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"Spring, summer, fertile autumn and angry winter have all changed places, and now 
the confused world doesn’t know which is which. And this is all because of our 
argument. We are responsible for this."

This is not the reaction of a climate conscious politician after an eventful autumn 
made of hurricanes, droughts, and 100-year floods. Just like the Shakespeare's 
Midsummer Night's Dream characters we seem to be too busy fighting other battles 
whether it be immigration, trade policies or who should bear the cost of going 
greener to face this issue.

This autumn, mother nature has been responsible for a fair share of the headlines. 
Hurricanes of the century happened twice in one month and even went towards 
Europe while wild fires where raging in California.  So we decided to give it the lead 
role in our spotlight section that is not about the problem of climate change itself 
but rather focusing on the solutions. Various subjects ranging from the challenges 
of renewable energies to ways of inducing people to go green without constraining 
them.

After a very productive summer issue, the TSEconomist team is back for the autumn 
issue with a renewed team and renewed ambitions. Fresh people also mean fresh 
ideas and the magazine is coming to you with new concepts and a new website for 
you to find articles and news.

Following the success of the previous op-ed pieces, we wanted to bring more of this 
kind of content to you each month on a hot topic. This is starting now with two 
sides sharing opinions about the current events in Catalonia. This new format of 
op-ed articles will now be a monthly occurrence on our website featuring a face off 
between two opposing sides about the hot topic of the moment. We encourage each 
and everyone of you to come with suggestions and contribute to this student tribune 
in order to foster debate about key current issues.

The magazine is also expanding its on campus activities. The ever popular coffee 
talks are tailored for the students to have a platform to share ideas an opinions about 
current topics but also exchange with members of the faculty that come to exchange 
about their work. New this year in coffee talks, coffee is actually made available so 
you don't have an excuse not to come.

We encourage each and everyone of you to bring their skills to the team and learn 
some more to help us bring some better content and events to the campus.

Sources: . Airbus . Bulldog and partners . Digital 

trends . Elseco . www.edureka.co/blog/data-science-

tutorial/ . Flickr.com . Google & Inst. Geogr. Nacional 

. International Renewable Energy Agency . www.

internettraveltips.com . Mubi . Pinterest . Wikimedia.

org . The World Bank .

Remark:

All the writings in this issue 
remain the strict responsibility 
of their authors and in no way 
represent the opinions of TSE 
and its members.

Article references are available 
upon request. 

Contact us:

the.tseconomist@gmail.com

www.tseconomist.com 

Office: MD303
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by Fernando Stipanicic, Sai Bravo and Tristan Salmon

Ariel Pakes is the Thomas Professor of Economics at Harvard, 
where he teaches courses in Industrial Organization and 

Econometrics. His research has focused on developing methods 
for empirically analyzing market responses to environmental 
and policy changes, and has done work for a number of consul-
tancies, government agencies, and large firms. Much of his meth-
odological work has been incorporated into the way government 
agencies evaluate the likely impact of policy changes. 

Ariel has mentored over fifty doctoral students, many of whom 
are now leading researchers at prestigious institutions.

He received the Frisch Medal of the Econometric Society in 
1986, was elected the Distinguished Fellow of the Industrial 
Organization in 2007 and in 2017 received the Jean-Jacques 
Laffont prize, after which he was kind enough to spare the time 
for this interview.

What future do you see for empirical industrial organisation? 
What new fields could it be applied to? 

Industrial Organisation (IO) is getting richer all the time, it can 
explain many things. Most of what is happening now is that cer-
tain subfields are picking up on IO and using the tools that we 
have developed to analyse different policies. For example, in the 
U.S. the big issue is health insurance, Obamacare. There has been 
a lot of work on the implications of the entitlement program and 
its costs, and the incentive schemes that could make the cost of 
U.S. healthcare go down at no cost to quality. 

A lot of IO tools are also being used for environmental policies 
- carbon taxes, standards on cars for emissions, coal plants, and 
public finance. 

For instance, for the study of the implementation of taxes and 
other government policies, demand systems developed in IO are 
used to evaluate welfare. 

For people like me, other than when I do methodology rather 
than actual applications, there are several issues open, such as 
moving to a more careful analysis of dynamics which will require 
more theory as well as more econometrics, more data. 

Interview with Ariel Pakes

 “You don’t stop doing research be-
cause you are not at a place where 

you can give answers yet, or you 
will never get to a place where you 

have answers” 

Ariel Pakes

Dynamics in our field means the development of products, R&D, 
telecommunication. We do not  quite have our models ready to 
analyse that, but we’re getting closer! You don’t stop doing re-
search because you are not at a place where you can give answers 
yet, or you will never get to a place where you have answers.

In your talk you said that one of the goals of IO is to have more 
productive industries producing more output, and studying 
the impact of a given policy on productivity. Do you think 
patents actually encourage innovation, with the current state 
of intellectual property protection and the theft of property 
rights? 

It is a field where it is very hard to do research; part of the reaso-
nis that the outcome of the activities are truly random, and they 
are correlated across individuals. A good example would be that 
if you could cure the common cold you would make a fortune, so 
there’s been a lot of money put into that. But science just doesn’t 
have an answer so it doesn’t matter that a lot of money is being 
put into it and that different people are doing it. It’s a harder area 
to do research than most. 

People don’t understand enough the implications of policy. In 
the US now, there’s a lot of cry for a policy to keep prices of 
drugs down. I mean, we should all be aware of the fact that the 
marginal cost of most pharmaceuticals is near zero. But if you 
tied the price of pharmaceuticals to marginal cost, all the drug 
companies would shut down tomorrow, because all the money is 
put into the R&D, they do research on many things before they 
find one thing that’s good, so the typical cost of a drug is a billion 
dollars just to produce it, on average.

I think you have to be very careful not to decrease the incentives 
of the drug industry, which has probably been the biggest source 
of productivity gain over the last 20 years. If you ask which in-
dustry produced more consumer surplus than any other industry 
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it’s probably pharmaceuticals, so the last thing you want to do is 
kill pharmaeuticals.

I think one of the big issues in the US now is intellectual prop-
erty protection and there are difficult questions involved. There 
are patent trolls who pick up many patents and then try and sue 
people who are using their patents: it mostly goes to litigation, 
it’s expensive for all sides but I’m not sure we know how to get 
around it and the research around this has been inconclusive.

When you’re dealing with intellectual property you have to be 

very careful with the incentives for innovation. That’s why we 
have patent laws, that’s why we have R&D subsidies and it’s been 
terrifically successful for the country, for the world as a whole. 
You don’t want to disincentivize it. I’m not sure we know enough 
to go very far beyond that.

I’ve been working on the drug industry quite a bit, and something 
to remember is that the US produces and prices drugs and then 
sells them to Europe, including France. The French government 
authorities then actually determine a price for the drug, which is 
always much lower than the price in the US. There’s a sense and 
a feeling in the US that we’re funding your drugs and therefore 
the benefits of drugs for the European continent and people are 
quite unhappy with it.

In 2014 you were kind enough to have an interview with our 
magazine and you said that researchers were likely to start 
worrying about different equilibrium assumptions in the 
future, bringing in significant complexity that would require 
finding a way to simplify the analysis. Do you think that prog-
ress is being made?

There has been progress! The thing you have to remember about 
IO is that most of us understand that we’ll never get it exactly 
right. A market is just too complex for that, there are too many 
issues involved and that’s not our goal. It is just to make our 
models better than the next model. Somebody’s going to make 
a decision along the way both in the firms and the regulatory 
authorities, and the only question is if we can  make the decision 
better because we’ve dug into it deeper. 

One of the big issues in IO has been bargaining between firms. 
There are many different couples bargaining and if I bargain 
with you, the outcome of that affects the profitability of people 
bargaining with other people because we’re competing in the 
market. The basic assumption is what happens if I deviate, if I 
don’t contract with you, what is my other option? Because that is 
my bargaining game, what I can gain from bargaining with you is 
that minus what I would get without bargaining with you.

So I have to find out what I would get without bargaining with 
you, as that’s what we’re bargaining over! There has been quite a 
bit of progress on weakening the assumptions in the bargaining 
model.

In the dynamic models, there’s been a bit of work on learning: the 
problem is that firms need to be able to learn enough to be able 
to reach our predicted equilibrium. If I’m at the same point many 

times, I see what my competitors are doing at that point all the 
time and I can figure out what to do for me, as the outcome of my 
actions depends on what my competitors do.

However, if the world is changing all the time, the competitors are 
also changing all the time, and it’s not clear that I can figure out 
what my competitors will do in any given situation because that 
situation doesn’t happen many times. We’ve started to develop 
learning models that show how firms adjust to new information 
and I think that will end up being quite helpful. It’s not finished 
yet– we’re not ready to go out with policy recommendations on 
Google tomorrow–but we’ve made some progress, there’s a lot of 
young people in our field doing very good work!

How do you think antitrust authorities can respond to the 

tech firms such as Google? 

Rather than answer the Google question, I will talk about a case 
about breaking up Microsoft: they phoned me and asked me 
to be on the government’s side about how to do that. I thought 
about for a while and I said “I don’t know the answer and neither 
do you, and you won’t know the answer in the next three years.” 
Somebody has to make a decision and in cases like that, people 
who are closer to the industry are likely to know more than me, 
if I don’t have the tools to investigate it in the appropriate way.

A similar question came to me when we worked with General 
Motors. They gave us their data, took our models and started 
using them for their own stuff. Their head of research Mustafa 
Mohatarem, very smart guy, he came to me one day and said 
“What about dynamics, what should we do dynamically? What 
new products do we produce? and I said at this stage you know 
better than me!” [laughs] There are things for which we are not 
really able to help very much yet.

On collusion and cartels, we are much more able–we’ve had quite 
a bit of theory and a bit of empirical work. The policy issues are 
often related to the courts who find it very difficult to bring a case 
unless there’s what’s called a “smoking gun”, for instance, when 
somebody has taped somebody about doing something like set-
ting prices in a meeting.

 “When you’re dealing with intel-
lectual property you have to be 

very careful with the incentives for 
innovation”  “What about dynamics, what 

should we do dynamically? What 
new products do we produce? and 
I said at this stage you know better 

than me!” 

TSE students with Ariel Pakes 
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In the ADM case [Lysine antitrust case], the reason that they 
were able to get a conviction is that they actually sent someone 
in with a tape recorder to one of the meetings. We know of 
mechanisms that can support cartel-like behaviour, so for an IO 
economist, a cartel-like behaviour is behaviour that is above our 
equilibrium prices. 

The equilibrium we usually think about is: I set my price to do 
the best I can given what everybody else is doing, they set their 
prices the same way, and then nobody has an incentive to deviate.

A cartel will set a price above the equilibrium price, so you have 
to ask “Why do other people follow?”, because if it’s above the 
equilibrium price, it means that the other people are not in equi-
librium, and they have incentives to price lower and make more 
money. The reason they don’t is that there is some punishment 
scheme in the future: it becomes a dynamic problem. They know 
that if  they decrease their price, then tomorrow I will kill them, 
price much lower and you will have a price war.

We know a lot about how to handle cartels. One of the problems 
is that the courts have typically needed some smoking gun, they 
must be able to tell that you have done something illegal. 

If this is the case, in the U.S. it’s a “per se violation”, which means 
that it doesn’t matter if it has harmed society or not, you’re guilty. 
In Europe, that’s not the case, it’s the ‘’rule of reason” which says 
that maybe it was productive for society to have a cartel. Prices 
are higher so consumers pay more–that’s bad. On the other hand, 
as prices are higher you may develop new products and now 
there is an incentive to build new products.

If you look at the dynamics, it’s not always the case that collu-
sion is a bad thing, hence “the rule of reason” rather than “per 
se violation”. The problem with doing that more generally is that 
you will get a whole load of court cases, because it’s very hard 
to distinguish between what’s in society’s interest and what’s just 
raising price to make more money! [laughs]

We know about analysing the cartel issue, but the issue is that you 
have to make judgments on whether this tradeoff between more 
products or more investment versus prices going up is good or 
bad for consumers. Often it will be good for some consumers but 
bad for others. It’s a very complicated trade off but we know how 
to make it; whether the courts or the government listen to us is 
different! [laughs].

What are your thoughts on current antitrust policy, especially 
in the light of increasing corporate consolidation?

I know a bit about antitrust policy in Europe, but less than I 
know about US antitrust policy. The courts have become more 
and more able to listen to economists and economists’ models. 
I’m actually quite surprised! 15 years ago, nobody used our tools! 
You would go in, one side would argue one thing, the other side 
would argue the other thing and there would be no model and 
no data. 

Now the courts listen quite frequently and attempt to use our 
tools. Most of the time they don’t have the time to do the research 
that we would consider for an article, but they attempt to use our 
tools and they listen very carefully to the logic of our argument. 
I imagine it will get even better. I think the story of the courts’ 
relationship to economics is that it takes them a number of years 
to catch up to research, maybe ten, but eventually if the research 
is good and the methodology is correct, it gets into the court 
system and they listen to us. 

There was a court decision on Amazon and Ebay on books, and I 
was asked to read the decision, I was surprised with the judge–it 
was just like I was giving a class on the topic [laughs], I must ad-
mit I was rather impressed. More and more lawyers are learning 
economics and you have to able to explain it in words that aren’t 
equations. If it’s a good model, you should be able to do that.

 “It’s very hard to distinguish be-
tween what’s in society’s interest 

and what’s just raising price to 
make more money!” 

 “There was a court decision on 
Amazon and Ebay on books, and 
I was asked to read the decision, 
I was surprised with the judge–it 

was just like I was giving a class on 
the topic” 

Ariel Pakes at the Toulouse IO seminar organised by Jean Jacques Laffont in the 90’s
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Is there any particular methodology that you would like to see 
being used in antitrust, bearing in mind the trade off between 
time and precision, with antitrust authorities obviously hav-
ing limited time to come up with their findings?

I think that’s right. That’s the basic issue for antitrust authori-
ties: they would use our tools all the time if they could. There 
are shortcuts that have been developed, like something called the 
Diversion Ratio. If you increase your price a little bit, you get an 
extra dollar from people who stay, and you lose price minus mar-
ginal cost from the people that leave due to the price increase. 
When you do a merger, these people who leave might actually go 
to the product of the other merging firm. A big factor, if you do 
the demand system appropriately, will be the fraction of people 
who leave and  go to the other product. The higher that propor-
tion, the higher the price increase, according to the theory.

They make serious attempts, when they don’t have time to do 
a whole demand system, just to estimate the fraction of people 
who would leave and go to the other products. They do a sur-
vey asking if we took this product out of the market, what other 
products would you go to? That’s an attempt to mimic the de-
mand system, and you can do that relatively quickly, especially 
if it’s a business firm, where there aren’t that many consumers, 
just other businesses. It makes sense from the point of view of 
the model, at least for some things. You have to realise that once 
these guys increase their price, so will everybody else, and that 
part of it is not taken into account directly. But it’s an attempt to 
move toward our direction and thinking about it.

There are mergers of content providers with cable television net-
works, and the authority that had to sign off on these mergers 
started using very complicated economic models to figure out 
what would happen after the merger.

The reason I say that is that, while they don’t bring these models 
to court, it can allow them decide whether or not it’s worthwhile 
going forward with the case. The fact that the models aren’t 

brought out in court doesn’t mean they haven’t been used in the 
process of deciding what goes to court.

You are very well known for your research, but also because 
of the amount ofdistinguished students you have taught and 
mentored (you mentioned Thomas Wollman and Katie Ho in 
your presentation yesterday). What would you say is the key to 
getting the best out of your students? What advice do you have 
for the young TSE graduates?

The most important advice for young PhD graduates is that you 
have to be serious about your research and honest about the re-
sults. We can’t do everything but when you’re doing your stuff 
and there’s something wrong you tell the reader that something 
is wrong.

I have something like 60 PhD students and they are mostly at the 
top universities in the US now as professors. It’s just been fun, 
they have brought up questions that ended up changing my re-
search, they became friends of mine. It’s a big part of my life–you 
end up working with people who hopefully are good and that 
you get along with.

It’s a two way game, maybe I give something to the students but 
the students give quite a bit to me. I think that my biggest job is 
advising on my students’ theses.

I teach some of the graduate courses and then some of the stu-
dents are attracted to writing a thesis, and sometimes it’s about 
helping them with methodology, but a lot of it is shooting down 
bad ideas. Sometimes you may be starting a thesis and I know it 
won’t work and I know why it won’t work and I don’t want you 
to go there [laughs]. Students will typically come in with 4 or 
5 ideas before there’s one that makes sense. Sometimes I make 
mistakes, by the way and my biggest mistake is letting people do 
things that are too hard, because students come in and they’re 
going to change the world, and some things just can’t be changed 
so fast. It’s good that a student comes in and wants to change the 
world [laughs], but I have a better sense of what can be done than 
they do. 

In truth, this is what has been keeping me.  If you ask me why I’m 
at Harvard, it’s mostly for the students. 

