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      *


      There is no need to predict the future, because we can shape it instead. We must come together around a common cause and a new way of working, to build something entirely new. We cannot satisfy ourselves with changes to the existing world. We must craft a fertile future.


      MARIE EKELAND AND OLIVIER MATHIOT


    


  


  

     


  









  


  INTRODUCTION


  CRAFTING


    A FERTILE FUTURE


  

    Marie Ekeland is the founder of 2050, a unique purpose-driven venture capital fund that focuses on solutions for the future of the planet. After training as a mathematician and beginning her career in banking, in New York, she returned to France to complete her education and rapidly gravitated to private equity.


    After a spell at the private equity branch of a French bank, in 2005 she joined Elaia, a fund specialising in the digital economy. In 2012, she co-founded France Digitale, and in 2015, the investment fund Daphni. In late 2020, she launched 2050, her own fund, with a focus on the future.


    Olivier Mathiot is the Managing Director of 2050. He first met Marie Ekeland in 2012, when they were co-heads of France Digitale. Olivier studied at the famous French business school HEC. He is best known for co-founding the website PriceMinister in 2001, and for its subsequent sale to Rakuten in 2010. He was the CEO of the company from 2014, and has been a serial business angel investor since before then. He has invested in more than 40 companies, at a wide variety of stages. He has always had a particular vision for the future of venture capital, and when Marie asked him to help 2050 scale up, it was the ideal opportunity for them to work together again.


    *


      *     *


    We are delighted to introduce this collective work for United Tech of Europe 2021. The theme for this edition is Values, which is a subject close to our hearts. We are investors and believe that investing is more value-driven than people commonly assume. Our values inspire us on a daily basis. This is true for us as individuals, and this is true for us as a fund. This is true for each person reading this introduction, and this is true for the companies that they may be working for, or building from the ground up.


    These values dictate what we do, and how we do it. They direct our actions and dictate what motivates us. Our values are fundamental. But what are they? Are we generous, committed, proactive, decisive? Are we kind, driven, open-hearted, selfless?


    Not all of us have had the luxury of space for introspection, so if you have not already identified the values that drive you, stop reading for a moment, and try to identify what it is that keeps you moving forward. You have one life on this Earth. What are you trying to do with it? How do you want to be remembered?


    

      There’s no such thing as a crystal ball


      Nobody can predict the future. We can do something much better: we can shape it. We act now, and the fruit of our actions is harvested in the future. What is better, ‘predicting’ a harvest of apples, or planting apple trees? We can shape the future by acting now. We will briefly set out a few thoughts about investing and how we hope to craft a fertile future, before introducing the three parts to this collective work.


      Marie often says she is taking action so that she can leave a better world to her kids. 2050 was born out of the belief that we as a society are in a phase of profound economic transformation, and that we have to be very careful and purposeful about the world that we are building. We are not stewards of what the previous generation left behind, we are the people whose behaviour will dictate what is left for subsequent generations.


      What is a fertile future? We are heading towards ten billion inhabitants on this planet. There are very concrete problems in our future that concern adequate nutrition and daily health. What will productivity look like in the future? We are using the power of money to improve all of our prospects.


      Olivier sees a part of his role as giving back by mentoring the next generation of entrepreneurs and business angels. Giving money is nothing new, and there are plenty of worthy causes and business foundations that do plenty of that, but a fertile future needs the seeds of ideas to be planted and to come to fruition.


      We believe that our capitalistic society has lost its way to a certain extent. We have, with the best of intentions, monetised almost everything, and created corporate giants with unimaginable hoards of wealth. The trickle-down theory of economics has been thoroughly discredited, and we see the limiting effects of fiscal policy everywhere.


      We believe that being able to work with people who are aligned with our values is absolutely fundamental to changing this paradigm. People first is an excellent place to start, and we are building a people-centric future.


