The minimum wage: from labour
costs to living standards.
Comparing France, Germany and
the UK

By 0dile Chagny, IRES, Sabine Le Bayon, Catherine Mathieu,
Henri Sterdyniak, OFCE

Most developed countries now have a minimum wage, including 22
of the 28 EU countries. France has long stood out for its
relatively high minimum wage, the SMIC. But in 1999, the
United Kingdom introduced a minimum wage, and the British
government’s goal is to raise this level to 60% of the median
wage by 2020, which would bring it to the level of France’s
SMIC and among the highest-ranking countries in the OECD. More
recently, in 2015, Germany also introduced a minimum wage.

Note that gross pay is a legal concept. What matters from an
economic point of view is the cost of labour for a firm as
well as the disposable income (including benefits and taxes)
of a household in which employees earn the minimum wage.

In OFCE Policy Brief no. 34 we present a comparison of the
minimum wages in force in 2017 in these three countries, using
standard cases, from the viewpoint first of the cost of labour
and then with respect to employees’ standard of living.

It appears that the cost of labour is slightly higher in
Germany than in France, and much more so than in the United
Kingdom, and that the reforms announced in France for 2019
(reducing contributions) will strengthen France’'s competitive
advantage vis-a-vis Germany. The cost of labour at the minimum
wage is therefore not particularly high in France (Table).
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Table. Labour cost, gross wages and net wages for an employee paid at the statutory
minimum wage in force in April 2017

Germany France United Kingdom
Hourly labour cost 10.84 € 10.68 € 9.26 €
Employer SC rate 227 % 9.4 % 5.54 %
Gross hourly wage 8,84 € 976 € BT E
Employee 5C rate 208 % 23.3 %" 482 %
Met hourly wage 701 € 749 € B.35€
Met wage [ labour cost 647 % 70.1 % 90.2 %
Met hourly wage (PPA) 731 € 7.49 € 7.B2 €

(SC = social Charges).
Source: Authors' calculations.

With regard to disposable income, a comparison of different
arrangements for working time and family situations highlights
different logics in the three countries. In Germany, the
underlying rationale is to protect families from poverty,
regardless of the parents’ working situation. In France, in
contrast, a family with two children has to have two people
working full-time at the SMIC to escape poverty, as the tax-
benefit system seeks to encourage women’s integration into the
labour market. France is thus the only one of the three
countries where a mono-active family with two children, one of
whose parents works full-time at the minimum wage, falls below
the monetary poverty line (Figure).



Figure. Living standard of a bachelor and of a couple with two children aged 7 and 9
(mono-active or bi-active), in current euros, per month, in April 2017
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From the
point of view of the relative position of minimum wage earners
in relation to the general population, our study highlights
the rather favourable situation of the United Kingdom. The
living standard there is comparatively high: all the families
considered in our typical cases have a standard of living
above the poverty line, on the order of 30% higher for a
family where both parents work full-time at the minimum wage.
The gain from taking up a job is, as in France, high, while it
is low in Germany in all the configurations.

Finally, our analysis is contributing to the debate about the
establishment of a Europe-wide minimum wage. A policy to
harmonize the minimum wage in Europe, as this is conceived by
the European Federation of Trade Unions and supported by
France, cannot be thought of solely in terms of labour income,
but also needs to take into account the goals targeted in
terms of living standards, especially for families.



France’'s growth in 2018-2019:
What the forecasters say ..

By Sabine Le Bayon and Christine Rifflart

Following the INSEE’s publication of the first version of the
accounts for the fourth quarter of 2017 and a first estimate
of annual growth, we have been considering the outlook for
2018 and 2019 based on a comparative analysis of forecasts
made for France by 18 public and private institutes, including
the OFCE, between September and December 2017. This post
presents the highlights of this analysis, which are given in
detail in OFCE Policy Brief No. 32 of 8 February 2018
entitled, “A comparison of macroeconomic forecasts for France”
and the associated working paper (No. 06-2018) (which contains
the tables of the institutes’ forecasts).

Following the deep recession of 2008-2009 and the euro zone
crisis of 2011, the French economy started a slow recovery,
which picked up pace in late 2016. The year 2017 was thus a
year of recovery, with slightly higher growth than most
forecasters had recently expected: 1.9% according to the
INSEE’'s first estimate, compared to an average forecast of
1.8%. This momentum is expected to continue in 2018 and 2019,
with the forecasts averaging 1.8% and 1.7%, respectively. The
standard deviations are low (0.1 point in 2018 and 0.2 in
2019), and the forecasts are fairly close for 2018 but diverge
more sharply in 2019 (ranging from a low of 1.4% to a high of
2.2%) (Figure 1). In 2019, 5 out of 15 institutes expect
growth to accelerate while 8 foresee a slowdown.
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Figure 1. GDP growth in the forecasts
(forecasts conducted between September and December 2017)
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supplied by the 18 institutes, The blue band is bounded by the standard deviations, The red points
show the maxima and minimums of the forecasts,

Overall, all but four of the institutes anticipate a
rebalancing of the drivers of growth over the period, with
trade having less of an adverse effect than in the past and
domestic demand still buoyant (Figure 2). However, the
recovery in foreign trade is under debate in light of the
chronic losses in market shares recorded since the beginning
of the 2000s. Indeed, it seems that the expected pick-up in
exports in 2018 will be due more to a recovery in foreign
demand for France’s output and to the rundown of the export-
oriented stocks accumulated in 2016 and 2017 in certain
sectors (in particular transport equipment and aeronautics)
than to any recovery in competitiveness. For 2019, there are
differences in opinion about the impact of the supply policies
implemented since 2013 on French companies’ price and non-
price competitiveness. Some institutes expect an improvement
in export performance and thus a regain of market share by
2019, while others foresee a loss of share due to insufficient
investment in high value-added sectors and labour costs that
still burden business.



Figure 2. Contributions to GDP growth (in % points)

In %

\/

mm Domestic demand excluding changes In stock  sssChange In stock
mm FOreign trade

2004 LU0 AU AU A1 FLIY A3 A4 A5 A6 AU/ Q01gR 1et

The years with an asterisk * correspond to the average forecasts of the institutes.

There is
also debate over the forecasts for jobs and wages, 1in
particular over the impact of the cutbacks in subsidized jobs,
the effect of the policies to lower labour costs in 2019
(transformation of the CICE competitiveness tax credit into
lower employer social contributions) and productivity (trend
and cycle). On average, the unemployment rate should fall from
9.5% in 2017 to 8.8% in 2019, with forecasts ranging from 8.1%
for the most optimistic to 9.2% for the most pessimistic. Some
differences in the forecasts on wages can be attributed to
differing assessments both of the degree of tension on the
labour market and also of the impact on wages of the more
decentralized collective bargaining set up in 2017. Wages are
expected to rise by 1.8% in 2017 and on average by 1.9% in
2018 and 2% in 2019 (ranging from 1.3% for the lowest forecast
to 2.6% for the highest).

In this context, growth will rise much faster than potential
growth, which is estimated by most institutes at around 1.25%
(some institutes expect an acceleration due to the positive
impact of structural reforms and investment, while others
foresee lower potential growth). While in 2017, the growth gap
— the difference between observed GDP and potential GDP - is



clearly negative (between -2.2 and -0.7 points of potential
GDP), this will close by 2019. Most of the institutes (from
those that provided us with data or qualitative information)
believe the output gap will close (close to 0 or clearly
positive) and inflationary pressures could appear. For four
institutes, the output gap will be around -0.7 point.

Finally, for all the institutes the budget deficit should fall
below the threshold of 3% of GDP by 2017. France will exit the
excessive deficit procedure in 2018. But despite the vigorous
growth, and in the absence of stricter fiscal consolidation,
for most of the institutes the public deficit will remain high
over the period.

What 1s the initial
assessment of Germany'’s
minimum wage?

By Odile Chagny (IRES) and Sabine Le Bayon

A year and a half after introducing a statutory minimum wage,
the German Commission 1in charge of adjusting it every two
years decided on 28 June to raise it by 4%. On 1 January 2017,
the minimum will thus rise from 8.50 to 8.84 euros per hour.
This note offers an initial assessment of the implementation
of the minimum wage in Germany. We point out that the minimum
wage has had some of the positive effects that were expected,
helping to reduce wage disparities between the old Lander
(former West Germany) and the new Lander (former East
Germany), and between more skilled and less skilled workers.
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By establishing recognition of the wage value of Germany’s
“mini-jobs”, the minimum wage has made these marginal forms of
employment less attractive for employers, representing a major
rupture for the welfare state. But the minimum wage has also
had some less fortunate results. Due probably to the
flattening of pay scales at the minimum wage level, certain
categories of employees in former West Germany seem to have
suffered from the wage restraint that was imposed on them just
before the introduction of the minimum wage, as companies
limited the impact of the minimum wage on their total salary
costs.

