
Slowing  growth:  due  to  the
supply side?
By Jérôme Creel and Xavier Ragot

The weakness of the recovery in 2014 and 2015 raises the need
for  a  structural  re-examination  of  the  state  of  France’s
productive fabric. Indeed, an analysis of investment dynamics,
the trade balance, productivity gains and business margins,
and to a lesser extent companies’ access to credit, indicates
the  existence  of  some  disturbing  trends  since  the  early
noughties.  In  addition,  the  persistence  of  the  crisis
inevitably poses the question of the unravelling of France’s
productive  fabric  since  2007  due  to  a  combination  of  low
growth, weak investment and numerous bankruptcies.

The contributions gathered in Revue de l’OFCE no.142 have a
double  ambition:  first,  to  put  France’s  businesses  and
economic sectors at the heart of reflection about the ins and
outs  of  the  current  slowdown  in  growth,  and  second,  to
question the basis for theoretical analyses of future growth
in light of the situation of France and Europe. Based on the
various contributions, nine conclusions emerge:

1)  Growth  potential,  a  concept  that  aims  to  measure  an
economy’s  medium-term  productive  capacity,  has  fallen  in
France since the crisis. While the level of potential growth
is high over the long term, on the order of 1.8%, it has
fallen since the crisis by about 0.4 point, according to the
new measurement provided by Eric Heyer and Xavier Timbeau.

2) The main point is to figure out whether this slowdown is
temporary or permanent. This is important for growth forecasts
but also with respect to France’s European commitments, which
depend on its growth potential. One important conclusion is
that  a  very  large  portion  of  the  current  slowdown  is
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transitory and linked to France’s economic policy. As Bruno
Ducoudré  and  Mathieu  Plane  demonstrate,  the  low  level  of
investment  and  employment  can  be  explained  by  the
macroeconomic environment and in particular by the current
sluggish economy. Business behaviour does not seem to have
changed during the crisis. The analysis by Ducoudré and Plane
also shows that the determinants of investment differ in the
short  term  and  the  long  term.  A  1%  increase  in  economic
activity  increases  investment  by  1.4%  after  one  quarter,
whereas a 1% increase in the margin rate has very little
impact  in  that  same  period.  However,  over  the  long  term
(10 years), a 1% increase in activity boosts investment by
about  1%,  while  a  1%  increase  in  the  margin  rate  boosts
investment by 2%. So promoting investment means supporting
economic activity in the short term, while boosting margins
will have an impact over the longer term.

3) France’s productive fabric will take time to recover from
the effects of the crisis because of three major obstacles:
the weakness of investment, of course, but also the decline in
the  quality  of  investment  and  finally  the  disruption  of
production following on from the poor allocation of capital
during the crisis, including its territorial dimension. Sarah
Guillou and Lionel Nesta show that the low level of investment
makes  it  impossible  to  go  upmarket,  which  has  meant  less
technical  progress  since  the  crisis.  Jean-Luc  Gaffard  and
Lionel Nesta then show that regional convergence has slowed
since the crisis, and that economic activity has tended to
decline in the most productive areas.

4) The concept of growth potential as a tool for macroeconomic
management  has  emerged  from  the  crisis  in  a  profoundly
weakened state. Whatever the methods used, ongoing revisions
of growth potential make the idea of a system of rules-based
European guidance dangerous, according to Henri Sterdyniak.
There is a need to rediscover European economic policy that is
discretionary in character. In addition, fiscal policy that is



more  contingent  on  macroeconomic  and  financial  conditions
needs to be better coordinated with the climate issue, as
Jérôme Creel and Eloi Laurent argue.

5) The notion of secular stagnation, that is to say, a lasting
weakening of growth, has led to intense debate. Two visions of
secular stagnation are discussed. The first vision, associated
with Robert Gordon, insists that technological progress has
been exhausted. The second flows from the analysis of Larry
Summers and stresses the possibility of a permanent demand
deficit. Jérôme Creel and Eloi Laurent show the limitations of
the  analysis  of  Robert  Gordon  for  France;  in  particular,
French demographics are more an advantage for French growth
than a hindrance. Gilles Le Garrec and Vincent Touzé show the
possibility of a long-term demand deficit that would hinder
capital accumulation, due to the central bank’s inability to
make  further  interest  rate  reductions.  In  this  kind  of
environment, support for demand is necessary to get out of an
unfavourable  equilibrium  between  low  inflation  and  high
unemployment, which leads to a negative perception of growth
potential.  Changing  expectations  may  require  large-scale
policies  to  stimulate  economic  activity,  along  with  an
acceptance of high inflation over the long term.

