
The misfortunes of virtue*
By Christophe Blot

* This text summarizes the outlook produced by the Department
of  Analysis  and  Forecasting  for  the  euro  zone  economy  in
2012-2013, which is available in French on the OFCE web site

The euro zone is still in crisis: an economic crisis, a social
crisis and a fiscal crisis. The 0.3% decline in GDP in the
fourth quarter of 2011 is a reminder that the recovery that
began after the great drop of 2008-2009 is fragile and that
the euro zone has taken the first step into recession, which
will be confirmed in early 2012.

The fall in the average long-term government interest rate in
the euro zone seen since the beginning of the year has come to
a halt. After reaching 3.25% on 9 March, it rose again due to
new  pressures  that  emerged  on  Italian  and  Spanish  rates.
Indeed, despite the agreement to avoid a default by Greece,
Spain was the source of new worries after the announcement
that its budget deficit had reached 8.5% in 2011 – 2.5 points
above the original target – and the declaration that it would
not meet its commitments for 2012, which has reinforced doubts
about the sustainability of its debt. The Spanish situation
illustrates the close link between the macroeconomic crisis
and the sovereign debt crisis that has hit the entire euro
zone. The implementation of fiscal adjustment plans in Europe,
whose  impact  is  being  amplified  by  strong  economic
interdependence, is causing a slowdown or even a recession in
various  euro  zone  countries.  The  impact  of  synchronized
restrictions is still being underestimated, to such an extent
that governments are often being assigned targets that are
difficult to achieve, except by accepting an even sharper
recession. So long as the euro zone continues to be locked in
a strategy of synchronized austerity that condemns in advance
any resumption of activity or reduction in unemployment, the
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pressure will not fail to mount once again in 2012. Long-term
public interest rates in the euro zone will remain above those
of the United States and the United Kingdom (see the figure),
even though the average budget deficit was considerably lower
in 2011 in the euro zone than in these two countries: 3.6%
against 9.7% in the US and 8.3% in the UK.

To  pull  out  of  this  recessionary  spiral,  the  euro  zone
countries need to recognize that austerity is not the only way
to reduce budget deficits. Growth and the level of interest
rates are two other factors that are equally important for
ensuring  the  sustainability  of  the  public  debt.  It  is
therefore urgent to set out a different strategy, one that is
less costly in terms of growth and employment, which is the
only way to guarantee against the risk that the euro zone
could  fall  apart.  First,  generalized  austerity  should  be
abandoned. The main problem with the euro zone is not debt but
growth and unemployment. Solidarity must be strengthened to
curb speculation on the debt of the weaker countries. The
fiscal policies of the Member states also need to be better
coordinated  in  order  to  mitigate  the  indirect  effects  of
cutbacks by some on the growth of others [1]. It is necessary
to stagger fiscal consolidation over time whenever the latter
is needed to ensure debt sustainability. At the same time,
countries with room for fiscal manoeuvre should develop more
expansionary fiscal policies. Finally, the activities of the
European Central Bank should be strengthened and coordinated
with those of the euro zone governments. The ECB alone has the
means to anchor short-term and long-term interest rates at a
sufficiently low level to make it possible both to support
growth and to facilitate the refinancing of budget deficits.
In  two  exceptional  refinancing  operations,  the  ECB  has
provided more than 1,000 billion euros for refinancing the
euro zone banks. This infusion of liquidity was essential to
meet  the  banks’  difficulties  in  finding  financing  on  the
market. It also demonstrates the capacity for action by the
monetary  authorities.  The  portfolio  of  government  debt



securities held by the ECB at end March 2012 came to 214
billion euros, or 2.3% of euro zone GDP. In comparison, in the
United  States  and  the  United  Kingdom,  the  portfolio  of
government securities held by the central banks represents
more than 10% of their GDP. The ECB therefore has significant
room for manoeuvre to reduce the risk premium on euro zone
interest  rates  by  buying  government  securities  in  the
secondary markets. Such measures would make it possible to
lower the cost of ensuring the sustainability of the long-term
debt.