Unlike in France, there are no rules requiring an automatic
annual revision of the minimum wage in Germany. It is adjusted
only every two years upon a decision by the Commission. The
decision taken on 28 June 2016 will take effect on 1 January
2017. There will then not be another revision until 2019,
based on a decision taken in June 2018.

At first glance, the revaluation is fairly significant (+4% on
1 January 2017, i.e. a 2% annual rate) when compared to recent
revisions of the minimum wage in France, where the SMIC, as it
is called, rose by 1% per year over the last four years. This
is due to the fact that, in accordance with the law
establishing the minimum wage, the revaluation that takes
place in Germany is made in light of increases concluded under
collective bargaining agreements[l], thereby ensuring
equivalent gains in purchasing power for all employees covered
by a collective agreement. Since increases in negotiated wages
have been relatively high since 2012 (+2.7% annual rate for
the basic hourly wage index negotiated between 2011 and 2015,
against +1.6% for the basic monthly wage in France over this
same period), this automatically affects the minimum wage[2].

However, the level of the minimum wage is low and it is likely
to remain so. It is much lower than the current level in
France (9.67 euros since January 2016). According to the
national accounts, this represented 34% of the average wage in
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2015 (47% in France) and 48% of the median wage of full-time
employees in 2014 (61% in France), which puts Germany in the
lower range among the major European economies[3].

Nevertheless, even though set at a relatively low level, much
was expected of the minimum wage'’s ability to correct the very
sharp wage segmentation in Germany[4], which points to the
need to pay particular attention to the categories of
employees who benefited from it.

Between 4 and 5.8 million employees were potentially affected
by the introduction of the minimum wage in 2015

Somewhat paradoxically, it is difficult to get a clear picture
of the actual number of employees who received less than 8.50
euros at the time the minimum wage was introduced. The most
recent estimates vary between 4 million according to Destatis
and a range of 4.8 to 5.4 million according to the WSI
Institute (between 10% and 16% of the total workforce)[5].
This is because the law establishing the minimum wage left
some uncertainty about 1its practical application. For
instance, the law stipulates that the minimum wage of 8.5
euros per hour applies while taking into account the actual
working time (knowing that there is no statutory work week in
Germany), and it gives no precise definition of the pay
elements to be taken into account (year-end bonuses, 13th
month bonus, miscellaneous bonuses). On this point, following
an employee’s complaint, on 25 May 2016 Germany’'s Federal
Labour Court ruled that a bonus previously paid once a year
can be included in the calculation of the minimum wage when it
is henceforth paid fractionally each month and this has been
approved by a company agreement. This automatically leads to
decreasing the number of potential beneficiaries.

While calculating the number of people receiving less than
8.50 euros is tricky, there is nevertheless relatively good
agreement on estimates indicating that employees holding mini-
jobs and employees in the new Lander just prior to the


http://www.ofce.sciences-po.fr/blog/quel-premier-bilan-tirer-du-salaire-minimum-allemand/#_ftn3
http://www.ofce.sciences-po.fr/blog/quel-premier-bilan-tirer-du-salaire-minimum-allemand/#_ftn4
https://www.destatis.de/DE/PresseService/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2016/04/PD16_121_621pdf.pdf?__blob=publicationFile
http://www.boeckler.de/pdf/p_wsi_report_28_2016.pdf
http://www.boeckler.de/pdf/p_wsi_report_28_2016.pdf
http://www.ofce.sciences-po.fr/blog/quel-premier-bilan-tirer-du-salaire-minimum-allemand/#_ftn5

introduction of the minimum wage were the main ones affected.
Thus, according to Destatis, 55% of the employees concerned
were “mini-jobbers”, mainly in western Germany where they are
the most numerous. In eastern Germany, the proportion of
people earning less than 8.50 euros was twice as high as in
western Germany (just over 20% of employees, around 10% in the
old Lander). Not surprisingly, more than 80% of those working
for less than 8.50 euros were in companies not covered by
collective bargaining agreements, with twice as many women as
men. Finally, catering and retail were the trades most
affected, as approximately 50% and 30% of their employees
earned less than 8.50 euros, according to the WSI in 2014.

1.9 million people were on the minimum wage 1in April 2015
according to Destatis

The minimum wage has partly fulfilled its mission by ensuring
a “decent” wage for society’s most vulnerable people. If we
stick to the Destatis estimate, while 4 million people
received a wage of less than 8.50 euros in April 2014, “only”
1 million were in this situation a year later. Moreover, among
the 1.9 million employees earning 8.5 euros in April 2015, the
great majority of whom were undoubtedly earning less before
the entry into force of the minimum wage, 91% worked in
companies not covered by a collective agreement and 56% held
mini-jobs.

A significant increase in wages 1in the new Lander and for
mini-jobs

It is obviously too early to have microeconomic surveys with
accurate information about changes in the salaries of those
affected by the introduction of the minimum wage, so the main
source used is the quarterly wage survey [6], which provides
data on different job categories (conventional jobs, 1i.e.
subject to social security contributions, and mini-jobs) and
skills levels.
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Based on this survey, it is clear that the implementation of
the minimum wage undoubtedly led to raising the monthly wages
of certain categories of employees in 2015: for conventional
jobs [7] in the new Lander and for mini-jobs in western
Germany (Table 1).

Hourly wages in eastern Germany rose especially quickly in
2015 for unskilled (+8.6%) and semi-skilled employees (+5.8%)
compared to those with average qualifications (+4%), helping
to reduce wage inequality in these German states. However, no
such trend could be seen in western Germany regardless of the
skills level.

Table 1. Changes in gross total monthly wages (incl. Bonuses)

Conventional jobs

(Tull time and part time) sl
Ex-West Ger, Ex-East Ger, Ex-West Ger, Ex-East Ger,

201 | 2.3 1.8 FG
202 25 1.0 10 7.2
2013 1.0 1.7 a6 4.7
2014 1.5 1.9 1.4 6.7
2015 1.6 3.4 3.2 57
* This increase is due to the revision of the monthly cap on pay for mini-jobs from 400 to 450 euros.

Sowrce: Destatis, Quarterly wage survey; authors' calculations.

Questioning the logic of mini-jobs

Given that 60% of employees holding mini-jobs received less
than 8.5 euros per hour in 2014, one would expect a more
marked acceleration of average earnings in this category of
employees. The most likely reason why this was not the case is
that the implementation of the minimum wage has de facto made
these jobs less attractive for employers and led to a
reduction in those workforce numbers and probably in the hours
worked.

While mini-jobs are characterized by an absence of employee
social security contributions and the acquisition of fewer
employee rights, they are nonetheless subject to higher levies
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paid by employers (mainly social contributions and flat-rate
tax on income) than in the case of a conventional job. As a
result, the attraction for employers prior to the introduction
of the minimum wage was due mainly to the flexibility offered
by this type of employment as well as to the possibility of
low hourly wages[8], as there was no limitation on working
hours (the only constraint being the monthly ceiling of 450
euros).

However, by including mini-jobs within the coverage of the
minimum wage, the law has made them much less financially
attractive to employers because their hourly cost now exceeds
that of a conventional job, including a midi-job[9] (see Table
2), with the number of hours implicitly capped (at 12 hours
per week given the monthly ceiling of 450 euros).[10]

We therefore expect a reduction in the number of these jobs
through simple destruction or reclassification as conventional
jobs [11]. There has in fact been a sharp decrease in the
number of mini-jobs since the beginning of 2015, especially
mini-jobs that are the worker’s main activity, and an
acceleration in the creation of conventional part-time jobs
(graphic). The conversion into conventional jobs seems clear
in the hotel, catering and retail trades, where mini-jobs had
been prevalent and where conventional job creation has been
particularly important. But although the conversion of mini-
jobs into conventional jobs has been relatively high, it has
not been massive, which is probably due both to a reduction in
the actual hours worked so as to stay under the ceiling for
mini-jobs (which for the employee has reduced the impact of a
higher hourly wage) and to incorrect documentation of working
time by the employer, with an underestimation of the hours
worked[12]. The assurance that the legal conditions governing
these jobs will be applied is even less certain given that the
employee too may have a financial interest in non-compliance
with the minimum wage, by accepting an underestimation of the
number of hours so that their monthly wage remains below the
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450 euro ceiling. The employee thus receives a net wage equal
to the gross wage, which is not the case if the wage exceeds
450 euros and he occupies a midi-job, since the rate of the
employee social contribution 1is then progressive and he
becomes subject to conventional taxation (which depends on the
employee’s family characteristics).

