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France looks for leadership in Europe in the defence sector 

 

It is not news that France seeks to play a leading role in Europe in the defence sector, 

considering it has both the political will and it has the possibility to do so. France is a military power, 

a nuclear power, with a force projection capability that it uses to send troops abroad, also in combat 

missions. This combines the fact of having an industrial policy and being the only European state to 

have sufficient technological skills to develop even complex systems, such as a multi-role fighter. 

Brexit has created the opportunity to relaunch its role, because the British exit from the 

European Union (EU) and then the Common Security and Defense Policy (CSDP) made France the 

only European nuclear power. Moreover, if it were deemed appropriate for the defence of their own 

national interests, France would be the only European country with the will to rapidly deploy troops 

in combat, without necessarily being part of a multinational mission, as it has already happened in 

Mali. 

Despite the assertion of national autonomy, France is well aware that in Europe, diplomacy 

must necessarily go through multilateral initiatives involving several Member States. 

This approach includes the Franco-German Declaration of 13 July 2017, while a new approach 

consists in the request to Italy to merge naval military shipbuilding, and the request to Belgium to 

establish air force cooperation, asking Belgium to renounce to an open competition for its new 

multilateral fighter. 

Regarding the Franco-German Declaration of 13 July 2017, this is part of bilateral military 

cooperation and we refer to a previous article on the subject (Strategic Observatory Cemiss 3/2017), 

while the other two initiatives are quite unusual, as they have not been solicited by the interested 

country and they seem to be in derogation from commercial uses. 

 

Naval military shipbuilding with Italy 

French request to Italy to merge naval military shipbuilding with the purchase by Fincantieri of 

the majority shareholding of the shipyard STX Saint Nazaire. 

Fincantieri signed on 19 May 2017 the agreement to acquire 66.66% of the share capital of 

STX France by the previous shareholder STX Europe. The agreement provides for a fee of 79.5 

million euros, which Fincantieri will pay through available financial resources. BNP Paribas assists 

Fincantieri in the transaction as financial advisor. 

However, based on the Heads of Terms, signed on 12 April 2017, Fincantieri and France have 

to negotiate the governance arrangements between the future shareholders of STX France, of which 

the French state holds 33.3%. STX France SA's majority shareholder since 2008 is STX Europe, a 

Norway-based subsidiary of the STX Corporation of ROK. Therefore, STX Europe is controlled by 

two EU third countries. 

The Saint Nazaire yard has long been in crisis, especially after the ROK-based STX Offshore 

& Shipbuilding Company, STX Corporation's shipbuilding division, went bankrupt. 

Proposals by the Genting Asian group, a Dutch consortium led by Damen, an Anglo-Chinese 

investment fund, and Fincantieri were made for the purchase of Saint Nazaire.  

On 3 January 2017, the Seoul Court ruled that Fincantieri had presented the best bid for 

acquiring 66.66% of STX France's capital, also because it was the only one. 

The French Government had raised the issue of an agreement signed by Fincantieri with the 

Chinese, but Fincantieri clarified that it regarded only the construction of cruise ships for the Chinese 

market and it did not involve transfers of technology or cross-capital investments.  
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Therefore, Fincantieri reassured that it was not a threat to Stx France's jobs. 

On 6 April 2017, the French Government announced an agreement was reached, Fincantieri 

became a non-majority shareholder with a 48% stake in STX, and another 7% held by the 

Fondazione Credito di Risparmio di Trieste. Therefore, Italy totaled 54.7% of the capital. France held 

the remaining 45.3%, including 33.3% held directly by the State and the remaining 12% by DCNS, 

which was renamed "Naval Group" on 28 June 2017. Naval Group is owned by 62% by French state 

with 35% held by Thales. 

The agreement does not allow Fincantieri to raise its stake in STX shareholding for eight years, 

and the French state has the veto power on matters such as technology transfer, intellectual 

property, and shrinking French shipyards' activities. 

