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Hello everyone and thank you for coming so many to this exchange of views. 
 
This is not my first debate on this particular subject with my counterpart, with my friend, Wolfgang 
Schäuble: We were already both in Strasbourg last month, to discuss together the future of the Franco-
German couple. 
 
I'm ready to do it again with pleasure, in a slightly different context, however, given changes in the 
global and European debate on a balance between fiscal consolidation and growth. I would like to 
recall what the reality of cooperation between our two countries is, and also say my vision of the fights 
the Franco-German couple must conduct for the sake of Europe. 
 

* * * 
Let me first put this cooperation in perspective. There are, in the history of this couple, permanent 
characteristics, which still structure its existence until now, and which must continue to structure it. 
 
The first one is a real ability to think in the common interest, beyond political divisions. Political 
parties on both sides of the Rhine river, can freely discuss and review the situation and the policies in 
France and Germany. This is democracy, with its strengths and its weaknesses: it is always better 
when partisan standpoints are responsible, sensible and respectful of the historical mission of our two 
countries. 
 
Leaders have never forgotten history. Their role consists in writing it: they never missed writing 
history in the past, and it’s our task also today more than ever. Since the beginning of the Fifth French 
Republic, our Heads of State and Government have always maintained a strong and fruitful 
relationship. Charles de Gaulle and Konrad Adenauer laid the groundwork for reconciliation in our 
countries. Since then, the relationship has been repeatedly confirmed and deepened by their successors. 
Willy Brandt and Georges Pompidou, beyond their partisan preferences, agreed on giving a decisive 
impetus to education, with the first Franco-German teachings in high schools. Valéry Giscard 
d'Estaing and Helmut Schmidt, also from different political parties, have also discarded their political 
differences to lay the foundations of the European Monetary System, the forerunner of the euro. 
François Mitterrand and Helmut Kohl profoundly marked our history, launching the creation of the 
Economic and Monetary Union, at a time when Germany was getting reunified. Jacques Chirac and 
Gerhard Schröder, together, supported the reunification of Europe and opposed together the war in 
Iraq. And this continuity is today part of the action of Chancellor Merkel and François Hollande. The 
latter recalled a few days ago his commitment for our countries to "work together, regardless of the 
circumstances, regardless of the personalities who run them, regardless of their sensitivities." It is also 
in the service of this great project that we are constantly Wolfgang Schäuble and I working. 
 
The second of these characteristics is the awareness that we bear a special responsibility, at the heart 
of Europe and especially in the economic and monetary union. Together, France and Germany have -
basically- half the population of the euro zone, and half of its GDP. All our ability to be an engine for 
Europe appears here. All our responsibility as well: Europe moves forward when France and Germany 
get along well. Where Europe made decisive progress in recent months, and especially in economic 
and financial matters, it was when the German and French stars have aligned: concerning the integrity 
of the euro zone, on a financial assistance provided to vulnerable States, on a financial transactions tax,  
on an integrated European banking supervision, on the fight against the erosion of tax bases and the 
transfer of profits by multinational companies, on an automatic exchange of information to fight 



against tax fraud, on the fight against money laundering... Each time, the drive of the Franco-German 
couple has been determinative. We can take stock of this review with pride. 
 

* * * 
How should this relationship be today in order to ensure the future of the euro zone? 
 
My belief is that in the immediate future, it should focus entirely towards the same goal: to make the 
euro zone the heart of recovery in Europe. This is, I think, expected by all European citizens, 
especially our youth. 
 
To make the euro zone the heart of the European growth is our common interest, but how to achieve 
that? 
 
Simplistic solutions are mirages; an isolated or without discipline fiscal stimulus like an excessively 
fast reduction of deficits are deemed to fail. Some countries are weakened, even impoverished, by 
their level of debt: their finances need of course to recover, but this has to be done in tuning the 
exercise with great precision, that is to say, by setting the right pace in order to preserve growth 
prospects. 
 
If I had to formulate a doctrine of positive deleveraging, I would say it should be based on three 
principles: 
 
- The first one is to focus on a compliance with strategies on the medium term rooted in the targets of 
reducing the structural deficit. 
 
- The second principle is to evaluate together a reduction of deficits and structural reforms. Consider 
France: in one year, we have reduced labor costs by 20 billion euros, reformed the labor market, 
introduced new types of contracts to facilitate the entry of young people into the labor market, 
developed an unprecedented arsenal of reforms to facilitate the financing of the economy, developed a 
five-year plan for simplifying the business regulatory environment, and developed a process to detect 
pockets of inefficiency in the public sector. My belief is that these structural reforms that regenerate 
the conditions for growth, competitiveness and productivity are as important as the public accounts 
recovery; in reality they are two sides of a coin, reforms make sense to reduce deficits. 
 
- The last one of these principles must be coordination in the euro zone. Our economies are deeply 
intertwined with each other: the leading provider of France is Germany. 
 
