
GUERET, France: For two weeks in the mayor’s office
in the small town of Gueret in central France, President
Emmanuel Macron faced the wall. His portrait which
hangs in every town hall in France-showing the ex-
investment banker leaning against his desk with a pur-
poseful stare-was flipped around by local leader
Michel Vergnier in an act of protest.

Like other mayors in the rural region of Creuse,
Vergnier was incensed at being teargased by police
last month when he tried to meet the president along
with protesting local workers to complain about job
losses and budget cuts.

“We decided that
since he didn’t want to
see us, for us it was the
same.  There was no
reason to look at him in
our councils,” the 70-
year-old former school
teacher said. 

Vergnier, who was
later invited to Paris by
Macron, is a veteran
whose 20-year parlia-
mentary career ended
with the rout of the
Socialist party in this
year’s elections by the president’s centrist Republic On
the Move party.  He echoes the growing concerns of
many mayors and millions of public sector workers
who are anxious about Macron’s plans to tackle chron-
ic overspending and ever-rising debt.

Cutting local council funds by 13 billion euros ($15
billion) over Macron’s term is one of the government’s
objectives as it seeks to reduce the deficit from just
under 3.0 percent of GDP this year to nearly zero in
2022. “Targeting local councils is not the right way of
doing it,” added Vergnier, who is also a senior figure in
the Association of French Mayors. 

A strong state
In rural places like Gueret, it’s easy to understand

why the government’s first cuts-such as reducing the

number of subsidized jobs-and its longer term objec-
tives worry officials and citizens alike.

France’s public sector is the largest of any industri-
alized country bar Finland relative to the size of its
economy-comprising 56.6 percent of gross domestic
product in 2015, according to figures from the OECD.
The equivalent figure for Germany is 43.8 percent.

The Creuse region, which is poor, isolated and with
a shrinking and ageing population, struggles to attract
private investment.  On Gueret’s central shopping
street, about half of the shops are boarded up or
vacant, while the region’s second-biggest private

employer, car parts sup-
plier GM&S, is laying off
more than half its staff.

The role of the state
in the local economy is
plain to see. Large sepa-
rate buildings house
three layers of adminis-
t r a t i o n - m u n i c i p a l ,
regional and prefectural.
There’s a publicly funded
cinema and an arts asso-
ciation that puts on two
subsidized shows a
week.  Mayor Vergnier

estimates that there are around 3,000 public sector
jobs in his town of 16,000 people, double the number
in the industrial sector.  In the neat public gardens, four
of the 20-strong team of municipal gardeners are
preparing the flowerbeds for winter, planting bulbs and
tidying up hedgerows in front of the large (state-fund-
ed) local museum.

Deferred efforts
The last time a French government balanced the

budget was in the mid-1970s and Paris has broken EU
budget deficit rules every year for a decade-until 2017.
Successive presidents have found it impossible to
deliver France’s cradle-to-grave social protections
without borrowing heavily.

For some in the Socialist party, as well as the radical

left and far right, the answer is to crack down on tax
evasion and squeeze the rich. But Macron points to
France’s tax take-the second-highest of leading world
economies, OECD figures show-and sees spending
cutbacks and private sector growth as the only long-
term solution. Yet, despite his pledge to produce a
leaner state, France’s new leader has made modest
progress. 

“Macron is aiming to reduce public spending but he
doesn’t want to do it in a brutal way,” said Mathieu
Plane from the OFCE economic think tank at Sciences
Po university in Paris. 

Plane believes Macron is wary of jeopardizing the
uptick in economic growth. As a result, cost-saving
objectives for next year have been revised down to 15
billion euros-from 20 billion initially-and concessions

have also been granted to the mayors. Under a draft
budget approved by MPs on Tuesday, public sector
headcount will fall by just 1,600 next year-a fraction of
the 120,000 jobs Macron has promised to cut over his
term. “Clearly there’s not much real consolidation in
2018,” Plane added. This view is shared by the HCFP
public spending watchdog, the International Monetary
Fund and the European Commission, which warned
yesterday that France was doing too little to tackle the
underlying reasons for its deficit.

Government projections currently show bigger
efforts falling towards the end of Macron’s term, when
he and his MPs will be eyeing re-election.  Unpopular
measures could lead to more resistance from mayors
like Vergnier in Gueret, but the head of the gardening
service there offered some encouragement. — AFP
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Greece
upgrades 2018 
growth forecast
ATHENS: The Greek government has upgrad-
ed slightly its forecast for economic growth
next year, according to its final 2018 budget,
tabled late Tuesday. The government is
expecting the economy to grow by 2.5 percent
in 2018, fractionally higher than the 2.4 percent
contained in the draft budget last month. 

And the country’s public finances will be
in the black, with Athens pencilling in a
budget surplus equivalent to 3.8 percent of
gross domestic product (GDP), excluding
debt payments, the finance ministry said. 