The agreement was reached with Hollande administration and it was resumed, after the French 

elections, by the Macron administration. 

During a visit to the Saint Nazaire Shipyard, on 31 May 2017, after picking up the workers' 

concerns, the new President Macron questioned the deal in order to safeguard jobs, but also the 

sovereignty over the company. Mr. Macron entrusted to the Minister of Economy, Bruno Le Maire, 

the task of renegotiating the shareholding structure. 

On 26 July, a few days before the two-month deadline set for 29 July, in time to exercise the 

right of pre-emption by the French State, Minister Le Maire submitted a new proposal for an equal 

partnership between Fincantieri and the French shareholders - specifically 33% of French 

government, 14.66% of Naval Group (formerly DCNS), BPiFrance Bank and 2% for employees of 

STX France. Moreover, France would grant to Fincantieri the appointment of the Chairman of the 

Board of Directors, and France would remain open to Franco-Italian collaboration in the naval military 

sector. The Italian Minister of the Economy, Padoan, the Minister for Economic Development, 

Calenda and Fincantieri CEO, Bono, rejected the proposal. 

In response, Mr. Le Maire stated in a radio broadcast that France would nationalize Stx France, 

thus causing Fincantieri’s shares to fall by 12% on the Stock Exchange. 

The Italian, government and Fincantieri positions are to assure Fincantieri a majority of at least 

51% of the shareholding, the control of the Board of Directors and industrial management of the 

production site. 

Mr. Le Maire, intervening at the Ambrosetti Forum in Cernobbio on September 2, tried to tone 

down the negotiations, but Minister Padoan replied that if Fincantieri was to acquire 2/3 of STX 

France it is "a little odd" that it does not reach at least the majority of control. After Le Maire’s 

openness on the deal, at least Fincantieri share rose by 6.74% to 1,014 euros. 

Again against the French proposal, Giovanni Contento, National Secretary of Uilm trade union, 

made a statement on 7 September 2017, that we report in full: 

“Fincantieri had the right to get full control of Stx, then blocked by the 

nationalization of the company by the French government. Now the French offer to share 

the control over the civilian and military shipbuilding of the two countries.  

This is a very different scenario than the one forecasted by the Italian Group a few 

weeks ago. The problem, however, is that France cannot claim the majority on the 

management of military shipbuilding. This is a detrimental prospect for national interests, 

but especially for European shipbuilding and, above all, the military industry of Europe. 

We believe that in a future scenario every negotiation should take account of European 

interests and of Italian, French and German equal dignity in the common European 

defence. In this sense, any proposal based on the exchange for civil or military control 

should be sent back. We must move together and Italy, who believes in this principle, 

already pays a serious toll on common interests, having a minority stake in the 
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shareholding of the missile and space joint ventures”.1 

In his statement, Uilm Secretary refers specifically to an agreement on military shipbuilding. 

There has been for about a year a project for the integration of the military division of Fincantieri 

and DCNS, then proposed by the former DCNS chief executive now Naval Group, Hervé Guillou, 

the French government and Thales. The project is named "Magellan". 

Mr. Guillou is a supporter of the need to create a large European shipbuilding group, a kind of 

"Airbus of the Seas". This group can only be Franco-Italian. The new group, according to the French, 

could have a turnover of 9 billion euros and a potential global market of 40 billion euros. 

The idea of the Macron administration is to relaunch Magellan in connection with the 

negotiations on the acquisition of Saint Nazaire. 

DCNS and Fincantieri have worked together in Horizon-class and FREMM programmes, and 

they have now presented together a proposal to participate in a bid in Canada. 

For this reason, the French and Italian defence ministers, Florence Parly and Roberta Pinotti, 

respectively, had discussed it in their meeting on 24 July 2017. 