Table 2, Charges for a conventional job subject to social contributions and a mini-job before
and after the introduction of the minimum wage

- ) ) After the introduction of the minimum

Before the introduction of wage, the employer trades off between:

the minimum wage, a low = E
wage cost for a mini-job

f AT Converting It to a
Maintaining the il HiTL LR

e oo s | minkjob (hgher (LC/c e cos s
ot e et previously)
Gross wage (€ hour) 7B 8.5 8.5
Employer social contributions (€/hour) 23 16 1.6
Labour cost for the employer (€/hour) 10.2 111 101
Employee soclal contributions (€/houry 0.0 0.0 1.72
Met wage (€/hour) f.8 8,5 6.8

{1} Cas e of a mini-job with a monthly salary of 451 euros, i.e. just above the ceiling tor mini-jobs, tor a working time of a little
miare than 12 hours . The employee social contributions are then 10.9%,

{2y Case of an employee with & child, Otherwise, the dependency contribution rate (faux de cotisation dependence) of an
employee subject to social contributions is increased by 0.2 5%,

Mini-job :

Employer portion: 30% (= 13% health 4 15% pension + 2% flat-rate income tax),

Cenventional job, subject to social contributions:

Emnployer portion: 19.325% (=7.3% health + 9.3% pension + 1.5% unemployment + 1.17 5% dependence);

Employes portion: 20,42 5% (=B.4% health +9.315% pension + 1.5% unemployment + 1.175% dependence).

Source: German legislation,
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Figure. Change in employment by categories, before and after
the introduction of the minimum wage
In %

Change between December 2014
and December 2015
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and December 2014
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Source: Job center.

In the spring of 2015, 1 million people were still being paid
below the minimum wage

The magnitude of the workforce still earning less than 8.5
euros after the implementation of the minimum wage raises
several questions. This could of course be explained by the
implementation deadlines and by the fact that various
exemptions are allowed (long-term unemployed for the first
6 months of employment, employees in sectors providing for a
transitional adaptation period — newspaper delivery, temping,
the meat industry, hairdressing, agriculture, textile,
laundry) .

But we could also consider the actual capacity to implement
the minimum wage in the “grey areas” of the collective
bargaining system[13]. Among these 1 million workers, almost
80% were employed in companies not covered by collective
agreements and 47% held mini-jobs.

This highlights the importance of official controls to ensure
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compliance, especially as the methods of calculating the
hourly wage as defined by law and jurisprudence are
problematic[14]. Parliament has provided for a requirement to
report working hours, but this does not apply to all
employees. Of course, for all mini-jobs and for those below a
certain salary threshold[15] in certain sectors particularly
affected by illegal work (construction, catering, passenger
transport, logistics, industrial cleaning, meat industry,
etc.), the employer is now required to record the start and
end of each work day and the duration of work and keep these
documents for two years to avoid circumvention of the law
through unpaid overtime. But there are not many inspections,
and the frequency even fell by about one-third in 2015 from
2014, even as the number of people affected by the minimum
wage exploded.

A fairly moderate impact on the average wage of conventional
jobs

More unexpectedly, it seems that some companies anticipated
the coming into force of the minimum wage by slowing increases
in unskilled wages in the months preceding the law's
implementation (recall that parliamentary elections took place
in October 2013, and the minimum wage took effect in January
2015). The year 2014 was indeed characterized by a sharp halt
to wage hikes for less skilled workers, which occurred in both
the old and new Lander, a phenomenon that cannot be explained
by objective factors related to the economic situation. This
means, surprisingly, that certain categories of employees
would have received higher wage increases in the absence of
the introduction of the minimum wage.

To assess this, we simulated the hourly wages in 2014 and 2015
for conventional jobs on the basis of the 2010-2013 trend
(i.e. before the minimum wage was officially incorporated into
the coalition agreement of autumn 2013), and we compared the
wage observed at end 2015 with the one simulated by type of
qualifications and Lander in order to see which employees were
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overall losers or winners (Table 3).

While in the new Lander on average all

categories of employees benefited from the implementation of
the minimum wage, with a diffusion effect from the minimum
wage on wages immediately above 8.50 euros (and a revaluation
of all salary scales), it seems that in the old Lander the
least skilled categories suffered from its introduction. In
other words, those whose salary was slightly higher than the
minimum wage before the law took effect would have enjoyed a
higher hourly wage in early 2016 on the basis of past trends!

This braking effect is such that at the level of Germany as a
whole, and given the weight of the old Lander in the workforce
(81% of conventional waged jobs), the unskilled and semi-
skilled have therefore generally suffered from the
introduction of the minimum wage, a situation that is somewhat
paradoxical and which most observers have failed to highlight,
focusing instead on the analysis of developments following the
minimum wage’s introduction.

Table 3. Difference between the gross hourly wage (excl. Bonuses) for conventional
jobs recorded at end 2015 and wage simulated on the basis of the 2010-2013 trend

2010-2013"

Total?  Managers PSTRNCEd sidlled  Semiskilled  Unskilled
GCermany 0.8 0.9 1.4 0.1 0.3 -1.1
Mew Linder 2.7 2.9 2.6 2.9 2.0 3.8
Old Lander 0.7 0.7 1.0 0.4 -0.8 -1.9
1. The wage is simulated from Q1 2014 based on the trend abserved between Q4 2010 and Q4 2013, The difference
between the wage seen in the last quarter of 2015 and the wage simulated on the basis of the past trend is shown in this
table.
2. The total s the weighted sum of the ditferent skills categories, based on the 200 3 worldorce.

Source: Destatis (Cuarterly wage survey); authors' caloulations,

If the stated objective of the law introducing a minimum wage
in Germany was indeed achieved, namely, to end a situation
where a significant number of employees were on extremely low
wages, there are 1 million people who have yet to benefit,
i.e. a quarter of the workforce who were potentially
concerned. There 1is also evidence that many companies
anticipated the introduction of the minimum wage in the year
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before its introduction by making trade-offs in their wage
policy in order to limit the impact on their costs. The result
is that not all employees have been winners from the
introduction of the minimum wage. What has taken place in
Germany, especially in the old Lander, is a form of
redistribution among unskilled workers between those who have
benefited from the law [16] and those earning a little more
than the minimum wage, who have experienced two years of wage
restraint.

[1] For this initial reassessment, the Commission based
itself on changes in the negotiated hourly wages (excluding
bonuses) between December 2014 and June 2016, which was 4%,
including the retroactive effect of the latest collective
agreement signed for the civil service.

[2] Like employee purchasing power, inflation rates in France
and Germany have been very similar over the same period: +1.1%
annual rate over the period 2011-2015 in Germany, 0.9% 1in
France for the HICP.

[3] M. Amlinger, R. Bispinck and T. Schulten, 2016 : “The
German Minimum Wage: experiences and perspectives after one
year”, WSI Report No. 28e, 1/2016.

[4] 0. Chagny and F. Lainé 2015: “Comment se comparent les
salaires entre la France et 1l'Allemagne?”, Note d’analyse no.
33, France Stratéqgie.

[5] By removing the exceptions: trainees, apprentices and
those under age 18.

[6] This was conducted among about 40,000 companies with more
than 10 employees (5 in some sectors such as retail or
catering to reflect the specific characteristics of these
areas) in industry and the service sector.
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[7] This observation holds whether one is interested in the
total monthly pay (including bonuses) or the hourly wage
excluding bonuses, with wage increases of respectively 3.4%
and 4% in 2015.

[8] B. Lestrade, 2013: “Mini-jobs en Allemagne. Une forme de
travail a temps partiel tres répandue mais contestée”, Revue
francaise des affaires sociales, 2013/4.

[9] For these contracts, which pay between 450 and 850 euros,
the contribution rate for the employer is that of a
conventional job, while the contribution rate for employees is
progressive, ranging from 10.9% to 20.425% based on the
salary.

[10] Note that the average working time in 2008 for these jobs
was 12.8 hours per week (D. Voss and C. Weinkopf, 2012,
“Niedriglohnfalle Minijob”, WSTI Mitteilungen 1/2012).

[11] For a midi-job, if the employee works between 12 and 23
hours weekly, and in a conventional job more than 23 hours.

