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Two into one goes more quickly than expected. In addition to bidding yesterday for Christiania Bank, MeritaNordbanken also announced plans to unify its dual-company holding structure.

Coming a day after Dexia, the Belgian-French banking group, unveiled a similar simplification, the Nordic move underlines the provisional nature of such arrangements as Europe's banks creep cautiously towards cross-border consolidation.

Eventual unification had been on the cards since the original merger announced in October 1997; it had been expected by early in 2001, but the Christiania deal was large enough to make it happen sooner rather than later.

The MeritaNordbanken structure was one of the models studied by investment bankers during the abortive merger talks this year between Bank of Ireland and Alliance & Leicester Group, the UK mortgage bank.

It seemed to balance competing interests in a way that took account of national and corporate sensitivities. While shareholders of Sweden's Nordbanken had a 60 per cent economic interest in the group, board seats were split evenly.

The apparent balance will continue under the new regime with the holding company to be domiciled in Sweden and a parent for the banking group in Finland.

Advisers said that with Merita having a broader business than Nordbanken's retail banking emphasis, it made sense for this to be run from Finland.

Although unification alone will not increase the bank's weighting in any stock market index, it will make its size more transparent. It should also improve liquidity in the shares that have sometimes traded at a discount in Helsinki and sometimes in Stockholm.

Although Stockholm is a more active stock market than Helsinki, the unified share - which will also trade in Oslo - is not expected to benefit one bourse at the expense of the others.

Helsinki has its attractions: it opens an hour earlier and is the only one of the three inside the euro-zone.

Liquidity should also be improved by the Swedish government's commitment to earmark up to 25 per cent of its next sale of shares for the Oslo market. Sweden owns 26 per cent, while Finland owns 3 per cent.

The unification will hurt some Finnish shareholders since tax credits are not available on shares domiciled outside Finland. But the company believes this disadvantage will be offset by the more efficient use of capital and the ability to issue new shares more easily.

Shareholders in Merita will also get a bit of a sweetener, since they will be offered 102 Nordbanken shares for each 100 they hold in the Finnish arm.

MeritaNordbanken was advised by Lazard Brothers and Lazard AB while Credit Suisse First Boston is providing a fairness opinion for Christiania.

