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    We need to turn the tables and get out of servitude


    

      The purpose of this essay is not to describe in detail our economic and societal decline. This decline is well known and documented. It is getting worse all the time. And while the situation in other Western countries is deteriorating1, the phenomenon is particularly marked in France.


      My aim is different. It involves looking at two questions that have intrigued me for years:


      – Why has it come to this?


      – How do you get out of it?


      It is striking to note the gap between the relative serenity of public opinion and the seriousness and disastrous nature of the current situation.


      Admittedly, public opinion has a more or less confused feeling that our ‘system’ is malfunctioning and that the public authorities are failing us. But neither the collective conscience nor the media realize the intensity of the evil that is eating away at us.


      In this respect, “communication” is vital. It structures the world and society and ensures its symbolic reproduction2!


      However, if we examine the image of France’s “economic and social system”, as it is reflected in the media today, we are struck by its superficiality and the weakness of the underlying analysis.


      It is as if the media – themselves victims of the scepticism of a disillusioned public opinion – had chosen to take refuge in a middle position of “soft consensus” in order to escape the criticism of provocation or systematic pessimism.


      The result is that the real problems are rarely raised with any precision and that, even when certain criticisms appear, the overall vision remains relatively optimistic and the need for reform little emphasised.


      The phenomenon is so marked that we are not far from verging on propaganda.


      Propaganda consists in concealing the seriousness of the problems and propagating, thanks to the many technical means available, a unified and relatively serene global vision. This vision is intended to reassure the population by eliminating pluralism of opinion and, in particular, divergent opinions, even if they are based on observation of the facts.


      Let’s face it, public debate has become very poor because the media as a whole prefer to stay in line with the one-track thinking rather than tackle head-on the issues that are the source of our decline.


      In this respect, our presidential campaigns provide a veritable caricature of the debates that should characterise a democracy like ours. The candidates in the presidential election hardly ever have to seriously confront fundamental issues such as the future of our public debt, the effectiveness of our budget spending or the fate of young people.


      In contrast, in the Scandinavian countries, such questions are at the centre of political debate and candidates who pretend to dodge them with generalities or a joke would disqualify themselves.


      In France, it has to be admitted that “questioning journalists” are rare and more tolerant, to the detriment of the search for the truth.


      *


      Against this backdrop of intellectual resignation and passive acceptance of a so-called “truth” that is meant to be reassuring but is not based on observation of the facts, our country is in dangerous decline.


      And this decline threatens to get even worse. If you don’t address the problems, you won’t find the solutions, and if you don’t reflect on the issues, you won’t reform.


      In the final analysis, we are talking about a triple servitude that is surreptitiously occupying public space and invading people’s minds:


      

        	

          Servitude to a fallacious doctrine, that of the continuous expansion of demand inspired by a misunderstood Keynesianism, in defiance of reason;


        


        	

          Servitude to reassuring propaganda, encouraged by public authorities who are afraid to worry citizen and even to worry themselves;


        


        	

          Intellectual servitude where political correctness takes precedence over the exercise of freedom of thought and expression.


        


      


      *


      If we don’t turn the tables, the chances are that our decline will continue until it reaches a catastrophic low in a few years’ time.


      The aim of this book is as follows:


      

        	

          Give a rapid, objective description of the origins and extent of our declines, limiting ourselves to a few outstanding examples;


        


        	

          Explain how we can get out of this by completely changing a policy that has failed despite being propagated as an ‘unconventional’ solution to our problems.


        


      


      *


      I would like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to Odile Jacob for the trust and support she has shown me.


      My thanks also go to my friend Didier Cahen, Managing Director of Eurofi, who read my manuscript carefully and gave me a number of judicious suggestions. I would also like to thank Elias Krief, who checked the statistics in this essay and supplemented it with additional studies.


      I would also like to thank Mr François Ecalle, President of the FIPECO Association, for his comments on budgetary issues, which were extremely helpful.


      Finally, I would like to thank Luc Ferry for his interest in this book and for giving me the benefit of his suggestions.


    


  







1. “Each of the four largest countries in the eurozone (France, Germany, Spain and Italy) has serious structural problems”, see Patrick Artus – Flash Economie 2 May 2024.

