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hen the EU’s Franco-
German engine
descended on Washing-
ton in the form of
French president
Emmanuel Macron and German chan-
cellor Angela Merkel, the leaders
brought their quite distinct forms of
charm offensive — aimed at the mercu-
rial figure of Donald Trump. The cover-
age on both sides of the Atlanticfocused
on the differences in how the two lead-
ers relate to the US president and
whether each could forge an effective
relationship.
1t made for good television — there is
an apparently endless appetite for pic-
tures of the two men enjoying moments
of physical intimacy. But the bromance
narrative obs amore

Trump flattery brings scant reward for EU leaders

question: why dothe two most powerful
leaders in Europe feel the need to charm
a president they so fervently disagree
with and whom their populations
loathe?

Part of the reason is that both leaders
treat the relationship asa national asset.
Asked if Mr Trump was dangerous, Mr
Macron observed: “The American peo-
ple have chosen their president.” He
went on: “Our relationship with the
United States is critical, in

Ms Merkel has also stuck to her prin-
ciples. But she has had more difficulty
charming Mr Trump; it is an uphill bat-
‘tle making nice with a man not famous
for cultivating good relationships with
powerful women. Mr Trump also
believes that Germany’s trade surplus
with the US and its relative lack of
defence spending means that itis cheat-
ing the US. The physical interaction at
their much dowdier “working lunch”

fact. Fundamental. We needit”

The French president has worked
hard to become Mr Trump’s buddy. He
flatters him in person and bestows all
the pomp and circumstance he can han-
dle. He also manages to stick to his prin-
ciples; this week he publicly criticised
some of the president’s positions in
stark terms, including in an address to
the US Congress. He has trolled Mr
Trump'’s stance on climate change by
using “Make our Planet Great Again™
grants to lure American climate scien-
tists to France. But he still gets a state
visitand warm hugs.

But good luck mrshlng inon flattering
the president. Just ask Jeff Sessions, his
attorney-general, who pioneered the art
of Trump-tickling early in the 2016 elec-
tion campaign. For his trouble, he now
suffers periodic humiliations on Twitter
from a president who all but dares him
‘to resign. Or ask Chris Christie, the
former New Jersey governor who did
everything but fetch the candidate’s
lunch during the 2016 election. He was
fired from the transition team two days
after the victory.

For Mr Macron and Ms Merkel, the
goal is policy concessions. They came to

‘Washington with a tightly co-ordinated
agenda, hoping their combined weight
could move Mr Trump. Principally, they
wanted to convince him to stick with the
Iran nuclear deal, to make permanent
the European exemption from steel and
aluminium tariffs, and to nudge him to
re-engage with the Paris climate change
accord. But as Mr Macron admitted

Macron and Merkel came
to Washington as
supplicants who need the
US president’s goodwill

after he finally escaped the president’s
embraces Mr Trump had not budged

his accusations of cheating on trade and

not spending enough on defence. But

because they view a good relationship

with the US president as a goal in itself —

and this one does not return the favour

— they start from a very weak negotiat-
n.

This is how European leaders have
usually treated American presidents
and reflects a Europe that still feels
dependent on the US for its security. Mr
Trump’s disparaging of Nato, his Amer-
ica First philosophy, and his frightening
unpredictability originally inspired
some in the EU to believe that they had
to take a more independent approach.
Ms Merkel signalled as much last May,
noting that “the times when we could
completely rely on others are, to an
extent, over”. She and Mr Macron

on was never likely
The essence of their problem is that
all this fawning clearly conveys weak-
ness. Both European leaders arrived in
‘Washington as supplicants who needed
Mr Trump. Their mission is to secure
favours and defend themselves against

ded to the Trump victory, and to
Brmt. by seeking to strengthen Euro-
peandefence, reform the eurozone, and
createan EU that could say no.
But these projects have already run
into difficulties. Ms Merkel survived the
German elections in September, but

took nearly six months to form a gov-
ernment. She emerged as amuch-weak-
ened leader. Mr Macron is leaking popu-
larity and faces strikes at home. The
European defence initiative that took
shape after months of negotiations
seems another damp squib. Eurozone
Teform has stalled.

The blandishments give Mr Macron
and Ms Merkel enough space to offer
rthetorical challenges to Mr Trump. But
overall, they rely on the idea that his
advisers, Congress, and the US govern-
ment bureaucracy — the so-called
“grown-ups in the room” — will con-
strain the president’s worst instincts.
This theory looks increasingly fragile.
The grown-ups keep getting fired and
replaced by more Trump-compliant
advisers. So, forget the photos of male
‘bonding or dowdy working lunches. The
image that lingers at the end is one of
European powerlessness.