[12] The most common strategies for circumventing the law in
terms of working time are: unpaid overtime, payment for a task
without fixed working hours and poor calculation of the time
worked (on-call time, etc.). For more, see_T. Schulten, 2014,
“Umsetzung und Kontrolle von Mindestlohnen”, Arbeitspapiere
49, GIB, November 2014.

[13] For more, see: “Allemagne. L’introduction d’un salaire
minimum 1égal : genese et portée d’une rupture majeure”, 0.
Chagny and S. Le Bayon, Chronique internationale de U’IRES,
no. 146, June 2014.
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Devaluation through wages 1in
the euro zone: a lose-lose
adjustment

by Sabine Le Bayon, Mathieu Plane, Christine Rifflart and Raul
Sampognaro

Since the outbreak of the financial crisis in 2008 and the
sovereign debt crisis in 2010-2011, the euro zone countries
have developed adjustment strategies aimed at restoring market
confidence and putting their economies back on the path to
growth. The countries hit hardest by the crisis are those that
depended heavily on the financial markets and had very high
current account deficits (Spain, Italy, but also Ireland,
Portugal and Greece). Although the deficits have now been
largely resolved, the euro zone is still wallowing in sluggish
growth, with deflationary tendencies that could intensify if
no changes are made. Without an adjustment in exchange rates,
the adjustment is taking place through jobs and wages. The
consequences of this devaluation through wages, which we
summarize here, are described in greater depth in the special
study published in the dossier on the OFCE’s forecasts (Revue
de 1'OFCE, no. 136, November 2014).

An adjustment driven by moderation in wage increases ..

Faced with falling demand, companies have adapted by making
heavy cutbacks in employment in order to cut costs, which has
led to a steep rise in unemployment. The number of jobless in
the euro zone was 7 million higher in September 2014 than in
March 2008. The situation is especially glum in countries like
Greece, where the unemployment rate is 26.9%, Spain (24.2%),
Portugal (13.8%) and Italy (12.5%). Only Germany has
experienced a reduction in unemployment, with a rate of 5.0%
of the active population.
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As is suggested by the Phillips curve, runaway unemployment
has eventually affected the conditions governing wage
increases, especially in the most crisis-ridden countries
(Figure 1). While between 2000 and 2009 wage growth was more
dynamic in the peripheral countries (3.8% annually) than in
the countries in the euro zone core (+2.3%) [1], the situation
reversed after 2010. Nominal wage growth slowed in the
peripheral countries (0.8%), but stayed close to the pre-
crisis rate (+2.6%) in the core countries. This heterogeneity
is due to differences in how much unemployment has worsened in
the different countries. According to Buti and Turrini (2012)
[2] from the European Commission, reversing the trend in wage
dynamics will be a major factor driving the rebalancing of
current account positions in the euro zone.

Figure 1. Changes in unemployment rates and nominal
compensation per employee
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Note: The size of the bubble is proportional to the GDP of each country in the euro zone.
Sources : Burostat, OFCE calculations.

Furthermore, an analysis at the macroeconomic data level masks
the extent of the ongoing wage moderation, as the effects of
the crisis are concentrated on the most vulnerable populations
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(young, non-graduate employees) earning the lowest wages. The
deformation of the structure of employment in favour of more
skilled and more experienced workers (see the OFCE post: On
the difficulty of carrying out structural reforms in a context
of high unemployment) is also pushing up mid-level wages. As
can be seen in a number of studies based on an analysis of the
macroeconomic data [3], wage growth after correcting for these
composition effects is below the increase in the average
salary.

. that compresses domestic demand and is not very effective in
terms of competitiveness

Underlying this policy of deflationary adjustment through
wages, what 1is important for companies 1s to improve
competitiveness and regain market share. Thus, compared with
the beginning of 2008, unit labour costs (ULC) [4] fell in the
countries deepest in crisis (Spain, Portugal and Ireland),
slowed in Italy and continued their upward progression in the
countries in the euro zone core, i.e. those facing the least
financial pressure (Germany, France, Belgium and the
Netherlands).

The most significant adjustment took place in Spain. Deflated
by inflation, its ULC has fallen by 14% since 2008, 13 points
of which are explained by the recovery in productivity, which
was achieved at the expense of massive cuts in employment.
Real wages increased only 1% over the period. Conversely, in
Italy, the adjustment has focused on wages, whose purchasing
power has fallen by 5%. However, this decline was not
sufficient to offset the fall in productivity, and thus to
prevent an increase in the real ULC. In Germany, after the
real ULC rose in 2008, real wages continued to rise, but less
than gains in productivity. In France, real wages and
productivity have risen in tandem at a moderate pace. The ULC,
deflated by inflation, has thus been stable since 2009 but has
still worsened compared to 2008.
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Even though this deflationary strategy is intended to restore
business competitiveness, it is a double loser. First, as the
strategy is being implemented jointly in all the countries in
the euro zone, these efforts wind up neutralizing each other.
Ultimately, it is the countries that carry the strategy
furthest that win the “bonus”. Thus, among the euro zone's
larger economies, only Spain can really benefit due to the
sharp reduction in its ULC, which reflects not only its own
efforts but also some continued wage growth among its key
partners. France and Italy are not experiencing any gain, and
Germany has seen a deterioration in its ULC of about 3%
between 2008 and 2013. Moreover, while the wage devaluation
might have helped to boost activity, this will have been
accomplished through a rebound in exports. But it is difficult
to find any correlation between exports and wage adjustments
during the crisis (Figure 2). These results have already been
pointed out by Gaulier and Vicard (2012). Even if the
countries facing the deepest crisis (Spain, Greece, Portugal)
might gain market share, the volumes exported by each of them
are in the short/medium term not very sensitive to changes in
labour costs. This might be explained by companies’ preference
to rebuild their margins rather than to lower export prices.
Even in countries where the relative ULC fell sharply, the
prices of exports rose significantly (6.2% in Greece, 3.2% 1in
Ireland since 2008, etc.).

Finally, in an effort to improve their cost competitiveness,
companies reduced their payroll by cutting employment and / or
wages. This strategy of competitive disinflation results in
pressure on household incomes and thus on their demand for
goods, which slows the growth of imports. Indeed, in contrast
to what is observed for exports, there is a close and positive
relationship between changes in the relative ULC and in import
volumes over the period 2008-2009 (Figure 3). In other words,
the greater the adjustment effort in the ULC with respect to
competitor countries, the slower the growth in import volumes.
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Figure 2 : Change in relative ULC and exports, in volume
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Figure 3. Change in relative ULC and imports, in volume
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This non-cooperative strategy to rebalance the current account
can permanently affect an economic recovery in a context where
reducing the debt of both private and public agents will
become even more difficult if deflationary pressures are felt
in an ongoing way (due to increases in real terms in debt and
interest rates). The imbalances in the current accounts of the
various euro zone countries will thus be dealt with mainly by
a contraction of imports. The correction of such imbalances by
means of a wage devaluation, as was the case in 2010-2011, 1is
therefore doubly expensive: a low impact on competitiveness,
relative to competitors, due to the simultaneous
implementation of the strategy in the various euro zone
countries, and an increased risk of deflation, making it more
difficult to shed debt, thereby fuelling the possibility of a
scenario of prolonged stagnation in the euro zone.

[1] Germany, France, Belgium and the Netherlands. The
peripheral countries include Spain, Italy, Portugal and
Greece.

[2] Buti and Turrini (2012), “Slow but steady? Achievements
and shortcomings of competitive disinflation within the Euro
Area”.

[3] For a comparison of a number of euro zone countries at the
start of the crisis, see ECB (2012), “Euro Area Labor Markets
and the Crisis”. For the case of Spain, see Puente and Galan
(2014), “Un_analisis de los efectos composicidn sobre 1a

evolucidén de los salarios”. Finally, for the French case, see
Verdugo (2013) “Les salaires réels ont-ils été affectés par
les évolutions du chdémage en France avant et pendant 1a

crise?” and Audenaert, Bardaji, Lardeux, Orand and Sicsic
(2014), “Wage resilience in France since the Great Recession”.

[4] The unit labour cost is defined as the cost of labour per
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unit produced. This is calculated as the ratio between
compensation per capita and average labour productivity.