6)  The  analyses  presented  here  therefore  recognize  the
profound  difficulties  with  France’s  productive  fabric  and
recommend better coordination of public policy. Support for
demand  is  needed  rapidly  in  order  to  restore  investment,
followed by an ongoing progressive policy to boost the margins
of  companies  exposed  to  international  competition  –  so,
according to Jean-Luc Gaffard and Francesco Saraceno, not a
competitive shock, but rather support for business that takes
into account the time profile of productive investment.

7) In the longer term, part of what can be characterized as
the French supply-side problem is the result of poor European
adjustments,  including  the  discrepancy  in  wages  between
Europe’s major economies. The divergence between France and



Germany since the mid-1990s has been impressive. Mathilde Le
Moigne and Xavier Ragot show that German wage restraint is a
singularity  among  European  countries.  They  offer  a
quantification  of  the  impact  of  this  wage  moderation  on
France’s foreign trade and economic activity, and conclude
that German wage restraint has contributed to an increase of
more than 2 points in France’s unemployment rate. A supply
policy could also go by the name of a policy for European re-
convergence.

8) The deep-going modernization of the productive fabric will
depend  on  spaces  for  cooperation,  collective  learning  and
collaboration so as to nourish the creativity made possible by
new  technologies.  These  spaces  need  to  recognize  the
importance  of  difficult-to-value  intangible  assets.  In
economies with an ageing workforce, advances in robotics and
artificial  intelligence  should  lead  to  enhancing  potential
productivity,  according  to  Sandrine  Levasseur.  Cooperation
also needs to be strengthened in two areas: the company and
the territory. Within companies, partnership governance should
help limit short-termist financial tendencies. With respect to
territory,  the  definition  of  regional  innovation  systems
should be the focus of a modern industrial policy, according
to Michel Aglietta and Xavier Ragot.

9) Guillaume Allègre concludes that it is not so much the
level of production that is disturbing as the inequitable
distribution of the fruits of growth, however small these may
be.  The  emerging  consensus  on  the  negative  impact  of
inequality on economic growth should not obscure the real
debate, which does not concern just the income gap, but also
what that income makes it possible to consume, i.e. equal
access  to  goods  and  services  of  equal  quality.  The  key
question is thus the content of production, more than simply
growth.

 



Areva,  Flamanville  and
Fessenheim:  key  players  in
France’s nuclear turn
By Sarah Guillou

The recent law on “the energy transition to green growth”,
promulgated on 17 August 2015, plans for a fall in nuclear
energy’s share of electricity production from 75% to 50% by
2025. It also caps the power of the country’s nuclear plants
at 63.2 GW. This limit corresponds to current capacity and
implies  that  any  new  reactor  start-up  (Flamanville,  for
example)  must  result  in  the  closure  of  a  reactor  with
equivalent  power.  The  decision  to  postpone  the  expected
closure of the Fessenheim plant comes under this and is now
part  of  this  energy  equilibrium.  The  conditioning  of  the
closure of Fessenheim is provoking discontent among all those
who believed in the unconditional pledge of Francois Hollande
during his presidential campaign.

This decision is coming in a new context for French nuclear
power  policy  and  in  an  international  and  technological
situation that is leading the French state to abandon the
country’s  “all  nuclear”  approach.  Areva,  Flamanville  and
Fessenheim are key players in this shift.

Act I began with the revelation of Areva’s losses. In early
2015, the announcement of a loss of almost 5 billion euros for
fiscal year 2014 relegated the company from first class status
to a company in difficulty, alongside Alstom, whose energy
branch is being sold to General Electric, with completion this
autumn. The Areva group had a turnover of slightly more than 8
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billion euros in 2014. The group’s problems are due to the
simultaneous  emergence  of  difficulties  in  its  environment,
including  market  and  regulatory  trends,  technological
constraints  and  changes  in  the  competition  (see  “Areva,
vaincue à la croisée des risques” [Areva: defeated at the
crossroads of risk], Note de l’OFCE, no. 52, September 2015).
With private and public governance having proved incapable of
taking  timely  decisions  to  deal  with  these  adverse
developments, the moment for restructuring has come. Areva now
needs 7 billion in financing for the 2015-2017 period (to
cover  losses  and  debt  maturities,  without  including  any
provisions for the TVO site). The proposed agreement with EDF
presented in late July concerns Areva NP.