2. See the work of the German philosopher Habermas






  


  
First part


    The decline was largely our fault, as it is the result of measures taken and,


    even more so, of the absence of essential structural reforms










  


  
Chapter I


    National education in France is not what it used to be



  

    Since education and teaching are essential to a nation’s success, they should be examined first and foremost.


    France’s results in the latest PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) remain mediocre.


    The recently published PISA 2022 study ranks France 26th among OECD countries. Several findings emerge from the study:


     


    1. We are preceded not only by traditionally over-performing Asian countries (Singapore, China, Taiwan, Japan, South Korea) but also by a number of “Western” countries (Canada, Switzerland, Australia, Finland, United Kingdom, Poland, Denmark, USA, Sweden, Austria, Belgium, Germany, etc.).


     


    Overall, we are at the OECD average.


     


    2. Our score has been falling since 2000, when the study was launched. Between 2000 and 2018, France’s reading score fell by 12 points. In mathematics, it fell by 21 points.


    

    

      Figure 1: Ranking of the PISA enquiry in 2022 and in 2009


      [image: ]


      

        Sum of average marks in 2022 (science, maths and reading)


      


      Source: OCDE


    


    3. The latest edition, dated 5 December 2023, which analyses the year 2022 compared with 2018, reports a significant drop in student results in mathematics and reading comprehension – the biggest since 2000. This trend is general, but concerns France in particular: “In mathematics, the sharp drop observed between 2018 and 2022 is the biggest since 2000 (a 21-point drop for France, compared with a 15-point drop for the average)”. “The results for 2022 are among the lowest ever measured in France”, the OECD points out.


    When it comes to reading comprehension, the level of French pupils has fallen by 19 points between 2018 and 2022.


     


    Two French characteristics stand out:


    

      	

        Social influence: France stands out as one of the OECD countries where the link between pupils’ socio-economic status and their performance at school is the strongest;


      


      	

        Insufficient support for students


      


    


    More than half of the students questioned complained of not being helped by teachers when they were having difficulty keeping up.


    It should be added that the knowledge of young people entering the fourth year of secondary school in 2023 has been the subject of a national assessment. This study, notes Nicolas Baverez1, “shows an unprecedented collapse in their level: 52.8% of pupils do not master the basic skills required in French and 54.7% in mathematics”. In schools classified as “priority education”, 79.1% of pupils do not have a good understanding of written French and 83.5% do not know the basics of arithmetic.


    Of course, these deficiencies cannot be explained solely by the weakness of our national education system. They have a lot to do with the heterogeneous cultural backgrounds of families and the consequences of immigration.


    The fact is that the standard of our education (particularly in mathematics and reading comprehension) has plummeted. This under-performance has only increased since the early 2000s.


    

      

        The fact remains, however, that the inability of the majority of pupils to adapt to social life and the world of work poses a major challenge for our country: that of integrating young people who have spent 8 to 10 years at school into the world of work, which is problematic.


      


    


    Yet for fifty years, the majority governments in our country have given up on reforming our education system.


    School autonomy, a revaluation of the teaching profession and the development of local private initiatives appear to be the keys to better pupil performance.


    

      An admission of failure


      This has far-reaching consequences for our economy and our society.


      In 1975, the “collège unique” was introduced, a hope for egalitarian democratisation. In reality, the system collapsed under the impact of ‘massification’ and the inadequacy of learning in primary and elementary classes. Pupils – who were very numerous and unprepared for their entry into secondary school – quickly became the victims of this reform, and were downgraded.


      The system – which was intended to be egalitarian – in fact became powerfully unequal because it was based on failure. As we have just seen, the results in terms of the quality of basic knowledge are disastrous.


      Since 1975, the effectiveness of our education system has been gradually eroded. It’s hardly surprising that the OECD’s latest periodic survey (PIACC: Program for International Assessment of Adult Competences) shows France’s great weakness. When it comes to mathematical tools, the French score (262) is below the average (266) and well below that of Germany (270)... not to mention Japan (296).


