Gilets Jaunes: Is the Energy
Transition Possible while
still Reducing Inequality?

by Evens Salies

The gilets jaunes (“yellow vests”)[1l] movement offers a
striking opportunity to ask whether +the Sustainable
Development Goals for achieving an energy transition and
reducing income inequalities are fundamentally incompatible.
Our answer 1is no! Both objectives must and can be met
simultaneously: the political acceptability of environmental
policies, such as carbon pricing and subsidies for green
technologies, crucially hinges upon their distributional
effects. While the concept of the ‘just (fair) transition to
low-carbon energy’ for workers has figured in the climate
debate at the annual COP meetings[2], the issue of how to
spread the cost burden of this transition among end-consumers
remains somewhat out of the frame. Clear guidelines on the
design of energy transition policies that have adverse effects

on low-income households are still needed in France.f

To give some context, the yellow vests movement began in
November 2018 in response to a programmed rise 1in carbon
taxes, which coincided with a 25% increase in car fuel prices
(see the figure below) and followed previous hikes in oil
prices and fuel taxes. The government ended up cancelling this
measure in December in response to street pressure.
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Figure 1. Average gasoline price (unleaded gasoline 95), May 7" 2017-October 15" 2018
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The higher carbon tax was part of a package previously issued
under the Hollande presidency, which consisted of two main
measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the automobile
sector. The first measure consisted in increasing the taxes on
gasoline and diesel fuels by nearly 5 and 8 cents (€) per
litre (excl. value-added tax), respectively. That is an
approximate increase of between 3% and 5% on the final price
paid at the pump, which currently averages €1.40/litre. The
so-called TICPE (domestic tax on the consumption of o0il
products) is the main tax on car fuels. The 2015 Finance Bill
split TICPE into two components, an ‘energy’ component (new
TICPE) and a ‘carbon tax’ component, the future values of
which are already planned until 2022 based on a trajectory

determined by the Quinet commission. On top of the TICPE, a
value-added tax of 20% is applied so that two-thirds of car
fuel prices are now made up of taxes.

Second, the policy package envisaged a flat subsidy of up to
€2,500 on the purchase of an electric vehicle (“EV"”) for
people who scrap their old car. The French government went in
the right direction by reforming this subsidy following
protests earlier in December last year; it 1is now twice as
much for the most vulnerable households. From a welfare
economics perspective, there are clear reasons to oppose the
government’s original policy package.



Despite the existence of an ‘energy cheque’ for domestic gas
and electricity consumers, and a bonus-malus scheme on the
purchase of new cars depending on their CO, emission rate, car

fuel taxes disproportionately affect the poor. There are also
clear differences between small and large cities, as shown by
Paul Malliet, who examined the carbon tax equity puzzle using
the 2011 Family Expenditure Survey. Taxes on fuels are
regressive, as 1is car fuel pricing. Like other necessity
goods, their share in the budget is higher for poorer
households. Using the previous version of the Family survey,
more precisely that for 2006, we find results that are
qualitatively similar to Malliet'’s: the income share of car
fuel expenditure is 9.2% for households with income in the
0-20% bracket and 3.2% for those in the 80-100% bracket. In
the case of diesel fuel, the incidence of a 5% price increase
is roughly twice as much for the bottom 20% of households as
for the median household; indeed, it amounts to approximately
0.4% of the annual income of the former.

In addition, financial constraints (access to capital and
loans) make it more difficult for poorer households to switch
to low-emission vehicles, even subsidized ones, if the subsidy
is insufficient to help consumers reach a certain threshold.
This is reflected in the low estimated short-run value for the
percentage decrease in car fuel consumption, -0.2%, 1in

response to a 1% increase in fuel prices._ Furthermore, the
environment is likely an inferior good for poorer consumers,
who must first satisfy basic needs, such as food, housing and
health care. The degree to which consumers have patience to
wait the implications of a policy effect is correlated with
income; thus, policies that have long-term effects receive
less support from poorer strata than those that have immediate
effects.

However, one could argue that a 0.4% income loss on average
hardly justifies such strong opposition, keeping in mind the
little-known fact that France’s after-tax redistribution 1is
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one of the highest in the world, and noting that harsh socio-
economic conditions already existed upon implementation of the
package. These conditions are illustrated by recent research
connecting the rise of populism to the several adverse shocks
negatively affecting less skilled and less wealthy households
alike, notably automation and globalization, while
dramatically increasing incomes at the top end of the
distribution (Autor et al., 2016; Colantone and Stanig,

2018) .

