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EU to keep closer 
eye on Chinese 
takeover moves
BRUSSELS: The EU took a major step yesterday towards tighten-
ing its scrutiny of foreign takeovers in strategic sectors like com-
munications and artificial intelligence amid concern about
investment by China. Under a proposal adopted by the European
Parliament, EU countries would supply information on foreign in-
vestment to other members if public order or security are con-
cerned. “We must defend Europe’s strategic interests,” European
Commission chief Jean-Claude Juncker said as he welcomed the
vote passing in the assembly in Strasbourg, France.

“And for that we need scrutiny over purchases by foreign com-
panies that target Europe’s strategic assets,” Juncker said, while in-
sisting Europe will remain open to investment. The parliament said
it now expects European Union countries on March 5 to endorse
the rules it adopted by 500 votes for, 49 against and 56 absten-
tions. They would take effect 18 months later. They aim to protect
sectors like energy, transport, communications, data, space and fi-
nance as well as technologies such as semiconductors, artificial in-
telligence and robotics. European Parliament negotiators added
sectors such as water, health, defense, media, biotechnology and food
security. The European Commission, the 28-nation EU’s executive
arm, has pushed for screening such sectors for more than a year amid
growing alarm over China’s investments. —AFP

PARIS: Renault profits fell sharply last year, the
French automaker said yesterday, releasing its
first annual results since the shock arrest in
Japan of former boss Carlos Ghosn. Meanwhile,
Renault’s new chairman Jean-Dominique Senard,
elected after Ghosn resigned, arrived in Japan
yesterday for talks with partner Nissan in a bid
to smooth relations which grew strained under
Ghosn’s leadership.

Renault’s net profit for 2018 plunged 37 per-
cent from a record 5.1
billion euros the previ-
ous year, hit by shrinking
profits at Nissan and
changes in exchange
rates in some emerging
countries. “This decline
came mainly from Nis-
san’s contribution, down
1.282 billion, which no-
tably benefited in 2017
from a one-off gain of
1.021 billion,” Renault said in a statement. Nissan
on Tuesday slashed its full-year forecast as its
nine-month net profit dropped 45 percent. The
results came as Renault, Nissan and the third
partner in their alliance, Mitsubishi Motors, seek
to turn the page after Ghosn’s arrest in Tokyo in
November.

Restore confidence 
Ghosn is accused of under-reporting millions

of dollars in salary as head of Nissan, the biggest

partner by sales in an alliance that Ghosn built
into the world’s top-selling auto group. Last
month he resigned as CEO of Renault, having al-
ready been stripped of his chairman titles at Nis-
san and Mitsubishi.  He has been in a detention
centre in Tokyo for three months with little
prospect of release before a trial that could take
months to materialize.

Renault’s new chairman Senard, who is to
have a series of talks with top Nissan officials,

told reporters before
leaving for Japan he in-
tended to “re-establish
confidence, transparency
and loyalty” between the
partners. He is due to join
Nissan’s board in April,
but the question of over-
all chairmanship of the
Nissan-Renault group
remains a bone of con-
tention, with the Japan-

ese fearing conflicts of interest and anxious to
avoid any hegemonic rule by another Ghosn-like
figure. Senard, quoted by Kyodo news agency
on arriving in Japan, said it was “too early” to
discuss the joint chairmanship.

Record sales
Renault last month announced record sales of

3.9 million vehicles in 2018. Operating margins
fell 6.3 percent to 3.61 billion euros, or 6.3 per-
cent of revenues. “In 2018, Groupe Renault

maintained its strong performance, despite the
business environment deterioration,” said
Thierry Bollore, Ghosn’s successor as CEO. “The
commercial and financial results demonstrate the
Group’s resilience and its rapid adaptation to a
more challenging environment. This performance
is the result of a clear strategy, increasingly

stringent execution and the efforts of all Group
employees”.

In 2019, the group said “both the global and
European market are expected to be stable
compared to 2018,” and Renault aimed to in-
crease revenues and achieve an operating mar-
gin of around 6.0 percent. —AFP
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TOKYO: Newly appointed Renault CEO Jean-Dominique Senard, right, speaks to journalists upon his arrival at
Haneda International airport in Tokyo. —AFP

Gilded world of French
heritage rocked by 
auditor report
PARIS: One of France’s most historic institutions has hit back after
state auditors eviscerated it as “sclerotic” and accused “moon-
lighting” staff of only working a third of the year. The Mobilier
National, which was set up in the 17th century to decorate royal
palaces and still restores and supplies fine furniture and tapestries
for the Elysee Palace and Versailles, needs to be “radically re-
formed”, a report by the auditors said.

National audit office inspectors, which found large quantities
of alcohol in Mobilier National’s workshops, said staff were often
absent and used tools and equipment to “moonlight” on their own
projects. Officials of the venerable body, whose gilded handmade
furniture costs a fortune, were not able to say precisely where
7,800 objects it was supposed to be looking after were-one tenth
of its inventory. This left “a very large part of the collections ex-
posed to the risk of theft,” their report warned.

But staff have hotly disputed the allegations, saying auditors
picked out the actions of a few to blacken the whole institution.
They also questioned the bitter “war of the glues” which the re-
port said was wracking the body, with traditionalist conservators
sticking with animal-based glues used since the 18th century,
while those making new objects tend to go for modern vinyl-
based ones.

A botched restoration of a Louis XVI’s “Vaudreuil” armchair
worth one million euros ($1.1 million) wiped hundreds of thousands
of euros off its value, the report published last week added. Only

25 newly designed objects have been created in the past seven
years, when previously an average of 20 a year were made, it said.

Grotesque errors
But the Mobilier National’s director and senior conservators

have hit back strongly, denouncing “grave and grotesque factual
errors” in the report which they said they found insulting. They
deplored how the report had “highlighted two or three cases,
which already had been identified and sanctioned, to heap oppro-
brium on the 350 people” who work for the organization.

Director Herve Lemoine said the inspectors had come to the
“amazing conclusion” that many staff were paid nearly twice what
they actually were. He told AFP that it was “not true” that staff
worked only 30 hours a week.  “Another grotesque mistake is that
they only worked 120 days (a year). Obviously they work much
more than that. They only counted the hours of restoration that
were billed to (various public) administrations,” Lemoine added.
Instead he blamed chronic under-investment for the body’s woes.
The Mobilier National, which includes the Gobelins Manufactory
in Paris which holds the world’s biggest collection of tapestries,
“had only a third of the administrative and support staff we need
to do our job properly restoring and creating furniture for official
residences,” he insisted.

French soft power 
“If we are so useless why has the national audit office ordered

two tapestries from us?” demanded Helene Bersani, head of Mo-
bilier National’s textiles department. Cerille Faucheux, the head of
the carpentry department, told AFP that he found the audit office’s
criticism “hard to swallow”, and that he was fearful that the insti-
tution’s future was “being sealed on false accusations”. He said
that what the audit office had dubbed the “war of the glues” was
a part of a “normal discussion between experts”. —AFP