Minister Pinotti then commented: "It is unacceptable that there may be a majority of 66% for 

ROK and not an Italian majority. We will be inflexible on it, but we hope that, by opening up a more 

thorough discussion of the military counterparts, there can be a total agreement. "2 

At the time of writing, pending the Franco-Italian bilateral summit on 27 September, an 

agreement has not yet been reached. 

 

The new Belgian multirole fighter bid and the French proposal 

On 17 March 2017, Belgium published the Air Combat Capability Programme (ACCaP) bid to 

replace 44 Lockheed Martin F-16AM and 10 twin-seat F-16BM fighters with 34 new multilateral 

fighters between 2023 and 2028. Belgian Air Force requires six fighters on permanent standby for 

operations and two fighters on Quick Reaction Alert (QRA) duties. The agreement will be concluded 

between governments (gov-to-gov G2G) and for this purpose a Request for Government Proposal 

(RFGP) was sent to France’s National Armament  Directorate (DGA) for Dassault Rafale, Sweden’s 

Defence Material Administration (FMV) for Saab Gripen, United States’ Joint Program Office (JPO) 

for Lockheed Martin F-35A Lightning II Joint Strike Fighter (JSF) and to US Navy Program Manager 

Air (PMA) ) 265 for the Boeing F / A-18E / F Super Hornet and, finally, to the United Kingdom’s 

Ministry of Defence for the Eurofighter Typhoon, thus representing the Eurofighter Consortium for 

Germany, Italy and Spain too. 

The deadline for the call is 7 September 2017 for responding to RFPG and 14 February 2018 

for the final offer, while the Belgian government's decision is scheduled for mid-2018. 

Boeing said in April 2017 that it will not compete with F-18, Sweden announced in July that it 

would submit a Gripen proposal because RFGP requires extensive operational support that Sweden 

cannot to assure because of its political caveats. 

Therefore, actual competitors are F-35, Eurofighter Typhoon and Dassault Rafale. 

Among them, the F-35 is considered to be favored mainly for three reasons: 

 Belgium air bases host NATO B-61 gravity bombs of NATO nuclear deterrent that can be  

launched by the F-35 and Rafale, but not by Eurofighter; 

 The Netherlands adopted the F-35 and would like to share operational expenses with Belgium, 

                                                 
1  Fincantieri-Stx (2). Contento (Uilm): "Sulla cantieristica navale dell'Europa si stanno aprendo scenari che impongono 

cautela" Avionews, 7 settembre 2017. 
http://www.avionews.it/index.php?corpo=see_news_home.php&news_id=1206814&pagina_chiamante=index.php  

2“ Fincantieri-Stx, la proposta francese: «All’Italia 50% e controllo sui cantieri». Padoan: non basta”  Il Sole 24 Ore, 31 
luglio 2017 http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-07-31/fincantieri-vertice-gentiloni-padoan-calenda-palazzo-
chigi--183331.shtml?uuid=AEwCBj6B  

http://www.avionews.it/index.php?corpo=see_news_home.php&news_id=1206814&pagina_chiamante=index.php
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-07-31/fincantieri-vertice-gentiloni-padoan-calenda-palazzo-chigi--183331.shtml?uuid=AEwCBj6B
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-07-31/fincantieri-vertice-gentiloni-padoan-calenda-palazzo-chigi--183331.shtml?uuid=AEwCBj6B
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as in the case with the F-16, which is part of the Multinational Fighter Program (MNFP). In 

addition, since 1996, the Belgian and Dutch F-16 have been deployed together through the 

Deployable Air Task Force (DATF) in Joint Falcon, Allied Force, Enduring Freedom and Baltic Air 

Policing. 

 The Belgian Air Force have a "US preference" for fighters, starting with the F-16, which has 

allowed interoperability with the other F-16 users and in the future with the F-35 users ( United 

States, Italy, Norway, the Netherlands and for the F-35B the UK, while Germany is considering 

F-35 for an interim solution). 