These triggers have been amplified by sociological factors,
including the need to belong to a community and be visible and
the loss of cultural identity in disadvantaged areas. The
distinction between rural (peripheral) and urban living areas,
although broad, is interesting here, for the yellow vests
movement emerged from within peripheral cities that serve
predominantly rural hinterlands. Métropolisation has cut

French society in two._ Places that globalization has
transformed into dynamic wurban areas and la France
périphérique, where households live far from public and
transportation services, spend more on fuel while earning
less. Consequently, the incidence of an increase in energy
taxes, ceteris paribus, 1s more effective and harsher for
households in these peripheral areas, keeping in mind that car
fuel expenditure is 4% higher for the bottom 20% households in
rural areas than for urban ones, whereas their monthly income
is 3% less.

The question is thus: would it have it been possible to make
the package fairer? Our answer is yes, and there are examples
to guide a much-needed revision. California implemented a
progressive subsidy targeting disadvantaged areas and low- to
middle-income households. The large positive impact of such a
policy suggests that progressive subsidies can be perceived by
individuals as fairer and be more effective than flat ones in

terms of creating a mass market for EVs._ Indeed, wealthier



households are likely to buy an EV even in the absence of a
subsidy or in response to steady increases in gasoline
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prices.

The benefits of progressive subsidies associated with greener
cars can be magnified by targeted industrial policies
favouring local producers and thus potentially creating jobs
in the EU. Policymakers can also envisage clauses for local
input content. Another key element is the timing of the
subsidy. To enhance the local benefits, a gradual increase of
the subsidy over time would likely allow the European
automotive industry to have enough time to make investments to
adapt to the new regulation, akin to the euro 6 emission
standards policy, which gives an appropriate lead time to the
industry for introducing technical developments.

We do not want to exaggerate our claims. There is a major
obstacle to EV adoption, namely ‘range anxiety’, or the idea
that consumers are sensitive to the limited range of an EV
(e.g., the stressful situation of the battery running low and
the need to drive a longer distance than the EV is usually
capable of). This problem is well documented in the 2019 paper
by Noel, L. et al., “Fear and loathing of electric vehicles:
The reactionary rhetoric of range anxiety,” Energy Research &
Social Science, Vol. 48, pp. 96-107. Furthermore, EVs are just
one part of the solution; investment in public transportation
and urban management are equally important ways to tackle the
energy transition while still reducing inequality.

To conclude, we argue that the much-needed political debate
ignited by the yellow vests could be considered a unique
opportunity for the ruling parties in EU countries to combine
the various energy ‘transitions’ with job creation and an
increase in perceived or even actual fairness and social
security in la France périphérique. Imposing a clause of
local-content seems a politically feasible option to grasp the
full benefits of a big subsidy push for EVs and other



investments in low-carbon transportation infrastructures. The
qguestion of how to account for differences between
geographical areas when implementing the energy transition is
of much importance. France’s current Great National Debate on
constitutional issues, taxation and the country’s transition
to a low-carbon economy will perhaps offer a step in
addressing those issues as well as the main question of who
should be in the front line to pay for this energy transition.
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See Caldwell, C., 2017. “The French fracture.” New
Statesman, pp. 30-35. Some writers suggest a further
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protesters forced Francois Hollande’s government to back away
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_ An even more ambitious plan would be to make progressive
subsides to EVs a pan-European flagship policy to fight
climate change, by financing it with a very small EU tax on
wealth whose budget will be entirely devoted to greening the
automotive industry.
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Comment lire le cas Alstom

par Jean-Luc Gaffard

La situation d’'Alstom a défrayé la chronique depuis que les
dirigeants de l’entreprise ont annoncé leur intention de céder
la branche énergie a General Electric et de procéder a une
restructuration ressemblant fort a une vente a la découpe. Les
pouvoirs publics ont vivement réagi devant ce qu’il jugeaient
étre un fait accompli, sollicitant un autre repreneur, en
l’occurrence Siemens, dans la perspective de créer une ou des
entreprises européennes dans des secteurs jugés stratégiques,
a 1’image d’'Airbus. Avant de se rallier a la solution General
Electric, entretemps améliorée tant sur la somme déboursée
pour le rachat qu’en ce qui concerne les modalités de la
future organisation industrielle. Ces péripéties, pour
importantes qu’elles soient, ne doivent pas masquer une
réalité plus générale, celle d’une désindustrialisation qui,
entre autres, prend la forme du démantelement de certaines
grandes entreprises et qui résulte de 1l’incohérence d'une

gouvernance propre a ce qu'est devenu le capitalisme
francais.