    


    

    

      The necessary reforms


      They should meet four main objectives:


       


      • Greater autonomy for schools


       


      • An improvement in teacher standards:


       


      The average mark for those admitted to the Capes in mathematics has been very low over the last thirty years, at around 7 or 8/20. Similarly, the ‘admissibility bar’ for candidates teaching different subjects varies from 5 to 10/20.


      This level, which is extremely low for candidates to the teaching profession, is a dramatic sign of the deterioration in the quality of our teaching staff.


      If we want to reverse this trend, we absolutely must raise the status of the teaching profession.


       


      • A pay rise for the teaching profession


       


      Thirty years ago, a beginning school teacher was paid 1.8 times the minimum wage and an “agrégé” teacher 2.3 times. Today it’s 1.5 and 1.8 times respectively.


      In other words, the junior associate professor of today is no more highly regarded than the primary school teacher of 30 years ago. These salaries pale in comparison with those in other Western European countries.


      This reinforces the basic argument of this book: we need to review our budgetary priorities and “make room” to redirect our public spending towards the objectives of the future, and education in particular.


      We might add that classroom discipline problems discourage teachers and seem to be systematically under-punished.


      Finally, a study dated December 20232 puts the extra cost generated by our educational inefficiency at 16 billion euros. The study compares the cost-effectiveness of education and training in thirty European countries. According to this study – whose methodology can be verified – France ranks 22e out of the 30 countries studied. The inefficiency of our country is shown by the fact that if the French system were closer to the most efficient, we could save €16 billion, or 9.4% of public spending on education in 2018.


      • Recourse to local private initiatives


      Observers on the ground note that centralised administrative structures are unable to respond to the immensity of the problems posed (breakdown of family structures, effects of immigration, concentration in “difficult neighbourhoods”, formation of gangs, intensification of violence, etc.). Only local private initiatives (associations, foundations, charities, etc.) can help young people to see themselves as people, not as citizens, and to build their own identity. Diverting a few resources from the Education Nationale to fund such grassroots initiatives would considerably improve our effectiveness in the field of education.


      *


      If we add to these considerations an assessment of the comparative efforts of France and Germany in the field of vocational training, we are struck by the extent of our country’s shortcomings.


    


    

    


      Apprenticeships:


        the real reform remains to be done


      For a long time, France was the ‘poor relation’ when compared with Germany in terms of apprenticeships. The usual orders of magnitude were overwhelming:


      France: 400,000 apprentices, compared with 1,600,000 in Germany in 2019, while youth unemployment was almost three times higher in France than in Germany (14% compared with 5%).


      However, since 2020, France has increased the number of apprenticeship contracts: 837,000 new contracts will have been signed by 2022, and we have now reached the government’s target of one million apprentices by 2027.


      A success? In truth, it’s doubtful.


      Admittedly, the number of apprentices has more than doubled since 2019-2020, but this increase is essentially due to the State granting companies recruiting apprentices an “exceptional” bonus of €6,000 per year. This bonus continues to be paid, enabling companies to take on or retain apprentices at very low cost. The system’s deficit has become colossal. The increase in the number of apprentices is also due to the opening up of our system to higher education students, as we shall see later.


      When we look at the way apprenticeships are funded in the two countries3, we are hardly surprised. In France, the main source of funding is public subsidies, whereas the Germans rely heavily on private companies.


      

        Figure 2: Unemployment rate of young people (15-29 years),


          % of young active population (15-29)


        [image: ]


        

          Reading: end 2023: 14,2% of active young people (15-29 years old in France were unemployed


        


      


      In France in 2021, the cost of apprenticeship was:


      21.6 billion. This sum breaks down as follows


       


      • 6.6 billion to fund apprentice training centres (CFA);


       


      • 0.3 billion in contributions from the regions;


       


      • 5.7 billion in state aid ;


       


      • 9 billion in contributions from business taxes (apprenticeship tax and vocational training tax)4


       


      Total: 21.6 billion5 (of which 12.6 billion from the budget, i.e. 58% of the total).


      The situation has hardly improved since 2021.


      In contrast, the cost of apprenticeships in Germany is 11.5 billion, broken down as follows:


       


      • 5.9 billion in subsidies from Länder and Chambers of Commerce,


       


      • 5.6 billion euros in contributions from companies


       


      Total: 11.5 billion.