France has decided not to respond to RFPG with a formal proposal, but to propose a military-

political alliance on Belgian air defense cooperation. On September 7, according to the deadline, the 

United States and the United Kingdom submitted their response to the RFPG, and the following day 

French Minister of Defence, Florence Parly sent a letter to her Belgian counterpart Steven 

Vanderput. The agreement provides for an industrial compensation plan for Belgian companies and 

training of Belgian military pilots in France, with the authorization to use French airspace for Belgian 

training flights. Mr. Vanderput has confirmed that he has received the letter and that the government 

will study the feasibility of the French proposal from a legal point of view. 

   

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
Regarding Fincantieri-STX Saint Nazaire issue, for the French, Saint-Nazaire is a strategic 

asset and according to Mr. Le Maire, the yards have a 11-years backlog. In fact, Fincantieri is 

interested in St Nazaire ability to build very large vessels with the three basins available, one of 

which is nearly one kilometer long for 70 meters wide. Actually, in Monfalcone, Fincantieri builds 

vessels up to 150,000 tons; the Saint Nazaire basins would give it the chance to make 200 and 

227,000 tonnes of mega cruise ships for Msc and Royal Caribbean, which today represent the most 

profitable part of the non-cargo shipping market. In fact, Fincantieri and Saint Nazaire would be worth 

60 percent of the cruise shipbuilding market. 

In addition, Fincantieri has increased foreign sales in recent years: in 2012, it was 62% of 

revenues, equal to 1,489 million euros; in 2015, it rose to 85% to 3,560 million euros. The increase 

in foreign sales has affected both the civil sector of cruise ships, and above all its military division. 

In this regard, for French military development to collaborate with an Italian partner such as 

Fincantieri takes a strategic significance. 

Any changes to the Fincantieri Industrial Plan 2016-2020 will be evaluated and disclosed in 

the light of the conclusion of an agreement between future shareholders of STX France. 

While expecting a solution to be found at the next bilateral summit Italy-France, on September 

27 in Lyon, we report a judgment by an analyst at Banca Akros on the matter: 

"After nationalizing Stx France to prevent the Italian group from controlling it, now 

the French offer Italians to share control over a Fincantieri-Stx-Naval Group 

conglomerate." However, “the problem is that, according to the agreement with the 

previous government in April, Fincantieri had the right to get control of Stx, while now the 

French are sharing control over the civilian and military shipbuilding of the two countries. 

This is a very different scenario than the one expected by the Italian group only a few 

weeks ago. It should also be considered that France could become a de facto 

shareholder with respect to Italy, also thanks to its greater political weight. This result 

would be paradoxical for the Italians”.3 

  

                                                 
3  Matteo Fusi “Fincantieri, Mediobanca vede una soluzione su Stx” in Milano Finanza, 3 settembre 2017. 

https://www.milanofinanza.it/news/fincantieri-mediobanca-vede-una-soluzione-su-stx-201709041643195888   

https://www.milanofinanza.it/news/fincantieri-mediobanca-vede-una-soluzione-su-stx-201709041643195888
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The European Commission has decided to stay neutral on the Fincantieri issue, which had 

also be discussed by French President Macron and European Commission President Jean Claude 

Juncker on the issue of competition and concentration in the market. 

However, President Macron met the first difficulties of his mandate in the field of defence. 

Following the announcement of a defence budget reduction of 850 million euros, Gen. Pierre de 

Villiers, Chief of Defence, resigned. This is unprecedented in the history of the Fifth Republic.  

This forced the government to announce a sudden U-turn for 2018. In the state budget cuts plan 

prepared to deal with debt, the defence should be the only department to obtain an increase of one 

and a half billion euros in 2018. 

Regarding the ACCaP competition in Belgium, in the event of a political agreement with 

France, the other participants who respected the Belgian RFGP and the military requirements 

contained in the RFGP could complain and ask for a review of the decision with consequences for a 

diplomatic crisis between NATO close allies. 

 

 


