Even as scandqls
rock the countri
the French march
on bravely, even
cavalierly, towards
the next century,
/ taking events in
their stride
with habitual
panache, says
VAIJU NARAVANE

‘¢

HE FRENCH have
had a particularly
excellent  Christ-
mas this year”,
says the pot-bellied banker, Mr.
Herve Ferret, taking a deep, ap-
preciative sip of the golden Sau-
ternes he is swirling in his glass.
“And not just becausce the oysters
have been singularly fat and suc-
culent or the money has come
rolling in, although there is that
too! This Christmas has been
spicy and juicy because of the de-
liciously crunchy political gossip
that accompanied it.”" Making
loud, smacking noises, he contin-
ues: “Excellent, by the way this
Sauternes with foie gras! Howev-
er, to return to what I was saying,
and 1 might sound cynical, but its
true — Christmas usually tends to
be long, somewhat lugubrious
family repasts. People cat and
-drink too much and the hilarity
turns maudlin. Not this time. Be-
cause we were not first laughing,
then crying over our own poor
fates. We were laughing over the
antics and the supposed misfor-
tunes of those that govern us. To
think of old Mitterrand’'s son
spending Christmas night in pris-
on tickled me pink.”

Mr. Herve's conversation is
peppered with culinary phrases.
“I'he financial scandals surfacing
in France are full of ditails crous-
rillants pimentis (hot, crunchy de-

tails) and give us enough pain sur

la planche (bread on which to ru-
minate} to see us through next
year, although new epijsodes are
bound to arrive,” he says, his eyes
gleaming in anticipation.

Mr. Jean-Christophe Mitter-
and, son of France’s longest-
erving, former socialist Presi-
ent, the Jate Francois
{itterrand, spent Christmas be-
ind bars accused of money laun-
lering, illegal arms sales (mainly
o Angola), misuse of public office
'nd fraud.

The President, Mr. Jacques Chi-
ac, has himself been implicated
n a vast network of kickbacks and
orruption in Paris dating back to

the years he was the all-powerful
Mayor of the French capital. Mr.
Dominique Strauss- Kahn, Minis-
ter of Finance, Industry and
Trade, recognised as one of the
most brilliant economic manag-
ers in the Jospin Cabinet, was
forced to resign because he alleg-
edly received fictitious payments.
The present Mayor, Mr. Jean Tib-
eri, has been accused of doctoring
electoral rolls and running slush
funds. The Right no longer wants
him but he knows too much and
is defying the party whip to stand
for elections again.

It was influence-peddling that
forced the former socialist For-
eign Minister, Mr. Roland Dumas,
to resign as the head of the Con-
stitutional ~ Council  (France’s
equivalent of the Supreme Court)
following revelations of huge
bribes and sexy shenanigans with
his mistress, Christine Deviers-
Joncoure. She acted as the agent
for sale of French frigates to Tai-
wan, The scandal, which also in-
volves the French petroleum
giant, Elf, and the government of
Gabon, has now implicated the
former German Chancellor, Mr.
Helmut Kohl, and is likely to
spread further.

The near-collapse of France’s
largest public bank, Credit Lyon-
nais, shook the French and made
them more cynical than ever. Be-
set with the biggest bad debts ev-
er amassed by a bank — 125
billion francs ($25 billion) —
Credit Lyonnais has however sur-
vived because the Government
has repeatedly bailed it out. Many
of France’s top boardrooms have
also been hit. Mr. Loik Le Floch-
Prigent, former head of the state
rail network, has been involved in
a multi-billion dollar scandal in-
volving siphoning off of money
from Elf. The chief of the Dassault
Aviation, makers of Mirage jets,
was wanted in Belgium on alleged
graft charges. The list is unending.