On the difficulty of carrying
out structural reforms 1in a
period of high unemployment

By Sabine Le Bayon, Mathieu Plane, Christine Rifflart and Raul
Sampognaro

Structural reforms aimed at developing a more flexible labour
market are often attributed all the virtues of fighting
against mass unemployment and limiting the segmentation of the
labour market between “insiders” on stable contracts and
“outsiders” who are unemployed or on precarious contracts.
When the economy is growing, these measures can facilitate job
creation for the benefit of the outsiders, but the results are
likely to be more uncertain in a context of mass unemployment
and sluggish growth. Structural reforms can indeed reduce the
labour market duality arising from regulatory measures but
they cannot combat the duality of the labour market inherent
in human capital, which is exacerbated during periods of mass
unemployment: given the same qualifications it is experience
that makes the difference, and given equal experience it 1is
qualifications that make the difference. High unemployment
therefore strengthens the phenomenon of “queuing” to access
more stable jobs. Structural reforms aimed at streamlining the
labour market will thus primarily affect employees who have
less qualifications and experience without however enabling
outsiders to gain access to more stable employment. This means
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that inequality between workers is likely to rise, with no
positive impact on employment due to the sluggishness of the
economy. Only macroeconomic management that takes on board the
goal of returning to full employment could lead to successful
structural reform.

As we show in a special study, “La dévaluation par les

salaires dans la zone euro: un ajustement perdant-perdant”
[Devaluation through wages in the euro zone: a lose-lose
adjustment] (Revue de U’OFCE, no. 136, November 2014), labour
market segmentation has increased during the crisis despite
the implementation of structural reforms in the euro zone
countries. Since 2008, the employment rate [1l] of seniors and
of the better qualified has fared better than for other
population groups in the four largest countries in the euro
zone (Figures 1 and 2).

The sharp decline in the youth employment rate since 2008 1is
general — including in Germany, where the labour market has
remained dynamic — and contrasts with the increase in the
employment rate of older workers (or the small decline in
Spain). The difference between these two categories is between
12 percentage points in France and 21 points in Italy (15
points in Germany and 19 in Spain). The adjustment in the
employment rate of the 25-54 age group lies in an intermediate
position. The resistance of the employment rate of older
workers to the crisis is probably due to a combination of two
factors: the introduction of pension system reforms in recent
years (lengthening contribution periods and / or raising the
legal retirement age) and the relatively higher cost of
dismissing senior citizens, who more often occupy higher
positions in the job hierarchy. In a crisis, it is likely that
this has led to a substitution effect with the employment of
older workers coming at the expense of the young.
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Figure 1 : Changes in employment rate by age group
between 2008 (Q1) and 2014 (Q2)
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The adjustments in employment rates were also more striking
for people without a high school diploma, with the exception
of Italy, where the diploma does not seem to provide
protection from unemployment or inactivity. In France, the
adjustment in the employment rate clearly decreased with the
type of degree. In Germany, the employment rate for those with
less education has declined during the crisis while it has
increased for the other categories. In Spain, the employment
rate of university graduates has withstood the crisis better
than the rate of other population groups. In addition to these
developments in employment rates by educational category, wage
income in Italy, Spain and France has fallen for the initial
income deciles. This adjustment in the wage incomes of the
lower deciles is probably due to a reduction in total working
hours over the year (part-time work, shorter temporary
contracts or longer periods of unemployment between contracts,
reducing average compensation over the year). Thus, in the
countries hit hardest by the crisis, the most vulnerable
populations, with the 1least human capital, have found
themselves more exposed to a deteriorating labour market,
whether this has been felt through falling employment rates or
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a reduction in annual wage earnings.

Figure 2 : Changes in employment rate by level of diploma
between 2008 (Q1) and 2014 (Q2)
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In the context of a deteriorating labour market, by accepting
a slight downgrade the most qualified unemployed workers would
be the first to find jobs, chasing out those who might
otherwise have gotten it, who would themselves do the same
thing at a lower level. This could explain why, at the end of
the queue, it is the least skilled who are, regardless of
labour legislation, the victims of unemployment and precarious
employment.

The existence of a “spontaneous” segmentation in the labour
market and the phenomenon of “queuing” may thus limit the
success of a strategy of structural reforms and wage
devaluation. In such a case, a more flexible labour market
combined with a reduction in social welfare could increase
inequalities between groups in the workforce without
increasing the creation of full-time equivalent jobs.
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[1] This 1is the ratio of the employed to the working-age
population.

A minimum wage 1in Germany: a
small step for Europe, a big
one for Germany

By 0Odile Chagny (Ires) and Sabine Le Bayon

After several months of parliamentary debate, a minimum wage
will be phased in between 2015 and 2017 in Germany. The debate
led to only slight modifications in the bill introduced last
April, which came out of the coalition agreement between the
Social Democrats and the Christian Democrats. The minimum wage
will rise in 2017 to 8.50 euros gross per hour, or about 53%
of the median hourly wage. In a country that constitutionally
guarantees the social partners autonomy in the determination
of working conditions, this represents a major rupture.
Overall, the importance of the introduction of the minimum
wage lies not so much in the stimulus it will be expected to
have on growth in Germany and the euro zone as in the turning
point it represents in how the value of labour is viewed in a
country that has historically tolerated the notion that this
can differ depending on the status of the person (or persons)
carrying it out [1].

The introduction of a statutory minimum wage in Germany
represents the culmination of a long process initiated in the
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mid-2000s that has led to a relative consensus on the need to
better protect employees from the wage dumping taking place in
certain sectors and businesses. Unlike in France, where a
statutory minimum wage was established in 1951 (the “SMIG”,
followed by the “SMIC “), Germany has had no
“interprofessional” or industry-wide minimum wage. The
introduction of the minimum wage by the State, though contrary
to the principle of the social partners’ autonomy, is a sign
that the various stakeholders explicitly recognize that the
collective bargaining system is no longer able to guarantee
decent working conditions for a growing number of employees,
including both those not covered by collective agreements as
well as those who are working in areas where the trade unions
have grown so weak that the sector’s minimum floor is too low.

The State’s intervention thus constitutes a genuine revolution
in the system of industrial relations. The intention, however,
is for this to be a one-off measure. The social partners are
in effect to retain a major role, for a number of reasons:

By the end of 2014, they can negotiate sectoral
agreements aimed at bringing sector minimums that are
below 8.50 euros per hour up to this threshold by end
2016[2].

» Once the law is in force, it is a bipartisan commission
of the social partners that will decide on changes in
the minimum wage every two years. The commission will
meet for the first time in 2016 and if needed the first
adjustment will take place in 2017.

 Furthermore, sector-wide agreements that set working
conditions (pay scales, holidays, maximum hours, etc.)
will be more easily extended to all the workers in a
sector (because the minimum wage law also aims at
strengthening the procedures for extending collective
agreements, which currently are rarely used). The
outcome of collective bargaining will thus cover more
employees.
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The application of the statutory minimum wage will proceed in
stages. In 2015, only employees not covered by a collective
agreement will be affected. As for the others, either this
wage floor is already being applied, or it will be phased in
through negotiations in the sector. This is, for example, the
situation in the meat and slaughterhouse business, where in
January 2014 the social partners signed an agreement to
implement a minimum wage of 7.75 euros on 1 July 2014, which
will be upgraded to 8.60 euros in October 2015. With respect
to temping, an agreement in October 2013 increased the minimum
wage to 8.50 euros in January 2014 in the old Lander, with
provisions to introduce it in June 2016 in the new Lander.

The debate about exemptions was heated, but ultimately the
minimum wage will cover all but a few people: some young
people (apprentices, work-study trainees) and the long-term
unemployed during the first six months after the resumption of
employment. As for seasonal workers (about 300,000 jobs), who
have a large presence in the agricultural sector, the 8.50
euro minimum will indeed apply, but the employer can deduct
the cost of food and lodging. This should still limit wage
dumping in this area, even if it will be more difficult to
ensure compliance with the law.

The real issue concerns not so much the exemptions being
highlighted by various parties (the DGB trade wunion
confederation, Die Linke and the Greens are criticizing these,
while some employers and conservatives think there are too
few) as how the law will actually be implemented.

This is because the impact of the minimum wage law will depend
firstly on how remuneration and working time are defined and
what they cover, two points that have been left unanswered up
to now. However, depending on whether overtime and other
variable elements of remuneration are taken into account, or
whether the duration of work i1is based on the work contracted
or the actual hours worked, the law will differ greatly in its
coverage and impact. In 2012, depending on the definitions



used, estimates of the number of people potentially affected
by the minimum wage ranged from 4.7 to 6.6 million, a
difference of 40%.