    


    

    

      Looking beyond the horizon


      Working with a focus on people means juggling different timescales. Institutional and private investors have personal and collective needs that exist over different timescales, and we needed to solve the conflict between these time pressures, and our desire to invest for the distant future, decades hence. The way we did this was to use innovative structuring to be the first fund to decouple investor liquidity needs from the fund’s long-term needs.


      This means that our investment horizon from the investment side of things is effectively unlimited. If the technology is expected to start being profitable from 2040, and we feel it is the right thing to do, we can go for it. We are not constrained by a lead investor’s personal need to exit after seven or eight years, for example.


      As for the fund itself, it is a fonds de pérennité, something like a perpetual, purpose-driven trust fund. There are liquidity distribution windows in our structure that allow exits and entrances, with positions being settled between exiting limited partners and the investors who are in-bound. Naturally, as true believers in this future, as believers in this way of financing things, we have significant skin in the game. We are dedicating 10% of our investments and a full half of our carried interest to digital commons.


    


    

    

      The new New World


      For us Europeans, the Silicon Valley is the heart of the New World, but things are changing. Environmental and social responsibility are becoming hugely important to today’s consumers. Venture capital companies still have investment tests, and are updating them, but we believe this change to existing approaches is inadequate. We need to change completely.


      These changes in values and changes in approach are visible in people’s career choices as well. Talent seeks out purpose-driven work. People want to work with ethical companies, and people want to work with value-driven companies. You will see this theme recurring throughout this book, and if we and the other contributors are even half right, you will see this theme around you already, and, in a few years’ time, it will be inescapable.


      These changes are visible at the talent level, and at the investor level too. Private investors are now realising that the way they invest is no less an expression of their values than the way they shop, or the way they dress.


      We can see this next wave coming, and when it begins to break, it will change an extraordinary number of things. Companies need know-how to surf this wave, and they will need help with this know-how. How do we build products that are efficient by design? How do we code in an environmentally responsible manner?


      From design to use to recycling and the circular economy, the whole value chain is being transformed. The ecosystem is changing. We understand this on a very deep level, and believe we have the knowledge to help others survive these changes, and to thrive in the ecosystem that lies on the other side of them.


    


    

    

      Throwing back the curtains


      Traditionally, intellectual property rights have been fiercely defended and closely guarded by companies. We believe very strongly in the digital commons, and that they are a way for creators around the world to add things together until they are much greater than the sum of their parts.


      A recent example of this was Elon Musk open-sourcing all the Tesla patents. This was a strategic resource that he donated to the automotive sector, for no charge. Why would he do that? Because the future is better for Tesla with a strong electric vehicle ecosystem, and the best way to strengthen the sector is to ensure that it has what it needs.


      This is an extremely powerful vision. It removes our need to predict the future, because we are actively shaping it. We do not need to anticipate trends because we are creating them. It accelerates human development dramatically. We hope the acceleration will allow us to take the steps necessary, in the time available.


    


    

    

      Better horses


      We have a very positive and optimistic vision of the future in general, but we cannot help but feel concern that so many warning lights are flashing simultaneously. Climate change, social inequality, access to clean water, access to health care, women’s rights, diversity – less than 3% of venture capital money in the United States went to women over the last year – all of these need significant improvement.


      The will of Europe, as a continent, seems to align with this future, with drastic accelerations in human progress. However, we need to make intelligent choices, and not just improve what we already have. Famously, Henry Ford once retorted, when asked why he was building automobiles, “If I’d asked people what they wanted, they’d have said ‘better horses’.”


      E-commerce is currently all about better horses. Platforms are increasing in number, and competition is fierce. Buses and underground trains are covered in adverts for a variety of platforms that promise you your groceries within ten minutes. A full meal, ordered from a telephone and delivered within thirty minutes, is no longer enough, and we are being sold faster and faster satisfaction of our desires.


      To facilitate this capricious consumer behaviour, venture capitalists are hurling huge amounts of money at platforms that only make a substantial loss. This is not our vision of how to build a sustainable future, and we are pleased that so much of the young talent we see in the market today shares our vision, and not this consumerist one.