La désindustrialisation est généralement attribuée soit a la
concurrence des pays a bas salaires et donc au colt excessif
du travail, soit a 1’insuffisance des investissements
innovants et donc au défaut de compétitivité hors-prix. Les
solutions recherchées, relevant de politiques publiques,
oscillent entre la baisse des colts salariaux et le soutien a
la R&D, le plus souvent sans se préoccuper des conditions de
gouvernance des entreprises. L’accent est mis sur le
fonctionnement des marchés de travail que 1’on voudrait rendre
plus flexibles et sur celui des marchés financiers que 1'on
juge ou souhaite efficients, sans véritablement prendre en
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considération la vraie nature de 1'entreprise. Or celle-ci
s'inscrit dans un réseau complexe de relations entre les
différentes parties prenantes que sont les managers, les
salariés, les banquiers, les clients et les fournisseurs. Ces
relations ne sont pas réductibles a des relations de marché
grevées d’'imperfections qui produiraient de mauvaises
incitations et qu’'il faudrait corriger pour aller vers plus de
flexibilité. Elles participent d’engagements contractuels a
plus ou moins long terme souscrits entre les différentes
parties prenantes dans 1l’entreprise, qui dérogent a 1'état de
pure concurrence, alors méme qu’'ils sont essentiels a la
réalisation des investissements longs porteurs d’innovation et
de croissance. De la durée de ces engagements dépendent, en
effet, 1la performance moyenne des entreprises, 1la
structuration de l’industrie et finalement l’industrialisation
de 1’économie.

Les difficultés d’'Alstom, apres celles rencontrées par
d’autres comme Pechiney ou méme Rhone Poulenc aujourd’hui
disparues, témoignent de cette réalité organisationnelle. Avec
un chiffre d’affaires a peine égal au quart de celui de
Siemens et au cinquiéme de celui de General Electric, la
taille de 1l'entreprise dans ses différentes activités est
apparue a ses dirigeants largement insuffisante pour faire
face aux contraintes de la concurrence. Déja en 2004, il a
fallu que 1’'Etat intervienne pour la recapitaliser avec
1’accord de la Commission européenne, lui évitant la faillite.
L’entreprise s’est alors vue dans l’'obligation de se séparer
de certaines activités et de procéder a une diminution
drastique des emplois. Aujourd’'hui, la seule voie qui s'’ouvre
est celle d’une nouvelle restructuration avec l’espoir de
sauver compétences et emplois en les apportant a une entité
plus grande et plus efficace tout en résorbant les dettes
accumulées. Ce qui ne pouvait apparaitre comme un
démantelement ultime au bénéfice de 1'un ou 1'autre des
concurrents ayant su développer les bonnes stratégies loin des
recommandations des thuriféraires de ce que 1’on a appelé un



temps la nouvelle économie. En 1'occurrence, le bénéficiaire
sera General Electric. Cette ultime solution intervient faute
pour Alstom d’avoir pu bénéficier dans un passé récent et plus
ancien d’engagements financiers longs qui lui auraient permis
de conduire une stratégie efficace de croissance.

Ce mécompte révele, apres bien d'autres, 1’incohérence advenue
au sein du capitalisme francais entre son organisation
industrielle et son organisation financiere, déja dénoncée
dans un ouvrage de 2012 par Jean-Louis Beffa (La France doit
choisir, Paris : Le Seuil). Le nouveau modele financier,
inspiré du modele anglo-saxon, ne semble plus a méme de
répondre aux besoins d'entreprises matures, engagées dans des
activités pour lesquelles les investissements sont lourds et
longs a mettre en place et qui sont sujettes a des cycles de
performance liés aussi bien aux fluctuations de la demande
qu’aux contraintes des processus d’innovation. Le défaut
d’engagement qui s’en est suivi ne pouvait que pousser a des
démantelements que 1'on aurait tort d’assimiler a une
modularité accrue de la production industrielle qui serait le
fruit de 1'introduction des nouvelles technologies de 1la
communication et de l’'information et que valoriseraient les
marchés financiers comme a semblé le penser le dirigeant
d’Alstom de la fin des années 1990 plaidant pour une
entreprise sans usines.

Dans ces conditions, le redressement productif ne saurait
passer par des interventions forcément ponctuelles des
pouvoirs publics visant plus ou moins explicitement 1a
création au demeurant peu crédible de champions nationaux ou
européens. Il requiert des réformes structurelles portant, non
sur les regles de fonctionnement des marchés, mais sur les
modes de gouvernance impliquant notamment de réviser
l'organisation du systeme financier.

Ces réflexions sont prolongées et développées dans la
« Restructurations et désindustrialisation : une histoire
francaise », Note de l’OFCE, n° 43 du 30 juin 2014.
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