Opinion polls show that the
french are not at all surprised at
the corruption scandals rocking
the country. Recently M. Chirac
felt the need to go on public tele-
vision to deny allegations (made
on a video cassette by a deceased
former party financier) that he
was personally involved in and
fully aware of the illegal activities
of his RPR party. ““When the Presi-
dent goes on national television
to plead innocence and tell me he
is shocked and hurt by revelations
of murky financial double-dealing
where the taxpayer has been tak-
en for a fool — all I can say is that
1 am totally disgusted. Of course,
we’ve known it all along. I person-
ally have paid over 7000 francs
($1000} to bail out Credit Lyon-
nais. 1 am disgusted but not sur-
prised,” says a 50-year-old school

The scandal-smeared French President, Mr. Jacques Chirac.
(Inset) Mr. Jean-Christophe Mitterrand, son of the late socialist
President... facing money laundering charges.

teacher, Ms. Martine Renard.
The ramifications of the Eif
scandal go beyond the French
borders. Payments to Mr. Kohl's
Conservative Party are just a mi-
nuscule portion of Elf’s illegal ac-
tivities which involve bribes to an
African leader, a slush fund for
Christine Deviers-jJoncoure, pay-
ments to operatives of the former
Interior Minister, Mr. Charles
Pasqua, and the secretary of Mr.
Dominique Strauss-Kahn. It is
now spreading beyond Europe
and into the Middle East and Asia.

As scandals to the left of them
and scandals to the right of them
volley and thunder, the French
march on bravely, even cavalierly,
towards the next century, taking
events in their stride with habitu-
al panache.

“In America they would have
set up God knows how many
grand juries and independent
counsel to look into these cases.
We just shrug and let the judges
get on with it. Not much will
come of it. We are like that; it’s the
Latin temperament. Live and let
live is our motto,” says a 25- year-
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old car salesman, Mr. Bernard Le-
coque.

However, there is little chance
of that. In recent years, France
has seen the emergence of tena-
cious, tough and independent
judges and examining magist-
rates who have doggedly pursued
cases despite pressure from the
Justice Ministry. Ms. Eva Joly, a
courageous magistrate, has led
the crusade against Elf, while oth-
er judges, like in Italy following
the “Clean Hands” investigation,
have become public heroes.

All these scandals reveal the ex-
tent of the nexus between the
government and public industri-
es. Many of the big state-owned
companies have been used by
corrupt officials, politicians and
boardroom boss= to fund and
fuel illegal transactions for private
profit, robbing the taxpayer of bil-
lions of doliars. For the first time,
the French are beginning to won-
der whether Mr. Chirac will be
able to stand for re-election.
Pandora’s box is beginning t
open. For the moment, howev
it has opened just a crack.




Mr. Lionel Jospin hc‘zs)
been hoist with his
own petard. So
anxious was he to
give the impression of
running an open,
democratic
Government that
Ministers were
encouraged to air
their differences. But
the virulence of their
criticism has left the
French Prime Minister
reeling, says
VAIJU NARAVANE.

T HAS been the worst return

from the summer break a

French Prime Minister has

known. Mr. Lionel Jospin's
popularity has plummeted a full
20 points and the man who ap-
peared invincible just a couple of
months ago has suddenly become
vulnerable, subject to the vagaries
of public opinion.

“We are paying for everything.
For Corsica, for the departure of
Interior Minister Jean-Pierre Che-
venement, for high petrol prices
and the opposition from the
Greens. Unfortunately, all of it
has piled up together,"” said a so-
cialist sympathiser.

Towards the end of June, the
Government was badly shaken by
the controversy surrounding Mr.
Jospin’s proposal to give limited
autonomy to the violence-ridden
Mediterranean island of Corsica.
Mr. Chevenement, one of the pil-
lars of Mr. Jospin's team, ex-
pressed deep reservations about
what he called a sell-out to vio-
lence. The two men, old friends,
agreed to mull over their differ-
ences but Mr. Chevenement de-
cided to slam the door on his
return from vacation, dealing a
severe blow not just to the Gov-
ermment but to the credibility of
Mr. Jospin’s plan for Corsica.
Matters were further complicated
when tax cuts announced by the
Finance Minister, Mr. Laurent Fa-
bius, fell far short of expectations
and appeared to coddle France's
powerful middle classes prior to
elections jooming next year.

The cherry on the cake of ad-
versity came in the form of pro-
tests over spiralling fuel prices
from disgruntled farmers, hau-
liers, fishermen, taxi drivers and
the like. Having abolished road
tax just a week earlier and flaunt-
ed a 30 billion franc treasury sur-

plus, the Government could
hardly say no to the wild cacoph-
ony of demands from every quar-
ter. The press had a field day. Mr.
Jospin, who so far had been ac-
corded grudging admiration, was
suddenly seen as “weak and lack-
ing in foresight”.