With thanks to Bruno Jullien, Mathias Reynaert, Ana Gazmuri 
and Marc Ivaldi for their question suggestions.

 “The fact that the models aren’t 
brought out in court doesn’t mean 

they haven’t been used in the 
process of deciding what goes to 

court” 

 Jean Tirole, Ariel Pakes and Jean-Claude Dardelet (Conseiller Municipal Délégué)
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You probably know the definition of a Pareto optimum—oth-
erwise you ought to study hard before your end-of-term 

exam—but did you know that V. Pareto wrote a book on sociol-
ogy entitled Treatise on General Sociology? In this book, where 
he develops a systematic method of approaching sociological 
inquiry, he tries to base the difference between sociology and 
economics on the distinction between logical and non-logical 
actions of human beings. To better understand how the gap be-
tween sociology and economics has widened over time, one can 
focus on a turning point in the history of economics: the triumph 
of marginalism.

At a time when economics was under the process of institution-
alization—i.e., the recognition as an academic discipline—the 
field was a battlefield. There was a need for a clear distinction 
between sociology and economics. 

In 1883, Carl Menger published a book in which he lambasted 
the method which was used by the German Historical School 
to study an economy. It led to a “method dispute”—a.k.a. meth-
odenstreit. According to the German Historical School, which 
was embodied by Gustav Von Schmoller, economists should give 
up on trying to explain the world like physicians do; individuals 
are not particles following a given trajectory. Instead, the school 
argued that economists should consider a historical context in 
economics. However, the thought was not in vogue as the mar-
ginalism was gaining more popularity thanks to Léon Walras, 
a professor in Lausanne School of economics at that time. As 
you may already know, the marginalist revolution was a new 
paradigm in economics; roughly speaking, economists started to 
maximise utility in order to model consumption. 

Yet, some economists went against the flow. For instance, in his 
article published in 1899 entitled “Why is Economics not an 
Evolutionary Science?,” T. Veblen aimed changing the relation-
ship between sociology and economics. Crucially, his famous 
concept of conspicuous consumption was based on sociol-
ogy. According to Veblen, the social stratification of people is 

a residue of the feudal period: at the top of the social ladder, a 
“leisure class” strengthens its domination. To attain higher social 
status, the middle-class consumes expensive goods in the hope 
of imitating the “leisure class.” For years, Veblen’s call for more 
open-mindedness in economics has remained unanswered. But 
is this lack of recognition still relevant today?

It would be tempting to answer no. The economist Daron 
Acemoglu from MIT, for example, uses institutional economics 

in his famous book Why Nations Fail. More generally, econo-
mists seem to becoming more receptive to a multidisciplinary 
approach. For instance, Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman was 
first a specialist of cognitive psychology. Nevertheless, still to-
day, some economists do not go through with their ideas when it 
comes to taking a leaf from sociology in general. Sociologists and 
economists are both keeping away from each other.

Fortunately, recent research may give incentives to both fields 
to consider cross-fertilization. In a 2005 issue of the Revue 
économique, entitled “Economie et sociologie, terrains de con-
frontation,” Christian Gollier—director of TSE between 2009 
and 2015— wrote an article about the concept of risk. According 
to him, the concept is in the interest of both fields. Arguably, 
sociology gives a key insight to the concept of risk. For instance, 
the approach of sociologists Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens 
is made through the notion of “risk society.” At the same time, 
economists A. Tversky and Daniel Kahneman tackle the issue 
of risk through behavioural economics studying pessimism or 
impatience. In the case of risk, it is relevant to debunk the myth 
of a gap: economics and sociology are both social sciences and 
give complementary perspectives on a same object.

To quote Schumpeter in his History of Economic Analysis, a 
categorical separation of the two disciplines is “a state of things 
that was and is not improved by mutual vituperation.” However, 
he thinks “it goes without saying that we [economists] cannot 
afford (…) to neglect the developments of sociology.” As future 
economists, we ought to follow this piece of advice … 

Are economics and sociology 
two poles apart?

by Rémi Perrichon

 “To attain higher social status, the mid-
dle-class consumes expensive goods in 

the hope of imitating the ‘leisure class’” 

 “Recent research may give incentives to 
both fields to consider cross-

fertilization” 
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Intelligent Infrastructure: 

by Guorui Feng

 

“It is not enough to build an AI [Artificial Intelligence] sys-
tem that makes a robot work across the screen, do computer 

vision problem or beat someone in chess contest. We have to 
work on these things like good engineers do, to solve problems,”  
Michael I. Jordan (Professor in Electrical Engineering and 
Computer Sciences at University of California Berkeley) said 
this in a recent lecture on perspectives on AI. Building a creative 
problem- solving AI brain has fascinated and frightened people 
for several decades now. The invention of the programmable 
digital computer in the 1940s–a machine based on mathematical 
reasoning–inspired a few scientists to begin thinking of building 
an electronic brain. While scientists would subsequently create 
robots, these machines would rarely have any sort of intelligence.

Since the 1980s, the proliferation of various search engines has 
revealed trends of intelligence augmentation. This is defined as 
the effective use of information technology (IT) in augmenting 
human capabilities, which is designed to supplement and sup-
port human thinking. AI however is based on the belief that 
systems can exist that are capable to imitate and replace human 
cognitive functions. 

The development of the latter is a concern for many for several 
reasons, in particular with regards to the unemployment that 
could result from AI being used to replace workers. 

Will there one day be a super human AI that could to replace 
and go beyond all our intrinsically human abilities? Not for the 
current generation at least. At present it is impossible for an AI 

to make decisions like a human being. Even though it may have 
a much stronger calculation capacity than a human, it does not 
know how to distinguish the truth from a lie, nor how to evalu-
ate benefits and costs under different conditions. This does not 
imply that AI cannot replace human labour – particularly those 
jobs that require less creativity and involve simpler more repeti-
tive tasks.

Rather than super human AI brains, it will be intelligent infra-
structure (II) which will mark the future of AI. II can be defined 
as a system able to run more or less run itself, by fixing its own 
problems and having the ability to guide its own use.  II can be 
applied in multiple industries such as finance, transportation 
(self-driving cars for instance) and urban planning.  It will be 
used for more challenging systems such as those using cloud 
computing (a type of computing that relies on pooling comput-
ing resources rather than having local servers, this will be used in 
agriculture among others).  It will also cause a technical revolu-
tion and breathe new life in to the global economy, if handled 
correctly.

The development of II has been the subject of much debate on 
how it would evolve and impact our future, for instance in 2005, 
the Office of Science and Technology in the UK presented a 
model (see figure) to predict the impact of II on future societies 
according to various scenarios:

The following figure summarises the results of that study, the 
four cases represent the four possible scenarios of a society 
implementing intelligent infrastructure (Good Intentions, 
Perpetual motion, Tribal Trading and Urban Colonies), yielding 

 “While scientists would subsequently 
create robots, these machines would 
rarely have any sort of intelligence” 

 “At present it is impossible for an AI to 
make decisions like a human being” 

The future of AI
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completely different situations in each case.     

The horizontal axis describes the impact of transport capacities 
on the economy, on the environment and on society: the left of 
the figure represents the case when people still cannot fix the 
problem of energy supply and its negative effects, which leads 
to bad outcomes both economically and socially. On the right 
however clean-fuel technologies and other energy solutions exist 
and these combined with II result in a prosperous economy.

As the problem of sufficient energy resources will most likely be 
solved in the not-so-distant future, let us now focus on the right 
side of the graph with low impact transport, so we can now con-
centrate on the impact of a particular society’s situation (indi-
cated by the vertical axis) and view on II on the socio-economic 
outcome of said society.

The vertical axis represents social attitudes towards II: at the up-
per extreme, the population grows up within an AI environment 
and uses II in day to day life and work, and thus has the ability to 
trust and expand II. The continuous investment in II infrastruc-
tures makes its system flexible, adaptive and integrated.

At the other vertical extreme at the bottom of the figure, people 
are distrustful of this kind of technology, II remains far from be-
ing accepted in society and therefore is hardly implemented.  

This is the case where citizens may oppose II implementation in 
their job (the Urban Colonies case above). Employers would hire 
a require a higher level of education and skill from their work-
ers as they won’t be assisted by II. This would mean that global 
development would require significantly more capital, both in 
terms of the workforce and in terms of the infrastructure than if 
II were to be implemented. 

If people do accept II implementation, then we get to the 
Perpetual Motion scenario, which has the best outcome from 
among the four possibilities from an efficiency viewpoint. 
Imagine that in the future, one could sit in a completely self-
driven car on the way home – and never being stuck in a traffic 
jam thanks to the II which will optimise traffic flow. At home, an 
electronic housekeeper manages household appliances and tells 
the oven to cook for the whole family. Sounds brilliant, right? 
In this case, II technological integration and coordination would 
help drive the global economy by allowing huge efficiency gains.

One would think that social acceptance of II is only a matter of 
time given the gains that we could get from it and end up in the 
Perpetual Motion scenario, perhaps it is just a matter of making 
that leap of faith into the future. As Alan Turing once said “ We 
can only see a short distance ahead, but we can see plenty there 
that needs to be done.”  “Imagine that in the future, one 

could sit in a completely self-driven 
car on the way home and never 

being stuck in a traffic jam thanks 
to the II which will optimise traffic 

flow” 

 “II can be applied in multiple in-
dustries such as finance, transpor-
tation (self-driving cars) and urban 

planning”

Figure: uncertainty and the four scenarios defined by combinations of those axes
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Why did you choose 
economics?

by Julia Martí Hoefer

It is a question I have gotten a lot, from friends and family to 
new acquaintances. The answer is not—rather unfortunately, 

perhaps—out of true love for the subject or a desire to push the 
bounds of theory. Being closer to sociology than theory, I view 
economics as a tool-kit: one that allows us to tease answers out 
of complicated issues and bring hard facts to support arguments 
that at times can seem ephemeral. Economists have the poten-
tial—and sometimes the privilege—of being important voices in 
the debate over social issues.

The past few years have seen an increased focus on these topics, in 
academia as well as in the public sphere. While substantial gains 
have been made, especially in terms of LGBT rights, events such 
as the “locker room talk” scandal during the 2016 US presidential 
election, the subsequent rollback of transgender rights, and the 
strenuous pushback against the Black Lives Matter movement, 
have made it clear how much work has yet to be done.

In economics, the gender wage gap has been the subject of exten-
sive research. A particular subset of this research focuses on what 
is termed the “motherhood wage gap.” This refers to a phenom-
enon where women appear to receive a wage penalty after having 
a child. So what have these decades of research told us? Firstly, 
that this wage penalty is present in research using a wide variety 

of functional forms (not simply OLS, but also panel data regres-
sion, propensity score matching, non-parametrics, etc). It also 
resists attempts to account for it through human capital depre-
ciation or work effort theory (which postulates that the demands 
of caring for a newborn prevent women from putting as much 
effort into their jobs as they did before becoming mothers). Not 
only is this phenomenon present in empirical data, but also in 
lab experiments: mothers are rated as less competent—and thus 
worthy of less pay—than non-mothers. Estimates for the moth-
erhood wage penalty most often range from 5 to 8%, depending 
on how many children a woman has and how quickly she returns 
to her job after having had them.

At the same time, a small but ever-growing strand of literature 
into the wage effects of sexual orientation has revealed the possi-
ble presence of a “lesbian wage premium”. This has proven harder 
to pin down, for the simple reason that any research on LGBT 
issues relies on individuals being willing to self-identify as LGBT. 
The fact that marriage equality for LGBT individuals has only re-
ally started to take root in the Western world in the past two de-
cades is a large part of the roadblock in trying to identify LGBT 
individuals. However, researchers have managed to circumvent 
these difficulties, in some cases by collecting specialised datasets 
themselves, or—as is my case—using household data to identify 
same-sex couples. Estimates of the lesbian wage premium range 
from 30% at one extreme, to insignificant at the other, but most 
research has tended to find a wage bonus of perhaps 10-20%.

Identifying the intersection of the two aforementioned phe-
nomena, then, is a tricky business. Not only is it subject to the 
same difficulties outlined in the paragraph above, but fertility 
levels among lesbian women are substantially lower than straight 
women. This makes a very large dataset necessary in order to 
identify even a few LGBT individuals. In my own dataset, con-
sisting of over 1.3 million observations in total, I have just 1,400 
lesbian observations.

Preliminary research on this topic (of which there is precious 
little) suggested something curious: while heterosexual women 
receive a motherhood wage penalty, homosexual women ap-
peared to instead receive a wage bonus for having children. 

 “Economists have the potential—
and sometimes the privilege—of 
being important voices in the de-

bate over social issues”

 “... while heterosexual women re-
ceive a motherhood wage penalty, 
homosexual women appeared to 
instead receive a wage bonus for 

having children” 

PhD article
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Could the ‘lesbian wage premium’ then be explained, in part, by 
different wage dynamics of motherhood? This question has been 
the subject of my research for over a year.

I used household microdata from the European Union Standards 
of Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) survey; the par-
ticular dataset I used spans from 2006 to 2013. These dates 
encompass precisely the years in which a majority of European 
states legalised marriage equality (except for Belgium and Spain 
who had already legalised it). There is evidence to suggest that 
this legalisation did result in more individuals being willing to 
self-identify as LGBT: although just 39% of observations corre-
spond to countries and years with marriage equality, nearly 60% 
of all lesbian observations are found here. Using a random effects 
regression with a rich set of controls, I attempted to get to the 
bottom of the mystery. Here is what I found:

Firstly, there are no significant effects associated with mother-
hood for lesbian women. There is of course, a negative and sig-

nificant motherhood coefficient for straight women of around 
8%, which is consistent with most of the literature on the subject 
(if perhaps a little on the high end). Secondly, the motherhood 
coefficients for lesbian and straight women are, in fact, not sig-
nificantly different from each other. This means we cannot reject 
the hypothesis that lesbian women experience exactly the same 
wage dynamics of motherhood as straight women.

The most interesting results, however, were lying just under the 
surface. I constructed dummies to split couples into primary 
and secondary earners.  By interacting this with the mother-
hood variable I identified which mothers earned more (primary 
earner) or less (secondary earner) than their partner. The news is 
fairly grim for straight women who earn less than their husbands: 
among this cohort, the coefficient of motherhood is a whopping 
-16%. Those straight women who earn more than their husbands 
are only moderately better off: though they still experience a sta-
tistically significant wage penalty, it is just a quarter of the size, at 
-4%. For lesbian primary and secondary earners, in contrast, the 
coefficients are 4% and -24%, respectively. Once more, however, 
the coefficients for primary straight and lesbian mothers are not 
significantly different from each other—and neither are the coef-
ficients for secondary straight and lesbian mothers. So again, we 
cannot say that the wage effects of motherhood are any different 
for lesbian women, even when we allow for different coefficients 
depending on earner status. This result is nevertheless important, 
because women are far more likely to be the secondary earner in 
a straight couple than in a lesbian one. This implies that what 
seems at first to be different wage effects is simply a numbers 

game: a reflection of the fact that straight women are more likely 
to be secondary earners.

In conclusion: there does not appear to be any evidence that les-
bian women experience different wage dynamics of motherhood 
than straight women. Secondary earner women experience a 
wage penalty at least four times larger than primary earner ones, 
and the “lesbian motherhood wage premium” found in prelimi-
nary research likely stems from this. There are a few next steps 
to be taken, however. The next one—which is the current topic 
of my research—is to investigate fatherhood wage dynamics for 
gay versus straight men, and whether the primary and secondary 
earner differentials also apply.

I would be remiss if I did not use my remaining column space to 
discuss the very real social implications of this research. It im-
plies that, no matter how generous maternity and paternity laws 
become (Europe has some of the most generous in the world), it 
may be impossible to eradicate the motherhood wage penalty be-
cause it has its root in the gender wage gap itself. Despite decades 
of research and active legislation, progress to close this gap has 
ground almost to a halt.

So what part do economists have to play in all this? I believe 
economists have a duty, not simply to create research or weigh 
in on economic policy, but to be active participants in the dis-
cussion surrounding social issues as well. It is crucial, on social 
issues especially, not to limit ourselves to passive chroniclers of 
wage discrimination. It falls on economists first and foremost to 
communicate to the public clearly and effectively, wherever nec-
essary, that wage discrimination is real and not a myth.

Further legislation has limited scope to reduce wage discrimi-
nation. What is needed now is nothing more or less than a sea 
change at a societal level. An interested observer might find 
hints of such a change in the rising tide of the #MeToo move-
ment—but the work is far from done. We all have a part to play 
in society’s progress. 

