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Shell and a clam is entirely coincidental. That seemed to be the message yesterday from a chastened Sir Philip Watts, chairman of Royal Dutch/
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 Shell, anxious to appear to be listening to shareholders in the wake of the great oil reserves downgrade.

The group, he said, would consider whether its recent mistakes should prompt a revamp of its century-old 
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dual structure.

Well, it is a start. But one wonders how deep the enthusiasm for reform goes. Some investors suspect that many at the top believe the current structure, having worked for so long, remains serviceable.

It brings together two separate companies - Royal Dutch Petroleum and 
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Shell Transport and Trading - that share interests in the companies in which they invest. Royal Dutch is the dominant partner, controlling 60 per cent of the group.

Investors are asking rightly whether the complicated management structure encourages bureaucracy and impedes creativity, accountability and strong leadership. Royal Dutch has a supervisory board (with a significant representation by former executives, which might impede change) and a management board, while the UK side has an Anglo-Saxon board structure. The two sides are linked through a committee of managing directors.

Shareholders are also questioning the existence of board-controlled priority shares at Royal Dutch, which carry extra voting rights.

The example of Reed Elsevier, formed from a merger between a UK and Dutch company, may be instructive. It struggled through much of the 1990s with a four-person management committee - two from each side - and its performance improved greatly when it ditched this in favour of a unified command.

Certainly, it looks a good time to question 
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Shell's structure, since the Dutch have just introduced a corporate governance code supposed to re-establish the authority of shareholders. But given the 60/40 make-up of the combined group, unhappy UK investors may not get very far unless they can bring along their Dutch counterparts. The phone lines should be humming.

