's departure has lanced a boil, and will clear the way for 
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Elsevier to emerge from the compromise created in the 1993 merger.

"Corporate governance committees say retired executives should not serve as non-executives because it only ends in grief, and Pierre and Loek prove that in spades," says one person close to the current 
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board.
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Reed and 
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Elsevier were brought together by Mr Vinken and Peter Davis, chief executive of 
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Reed International, after a long dalliance between 
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Elsevier and Pearson, owner of the Financial Times, broke down in 1991.

But Mr Davis resigned in June 1994 after falling out with Mr Vinken, who built 
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Elsevier as a scientific publisher in the 1970s and 1980s with Mr van Vollenhoven after choosing publishing over neurosurgery.

Those close to 
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Elsevier say that despite Mr Vinken's creativity as a publisher, he had become a destructive force within the group: "There was a sense of him becoming isolated and frustrated." On the face of it, there was no clear-cut split on 
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Elsevier's 
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board until Tuesday. All the members had agreed on the need to move to a unified structure, and Mr Vinken was a member of Mr Webster's nominations committee.

But Mr Newcomb's decision to reject the job after prolonged talks with 
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Elsevier - partly because of the upheaval it would cause to move to London from New York - was the final straw for Mr Vinken.

He was also staring in the face the reality that the old 
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Elsevier was about to disappear. After next week's meeting, the Dutch company's 
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board will be identical to that of the merged group, and contain new faces.

Mr Webster, who has acted as chairman of 
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Elsevier pending the arrival of Morris Tabaksblat from Unilever next week, has played a key role in implementing some of those 
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board changes over the past few months.

Mr Vinken's final act of frustration with the changes in his company may prove the last gasp of the old guard at 
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Elsevier.

The problem facing the 
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board is to find a chief executive to lead a new generation of executives.