 “So again, we cannot say that the 
wage effects of motherhood are 
any different for lesbian women, 
even when we allow for different 
coefficients depending on earner 

status” 

 “I believe economists have a duty, 
not simply to create research or 

weigh in on economic policy, but to 
be active participants in the discus-

sion surrounding social issues as 
well”

 “Those straight women who earn 
more than their husbands are only 

moderately better off”
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The ethics of self-driving cars
by Jean-François Bonnefon

Self-driving cars will save lots of lives, lots of time, and be more 
environmental-friendly than current, human-driven cars. The 

technological challenges of automated driving are rapidly being 
solved, and the next decade should see a smooth transition from 
human-driven to self-driving cars, going through intermediate 
stages of shared control of the car. from human-driven to self-
driving cars, going through intermediate stages of shared control 
of the car.

Not all the challenges of automated driving are technical, though. 
To ensure a smooth transition, we will have to address hard chal-
lenges of an ethical and psychological nature.

The most debated example of such challenges is concerned with 
the way self-driving cars will distribute risks among road users. 
Imagine that two children suddenly cross the road in front of 
a self-driving car, and that the only way to save them is for the 
car to swerve onto an oncoming truck, which would kill its pas-
senger. What should the car do? Protect the life of its passenger, 
but kill the two children? or save the two children, but kill its 
passenger?

There are millions of variations of this scenario: For instance, 
wwhat if the passenger of the car was a pregnant woman, and 
the two pedestrians were elderly citizens rather than children?  
Would that change your judgment about what the car should 
do? If you want to test yourself, you can visit the Moral Machine 
website (www.moralmachine.mit.edu), which generates accident 
scenarios in an effort to crowdsource judgments all across the 
world. (the website has collected about 40 millions judgments 
so far).

Thanks to projects such as the Moral Machine, we will be able to 
know what exactly are the ethical preferences of citizens when 
it comes to telling self-driving cars who they should kill, if they 
cannot save everyone. But, and this is important, to know what 
people want the cars to do is not to know how to program the 
cars.

First, governments and regulators may find it unethical to follow 
the preferences of the crowd. Imagine for example that the vast 

majority of people think that cars should save children over older 
adults. Does that mean cars should be programmed to follow 
that preference? An ethics committee mandated by the German 
government has recently concluded that they should not. This 
committee has concluded that self-driving cars should not dis-
criminate between humans on any basis, including age. Maybe 
this is the right thing to do; but this decision would likely clash 
against the values of many citizens, and create public outcry the 
day a self-driving car intentionally runs over a child.

Second, citizens may not actually want to buy the self-driving 
cars which are programmed to follow their preferences. For ex-
ample, most people tend to think that if a self-driving car cannot 
save everyone, then it should try to save as many people it can. 
In particular, they believe that a self-driving car should kill its 
passenger, if killing its passenger can save ten pedestrians. But 
when asked if they would themselves buy such a car, they start to 
hesitate. In fact, they would prefer other people to buy such car, 
but buy for themselves a car that would prioritize their own life 
over that of other road users.

This means that if cars were programmed to save the greater 
number (even if it means to kill passengers), less consumers 
would make the switch to self-driving cars. And as a conse-
quence, given that self-driving cars will presumably be much 
safer than human-driven cars, programming the cars to save the 
greater number would lead to more deaths--because it would 
discourage many people to buy a (safer) self-driving car.

In sum, while we are already well on the way to solve the tech-
nological challenges of automated driving, we need behavioral 
science to make sure that governments, regulators and consum-
ers alike make rational, informed decisions about the ethics of 
self-driving cars. 

Further reading:

Bonnefon, J. F., Shariff, A., & Rahwan, I. (2016). The social di-
lemma of autonomous vehicles. Science.

Shariff, A., Bonnefon, J. F., & Rahwan, I. (2017). Psychological 
roadblocks to the adoption of self-driving vehicles. Nature 
Human Behaviour.

 “Thanks to projects such as the Moral 
Machine, we will be able to know what 

exactly are the ethical preferences of 
citizens when it comes to telling self-

driving cars who they should kill” 
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Nothing to hide
by Tristan Salmon

Government surveillance has been a hot topic for a while 
now, particularly after the National Security Agency (NSA) 

leaks in the US. One of the main questions in the public debate 
is how much privacy can be forfeited in the name of security, as 
Benjamin Franklin said “They who can give up essential liberty 
to obtain a little temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor 
safety.”

Mass surveillance can be defined as “the subjection of a popu-
lation or significant components of a group to indiscriminate 
monitoring. It involves a systematic interference with people’s 
right to privacy” (Privacy International).

Government monitoring is nothing new, and its effects on inter-
personal trust are obvious; but measuring the economic impact 
is not so simple. For one thing, it is very hard to disentangle the 
effect of mass surveillance from other effects that may be due to 
the nature of the regime, the historical and cultural context of the 
country, and so on.

Measuring the economic impact of mass surveillance 

An attempt at measuring the economic impact was published 
in 2015 by Lichter, Löffler and Siegloch (The Economic Costs of 
Mass Surveillance: Insights from Stasi Spying in East Germany), 
using Stasi surveillance in the former German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) as a case study. 

The Ministry for State Security, more commonly known as the 
Stasi, was created a few months after the constitution of the 
GDR. By 1989, there were 90,000 employees and 170,000 unoffi-
cial informants listed as working for the Stasi (more than 1 in 100 

citizens of GDR worked for the Stasi). Their aim was to “battle 
against agents, saboteurs, and diversionists to preserve the full 
effectiveness of [the] Constitution” (Erich Mielke, Minister for 
State Security 1957-1989). This surveillance network was based 
in East Berlin, but had many offices in each of the 15 GDR states, 
each office exerting a certain amount of autonomy. This meant 
that surveillance levels differed across GDR states, which pro-
vided the basis for the study. It attempted to measure the effect 
of the Stasi state-level surveillance on economic outcomes in 
post-reunification Germany, by exploiting discontinuities across 
states in spying densities, and by accounting for time invariant 
characteristics of each state (using pre-war data).

This study found that the more spies there are, the worse-off 
the state will be. Its results indicate that abolishing all surveil-
lance would have reduced the average unemployment rate by 1.8 
percentage points (equivalent to a 10% drop compared to the 
GDR average), and increased average voter turnout by the same 
amount.

Mass surveillance also seems to stifle entrepreneurship, with an 
estimated drop of 2.5 percentage points in the self-employment 
rate due to surveillance. Post-reunification innovation is also af-
fected, as the study estimates that the number of patents per cap-
ita would increase by 20% for one standard deviation decrease in 
the state’s spying intensity. The Stasi spy network significantly de-
graded trust in GDR institutions and in trust between economic 
agents, causing significant harm to the economy that persisted 
even after the end of the Stasi network.

In the past, mass surveillance relied on spies all over the country, 
relaying information back to the central intelligence services, 
but this is no longer the case. In the age of the algorithm and of 
omnipresent technology, surveillance now permeates every facet 
of our lives. Individual rights to privacy are being consistently 
eroded in the digital era.

Governments have been passing more and more legislation 

 “They who can give up essential 
liberty to obtain a little temporary 
safety deserve neither liberty nor 

safety” 
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allowing these practices to continue and to develop to a tremen-
dous extent. Indeed, as John Oliver said in response to President 
Obama’s defensive claim that NSA programs have plenty of 
Congressional oversight and safeguards, “Mr President, no one 
is saying you broke any laws. We’re just saying it’s a little bit weird 
that you didn’t have to.”

This surveillance is also extremely costly to put into effect: for 
example, a US$1.5 billion centre was recently built to analyse 
internet data, and it even has its own water treatment centre, 
with 60 back-up generators, and with enough storage for a year 
of 24/7 video recording of over a million people. That is roughly 
equivalent to 9 billion hours, just for that one centre. While this 
is undoubtedly riveting footage, the argument that surveillance 
is only used for the bad guys rings false, even if surveillance on 
‘non-bad guys’ is unintentional.

The microeconomics of mass surveillance 

Besides these direct costs, the economy takes a huge hit from the 
loss of trust due to high levels of surveillance. Foreign and do-
mestic customers will be reluctant to keep buying the country’s 
goods and services if they do believe that their personal informa-
tion is not secure, or that they are being spied on.

The Information Technology and Innovation Foundation, a 
think tank based in Washington D.C, estimated that the NSA 
revelations would cost the US cloud computing sector US$35 
billion in lost foreign custom. However, they have since released 
another report saying that the economic impact will “likely far 
exceed” their previous estimate. Daniel Castro, one of the writ-
ers of the study, went on to add that without some intervention 
from the US government to limit their now famous surveillance 
programs (PRISM for instance, which allows access to private 
online conversations), foreign businesses will continue to be 
wary of dealing with US companies, and it will be difficult to 
put a figure on the cost to the US tech sector. Indeed, in 2013, 
the European Parliament’s civil liberties committee received a 
proposal suggesting that every American website would have to 
include surveillance notices for EU citizens.

US firms were put at a competitive disadvantage, because con-
sumers will worry about them not being able to protect their 
personal information. Customers will instead look abroad for al-
ternatives, such as Runbox, a Norwegian email service marketing 
themselves as an alternative to Gmail and the like. The premise of 
their service is that it will not comply with foreign court orders 
requiring the disclosure of personal information. It is safe to say 
that people are taking notice: after the NSA leaks, there was a 
34% annual increase in the number of customers.

Furthermore, when government surveillance colludes with firms 
to allow data access, this can harm a firm’s security. Such deals 
often create more backdoors into the firm’s software, which can 
be exploited more easily by hackers or other people wanting to 
steal information.

Perhaps the greatest harm of all in the long run will be the im-
pact on creativity, which is becoming increasingly important for 
the economy, as Edward Snowden said “we must remember that 
creativity is the product of curiosity, which in turn is the product 
of privacy.” The loss in creativity may not be measurable, but it 
could have devastating effects on the global economy and global 
prosperity

Mass surveillance undermines trust in firms, in institutions, and 
ultimately undermines the rule of law. However, it is not just 
governments that demand that firms monitor their clients, some 
firms are also collecting increasing amounts of data for com-
mercial purposes. These include targeted advertising in order to 
gain an informational advantage over consumers and over other 
firms. The market for customer data is growing.

Consumers are also increasingly aware of this data gathering, but 
there seems to be a phenomenon that behavioural economists 
refer to as the “privacy paradox”. This stems from the fact that 
most people would claim to be worried about abuses of privacy, 
yet behave in a contradictory fashion (Spiekermann, Grosskags 
and Berendt, 2001). Most of us are too lazy or have better things 
to do than trawl through the terms and conditions to see what 
rights a website will have on our personal data, for example.

People are very vulnerable to cognitive biases, with short run 
interests taking a much more important role than long run 
ones. Most of the time, individuals do not have time to calculate 
the minutiae of the costs and benefits of every decision, and so 
they do not behave in a strictly rational way, in the economic 
textbook sense of the word. The risks and potential losses from 
handing over personal data are difficult to imagine ex ante, and 
it is even harder to estimate how probable they are (identity theft 
for example). This results in people giving away much more data 
than they would necessarily want and they will process risk in an 
‘irrational’ way. This can have very serious consequences for the 
individual. On a bigger scale, for the society, it poses questions 
like whether it should be legal for an insurance firm to obtain 
search data to determine how much it can charge a new cus-
tomer. Sick customers will undoubtedly value health insurance 
more, and probably be willing to pay more but it is amoral for 
firms to exploit this.

In the wake of the NSA leaks, the consensus seems to be that 
surveillance has gone too far. Seemingly, no one is immune from 
having their personal information or private online conversa-
tions stored. This is harmful to the economy, especially for the 
US, and indeed any regime that decides to use excessive amounts 
of government surveillance. As the White House stated in 2011, 
“People must have confidence that data will travel to its destina-
tion without disruption. Assuring the free flow of information, 
the security and privacy of data [...] are all essential to American 
and global economic prosperity, security, and the promotion of 
universal rights.” 

 “...we must remember that creativ-
ity is the product of curiosity, which 

in turn is the product of privacy” 
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From challenges to opportunities
Facing climate change 
in Latin America

Recent natural disasters have severe-
ly hit some Caribbean countries and 

some regions of the United States. Hurri-
canes Harvey and Irma have devastated 
households, cities and whole countries. 
Millions of citizens were forced to aban-
don their homes and the economic losses 
are estimated to be over 100 billion dol-
lars. This situation has once again raised 
the question about global warming and 
its consequences. Scientists claimed that 
climate change has contributed to making 
these bad storms even worse.

Agreements have been reached between 
countries and international organisations 
to try and tackle this problem. In 2016, 
the Paris Agreement was signed by more 
than 190 countries, including China and 
the United States, which both represent 
almost 40% of global emissions. In the 
Paris deal, each country determines its 
own contribution in order to alleviate 
global warming.

Unfortunately, the World Bank has esti-
mated that Latin America is likely to be 
one of the regions of the world that will be 
most affected by climate change, especial-
ly if the Earth’s temperature rises by more 
than two degrees Celsius. If things stay the 
same, the melting of the glaciers will ac-
celerate to the point where most glaciers 
below 5,000 meters will disappear, specif-
ically in the Peruvian and Bolivian Andes. 
This situation will disrupt water supply 
and affect millions of people who work in 
the agricultural sector. That is why some 
Latin American leaders have joined the 
Paris climate agreement to reaffirm their 
commitment to mitigating the effects of 
global warming. This raises the question: 
how can Latin America contribute to re-
ducing carbon emission through clean 
energy?

Latin America has almost complete ac-
cess to electricity (94% in total) and to 
non-solid fuels (84% in total). The latest 
source of energy contributes to lower-
ing pollution and is more beneficial for 
health. There is enormous potential in the 
region and the rapid spread of renewable 
energy is seen as a source of hope for a 
global transition to a low-carbon econo-

my. Latin America has the world’s clean-
est electricity sector as 56% of installed 
electricity comes from renewable sources 
compared with the world average of 22%. 
In 2016, Uruguay generated almost 93% of 
its electricity from renewable sources and 
Costa Rica ran purely on renewable power 
for almost seven months. Moreover, one 
of the largest photovoltaic projects in the 
world is located in El Romero, Chile. It is 
composed of 775,000 grey solar panels, 
which are spread out in the Atacama De-
sert. It can generate 196MW of electrici-
ty, enough to power a city of one million 
citizens. The Chilean solar plant is one of 
the main symbols of the region’s vast re-
newable energy potential. It is proof that 
technological progress and economies of 
scale have reduced the cost of green ener-
gy: once built, solar plants are cheaper to 
operate than thermal power stations.

by Alea Muñoz Guisande

 “In 10 years, to-
tal investment in 

renewable energy 
has been multi-

plied by a factor of 
four”
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If Latin America wants to keep leading in 
clean energy, investment in the strategic 
sector is required as well as coordination 
between public and private agents. In 10 
years, total investment in renewable ener-
gy has been multiplied by a factor of four. 
The amount of investment of each coun-
try is considerably different (Figure 1): 
Brazil is leading the way, which is in part 
due to the country’s wind power auction. 
The gap between Brazil and the rest of the 
region has been historically present but it 
has been narrowing in recent years. The 
other highest destinations of investment 
in 2015 were Mexico and Chile, which, for 
the first time joined the list of the top 10 
largest renewable energy global markets. 
Uruguay came in fourth with big invest-
ments in the wind sector.

As for different types of renewable tech-
nology, the trend over the past years 
reflects a change in the nature of the in-
vestments. From 2005 to 2009, most of 
the renewable energy capacity came from 
hydroelectricity, which has suffered from 
droughts these last few years. The region 
has other forms of renewable energy such 
as geothermal, solar, tidal, wind, biomass 

and biofuels, but they only represent 
10% of electricity production and they 
are increasing very slowly, which made 
it difficult to offset the decline of hydro-
electricity. Even if non-hydroelectricity is 
something new in the region, investments 
are rising. In particular, solar photovolta-
ic plants have experienced rapid growth. 
It is the same situation for onshore wind 
investments, which have increased since 
2008. Geothermal investments are pres-
ent every year but it is not the case for 
hydro-power and bioenergy investments. 
Overall, private investment in renewables 
has gradually increased, especially to sup-
port wind-based generation (Figure 2).

The way to encourage investment in Latin 
America is to combine national policies 
with financial mechanisms in order to 
attract private investors. Some countries 
such as Chile, Mexico, Brazil and Argen-
tina have changed their regulations to en-
courage alternative energy without offer-
ing any subsidies. Another instrument is 
to use energy auctions to attract clean en-
ergy investors at low prices. For instance, 

in Argentina, Chile, Mexico and Peru, 
power auctions have recently resulted in 
high-participation and low-bids for wind 
and solar projects. 

Despite the progress made in renewable 
energies, there is still room for improve-
ment. Considering the vulnerability to 
climate change related shocks that Latin 
America has, the region would benefit 
tremendously from regional intercon-
nections. However, many of the existing 
ones are not used because of technical 
and market barriers. For instance, power 
exchanges between Argentina, Brazil and 
Chile remain consistently low. Increasing 
energy efficiency could also reduce pollu-
tion. The region’s energy intensity is the 
lowest of any region, largely caused by 
the nature of its economic activities. The 
region could certainly reduce transmis-
sion and distribution losses as they are the 
highest of any region after the Middle East 
and North Africa.

