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The article analyzes the development of London as a world and national banking centre over the 

past 50 years, from the early 1970s to the present. The study is based on large arrays of historical 

statistics, systematized and processed by the author. London was the largest banking centre in the world 

in the 19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries, but it gradually lost its position thereafter; by 1970, it was at third 

place in the global hierarchy. New factors that emerged in the 1970s (for example, the crisis of the 

Bretton Woods monetary system) contributed to the further decline of London. At the next historical 

stage, the situation changed radically as a result of the deregulation of the national financial system, 

implemented by the Conservative governments of Thatcher and Major (1979–1997) and then Blair's 

New Labour (1997–2007). Taking advantage of new business freedoms, British banks significantly 

expanded the scope and directions of their activities. In 2008, London ranked second in the world in 

terms of banking assets. However, this was largely the result of overproducing risky financial 

instruments. The British banking system suffered a severe downturn during the Great Recession of 

2008–2009. Nevertheless, the main problems were then concentrated not in London, where banks 

remained relatively stable, but in Edinburgh. Later, London-based corporations led the recovery of the 

national banking system. London, which has long lost its absolute leadership, still remains a very 

important financial hub and is undoubtedly one of the five or six largest banking centres in the world. 

Key words: United Kingdom, London, banks, 1970s – early 2020s, competition, rankings, 

economic policy. 

Introduction 

Even among the elite circle of the "capitals of capital" (using the famous phrase of Youssef Cas-

sis [Cassis, 2006]) London has a special place historically and currently. Some cities gained a lot of 

influence in international finance long before London (for example, Genoa and Antwerp), but today 

their importance has dwindled. Other cities, on the contrary, now play a huge role (Tokyo, Shanghai, 

etc.), but their biographies as global financial nodes are not as long as the biography of London. Early 

financial institutions of some international importance emerged in the capital city of the Kingdom of 

England during the 16th and 17th centuries. Later, the establishment of the Bank of England (one of 

the earliest central banks in the world) in 1694 and some other initiatives triggered the phenomenon of 

the financial revolution – the formation and outstanding growth of debt instruments (public and pri-

vate) and the stock market. As the main trends of the 18th and 19th centuries developed (the industrial 

revolution, the growth of the overseas trade of the United Kingdom, the expansion of the British Em-

pire), London turned into the largest banking, exchange and insurance hub in the world. Just as the 

meridian of the London-based Greenwich Royal Observatory was widely accepted since the 1880s as 
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the starting point for geographical measurements, London itself in many ways was the starting point 

for global capital markets. 

However, several decades later, the situation changed dramatically. The rise of New York after 

the World War I and its predominance after the World War II coincided with the transformation and, 

ultimately, disintegration of the British Empire (especially intensive in the second half of the 1940s – 

early 1960s). Even under these circumstances, London was strong and adaptive. Thanks to its exten-

sive business background and the production of innovative financial instruments such as Eurobonds, 

London retained its leadership on the East Side of the Atlantic, but was nevertheless behind New York 

(at least in banking, if not the entire financial industry). Towards the end of the 1960s, with a general 

slowdown in the national economy and the weakness of the pound, the prospects for London looked 

less and less encouraging. 

This article is focused on subsequent events from the early 1970s to the present, which are con-

sidered primarily through statistics. It should be noted that the financial industry as a whole, with all 

its various segments, is not a very convenient object for representation on a single quantitative scale. 

Several rating projects aim for this goal, but they, for example, greatly underestimate the dominance of 

the largest financial centres, including London [Haberly, Wójcik, 2022, p. 135]. However, the situation 

changes if a researcher confines himself to a single, but very important financial subdivision, namely 

the banking sector. Such filtration enables us to examine still the enormous business sector (with tril-

lions of dollars in assets), while making accurate and continuous measurements. 

For this study, the key source of background information is the annual statistical summaries of 

the largest banks in the world, which have been published since 1970 by the British magazine The Bank-

er (The Banker Database…). However, the choice of the first half of the 1970s as a starting point is not 

only related to data availability. There were fundamental shifts in the world economy (the crisis of the 

Bretton Woods monetary system, failures in the Keynesian model of regulation, oil shocks) in this peri-

od, which also had a great impact on the banking. The Banker's vast databases, as well as other quantita-

tive and non-quantitative sources of information, make it possible to trace, with high accuracy and relia-

bility, how London's place in the global banking system has changed over the course of more than five 

decades. 

The 1970s: the further downfall 

In 1970, as calculations show, London ranked as the third largest banking centre in the world. 

