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After yogurt and steel, now comes banking.  
Once again the French government has opted to intervene in corporate mergers and 

acquisitions. The prime minister has given his word that Société Générale will ‘remain French’ and 
that the government will not countenance a hostile bid.  

This is one more instance of a longstanding tradition of defending national champions, 
encapsulated by then Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin’s 2005 slogan ‘economic patriotism’. 

Whether it brings concrete results (as when Novartis was persuaded not to bid for Aventis in 
2004) or has no impact (the rhetorical saber-rattling against Mittal Steel in 2006), such state 
intervention sits uneasily with the logic of a market economy.  

But French policymakers and part of the business world counter that other countries routinely 
take similar steps, but do so more covertly. In Paris the word is that ‘the French speak about 
economic nationalism, the others do it’.  

Is there evidence for this argument? 
The US provides numerous examples. The Exxon-Florio amendment of 1988, revised last year, 

allows the federal government to block any acquisition threatening national security. Foreign 
holdings are restricted by law in the air travel and media sectors. In 2005, Congress stepped in to 
deter the Chinese oil company CNOOC from bidding for Unocal, and the following year strong-
armed Dubai Ports into selling its US port terminals acquired through P&O.  

Other countries also have restrictions. In Germany the cross-holdings which locked up 
‘Deutschland AG’ were dismantled in the last decade, but the financial sector remains dominated by 
publicly-owned banks and cooperatives inaccessible to takeover bids.  

The Spanish government vetoed the purchase by E.on of the largest Spanish electricity 
company. UK legislation grants the government extensive powers to shoot down operations judged 
undesirable. And everyone is scratching their heads whether the rise of sovereign wealth funds will 
require new safeguard measures. 

Thus, in no country in the developed world is the freedom to invest unconditional. But the 
picture changes if one reasons in relative rather than absolute terms.  

In France, the major ports are state companies and thus the question does not even arise as to 
their purchase by foreigners. The same applies to most energy giants. State holdings, direct or 
through Caisse des Dépôts et Consignations, the state financial entity, are bigger in France than 
anywhere else in the western world.  

In the past decade, Americans have accepted foreign takeovers of ‘strategic’ icons without 
batting an eyelid. Think of Chrysler (purchased by Daimler), Lucent (by Alcatel), Bankers Trust (by 
Deutsche Bank), or oil companies Amoco and Arco (by BP). There has been no equivalent deal in 
those industries in France.  

In the banking sector in Europe, HVB in Germany, Abbey in the UK, BNL in Italy, and ABN 
Amro in the Netherlands have all been bought up by foreign companies, not to mention central and 
eastern Europe where virtually no domestic bank has remained independent. The only significant 
foreign acquisition of a French bank was HSBC’s purchase of CCF in 1999, a small-scale operation 
in comparison with what happened in neighbouring countries.  

Sovereign wealth funds, portrayed as ogres in France, have turned to the US, UK and 
Switzerland but have not invested much in France recently.  

To be sure, there are counterexamples. Pechiney was purchased by Alcan in 2003, and the 
New York stock exchange last year bought Euronext (a Dutch legal entity, by the way, but heir to 
the Paris bourse). France is definitely more open to foreign acquisitions than Russia or China.  

But it is more closed than its major western partners, and perceived as such as soon as one 
crosses the national border. And this perception is not without external consequences.  

Few French politicians are aware of the deep impression left by the Aventis, Alstom and EADS 
cases in 2004-5 on German economic discourse.  

There were of course other factors in play, but the conviction that Paris would never accept the 
free play of market forces encouraged our neighbours to contemplate a worrying protectionist turn. 
Witness the ongoing legislative discussion in Berlin over control of foreign investment. The example 
of EDF, unassailable at home and predatory beyond its borders, also influenced the Spanish 
government in the Endesa affair last year.  

Let’s be clear about our economic environment and our responsibilities. Economic nationalism 
exists everywhere, but its intensity is a true French exception.  

 
The author is a research fellow at Bruegel (n.veron@bruegel.org).  