On many occasions, we have been hearing 
that fighting against global warming is a 
complex matter and there is little that can 
be done. However, Latin America is try-
ing to transform a challenge into an op-
portunity. The region is characterised by 
developing countries that need to grow, 
but they have decided to develop clean en-
ergies that foster industries, attract capital 
and create employment. The future looks 
encouraging and time may confirm it. Source: International Renewable Energy Agency

Figure 2: Investment in renewable energy by technology

Figure 1: Investment in renewable energy by country

Source: International Renewable Energy Agency
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The economist perspective

Thermodynamics and 
natural resource use

Natural resource economics is the 
discipline that deals with the use of 

the resources that humans can extract 
from nature and their environment for 
consumption and capital creation. Most 
research on this subject focuses on prob-
lems of population growth, economic 
growth, and efficient extraction of natural 
resources across time.

Thermodynamics is the science of matter 
and energy transformation and by conse-
quence the essential tool for understand-
ing their link. As economists, can we learn 
something from thermodynamics and 
could we interpret this science’s results in 
economic terms?

Thermodynamics has been in economists’ 
minds since the post Great Depression 
period. Paul Samuelson’s Principles of 
Economic Analysis was greatly influenced 
by the author’s educational background in 
physics, and particularly thermodynam-
ics. This book was at the forefront of treat-
ing economics as a quantitative discipline 
among social sciences.

The starting point of all thermodynamics 
textbooks is the distinction between the 
system and its environment. The system is 
the basic object of study, and the environ-
ment is what surrounds it. The combina-
tion of the system and the environment is 
called the universe. There are three differ-
ent types of systems distinguished by their 
relationship to their environment. An iso-
lated system lacks any exchange with its 
environment, a closed system exchanges 
only energy, and an open system can ex-
change energy and matter with the envi-
ronment. By definition the only example 
known of an isolated system would be the 
universe itself. An economy can be seen 
as an open system; the economy extracts 
energy and inputs from nature (e.g. sun, 
crops, etc.) and produces waste that heads 
back to our environment.

In economics we are not used to having 
general laws, but in hard sciences this 

is common and researchers struggle to 
condense their findings in the slickest 
equations possible. The first principle of 
thermodynamics is called the law of con-
servation of energy. It states that the ener-
gy in an isolated system is conserved; it is 
nor destroyed nor created.

This statement has important economic 
implications. First energy is not creat-
ed, all types of energy that we use in our 
daily lives come from other forms of en-
ergy. Electricity is just a transformation 
of whatever source of energy we are ex-
tracting (e.g. coal, natural gas, solar, wind, 
etc.). An interesting deduction of this law 
can be drawn. When people use the term 
renewable energy what they really mean is 
that the particular source of energy is re-
newable relative to our life-time span. For 
example, sun rays arriving to the Earth are 
a renewable source of energy because we 
are not exhausting the sun rays as we ex-
tract electricity from them. Furthermore, 
the first principle can be related to the 
mass-balance principle, which states that 
all mass inputs imply an equal amount of 
mass outputs. Hence, all natural resource 
inputs extracted from the environment 
will eventually produce an equal amount 
of waste that has to be managed. We will 
see that the same kind of balance is not 
true for energy because transformation 
implies a degradation of energy.

The second principle of thermodynamics 
requires the notion of entropy. It is a state 
function of the system that binds heat and 
temperature. It can be understood as the 
level of disorder at the microscopic scale 
in a system. An ice cube melting in a ta-

ble top is an example of increased entropy 
because the water molecules are disorgan-
ising from the solid to liquid state. Exam-
ples of entropy can be found in almost all 
fields. From the second principle of ther-
modynamics it can be deduced that there 
is a creation of entropy whenever there is 
an irreversible change in a system.

The second principle has economic im-
plications at microeconomic level; entro-
py becomes a constraint on the amount 
of energy that can be extracted from the 
environment. For example, when there is 
a transformation of energy from a low en-
tropy source (sun rays) to a high entropy 
energy (mechanical work), there is neces-
sarily dissipation. Therefore, we can de-
duce that substitutability between differ-
ent types of energy is limited. Economic 
models should include an entropy related 
constraint to account for the degradation 
of energy in the extraction process.

From a macroeconomic perspective, en-
tropy can be used by economists to meas-
ure the level of quality, in some sense, of 
natural resources. Exergy is a term used 
in engineering to account for the “useful” 
work potential of energy. Also, we know 
that not all sources of energy perform 
equally in terms of energy that we can ex-
tract from them. For example, the cost of 
extracting a standard amount of oil from 
bituminous sands is incredibly high com-
pared to pumping a barrel of oil in Qatar.

It is important that natural resource econ-
omists have an initiation to thermody-
namics because many might forget that 
the economy is not an isolated system. 
The complex interactions of the economy 
with the environment go beyond pollu-
tion and resource extraction. The need for 
interdisciplinarity in the natural resource 
branch of economics is pressing. Thermo-
dynamics has many more analogies with 
economics than the ones presented here. 
The interested economist will find lots of 
applications that will satisfy his or her cu-
riosity. 

by Felipe Ramírez Goñi
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Nudging toward a cleaner world

Richard Thaler received the 2017 Nobel 
Prize in Economics for his pioneering 

work in behavioural economics. As read-
ers of the previous issue of the TSEcon-
omist know, behavioural economics has 
challenged the traditional assumptions of 
economics, especially the assumption that 
human behaviour is rational. One policy 
tool that has emerged from behaviour-
al economics is the concept of a nudge, 
which is aimed at encouraging certain 
decisions or behaviours without forcing 
them. This tool can be useful to help lower 
individual’s impacts on the environment.

Indeed, we can find several examples that 
show the effectiveness of green nudges. 
The concept of nudging is still very young. 
It relies on the idea that positive rein-
forcement and indirect suggestions better 
affect people’s behaviour than bans and 
tough rules. In 2008, Richard Thaler and 
Cass Sunstein, a law professor from Har-
vard University, published their highly 
regarded book called “Nudge: Improving 
Decisions about Health, Welfare and Hap-
piness…” and brought the topic into the 
focus of public attention. They described 
nudges as “any aspect of the choice archi-
tecture”, that influences the individual’s 
behaviour in a predictable way without 
excluding any options or altering the eco-
nomic incentives drastically. Choice ar-
chitecture means the way in which the dif-
ferent choices are presented. For example, 
by putting sustainably produced foods at 
eye level, a supermarket should expect to 
sell more of them.

Meanwhile, many policymakers around 
the world realised the practical benefits 
from the concept and several countries 
set up “nudge units” – the UK, the US, 
Australia, Denmark, among others. In 
the UK, the so-called “Behavioural In-
sights Team” started its work in 2010. One 
of the numerous projects they managed 
dealt with energy-efficient refurbishment 
of older houses. For a couple of years, the 

British government offered financial aid 
to insulate people’s lofts and to lower pri-
vate energy consumption. The program 
failed to meet the expectations despite 
of the attractive subsidy. Only few house 
owners applied for the subsidy. The main 
problem was that many people didn’t 
want to clear out their loft. Therefore, the 
economic advisers from the “nudge unit” 
suggested the government should subsidy 
the loft clearance conducted by private 
firms as well. This change in policy led 
to a dramatic increase in loft insulations. 
The house owners also appreciated that 
the firms sorted out their unwanted items 
and passed them on to local charity shops.

One of the most popular green nudges is 
certainly the default option. In many situ-
ations people don’t really care intensively 
about their decisions and possible envi-
ronmental consequences. In recent years, 
many service companies started send-
ing bills by email as default. Customers, 
obliged to make an active choice in favour 
of a paper copy of the bill, tend to opt with 
the default. The same thing happens when 
people make the choice between differ-
ent energy providers. Studies have shown 
that defining green energy as the default 
option moves more people to choose the 
green utility.

Another type of nudges uses the fact that 
social norms and social comparisons have 
a large impact on one’s own behaviour. In 
the US an energy provider put this idea 
into practice and issued bills to the cus-
tomers with the additional information: 
“Last month you used 15 percent less 
electricity than your efficient neighbour.” 
During the period, energy usage declined 
by about two percent. Social norms al-
ready work when people simply perceive 
the local surrounding, as a person living 
in a dirty area with rubbish strewn streets 
will probably be more likely to litter.

by Lars Biesewig and Annie Krautkraemer
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Nudges try to push people to make environmentally friendly decisions
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Sometimes green nudges aim to commu-
nicate what we usually miss, to induce  
environmentally friendly behaviour. For 
example, you feel directly the pleasant 
effects of a warm shower, whereas the 
energy used is not visible. Many people 
also tend to underestimate the water and 
energy used during morning rituals. Re-
searchers from the universities of Bam-
berg, Bonn and Zürich ran a large field ex-
periment and gave participants real-time 
feedback on their resource consumption. 
A smart device measured and showed 
continuously the water usage, the water 
temperature and the energy consumption. 
The participants could connect the show-
er meter with their smartphone and share 
the measured values with friends. The re-
quired electricity for the devices was pro-
vided by a generator which was powered 
by the flowing water. The generator served 
also as a sensor that determined the water 
usage. The researchers observed a statis-
tically significant effect of their interven-
tion. The energy consumption dropped 
by around 22 percent. The study was spe-
cial because the participants received the 
feedback at the point when they had to 
make the decision. In several earlier ex-
periments, participants got only informa-
tion about their past energy usage.

The preceding examples illustrate that 
green nudges can be very effective, sim-
ple and low-cost tool. A strong political 
argument, especially in times when gov-
ernments have to meet strict financial tar-
gets. Regulatory instruments like Pigouvi-
an taxes or restrictions can be very costly 
since you need to consider monitoring 
and administration costs, among others, 
which makes them harder to implement. 
Environmental regulations frequently 
raise concerns about fairness, where-
as nudges describe “soft” interventions 
that are considered less painful. In many 
cases, it is useful to combine nudges and 

standard environmental instruments. For 
instance, nudges can persuade people to 
pay a certain tax or a fine.  Nevertheless, 
there are also some critical aspects to con-
sider so that nudges should be taken with 
a pinch of salt since we have little knowl-
edge of the people’s behaviour in the long 
term. Maybe people will begin to under-
stand the influence mechanisms and the 
manipulative effect, and the nudge might 
fail to reach the goal. Even if a nudge is 
successful in steering the individual’s be-
haviour  in the desired direction, it might 
be ineffective since it creates compensa-
tion effects so that it has a much lower 
or no positive net impact on the environ-
ment.

Nudges are generally applied to choices 
that individuals make, but when it comes 
to problems of global pollution collective 
action is also necessary. In a 2011 opinion 
piece in the New York Times entitled “Go-
ing Green but Getting Nowhere,” Gernot 
Wagner criticises the importance that we, 
as a society, place on individual actions to 
mitigate climate change. He argues that 
focusing on individual mitigation actions 
such as recycling more or using reusable 
bags at the grocery store (most stores in 
US still use plastic grocery bags), distracts 
from taking collective mitigation actions 
that could have larger impacts. Wagner 
argues for the need for economic incen-
tives such as cap and trade or a carbon 
tax as he believes that “self-interest, not 
self-sacrifice, is what induces noticeable 
change.”

There are a couple of specific issues with 
focusing on individual actions to mitigate 
global environmental issues. First, there 
is the issue of leakage. When an individ-
ual decides to lower their personal carbon 
footprint by driving less, it doesn’t mean 
that the petrol he consumed will stay un-
derground, rather it will most likely be 
consumed by another individual. Next, 
there is the psychological effect of the sin-

gle action bias. Put simply, this bias occurs 
when an individual takes one small action 
to alleviate his sense of obligation to help 
improve environmental quality, and then 
does not take any further actions once the 
discomfort of feeling responsible for envi-
ronmental harm has passed.

While there are some drawbacks to fo-
cusing on individual actions, nudges can 
be a useful tool to induce more environ-
mentally friendly behaviour. While some 
may argue that policymakers should focus 
more on educating people about the con-
sequences of their decisions, it can be less 
costly and more effective to change the 
way choices are presented. As discussed 
above, even just changing the default op-
tion of a choice can have an impact on a 
person’s decision. Educating people takes 
time, and there is still no guarantee that 
they will always take the time to consid-
er what the impact of their decision is on 
the environment. Nudging allows greener 
choices with only a small effort from poli-
cymakers and everyday people. 

 “Nudges are gen-
erally applied to 
choices that indi-
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Ethics of geoengineering 
terraforma

In the acclaimed film “Kingsman: The Secret Service,” the 
young hero fights a villain, who, having lost faith in the ability 

of mankind to make the efforts to curb emissions, and fight glob-
al warming, decides to try and kill most of humanity to save the 
planet and himself. The idea that curbing emissions will not be 
enough, or will not happen fast enough and other means will be 
needed is gaining traction. If you are to be a villain and expect 
to find how to commit global scale killings, stop reading here 
because this piece is about geoengineering: a new field of climate 
science, which intends to curb global warming through global 
scale projects.

The technologies presented here are actually envisioned by some 
scientists as a way to fight global warming. These projects are as-
sembled into a much larger field now called geoengineering. The 
main idea is that humanity will not be able to decrease emissions 
enough and that very large-scale ways of fighting global warming 
are all or part of the solution.

What are the common points behind these techniques? Their 
very wide reach. They counteract climate change not through 
reducing the amount of greenhouse gas emissions but using nat-
ural phenomena and enhancing them by human interaction.

There are two broad categories of geoengineering: carbon storage 
and solar radiation management.

Capturing carbon out of the atmosphere and storing it perma-
nently somewhere has been in the air for quite some time now. 
A lot of these techniques are currently at the stage of prototyping 
or early production.

But let us focus on the techniques that could qualify as geoengi-
neering by either their ability to be scaled up easily, or the broad 
reach of the project. A good illustration of this technology is the 
use of algae to store carbon. Some companies are already work-
ing on storing carbon by cultivating fast growing algae. A geo-
engineering technique using the same base idea is called ocean 
fertilising.

Sometimes there are some seemingly spontaneous peaks of algae 
population in the ocean, usually so big that the ocean takes a 
slightly different tint that can be seen from space. The factor lim-
iting the occurrence of such phenomena is usually the amount of 
iron in the water. So, some scientists had the idea to drop iron in 
the ocean in order to spur the growth of the algae, and increase 
the carbon storage potential of the oceans.

Another process, that uses the same approach to speed up the 
natural carbon storage process is weathering. Through its histo-
ry, Earth naturally regulated the CO2 amounts in the atmosphere 
by a process called weathering. When it rains a part of the at-
mospheric CO2 is diluted in the rain and when the rain comes in 
contact with certain minerals, a reaction takes place whereby the 
CO2 is permanently stored in the mineral.

The main problem of this process, in the fight against manmade 
emissions, is that it is very slow. But some scientists had ideas 
for speeding up the process: by breaking up the rocks, they in-
creased the available surface area for the reaction to happen, and 
by putting those rocks in naturally CO2 rich waters, the amounts 
of CO2 captured could be greatly increased. The applications are 
vast by putting them on the coast, rivers, even in fields.

by Arthur Hill
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In Solar radiation management (SRM) the idea is to counteract 
the effects of greenhouse gases by decreasing the amount of solar 
radiation that the earth receives. It is actually an old idea used in 
many Maghreb countries, where in traditional medinas, all the 
buildings were painted in white. This idea, that clearer colours 
of materials reflect more of the energy and tend to stay colder 
is regaining traction. Recently, Los Angeles made the headlines, 
by painting all the streets of a few block in white to decrease the 
temperature of the city that suffers a lot from the urban heat is-
land phenomenon.

A wide scale unintended proof of the efficiency of this phenom-
enon is in Almeria, Spain, where most of the land is covered in 
greenhouses that reflect much more of the energy than the land. 
As a consequence the average temperature decreased by 1.2°C.

Many technologies use different variants of this wide principle. 
Some proposed to genetically engineer whiter crop varieties, 
which would make the whole cultivated land surfaces part of the 
process. Other techniques play with the idea, such as spraying 
clouds with salted water so they become whiter, thus diminish-
ing the amount of solar radiation reaching the ground.

But the most promising technology of all is sulphur dioxide. The 
idea is to use balloons that would spray a thin layer of sulphur 
dioxide in the stratosphere, therefore reflecting the solar radia-
tion back into space, even before it reaches the lower layer of the 
atmosphere. This technology is the most mature one since it is 
readily available. The effects on global warming are pretty certain 
and the cost is reasonable.

Some of the technologies exposed here are mature and econom-
ical enough to be commissioned by one country, and have a very 
significant impact on global climate. The second part of our lit-

tle 2040 fiction makes the challenges ahead in terms of ethics 
huge. The one causing the most ethical problems is the sulphur 
dioxide technology, which is able to be commissioned today at 
a price bearable for a state, but would have global averted effect. 
The problem with many of these aforementioned technologies 
are that their side effects are not well understood, and we could 
make mistakes that would have long term consequences.