Furthermore, the labour inspectorate will need to have
substantial resources to monitor the application of the law,
because at the moment 36% of employees earning less than 8.50
euros gross per hour do not have their work hours specified in
their employment contract, or perform unpaid overtime. Checks
by the labour inspectorate will therefore be crucial,
especially as 70% of employees earning less than 8.50 euros
per hour are in enterprises without a works council [3], which
makes enforcement of the law particularly difficult. Finally,
there is a risk of seeing an increase in recourse to self-
employment that is paid by the task (i.e. without a scheduled
work time) at the expense of employees on conventional
contracts or those hired on mini-jobs, jobs for which there 1is
no longer any requirement to set the hours of work and whose
employees do not pay employee social security contributions or
income tax.

On a more macro-economic level, and contrary to the hopes of
many of Germany’s European partners, the introduction of the
minimum wage will have only a limited impact on domestic
demand, not only because it is far from established that the
legislation will actually apply everywhere, but also due to
its limited impact on household income. Following an increase
in their marginal tax rates and cutbacks in social benefits,
the real income of households affected by the minimum wage
will rise by only a quarter of the initial increase in their
wages. As for the 1.3 million “Aufstocker”, people who combine
job income and a solidarity allowance for those in need and
the long-term unemployed (under the Hartz IV reform), their
number will fall by only 60,000 [4].

The impact on competitiveness is likely to differ widely
across sectors. According to Brenke and Muller (2013), there
will be a 3% increase in total payroll. With the exception of
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the food industry, whose competitiveness has been based on a
significant level of wage dumping, and where the introduction
of a minimum wage is likely to be strongly felt (except where
the law is circumvented in one way or another), industrial
exporters, whose salaries are generally higher (INSEE, 2012),
will not be affected much by the introduction of a minimum
wage. They will however be hit indirectly, since they have
outsourced a number of activities during the last decade to
service enterprises that have lower costs. In many companies,
high margins should nevertheless permit them to limit any rise
in production costs. For labour-intensive sectors that cannot
be relocated (beauty salons, taxis, etc.), prices should on
the other hand increase significantly, which could limit the
positive impact on the purchasing power of employees
benefitting from the minimum wage.

While the impact of introducing the minimum wage should be
relatively limited at the macro-economic level, in particular
in terms of a recovery in the euro zone, the strong signal
being sent with regard to economic policy should not be
overlooked. The establishment of a minimum wage that is broad
in coverage — the exceptions will ultimately be very
circumscribed — and is industry-wide — the floor will apply to
all sectors — reflects above all the idea that employees must
be able to live from their work and that it is not necessarily
up to the State to subsidize low wages in the form of social
benefits so as to maintain the competitiveness of low-skilled
workers in particular. As Sigmar Gabriel, the chairman of the
SPD and the Minister for Economic Affairs in the new coalition
government, declared to the Bundestag in February 2014, the
minimum wage 1is important not so much for the level or the
date it takes effect as for the fact that it represents a
central issue for the social market economy, that “all work
must be valued”.

This note is being posted simultaneously with the publication
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of an article on this subject: Chagny 0. and S. Le Bayon,
2014 : “lL’introduction d’un salaire minimum légal : genése et
portée d’une rupture majeure” [The introduction of a statutory
minimum wage: genesis and significance of a major rupture],
Chronique internationale de U’IRES, no. 146, June.

[1] In accordance with the principle that a retiree, a student
or a housewife does not necessarily need social security and
works primarily for extra income.

[2] The newspaper delivery business is an exception insofar as
it is the State that has mandated a gradual increase in the
minimum to 8.50 euros in 2017.

[3] Works councils ensure the representation of employees in
companies with at least 5 employees. It is they who determine
how collective agreements are to be implemented.

[4] This raises the matter of the particular features of
Germany'’s tax-benefit system: high marginal tax rates for the
second earner in connection with the marital quotient; a
marginal tax rate that is higher than in France for low
earners; and, for beneficiaries of the Hartz IV solidarity
allowance, a high tax rate (80% above 100 euros) of the job
income exceeding the benefit. For more information, see Brenke
and Muller (2013) and Bruckmeier and Wiemers (2014).
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Euro zone: Recovery or
deflation?

By Céline Antonin,_ Christophe Blot, Sabine Le Bayon and
Danielle Schweisguth

This text summarizes the OFCE’s forecast for 2014-2015 for the
euro zone economy

Will the euro zone embark on the road to recovery, or will it
sink into a deflationary spiral? The latest macroeconomic
indicators are sending out conflicting signals. A return to
growth is being confirmed, with three consecutive quarters of
rising GDP. However, the level of unemployment in the euro
zone remains at a historically high level (11.9% for the month
of February 2014), which is fuelling deflationary pressures,
as 1is confirmed by the latest figures on inflation (0.5% yoy
for March 2014). While this reduction in inflation is partly
due to changes in energy prices, the fact remains that
underlying inflation has fallen under 1% (Figure 1). In these
conditions, a turnaround in inflationary expectations cannot
be excluded, which would undoubtedly push the euro zone into
deflation. The ECB has been concerned about this situation for
several weeks and says it is ready to act (see here). However,
no concrete proposal for a way to ease monetary policy and
ensure that expectations are not anchored on a deflationary
trajectory has been set out.

After a fall in GDP of 0.4% in 2013, the euro zone will return
to positive growth: 1.3% in 2014 and 1.6% in 2015. Even so, at
this rate of growth, there will still be an open output gap in
most of the euro zone countries, reflecting the idea that the
euro zone is only slowly pulling out of the crisis. Indeed,
although efforts to reduce deficits will be curtailed, fiscal
policies will still be pro-cyclical. Furthermore, financing
conditions will continue to improve. The end of the sovereign
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debt crisis, thanks in particular to the announcements by
the ECB in July and September 2012 [1], has reduced the risk
premiums on the market for government bonds. The impact of
lower long-term market rates has been partly reflected in bank
interest rates, and credit supply conditions are generally
less restrictive than they were between early 2012 and
mid-2013. But there will still not be sufficient growth to
trigger a recovery strong enough to lead to a rapid and
significant reduction in unemployment. Indeed, the level will
fall only very moderately, from 11.9% in the first quarter of
2014 to 11.3% at year end 2015. While Germany will enjoy
almost full employment, mass joblessness in Spain and the
other countries of southern Europe will persist (Figure 2).
Unemployment should stabilize in Italy and continue to grow in
France.

However, this continuing underemployment is giving rise to the
risk of deflation. It is holding back growth in wages and
contributing to the weakness of underlying inflation, which
was in fact zero in Spain in March 2013 and negative in Greece
and Portugal. For the euro zone as a whole, we do not expect
deflation in the short term, but the weakness of growth is
increasing the likelihood that private agents’ expectations
are not anchored in a deflationary scenario.

The situation in the euro zone is reminiscent of Japan in the
2000s. The country began to experience deflation in 1999 [2]
following the recession associated with the Asian crisis. At
that point, despite average growth of 1.4% between 2000 and
2006, prices failed to pick up, and the country’s central bank
did not find a way out of this trap, despite trying
expansionary monetary policies. This is precisely the dynamic
threatening the euro zone today, making it crucial to use all
possible means to avoid this (monetary policy, fiscal policy
and the coordination of wage policy [3]).
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Figure 1. Unemployment rate and inflation rate in the euro zone
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Figure 2. Unemployment in the euro zone countries
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[1] In July, ECB President Mario Draghi declared that the
central bank would save the euro “whatever it takes”. In
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September, the ECB announced the creation of a new mechanism
called Outright Monetary Transactions (see the post by Jérdéme
Creel and Xavier Timbeau), which enables it to engage in
unlimited purchases of sovereign debt.

[2] It should be pointed out that there was an initial period
of deflation in 1995 following three years of economic
stagnation.

[3] All these elements are discussed in detail in the previous
1AGS report (2014).

The euro zone quartered

By Céline Antonin, Christophe Blot, Sabine Le Bayon and
Danielle Schweisguth

This text summarizes the OFCE’s 2013-2014 forecast for the
euro zone economy.