“We are not used to receiving
such slaps in the face. We felt we
had positively resolved a crisis
through negotiation. We did not
allow the situation to worsen and
avoided the use of force. Of
course we did not expect to be
congratulated, but neither did we
expect to be punished like this,” a
close Jospin aide is reported to
have said.

Until his controversial proposal
to offer Corsica limited autonomy
last June, Mr. Jospin had ap-
peared unshakeable and com-
mentators had begun to speak in
awed terms of “‘the Jospin meth-
od” of government. He appeared
to be steering a steady, serene
course, handling his multi-party ,
centre-left-communist coalition
with amazing dexterity. It was
called governance by consensus
and the Prime Minister was given
credit for consulting his Minis-
ters, commended for a balancing
act that killed two birds with one
stone. It won him brownie points
for being democratic while keep-
ing all members of his coalition
happy.

But public opinion is a fickle
mistress and what yesterday was
described as government by con-
sensus is today seen as weakness,
vacillation and indecision, as lack
of firmness. Mr. Jospin's straight,

no-frills, no-nonsense delivery
which was applauded as honest
and direct is today derided. He is
being accused of hauteur in cer-
tain quarters, of being a goody
two shoes in others. His tendency
to occupy the moral high ground
which had enchanted now only
tends to irritate.

Mr. Jospin has been hoist with
his own petard. So anxious was he
to give the impression of running
an open, democratic Government
that Ministers were encouraged
to air their differences. But the
virulence of their criticism has left
the Prime Minister reeling. Ms.
Dominjque Voynet, Environment
Minister and leader of the Green
Party, and Mr. Chevenement,
who heads a small leftist party
called the Citizen’s Movement,
have to keep their own constitu-
encies in mind. Ms. Voynet de-
nounced the decision to abolish
road tax and the granting of tax
cuts to industries dependent on
fuel, saying they went against the
principle of taxing consumption
as a disincentive. Paradoxically,
the strengths of Mr. Jospin’s Gov-
ernment have suddenly become
its weaknesses.

The Prime Minister’s post is
clearly the most difficult and un-
enviable job in France. There is
none of the glamour attached to
the presidency; tough, often un-
popular decisions have to be tak-
en and the slightest wrinkle in the
smooth running of the country is
attributed to him. Most Presi-
dents have used their Prime Min-
isters to deflect blame from
themselves, changing them when

they felt the tide of public opinion
was beginning to turn hostile.
Presuming, of course, that the
President and the Prime Minister
belong to the same party.

The situation changes when the
French elect a President and a
Parliament from opposing politi-
cal families. The French call it co-
habitation and have taken to it
like a duck to water. It makes for
entertaining political theatre but
it also tends to undermine good
government by pitting the coun-
try’s two top posts against each
other. With presidential elections
in 2002 and the crucial Paris may-
oral race less than a year away,
the presidency and the Prime
Minister's office are forever on
the look out for opportunities to
cut the grass from under each
other’s feet. Hardly a healthy way .
to run a country.

Locked in a popularity duel
with the President, Mr. Jacques
Chirac, the Jospin Government is
now engaged in carrying out a
damage-limitation exercise. Ms.
Voynet, after attacking Mr. Jospin
and threatening to leave the Gov-
ernment, now says she knows the
Prime Minister is committed to
Green causes. Mr. Jospin and his
advisers are looking for other
sweeteners to win back lost pop-
ularity. This could come in the
form of a reduction in VAT which,
at 19 per cent, is one of the high-
est in Europe. Other indirect taxes
could also be reduced. Insiders
say the Prime Minister may even
be prepared to re-consider his
proposal to give limited autono-
my to Corsica.