Let us focus on the possible consequences of the sulphur diox-
ide seeding as it is currently the most likely to be implemented, 
but also the one raising the most issues. The problem is that the 
effects of climate change could be mitigated by such technology 
at a price lower than the cost of reducing drastically the level of 
CO2 emissions.

The second problem is how to deal with the negative externali-
ties that would be bear by some, while implemented by others. If 
it was implemented, climate scientists expect that the monsoon 
cycle would be significantly affected, and the sub-Saharan Africa 
would face terrible drought. However, a question arises: are dire 
prospects faced by some countries due to climate change legiti-
mate to trigger geoengineering project that could be detrimental 
to other nations?

Another substantial problem is the fact that such solar radiation 
does not solve all of the issues raised by ever-increasing CO2 lev-
els in the atmosphere, such as ocean acidification. The ocean is 
the main CO2 sinkhole, but as the CO2 dissolves, it is increasing 
the acidity of the ocean, that could lead to dramatic loss of bio-
diversity. By acting on the temperature problem alone, the SRM 
solutions are not addressing the other problems that comes with 
anthropogenic CO2 emissions.

The other main issue is the fact that such programs should be 
maintained and expanded, as the CO2 levels would continue to 
increase in order to keep earth temperature balanced. Once the 
technology is implemented, humanity would have to ensure that 
the sulphur shield is maintained to keep the temperature at rea-
sonable levels. If these programs suddenly stopped, the global 
warming would resume at a much faster pace as the CO2 lev-
els would be much higher than what they currently are, and the 
status quo would have been only artificially maintained by the 
program.

With risks that are not so well understood, these projects are still 
in test phase and some countries are actually thinking of ban-
ning them. The London convention on marine pollution banned 
ocean fertilisation in 2008 by classifying it as pollution. These 
technologies might ensure, that global warming stays contained 
while our societies transition to a greener organisation, but the 
power of them might lure some into thinking that is actually dis-
pensing us to go green. Can we trust ourselves on this one? 

 “But the most promising tech-
nology of all is sulphur 

dioxide” 

Greenhouses in Almeria, Spain

 “Are dire prospects faced by 
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What is Catalonia? 

Catalunya, or Catalonia, is a nation, home 
to the Catalans. It is currently an auton-
omous community under the Kingdom 
of Spain. Home to 7.5 million people, 
and with a GDP of 204 billion Euros, it is 
comparable in size to European countries 
such as Finland or Denmark.

Over the last few years the Catalan inde-
pendence movement has grown strong, 
not only in the streets where pacific 
pro-independence demonstrations have 
reached two million people for several 
years, but also in the institutions where 
a 62% independentist majority has been 
the driving force of the institutional push 
for independence.

In this article, I will try to set a founda-
tion for understanding the power dy-
namics that started the conflict, so one 
can follow the current discussions, as 
well as giving some inside perspective on 
how the last few weeks have developed. 

Story of two brothers

The principality of Catalonia formed in 
the 11th century at the end of the Gothic 
period as a union of counties. However, it 
really flourished after a marriage with the 

kingdom of Aragon. Catalan language 
and culture spread with territorial expan-
sions. In this period the first institutions 
were also born, most notably the Gener-
alitat de Catalunya (home to the Catalan 
government). 

A marriage lead to the union of Aragon 
and Castile: the court and thus the “high 
culture” moved to Castile. Aragon main-
tained the language, the institutions, 
and the laws, however, which made it a 
de facto independent region under the 
kingdom of Castile .

In the 18th century, a series of revolts 
known as the “reaper’s war” confronted 
the Catalan Principality and Castile. The 
aftermath merged into the war of suc-
cession to Castile’s throne, where both 
ended up supporting opposing dynasties. 
The Castilians and their allies won, im-
posing an absolutist monarchy and after 
ruthless military repression banned the 
use of Catalan, and put an end to centu-
ries of self-governance.

Geopolitical as well as social circum-
stances such as Catalan inheritance laws 
brought speedy industrialization in Cata-
lunya, this was a marked contrast with 
still mostly rural Spain, which had two 
distinct effects.

First off, there was development of an 
industrial bourgeoisie, who recovered 
Catalan literature and culture from cen-
turies of diglossia in a movement called 
“la renaixença ”. This set the stage for the 
eventual political Catalanism.

Secondly, the development of a strong 
working class made Catalonia one of the 
most left-leaning regions, including a 

strong presence of anarcho-syndicalism, 
which decisively marked its role in the 
second Spanish Second Republic and the 
civil war.

The bunker of 78

In 1936 the fascists organised a coup 
d’état leading to the Spanish civil war. Af-
ter nearly three years of war, the Republic 
lost. The revolutionary Catalonia, being 
one of the major centres of resistance, 
suffered from terrible repression. Catalan 
nationalism was especially persecuted, 
and the Catalan president was tragically 
executed. The government fled into exile 

Needless to say, 36 years of fascist dic-
tatorship strengthened the socio-eco-
nomical position of its supporters and 
severely crippled the opposition. This 
made the Spanish democratic transition 

Opinion Column by Pau Barba i Colomer

The road to independence: 
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a messy period. When Franco was on his 
deathbed, he named the Spanish king 
as leader of the State. External pressure 
and the growing opposition made the 
regime crumble, prompting a transition. 
But in the construction of the democracy, 
the left was still weak and disorganised, 
the nationalist right wing was still at its 
strongest. 

Many compromises had to be made: 
There were no “Nuremberg trials”; war 
crimes never went to court, and fascists 
maintained their power positions form-
ing the so-called “bunker of 78”. The 
two first presidents and the founder of 
what nowadays is the governing People’s 
Party, are only a few examples of new 
politicians who also held positions in the 
fascist regime.

The Spanish constitution is, in fact, the 
only European constitution to be written 
in such a turbulent period. Nevertheless, 
Catalan Government was restored with 
the Statute of Autonomy of 1979.

Growth of independentism

These last ten years have been key, seeing 
independentism rise from a counter-he-
gemonic movement, to a driving force in 
politics.  

In 2005, after more than 30 years of 
democracy, the Catalan parliament ap-
proved a much-needed reform of the 
statute of 1979. It recognised Catalunya 
as a nation and it gave more autonomy in 
different fields ranging from language to 
law and finance.  It was passed with 88% 
support in the Catalan Parliament.

Back in 2003 the Spanish government 
had promised to support the reform, 
yet when taken to the Spanish congress, 
the proposal was mocked. It only passed 
after hard negotiations which cut numer-
ous articles. A referendum in Catalonia 
passed the new reform, not without se-
vere disaffection from the supporters.

In 2010, however, the constitutional 
tribunal, which has often been used as 
a repressive organisation for the govern-
ment, deemed the new statute anti-con-
stitutional, negating its validity four 
years after its implementation. A massive 
demonstration resulted under the slogan 
“We are a nation, we decide.”

A similar scenario is repeated after the 
crisis-torn Catalonia attempted negotia-
tion of a fiscal pact in 2012. The outcome 
was the first of what would become an-
nual pro-independence demonstrations. 
This time under the slogan “Catalonia, 
a new state in Europe.” The non-binding 
consultation of 2014 saw overwhelming 
results, as Spain’s immobility triggered 
the final cascade, the election in 2016. 
The mandate under the new president, 
Puigdemont was clear, push for a bind-
ing referendum. After almost a year, in 
September 2017 two laws are passed, one 
detailing the 1st October referendum, 
the other planning disconnection in case 
a yes comes out. 

The referendum

Spain has promised that no referendum 
will happen, yet 10 days before it takes 
place barely anything has been done to 
stop it. A reckless intimidation campaign 
starts with no regard for human rights. 

Threats to take over Catalan police and 
suspend Catalan autonomy are constant. 
Police detain members of the Catalan 
parliament and call 715 mayors to court. 
Police break into several printing presses 
and correspondence is registered without 
orders looking for ballots and votes. In 
Madrid, pro-referendum meetings are 

 “Flags of all sorts 
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banned, violating freedom of speech and 
reunion. 10,000 police officers are docked 
in Barcelona awaiting further orders. 

However, Catalunya responds to these 
taunts not with violence but with spon-
taneous massive acts of pacific resistance, 
giving flowers to the police and chanting 
“we will vote.”

October 1st finally dawns. Word is that 
the police are going to close the voting 
stations. At 5pm hundreds of people 
gathered outside, to prevent them from 
closing them. The ballots are snuck in, 
and the last piece of information is re-
vealed: the census will be online to allow 

for flexibility.

I was volunteering in a voting station. 
The voting started and the air was filled 
with joy and many voters burst into 
tears: “I have been waiting for this all my 
life.” “My brother died fighting the civil 
war, today he would be proud.” In other 
stations people go to vote with Spanish 
flags tied around their waist, they are 
received by applause. People know what 
is at stake, this is no longer a matter of 
independence, it’s a matter of democracy 
and human rights.

The joy does not last, as social networks 
are flooded with images of police vio-
lence: Spanish police smashing down 
doors, breaking into schools and steal-
ing ballots. Young and old were thrown 
down stairs, dragged over the floor, 
beaten down, and shot by rubber bullets. 
Interrogations were carried out in search 
for “proscribed material” (ballots). A to-
tal of 944 people had to be given medical 
care. Their crime? Voting. 

The participation was severely harmed, 
400 schools were closed and ballots were 
confiscated, yet 43% of the votes could be 
counted. The results are clear, with 90% 
of voters saying Yes to independence, 
7.8% against.

The following week flies by as protests fill 
the streets. Most notably a general strike 
is held on Tuesday. Flags of all sorts unite 
condemning Spanish violence against 
civilians. On Saturday a demonstration 
without flags supporting dialogue is held 
in many parts of Spain. The only violence 
occurs on the Sunday demonstration 
held by unionists with the support of 
fascists. The king of Spain gives a speech; 
instead of asking for mediation, he backs 
the Spanish government and calls for 
intervention.

On Tuesday the 10th, Catalan parliament 
meets. Everyone expects the declaration 
of independence, as promised by the 
law of transition. Puigdemont indeed 
announces the Catalan Republic, only to 
immediately suspend it, calling for dia-
logue one last time. 

The turn is now for Rajoy to play: will 
he accept the dialogue? He seems deter-
mined to suspend Catalan autonomy if 
plans for independence are abandoned 
before Monday. This would force a Cata-
lan government to declare independence, 
to maintain control over the country. Fi-
nally putting an end to oppression, to the 
bunker of 78, and returning to Catalunya 
their right to Self Determination. 

 “Puigdemont 
indeed announc-

es the Catalan 
Republic, only to 
immediately sus-

pend it, calling for 
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No one putting a foot in Barcelona 
can get away from Catalan culture. 

No one can skip the “calçots -with their 
sauce, please-”, la “sardana”, the “Castells” 
and the many other things that differen-
tiate Catalonia from the rest of Spain. Yet, 
no one that goes to Galicia could miss 
Galician, or miss a “Queimada”. No one 
going to Andalusia could miss the differ-
ent accent, nor the “feria de Abril”, or the 
“migas de la alpujarra.” Evidently there is 
no such thing as a homogeneous Spanish 
culture. As Pedro Sánchez, the leader of 
the opposition, said just a few weeks ago, 
it is a “nation of nations.” Though this 
might be disputed by many, no one can 
deny that Spain is formed by regions, or 
autonomous communities, as is stated in 
the constitution. These regions have their 
own voice in education and public health, 
some even have their own regional police 
(Mossos or the ertzaintza) and many have 
substantial control over tax revenues. Yet 
these regional powers are not universal 
and vary considerably. Certainly, there 
are a number of regions that match the 
Oxford Dictionary definition of nation-
hood: “A large body of people united 
by common descent, history, culture, or 
language, inhabiting a particular state or 
territory.” No one that knows about the 
Iberian history could rightfully deny this, 
though of course some of them will. 

Understanding the Catalonian referen-
dum without having in mind the history 
of both Spain and Catalonia is impos-
sible. Catalonia started to exist even 
before the concept of Spain existed. The 
Condado de Barcelona (geographically 
most of present day Catalonia) united 
with the Kingdom of Aragon almost 
a thousand years ago, this eventually 
evolved to become the Crown of Aragon, 
which in 1492 united with the Crown of 

Castilla and became (almost) the current 
territory of Spain. During this period, 
Catalonia had kept all its original laws 
and had kept its own language. 

With the War of Spanish Succession and 
the rise of the Bourbons, autonomy came 
to an end. The new King Philip V had 
not received support from all regions 
and one of his first decisions was to 
remove all regional laws and to impose 
Castilian in every region that hadn’t 
supported him (among them, Catalonia). 
Three hundred years later we arrive to 
the twentieth century, when the Second 
Republic allowed Catalonia to recover 
some of its historical laws and created 
the “Estatut d’Autonomia de Catalunya”, 
the fundamental law of the region. But 
then, once more, authoritarianism struck 
and Franco removed every single auton-
omous law of all the regions, imposing a 
centralised government as well as Span-
ish as the only language. Catalan and all 
others regional languages became illegal 
and were repressed under the Franco 
regime.

Nowadays, the current Spanish Constitu-
tion is conscious about this dichotomy, as 
shown by its article 2 “[Spain] recognises 
and ensures the right to autonomy of 
all nationalities and regions integrated 
within it [the Spanish Nation] and the 
solidarity between them.” The Consti-
tutional Court declared the referendum 
illegal based on the same article, which 
states “The [Spanish] constitution is 
founded on the unbreakable unity of the 
Spanish Nation, common motherland 
and indivisibility of all the Spaniards.” 
Therefore, we arrive to the famous dichot-
omy of Spain, where it is recognised that 
Spain is not Spain without the different 
cultures/regions that constitute it, but 
not capable of conceiving that one region 
could leave. We have then a democracy 
inside a democracy that is not allowed to 
speak out. 

This dichotomy and this struggle of 
democracies is ultimately expressed in 
both Catalonia’s President, Carles Puig-
demont and Spain’s President, Mariano 
Rajoy, each one of them “representing” 
and “defending” their own democratic 
rights. Neither of them seem to have 
thought of the long-term consequences 
of their actions, having created one (or 
two) extremely divided country(ies), 
and no opportunity for dialogue and 
understanding.

 Mariano Rajoy has shown through his 
years in both government and opposition 
how little he cares about or understands 
any regional independence, never show-
ing any willingness for dialogue. His 
reaction has been to completely ignore 
any possibility of agreement or change 
of the constitution. Many agree that all 
this started in 2006 with the reform of 
the Estatut, which declared Catalan as 
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Catalonia’s first language, provided the 
region with its own judicial power and 
extended its fiscal control. This reform 
was approved in 2006 by the Congress 
and was revoked partially in 2010 by the 
Constitutional Court. The following year, 
2011, Catalonia Regional saw one of the 
first big demonstrations of Catalonian 
discontent with Spain and the desire for 
independence. 2011 was also the year 
that Rajoy came into power, the rift had 
just widened.

The following year the then Catalonian 
president, Artur Mas, called for early 

elections in order to ensure a vast major-
ity in favour of independence/Catalan 
sovereignty. CiU lost twelve MPs and had 
their majority weakened, they were forced 
into a pact with the left-wing nationalist 
ERC. Mas then had to keep one of his 
promises and called for a participative 
process in 2014, the 9-N to question the 
population about Catalonia’s future. 

He then held “plebiscitary” elections in 
2015, this time CiU had separated into 
two parties and Artur Mas had joined 
ERC to form JuntsPelSi (JxSi). The two 
main nationalist parties had formed 
a movement to lead Catalonia into 
independence. Their aim was to get a 
nationalist majority that allowed them 
to declare independence. Independence 
parties (JxSi + CUP) got an absolute 
majority, however, they didn’t win the 
popular vote. Two years later, in 2017, the 
Referendum was called and Catalonia 
was declared independent (or not).

Negotiations now seem impossible, no 
one is willing to talk, Many say Catalo-
nia’s government has been ignoring the 
silent majority of people that doesn’t seek 
independence and would rather stay in 
Spain. Many other say that Spain is an 
oppressive country that doesn’t deserve 
Catalonia, who should be free to choose. 
Reality is far more complex. 

Not everyone in Catalonia wants inde-
pendence (demonstrations and elections 
tell us that), however the Spanish gov-
ernment has been deaf to any dialogue 
with Catalonia. Sending riot police to 

close polling stations is counterproduc-
tive. And so is triggering the Article 155, 
which suspends the autonomy of Catal-
onia and imposes the rule of Madrid. It 
also runs contrary to Spain’s foundational 
idea of autonomous regions. The Spanish 
constitution might be old and may need 
renovation. Yet, we cannot ignore the fact 
that during the 40 years of democracy in 
Spain, Catalans and Catalonia have gone 
from strength to strength. It is one of the 
wealthiest and most populated regions 
in Spain, one of the main Spanish tourist 
spots, and is bubbling with culture and 
innovation. Spanish democracy, despite 
its flaws, has been able to hold together 
a country that was formed just because 
of a marriage, not deep connections or 
cultural heritage. The Spanish transition 
is still an example today, 40 years later, of 
how a country can switch from authori-
tarianism to democracy.  
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We are currently experiencing global warming, many 
studies in science and economics have shown its direct 

and indirect effects. Carbon dioxide concentration is close to 
the point of no return, sea levels are rising every year, as are 
rates of drought and fire, species are disappearing… In a 
nutshell, we are doomed. At least, that is what the pessi-
mist believes and what the sceptic denies. And between 
them you can find the optimist. The one who really 
thinks there is hope and who believes that beyond all 
the doom and gloom there could be a solution. He 
trusts in science and evolution. In any apocalyptic 
scenario, hope will come from above the sky.