The total assets of the banking cluster on the Thames River were about 60 billion of US dollars, or 

7.1 % of the total global volume
1
. London lagged not only behind New York (106 billion; 12.6 %), 

which by this time faced its difficulties too, but also behind the rising financial star – Tokyo (72 bil-

lion; 8.6 %). 

The leading positions in the credit community of London were occupied by the Big Four: Bar-

clays Bank, Lloyds Bank, Midland Bank, and National Westminster Bank. Each of these corporations 

developed as a result of a long chain of mergers and acquisitions in the capital city and the province. 

The most recent at that time was the foundation of National Westminster Bank (NatWest) in 1968 as 

the result of the merger of Westminster Bank and National Provincial Bank (turning the former Big 

Five into the Big Four). 

In addition, London was the control centre for a number of banks with a limited presence in the 

UK itself, but with huge overseas interests. The structure of these financial institutions reflected the 

history and geography of the colossal British Empire, as well as its even larger commercial ties. His-

torically, this cluster included Standard Chartered Banking Group (which emerged in 1969 as the re-

sult of the merger of The Chartered Bank of India, Australia and China and Standard Bank of British 

South Africa, becoming the fifth largest in London), Australia and New Zealand Banking Group, Bank 

of London and South America, and other corporations. Finally, there was a third group of companies, 

which included historical investment banks (or merchant banks in traditional British terms) with inter-

ests primarily in the stock market: Schroders, Kleinwort Benson Lonsdale, Hill Samuel, et al. By the 

1970s, these companies significantly expanded their areas of activity. They often offered classic lend-

ing and also actively worked abroad, becoming closer in this sense to overseas banks. In addition to 
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these three (partially overlapping) types of banking corporations, various exchanges, brokerage hous-

es, insurance agencies, consulting firms and other financial institutions operated in London; some of 

them had a very long history and worldwide influence. The various links that existed between banking 

and non-banking financial institutions gave both sides additional strength. 

However, London's immense banking machine continued to lose its proportionate position. 

At the time, commentators increasingly referred to the United Kingdom as the "sick man of Eu-

rope". The growth of the British national economy was slow and unstable for a number of reasons 

(which are still disputable). Possible explanations include insufficient pace of modernization of the 

outdated technological base, excessive influence of trade unions, high level of defense spending, diffi-

culties associated with the preservation and then collapse of the Empire, etc. (for example: [Grant, 

2002, p. 15–16, 76–81]). 

Of course, general problems in the economy led to a weakening of the national currency. Back in 

1967, when the post-War Bretton Woods system still maintained fixed rates of some currencies against 

the US dollar, an inevitable (but controlled and coordinated) devaluation of the pound sterling was car-

ried out [Schenk, 2010, p. 155–205]. In the next decade, the gradual disintegration of the Bretton Woods 

mechanisms and their replacement with floating quotations contributed to the further weakening of the 

British currency. As a result, in the early and mid-1970s the UK's share in both global GDP and global 

banking assets was declining, and in the latter case, the process was much faster (Figure). 

 

 
Fig. Shares of the United Kingdom and London in world banking assets; 

share of the United Kingdom in world GDP, 1970–2023 

Calculations based on data from: 

(The Banker Database…; The UN Statistics…) 

 

The Conservative government of Edward Heath (1970–1974) tried to solve various economic 

problems, including those in the banking sector, through deregulation. Following this strategy, in 

1971 the Bank of England lifted quantitative constraints on lending and introduced some other reforms 

aimed at liberalizing the industry [Calomiris, Haber, 2014, p. 143; Capie, 2010, p. 483–523]. Besides, 

in January 1973, the UK joined the European Economic Community (EEC), and a significant portion 

of British businesses saw the event as a good opportunity to step up their operations in huge and dy-

namic markets on the European continent. 

Soon the hopes associated with the Heath government gave way to disappointment. The bank-

ing reform of 1971 contributed to expansion of lending to an extent, but at the same time it became an 

additional source of inflation [Calomiris, Haber, 2014, p. 143–145]. In the autumn of 1973, the Arab-
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Israeli War and the Arab oil embargo dealt a new blow to the entire British economy, which by that 

time continued to import raw hydrocarbons in large volumes. Along with the oil shock and the general 

economic downturn came the "secondary banking crisis" of 1973–1975. A number of relatively small 

("secondary") financial firms heavily involved in mortgage lending and hit by falling property prices 

narrowly escaped bankruptcy thanks to the costly support from the Bank of England
2
. 