o T

“owoy Je SWAeIs 10] suoseas
poos se (e woy piedor spdoad
" gouasy 3sow uredures Jupnds
“-Ulun UB pUE 90B]-91j0A S 08Iy
‘ssed im 31 jeyy uondwnsse
[eISUSE 913 ‘WIOFAI 9Y) JO SUOHIRD
-{dur Y3 I3A0 UOISHIUOD DY ],
"S1BOA () 358 942 JOJ 9{01 1))
PauLyap sey 1eyl uoroe Jo a0usp
-uadopur oyy 3sol. snyl pnom
a pue ‘KjQUIASSy oY1 ui s3n
-1ed feontjod ayy uo Apiavoy Appx
01 9ARY P[NOM TUIPISAE] € ‘SUOT}
-00]0 A[1BOA-0Al 1B UM 01 18U}
—anisoddo o) angre EuﬁO
‘paouey
-ua Asnorofuep aq [ stamod
SfY pue ‘AjqLuassy [euoneN oyl
+Ul Ajuofew e purwIWUOD AjqeLiea
UL [[IM JUDPISIS] DY) ‘STEIA 9A1]
KI9A3 410q 10] SUOTIOI )M ‘ou|
01Ul YBNOIq 318 SAAS Arejuow

~eried pue [enuaptsaxd oy ey
ande mEoco&o swos mg -
‘sdures reonyy
-od mczommo WIOIJ SUIOD J2ISTUr
QWL PUEB JUSPISAL S,0URLY
— MOU SB — UPHM UoIeNqey
-00 pafeo-0s Jo spoLad Aoy ssof
axew pinom 3 Aes osfe ASY L,
*9[qRIUNOIOR DIOW 901
~]0 3] 9YBUI P[IOM SUOTIR)NSU0D
rendod juanbaiy oxow jey; pue
“AoeI00WAP UIApOW € Ut §uoj 00}
ST‘8G61 ul Ames op 4q anqnday
UL 913 ojur UanLIM uay) pue

‘ofe syeof g7 A[1eaU paONpOLUT
‘Aouoprsord IveA-UoAas Yl JAdY]

-og srouoddng snejy 1o1pi(q 11ad

-X0 [BUOTIMIIISUCD PIBS  ‘UMOUY
-un oyy oy dois e st o1y,

‘saouanbasuod

wEmEn_ﬁwov uaAd ‘punojoid oaey

pPinoo 11 paurem AUBW "Z961 .U

Aduapisald Jh-¢

S
._mo

Aouopisaxd o) 0} SUOIOS] 101P
paonponul afnen) ap sapey)) fen
-U9PISO1J S0UIS WLIOJOI [RIUSIUILID

-A03 Juerrodwr 150w ay) aq pinoMm,

— 9JURLY UT LMOUY ST 11 8B |, ‘JeU
-uonburnb,, ay) — w0} TRAA-0AY
B PIES SI0JRJUILUTIOD “UId0U00tN
peaxdsopim oy aydsa(y ‘siuou
-oddo pue sioyroddns usemysq
nds a1e — juawuIoAod ur ospe
—— SUJDIN) JY1 S[IYM ‘UONUISqe
303 Sunpres are ‘uonijecd Surmni oyl
ul 218 OYM ‘SISnwuIo)) oy f,
w0y 9y3 9soddo Avred 30y
1sinen) Aemexeaiq o) pue ySu
-1y ay3 AjuQ -onqnd 2y Suistuea
-[e3 uf papoodons sey auou pue
‘ufmdures apyord-ySiyg v junow
01 payoyIoq 2ABY MIJ Inq ‘9104
A, v Buriroddns osye are ‘urdsor
55::2 Qw1 ISI[BID0S
apesy teonjod 3sop

001 aulf sjeq) ‘ou, Aes Aoy
31 ‘ouxy sey) (sok, Avs Ko 71,
‘poIeISp I USYM OUIPIPUL
[2I9Ud3 JO U0} Y] 135 oY ‘lunp
-u013§21 9y) Sudunouue ng

" S0I]-ySU pue [TJest ‘wiopou,,
sem Fueyd a1) POASI[Oq MOU Y
18] SumnSie ‘A1l 0} S180L UJADS

sjuogj [[e to mEoEEm...dﬁEU

Wox UL} Eﬁawﬂmoa S} IO 0)
resodoxd a3 0) Aiisoy Surpuess

-8uo] SIY pos1oAdl oeny) Jedk’

ST} JOTIeT “SO861 oyt Ul Surpuny
£red Emoa Jo umouy Ajjeuos
-1ad pey 0B YRy} pature]d ogm
anSes[[00 ISULIO] B JO UOISSAFU0D