Indeed, nowadays more than 1400 objects orbiting 
our blue planet ensure navigation, communication, 
and Earth monitoring. No less than 26 of the 50 
Earth health indicators are obtained by satellite 
observation; phone communication, television, and 
radio broadcasting are ensured 100% by satellite con-
stellations. And in the near future, very high speed and 
almost full coverage internet will be held by those float-
ing machines. By observing our planet, it is possible to take 
actions on the ground. Earth observation satellites are used 
daily to forecast weather, allowing for catastrophe prevention, 
resource management, civil protection, and agricultural sup-
port. With perpetual observation, it is possible to gather data to 
evaluate the progress of climate change, population movement, 
and conflict. 

A good example is the Copernicus constellation. Described as 
the European eye in space, it is composed of 5 Sentinels, with 
the first Sentinel 1A launched in 2014. By 2030 it is expected to 
reach 20 assets. Their purpose is to provide near real time free 
data of the state and health of the Earth to anyone who is able to 
exploit them. Helped by in situ actions, the Copernicus program 
helped reduce by 70% the cost of precision farming in Austria, 

increase by 50% benefits from solar energy generation, increase 
by 16 to 23M€ per year benefits of the wood industry in Sweden 
and much more. The total benefits from Copernicus uptake is 
estimated at 3.1B€ for end users in 2015 (figures based on sen-
tinel 1A data only). There are currently more than 370 satellites 
that monitor Earth and if we consider 3.1B€ revenue per year 
per asset, we can see how important the market is and how we 
and the environment could benefit from it in the long run. 

Paradoxically, the tool that helps us manage pollution is threat-
ened by pollution. 

Sixty years of human activity in space have already lead to a 
non-negligible amount of pollution. Space debris are by defini-
tion non-operational man-made objects that remain in space, 
orbiting Earth in an uncontrolled manner. Active satellites 
represent only 6% of the catalogued objects in space. The threat 
they generate to active assets (satellites and the space station) has 
pushed researchers, engineers and authorities to take actions in 
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order to solve a very complex problem. The complexity of space 
pollution arises due to the environment in which it is produced, 
the orbit, and the chaotic behavior of the objects (high speed 
and uncontrolled spin). Like plastic pollution in the ocean, 
space junk varies in nature, size, and location. Small objects 
can be a millimeter wide. However, big objects like satellites or 
rocket stages can reach several meters wide and weigh a few 
tons. Of course there are also different threats associ-
ated with different types of debris. Larger debris 
(above 10 cm diameter) are monitored from the 
ground and space by radar analysis. They are the 
deadliest, in that they would blow up any other 
asset if they were to collide with each other. Jake Bacon, a 
NASA veteran said that a collision with a 10 cm diameter 
sphere in orbit is equivalent to 7 kg of TNT blowing up. This is 
due to the extreme velocity at which objects are traveling. To 
ensure objects do not fall back to Earth, it is necessary to give 
them enough speed to counterbalance the gravitational force 
of Earth. Hence, if you want the International Space Station to 
NOT fall, you must make sure that it travels at approximately 
28,000 km per hour. Any collision with sufficiently big objects 
results in a lethal consequence for both objects. But even if this 
seems alarming, the advantage we have on these bullets is that 
we can see them and order our active satellites to realize collision 
avoidance maneuver. Endangered satellites can be temporarily 
placed in a different altitude to avoid the collision and return 
back when it is safer. Approximately 29,000 objects are tracked 
daily by radar.

Other debris are between 1 and 10 cm and nothing allows 
scientists to see them yet. Slightly smaller than the other cate-
gory, they still have a destructive power and they outnumber 
the upper range by far, their population is estimated at 750,000 
units. Most recent satellites can withstand their impact thanks 
to a strong shielding on the main body, but the solar arrays that 
provide their energy are defenseless. And for satellites without 
shields? May the force be with them. 

For objects that have no collision avoidance maneuver (dead 
objects), we cannot do anything for them and a collision would 
result in the creation of several smaller objects,  known as a 
debris cloud. This is very worrying because frequent collision 

events would lead to a fast depletion of the orbit and a restricted 
use. In a 1978 publication, Donald J. Kessler stated that there 
could be a threshold in junk density such that any collision 
would result in a cascade of events so that space exploitation 
would become too risky. So far, no less than 290 collisions and 
explosions have led to the current state of the orbit. The most 
remarkable uncontrolled event is the Iridium Cosmos collision 
in 2009 when two satellites collided at 780 km altitude resulting 
in approximately 1,500 new objects of 10 or more cm. Ten of 
these events are responsible for one fifth of the actual debris 
population and according to scientists, much more are expected 
to happens in the following century if nothing is done.

Public powers have felt the urgent need to tackle  first at the 
source, submitting regulatory recommendations to manufac-
turers and second by investing in research programs aim at 
the development of technologies able to remove space debris. 
Regulation enforce satellite owners to remove their own satellite 
after its operational life. , at the end of life, satellites are placed in 
decaying orbits where they should decay entirely in 25 years or 
in graveyard orbits, where they can remain ad vitam aeternam 
without threatening any other assets. Active debris removal is 
an ongoing project and the European Space Agency is planning 
to launch its first e.Deorbit (Clean Space Blog for more informa-
tion) mission demonstration by 2023. Hopefully the success will 
encourage other agencies and private companies to do the same 
for the sake space exploitation.  

 “A collision with a 10 cm diame-
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This is not an extract of a political manifesto written by an 
overly ambitious politician, but by someone almost as pow-

erful as the US President, none other than Facebook CEO Mark 
Zuckerberg in his company’s manifesto.

The services provided by the Silicon Valley giants—now called 
GAFA (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon)—are so diverse 
that our lifestyle is very dependent on them. The 21st century 
robber barons deemed silicon sultans by The Economist have, 
like their predecessors, escaped competition in their respective 
markets and reaped unimaginable amounts of money out of 
their monopoly positions. But the great resemblance does not 
end there, as their financial clout allows them to have grand 
dreams about themselves and society. 

So it is difficult to envision how their sway on society could 
increase. Well this might happen, as the US federal government 
is as busy as ever trying to find budgets to cut in order to not have 
to increase the budget ceiling every two years, while European 
countries are juggling with debt. The times of the all-powerful 
state who is the only one to be able to have grand dreams is over. 

The times of corporate utopia.

The last Apple keynote presenting the new iPhone was made 
in the shiny new Apple park in Cupertino, the cost of which is 
estimated to be in the neighbourhood of 5 billion dollars, and 
Google is planning a massive extension of their Mountain View 
headquarters. These campuses actually provide a snapshot of 
the much larger ambitions of Google and the like. Everything is 
provided to the employees short of accommodation, from day 
care, to fitness equipment and private shuttle services 
that are closer to the mis-
sion of a town council. 
In the opening line 
of their original 
2004 founders 
letter, Sergei Brin 
and Larry Page 
said “Google is 
not a conventional 

company. We do not intend to become one.” This is key to 
understanding the impact these companies want to have on the 
world and society as a whole. 

A good illustration of the global reach of these companies 
is Alphabet, which is the new face of Google in this quest for 
diversification where the latter is just one subsidiary. This new 
structure, through its collection of companies, is tackling issues 
spanning education, urban infrastructure, autonomous vehi-
cles, and even increasing human lifespans through its Calico 
company. Yet it is still very much in line with the original idea 
that they would make “smaller bets in areas that might seem 
very speculative or even strange when compared to our current 
businesses.” 

Committed not to stick to their traditional business lines, these 
companies are now dreaming about projects that even states 
had given up on. Facebook is planning on bringing internet 
access to 4 billion people in Africa, South America, and Asia 

through a solar powered global fleet of 
drones. Here too 
the competition of 
Alphabet is pres-
ent, through X, its 
R&D subsidiary, 
which intends to 
provide internet 

through a network 
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of helium balloons around the world.

This transition between states and companies is best illustrated 
by the fact that Google will be the one providing internet access 
to hurricane-destroyed Puerto Rico, making up for the short-
comings of the federal government. These companies are more 
flexible and less financially constrained than state institutions to 
start speculative projects and implement them.

While most of the states have to deal with a very limited latitude 
to make a difference, great projects are now carried out by Goo-
gle, Facebook and the like. Rarely before in history companies 
had such a will to have an impact on society but it really brings 
up questions about the ethical consequences of such a large 
influence. 

Brave new world politics

Last October the Senate announced that it would conduct 
hearings of top executives of Silicon Valley star companies such 
as Facebook, Google, and Twitter, among others. The reason 
behind this unusual occurrence? The influence of these compa-
nies on the 2016 presidential election and the mechanics behind 
the Russian misinformation campaigns brought to the American 
voter through Twitter and ad space on Facebook. Some thought 
of politics as the last domain that seemed to not be influenced 
too much by this groundswell, but the last American election 
proved once again that no part of society is immune from influ-
ence by these giants.

Google, Twitter and Facebook are now the main source of news 
for most of the people. Millennials are now mostly finding their 
information through social networks, which are prone to viral 
content, and whose link to reality is tenuous at best. And even 
traditional media outlets are now increasingly relying on their 

social media presence to bring the reader to their site. Google 
News screens for you the content you should read. Amazon, 
although not able to directly influence the information networks 
through its products, is still in the race; its CEO, Jeff Bezos is the 
main shareholder of the Washington Post national newspaper. 
With such a large impact on public stage and information chan-
nels, one should ask if this is endangering democracy.

These companies are also taking a more proactive role in 
politics, Alphabet recently entered the very select club of top 
spenders on public relations campaigns and lobbying in the US, 
edging in front of the traditional big spenders Dow Chemicals, 
Exxon Mobile, and Comcast for the first time. And Europe is 
no exception to the rule, where Lobbyfacts deems Google as the 
most active lobbyist.

At every election, Facebook reminds its users to go cast their 
vote and anyone can tell their friends with the ‘I voted’ button 
that they have performed their civic duty. In a 2010 experiment 
it was proven that people who saw the message were more likely 
to vote. This encourages more of us to vote, making the social 
network a promoter of the democratic process. But as Jonathan 
Zittrain pointed out with respect to the 2010 election experi-
ment, there is nothing to stop Facebook deliberately prompting 
only certain voters and thereby skewing the result.

This might sound like a distant threat but the conflict of interest 
might happen sooner than we think, the word on the hill was 
that the next presidential election might well see Donald Trump 
facing Mark Zuckerberg. Although a very low profile operation, 
a few media outlets, including the very well informed Politico, 
have noticed that he and his wife Pricilla Chan started to set up 
a team of counsellors for their joint philanthropic project, the 
Chan Zuckerberg Initiative. Among them are Joel Benenson, a 
Democratic pollster, adviser to former President Barack Obama, 
and chief strategist of Hillary Clinton’s 2016 presidential cam-
paign, and David Plouffe, Obama’s 2008 campaign manager. 
Although he denied any such intent, the constitution of such 
an all-star team would sound like a waste for a charity project.

In his annual new year’s resolution post, Zuckerberg announced 
his decision to go on a “listening tour” through all the US states 
to listen to what people had to say, meet the local officials. The 
tour will start in Iowa, the first state to caucus in the primaries, 
and continue through the Detroit area in the rustbelt and Ohio, 
all of the key swing states that were turning points in Hillary 
Clinton losing the 2016 campaign. This “listening tour” sounds 
very much like what a candidate would do. 

Would such a scenario come true, the ethical considerations 
about the viability of democracy raised here would become trag-
ically true. As these tech giants bring us unprecedented tools for 
building a better society, we have a responsibility to think more 
carefully about how to ensure they “don’t be evil.” 
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In September 2017, many British newspapers wrote about 
author Deborah Moggach’s declaration. “Solitude really is the 

last taboo” describes the main phenomenon at the source of fre-
quent moves from the UK to India among retired people. Like 
its neighbour, France also faces issues with solitude, which has 
been concerning several risk groups for many years. But how is 
this scourge manifested in today’s society, as we are supposed to 
be more and more “connected”?

As scientists recently theorised the effects of loneliness on our 
health and our way of thinking, this article tends to be a source 
of information, or at least a short reminder, about the causes and 
consequences of solitude, but also about our responsibilities as 
citizens.

Jean Jacques Rousseau in Du Contrat Social theorises that living 
outside the social contract would lead to tyranny and vanity. 
Outside the moral aspect, social neurosciences have recently 
theorised the social aspect of the human being. This discipline 
was instituted by John Cacioppo and Garney Bertnson during 
the “decade of the brain,” when it was claimed that “the brain 
does not exist in isolation, but rather is a fundamental compo-
nent of developing and aging individuals who themselves are 
mere actors in the larger theatre of life.” In fact, human survival 
depends on social interactions. Humans developed neuronal 
and hormonal mechanisms that support structures like towns, 
cities, societies, and civilizations. Social interactions help organ-
isms to survive, reproduce, and teach one’s descendants how to 
do the same.

Social connections are therefore opposed to solitude. John 

Cacioppo describes two types of solitude: the objective solitude 
is the lack of contact with people, while the subjective solitude is 
a complex and usually unpleasant response to isolation. Accord-
ing to John Cacioppo and Patrick William (Loneliness: human 
nature and the need for social connections, 2008), solitude is 
a motivation to seek connections, and thus to survive. Can we 
then say that society is the best remedy against solitude?

Well, it is not that easy. John Cacioppo and Patrick Wiliam are in 
fact talking about the subjective solitude, commonly translated 
by Loneliness. But John Cacioppo observed in numerous exper-
iments on solitude and loneliness that those two are not highly 
correlated. Therefore, one can be objectively alone and not feel 
lonely, while others can live in society, interact with others, but 
still feel lonely.

We now understand in scientific terms—if not concretely—what 
solitude and loneliness are. But the question remains, what 
effects do solitude and loneliness have on our behaviour and our 
society?

To understand this, Roy Bausmeister, an American social psy-
chologist, and his collaborators conducted experiments in the 
early 2000s to provoke the fear of being alone in the future. In 
one of those studies, students had to complete two question-
naires. Some of the subjects were told that they were lucky, as 
their personality type matched with long social connections, 
like good marriage and good friendships. They would always 
attract people who would care about their welfare. The second 
group was informed that they would probably have a solitary 
future. The third one—the reference group—received a neutral 
prediction, with no relation to social connections. For ethical 
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reasons, people were told about the emotional manipulation 
they had been exposed to at the end of the experiment.

Once the predictions were made, students had to pass different 
cognitive tests. Concerning memory tests, no noticeable differ-
ences were observed between those three groups. However, con-
cerning reflexion tests, performances were negatively affected by 
fear of solitude. That paradigm has been used by Baumeister and 
his team to measure how the fear of solitude impacts self-control 
and cognitive performances.

This confirmed what Professor Naomi Einsenberger and her 
collaborators found in 2003. By conducting an experiment using 
MRI scan, they showed that the feeling of social exclusion, which 
was artificially simulated during the experiment, activated the 
same brain areas as an individual who is feeling physical pain.

So, based on those paradigms, Baumeister and his other collab-
orators, and specialists in social and cognitive psychology found 
evidence that the feeling of loneliness lead people to behave in 
a way they knew to be harmful for them in the long run (eating 
too much, drinking, being aggressive…) For cognitive tasks—
like academic performances—lonely people get the same score 
as others. But when it comes to identical tasks engaging social 
relations, their scores were lower. Authors explain this phenom-
enon by anxiety, which is stronger among lonely people in social 
situations.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, there were many studies 
attributed to society. In France, the label of Great National 
Cause was attributed to the fight against solitude in 2001. But 
more than ten years later, “risk groups” like old or unemployed 
people seem to still have an issue with solitude.

In 2013, La Fondation de France published a survey, showing 
that about 5 million French people felt lonely. The main reported 
reasons are precarious living conditions, objective isolation from 
social and cultural activities—especially in small towns in the 
countryside—and health and life accidents. Most affected are 
elderly people, who have less and less contact with their family 
due to far distances and a decreasing ability to move. As a result, 
they face an increasing risk of triggering or worsening diseases 
like Alzheimer’s or dependence. Unemployed people can also 

suffer from precarity, which sometimes compels them to cut off 
basic needs. The 2016 report did not show much improvement.