      We have no interest in solving First World problems. If your Diet Coke is delivered in fifteen minutes, but you want it in six, we are not going to launch a platform to keep you happy. We are solving the problems of the world itself.


      Despite this ambition, which we admit is a lofty one, we are very humble. We know what we can do, and what we cannot. We are aware that we cannot just roll out ‘tech’ to all four corners of the globe, and hope that everything will be fixed.


    


    

    

      Moving targets and the next five years


      What do the next five years hold? Unfortunately, grave danger and much work. The 2015 climate change target was a 50% reduction in emissions by 2030. It’s now 2021 and since 2015 emissions are up 30%. We have nine years to reverse the trend, and it’s currently looking like we are heading for an increase of 3-5°C.


      We need to take a new look at this issue, and join forces in a new way, because whatever we’ve done so far has failed. We need to use the power of tech to help nature. We need creative and multi-disciplinarian people to tackle this, we need porosity between fields, to allow innovation to flourish.


      For too long, de facto monopolies have been allowed to establish themselves in the United States in particular, and the application of anti-trust laws has left much to be desired. This is important because it does not leave any space for new entrants.


      We are looking to change this, and our structure will help. Until now, the legal system and the financial system have been geared towards two types of outfit: profit, and non-profit. If you’re after a profit, you go after the money, and the rest sorts itself out. If you’re a non-profit, it’s the same, but you’re aiming to finish with nothing in the bank.


      Our evergreen fund is a hybrid model. It’s neither non-profit, nor does it fit within the traditional capitalistic model. It’s a structural change of mindset for venture capital. This change of mindset is what we want to see all across the ecosystem, and all across the globe. Someone has to get the ball rolling, however, and we are happy to be those people.


      As we move into the rest of this collective work, you will meet other people, who have similar – and not so similar – ideas. They all share one trait in particular: their values are extremely important to them. To close this introduction, we will introduce the themes and then let the contributions speak for themselves.


    


    

    


      Handing over to the future


      The first part of this collection looks at the way in which our values manifest themselves in our democratic institutions, and how changes in the digital sector may affect the way the world looks. Our values underpin our democracy, which in turn dictates how we handle digital services, which now go right to the very heart of what it means to be a society.


      The second part of this collection looks at hypergrowth, purpose, ethics, and inclusion. As tech has become a leading force in the global economy, rates of user acquisition and expansion have come under increasing scrutiny. Can we achieve hypergrowth and still contribute to societal inclusion? Can we have hypergrowth in an ethical company? Perhaps more fundamentally, why are we even doing this? What is our purpose?


      The third part of this collection takes a look at some of the companies that are tackling the global issues that are threatening our collective survival as a species. Consumerism and growth have done untold harm to the world in which we live. What can we do about the plastics filling our oceans? What can we do to reduce the impact our consumer choices may have? Manufacturing any product comes at a price, especially when manufacturing at scale. How can we reduce that price?


      The theme of values is deeply important to all of us, and we suggest that it is a universal concern. A universal effort will be needed to ensure that our future is a prosperous and safe one, for us and for future generations.


      We hope that when you have finished reading this collective work, you will have an overview of a wide variety of approaches to this fundamental question, and we hope that you will be inspired to behave in a value-driven way, and help us all to build the future we need.


      We look forward to standing with you and working together to achieve our full potential and to build a fertile future.
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*

The transition to the cloud is inevitable, the geopolitical fall-out from this transition is not. We must build a sovereign future for the European cloud sector in order to protect our liberal democratic values and to preserve the prosperity of our continent for future generations.

MICHEL PAULIN








  


  1


  SOVEREIGNTY, FREE WILL


    AND THE CLOUD: GEOPOLITICS AND DIGITAL SERVICES


  

    Michel Paulin is the CEO of the largest European cloud specialist, OVHcloud. He is an engineer by training, and a graduate of the prestigious French school Ecole Polytechnique and the French telecommunications engineering school. With the exception of his military service in the navy, and a brief spell as a consultant with McKinsey, he has been working in the telecommunications sector all his life.