____________________

[1] See “He who sows austerity reaps recession”, OFCE note no.
16, March 2012.
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Europe’s  banks:  leaving  the
zone of turbulence?
By Vincent Touzé

The 2008 crisis almost endangered the entire global financial
system. Thanks to support from governments and central banks,
the banking sector has recovered and once again appears to be
solid financially. In the aftermath of the crisis, the public
finances  of  the  Southern  euro  zone  countries  –  Portugal,
Italy, Spain and Greece – and Ireland (the “PIIGS”) have, in
turn, been severely weakened. Greece was forced to suspend
payments, and the risk of default is still hanging over the
others. Since early 2011, bank liabilities in these economies
have become a significant concern of the financial markets.
Despite good stress tests, this fear intensified in August
2011. European banks then entered a new period of turmoil, and
the European Central Bank was forced to lend them more than
1,000 billion euros for 3 years at a rate of 1% in order to
avoid a major credit crunch.

As part of their investments abroad and through their foreign
branches,  Europe’s  banks  hold  liabilities  from  the  PIIGS
countries through lending to the banking sector, to the public
sector (sovereign debts and credits) and to households and
private non-bank enterprises. France is one of the countries
that is most heavily exposed to the PIIGS (public and private
sectors combined), with a total commitment by the banking
system in the third quarter of 2011 of about 437 billion euros
(see table), or 21.9% of GDP. Germany’s exposure, at about 322
billion euros (12.5% of GDP), is smaller. The exposure of the
UK banking system is comparable and is valued at 230 billion
euros, or 13.3% of GDP. In comparison, the Japanese and US
banks hold little debt: 59 billion euros (1.4% of GDP) for
Japan and 96 billion (0.9% of GDP) for the United States. In
the course of the financial crisis, Europe’s banks have pulled

https://www.ofce.sciences-po.fr/blog/europes-banks-leaving-the-zone-of-turbulence/
https://www.ofce.sciences-po.fr/blog/europes-banks-leaving-the-zone-of-turbulence/
http://www.ofce.sciences-po.fr/pages-chercheurs/touze.htm


back from these countries (1). According to the statistics of
the  Bank  for  International  Settlements  (Figure  1),  the
reduction in exposure was most pronounced in Greece (-55%
since Q1 2007) and lowest in Portugal (-15%). Divestments of
the debt of Spain (-29%), Italy (-33%) and Ireland (39%) have
been comparable and are at an intermediate level compared to
the previous two.

Guarantee funds can be drawn on if a bank goes bankrupt, but
generally their provisions are insufficient to support a “big”
bank in difficulty. According to the principle of “too big to
fail”, the state must intervene to avoid bankruptcy. Possible
avenues  of  action  include  acquiring  some  of  the  bank’s
capital, nationalizing it by refloating it, or facilitating
its long-term refinancing through the purchase of bonds. A
bank failure has to be avoided at all costs, because it is
frequently accompanied by panic, with collateral damage that
is difficult to predict or contain. The mere fact that a State
announces credible support for a bank or a banking system is
often sufficient to avert a panic. If the States were to come
to the rescue of the banks in the case of the Greek default,
the macroeconomic implications of a 50% default on all private
and  public  debts  seem  relatively  minor,  since  it  would
require, for example in the case of France, a cost of around
17 billion euros, an amount that is much less than 1% of GDP
(see table). By contrast, a 50% default of all the PIIGS would
require  220  billion  euros  in  support  from  France  (11%  of
French  GDP).  The  macroeconomic  cost  beforehand  might  seem
high,  but  it  is  not  insurmountable.  Unfortunately,  the
spontaneous failure of one or more PIIGS would lead to an
uncontrollable  chain  reaction  whose  overall  macroeconomic
costs could be considerable.

This  financial  crisis  is  also  hitting  the  life  insurance
companies,  right  in  the  midst  of  a  period  of  reform  in
prudential regulations. The banking sector has just managed to
come up to Basel II standards and will steadily have (until



2019) to adopt Basel III (2), while the insurance industry is
changing rapidly towards Solvency II (3). These two regulatory
reforms are leading to an increasing need for capital just as
the financial crisis is undermining balance sheets and putting
greater pressure on capital ratios. While equity capital can
be used to withstand a financial crisis, at the same time
regulations  can  compel  recapitalizations  in  very  difficult
refinancing conditions. This is an undesirable pro-cyclical
result of the prudential regulations.