After six quarters of decline, GDP in the euro zone has
started to grow again in the second quarter of 2013. This
upturn in activity is a positive signal that is also being
corroborated by business surveys. It shows that the euro zone
is no longer sinking into the depths of depression. It would
nevertheless be premature to conclude that a recovery is
underway, as the level of quarterly growth (0.3%) 1is
insufficient to cause any significant reduction 1in
unemployment. In October 2013, the unemployment rate
stabilized at 12% of the workforce, a record high. Above all,
the crisis is 1leaving scars and creating new imbalances
(unemployment, job insecurity and wage deflation) that will
act as obstacles to future growth, especially in certain euro
zone countries.
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Several factors point towards a pick-up in economic activity
that can be expected to continue over the coming quarters.
Long-term sovereign interest rates have fallen, particularly
in Spain and Italy. This reflects that the threat of a breakup
of the euro zone is fading, which is due in part to the
conditional support announced by the ECB a little over a year
ago (see Friends of acronyms: here comes the OMT). Above all,
there should be an easing of fiscal austerity, given that the
European Commission has granted additional time to several
countries, including France, Spain and the Netherlands, to
deal with their budget deficits (see here for a summary of the
recommendations made by the European Commission). Driven by
the same mechanisms that we have already described in our
previous forecasts, a little higher growth should follow this
easing of austerity (-0.4 GDP point of fiscal effort in 2013,
down from -0.9 point in 2013 and -1.8 in 2012). After two
years of recession in 2012 and 2013, growth 1is expected to
come to 1.1% in 2014.

Nevertheless, this growth will not be sufficient to erase the
traces left by the widespread austerity measures implemented
since 2011, which pushed the euro zone into a new recession.
In particular, employment prospects are improving only very
slowly because growth is too weak. Since 2008, the euro zone
has destroyed 5.5 million jobs, and we do not expect a strong
recovery in net job creation. Unemployment could fall in some
countries, but this would be due mainly to discouraged
jobseekers withdrawing from the workforce. At the same time,
less austerity does not mean that there will be no austerity.
With the exception of Germany, fiscal consolidation efforts
will continue in all the euro zone countries. And whether this
is achieved through a reduction in public spending or an
increase in the tax burden, households will bear the brunt of
the adjustment. At the same time, the persistence of mass
unemployment will continue to fuel the deflationary pressures
already at work in Spain and Greece. The improved
competitiveness that results in these countries will boost
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exports, but at the expense of increasingly undermining
domestic demand. The impoverishment of the countries of
southern Europe 1s going to be aggravated. Growth in these
countries in 2014 will again be lower than in Germany,
Austria, Finland and France (Table).

As a consequence, the euro zone will be marked by increasing
heterogeneity, which could wind up solidifying public opinion
in different countries against the European project and making
the governance of the monetary union more difficult as
national interests diverge.

Table. Growth in the suro zone

FE] 2014
al Q: a3 o4 al Q: a3 Gal | e
DEU 0,0 07 02 03 | 03 0.4 04 04 | 09 0,9 1.5
FRA 0,2 0,5 oo 02 | 03 0.4 04 04 | 00 0,1 1.3
mA 06  -0,3 00 01 0,1 0,2 0,2 02 [ 24 8 0,4
ESP 04 -0 o0 00 | 02 0,3 0,3 03 [ 16 14 0,7
NLD 04 02 0,3 03 | 03 0,3 04 04 | 13 -1 1,1
BEL 0,0 0,2 0,2 04 | 04 0.4 o6 06 | 03 0,1 1,6
IRL 0,6 0.4 0,2 03 | 04 0,4 o4 04 | 01 05 1,4
PRT 0.4 1,1 oo 02 | 02 0,3 0,3 03 [ 32 a7 1.0
GRC 1,1 9,6 05 1,1 | -39 1,2 1,3 15 | 64 41 04
AUT 0,1 0,1 0,3 03 | o4 0,4 04 04 0,6 0,4 1,3
FIM 0,2 0,2 0,3 o4 | 04 0,5 0,5 o5 [ 08 09 1.7
EUZ 0,2 0,3 0,1 02 | 03 0.4 04 04 | 06 03 1.1

Sowrces : Eurostat, OFCE caloulations and forecasts, October 2013,

Rent control: will the ALUR
law be sufficient?

By Sabine Le Bayon, Pierre Madec and Christine Rifflart

On 10 September 2013, Parliament began discussing the bill on
“Access to housing and urban renovation [“Accés au Logement et
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un _Urbanisme Rénové” — ALUR]. This legislation will result in
stepped-up state intervention in the private rental market and
complements the government decree that took effect in summer
2012 on rent control in high-pressure areas. This was an
initial step in the government’s effort to curb the increase
in housing costs being faced by renters. [1]

The government’s willingness to regulate the excesses of the
private rental market is expected to have a rapid impact on
households moving into a new home. For sitting tenants, the
process is likely to take longer. In a city like Paris, we can
expect that, if the highest rents decline to the ceiling set
by law, average rents will fall by 4 to 6%. If through a
ripple effect this then affects all rents, the deflationary
impact would be greater. On the other hand, the risk of an
upward drift for lower rents cannot be discarded, even if the
government argues otherwise. Ultimately, the impact of the law
will depend in large part on the zoning defined by the rent
monitoring “observatories” that are currently being set up.

The regulatory decree: a visible, but minimal, impact

The latest annual report of the rent observatory for the Paris
region [the Observatoire des 1loyers de 1l1’agglomération
parisienne — “OLAP"”] [2] sheds some initial light on the
decree’s impact on rent control. To recap, the decree holds
rents upon re-letting to a maximum of the pace of the legal
benchmark (the “IRL"), unless substantial work has been
performed (in which case, the increase 1is unrestricted).
Between 1 January 2012 and 1 January 2013, 51% of Paris
residences offered for re-letting saw their rent increase
faster than the IRL, despite the absence of substantial work.
This share was lower than in 2011 (58.3%) and 2010 (59.4%),
but remains close to the level observed between 2005 and 2009
(50%), prior to the existence of the decree.

The impact derived from monthly data seems a bit more
conclusive. Thus, over the period from August to December 2012
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when the decree was implemented, the share of rentals offered
for re-letting that rose faster than the IRL cap fell by 25%
on average over a year, against only 8% for the months from
January to July 2012 compared to the same period in 2011.

The decree therefore does seem to have had an effect, by
helping to reduce the share of rents that increased faster
than the IRL cap by about 18%. However, given that if there
had been full compliance with the decree no rentals would have
risen more than the IRL, the impact has still been inadequate.
Several factors already identified in a working document may
explain this: the non-existence of benchmark rents, a lack of
information about both owners and tenants, a lack of recourse,
etc. One year on, it would seem that these shortcomings had a
negative impact on the measure’s implementation.

A law on a larger scale

The major innovation of the ALUR law concerns the regulation
of the level of rent in high-pressure areas, whereas previous
decrees focused on changes in rents. Henceforth, a range of
permissible rent levels will be set by law, and the decree
will then regulate the maximum permitted changes [3]. To do
this, every year the government sets by a prefectural decree a
median benchmark rent per sqg.m, per geographic area
(neighbourhood, district, etc.) and per type of accommodation
(one-bedroom flat, two-bedroom, etc.). So:

— For new lets or re-lettings, the rent cannot exceed the cap
of 20% over the median benchmark rent, called the upwards
adjusted median benchmark rent, except by documenting an
exceptional additional rent (for special services, etc.).
After that, any increase may not exceed the IRL, in accordance
with the regulatory decree for high-pressure areas (except if
there is major work);

— Upon renewal of the lease, the rent may be adjusted upwards
or downwards depending on the upwards adjusted or downwards
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adjusted median benchmark rent [4]. Thus, a tenant (or a
lessor) may bring an action to decrease (or respectively, to
increase) the rent if the latter is higher (or lower) than the
median rent as adjusted upwards (or downwards). In case of an
increase in the rent, a mechanism for staggering this increase
over time is set up. If there 1is a disagreement between tenant
and landlord, an amicable settlement process may be initiated
prior to referral to a judge within a strictly determined
timeframe. Within this range, the increase is limited to the
IRL;

— During a lease, the annual rent review 1is currently
performed as now, on the basis of the IRL;

— Furnished rentals will now be covered by rent control: the
prefect will set a higher benchmark rate and any change will
be limited to the IRL.

The introduction of these median benchmark rents represents
three major advances. On the one hand, they will be calculated
from the information gathered by the rental observatories
about the entire rental housing stock, and not simply from
vacant housing available for rental, i.e. what is called the
“market” rent. This so-called market rent is almost 10% above
the average of all rents, which itself is above the median
rent. This calculation method will therefore inevitably lead
to lower rents (both market and average).

Similarly, choosing the median rather than the average as the
benchmark rent should make for greater stability in the
measure. In the event that all rents more than 20% above the
median (i.e. above the upwards adjusted benchmark rent) are
reduced and all other rents remain unchanged, the median
remains the same. In the case of an adjustment of all rents,
the median would fall, but in a lesser proportion than the
average, which by definition is more sensitive to changes in
extreme values.



Finally, the obligation to include in the lease both the
median rent and the upwards adjusted median benchmark rent,
the last rent charged and, where relevant, the amount and
nature of any work performed since the last contract was
signed, provides for greater transparency and a stricter
regulatory framework, which should result in greater
compliance with the measure.