       


      We can see that for a much higher number of apprentices (1,500,000 compared with 900,000), the share of public funding in Germany is only €5.9 billion, whereas in France it is €12.6 billion, i.e. more than twice as much (it could even be argued that our ‘public’ share is actually €18.98 billion if we consider the revenue from apprenticeship and vocational training taxes payable by companies (€9 billion) as budgetary funding).


      Whatever the method of calculation used, our extra costs are colossal. It is the generosity of the so-called “exceptional” budget bonuses and the opening up to students that explain most of our so-called quantitative “success”, which is said to be the result of the sharp rise in the number of apprentices since 2021.


      

        

          But this “race” to increase the number of apprentices seems to have supplanted what should be the very objective of apprenticeships, namely to give young people a trade in order to guarantee them a job and thus strengthen the overall skills of our industry, which has become dangerously weak.


          Extending the maximum age of eligibility for apprenticeship contracts from 16 to 29 is likely to distort the meaning and purpose of this training. Apprenticeships are designed to provide work-linked training for young people. However, it is now tending to become a convenient way for students to find state-paid work while they pursue their higher education. It also enables companies to maintain a relatively satisfactory level of employment thanks to public support.


        


      


      This deviation is far from marginal: 60% of new apprenticeship contracts since 2021 have gone to students. They account for almost all of the increase in the number of new apprentices.


      The massive increase in French apprenticeship contracts by the State (from 430,000 in January 2019 to 1,000,000 in October 2023) explains the statistical fall in unemployment, which reached 7.3% in 2023 (a fall of 2% from 2019 to 20226 ).


      This improvement in employment is obviously largely artificial in that it is financed by the budget deficit.


       


      We might add that the French apprenticeship system appears very complex. Numerous bodies overlap, creating fixed costs that are difficult to justify. For example, the OPCOs (“skills operators”), which receive more than they give, were the subject of critical observations by the IGF (General Inspectorate of Finance) and the IGAS (General Inspectorate of Social Affairs) in September 2023. Their margins were deemed excessive.


      All in all, the system doesn’t work well. It is not structurally financed, but “patched up” by “exceptional” budgetary aid... which lasts.


      A great deal of effort is being made to set up consultation bodies with the social partners. But the whole thing is too cumbersome. And the state plays a dominant role. We think we’re on a par with the Germans by boasting a million apprentices, but it’s nothing of the sort.


      

        

          Firstly, the aim should be to provide young people (not 29-year-old students or part-time employees) with a sandwich course. Secondly, the role of the State, which has no reason to be virtually the sole player in this field, must diminish. We need to give the reins to businesses, which should take on the bulk of the costs and responsibilities. Alternance means: school and company (and not training centres, partly theoretical, dependent on the public authorities in parallel with lycées and collèges).


          Companies should supply the teachers and choose the courses according to the needs of the economy.


        


      


      As long as we continue to think in the same way as the “constituent law” of 2018, which created new institutions such as the “France-compétence” public body, the OPCOs (responsible for channelling funding, filing apprenticeship contracts and maintaining complex relations with companies) and the CFAs (apprentice training centres with a half-theoretical, half-practical purpose), it is to be feared that our system will continue to be too cumbersome, too complex, too state-run and too far removed from companies, that should be its keystone.


      The idea should not be to finance existing jobs or higher education, but to make it easier for young people to learn a trade.


      *


    


    

    

      Research and development:


        “Nothing new in France”.


      The picture remains gloomy: our ratio of research and development expenditure to GDP is hovering around 2%, compared with 3.5% in the USA and 3.1% in Germany.


      

      

        Figure 3: Spending in search and development, % of GBP


        [image: ]


        

          Notes: this indicator includes all spending by resident companies, research institutes, university and government laboratories, etc. in a country. It includes foreign-financed R&D, but excludes national funds earmarked for R&D performed outside the national economy.


        


        Sources: OCDE


      


      In 2021, France’s share of European patent applications pales into insignificance: 5% compared with 26% for the United States and 14% for Germany...


      

        

          We lack two assets:


          

            	

              Powerful autonomous university research centres


            


            	

              Major government investment programmes that our public finances – stretched to the limit – cannot finance.
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