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Preface





Bruno Lafont presided over the destiny of Lafarge, one of the jewels in France’s industrial crown where he spent his entire career, between 2006 and 2015. Today, he co-chairs the new LafargeHolcim group, the result of the merger between these two companies. Under the leadership of three illustrious Chairmen over four decades (Olivier Lecerf, Bertrand Collomb and Bruno Lafont), Lafarge became a global company, even though its business is regional in nature. After having made the right choice at the right time to invest in emerging countries, Lafarge was in a position, on the eve of the merger with Holcim, to get 65 countries with an impressive range of cultural diversity to work together. This merger, which marks a crucial turning point in the group’s history, will not be commented on in great detail here, as it is so recent. The author’s purpose in this book is to share useful reflection gleaned from the experience of ten particularly turbulent years. I use the term useful reflection, because his talks with Philippe Hardouin are not ego-driven, but driven by a genuine wish to share enlightening information with political and economic leaders, and with public opinion.

The author took the helm of Lafarge on 1st January 2006. The following year saw the eruption of the subprime crisis, which reached its peak in 2008 with the collapse of Lehman Brothers before degenerating into a financial and economic crisis, punishing the Euro zone in particular by exposing its organisational weaknesses. The 2010-2011 turning point also saw the explosion of the most misleadingly named “Arab Spring”, which would lead to a revolution whose ramifications, at the start of 2016, are still far from having come to a halt in the Middle East, in Africa, but also in Europe (the refugee crisis, in particular) and beyond. For Lafarge, the “Arab Spring” broke out when the group was still in the process of digesting a significant acquisition in Egypt (Orascom).

Whatever the activity, all leaders must constantly weigh the many types of risks they may encounter. Bruno Lafont shrewdly observes that the people who work for a company fear, above all, the risks that they themselves have identified. But for the person who is ultimately responsible, a risk which has been identified is already no longer a risk. More specifically, it is no longer an insidious threat and a source of anxiety, but instead becomes a problem to be solved. Beyond this, a chief executive’s attention should be focused on as-yet-unidentified risk. How can this obsession be prevented from leading to paralysis and powerlessness? Bruno Lafont clearly shows the way. The first thing is to know how to listen and observe. Listen to those who, for a number of reasons, have the interests of the company and its stakeholders in mind. Listening also means exchanging views. And to have a meaningful exchange, there must be trust. Building a relationship of trust implies long-term investment. When listening to people from a very different culture, this investment needs to be even more carefully thought out. Moreover, people do not express themselves in the same way when they are on another’s territory as they do on their own. It is important therefore to meet them on their own territory, and to examine this territory closely, because it can reveal a great deal if one takes the trouble to look at it carefully. The ability to look at and listen to one’s environment enables a person to perceive many types of risk at the embryonic stage and focus on resolving any problems caused by them at the right moment. From this point of view, I particularly enjoyed the section of this book where the author explains the way he organises his business trips and then uses them to ask his teams the right questions. This is also part of a chief executive’s role.

Although they are indispensable for the subtle art of forecasting, looking and listening alone are not enough. There is no shortage of people quick to claim that financial bubbles always burst in the end or that worn-out authoritarian regimes are under threat. But there are so many ways for a bubble to burst, or a political regime to disappear! And above all, forecasting is one thing, predicting the date is quite another. We must acknowledge that not all risks can be predicted, or at least not in an operational way. Bruno Lafont rightly points out that, when a company operates in 65 different countries, at any given time there will always be at least one which presents a poorly anticipated situation. In an age of ever-increasing globalisation, any active unit must therefore cultivate the art of strategic mobility and adaptation. A chief executive must have the strength of character to tackle a crisis, the ability to think clearly under stress and be able to reassure his team members so that they follow his lead calmly and confidently. It is impossible to overstate the importance of moral qualities in a leader, and among these the importance of character. Bruno Lafont believes that it takes four or five years to test a person’s abilities in a position of responsibility, not only because it takes time to accomplish anything remotely durable, but also because, in order to attain the highest positions, a person must have successfully undergone trial by fire, and it would be rare not to have experienced at least one of those in a period of this length. Under Bruno Lafont’s mandate, Lafarge’s adaptation took the form of technological innovation, a more marketing-oriented approach, the building of a new vision around the idea of “accessible and sustainable construction”, and a reorganisation focussing on markets rather than branches of business. Few people realise that nowadays there is technology in cement, which is therefore no longer merely a commodity. Concrete, or rather the various forms of concrete, has become a noble material. To sell products successfully, one needs to know how to make people want them and therefore take an interest in them. The author tells a pithy story from the start of his career. His boss at that time, who was German, caught him out on a product’s details before flooring him with: “Mr. Lafont, if our products don’t interest you, then you’re not the right person to be working for our company”. He has never forgotten that lesson. The new vision is the result of accelerating urbanisation and the massive need, in emerging countries, for decent low-cost housing. The new organisation, which the Chairman implemented at what he felt was the opportune moment (this notion of the opportune moment—kairos in Greek—is crucial in any action) was the consequence of the new strategy. But in order to be a complete success, it required the company culture to adapt. Bruno Lafont rightly points out that this is where the real difficulty lies. It requires a great deal of leadership and perseverance.