    He worked on sector-defining telecommunication mergers in the French market, as well as for operators overseas. He returned to telecommunications provider SFR when he returned to France, before taking over as the CEO of OVHcloud in August 2018. The previous occupant of the role was the founder of OVHcloud, Octave Klaba, who now sits as chairman of the OVHcloud board.


    *


      *     *


    Two things have consistently fascinated me throughout my career, and they are very closely related. The first is management of innovation, and the second is management itself. The first is something that I see almost as a technical challenge.


    We have teams generating new products and technologies on a regular basis, and we have to do our best to make sure that the service we can offer is in line with what our customers want, and what they need today, and what they will need tomorrow for their digital transformation. We have to manage the innovation as it moves from our minds to our bottom line.


    The second aspect is a very human challenge. What motivates a particular person as they choose to join our team or not? What motivates them throughout their career? Why did they not succeed in this team, but did very well in that one? How do we ensure that people commit to us long term? All of these questions and more are part of the human dimension of management.


    To a certain extent, each of us has a part of our brains that is open to opportunities, and I am no exception. When I was thinking about the next stage of my career, I met Octave, and we soon began talking about how we could work together. I felt that he and I shared a certain number of values. Given his pivotal role in the organisation, it is unsurprising that his professional project, OVHcloud, also had these values stamped all over it.


    I have been with the team for a number of years, and it has been a fascinating and inspiring journey. The values that I intuited and discerned in Octave when I first met him are indeed endemic throughout the company, and I hope that I have done my part in propagating them! Values have to be lived, and I believe that leaders have to be exemplary in living their values so that they can share them effectively, and lead other people towards them.


    These values irrigate everything we do. The ecosystem we are constructing is built on our corporate values, our strategy is defined by them, even the technical developments of our product specs are governed to a great extent by our values.


    In this contribution I would like to discuss these values, the way they affect the current cloud market, and how the market attempts to affect them. I will be sharing my own personal experiences, of course, but I hope that there is relevance for those in many sectors, and not just my colleagues in the cloud sector.


    

      Innovation for freedom


      We are doing our best to offer a product that is in line with our values, because our values are so incredibly important to us. When people think of freedom, they may not necessarily think of a cloud services provider first, but the reality is that as our professional and personal lives go online to a greater and greater extent, the issue of cloud independence and regional sovereignty will become more and more important.


      This informs our business mission because we build around the concept of trust. We have a trusted ecosystem, and we need trust with our partners and our clients. This concept is at the very heart of our strategy. Our technical strategy is to offer a solution in line with our values. This means building a transparent and reversible solution.


      This solution has to offer both protection and trust. We work in a complex area, and it can be technically challenging to keep a handle on the precise ins and outs of a solution, which only increases the need for trust. We are determined to keep on building things that contribute to freedom.


      Aspects of this can be seen in everything we do, including in how we design our products. The cloud is something that I believe to be inevitable, in all areas of business. Let’s take a little look at what the market currently looks like.


    


    

    

      The cloud is inevitable


      The speed with which computing has evolved over the last few decades is astonishing. The performance of machines from this year is leaps and bounds ahead of last year, and the year before that. Moore’s Law still appears to prevail.


      The computing power that the average teen carries in his or her pocket dwarfs that available even to top secret governmental research programmes of a few years ago. Many of us wear watches with more computing power, lines of code and connectivity options than early spacecraft. It really is vertiginous to look back down at the foothills of the computer revolution, from where we are, atop the constantly rising summit of modern computing power.


      The cloud is enabling us to delocalise our computing power and storage. Applications that previously required literal rooms full of computers can now take place in our telephones. We still have the rooms full of computers, albeit better-ventilated rooms and vastly superior computers. Hand-held terminals can deliver the results from processing unimaginable quantities of data, and allow the benefits of some very high-level computing power to access all areas of commercial life.