_snownipsod a3 paysiqnd rod

-edsmou opuoA o7 SAepsingy,
1o3ye suofyeSaqre reounod savid
wodj Furear Apesie st ol

* AIn{ Ul WRPUSISJSI 9y Pofjed
oym deiry) sonboe[ juapIsal
Afreadse pue ‘sossep jesnijod

* ~5,A1Unoo 2y} 0] nqa1 B Se usds

3 {1 — BIUOPA[ED) MAN] U0 WNp
-u219J21 8861 © ur juedtad ¢g —
plooarsnoiadid ay3 veys 1aySry
Syes uonudIsqe uy ‘payoeord
-de Aep Surfod se paystumup Afje
TR 3)0A 0) UOHUUT Ue Suiiep
-9p 35013 JO JOqUINU A} 18} 3jEq,

1Y

ND‘AN EXPﬁ

-ov oY) Uaq sey oxSNPPE] 0
‘ureisqe 03 puayurorgnd a3

~ JO SPI)-OM} punoIe jeyl moys
“s[lod ANpIeA dURIOOWAP Aue

3SIDIIX3 9} oA13 0} 1IN0 WIN M
91BI0100[3 Y3 JO YSnous JoyIaym
uo g — [[im AJUIR)ISD A1)
sfiod ay3 03 Surpioooe — s1eok
QA O3 WS} fenuopisaid oY) ul
UORONPAI € IBQ [[IM SISJ0A 1SOW
IYIOYM O SSI[ ST UOHUDNY
“wopaIoq
yim pake-yuerq ongnd oy jo
JSOMI 3J3] SBY YOryM Inq ‘s1edk Op
Apreau ur JuswuI2A08 Jo waysks
s Anunoo o) w a8ueyp 1sa381q
Sy} sB PaquISIp  uns
-eows e 2p0xdde 03 Aepung
sfred o: 03 5008 )

d ~ Z 1d3S ‘Sluvd
35S3Ud JIONVYH J3ONIOV

) S9J0A 92Ul ‘umef e w:..E\w



- That tog of the world

AST SUNDAY when H D =

France returned from

the edge of catastrophe

o beat Italy in the Euro
2000 final, some half a million
people made a beeline for the
Champs Elysees in Paris to
celebrate. They hooted car
horns, sang, sprayed each other
with champagne and danced
with mad abandon until the
wee hours of the morning.

One of the revellers, a
woman, plump and fortyish,
interviewed by a reporter said:
“Our victory did not surprise
me at all. It couldn’t have been
any other way. At the moment
France is sailing under a
favourable wind and after many
years things are going right for
a change. How could we have
lost? It’s unthinkable.”

The French are not a nation
given to this kind of hyperbole.
As a rule they are collective
moaners, often bad-tempered
and complaining. But there is a
curious feel-good factor in the
air these days and the mood is
upbeat.

“The sales have not been this
good in a very long time. There
is a kind of febrility, an
excitement even. It is true that
the holidays are approaching,
the weather is better and
people are nicer because its
sunny. But that does not
account for the sales. Even
women in their late Fifties and
Sixties are dropping by to pick
up something dainty and
attractive,” says a woman who
runs a shop in Montmartre.

Her optimism is echoed in
the figures recently released by
the Ministries of industry,
finance, labour and
employment.

France has not only come
out of the recession of the
Eighties, it is one of Europe’s
fastest-growing economies.

The Government finds itself
in the enviable position of
having an unbudgeted extra 29
billion francs to spend and the
weak Euro has ensured that
exports are booming. “It’s a
heady mix. The economy is
doing well and that has
injected a certain confidence
into the people. No longer are
the newspapers full of sad
stories of huge job cutbacks or
the closure of factories.

The way this feel-good factor
is reflected in the press too is
very subtle. Now you have
more stories of people who
used their creativity and
imagination to hit the jackpot
after having béen thrown ouit of
their jobs — adversity bringing

out the best in them.

As a nation the
French are not given

to hyperbole. But, says

VAIJU NARAVANE,
there is a curious feel-
good factor in the air

these days and the

mood is upbeat.