What can be said therefore of the culture of sovereign states? Unlike companies, they are not aware of their own mortality. Their leaders are in most cases ephemeral and structurally incapable of managing a project as complex as a cultural adaptation. In his comments on Europe, Lafarge’s last Chairman struggles to moderate his pessimism. He explains to those as yet unconvinced that, with the emergence of what was previously referred to as the Third World, old Europe is condemned to becoming more competitive—and therefore less rigid—for fear of seeing a deterioration of its terms in the exchange, gradually consuming its capital and, I might add, plummeting into the periphery of history. The European model, he reminds us, can be summarised in three figures: less than 10% of the world’s population, 25% of global GDP and far more when it comes to overall social spending. The preference for social protection, which also explains our continent’s appeal to economic migrants, is not sustainable in the long term without reforms, which were identified a long time ago, but whose implementation implies a cultural revolution to which southern Europeans seem utterly allergic. On this issue, France veers between the northern European culture, which encourages creators of economic value, and therefore companies, and the southern European culture, both rentier and ideological. The author speaks about France in a measured way, but one senses that, from his experience at the helm of Lafarge, and like so many of his fellow company chairmen and chief executive officers, our slowness to adapt and our legislative instability never cease to frustrate and disappoint him. He no doubt—and quite rightly—sees this book as a contribution towards helping French citizens understand the literally vital need for a culture shock which, in any case, could not be imposed from on high. “Society cannot be changed by decree”, proclaimed Michel Crozier.

I would like to draw attention to one further point. The Lafarge Group’s culture at its very basis is humanist, leading the avant-garde in its concept of corporate social responsibility, and its successive leaders have demonstrated this in many ways. The cement business, as I have already said, is a local business, and the company has always gone to great lengths to contribute in various ways to the well-being of the local population, wherever it has established plants. Concerned for the environment in a wider sense, Lafarge respects the same standards in emerging countries as in mature countries. Another example: under the impetus of Bruno Lafont, programmes have been successfully implemented everywhere aiming to bring the number of workplace accidents down to zero. And this is just one example. In a similar vein, the Chairman of the Group is committed to the fight against climate change and in particular has devoted part of his time to holding talks with NGOs who are often highly critical. As a matter of fact, the experience was useful for learning ways of improving the social dialogue in countries such as France. Broadly speaking, Bruno Lafont believes that sovereign states should cooperate with companies to lay down shared guidelines and work together to ensure they are respected. Such cooperation, which does not exist in France, works fairly well in Germany. In his view, because of increasing interdependence, which is a feature of successful globalisation, companies’ contribution to world governance should not be limited to paying their taxes or social contributions, let alone those companies which spark uproar by exploiting fiscal optimisation and give capitalism a disastrous image. A committed humanist, Bruno Lafont believes that in the absence of truly cooperative governance between the main stakeholders, globalisation is in danger of being rejected on account of the insufficiently rectified inequality it generates. This rejection has already begun to make its presence felt all over the world, including in the United States. At the same time, capitalism is not by nature philanthropic and its motto remains to maximise “wealth creation”, which should be understood as value per share. On this subject, a certain restraint and discretion can be detected between the lines of Bruno Lafont’s statements. The harmony between the short-term cost of a company’s civic contribution and the long-term benefit this could produce, particularly for its reputation, should be obvious to all shareholders. Bruno Lafont, who kindly asked me to write this preface, would I am sure allow me to conclude by expressing the wish that Lafarge, now LafargeHolcim, which I have always thought of as a model of the human face of capitalism thanks to its leaders, should remain a source of inspiration and show the way to all large companies, in order that they may fully contribute to world governance.

Thierry de Montbrial
Chairman and Founder of Ifri and the World Policy Conference
Member of the Institut de France






Foreword





When we think about the companies at the heart of strategic global issues, we naturally think of the digital giants that have revolutionised our relationship to time, knowledge, exchange and consumption, and have opened new horizons for which it is presently impossible to imagine the limits, and assess either the potential or all the risks.