      There are effectively no longer any infrastructure reasons not to go ahead with a computing project. The existence of cloud computing makes many previously impossible use cases into trivial implementation exercises, and will continue to accelerate the development of new business models, and the improvement of existing ones.


      This is why I believe the cloud is inevitable. It offers such incredible transformative power, and will allow the development of digital activities in ways that we cannot even anticipate right now. In the same way as 1995 innovators would not have been able to predict an app store, or the platform economy, we have no idea what will drive the next wave of growth.


      All we know is that the cloud will be at the heart of the next generation of economic prosperity. Migration away from business-owned and operated computer infrastructure is inevitable, and will generate huge savings for businesses while enabling unprecedented innovations.


      All of these extremely positive changes and virtuous feedback loops should not, in my view, come at the expense of some of our fundamental values.


    


    

    


      Our values are not the price to be paid


      I would like to identify just a few of the values that I am not willing to sacrifice in order to achieve the commercial objective with which I have been entrusted: the development of the cloud computing sector in general, and OVHcloud in particular.


      The first value that should not be sacrificed is competition. There is a certain tendency in the market today towards consolidation and concentration, but we cannot let competition die. Occasionally I hear people saying “let’s take a stand on quantum computing, it’s too late for the cloud,” but these people are entirely wrong.


      It is not too late to defend our values in the cloud sector, and we will certainly do the same with regard to the quantum computing sector!


      The second value that must not be compromised is that of data protection. Modern systems handle every aspect of our personal and professional lives. We have spent years ticking boxes without reading terms and conditions and, as a result, some of our most intimate data is enriching companies with no restrictions on how they may use it. Our data is our personal and professional life, it is our cultural and social life, and it is business-critical assets. One day it may become the universal fabric of our civil life too, with autonomous institutions and digital voting initiatives becoming more popular.


      The third value is that of client freedom. A de facto monopoly or duopoly is not marketplace competition, and a lack of competition is a lack of freedom. An Android or iPhone device user cannot do much about the storage industry choices that have been made on his or her behalf. We cannot allow enterprise to end up in the same position. The ability to store, process and retrieve data will soon be as important as the ability to transfer funds, or ship goods, or recruit staff, if not already the case.


      The increasing importance of data in our personal and social lives will increase the importance of keeping our data and our personal information as free as possible. We must not compromise on these values, and we must allow people to continue to live their lives without being forced into paying for a particular product.


    


    

    

      Concentrating on market trends


      It is certainly true that the current market trend is for increasing concentration. Amazon Web Services, Microsoft Azure and Alibaba Cloud are orders of magnitude ahead of other cloud computing service providers. In the publicity field, Facebook and Google share more than 80% of the market between them – far more in certain areas.


      The digital industry in general appears very much to be geared towards generating network effects, and bigger and bigger companies, until one or two dominate the entire market and a de facto duopoly is in operation.


      Given the strategic importance of the cloud in our professional, economic, social and personal lives, I believe that it is entirely legitimate to ask whether it is healthy for the cloud infrastructure sector to follow the well-trodden path that much of the digital sector has followed.


      I believe that it would be total madness to allow such business-critical infrastructure to accumulate in the hands of so few companies. To make matters worse, it would be extremely harmful for the consumer, it would be harmful for enterprise clients, it would hurt jobs and, if current industry practices are anything to go by, it would also be bad for tax revenues.


      We are the only operator to be a European leader in the field. We are still very modest in size when compared to Google, Amazon and Microsoft. Despite our size, I believe that we are very distinctive in the market, and that our values mark us out very clearly.


    


    

    

      Values in the cloud


      We have a number of values that define what we do. To name but four of them, we believe in openness, transparency, trust and reversibility. The last value here is slightly unusual compared to the others, which can be found elsewhere, including among other cloud computing service operators.


      Reversibility is really rather important, because if your data cannot be extracted from your data hosting partner, they are not hosting you, they are holding you to ransom. It is absolutely mission-critical to be able to take your data and leave, because if you can’t take your data, you can’t leave, and a cloud version of the Hotel California simply should not exist.