There is a positive spin on
the articles while before they
tended to be sob stories of
people feeling sorry for
themselves. There is a new
gung-ho spirit in the nation,”

industry is casting its net for
mergers and acquisitions and
the country has just taken over
the rotating six-month
Presidency of the European
Union.

The President, Mr. Jacques
Chirac, has vowed that the
French term at the head of the
E.U. will be a model of
efficiency and productivity.

“The French example is of
interest. This is the only
country in Europe where the
Chief Executive and his Prime
Minister — and both posts
carry considerable power under
the French Constitution —
belong to opposing parties. Mr.
Chirac’s politics are essentially

France’s ruling duo, Mr. Jacques Chirac and Mr. Lionel
Jospin... leading the charge.

says Mr. Jean-Claude Penicault,
an economist.

But the heady mix referred to
by Mr. Penicault is more than
just the return of temporarily
lost confidence. Another
essential element is power, and
France feels both economically
strong and politically powerful.

After a late entry into the
cyber world France has caught
up extremely fast. French

liberal, although he has made
something of a mantra out of
social solidarity.

“The Prime Minister, Mr.
Lionel Jospin, on the other
hand, is much more of an old
style socialist, still agitating for
the protection of social rights
— paid vacations, heavily
subsidised health care, security
of employment, reduction of
working hours. It is quite

eeling

amazing how well these two
men have steered the destiny of
France despite the deep
differences that separate them.
“They are political rivals but
until now they have managed
to keep their persenal
competition from damaging or
influencing their political
choices. Whether this will
continue to be the case is
uncertain,” says Mr. Penicault.
Elections are approaching
and this rivalry is now
beginning to become
disruptive, even somewhat
destructive. Both Mr. Chirac
and Mr. Jospin would like to be
elected President of France in
2002 and are jostling for media
attention. Mr. Jospin with the
help of Mr. Chirac’s old foe, the
former President, Valery
Giscard d’Etaing, cornered the
President into accepting a
shortening of the French
presidential term from seven to
five years. A referendum has
now been fixed for September
24 and it could go either way.

This is not without risk for
Mr. Chirac. If the French
abstain heavily and the
minimum required number of
voters do not go to the polls,
the President’s credibility
would be so damaged that he
would in all probability be
forced to resign. If the answer
is a resounding ves, it will
strengthen Mr. Chirac’s hand,
but it would not seriously
undermine Mr. Jospin who has
always supported a shortened
presidential term.

In addition, there is the
hotly-contested Paris Mayoral
poll in ten months’ time. The
incumbent, Mr. Jean Tiberi, a
long-time Chirac loyalist has
been accused of rigging voter
lists and there is real danger of
the corruption scandal reaching
the President himself who,
before being elected Head of
State, was one of the capital’s
most successful and high
profile Mayors.

it is with this backdrop of
political manoeuvring that
France has taken over the E.U.
presidency. The French have
sketched out an ambitious
agenda. They would like to
move towards a European
rights charter, successfully
reform Furopean institutions
and humanise the faceless
bureaucracy in Brussels by
“bringing it closer to the
citizens’".

But will France's redoubtable
duo be able to carry the plan
forward in the face of their own
conflicting ambitions?

THE HINDU

.

§ Jii 20



e
| Jospin inducts
old rival in

Y minist

Mr Lionel Jospin

ASSOCIATED PRESS

PARIS, March 27. — France’s
Socialist Prime Minister, Mr
Lionel Jospin, today fired two
ministers and brought in for-
mer premier and long-time
party rival, Mr Laurent
Fabius, in a government shuf-
fle aimed at bringing new
energy to his flagging leftist
team.

Mr Fabius, who had been
president of the National
Assembly, was named econom-
ics and finance minister,
replacing Mr Christian
Sautter, the presidential
Elysee Palace announced.

Former culture minister, Mr
Jack Lang, a Socialist party
stalwart, was named education
minister, replacing the unpop-
ular Mr Claude Allegre.

The French Prime Minister
was becoming increasingly
hobbled by massive street
protests targeting the educa-
tion minister’s reform pro-
 gramme as well as a plan by
| the finance minister to stream-
line the tax collection system
and the treasury.

Strikers forced Mr Sautter to
delay the deadline for turning
in French taxes by two weeks.
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