Companies on alert as assaults feared on key economic targets
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Businesses are likely to remain on high alert with security experts concerned that bombers may now be planning further assaults on important economic targets.

	
	
	
	
	

	


In advice circulated to leading businesses last month, MI5, the Security Service, downgraded its assessment of the terrorist threat, from its second highest level - "severe general" - to a lower category of "substantial". Within the government, the election campaign had been seen as the highest risk period, as in last year's bombings in Madrid.

Companies that received that advice said that they had not changed any of their procedures as a result. But MI5's assessment was seen as reassurance that security measures did not need to be stepped up any further.

Yesterday, high-profile companies, such as BP, Shell, HSBC, Barclays and British Airways, either raised or maintained their security levels, and all remained on high alert.

BP declined to specify what security measures it was taking, but said they extended to petrol stations operating under its logo as well as its offices and facilities across the UK. The company stressed its actions would not have a significant impact on its business.

Airlines had been on alert since the September 11 attacks almost four years ago. Ryanair said the company continued to liaise with airports on security. "It is hard to say how you could ratchet security up further," it said.

Arup, the engineering group, whose offices are near the Underground lines bombed on Thursday, doubled its security and held an audit of all its offices on the day of the attacks.

Stella Littlewood, the company's human resources director, said: "As soon as we heard about the blasts, everyone jumped into action. We've put everything in place for a worst case scenario, in the hope that we won't have to use it."

Lloyd's of London, whose landmark building has been considered a high risk target, instituted bag checks on top of its swipe card system.

Security guards will be on every door to the building so until the City of London Police advise otherwise, according to Louise Shield, of Lloyd's. "We are remaining vigilant." she added.

Andrew Kain, managing director of security company AKE, said companies would be assessing the safeguards to protect their assets. He said the biggest problem for companies was knowing where to protect themselves against such unpredictable terrorist groups."If you have groups with such a nihilistic approach then they can go anywhere."

Any security measures would have to be balanced against the cost and inconvenience to staff and customers, said Simon Stringer, managing director of the security division at Qinetiq, the security technology group.

"You might want to screen people coming in and out of your premises. But if you work for a high street bank, this might not be appropriate," he said.
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