Areva NP is already a joint venture of Areva and EDF that
handles the construction of reactors and the assembly of fuel
and services for the installed base; it accounts for half of
Areva’s sales. In late July 2015, it was duly accepted that
EDF  would  increase  its  share  of  Areva  NP’s  capital  by
injecting two billion euros, giving it between 52% and 75% of
the capital, depending on the inputs of other investors, along
with 400 million for the acquisition of other assets. It was
also agreed that the additional costs related to the Finnish
Olkiluoto OL3 reactor built by Areva would not be borne by EDF
but by the State and Areva. There is still uncertainty about
how to handle the risks related to the Flamanville reactor,
and  EDF  is  conditioning  its  commitments  on  lifting  these
risks.

Foreign capital could participate in replenishing the capital
through the purchase of assets. The most likely candidates are
Chinese firms, which are already partners of EDF (CNNC and
CGNPC), and Mitsubishi, which has partnered with Areva (see
above),  alongside  France’s  Engie  (GDF  Suez).  The  French
government is prepared to bail out the company for at most 2
billion euros.

The integrated model of Areva is therefore on the rocks. Less
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than 15 years after its birth, Areva’s industrial coherence is
under question. The company has been forced to allow the entry
of industry partners into its capital and into its vast range
of expertise. Its activity is now concentrated on the fuel
cycle  (the  extraction,  enrichment  and  reprocessing  of
uranium), with nearly one-third of its workload ensured by its
client EDF and by maintenance and decommissioning.

The refocusing strategy, market trends and the preferences
incorporated  in  France’s  energy  policies  are  mutually
consistent. The nuclear market will be centred on the need to
maintain plants in operating condition and on decommissioning.
Just under 500 reactors are listed worldwide, so there is a
vast market for maintenance and decommissioning. This is in
fact the area where Areva has won contracts in recent years.

In Act II, Flamanville and Fessenheim found themselves bound
by  the  new  energy  transition  law,  illustrating  both  the
technological difficulties involved as well as the budgetary
constraints.  The  completion  of  the  construction  of  the
Flamanville  plant  is  meeting  significant  technical  hurdles
from the Nuclear Safety Authority. Its opening is, for the
moment, subject to strong conditions. At the same time, the
postponement of its opening means that the expected output of
electricity production will have to do without it. The closure
of the Fessenheim plant, promised for 2016, must therefore be
delayed so as to avoid a transition in terms of electrical
power  output  that  will  have  to  be  filled  in  one  way  or
another.

Without the capacity in the short run to replace the missing
nuclear KWh by KWh from renewable energy, the replacement will
have to be done using coal plants – going against the current
targets for reductions in CO2 emissions – or by importing
electricity – which would hurt the trade balance and could
push up electricity prices. Given the necessity of postponing
the closure of Fessenheim, the government will not fail to
seize the political opportunity of the shortfall between the



announcement  of  the  plant’s  closure  and  its  actual
implementation.

Add to these factors the potential compensation – estimated at
5 billion euros – that EDF will request for the early closure
of Fessenheim, and it is quite logical that the government is
procrastinating as much as possible before deciding on the
closing date.

Even today we still do not know the extent to which the State
will recapitalize Areva. The government has clearly indicated
that it would minimize the amount as much as possible, but for
the most part it seems ready to allow foreign players in. So,
concomitantly, the law on the energy transition is requiring a
decrease  in  the  share  of  nuclear  power  and  the  State  is
announcing that it can no longer finance the sector in the way
it used to. More generally, the globalization of the industry,
the rising cost of technology and safety requirements as well
as the shift in the preferences of the average voter towards
less nuclear power are all combining to redefine the State’s
commitment to nuclear energy.

The State is thus being politically and economically compelled
to withdraw from its “all-nuclear” approach and to accept the
end of everything “made in France”. The final decisions that
will be taken on Areva’s future and on the fate of the plants
in Fessenheim (which will undoubtedly close in the short term)
and Flamanville (whose opening is compromised but financially
necessary) will therefore mark a change in the era of nuclear
policy,  even  if  the  recent  energy  transition  law  is
subsequently  amended  by  a  new  party  in  power.

 