What changes should be expected?

In 2012, out of the 390,000 residences put up for rent in
Paris, 94,000 have a rent higher than the upwards adjusted
median rent (3.7 euros / sgq.m more on average) and 32,000 have
a rent that is more than 30% below the median benchmark rent
(2.4 euros / sqg.m less on average). Since only rents above the
upwards adjusted median rent are to be corrected, the
reduction in the average rent would be 4% to 6%, depending on
the area and type of housing. This reduction, although not
insignificant, would at best permit a return to the rent
levels recorded in 2010, before the steep inflation seen in
2011 and 2012 (+7.5% between 2010 and 2012). This adjustment
in rents could nevertheless take time. Owners and tenants
could easily exercise their rights at the time of a re-letting
[5], but revaluations at the time of a lease renewal may take
longer to realize. Despite access to information and a
regulatory environment that is more favourable to the tenant,
the risk of a conflict with the landlord and heightened
competition in the rental market in areas where the law
applies may still deter some tenants from asserting their
rights.

The issue 1is much more complex for the 32,000 residences with
rents below the downwards adjusted benchmark rent. While the
quality of some of this housing can justify the difference
(insalubrious, location, etc.), it is also clear that the main
factor behind the weakness of some rents 1is the tendency of
tenants to be sedentary. Thus, according to the OLAP rent
observatory in Paris, the average rent for housing occupied



for over 10 years by the same tenant is 20% lower than the
average rent for all lets. The question thus arises of re-
valuing these rents. Indeed, during a new let or a lease
renewal the law allows owners to reassess up to the level of
the downwards adjusted median rent — which is also in
contradiction with the decree [6]. Once this level has been
reached, future changes shall not exceed the IRL.

Eventually, then, some units with similar characteristics will
therefore be on the market at very disparate rents, thus
penalizing landlords with sedentary tenants. In contrast,
tenants who have lived in their homes for a long time might
well see significant revaluations in their rent (over 10%).
The housing cost burden [7] on these households could thus
rise, pushing those facing excessive budget constraints to
migrate to areas experiencing less pressure.

Nevertheless, the possibility of revaluing the rent to the
level of the market rent in case of an obvious undervaluation
is already provided under existing law, i.e. the Act of 6 July
1989 (Article 17c), at the time the lease is renewed. In 2012,
in Paris, 3.2% of owners made use of this article. With the
new law, while readjustments should be more numerous, the
inflationary impact should be weaker as the benchmark (the
downwards adjusted median rent) is well below the market rent.

From this point on the issue of zoning is central: the more
refined the breakdown, the more the benchmark rents will
correspond to the actual characteristics of the local market.
In the event of a larger division of the territory, the median
benchmark rents may be too high for the less expensive
neighbourhoods and too low for the more expensive ones.
Meanwhile, low rents will not be re-valued much in the
expensive neighbourhoods, and even less so in the others. This
could lead to more “inter-neighbourhood” convergence in rents
— regardless of local conditions — and less “within-
neighbourhood” convergence, which would have adverse
consequences for both landlord and tenant.



The impact on rents of the law currently under discussion
could be all the greater given that property prices began to
fall in France in 2012 and the current sluggish economy 1is
already slowing rent hikes. But it should not be forgotten
that only the construction of housing in high-pressure areas
(including via densification [8]) will solve the structural
problems of the market. Rent control measures are merely a
temporary measure to limit the increase in the housing cost
burden, but they are not by themselves sufficient.

[1] For more information, see the blog “Rent control: what is
the expected impact?”

[2] The territory covered by this report is composed of Paris
and what are called the “petite couronne” and the “grande
couronne” (its near and far suburbs).

[3] As the rent control decree does not cover the same field
as the law (38 urban areas versus 28), some areas will be
subject to the control only of changes, and not of levels.

[4] While the bill is unclear on the calculation of the
downwards adjusted benchmark rent, an amendment adopted in
July by the Commission of the Assembly proposed that this
should be at least 30% lower than the median benchmark rent.
Another amendment clarifies that in case of an upward
adjustment, the new rent shall not exceed the downwards
adjusted median rent.

[5] In 2012, only 18% of residences on the private rental
market were subject to re-letting.

[6] During the renewal of a lease or a re-letting, the rent
control decree permits the owner to re-value their rent by
half the gap between the last rent and the market rent.

[7] This is the share of household income spent on housing.
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[8] On this subject, see the article by Xavier Timbeau,

“Comment construire (au moins) un million de logements en

région parisienne” [How to build (at least) one million

residences in the Paris reqgion”], Revue de 1’0OFCE no. 128.

Competitiveness: danger zone!

By Céline Antonin, Christophe Blot, Sabine Le Bayon and
Catherine Mathieu

The crisis affecting the euro zone is the result of
macroeconomic and financial imbalances that developed during
the 2000s. The European economies that have provoked doubt
about the sustainability of their public finances (Spain,
Portugal, Greece and Italy [1l]) are those that ran up the
highest current account deficits before the crisis and that
saw sharp deteriorations in competitiveness between 2000 and
2007. Over that same period Germany gained competitiveness and
built up growing surpluses, to such an extent that it has
become a model to be emulated across the euro zone, and
especially in the countries of southern Europe. Unit labor
costs actually fell in Germany starting in 2003, at a time
when moderate wage agreements were being agreed between trade
unions and employers and the coalition government led by
Gerhard Schroder was implementing a comprehensive programme of
structural reform. This programme was designed to make the
labour market [2] more flexible and reform the financing of
social protection but also to restore competitiveness. The
concept of competitiveness 1is nevertheless complex and
reflects a number of factors (integration into the
international division of production processes, development of
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a manufacturing network that boosts network effects and
innovation, etc.), which also play an important role.

In addition, as is highlighted in a recent analysis by Eric
Heyer, Germany'’s structural reforms were accompanied by a
broadly expansionary fiscal policy. Today, the incentive to
improve competitiveness, strengthened by the implementation of
improved monitoring of macroeconomic imbalances (see here), is
part of a context marked by continued fiscal adjustment and
high levels of unemployment. In these conditions, the
implementation of structural reforms coupled with a hunt for
gains in competitiveness could plunge the entire euro zone
into a deflationary situation. In fact, Spain and Greece have
already been experiencing deflation, and it is threatening
other southern Europe countries, as we show in our latest
forecast. This 1is mainly the result of the deep recession
hitting these countries. But the process is also being
directly fueled by reductions in public sector wages, as well
as in the minimum wage (in the case of Greece). Moreover, some
countries have cut unemployment benefits (Greece, Spain,
Portugal) and simplified redundancy procedures (Italy, Greece,
Portugal). Reducing job protection and simplifying dismissal
procedures increases the likelihood of being unemployed. In a
context of under-employment and sluggish demand, the result is
further downward pressure on wages, thereby increasing the
deflationary risks. Furthermore, there has also been an
emphasis on decentralizing the wage bargaining process so that
they are more in tune with business realities. This is leading
to a loss of bargaining power on the part of trade unions and
employees, which in turn is likely to strengthen downward
pressure on real wages.

The euro zone countries are pursuing a non-cooperative
strategy that is generating gains in market share mainly at
the expense of other European trading partners. Thus since
2008 or 2009 Greece, Spain, Portugal and Ireland have improved
their competitiveness relative to the other industrialized
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countries (see graph). The continuation of this strategy of
reducing labor costs could plunge the euro zone into a
deflationary spiral, as the countries losing market share seek
in turn to regain competitiveness by reducing their own labour
costs. Indeed, this non-cooperative strategy, initiated by
Germany in the 2000s, has already contributed to the crisis in
the euro zone (see the box on p.52 of the ILO report published
in 2012). It is of course futile to hope that the continuation
of this strategy will provide a solution to the current
crisis. On the contrary, new problems will arise, since
deflation [3] will make the process of reducing both public
and private debt more expensive, since debt expressed in real
terms will rise as prices fall: this will keep the euro zone
in a state of recession.

Figure 1. Competitiveness measured by unit labour costs (total economy)
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[1] The Irish case is somewhat distinct, as the current
account deficit seen in 2007 was due not to trade, but a
shortfall in income.

[2] These reforms are examined in detail in a report by the
Conseil d’analyse économique (no. 102). They are summarized in
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a special study La quéte de la compétitivité ouvre la voie de
la déflation (“The quest for competitiveness opens the door to
deflation”).

[3] For a more comprehensive view of the dynamics of debt-
driven deflation, see here.
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