      Owning your own computers and running your own servers is costly and time-consuming. The cloud is a fantastic tool for rationalising expenses at the corporate level, but also for reducing consumption at the global level.


      Running your own data centre is an enormously costly step in terms of finances and energy, and we are able to do this far more cheaply than other companies thanks to our investment in technology. We have substantial ecological innovation under our belts, and large teams working to do more with less energy consumption.


      Not only are our data centres innovative and ecological, none of them are air-conditioned. They are cooled using far less energy-intensive techniques. We have factories that manufacture our servers, allowing us to control our industrial tool from end-to-end. We are able to recycle 100% of the parts from our end-of-life components.


      All of our equipment has a much longer service life than that of our competitors. This is a major distinguishing feature for us, and is actually a pretty significant competitive advantage. Eco-responsibility is an increasingly important characteristic, even when industry leaders are buying cloud services.


      No longer does it suffice to be technically excellent. We have seen that companies have to be technically competent, with the right products being brought to market at the right time and for the right price, but in addition, they have to be seen to be responsible stewards of global resources.


      But perhaps the most significant value in the digital cloud today is sovereignty. It is characteristic of what we do, and I believe will become of greater and greater significance in the years ahead.


      This has different meanings at different levels of the industry. For an individual, it means being able to understand your rights, and access all of your data in a usable format in an easy-to-understand process, such as when changing provider, for example. For a company, it may mean the possibility of migrating data away from one provider to another, and being confident that national interests will not interfere with their data hosting or other cloud computing services on a spurious basis.


      For a country, the picture is quite different. Strategic commercial operations have always been subject to state interests. Examples could be the supply contract for jet fuel to military bases, the security contracts for ports or railway stations, the supply of security staff for airport screening facilities, and so on. The ownership of roads, key bridges and other pieces of infrastructure has traditionally been public, but private ownership is increasingly common. How do we handle these considerations when we are working to apply them to digital commerce?


      The answer is very difficult to pin down, and probably requires much more nuance than I have the space for here. I would note that cloud computing services are effectively the infrastructure of the whole digital economy. We are not just talking about payment networks – but the essential value of the whole of the digital economy is stored on hard drives somewhere. The cloud is only other people’s computers, as the saying goes, and many people are concerned that we are only taking an interest in just who these people are and where their computers are located after the fact.


      So, do I have to be entirely intransigent, or can I compromise to make sure I land that big contract? In other words, should I bring my values to heel to allow my business to take off?


    


    

    

      Compromise


      I do not believe that we should ever compromise our values. We are commercial actors, of course, and I firmly believe that there should be a little give and take in all transactions. Reaching these conclusions, negotiating with our partners, is a big part of what being in business is all about. There are few people in business for any period of time who do not derive some measure of satisfaction from a good negotiation.


      This balancing exercise, this finding of a common ground, certainly does involve giving something up, but it is a million miles away from one of the parties renouncing their very nature. Finding a compromise, yes, compromising our values, never.


      Negotiating and finding a compromise is not a simple task, but not compromising your values is even more complex. A few years ago, Wikileaks was looking for a new web host, after its then-current web host had told them it would no longer be providing hosting services. OVHcloud provided Wikileaks with web hosting services, and immediately came under attack from many areas.


      Politicians and diplomats, including French ones – some of whom were presumably themselves under pressure from the United States – decried the move. Octave and OVHcloud held on and refused to compromise. Wikileaks is still up and running.


      OVHcloud also has a significant commitment to open source software, which we believe has the power to do truly incredible things. Again, this is not always simple, and it is not simply a question of shouting “give me open source code” at your team. Some functions are simply unavailable, or are technically better in proprietary systems. Again, it is about finding a sensible middle ground without selling yourself out.