The risk of a default on payments by some PIIGS has made 
financial analysts pay particularly close attention to the
solvency and profitability of European banks. However, the
results  of  the  stress  tests  (4)  on  the  European  banks
published  in  mid-July  2011  were  considered  good.  The
hypotheses used are far from being optimistic. In the euro
zone (and respectively in the other countries), they point to
a  fall  in  the  growth  rate  of  2  points  (2.4  points
respectively) in 2011 and 2 points (1.9 points respectively)
in 2012 compared to a reference scenario. In the euro zone,
this entry into recession (-0.5% in 2011 and -0.2% in 2012)
would be accompanied by higher unemployment (0.3 point in 2011
and 1.2 points in 2012), a lower inflation rate (-0.5 point in
2011  and  -1.1  points  in  2012),  a  sharp  drop  in  property
prices, a rise in long-term rates as well as discounts on
sovereign  debt  (5)  of  up  to  30%.  The  objective  of  this
“stressed” scenario is to test the capacity of the banks to be
able to maintain a “core Tier 1” ratio greater than 5% (6).
Under these extreme assumptions, only 8.9% of the 90 banks
tested achieved a ratio that was below the 5% ceiling that
would trigger a de facto recapitalization to meet the target
(7).  The  four  French  banks  succeeded  on  the  stress  tests
without difficulty, as they maintain high ratios: 6.6% for
Societe  Generale,  6.8%  for  the  Banque  populaire-Caisse
d’épargne, 7.9% for BNP Paribas and 8.5% for Crédit Agricole.
The countries where failures were observed include Austria (1
bank), Spain (5 failures) and Greece (2 failures). In view of



the stress tests, the European banking system could therefore
be considered as capable of withstanding a major economic
crisis.

After the second aid package to Greece on 21 July 2011, and
with ongoing pressure on the other sovereign debts, worry
seized  the  stock  markets,  and  European  bank  stocks  fell
sharply from August to December 2011 (Figure 2). These stock
market  changes  were  in  complete  contradiction  with  the
positive results of the stress tests. There are three possible
ways to interpret the reaction of the financial markets:
–     An  actual  crisis  would  be  much  sharper  than  the
hypotheses of the stress tests;
–    The stress test methods are not adequate for estimating
the consequences of a crisis;
–    The markets get swept up in the slightest rumors and are
disconnected from basics.
For now, with respect to the most pessimistic forecasts, it
does not seem that the stress test hypotheses are particularly
favorable.  However,  they  have  weaknesses  for  assessing
systemic financial crisis, in that each bank does not include
in its assessment the damage brought about by the application
of the scenario to other banks or the consequences for the
credit  market.  There  is  no  feedback  from  the  financial
interconnections. Moreover, the economic crisis can greatly
increase the default rates of private companies. This point
may have been underestimated by the stress tests. Note also
that the tests are performed at an internal level, which can
also lead to different assessments of the consequences of
certain scenarios. In addition, the stress tests evaluate the
financial  soundness  of  the  banks,  but  de  facto,  a  bank,
although solvent, can see its stock price fall in times of
crisis for the simple reason that its expected profitability
decreases. Most importantly, the runaway financial markets are
due to the lack of a consensus on the decisions taken within
the European Union on finding a definitive solution to the
debt crisis but also to the fact that the statutes of the



European Central Bank prohibit it from participating in public
debt issues. These uncertainties reinforce the volatility of
the stock price of banks that are particularly exposed to
PIIGS, as evidenced by the strong correlation between CDS on
private banks and on sovereign debt in the euro zone (8).