The first export destination of France is also Germany! Our economies are in a situation of total 
interdependence. This is one of the great successes of the European integration; it is also a powerful 
incentive to define together a common interest and to coordinate our action to achieve it. Reducing 
deficits and structural reforms on the one hand in some countries, support for domestic demand in 
others: coordination means multiplying our chances of success. 
 
This approach is serious - the recovery of public finances remains an imperative - but at the same time, 
it helps to take into account growth. It gives a real chance for European economies to rebound. I note 
that the European Commission’s decision, last week, to allow more time to several countries in Europe 
to straighten their finances, at a pace that is consistent with a return to growth, is rather in phase with 
the principles I have just mentioned. There is in any case behind this decision, a major change which I 
applaud, for which France has argued, and which takes much more into account the need for growth in 
Europe, to the benefit of all. 
 
I know it raises questions, here in Germany: I understand them, I want to answer them. We obviously 
talked a lot about that with Wolfgang Schäuble. I thank him for listening, for his understanding: he 
knows, as Chancellor Angela Merkel does, that Germany needs a strong France, a France that 
succeeds, he also knows that we are reforming our economy, our society to achieve this. This period of 



2 years maximum decided by the European Commission, was maybe not, probably not even the 
spontaneous position of Germany. But I want to assure you that this flexibility, the decline of austerity, 
is not for us, the President of the Republic and the government of Jean-Marc Ayrault, an incentive for 
slackness or laziness; we will continue our efforts to reduce structural deficits, control our public 
expenditure. As Minister of Economy and Finance, I am the guarantor of this commitment. France is a 
serious country, leading a credible policy: we will not give it up! 
 
There is a second domain where growth and the future of the euro zone are at stake, and where, in my 
view, the Franco-German motor has a major role to play: the banking union. 
 
What is the banking union? In its financial dimension, it is a set of tools to better anticipate, monitor 
and manage risks and prevent a financial crisis from becoming a fiscal crisis, then an economic crisis. 
It is based on several pillars: an integrated supervision, which will be a reality in less than a year, but 
also an instrument of direct re-capitalization ob banks by the ESM in fragile states, the strengthening 
of guarantee for deposits, a set of harmonized rules on prevention and resolution of banking crises, and, 
finally, an integrated authority to enforce them. 
 
But there is a second dimension, more "economic" to the banking union. It brings me back to what I 
said a few moments ago about growth: banking union should help pick up the pieces of a European 
financial system now fragmented, to the detriment of the real economy. How is this fragmentation 
translated concretely? Well, today, an Italian SME does not have at all the same ability to develop as a  
German SME does, because its financing is much more costly. In other words, many companies do not 
benefit from the very low interest rates we enjoy in the euro zone today - low rates should stimulate 
investment and therefore business development and growth – because of financial fragmentation. 
Banking Union should help to remedy this situation. It is a very concrete issue to deal with, first for 
the benefit of investors, for the financing of euro zone companies, and for growth. 
 
Finally, and I will stop here, we need new tools to sustain growth in the euro zone and to complete a 
'solidarity' component, still largely atrophied: 
 
- Wolfgang Schäuble knows my positions; it could take the form of a separate euro zone budget, 
distinct from the 27-country budget and financed from other sources. This would contribute to 
financing projects in key areas of social protection and competitiveness, and it would work as a real 
tool of macroeconomic stabilization. This budgetary capacity could later on serve also as a basis to 
eventually issue debt in common in the euro zone. 
 
- Finally, our political action should find a logical extension in strengthening the democratic control of 
the decisions taken in the euro zone. The current model is not functioning properly, and our citizens do 
not understand it. I suggest that the European Parliament constitute an elected committee composed of 
citizens from the euro zone, which would play an real role as co-legislator in the definition of the 
economic policy in the euro zone, along with the Eurogroup . National parliaments should also be 
informed and involved in a more transparent way, so that they could take the full measure of the 
common interests we share in the euro zone. But on a medium-term, it will also be necessary to give to 
a “Minister” the role of the executive in the euro zone, in charge of economic and financial policies 
and management of these new instruments, which must also be adopted through a democratic vote. 

 
But the immediate priority must be to collect a maximum of results in the economic field, to get the 
support and confidence of European citizens back, so that Europe appears as a solution and not as a 
threat, as a hope and not as a punishment. 
 
When our peoples are gathered around the European project again, with tangible economic results - I 
think primarily to a stronger growth, a lower unemployment, starting with youth unemployment -, the 
support of the European peoples, then we will have reached the level of maturity required to change 
our institutions and treaties. This is one of the conclusions Jean Monnet drew in his memoirs: 
"Realities themselves will allow a political union to emerge. The idea is clear: a political Europe will 



be created, in due time, from realities.” This idea, this design was central to the approach of the 
"founding fathers" who have created our Europe, based on reconciliation between our two countries. It 
has not lost its relevance, its depth. 
 
 
 