Amidst the recession, the Conservative party lost power after the February 1974 general elec-

tion. Under the Labour governments of Harold Wilson (1974–1976) and James Callaghan (1976–

1979), the economic situation remained controversial. On the one hand, in the second half of the 1970s 

the national GDP and the share of the United Kingdom in the world economy grew (partly due to the 

short-time strengthening of the sterling and the newly-launched oil extraction in the North Sea). On 

the other hand, this period was marked by a new surge in inflation and the aggravation of various so-

cial conflicts, as well as by the relative weakness of London's banking industry (which, of course, is 

principally important in the context of this study), especially at the end of the decade. 

Perhaps the most symbolic case was Australia and New Zealand Banking Group (ANZ). During 

1976–1977, this bank, which ranked sixth in terms of assets in the UK, transferred its registration from 

London to Melbourne. ANZ intended to expand its operations globally, so incorporation in Australia 

made it possible to get around some of the administrative restrictions, which the Bank of England 

practiced at that time [Jones, 2001, p. 336]. Thus, for one of the major financial institutions, London 

ceased to be the centre of its corporate empire. 

 Of course, the London Big Four banks, which had historical roots on the British Isles, were not 

going to leave their habitual location. However, these corporations were rapidly losing positions in the 

global hierarchy. For example, in 1974 Barclays Bank ranked sixth and National Westminster Bank 

seventh in the world by assets, while in 1979 these corporations dropped to the 19th and 21st places, 

respectively. Back in 1977, London downgraded to the fifth line in the table of banking metropolises, 

behind Tokyo, New York, Paris and Frankfurt. The rapid decline in the UK's share of global banking 

assets contrasted unexpectedly with some increase in the share of global GDP (Figure). 

1979–2007: deregulation and rise 

A new chapter in the history of the UK was opened after the general election of May 1979, 

which brought victory to the Conservatives under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher. In 1979–1990, 

the Thatcher Cabinets moved decisively along the path of wide range economic deregulation, direct 

tax cuts, privatization, and limiting the power of trade unions. 

However, the very first decision under Thatcher on the credit sector had a somehow different 

logic. The Banking Act, passed in October 1979, expanded the ability of the Bank of England to over-

see private financial institutions (basing on lessons of the 1973–1975 crisis) and created a centralized 

system of deposit protection [Capie, 2010, p. 629–643]. 

At the same time, along with the benefits common to all corporations from tax cuts, banks get a 

number of additional opportunities. Particularly important was the elimination of previous industry 

barriers, that is, the permission to combine commercial and investment banking as well as specializa-

tion in foreign exchange transactions within any large banking corporation. This versatility contributed 

to the global competitiveness of British banks [Calomiris, Haber, 2014, p. 147]. Besides, the 

1986 reform, commonly known as the Big Bang, introduced looser rules on the London Stock Ex-

change [Cassis, 2006, p. 246]. In the same year, the Building Societies Act endowed such companies 

with many of the functions of classical banks [Boddy, 1989], and the 1987 Banking Act established 

important improvements in deposit insurance mechanisms and monitoring practices [Schooner, Tay-

lor, 1999, p. 632–635]. 

Not surprisingly, the business-friendly policies of the Thatcher government gave a new energy 

to British banking corporations. In June 1981, the long-awaited opening of the new National Westmin-

ster Bank headquarters was a symbolic beginning of changes. The personal presence of Queen Eliza-

beth II at the ceremony gave a special significance to the event. The 43-story NatWest Tower was the 

tallest skyscraper in the United Kingdom for many years (Emporis Building Directory…). 
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The major British banks (including, of course, National Westminster under the very successful 

and influential chairman Robert Leigh-Pemberton (1977–1983)
3
) moved along two directions: the cre-

ation of combined corporations with a wide range of financial services and further expansion into for-

eign markets. For example, in 1979–1983, National Westminster bought and remodeled the National 

Bank of North America, headquartered in New York City, making this corporation a strategic platform 

for expansion in the United States (Bennett, 1983). Meanwhile, a legally autonomous entity called In-

ternational Westminster Bank was developing large divisions in West Germany, France, and other 

countries. In 1989, following another typical trend, International Westminster Bank was merged into 

the multi-functional National Westminster Bank (NatWest Group…). 

Nevertheless, in some other cases, transnational activity was not so successful at all. The biggest 

setback was endured by Barclays Bank and Midland Bank, which had subsidiaries in California since 

1965 and 1981, respectively. These banks did not perform well in this market and ultimately sold these 

branches to San Francisco-based Wells Fargo in the second half of the 1980s [Pohl, Freitag, 1994, 

p. 1198, 1224]. In addition, the further development of international business ties meant, of course, the 

counter movement of foreign financial forces into the UK (for example, the establishment of full control 

of Deutsche Bank from Frankfurt over Morgan Grenfell Group (London) in 1989 [Ibid., p. 1230]). But 

in general, the main circumstances of this decade (tax cuts, the abolition of compulsory specialization, 

and technological progress, especially the spread of ATMs) played in favour of British banks. 