Solitude does not only affect lonely people. Researchers from the 
London School of Economics, alongside the British Campaign 
to End Loneliness, showed that, for a decade of an older per-
son’s life, the extra economic cost of loneliness is evaluated to 
be about £6000, while prevention would save £3 for £1 invested.

As we become more and more “connected” by social media, and 
as we get information faster, we sometimes forget people who 
do not belong to the movement. Intergenerational differences, 
among other factors, can isolate a generation from the new 
“connected” one. It can also isolate young people who would not 
have a standard or a good experience with their peers. 

“Come on, it’s the 21st century!” This automatic formula 
sometimes tends to disregard the importance of solidarity, 
particularly among young people. During my civic services, 
when interviewing associations working for solidarity, I was 
concerned by the lack of young people getting involved in local 
groups and associations. Even though France, according to the 
2014 European Social Survey, is not as badly ranked regarding 
solitude as other countries like Portugal, it can do better. The 
French minister of education, Jean-Michel Blanquier, said he 
wanted France to be a country of lecturers. Let France also be 
a country of citizens wishing to act in solidarity! Technological 
and social progress are amazing, but they should not make us 
individualist individuals. As Bill Clinton once said, “we all do 
better when we work together. Our differences do matter, but 
our common humanity matters more”. 

 “The reason why the world 
lacks unity, and lies broken and 
in heaps, is because man is dis-
united with himself.” - Ralph 

Waldo Emerson
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Whereas the international media 
considered the German election 

boring and prearranged, the outcome in 
fact contained dramatic results. At first 
sight, nothing much changed: Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel will stay in office 
and appears to be a constant in German 
politics. The person Merkel seems to 
matter whereas the other parties appear 
to be negligible variables and the distri-
bution of seats in parliament a sideshow. 
Building a new government will prove a 
challenge however, with a far-right party 
in the parliament for the first time since 
1949 holding nearly 12.5% of all seats. 

Merkel’s Christ-Democratic Party 
(CDU), its Bavarian sister party the 
Christian Social Union (CSU), the liberal 
Free Democratic Party (FDP) and the 
Greens will likely form a government. 
The Social-Democratic Party (SPD), 
meanwhile, will go into opposition after 
yielding the party’s worst result since 
1949. The CDU–despite remaining 
the strongest party– and other 
established parties in Germany 
suffered a similar disease: they 
all lost votes to other parties. 
The populist right-wing AfD 
ultimately benefited most from the 
voter migration.  

The AfD rose to power 
by addressing people’s 
fears during the refu-
gee crisis. Since then 
the party has made 
waves by holding 
extreme positions 
on migration 
while neglecting 
other policy fields. A 
not-inconsiderable share 

of the population felt that other parties 
ignored their worries and did not take 
voters’ interests sufficiently into account. 
One of the main reasons behind sup-
port for the AfD from swing voters and 
non-voters was to provoke and punish 
the “establishment”. The populists’ leit-
motiv was the mismanagement of the 
refugee crisis, which attracted voters. 
However, the reasons why the established 
parties lost voters were unique and man-
ifold for each. 

Many CDU voters were disappointed by 
their party’s deviation from classic con-
servative beliefs. With the introduction of 
minimum wage, the opening of borders 
during the refugee crisis, and the legalisa-
tion of gay marriage–“the last bastion of 
conservative values”–voters turned their 
backs on the party. Although well-aware 
of these problems, CDU efforts sought 
instead to address another problem: poor 
performance in urban areas. In response 

to rising inequality and exploding 
housing prices, cities vote in favour 

of Socialist parties.

Another issue the CDU faced was 
an ongoing fight with its Bavarian 

sister-party, the CSU, which took 
a conservative position in 

the refugee crisis. This 
conflict signalled insta-

bility to voters. Despite 
their more restrictive 
take on immigration, 
however, the CSU 
still lost votes to the 

AfD. 

The SPD seemed to 
be riding on a wave 

of success when they 

introduced Martin Schulz as a candidate. 
A noticeable amount of young people 
joined the party, an apparent reversal of 
the trend of a dying party. However, clas-
sic Social-Democratic voters were dis-
appointed by the unique focus on social 
justice during the election campaign and 
Schulz’s tame behaviour towards Merkel 
during the election debate. 

The Green Party alienated their base 
through a persistent disharmony. Tra-
ditionally, the party is split ideologically 
into a realist wing and a radical wing. The 
refugee crisis and the prospect of a poten-
tial coalition with the Christ-Democrats 
have caused severe conflicts within the 
party. Even though the Greens did not 
lose a significant share in the election, the 
voters whom they lost mostly switched to 
the extreme left and the liberals, which 
represent valid alternatives to each wing.

 by Jacqueline Seufert

 “The populist right-
wing AfD ultimate-
ly benefited most 
from the voter mi-

gration”

Merkel Ceteris Paribus?

 “The Left failed to 
address people’s 
fears of refugees 
as an economic 

threat”
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The Left, the socialist party traditionally 
strong in the economically weak regions 
of Eastern Germany, suffered signifi-
cantly despite keeping their result from 
last period constant. The party failed 
to address people’s fears of refugees as 
an economic threat. A common belief 
among economically weak voters is that 
immigrants would replace Germans on 
the labour market and would exploit of 
the tax-funded social system.

An exception to the described pattern is 
the liberal FDP. Although the Liberals 
lost voters to the AfD as well, they man-
aged to get themselves out of their recent 
crisis. Through a complete makeover and 
an exhaustive personality cult of the core 
candidate Christian Lindner, FDP man-
aged to enter the parliament after having 
failed to reach the 5%-threshold in the 
2013 election. Their strong focus on 
digitalisation gained the votes from the 
younger generation, wealthy social-lib-
erals, and the free-market conservative 
wing of the CDU. 

Even though the re-election of Merkel 
signifies stability, this election revealed 
a significant change in the political land-
scape. Germany might be a late adopter 
of populism, but this does not downplay 
the threat to society. On the other hand, 
this result serves as a wakeup-call to the 
established parties as voters democrat-
ically legitimised the AfD. The outcome 
should be an incentive for the established 
parties to listen closer to their voters’ 
needs and present a more attractive pro-
file. Yet, the other parties should accept 
AfD’s status as a democratic party to 
enable productive collaboration or con-
frontation. In conclusion, the outcome 
of the equation which describes the Ger-
man government might seem the same, 
but there has been a change of variables. 
The chancellor remains the same, but the 
new government will be a vector of four 
variables which will make the equation 
harder to solve. Merkel ceteris paribus 
does not hold anymore. 

 “Germany might 
be a late adopt-
er of populism, 

but this does not 
downplay the 

threat to society”

 Voter migration to AfD

 Gain/Loss of parties (election 2017 vs. 2013)

 Distribution of seats in the Parliament 2017
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Alejandro Jodorowsky

 par Mehdi Berrada

un polymathe

Il serait sans doute plus facile de dénombrer les domaines 
qu’Alejandro Jodorowsky n’a pas sillonné tant ce dernier est 

polyvalent.  A la fois acteur, réalisateur, auteur de bande dessiné, 
mime, romancier et essayiste… La souplesse d’esprit de ce fran-
co-chilien de 88 ans se reflète dans son œuvre généreuse. Peu 
connu du grand public, il est tout de même applaudi par des ar-
tistes d’envergure tels que John Lennon, David Lynch ou encore 
Orson Wells, notamment grâce aux succès de ses films El Topo et 
la Montagne sacrée, désormais cultes.

Nous nous intéresserons en particulier à ce film : La Danza 
de la realidad (“la danse de la réalité”). Sortie en 2013, cette 
œuvre d’art redonne à l’artiste ses lettres de noblesse, lui qui 
n’a rien perdu de sa superbe après 23 longues années d’ab-
sence. Jodo a dû se démener pour récolter le dernier peso 
auprès de ses fans afin que ce film voie le jour. Pas moins 
de 900 producteurs ont participé au projet, autant être tout 
de suite prévenu, Jodorowsky ne fait pas dans l’industriel. 
 

Une œuvre explosive.

Rien de mieux que de commencer une œuvre irrationnelle que 
dans un cirque. Nous sommes à Tocopilla, au Chili, ville natale 
de Jodo. La Danza de la realidad, l’œuvre autobiographique qui 
est censée « guérir l’âme de l’auteur », relate la vie du petit Alejan-
drito. Doté d’une chevelure longue et dorée, il est d’une humeur 
sensible, d’un esprit doux et curieux et a le malheur d’être pas-
sionné par la poésie. C’est une des raisons pour lesquelles son 
père (joué par son fils, Brontis Jodorowsky) lui menait la vie 
rude, considérant la poésie inutile et propre aux « fiottes ». 

L’auteur dépeint la figure d’un père athée et staliniste, brusque 
et renfrogné en grossissant parfois le trait à l’image de sa manie 
d’uriner (littéralement) sur les informations communiquées par 
les chaînes radio. Cependant, il se réconfortait dans les bras de sa 
mère qui, naturellement, chantait ses paroles. 

C’est là où repose cette danse de la réalité, l’auteur propose une 
réalité décalée, vue sous un angle faussement naïf d’un enfant, et 
ce en réalisant le rêve de sa mère qui voulait tant faire entendre sa 
voix dans un opéra en lui donnant une voie cantatrice ou encore 
en réconciliant son père avec lui-même via un voyage salvateur. 

Ainsi, mêlant le fantastique au drame, le narrateur tente-t-il de 
travestir et d’affubler ses souvenirs douloureux par une couche 
de féerie aux couleurs acidulées et explosives, là où il est com-
mun d’invoquer des airs sombres et mélancoliques

Un bordel esthétique, tout un art.

S’apparentant au mouvement sud-américain realismo magico, 
tout ce qu’il met en scène doit être déchaîné, magique et sans 
limite. Il le dit lui-même « si on se conçoit comme un corps alors 
on est limité, mais si on se perçoit comme un esprit alors nos 
capacités sont infinies ». 

Il se distingue par cette capacité à faire jaillir des choses les plus 
grinçantes, les plus abjectes et les plus folles, une esthétique 
insoupçonnée comme l’apparition de personnages imaginaires 
détraqués et loufoques. Et pourtant, il l’assure, c’est garanti sans 
acide.

La symbolique prend également une place centrale dans l’œuvre 
du réalisateur chilien, où l’influence fellinienne transparaît tout 
le long. Chaque objet inséré dans le film mérite qu’on s’y attarde, à 
l’instar de cet âne sur lequel se déchaîne la foule, faisant référence 
au bouc-émissaire dans les rites de purification, ou de cette scène 
où sa mère se coupe les cheveux, signe de force et de séduction, 
au moment où son mari prend le large. 

Par ailleurs, la musique qui rythme cette danza est entièrement 
composée par son fils, Adan. Elle apporte, contrairement à l’am-
biance dynamique et gaie, un aspect plus morne et relâché.

On a d’abord cru à une œuvre testament, jusqu’à ce que le second 
volet de son autobiographie, poesia sin fin, n’éteigne la rumeur. 
C’est un exercice plus que périlleux que de résumer l’œuvre de ce 
psycho-magicien, mais en tout cas on a affaire à un auteur qui 
exerce un art qui dérange, surprend et ose tout en apportant par 
ses réalisations spectaculaires, malgré son âge, une fraîcheur rare 
et salutaire au cinéma. 

Cet article est le premier d’une série concernant le cinéma, les 
prochains seront disponibles exclusivement sur notre site.

Alejandro Jodorowsky
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Franc CFA

par Vincent Larrieu

dernier reliquat du colonialisme français

Le 19 août 2017 à Dakar, le polémiste Kémi Séba brûle un billet 
de 5000 francs CFA lors d’un rassemblement pour dénonc-

er cette monnaie, symbole de la « Françafrique ». Ce geste fait 
alors ressurgir un débat aussi ancien que controversé, celui du 
franc CFA. Le geste symbolique crée la polémique et entraine 
de nombreuses manifestations durant le mois de septembre dans 
toute l’Afrique de l’ouest. Suite à ce geste, Kémi Séba est expulsé 
le 6 septembre 2017, par le Sénégal, vers la France accusé d’être « 
une menace grave pour l’ordre public » selon un document rendu 
public par le ministère de l’intérieur et de la sécurité publique 
sénégalais. Entre les bienfaits d’une monnaie commune dans une 
région en développement et les conditions dans lesquelles elle 
est utilisée, cette monnaie suscite le débat et pose la question de 
l’avenir des pays qui l’utilisent.

Pour comprendre pourquoi le franc CFA est tant décrié, il faut 
retracer son histoire. La France crée en 1939 la « zone franc » qui 
instaure un strict contrôle des changes dans ses colonies pour 
garantir un accès à ses matières premières malgré la guerre. C’est 
en 1945 que le franc des « Colonies Française d’Afrique » est créé, 
surnommé alors franc CFA. En 1958, après la décolonisation, il 
est renommé « Franc de la Communauté Financière d’Afrique » 
pour les pays d’Afrique de l’ouest et « Franc de la Coopération 
en Afrique centrale ». Les monnaies forment ce qu’on appelle 
la « zone franc ». La zone franc est régie par quatre principes 
qui déterminent son fonctionnement. La convertibilité du franc 
CFA est garantie de façon illimitée et dans n’importe quelle autre 
monnaie par le Trésor Public français. Le franc CFA est indexé 
sur le cours de l’Euro, 1 Euro équivaut à 655,957 Franc depuis 
1999. Cette monnaie peut également s’échanger librement dans 
la zone Franc. Enfin, chaque pays est obligé de détenir 50% de ses 
réserves en franc CFA sur un compte du Trésor Public en France.

Une monnaie unique partagée par plusieurs Etats est censée fa-
voriser les échanges économiques et la croissance. Pourquoi cet 
objectif n’a-t-il pas été atteint avec le franc CFA pourtant présenté 
comme un instrument de solidarité et de développement ? 

Les aides françaises pour le développement se concentrent à 
hauteur de 72% en Afrique dont une grande majorité en Afrique 
subsaharienne. La zone Franc est qualifiée d’aide au développe-
ment et comme coopération financière par le ministère de l’écon-
omie et des finances. Ces aides se concentrent par exemple sur 
l’éducation, la santé, la réduction de la pauvreté et l’accès aux ser-
vices bancaires comme un compte courant ou aux micro-crédits. 
De nombreuses campagnes de développement sont menées en 
Afrique mais peu de personnes en France s’interrogent sur les 
raisons du manque de développement. Et si la monnaie était l’une 
de ces causes qui fait que de nombreux pays de la zone Franc sont 
classés parmi les plus pauvres du monde ? 

Pour répondre à cette question, il faut analyser les principes qui 
régissent cette monnaie et expliquer leurs conséquences. 

Pour assurer la parité fixe du franc CFA sur l’euro, les banques 
centrales sont obligées de contrôler l’inflation qui est freinée à 
2% pour l’Afrique de l’ouest et 3% pour l’Afrique centrale. Inévi-
tablement, le contrôle de l’inflation limite les crédits accordés aux 
entreprises. L’investissement est freiné par l’objectif du contrôle 
de l’inflation et les potentiels de développement en sont amoin-
dris. La double peine vient quand cette parité fixe avec l’euro fait 
de cette monnaie une monnaie trop forte pour ces pays. Le franc 
CFA devrait favoriser les échanges entre pays de la zone franc 
mais ceux-ci restent majoritairement tournés vers l’Europe. Par 
exemple, selon le ministère de l’économie et des finances français, 

Kako Nubupko

“Le geste
symbolique crée la polémique 
et entraine de nombreuses 
manifestations durant le mois-

de septembre dans toute 
l’Afrique de l’ouest” 
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les importations de la Côte d’ivoire en 2015 proviennent d’Eu-
rope à hauteur de 26%, après le Nigéria à hauteur de 16%, vien-
nent ensuite la Chine et les Etats-Unis à hauteur de 13% et 5 % 
respectivement mais aucun pays de la zone franc ne figure dans 
les dix premiers pays partenaires de la Côte d’Ivoire. Le cours 
trop élevé du franc CFA pour ces pays crée un déficit de com-
pétitivité qui favorise les importations venant de l’extérieur de la 
zone Franc. 

Le cours élevé de la monnaie est également un problème pour la 
population. Kako Nubupko, économiste togolais et ancien min-
istre togolais, dans son livre «Sortie de la servitude monétaire 
: A qui profite le franc CFA ? » présente le franc CFA comme 
un « objet institutionnel non identifié » pour la population to-
golaise. Son cours élevé rend la monnaie inutilisable par certains 
habitants et ne sert pas l’économie locale. Certaines régions 
sont des économies sans monnaies avec une absence d’accès à 
des prestations bancaires comme l’accès au crédit et même à un 
compte courant. En réalité, le cours du franc CFA est favorable 
au entreprises étrangères qui investissent dans la zone franc. Les 
garanties de stabilité et de libre convertibilité enlèvent les risques 
d’une monnaie volatile. 