But there are other players, too. Lafarge, which recently became LafargeHolcim, is one of them. Although its industry is traditional, it is at the heart of major global change. It has considerable importance because of the massive growth which has taken place in emerging countries over the last ten years and the most extraordinary and unprecedented demographic explosion over the same period, which has resulted in rapid urbanisation, the proliferation of large metropolises in Africa, Latin America, Asia and the Middle East as a result of the migration of considerable population centres and the rapid formation of new middle classes.

At the helm of Lafarge since 2006, and co-Chairman of LafargeHolcim since 2015, Bruno Lafont grasped well before others that these rapid and profound changes would have planet-wide consequences: paving the way for massive needs in infrastructure, raising the question of housing for the earth’s seven billion inhabitants, as well as issues of climatic and environmental consequences.

In less than ten years he completely transformed Lafarge into a business that is firmly rooted in all emerging countries. But he also created a new approach to businesses that, until then, had been known for their conservatis: shaping a new imperative, the issue of affordable housing, and freeing up all the innovative potential of concrete for modern construction methods. One immediately thinks of great architectural achievements, such as the architect Rudi Ricciotti’s MUCEM in Marseille, which bears the brand of close and fruitful cooperation between a talented architect with a love of concrete and Lafarge’s leader and research teams. Outstanding works spring to mind such as the extraordinary technical achievement of the Millau viaduct with its towering elevation of concrete piers, or the construction in large metropolises of ever-taller towers with an energy efficiency thought inconceivable only a few years earlier, to the extent that towers with a positive environmental impact will soon be considered.

However. we cannot imagine the wide range of innovations designed in the emerging world, some of which might appear minor to the Western eye, but which are nonetheless essential for transforming the lives of hundreds of millions of people. Delaying the setting time (the time required for concrete to go from a liquid to a solid state) opens the way to delivering ready-mix concrete in plastic bags and therefore makes it possible to reach previously unattainable places, to the great benefit of the favelas of Rio de Janeiro and elsewhere. In India, a special cement which is added to and mixed with earth has made it possible to build mud-hut walls that will last five years, instead of being destroyed every year by the monsoons and rains.

Bruno Lafont is above all a hands-on leader. His wide range of professional experience within the only company he has ever worked for has given him the ability to see globalisation in motion ahead of others. Not everyone has this vision and know-how to learn from invigorating confrontation with diverse realities. Not everyone is able to learn lessons in a pragmatic way and share them with as many people as possible. In these talks, he describes endorsing a humanist vision of business with a practical dimension, making health and safety at work an absolute priority shared by everyone in the group.

He is a committed and determined observer. Committed to reducing the environmental impact of cement production, which generates considerable carbon emissions, by working hand-in-hand and openly with non-governmental organisations as powerful, determined and uncompromising as WWF International1. He is determined to bring with him the world’s biggest cement producers, including those in large emerging countries such as China. During the COP 21 conference, which was successfully held in December 2015 in Paris, he fully took on the role on behalf of the company, but also on behalf of French industry,2 and the global companies gathered at the World Business Council for Sustainable Development3. His case is instructive because it describes a way forward and a method for organising a dialogue between opposing forces to produce results for the common good.

Finally, he is a leader who has weathered crises—the interminable 2008 crisis, the tumultuous Arab Spring, the inevitable difficulties that a company of that size encounters—and as such he is a privileged eyewitness for us to learn the lessons of the 2008 crisis and define the shape of tomorrow’s world, questioning whether Europe has the will, at present, to preserve its competitiveness and maximise its real assets in such a context.

He is also an ideal speaker on the subject of the responsibility of the large global companies that attract so much criticism, which is always understandable and often fair.

Our dialogue took place over almost three years between 2012 and 2015. The rhythm of our regular talks enabled the thought behind the action to be expressed in full, giving priority to practical experience, first-hand accounts and a very personal point of view, far from the usual scripted language of chief executives.

This is neither an object lesson, nor a lecture—the well-known affliction of certain French elites. These discussions are infused with a desire to share experience, foster and spread helpful reflection, as Thierry de Montbrial emphasises in his preface, on the best way to handle risk and steer innovation in a sector long considered to be traditional and weighed down by habit. There’s a duty to put values into practice by, for example, making workplace safety an absolute priority, as well as the future of Europe, and climate change. Finally, he outlines exciting new perspectives on the issues surrounding the governance and place of large global companies, alongside sovereign states, international institutions, civic society and large metropolises—in order to tackle the state our world is in, enable it to progress and confront the major strategic questions.

Philippe Hardouin
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