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A Return Visit to Earlier Stories

SEC to Review Proxy-Voting Rules
THE U.S. SECURITIES AND EXCHANGE COM-

mission announced last week that it
would hold a staff roundtable on the
proxy process this fall. An SEC spokes-
man said an exact date hasn’t been set.
The move comes just weeks after a

Barron’s cover story (“The Proxy
Mess,” July 7) argued that the proxy
system is broken and needs to be im-
proved to make sure shareholder votes
are recorded and tabulated properly.
In a statement, the SEC said the

roundtable is being held “in light of the
many changes in our markets, technol-
ogy, and how companies operate since
the [SEC’s 2010 concept release on the
proxy voting process]….”
The SEC staff will hear from inves-

tors, issuers, and other market partici-
pants about whether the SEC’s proxy
rules should be changed. “We must regu-
larly review whether our existing rules
are achieving their objectives effectively
in light of changes in our marketplace,”
the SEC said, adding that the roundtable
is intended to facilitate such a review.
The agency said it will list the

agenda items shortly. Among the topics
to be examined are accuracy, transpar-
ency, and efficiency in the proxy system.
Areas that might warrant particular

attention include the potential for over-
voting and undervoting of securities by
broker-dealers, and difficulties in con-
firming whether an investor’s shares
have been voted in accordance with the
investor’s instructions. The challenges
could be attributable to the number of
participants that might be involved in
the process, including issuers, transfer
agents, third-party administrators, vote
tabulators, securities intermediaries,
and proxy-service providers.
The SEC also said it would examine

whether new technologies, such as
blockchain, or a distributed ledger, can
be used to make the proxy process more
efficient and create more accountability.
Professor Edward Rock, an author-

ity on proxy rules, notes that the
roundtable fits well with SEC Chair-
man Jay Clayton’s agenda to improve
the system for Main Street investors.
Rock is a law professor and director of
the Institute for Corporate Governance
and Finance at New York University

School of Law. He co-wrote a 2008
study that remains the primer on the
system and its flaws, and says that the
SEC’s job should say what the proxy
system ought to accomplish and then
let industry propose ways to fix it.
Rock says that among the items the

SEC should work toward are distribu-
tion of a preliminary shareholder list
one week before the record date, and an
ability for shareholders to check their
positions to make sure that they are as
they thought, allowing time to fix mis-
takes. Also, after the record date, share-
holders should receive a unique voting
code, which would be used to cast a vote
with immediate indication that the vote
has been accepted or rejected.
“A system that provided the above

changes could have prevented many of
the problems seen in the Procter &
Gamble [ticker: PG]–Trian Fund Man-
agement proxy battle,” Rock says.
In the P&G vote, many proxy cards

were disallowed. The shareholders who
submitted them weren’t informed.
Amy Borrus, deputy director of the

Council of Institutional Investors, says
her organization has been urging the
SEC to hold a proxy forum. That regula-
tors will hear all sides and propose fixes
is a welcome development, she says.
While the process could take years,

Borrus says the SEC has to prioritize
which problems need immediate atten-
tion. High on the list would be voter
confirmation, as “there is no surefire
way” for investors to know that their
votes were recorded as cast, and
counted. —VITO J. RACANELLI
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Tech Trader

CRISPR Still Holds Promise
By Bill Alpert

THE GENE-EDITING TECHNOLOGY CALLED CRISPR HAS WORKED

such wonders in laboratories that Wall Street values the tech-
nique’s three pioneers at a collective $5 billion, even though
nobody’s tested the stuff in people yet.
A shudder recently ran through the stocks—Crispr Thera-

peutics (ticker: CRSP), Editas Medicine (EDIT), and Intel-
lia Therapeutics (NTLA)—after a few scientific studies

raised concerns that gene-editing therapy might have serious side effects. But
the CRISPR crew said the studies were false alarms and are proceeding with
plans for clinical trials of the technique, which can home in on a faulty stretch
of a cell’s genetic code and rewrite it to potentially cure diseases like hemo-
philia or cystic fibrosis.
If you don’t need to put CRISPR in humans, then side effects are not an

issue. Unlike CRISPR medicines, diagnostic tests can use the technology out-
side of a patient. And CRISPR shows exciting promise for making fast, cheap
tests that could screen a sample of blood or saliva for signs of cancer or infec-
tious diseases like Zika.
Diagnostics suppliers like Roche Holding (ROG.Switzerland), Thermo

Fisher Scientific (TMO), Illumina (ILMN), and Qiagen (QGEN) are keep-
ing a close eye on CRISPR, which could someday find use in more than half
of the tests done in the $5 billion-a-year molecular diagnostics business. To-
day, molecular testing helps choose treatments for blood cancers or screens
a pregnant mother’s blood for genetic defects in the fetus—but the tests must
use a fancy chemical process called PCR to amplify the faint signal of a few
bits of DNA. Using CRISPR, researchers have demonstrated litmus-paper-
type tests that unskilled personnel can use in an African field hospital to
screen blood for the Ebola, dengue, or Zika virus, at a cost of less than a dol-
lar per test.