With the beginning of a solution on Greek debt, the stock
market  listings  of  European  banks  have  been  rising  since
January 2012. Hopefully the agreement of 21 February 2012 on
Greek sovereign debt will calm the storm that hit the bond
markets. The operation provides that private investors agree
to give up 107 billion euros of the 206 billion of debt they
hold and that the euro zone States agree a new loan of 130
billion. The agreement is a swap of debt. The old bonds are
exchanged against new ones at a discount of 53.5% of the face
value (9) and at a new contractual interest rate. The write-
down was not a surprise for the banks, which have already set
aside provisions for the losses. The operation was a clear
success (10), as 83% of the holdings were voluntarily offered
for exchange on 9 March (11). The level of participation was
increased to more than 95% by carrying through a compulsory
exchange with creditors who had not responded positively to
the operation (collective action clauses for debt held under
Greek law). After this exchange, the European states, the IMF,
and the ECB will hold “more than three-quarters of Greek debt”
(12), which means that any new crisis of Greek sovereign debt
would have little impact on private investors. A new source of
uncertainty comes from the CDS that were taken out for the
purpose of hedging or speculation (“naked CDS”). Initially,
the  International  Swaps  and  Derivatives  Association  (ISDA)
(13) announced on 1 March that this exchange was not a “credit
event”. On 9 March, it revised its judgment (14). The ISDA now
believes that the collective action clauses are forcing owners
to accept the exchange, which constitutes a credit event. The
Greek default on payments is a legally recognized event, and
the CDS are thus activated. According to the ISDA, the net
exposure of CDS to Greece would amount to only 3.2 billion



dollars. To estimate the overall cost of the CDS for the
financial sector, the residual value of the bonds would have
to be subtracted from that amount. Given the inability of
Greece to resume growth, the sustainability of its remaining
debt is not guaranteed, and the risk of contagion persists. In
any event, the public debt of the Southern euro zone countries
and Ireland are now considered risky assets, which is a factor
that  is  weakening  the  European  banking  sector.  In  this
respect, since late March the recent rise in interest rates on
Italian and Spanish public debt has provoked a decline in the
stock prices of European banks (Figure 2).

The ongoing financial crisis is weakening the banking sector
in the euro zone, which could lead it to reduce its exposure
to risk: a major credit crunch is thus to be feared. The
latest ECB survey covering 9 December 2011 to 9 January 2012
(15) with regard to the lending conditions set by banks is not
very  reassuring.  Tighter  conditions  are  expected  by  35%
(against 16% last quarter) of banks on business loans and by
29% (against 18% last quarter) of banks on consumer loans. In
light of this prospect, on 21 December 2011 the ECB conducted
a long-term refinancing operation. This was a huge success,
with  489  billion  euros  in  credits  granted  to  the  banking
sector. The funds were loaned at 1% for a period of 3 years.
Although it is still difficult to assess the impact of this
measure, ECB president Mario Draghi said in February that this
injection of liquidity had clearly avoided a major credit
crunch. On 29 February 2012, the ECB launched a second long-
term  refinancing  plan  (16).  The  subscription  was  very
substantial, with 530 billion euros disbursed. It is therefore
reasonable to think that a credit crunch will be avoided.

In conclusion, the banking sector’s escape from the zone of
turbulence depends on four key factors:
1) Only a long-term return to growth across the euro zone as a
whole will make it possible to consolidate the public purse
and reduce the number of business failures (17), thereby de



facto reducing banks’ exposure to the risk of default, with
responsibility incumbent on the European governments and the
ECB to identify and implement the “right” policy mix and the
appropriate structural measures.
2)  The  Greek  State  is  insolvent;  this  failure  in  public
finances must not be allowed to spread to other economies,
since the banking crisis is also a test of the strength of
financial solidarity in the euro zone, and it remains to be
seen whether the Germans are more inclined to support Spain or
Italy in case of a risk of default than they were with Greece.
3) The banking crisis has brought to the fore the procyclical
effects  of  the  prudential  regulations,  which  need  to  be
corrected.
4) The maneuvering room of governments as first responders in
a crisis has become very limited due to their massive debt. If
there is a new major shock, the ECB could have no other choice
but to be the lender of last resort.
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[1] Note that a financial depreciation (capital loss) on the
balance  sheet  value  of  assets  in  the  PIIGS  implies  an
automatic reduction in the exposure to these economies.
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