    


    

    

      Reducing harmful concentrations


      What can we do without compromising? How can we build a responsible, sovereign and safe cloud computing services sector in Europe without becoming the very thing we sought to avoid? I believe that we can act, that we can take sensible courses of action that can redress the balance without being excessively extreme.


      Before I give some examples of steps that I think could help lead the European cloud sector to a brighter future, I would just like to state why I think this is so important. In short, I believe we need to act because over-concentration kills.


      Market over-concentration kills innovation. Once a market is sufficiently concentrated in the hands of one concern, it is inevitable that investment in innovation dies out. This is bad for everyone, and in the long term it is also bad for the incumbent. Until the incumbent is completely replaced by a radical new technology, it is also terrible for commercial practices, because there is no competition or pressure.


      We have seen in recent years how this dynamic can play out in the tech industry. Young companies with innovative ideas start to emerge onto the stage, and as soon as the GAFAM giants realise that there might be some competition, they just buy the company.


      In recent years, during the last administration of the United States government, these techniques took on a solidly political aspect. When TikTok, a Chinese company, began to gain serious traction in the United States, its rise was quickly challenged. President Trump repeatedly suggested that it should be purchased outright by American interests, and a deal was quickly reached.


      Similarly, but in a slightly less recent and less political context, Instagram began to challenge Facebook. The vast swathes of data available from the application’s users made Instagram an incredibly attractive prospect to Facebook’s business model, and the purchase was concluded rapidly. Interestingly, the purchase was widely panned at the time, with the billion-dollar acquisition of the social network described as over-paying for a company seen by some as being past its prime. Now it is worth more than one hundred times what Facebook paid in 2012.


      This quasi-monopolistic commercial landscape has killed diversity. Please do not think that I am taking sides and criticising a great team, I am not. This view, that systematic purchasing of potential competitors is killing innovation and diversity, is that of the United States Congress.


      This distorted landscape also leads to distorted commercial practices such as forced sales. If you purchase a car, the dealer should not be able to force you to only fill it at certain fuel stations, or to restrict the kinds of groceries that you can carry in it.


      Selling a software tool and forcing people to use your cloud computing storage product is a little similar to this, and appears to fall under a number of consumer protection prohibitions. The sooner such practices are gone, the sooner we can be sure that we have a healthier market.


      In addition to this distortion, we have the extreme pressure that it exerts on the market players. OVHcloud is committed to not behaving in this way, and we will never compromise our values, but the commercial pressures are there for everyone to see – or rather, not see, because companies are succumbing to temptation to be aggressive fiscal optimisers. This in turn creates tax revenue issues for sovereign states, who then have insufficient funds to ensure their own digital sovereignty.


    


    

    


      How to build a brighter future for Europe


      Europe has everything it needs for a fantastically bright future. We need to be aware that this future cannot exist without know-how. We need know-how to achieve anything, and with enough of it, there is nothing that we cannot do! This is clearly a massively strategic issue, and will go to the heart of Europe’s foreign policy for decades to come.


      We need to take an ultra long-term approach. This is not something for which the tech sector is necessarily well-known, given how quickly consumer electronics are replaced, but it is something we are very good at. We are good at building for the future. We invest in people decades before they come up with an innovation, and continue to do so for many more years before that innovation becomes profitable.


      If the future of the sector is bright, companies like mine will be able to secure investment, which will translate into jobs, because we cannot automate innovation. The jobs that the cloud industry creates are very difficult to delocalise, are relatively high-paying, and drive even more growth, by strengthening the high value-added sector of cloud computing.


      The sector I work in has a very bumpy European ride ahead of it. The way things are currently headed, we are going to have a single monopolistic cloud computing service provider in five or ten years’ time. In three or four years’ time, we will see the cloud computing sector overtake the telecommunications sector for the first time.


      The boundaries between the two sectors are of course porous, if not entirely transparent, but legacy voice services will, in my view, continue to dwindle. Cloud services are, as I have set out in this contribution, becoming a dominant force in the business, and will continue to grow.