Finally, there was another source of inspiration for many companies: the plan announced in 

1981–1982 by the Thatcher government to replace the closed docks in the Isle of Dogs and Canary 

Wharf in the eastern part of London with a new business zone and advanced infrastructure. The con-

struction of the Docklands Light Railway, which began in 1984, was followed by the increasingly active 

development of office, residential and other projects [Weinreb et al., 2011, p. 436]. The headquarters of 

the largest banks at that time still remained in the historic City of London, but the promising area a few 

miles to the east aroused particular interest among the management of financial corporations. 

Thus, throughout the 1980s, London's global share remained rather volatile due to the successes 

and failures of various corporations, but there was no longer a permanent decline at this stage, unlike 

in the 1970s (Figure). By 1990, London banks controlled about 4.3 % (840 billion of US dollars) of 

global banking assets. Under the Japanese banking dominance at the time (see, for example: [Nikitin, 

2022, p. 54–55]), London ranked fourth in the world after Tokyo, Paris and Osaka. 

In the early 1990s, the UK experienced a rather long and deep recession along with many other 

countries. Moreover, due to the difficult economic situation in September 1992, the British govern-

ment was forced to withdraw the sterling from the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) – less 

than two years after joining this system. Other EU countries continued their historic path to a single 

currency without the United Kingdom. 

Despite these circumstances, as well as the unexpected resignation of Thatcher in November 

1990, the British Cabinets showed a clear continuity in most issues of economic policy. Under John 

Major (1990–1997) Conservative governments remained no less business-friendly than in the previous 

decade under Margaret Thatcher. It is not surprising that the top managers of many financial compa-

nies in London remained generally optimistic and still set themselves big goals. 

Rather paradoxically, the source of the most important corporate event in the British banking 

system of those years was not in London itself, but thousands of miles away. Back in 1865, the 

Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC) was founded in Hong Kong, then under the 

British rule. From its genesis, HSBC has played an important role in trade relations between China and 

the United Kingdom. Over time, HSBC has grown into a giant financial player with diverse business 

interests and a wide presence of offices in Asia, Europe, and North America [Roberts, Kynaston, 2015, 

p. 1–6]. In many ways, including the British origins of its top management, HSBC resembled London's 

overseas banks. However, its headquarters was located not on the Thames River, but near Victoria 

Harbour in the South China Sea. 

Under the new generation of energetic leaders, Michael Sandberg (1977–1986) and William 

Purves (1986–1998), HSBC firmly established itself among the global banking elite and continued to 

strive towards new financial heights. Meanwhile, an important political factor began to play an in-
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creasingly prominent role: the forthcoming transfer of Hong Kong to the jurisdiction of the People's 

Republic of China, which was agreed upon between London and Beijing in 1984. This event, sched-

uled for 1997, caused some concern in Hong Kong business circles. On the other hand, the Great Brit-

ain under Margaret Thatcher and John Major became more and more attractive as a base for the activi-

ties of financial corporations. 

HSBC had longstanding and varied interests in London, but now the question arose of a much 

more decisive reorientation of the company from the Far East to the British capital city. A very im-

portant step was taken in 1987 when HSBC bought a large stake in London-headquartered Midland 

Bank [Ibid., p. 96–97]. What began as a tentative rapprochement between two corporations quickly 

turned into a mutually beneficial partnership and, finally, into the idea of a merger on the basis of a 

larger contributor – HSBC. After rather complicated negotiations and a long series of legal procedures, 

the merger of HSBC and Midland Bank was formalized in 1992. The Bank of England approved the 

deal, but insisted that the combined financial group be registered in London, not in Hong Kong [Ibid., 

p. 179]. With certain political risks that were already visible in Hong Kong, this idea could hardly lead 

to rejection on the part of the corporation's owners and managers. After the merger and relocation, the 

new HSBC immediately became the largest bank in London (with assets of 258 billion of US dollars in 

1993), ahead of longtime leaders Barclays (225 billion) and NatWest (217 billion). Later, in 1999–

2002, the 45-storey skyscraper was erected for HSBC in the new business district of Canary Wharf 

(Emporis Building Directory…). Designed by famous architect Sir Norman Foster, this magnificent 

building became the corporate global headquarters and housed several thousand employees. 