The target mandated by Greece’s creditors
is 3.5 percent, up from 1.75 percent this year.
The Greek parliament is scheduled to vote on
the budget on December 22. Greece “is enter-
ing a new period of economic stability,” the
ministry said.  And Athens’ main target now
would be to “regain access to global capital
markets.” In 2017, the economy was expected
to grow by 1.6 percent and register a primary

surplus of 2.4 percent, the ministry said.
Athens intends to sell state assets worth

just over 1.1 billion euros in 2018. The coun-
try’s debt is expected to grow to 332 billion
euros ($392 billion) from 318.3 billion euros
this year, or 179.8 percent of GDP.  Brussels
is also confident about the outlook for the
Greek economy. Speaking to the European
parliament on Tuesday, European
Commission Vice-President Valdis
Dombrovskis said the Greek economy was
showing marked improvement and was capa-
ble of “durable growth”.

An ongoing review of Greek reforms could
feasibly conclude by early 2018, Dombrovskis
said.  Greece has received three multi-billion
euro bailouts since 2010.  The third rescue
program, currently financially supported by
EU states but not the International Monetary
Fund, runs to August 2018 and Athens then
hopes to fully return to market financing. By
the end of September, Greece had received
over 221 billion euros from European institu-
tions and a further 11.5 billion from the
International Monetary Fund, the ministry
said. In July, Greece made a symbolic return
to debt markets after a three-year hiatus,
selling three billion euros worth of five-year
bonds at 4.625 percent, lower than its previ-
ous outing in 2014. — AFP

Job cuts worry
officials, 
citizens
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Macron makes modest start 
on French overspending

Paris doing too little to tackle deficit: IMF, EU

GUERET: A deserted shopping street is pictured in Gueret on November 7, 2017. Portrait of
President Emmanuel Macron, which hangs in every town hall in France — showing the ex-
investment banker leaning against his desk with a purposeful stare — was flipped around by
local leader Michel Vergnier in an act of protest. —AFP

Package trips:
Bikes and
drones give 
faster delivery
MADRID: Whether bikes or drones,
delivery firms are looking for ways to get
packages to customers quicker as elec-
tronic commerce is revolutionizing the
retail market.

Geopost, the parcel delivery unit of
France’s La Poste, is testing out drones
and experimenting with neighborhood
mini-depots and bicycle delivery to help
beat urban traffic gridlock.

Its subsidiary SEUR in Madrid is
developing mini-facilities where packages
are brought before being distributed to
customers nearby-an alternative to the
current system where delivery vans are
loaded at bigger centers, often located
outside the city.

Parcel delivery was the first to be liber-
alized in Europe, but it is the former
monopoly postal services of France and
Germany that have come out on top.
Geopost is second to leader Deutsche
Post’s DHL, which is also testing drones in

rural areas. US giant FedEx, trying out
robots as well as drones, has bought TNT
from the Dutch postal service.

While email has eroded the volume of
letters, e-commerce has led to a boom in
parcel delivery. “The market remains
marked primarily by the growth of busi-
ness to consumer, which accounts for 95
percent of the increase,” said Geopost’s
director Paul-Marie Chavanne.

Geopost saw its sales rise 8.6 percent
last year to 6.2 billion euros ($7.3 billion),
with more than three-quarters coming
from outside France. It now accounts for
more than a quarter of the La Poste’s total
revenue. The challenges delivery firms
face vary by the area, urban or rural, as
do the solutions they are looking at.

“The trend, in all European countries,
is to deploy these mini-depots to adapt to
the constraints posed by the greater traf-
fic” in cities, said Yves Delmas, the deputy
CEO of Geopost for Europe.

In Paris, the company sees the need for
around 80 mini-depots, which in some
cases could be installed in parking
garages or even in post offices. A small
client service area abuts the storage room
lined with shelves and a small loading
area used by deliverers, in particular
cyclists from Stuart, a start-up delivery
service for retailers that La Poste recently
bought. New ventures like Stuart are try-
ing to offer bricks-and-mortar shops a
service similar to what firms like

Deliveroo do for restaurants in France.

Isolated areas 
In rural areas, the challenge is the dis-

tance between clients, and Geopost is
now looking towards drones. “Drones
have a future in isolated areas,” said
Chavanne, noting that the firm has to
drive 80 kilometres (50 miles) to deliver
packages to some customers in parts of
the Alps. “The costs are enormous, so in
the future we’ll do that with drones and it
will be much faster, more efficient and
cost less,” he said. La Poste has been
testing a drone in France’s southern Var
region, making a 15 kilometer daily run
between stations. But Chavanne does not
think it likely that we will see thousands
of drones above Paris or New York deliv-
ering individual packages anytime soon.
The idea promoted by some of drones
delivering parcels through open windows
to a client’s kitchen table is a “child’s
dream”, he said. 

“That’s no more than a dream due to
security concerns obviously.” There could
be a role for cargo drones, however, to
transport parcels from hubs outside cities
to mini-depots in the centre, where they
would be distributed to customers by
means such as bicycles, said Chavanne.

While cargo drones haven’t yet been
developed, Chavanne sees them
becoming available within two to three
years. — AFP


