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“France  should  copy  Germany’s  reforms  to  thrive”,  Gerhard
Schröder entitled an opinion piece in the Financial Times on 5
June 2013. As for the European Commission (EC), its latest
annual recommendations to the Member states, released on 29
May, seem to take a step back from its strategy of a rapid and
synchronized return to balancing the public finances, which
has been in place since 2010. The EU executive’s priority now
seems to be implementation of structural reforms of the labour
and  services  markets  in  the  euro  zone  countries.  These
countries will of course continue to consolidate their public
finances, but the EC has given them an extra year or two to do
this. While, for example, France will further consolidate its
accounts over the coming two years (the fiscal effort demanded
of the French government by the EC comes to 0.8 percent of
GDP, or 16 billion euros per year), it has been given another
two years to bring its deficit below 3% of GDP (2015 instead

of  2013).  
This change in course – or at least in tone – by the EC, which
had emphasized the enactment of extreme austerity reforms,
should  be  welcomed.  However,  it  is  important  to  consider
whether  the  new  environment,  in  particular  the  fiscal
situation,  will  be  favourable  enough  to  ensure  that  the
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structural  reforms  are  effective.  An  examination  of  the
economic context in which Germany introduced its reforms in
the early 2000s, which became a benchmark for the countries of
southern Europe, provides some important lessons. While the
purpose here is not to go into these reforms in depth, it is
nevertheless useful to remember that they were enacted while
the  German  economy  had  a  substantial  trade  deficit
(‑1.8 percent of GDP in 2000 against a surplus of 1.4 percent
for  France  at  that  same  time)  and  was  considered  a  “low
achiever”  in  Europe.  These  reforms  led  to  a  significant
reduction in the share of wages in value added, boosting the
margins of German business, and helped to quickly restore the
competitiveness of the German economy: by 2005, Germany was
once again generating a large trade surplus while France ran a
deficit for the first time since 1991. The non-cooperative
character of the the euro zone (OFCE, 2006) and the steep
increases in Germany in poverty – (Heyer, 2012) and Figure 1 –
and in wealth inequality (de Grauwe et Yi, 2013) were the
hidden fruit of this strategy. Europe’s “low achievers” today
are the southern European countries, and the pressure to take
steps to boost competitiveness has shifted from Germany to
France, Italy and Spain. Despite this parallel, the question
remains: is the economic environment similar today? Figures 1
and 2 summarize the economic situation in Germany at the time
the structural reforms were implemented. Two main points stand
out:

These reforms were carried out in a context of strong1.
global growth: the world experienced average growth of
over  4.7%  per  year  in  2003-2006  (Figure  1).   By
comparison, the figure for growth is likely to be less
than 3% over the next two years;
In addition, the fiscal situation of the German economy2.
in the early 2000s was not good: in 2001, the general
government deficit for Germany exceeded 3%, and came
close to 4% in 2002, the year before the enactment of
the first Hartz reform. Government debt then exceeded

http://www.ofce.sciences-po.fr/pdf/revue/2-97.pdf
http://www.ofce.sciences-po.fr/blog/?p=2944
http://www.voxeu.org/article/are-germans-really-poorer-spaniards-italians-and-greeks


the threshold of 60% of GDP allowed by the Maastricht
Treaty for the first time. Despite this poor fiscal
performance – with public debt approaching 70% in 2005 –
it is interesting to note that the German government
continued  to  maintain  a  highly  expansionary  fiscal
policy  for  as  long  as  the  reforms  had  not  been
completed: in the period 2003-2006, the fiscal impulse
was  positive  at  on  average  0.7  GDP  point  each  year
(Figure  2).  Thus,  during  this  period  the  German
government  supported  its  structural  reforms  with  a
highly accommodative fiscal policy.
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Thus not only was the structural reform of the labour market
conducted  under  Schröder  implemented  in  a  very  favourable
economic environment (strong global growth and a strategy that
differed from the other European countries), but it was also
accompanied  by  a  particularly  accommodative  fiscal  policy,
given  in  particular  the  poor  state  of  Germany’s  public
finances.  This  situation  differs  greatly  from  contemporary
conditions:

Global growth is likely to be under 3% over the coming1.
two years;
The EC is asking a large number of European countries to2.
implement  the  same  structural  reforms  simultaneously,
which in a highly integrated euro zone limits their
effectiveness; and
Despite  the  extra  time  being  granted  for  deficit3.
reduction, fiscal policy will remain very tight: as is
indicated in Table 1, the fiscal impulses for France and
Spain will still be very negative (-0.8 GDP point per
year) as the structural reforms in these countries are
being implemented.

So while the pressure to boost the competitiveness of the
countries of southern Europe is similar to that facing Germany
in  the  early  2000s,  the  external  environment  is  less
favourable and there is greater pressure to reduce the public
debt. On this last point, the German example teaches us that
it is difficult to juggle structural reforms to boost business
competitiveness with efforts to reduce the public debt.