The writer is research director at the Euro-
pean Council on Foreign Relations and a
former official in the US state department

The French billionaire
and former chairman of
Vivendi finds himselfin
the legal spotlight,
writes Harriet Agnew

incent Bolloré is a litigious

man. After taking control

of communications group

Havas in 2005 and depos-

ing its leadership in a
‘boardroom coup, the French billionaire
industrialist launched 15 separate legal
actions againstits executives.

Although Havas eventually lost every
single one of those cases, the process
dragged on for nearly a decade. Then, in
a separate incident two years ago, Mr
Bolloré’s family holding company
announced it was suing France 2 for
«€50m, claiming that by rebroadcasting
an investigation into Bolloré Group’s
activities in Africa, the French televi-
sion channel had damaged its commer-
cial interests.

This week Mr Bolloré again found
himself at the centre of legal wrangles,
once morerelated to Havas and Africa—
but this time he is on the receiving end.

‘On Wednesday Mr Bolloré was placed
under formal investigation related to
suspected bribery of foreign officials in
Africa, one step short of an indictment.
French prosecutors are probing
whether Havas, part of his family hold-
ing company until last year, under-
charged for its consulting services to
help African presidents in Guinea and
Togo get elected almost a decade ago.
The allegation is that this was done to
secure port concessions for Mr Bolloré’s
sprawling transport and logistics net-
work in Africa. Shares in Bolloré Group
fellmore than 5.5 per cent this week.

Mr Bolloré, 66, denies any wrongdo-
ing. Judges can still decide to drop the
case. Nonetheless, the investigation is
shining a light on one of France’s most
audacious dealmakers at a high-pres-
sure moment. He is in the process of
handing over his empire to his four chil-
dren and is alsolocked in a battle in Italy
over the former state monopoly Tele-
comItalia.

The Bolloré dynasty runs deep. After
training as an investment banker at
Edmond de Rothschild, Mr Bolloré, not
yet 30 years old, stepped in during the
early 1980s to save the ailing family
business in Brittany, manufacturing
paper for cigarettes and bibles.

From these roots, Mr Bolloré has built
aportfolio of global acro!
transportation and logistics, communi-
cation and electricity storage solutions.
Urbane and charismatic, “he makes you
feel like you're the most important per-
son in the room”, says one rival chief
executive.

His investments typically follow a
similar path: buy in as a “friendly”
‘minority shareholder, gain seats on the
board, acquire control, restructure the
company and then try to sell out for a
profit. Mr Bolloré often leaves those
around him guessing as to his inten-
tions. “Bolloré has no strategic princi-
ples or untouchable guidelines,” says a
former board member at one of his
companies.

Whlle it is Bolloré Group’s African
operations that have come under scru-
tiny, in France Mr Bolloré is synony-
mous with Vivendi, a global media
group whose portfolio includes Univer-
sal Music Group, Canal Plus pay-TV and
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Master dealmaker
under pressure

video games publisher Gameloft. He
started with a small position in Vivendi
and is now its largest and most domi-
nantshareholder.

Last year Bolloré Group recorded
€1.12bn in operating income, with Viv-
endi accounting for two-thirds of this
(largely driven by Universal). However,
once Vivendi’s performance is stripped
out of Bolloré Group’s numbers, its reve-
nues fell 6.5 per cent last year and net

dropped 5.8 per cent, di
to Bloomberg.

Since Mr Bolloré was named chair-
man of Vivendi in 2014, he has sought to
reshape the group with the ambition of
building a “Netflix of Europe”. But his
hands-on style has caused tension and
led to the departures of executives at
Vivendi companies.

At Vivendi’s annual general meeting
last week Mr Bolloré stunned share-
holders by stepping down as chairman
and anointing his son Yannick, 38, to
replace him. In the past Mr Bolloré had
pledged toretire in February 2022.

“Bolloré would never have stepped
‘back from Vivendi if he wasnotaware of
‘the charges that were coming,” says the
rival. “WhenIsaw he had been arrested,
finally I understood his move at the
AGM last week.

That was not the first occasion that
Mr Bolloré's timing has proved uncanny.

His hands-on style has
caused tension and
has led to the departures
of some executives

In May last year Bolloré Group
announced it was selling its 60 per cent
stake in Havas to Vivendi, in a deal that
analysts described as “expensive”.
Given that Mr Bolloré controls Vivendi
through Bolloré Group’s minority stake,
he effectively acted as both buyer and
seller in the deal. It allowed him to pay
down debt on the Bolloré Group balance

sheet and position Yannick to succeed
him at Vivendi. The advertising indus-
try that Havas is part of was already
showing signs of a slowdown when the
deal was struck. Three months later,
Havas’s profits were down 34 per cent
for the first half of 2017.

Mr Bolloré doesn't give up without a
fightand, even when he givesup, he typ-
ically makes a profit. Most recently Viv-
endi sold a minority stake in video
games publisher Ubisoftafter two and a
half years when it became clear that he
would not be able to launch a hostile
takeover. He pocketed €1.2bn.