In mid-1990s, we can see other ambitious mergers and acquisitions among British financial in-

stitutions. Particularly important was the 1995 merger of Lloyds Bank with the TSB Group (the latter 

has historically been an association of numerous retail banks located in dozens of cities and towns 

throughout the UK). The new institution, named Lloyds TSB Group, has become Britain's largest retail 

bank (Lloyds Bank…, 1995), also ranking fourth in terms of total assets (after HSBC, Barclays and 

NatWest). It also should be noted that these mergers in Britain (HSBC–Midland, Lloyds–TSB, and others) 

were part of a much wider trend. In the 1990s, a series of spectacular banking mergers (associated, in 

turn, with industry deregulation) were also observed in other countries, including financial giants such as 

the United States and Japan [Nikitin, 2019, p. 204–211, 215–219, etc.; Nikitin, 2022, p. 56–57]. 

Besides these success stories, there was a very different case in the London financial community 

during this period. The famous Barings Bank, which was founded in 1762 and at one time even had a 

reputation of the "sixth great power" in European politics, suffered huge losses in 1994–1995 due to 

the risky actions of one of its traders with Japanese financial instruments and an ineffective internal 

audit. Finally, after unsuccessful attempts by the Bank of England to save Barings, it was purchased in 

1995 by the Dutch ING Group for a nominal sum
4
. Certainly, the liquidation of a financial institution 

with such a long and brilliant history was an extraordinary event. But it must be emphasized that long 

before this drama, Barings gradually transformed from a transnational financial giant into a medium-

sized corporation, many times inferior in terms of assets to such contemporary leaders as HSBC or 

Barclays. Thus, the fall of Barings did not have a significant impact on London's position among the 

global banking centres. 

Meanwhile, the Labour Party, led by Tony Blair, won the general parliamentary election in May 

1997. During their 18 years in opposition, Labour gradually began to recognize some of the achieve-

ments of Conservative governments of Thatcher and Major. Now in power, New Labour sought to 

maintain favourable conditions for business in various sectors of the national economy. An important 

part of this strategy was the decisions adopted in 1997–2001 to expand the autonomy of the Bank of 

England, as well as to create the Financial Services Authority (FSA) – a single regulator that was 

gradually entrusted with the supervision of various types of financial institutions [Andryushin, 2019, 

p. 71–72], including banks. (Previously, supervision of private banking corporations was carried out 

by the Bank of England.) Noteworthy, the headquarters of the FSA was located not in the City of Lon-

don, but in one of the newest buildings in Canary Wharf. As subsequent events showed, the FSA 

sought to minimize its interference in the activities of private business [Pavlova, 2020]. 
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The 2000s, like the previous decade, were a time of great mergers, although not always in fa-

vour of London. 

By the end of the 1990s, NatWest (then the third largest bank in London and the whole of the 

UK) was going through a long series of hardships, mainly due to the mistakes made by management. 

NatWest’s stock plummeted, which in turn made possible for a smaller competitor, Edinburgh-based 

Royal Bank of Scotland (with assets of 146 billion of US dollars at the beginning of 2000), to acquire 

this huge financial institution (287 billion). The enlarged Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) continued to 

use the NatWest brand for some of its divisions. Nevertheless, the headquarters of RBS, contrary to 

many expectations, did not move to London, but remained in Edinburgh [Martin, 2013, p. 91–105]. 

Besides, in 2004 Abbey National (the fourth largest bank in London at the moment, as well as 

one of the former building societies) was acquired by the Spanish Banco Santander (Timmons, 2004); 

such cross-border mergers were becoming more common for nations of the European Union. 

The liquidation of NatWest and Abbey National as independent financial entities significantly 

slowed the growth of London's overall banking performance in the first half of the decade. However, 

the contribution of other corporations was sufficient to ensure that London's share in global banking 

during this period remained fairly stable, and later (since 2005) its share began to grow again (Figure). 

The most active bank in that period was Barclays under its new CEO John Varley. A series of decisive 

moves (for example, the purchase of a large stake in Absa, a big financial group in South Africa, in 

2005 (Spikes, Macmillan, 2005)) soon made the corporation the largest bank by assets in the world. 

The fact that a British bank achieved such heights for the first time in many decades (after the almost 

uninterrupted dominance of first American and then Japanese corporations) was remarkable. Also in 

2005, a new chapter in Barclays' development began with the transfer of its headquarters from Lom-

bard Street, in the historic City of London, to the recently built 32-story skyscraper in Canary Wharf 

(Emporis Building Directory…). 