      I do not pretend to know whether telecommunications or cloud computing services are ‘more strategic’, but I do know that no-one in Europe would ever tolerate a monopoly or duopoly among telecommunications companies serving almost half a billion of the world’s richest consumers.


      And yet, this is precisely the situation that we have in the cloud sector. The dynamic can be seen beyond the cloud sector as well. Dominant players such as Microsoft are brought to task by the European Union through its various bodies, and are occasionally dragged to the regulators by competitors. In a recent example, the productivity software manufacturer Slack complained to the European bodies about Microsoft bundling its Microsoft Teams software alongside its Microsoft Office software. Microsoft has rejected the complaint and filed a reply with the authorities.


      Part of our problem in Europe is that we do not have a sufficiently powerful regional champion. We have several technically excellent companies, but on the world stage, in terms of companies who lead their fields in the same way that, say, the GAFAM companies do, we only have SAP and Dassault Systèmes.


      We need to turn this around, and we need to win back market shares in order to preserve our regional sovereignty. These are transverse issues that are sufficiently important to demand our full attention. We need to ensure that our industry is set up and ready to compete fiercely on the global stage, we need to equip our companies with the resources that they need to do battle.


      The suggested interplay between local authorities and commercial leaders is nothing unusual or innovative. I have already mentioned how the previous administration of the United States had a rather interventionist approach to TikTok’s presence in that country, and I would also like to note the way in which discussions occur in other regions.


      Recently, the founder of Alibaba, Jack Ma, criticised the incumbent banking sector. As he prepared to launch a disruptive financial company on the public markets, in what was touted as the biggest ever initial public offering in China, he vanished. No-on heard from him for over three months, leading to the circulation of wild rumours about his well-being or even death. He reappeared, and the share price of Alibaba bounced back, but this shows what I believe to be a slightly more interventionist approach in commercial affairs from a different foreign government.


      The question of the future of our economy, and the issue of interactions between the government and the corporate world, begs another question: what is a liberal economy?


    


    

    


      Command and control mechanisms


      In the 1970s, I believe that we would have dismantled any number of the large technology companies currently in existence, had they existed back then. The countervailing political climate has changed entirely since then, and we have several issues that are affecting the nature of society itself.


      The real issue boils down to this. Who is in charge? How do they implement their decisions? When we see the leader of the free world being excluded from what is the marketplace of ideas, is this a liberal democracy? Yes, social networks are private companies originally, but at what point do we acknowledge their social role?


      When we see Cambridge Analytica abusing data, can we say that this is a feature of liberal democracies? We need, as a modern society, to use data and to use it well, but the Cambridge Analytica scandal is a disgrace. These abuses and these extra-governmental decisions go right to the heart of sovereignty.


      The recent coronavirus pandemic challenged a lot of our democratic institutions, and has also propelled issues about health data into the limelight. This asks even more questions of us. How are we going to handle this data? Are we going to set ethical restrictions? Are we going to allow it to disappear into servers based who knows where, to enrich the data models of persons unknown? This is, and always has been, a geopolitical issue.


    


    

    


      European rules


      Europe’s role has to be a leadership one. We must ensure that there is fair and healthy competition in the market, and that healthy rules are clear and legible to all. Above all, we need to avoid a de facto monopoly.


      It is hard to see how we can avoid regulating cloud activities. The telecommunications sector is ultra-regulated, but the no less strategic cloud sector is entirely unregulated. This makes no sense from an economic, philosophical, strategic or geopolitical point of view.


      Data is digital, and the storage and exchange of data is what we do, and this is so close to the telecoms industry as to be indistinguishable from it. If governments do not understand what is going on underneath the bonnet, then they cannot understand the digital sector as a whole.


      The cloud is inevitable. It increases our capacity for growth dramatically, it allows us to do more for less money, it drives incredible amounts of innovation and it drastically increases economies of scale. It also benefits from network effects.


      These characteristics together make the cloud the core of the reactor, the part that will give our economy the drive and energy it needs for the growth our region needs in order to remain prosperous.
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