Now the investigation into Havas’s
African adventures may prove to be the
ultimate test for a man who has ducked
out of sticky situations in the past.
Rivals are not completely counting him
out. One senior French banker says:
“Bolloré isthe kind of person who walks
into a revolving door behind you and
emergesinfront.”

The writer is the FT’s Paris correspondent

How to puta price
on social media

Tim

Harford
The undercover
economist
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ow much would T have to

Ppay you to give up Face-

book? What about email?

Or access to search

engines? I found myself
asking these questions of myself during
my recent trip to China, where several
familiar services are blocked. But the
answers to those questions have alot to
teachus, both about how the economy is
doing and about how we might regulate
these new digital services.

A new research paper from three
economists — Erik Brynjolfsson, Felix
Eggers and Avinash Gannamaneni —
attempts to measure exactly what serv-
ices such as Facebook are worth to us.
They offered variou: i ub-

For example, penicillin saves lives for
pennies. Another example: the indoor
lavatory. Messrs Brynjolfsson, Eggers
and Gannamaneni found that indoor
toilets were valued much more highly
than any internet service. Lavatories
are not expensive, so they produce a
Thuge consumer lus.

still, many digital goods are free —
and if internet search really is worth
$17,500 per person each year, that is
equivalent to one-third of US gross
<domestic product. So perhaps unmeas-
ured consumer surplus is larger than in
the past — that, says Mr Gannamaneni,
“is still an open question”.

But there is a second important lesson
‘here. Access to email seems to be worth
almost 30 times more than access to
social media; a good search engine is
‘worth twice as much again. Yet the key
suppliers of email and search— Alpha-
bet, Apple and Microsoft — are not
‘worth 50 times more than Facebook,
‘which dominates social media through
its own site and its subsidiaries Insta-
gram, and Wh Ifthey

jects (adult US residents) the possibility
of a cash payment if they quit the social
media network fora monﬂl, nbserving

Twenty per cent of the site’s users
were willing to quit for as little asa dol-
lar; raise the monthly price to $48 (in
2016) or $38 (in 2017) and half of Face-
book’s US users would happily jump
ship. No robust data are yet available to
show us how the Cambridge Analytica
ce e ]

‘were, they would be $20tn companies.
In other words, Facebook is more
effective at turning consumer surplus
into profit. This is no surprise, since all
'your friends are on Facebook. The only
serious alternative is not to use social
‘mediaatall. By contrast, it is easy to find
an alternative email provider.
‘We urgently need awnymmm smal
‘mediai;
a portable profile that can be taken

Mr Brynjolfsson and “his colleagues
used amore informal survey to estimate
the value for other services. Their
rough-and-ready conclusion is that the
typical person would have to be paid
about $17,500 ayear to do without inter-
net search engines, $8,500 to abandon
email and $3,500 to quit using digital
maps. Video streaming through sites
such as Netflix and YouTube is worth
over $1,150 a year; ecommerce $850,
and social media just over $300. These
numbers vary quite a bit depending on
the survey method, but the overall
orderingdoesn’t change much.

My own experience in China echoed
these rankings: it was annoying to lose
Google Maps, and it felt essential to
replace Gmail and Google search with
alternatives (fortunately such alterna-
tives are readily available). There was
no alternative to Twitter and Facebook
— not unless I fancied rebuilding my
social network from scratch — but nei-
ther did I mourn their loss. Quitting
Twitter for a fortnight felt like quitting
alcohol for January. And I didn’t miss
Facebook for a second.

The first lesson from this research is
that some of these new digital goods
have a huge and unmeasured benefit to
consumers — “consumer surplus”, in the
lingo. This is not entirely news: the
economist William Nordhaus has esti-
mated that during d half of the

from one provider to

Facebook is the most
effective at turning
unmeasured benefit to
consumers into profit

another, just as we can take our phone
numbers with us from network to net-
‘work, and dial any other number in the
world.

Various proposals now exist: web pio-
neer Tim Berners-Lee is pushing a sys-
tem called “Solid”, which enables web
users to control their own data and
releaseit to digital services on a need-to-
know basis. The Italian MP and tech
entrepreneur Stefano Quintarelli has
been trying to introduce enabling legis-
lation in Italy.

one final lesson emerges from
another research paper — from the
‘economists Susan Athey, Christian Cat-
alini, and Catherine Tucker. Ms Athey
and her colleagues asked what value
MIT students place on their own private
data, and the data of friends. The
answer was nothing terribly coherent:
students would make very different
choices in response to small nudges, and
‘would gladly hand over private data in
exchange fora pizm

20th century, innovative companies
generally managed to capture as profits
just 3.7 per cent of the social value they
created; the other 96.3 per cent went to
others, largely

rvices suchas
ema]l and search is clear. The value we
‘place on our own privacyis not. The cur-
rent mess is hardly asurprise.

tim. com
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