Along with the achievements of the private sector, the financial significance of London was 

confirmed when a new structure for the monitoring of banking activities throughout the EU, the 

Committee of European Banking Supervisors (CEBS), was placed there in 2004. 

By the beginning of 2008, the London banking cluster, headed by a somewhat different group of 

leaders (Barclays, HSBC, Lloyds TSB), accounted for 6.5 % of global assets (5.8 trillion of US dol-

lars), which put the capital city of the UK in second place in the world, behind only Paris. At the same 

time, the aggregated number of wholesale financial services jobs (not just banking) in London reached 

a new record high [Cassis, Wójcik, 2018, p. 39–41]. The financial community on the Thames River 

was very active in exploiting the opportunities of further deregulation under the New Labour Cabinets 

of Tony Blair (1997–2007). 

From 2008 to the present days: the Great Recession and beyond 

However, while Barclays and some other banks were performing spectacularly, very dangerous 

and destructive mechanisms were already at work in the British financial system. In the 2000s, the 

United Kingdom (alongside the United States, Ireland, Spain, and several other countries) saw a real 

estate sales and construction boom. This was accompanied by an unprecedented rise in mortgage lend-

ing, including subprime mortgages for clients with low and moderate incomes. Additionally, new and 

highly sophisticated financial instruments designed to redistribute and mitigate credit risk had become 

widespread. Various types of financial companies participated in this multilevel game. Along with 

investment funds, insurance groups, rating agencies and other actors, banks made a significant contri-

bution to the formation of the real estate bubble. 

Some years before the crisis, at least two basic indicators in British statistics pointed to serious 

problems ahead. 

First, the country returned to a steady excess of total banking assets over GDP. A similar situa-

tion had been previously observed, but it had been many years prior (in the 1970s and early 1980s), 

and with a less pronounced imbalance (Figure). 

Secondly, the ratio of banks' own capital to the volume of assets sharply decreased in the UK af-

ter 2005. In this case, as in the previous one, it is useful to look at a more distant retrospective. In the 
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1970s, the ratio of capital to assets of British banks was in the safe and comfortable range of 5–6 %, 

which was well above the global average of 4 %. Later, after some fluctuations, these ratios closely 

converged. From the first half of the 1990s to the mid-2000s in both cases they were about 4.5 %. In 

2005, these trajectories began to diverge again, but now the situation had reversed in comparison with 

the previous gaps in the 1970s: the global average remained close to 4.5 %, while in the UK the ratio 

fell to dangerous levels of around 3 % in 2008–2009
5
. British banks, which were very reliable some 

decades ago, now practiced exceedingly rapid increases in assets (including through the expansion of 

subprime mortgages), and this generated serious threats if low-income clients had difficulty repaying 

loans. Such problems became particularly evident in September 2007, when Northern Rock (a fairly 

large bank based in Newcastle upon Tyne) experienced a dramatic flight of depositors earlier than oth-

er financial institutions during this crisis [Shin, 2009]. 

However, important differences within the UK should be noted too. The most active sources of 

high-risk loans were located outside London. First, it was the Edinburgh-headquartered RBS, which 

under CEO Fred Goodwin gained phenomenal speed and became the world leader in terms of assets in 

2008. Secondly, a similar role (on a somewhat smaller scale) was played by HBOS, also registered in 

Edinburgh
6
. On the Figure we can see that the main contribution to the potentially dangerous excess of 

total assets over GDP was made by non-London corporations. 

When the major wave of the financial crisis came in September 2008, the Labour government of 

Gordon Brown (2007–2010) had to deal primarily with the problems of Scottish banking institutions. 

The government bailed out RBS at great expense and bought out the bulk of the company' shares 

[Martin, 2013, p. 271–280]. Scottish HBOS and the London-based Lloyds TSB also received assis-

tance. Lloyds TSB was overburdened with subprime mortgages, but not to the same extent as its com-

petitors from the north. After rather heated discussions, the government and private shareholders de-

cided to merge Lloyds TSB and HBOS (Carrell, 2008). The combined and partially nationalized corpo-

ration, headquartered in Gresham Street in the City of London, was named Lloyds Banking Group. 

Meanwhile, the two largest London banks (Barclays and HSBC) were also hit hard by the over-

production of subprime mortgages and related financial instruments. However, thanks to more cau-

tious financial tactics in the pre-crisis period, the situation in these companies was not as bad as in 

Lloyds, not to mention Scottish banks. Due to their relative stability, Barclays and HSBC contributed 

to the gradual recovery of the national banking system. 