CRISPR technology has been trailblazed by two rival research groups: one
led by University of California-Berkeley biologist Jennifer Doudna and the
other by MIT Broad Institute biochemist Feng Zhang. Each team is developing
diagnostics that are sensitive enough to detect just a few copies of viral, or tu-
mor, genetic material in a test sample. That’s comparable to finding a pinch of
salt in Lake Superior.
“I’m a huge fan of both Doudna and Zhang,” says Qiagen CEO Peer

Schatz. But he expects the molecular diagnostic industry to wait until the
rival CRISPR groups resolve a patent dispute that’s now before the U.S.
Court of Appeals for the Federal Circuit in Washington, D.C. The institu-
tions behind each research team want to claim the foundational patent for
CRISPR’s lucrative medical applications. The Qiagen chief says CRISPR
tests will also have to prove as specific as they are sensitive—that is, that
they only latch on to the targeted virus and don’t signal false positives. It
could take a few years for the technology to establish those credentials with
regulators, clinical labs, and doctors.
Doudna’s group is the first to try commercializing CRISPR tests. A Santa

Clara, Calif., company she co-founded called Mammoth Biosciences raised $23
million last month to develop affordable products that will be simple enough
for home use. “Most people don’t have PCR systems in their homes,” says
Mammoth chief executive Trevor Martin. “The mission of Mammoth is democ-
ratizing diagnostics.” 

would have acquired 51% of SkyBridge, and
RON Transatlantic, which invests in energy,
finance, brewing, and logistics, would in-
crease its stake to 38% from 9.09%.
HNA’s involvement didn’t initially appear

to concern the Committee on Foreign In-
vestment in the U.S., or CFIUS. But
CFIUS required more transparency, and
HNA ultimately walked away. A spokesper-
son for HNA declined to comment on the
deal’s termination, as did Lorenzo Roccia,
RON Transatlantic’s chairman and CEO.
Company filings in the U.S. and the island

of Jersey show that through RON Transat-
lantic, Danilo Díaz Granados, a Venezuelan
businessman linked to the Hugo Chávez re-
gime, held an effective 7.7% stake in Sky-
Bridge from 2013 to 2017. Roccia confirmed
the figures. Díaz Granados was named in a
2006 State Department cable (published by
WikiLeaks) as an alleged “intermediary” be-
tween the Chávez regime and financial insti-
tutions, for “off-the-books activities.” The
State Department declined to comment.
Díaz Granados was one of a group of

businessmen rounded up by the Venezuelan
police in 1993, and accused of setting off car
bombs in Caracas in an attempt to profit
from stock market swings caused by the vi-
olence, according to news reports, and con-
firmed by three people with knowledge of
the episode. Díaz Granados was later re-
leased without charges.
In a 2017 comment to Bloomberg, Díaz

Granados denied having “business or finan-
cial or political or personal relationships with
the Maduro government,” that is, the regime
of the current Venezuelan dictator, and said
that accusations against him amounted to
guilt by association. Díaz Granados didn’t re-
spond to requests for comment sent via his
lawyers and Scaramucci.
Scaramucci defends Díaz Granados: “I

know him very well. Good guy. We did our
due diligence on him. We are completely
satisfied with that due diligence. I think
personally that he’s an awesome guy. I
would love to be in business with him in the
future.” Díaz Granados is a Venezuelan
hero, he adds, the “Thomas Jefferson, John
Adams of Venezuela.”

SkyBridge finds itself less happy with
one of the hedge funds in which it had
placed some $365 million of investors’
money. The founder and two former manag-
ers at a now-bankrupt hedge fund, Premium
Point Investments, were indicted in May, ac-
cused by federal prosecutors in Manhattan
of overstating assets. The three men have
pleaded not guilty. SkyBridge sued the
hedge fund, claiming that it lost as much as
$80 million as a result of Premium Point’s
misrepresentations. A lawyer for one of the
Premium Point defendants declined to com-

ment. And lawyers for the other defendants
did not return requests for comment.
Performance aside, SkyBridge made

much of its name through its annual Vegas
conference. Now, Scaramucci has proclaimed
that he’s bringing SALT back.
The conference business model depends

on attendees buying tickets. According to
people with direct knowledge of the conver-
sations, SkyBridge asked funds they in-
vested in to sign on as sponsors. Finance lu-
minaries don’t need to pay, and high-profile
out-of-industry names get paid. Last year,
former Vice President Joe Biden said he
was donating the $200,000 he received for
his SALT appearance to charity.
But hedge fund executives can pay to get

on stage, two people familiar with the con-
ference say: Some $30,000 might get you on
a panel of five, these people say, or your
fund’s name displayed somewhere promi-
nent; at $50,000, you might also get behind
some velvet ropes. At $60,000, you get to
meet the politically important speakers that
SkyBridge pays to attend, they say.
A spokesman for SkyBridge says that

“at an industry leading conference such as
SALT, there is an expectation that we will
convene top thought leaders from the hedge
fund industry so there will always be over-
lap.” He notes that such pricing arrange-
ments are common at other conferences.
(Barron’s has in the past run advertising in
return for passes to SALT.)
SALT resembles other conferences in

other ways. Tickets to attend one of the most
influential and prestigious conferences, the
Milken Institute Global Conference, start at
$12,500, but speakers on panels are encour-
aged to donate to the Milken Institute’s phil-
anthropic arm, according to three people who
have been involved in such conversations.
A suggested donation of $250,000 buys

Milken conference tickets, a speaking role
on a panel for one senior executive, and the
opportunity of “shaping the conversation,”
according to a document obtained by Bar-
ron’s. A personal donation of $100,000 buys
access to the “chairman’s circle.”
Those proceeds fund Milken’s philan-

thropic efforts, while proceeds from SALT
contribute to the firm’s revenue. (The firm
notes that it also donates to charity.)
Despite a robust slate of noteworthy

speakers across industries, SALT had a
reputation for being a boondoggle, with un-
official pool parties known as “unSALTed”
and late-night gambling. Previous SALTs
had many all-male panels, which may be out
of tune in the #MeToo era.
“If they do try to resurrect it, first of all,

will it succeed, and is that really what the
market needs right now?” asks Paamco’s
Posnikoff. “It was great while it was there,
but we’ve sort of moved on from that.” 
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