Some time later, the government adopted new anti-crisis measures. While under the Brown 

Cabinet in 2007–2009 urgent solutions were needed to save troubled corporations, the coalition (Con-

servative–Liberal Democrat) government of David Cameron and Nick Clegg (2010–2015) was able to 

implement systemic reform of the financial sector in relatively calm conditions. Important laws were 

passed in 2012–2013, including the abolition of the Financial Services Authority (FSA). This macro-

regulator created under the Labour rule in the late 1990s – early 2000s has since been criticized for 

being unprofessional and too loyal to the risky strategies of various financial companies. In 2012, the 

functions of the former FSA were divided between two new institutions – the Prudential Regulation 

Authority (PRA) and the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA). The monitoring of the bank activities 

was entrusted mainly to the PRA. Unlike the FSA, the PRA began to work very closely with the Bank of 

England, and also consistently ensured that private companies strictly adhered to key norms. British laws 

of 2012–2013 (as well as, for example, the Dodd–Frank Act of 2010 in the United States) have become 

an important part of a broad international trend of increased financial supervision, compared to the prac-

tice of previous decades [Pavlova, 2021]. There is no doubt that the reforms introduced by the Cameron–

Clegg government played a significant role in stabilizing many financial services in the UK. 

In general, the following years saw the recovery of the national banking system of Great Britain. 

However, certain old problems remained and new ones emerged. A remarkable example is the fate of 

a very important international institution. In place of the Committee of European Banking Supervisors 

(CEBS), founded, as already noted, in 2004 and headquartered in London, the EU established the Eu-

ropean Banking Authority (EBA) in 2011. Despite the recent banking turmoil in the UK, it seemed 

logical that the European Commission decided to place the EBA in London as well (this time not in 

the City of London, where CEBS was based, but in Canary Wharf). However, the situation changed 
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dramatically when the majority of Britons voted for the withdrawal of their country from the EU in a 

referendum in June 2016. Although there were still heated debates around Brexit for quite a long time 

after, and the decision to withdraw did not yet seem final, EU authorities preferred to remove the EBA 

from London to the Continent in advance. After a thorough consideration of the issue, in 2017 the 

choice was made in favour of Paris (Ewing, Castle, 2017; Noonan, 2017). In 2019, with the final relo-

cation of the EBA, Paris and its La Défense business district gained an important additional advantage 

over London and Canary Wharf. 

The situation in the private banking sector was also ambiguous. Undoubtedly, the conclusion of 

the phased sale of Lloyds’ shares (previously owned by the government) in 2017 was a positive 

movement (Treanor, 2017). This meant that the corporation had, on the whole, overcome the conse-

quences of the 2007–2009 crisis and no longer needed special assistance. HSBC also performed well. 

Once again the largest bank in the UK since 2010, it continues to hold this position. These achievements 

were accompanied by a major restructuring of international activities. For example, HSBC stepped up its 

ties with mainland China, but abandoned a number of inefficient destinations in Latin America [Roberts, 

Kynaston, 2015, p. 653–655]. Barclays, on the contrary, decreased somewhat in rank, but this did not 

prevent it from maintaining a reputation as a powerful and generally reliable business. 

These and many other individual cases form the following generalized picture. In 2023, London 

ranked fifth among the banking metropolises of the world at 6.8 trillion of US dollars (4.5 % of global 

assets), after Beijing, Paris, Tokyo, and New York. Although this seems a relatively low position at 

first glance, this is quite impressive given that after 2008 there was a powerful offensive by Asian (es-

pecially Chinese) banking centres, while European contestants continued to decline (with Paris and 

London as rare and partial exceptions). 

In the 2010s and early 2020s, the share of British (including London-based) banks in global to-

tal assets has been gradually declining, somewhat faster than the national economy’s share of world 

GDP (we must also note here the depreciation of the sterling against the US dollar that occurred in the 

middle of the former decade). This also meant that the UK generally overcame the huge and danger-

ous excess of assets over GDP observed on the eve of the 2008 crisis (Figure). The capital-to-assets 

ratio of London banks is 4.5 %, which is below the current global average of 6.7 %, but above the 

risky values (about 3 %) that prevailed in the UK by the beginning of the Great Recession. In short, 

some decline of London from its previous global positions was accompanied by financial normaliza-

tion (recall again that even in 2008–2009 the situation in London banks was not as difficult as that of 

their Scottish competitors). 

Of course, over the half century discussed in this article, much has changed in the banking sec-

tor both in London itself and across the globe. From having the third highest assets in 1970, London 

moved to fifth position in the early 2020s. In place of the Big Four of the late 1960s (Barclays, Lloyds, 

Midland, and NatWest), London is now dominated by the new Big Three (HSBC, Barclays, and 

Lloyds), alongside which many other banks (Standard Chartered, Schroders, etc.) also operate. Two 

of the three named corporations (HSBC and Barclays) settled in the new business district of Canary 

Wharf, less than one mile from the Greenwich meridian and not far from the Royal Observatory on the 

opposite bank of the Thames. Thus, the reference to the Greenwich meridian used in the title of this 

article has taken on an even more literal meaning. London banks (above all, of course, the current Big 

Three) remain corporations with large transnational connections and interests. The logos of these 

companies (HSBC's red and white hexagon, Barclays' gradient blue eagle, and Lloyds' black horse) are 

well recognizable not only within the UK, but across the world. The top managers of these corpora-

tions (respectively, Noel Quinn, Coimbatore Venkatakrishnan (“Venkat”), and Charles Nunn) are in 

the highest strata of the global financial elite. 

The world economy continues to change rapidly, constantly, and unpredictably. It will take 

some time to estimate with sufficient accuracy the long term impact that the major challenges of the 

early 2020s (like Brexit, formalized in February 2020 under the Conservative government of Boris 

Johnson (2019–2022); the recent coronavirus pandemic, including closely related lockdowns and in-

flation; and the latest turmoil in the cryptocurrency markets) will have on London's international bank-

ing status. But in any case, we can say with confidence that London will remain one of the most im-
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portant banking hubs on the planet, bringing this very important mission, which started more than 300 

years ago, into the 21st century. 

Endnotes 
1
 Here and further in this article, the absolute, share, or rank indicators of countries, cities, and corporations in 

the banking sector are drawn from processed initial data of The Banker. Following the standards of The Banker 

database, the author uses values not in British pounds, but in US dollars. The absolute numbers, as in The Bank-

er, are quoted at current prices and are based on the market rate of the dollar. 
1
 This crisis, including its international aspects, has been studied in detail by Margaret Reid, Forrest Capie, and 

Catharine R. Schenk [Reid, 1982; Capie, 2010, p. 524–586; Schenk, 2014]. 
1
 Later, from 1983 to 1993, Leigh-Pemberton served as Governor of the Bank of England. 

1
 The story of the collapse of Barings Bank has been detailed in several books and articles, for example: [Drum-

mond, 2009]. 
1
 As with assets, information about the capital of banks, as well as its ratio to assets, is given by the results of 

calculations based on the initial data of The Banker. 
1
 HBOS was created in 2001 as a result of merger between Bank of Scotland (Edinburgh) and Halifax plc from 

Northern England. 
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Статья посвящена развитию Лондона в качестве мирового и национального банковского центра на 

протяжении последних 50 лет – от начала 1970-х гг. до настоящего времени. В основу исследования по-

ложены большие массивы исторической статистики, систематизированные и обработанные автором. 

Лондон, являвшийся крупнейшим банковским центром мира в XIX – начале XX вв., в дальнейшем по-

степенно сдавал свои позиции; к 1970 г. он занимал только третье место в глобальной иерархии. Новые 

факторы, проявившиеся в 1970-е гг. (например, кризис Бреттон-Вудской валютной системы) способство-
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вали дальнейшему отступлению Лондона. На следующем историческом этапе ситуация резко изменилась 

в результате дерегулирования национальной финансовой системы, проведенного консервативными пра-

вительствами М. Тэтчер и Дж. Мейджора (1979–1997), а также «новыми лейбористами» Т. Блэра (1997–

2007). Пользуясь новым уровнем предпринимательской свободы, британские банки существенно расши-

рили масштабы и направления своей деятельности. В 2008 г. Лондон занимал второе место в мире по 

активам банковских корпораций. Однако это достижение в значительной мере было связано с перепро-

изводством рискованных финансовых инструментов. Банковская система Великобритании пережила тя-

желый спад во время Великой рецессии 2008–2009 гг. Вместе с тем основные проблемы были тогда 

сконцентрированы не в Лондоне, где банки оставались относительно стабильными, а в Эдинбурге. 

В дальнейшем лондонские корпорации возглавили процесс оздоровления национальной банковской си-

стемы. Лондон, давно утративший абсолютное лидерство, все же остается очень важным финансовым 

узлом и уверенно входит в число пяти – шести крупнейших банковских центров мира.   

Ключевые слова: Великобритания, Лондон, банки, 1970-е – начало 2020-х гг., конкуренция, ранжирова-

ние, экономическая политика.  
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