D’autre part, l’obligation pour les pays de la zone franc de déte-
nir 50% des réserves du franc CFA sur un compte d’opération 
au Trésor public français constitue une amputation importante 
de leurs budgets. Selon la Banque centrale des Etats de l’Afrique 
de l’ouest, la réserve de franc CFA au Trésor public français était 
de 3098 milliards en 2014, soit 4,72 milliards d’euros. Pour les 
pays d’Afrique centrale, ce chiffre s’élève à 1126 milliards de franc 
CFA, soit 2 milliards d’euros, selon la Banque centrale de l’Af-
rique centrale. Les Etats africains se privent chaque année d’une 
somme d’argent importante pour respecter les principes du franc 
CFA. Autant d’argent qui aurait pu être investi dans le développe-
ment des infrastructures pourtant si nécessaires.

La solution serait de donner la souveraineté de cette monnaie 
aux pays qui l’utilisent pour qu’ils puissent décider eux-mêmes 
de leurs politiques monétaires et budgétaires. La conquête de 
l’indépendance passe par l’acquisition totale de la maîtrise du 
budget et de la monnaie. Une condition sine qua none du dével-
oppement de ces pays, classés parmi les plus pauvres du monde.

Enfin, quand les problèmes de développement sont évoqués, 
l’analyse n’est pas faite de manière globale. Le développement 
économique de l’Afrique n’est pas seulement le problème de ces 
pays mais concerne le monde entier et notamment l’Europe. 
Les inégalités entre régions entraînent des déséquilibres qui se 
traduisent par des mouvements migratoires importants notam-
ment vers l’Europe. Les mouvements migratoires vers l’Europe 
sont de plus en plus conséquents et posent le problème de l’in-
tégration de ces populations. Les conditions déplorables dans 
lesquelles ces personnes sont accueillies devraient nous faire 
réfléchir sur les causes de ce problème plutôt que sur le nombre 
de personnes que chaque pays peut accueillir. Evidemment, ce 
n’est qu’une conséquence parmi tant d’autres mais bien souvent, 
la solution passe par un développement économique qui profite 
à tous.

En résumé, le franc CFA joue structurellement en défaveur des 
pays africains qui l’utilisent. En 2017, alors que la décolonisation 
s’est effectuée près de 50 ans plus tôt, il serait grand temps que 
ces pays gagnent une souveraineté totale qui passe par l’abandon 
de l’arrimage du franc CFA à l’euro. Aujourd’hui, le rôle des pays 
européens, et notamment la France, serait d’accompagner ces 
pays vers l’indépendance. En somme, le but n’est pas seulement 
de faire état du reste de la « Françafrique » mais aussi de montrer 
que l’absence de croissance et de développement en Afrique crée 
des déséquilibres qui ont des conséquences dans le monde entier.

“La conquête de 
l’indépendance passe par 
l’acquisition totale de la 

maîtrise du budget et de la 
monnaie”

 “La zone Franc est qualifiée
d’aide au développement et com-
me coopération financière par le 

ministère de l’économie et
des finances”
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Le Roi et ses Barons

par Joël Bréhin

perspectives sur la décentralisation 
en France

Les rapports entre le Président Macron et les collectivités lo-
cales ressemblent de plus en plus à une guerre de tranchées 

: les saisons se suivent et se ressemblent, les espoirs d’embellis 
toujours chassés par une nouvelle bataille. Pourtant, malgré 
les esprits de clocher, le mépris parisien et la culture des bar-
onnies, la décentralisation reste une institution de cœur pour 
les Français qui, en dépit de la crise des démocraties, déclarent 
toujours leur attachement aux autorités locales. Récit d’une am-
biguïté française.

La longue gestation d’un régime bâtard

Depuis le Haut Moyen-Âge, la France a principalement connu 
des périodes de renforcement de l’autorité centrale au détriment 
des pouvoirs locaux. Dès le règne de Philippe Auguste (1165-
1223), la Couronne de France étend son influence, rompant pro-
gressivement les relations féodales au profit d’une intégration au 
domaine royal et donc d’une administration directe et centrale. 
Cette logique du « Rien en dehors de l’autorité royale » aboutit à 
l’absolutisme au XVIIème siècle. Ont tout de même perduré dans 
les provinces, langues, traditions et coutumes.

L’héritage de la Révolution à cet égard est ambigu puisque, mal-
gré la création des départements et des communes, la culture 
politique du nouveau régime s’oriente progressivement vers le 
jacobinisme. L’idée est la suivante : le triomphe de la Loi et de 
la Raison passe par l’indivisibilité de la République et donc par 
une politique de centralisation et d’affaiblissement des corps 
intermédiaires (corporations, municipalités, communautés de 

langue, clergé…) perçus comme forcément réactionnaires. C’est 
donc une politique de francisation à marche forcée qui aboutira 
au XIXème siècle à la quasi-disparition des langues régionales et 
des identités politiques locales. 

Le centralisme impénitent se poursuit avec Bonaparte qui crée 
la fonction de préfet pour surveiller et contrôler l’action des 
départements et surtout des maires. Les différents régimes qui se 
succèdent durant le XIXème siècle, quelle que soit leur orienta-
tion politique, s’inscrivent globalement dans ces traditions cen-
tralisatrices. Les municipalités conservent cependant des marges 
de manœuvre en matière de maintien de l’ordre, d’instruction, de 
salubrité et d’hygiène publique.

La réelle naissance de la décentralisation se fait avec la loi Deferre 
de 1982. Désormais, le contrôle a priori exercé par les préfets sur 
les autorités municipales et départementales est remplacé par un 
contrôle de légalité a posteriori. Cette loi transfert la compétence 
exécutive locale des préfets aux Conseils généraux. Elle marque 
un véritable tournant puisqu’elle donne aux collectivités des 
marges de manœuvre élargies. Celles-ci ne sont plus assujetties à 
une décision administrative du représentant de l’État et leurs dé-
cisions ne peuvent être renversées que si elles enfreignent la loi, 
c’est-à-dire cette partie du corpus juridique issue de l’Assemblée 
Nationale. 

Aujourd’hui, les collectivités locales sont des repères importants 
de la vie publique dans de nombreux domaines. Avec l’État, elles 
partagent le pouvoir réglementaire, inférieur à la loi (arrêtés mu-
nicipaux et préfectoraux, décrets…), mais restent dépourvues de 
compétences législatives, à la différence de la plupart des pays 
d’Europe occidentale. En matière de financement, ces collectiv-
ités peuvent orienter leurs crédits vers telle ou telle politique et 
perçoivent, en plus d’une dotation générale de fonctionnement, 
de nombreuses aides annexes au titre de politiques nationales, 
telles que la politique de la ville pour les « banlieues ». Surtout, 
elles bénéficient des revenus de la taxe d’habitation sur les loyers 
payés et de la taxe foncière sur la propriété, dont elles peuvent 
modifier le montant, mais pas l’assiette. Elles restent malgré tout 
dépourvues de la capacité de créer ou de supprimer des impôts et 
dépendent essentiellement des dotations du gouvernement.

Les départements disposent de moins en moins de compétences à 
chaque nouvelle réforme, si bien que nombre de voix demandent 
leur suppression. Des collectivités nouvelles comme les régions 

 “C’est donc une politique 
de francisation à marche 

forcée qui aboutira au XIX 
ème siècle à la quasi-dispari-

tion des langues régionales et 
des identités politiques lo-

cales”
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ou les communautés de communes ont vu le jour, elles visent à 
rationaliser le maillage territorial et à encourager l’action locale 
en matière de développement économique. Malgré ces réformes, 
la commune reste l’unité fondamentale puisqu’elle est la seule à 
disposer d’une clause générale de compétence là où toutes les 
autres ne peuvent agir que dans un nombre limité de domaines. 
Les collectivités locales n’ont donc pas d’autonomie réelle pour 
l’édiction de règles. L’essentiel de leur action consiste à orienter 
leurs financements vers tel service ou telle construction.

Des institutions au cœur de l’actualité politique

S’il est aujourd’hui pertinent de remettre en avant le sujet des 
collectivités territoriales, c’est bien parce qu’Emmanuel Macron 
est attendu sur le sujet. Les rapports entre le nouveau Président 
et les élus locaux sont, en effet, tendus.

Certes, il est d’abord apparu comme un girondin, fidèle à la 
tradition libérale de décentralisation et dont la prise d’ampleur 
politique a notamment été permise grâce au ralliement du maire 
de Lyon, Gérard Collomb, ex-PS, aujourd’hui ministre de l’In-
térieur. Mais depuis, le vent a tourné. Dès la présentation de 
son programme, le candidat a inquiété, en cause sa proposition 
de supprimer la taxe d’habitation pour 80% des foyers, mesure 
que beaucoup ont perçue comme une mise sous tutelle des 
collectivités. 

La puissante Association des maires de France, rassemblant les 
maires de toutes les communes, dirigée depuis 2014 par le maire 
LR de Troyes, François Baroin, a d’ailleurs réservé un accueil très 
mitigé au candidat Macron en mars dernier. L’ancien ministre de 
l’Économie y a, en effet, été sifflé et hué.

Malgré son élection, la rancœur est tenace. Pendant l’été, la con-
férence nationale des territoires devait restaurer la confiance 
après l’annonce du report « d’ici 2022 » de la réforme de la taxe 
d’habitation. Elle a finalement tourné au fiasco avec la révélation 
des premiers arbitrages de la loi de finance 2018. Celle-ci tente 
à supprimer ou réduire nombre de dotations annexes, à l’instar 

d’une enveloppe de 450 millions d’euros destinée aux régions. Il 
y a pourtant des motifs de satisfaction : la dotation globale de 
fonctionnement n’est plus en baisse et se stabilise en légère hausse 
à 30,98 milliards d’euros. La vraie inquiétude est, sans doute, sur-
tout d’ordre politique puisque la suppression de la taxe d’habita-
tion reste envisagée et que la solution proposée d’une nouvelle 
dotation de remplacement, fixée en fonction des ressources 
antérieures, prive les collectivités d’un levier de financement. À 
cela s’ajoute le projet de contrats de financement assorti de pos-
sibilités de sanctions entre l’État et les 319 collectivités les plus 
grandes et le « plan transport » qui annule des projets de con-
struction ferroviaire déjà financés et payés par les collectivités. 
À ce titre, l’exemple du TGV Bordeaux-Toulouse-Montpellier est 
emblématique. 

La question est de savoir si ces débats ne sont finalement pas plus 
opportunistes qu’autre chose. Les collectivités restent principale-
ment aux mains des partis politiques « traditionnels » pourtant 
balayés au niveau national. Les élus locaux y voient sans doute 
aussi un moyen de rassurer leur électorat traditionnel en s’op-
posant à la politique du gouvernement tout restant dans le jeu 
médiatique. 

Le temps dira si les arbitrages gouvernementaux sont justifiés, 
mais il ne serait pas souhaitable qu’après un accouchement si dif-
ficile, la décentralisation soit remise en cause par des décisions 
électoralistes alors que les territoires ont, malgré quelques ratés 
médiatiques, fait preuve d’une gestion souvent meilleure et plus 
efficace que celle de l’Etat. Les politiques de sécurité et de solidar-
ité dont elles ont la charge sont au cœur d’une République enfin 
débarrassée de ses manies jacobines. 

Jean-Francois Damiens, maire de Grand Failly en Moselle

 “La réelle naissance de la décen-
tralisation se fait avec la loi Deferre de 

1982”
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1.  What is your position today?

I am currently a Data Scientist at Veltys, a young and fresh Paris-
based consulting firm that provides data-driven analyses for 
econometrical and/or statistical issues that our clients may have. 

2.  What was your path from graduation to your current posi-
tion? What would you say were the key elements that helped you 
make your choice?

My choice to work at Veltys was made long before my gradua-
tion. Therefore, when my enthusiasm met theirs and  they hired 
me, I started directly after my Stat-Eco M2 as an intern. I used 
this opportunity to try to be on every kind of mission: the ones 
regarding economics, statistics, econometrics, or even program-
ming. I am still following this path today: I think this is a good 
way to discover new fields, expand your knowledge and learn 

more efficiently in an open-minded atmosphere. The fact that 
Veltys offers both these high-level multidisciplinary missions 
and a great workplace with young and talented minds at the same 
time were key element of my choice to work there.

3.  What are the most useful skills you learned at TSE?

TSE taught me how to solve problems more efficiently, the BDE 
taught me how to manage my time and how to better structure 
my schedule and workflow —and also how not to be a hermit. 
TSE offers a wide spectrum of courses that you can choose from. 
This spectrum gives students the opportunity to open their minds 
and learn a lot of new content. We will forget most of it, but I am 
convinced that if the school can make you “like” a course or a 
topic during your whole journey there, then the school did its 
job perfectly. I had no idea about what I wanted to do of my life, 
until I took Applied Multivariate (with Anne Ruiz-Gazen) as an 
elective during my M1. It made me want to go to the M2 Stat-Eco 
to learn more about this topic. Now, this is what I do for a living.

4.  What advice would you like to give to students at TSE?

Let’s say that I think if you graduate from TSE without being 
involved in the school’s life (e.g. the many associations), then 
you have definitely missed what TSE truly is. They might look, 
at first, like secretive and private guilds, but they just cannot wait 
for you to join. Besides, TSE is a great school which is recognized 
worldwide, enjoy your stay there and learn as much as you can. 
Trust me, now that I am in Paris, I really miss Toulouse – its 
weather, and also la Couleur.  

Florent Laval, Data Scientist 

Alumni Interview

 “TSE taught me how to solve 
problems more efficiently” 
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Memoire Report

Fernando Stipanicic, PhD student 

Adventuring into the unknown, that is what it is all about. 
It was April 16, the day when thinking of courses was over 

and a new period was about to start: writing my own thesis. I 
had no clear idea of what I was going to write about, but I already 
knew that in around two months I was going to be on the stage 
presenting and defending my research in front of three critical 
committee members. Luckily, I had already completed a step; I 
had an advisor. 

What at first seemed to be a potential peril ended up being the 
greatest advantage: I was free to work on whatever topic I de-
sired. There was only one condition, I had to work, and work 
hard. Although I had not yet made any concrete progress, work-
ing hard for the thesis was something that had already started 
more than a month before, and included reading papers during 
the exam week. I was flying around different topics that were not 
necessarily related to my advisor’s field.

 During the course of the year I had taken note of some “crazy” 
ideas that came to my mind, but there was something that was 
definitely bothering me. In almost all the models that we cov-
ered, especially in macroeconomics, there was the common 
assumption that an agent takes as given the decisions of other 
agents and does not take into account the impacts of decisions 
on aggregate variables. What happens if an agent realises that she 
has the power to influence aggregate variables? What if in this 
way she could induce a response from other agents? I was eager 
to dig into this matter.                                                                                                                                  

I decided to take the model of Aiyagari (1994) “Uninsured 
Idiosyncratic Risk and Aggregate Saving”, initially developed to 
get more insights into inequality and introduce strategic interac-
tion among agents, taking into account the impact of their deci-
sions of savings into the interest rate. If one would like to think 
about a parallel to the real world, it would be as if big economies 
or governments consider the change they would generate in the 
international interest rate due to their debt emission. This was 
my adventure into the unknown, I was applying dynamic oli-
gopoly theory to an incomplete markets model, and I barely had 
any literature to rely on. 

Another issue was that I was dealing with equilibrium concepts 
that were unknown to me and learning the techniques to program 
and simulate the model was a big challenge. I consider that doing 
the thesis was like taking two or three advanced courses simulta-
neously, where I was the professor and the student. Fortunately, 
during this challenging period my advisor was keeping me on 
track, clarifying my idea, and pointing me to the right literature. 

Creating something new is much more difficult than it seems, and 
having the right person to discuss it with becomes fundamental 
to progress. In the end, the results were not so promising, but all 
the knowledge I gathered along the way, both about economics 
and my own preferences, is invaluable. It was a lot of work that 
I really enjoyed doing and I consider myself lucky for having a 
great advisor, Christian Hellwig, who I want to acknowledge for 
giving me his support. 

Fernando was born on February the 12th, 1992, in 
Uruguay. He is an economist who graduated from 
Universidad de la Republica. He also took courses at Karl 
Franzens Universität Graz in Austria and at Universidade 
de São Paulo in Brazil. Before coming to TSE, Fernando 
worked for two years in the Central Bank of Uruguay. He 
is currently a PhD student at TSE under the supervision 
of Christian Hellwig. He is passionate about water sports.

Inside the mind of a thesis student. Take a look at his great 
journey and pick up valuable tips.

Fernando Stipanicic
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Internship reports

Maria Alejandra Arenas, elseco Limited
1.  Where did you do your internship and what was your role?

I did a 5 month period summer internship at elseco Limited, a 
risk management and insurance underwriting company. As a 
trainee at elseco, I employed my data analysis skills to support all 
three underwriting lines: space, aviation, and energy.

With other trainees, I worked in a team to collect data that could 
improve the underwriting process for the aviation line. In addi-
tion to this, I supported the space team by performing portfolio 
metrics and statistical analysis of premium rates, and collected 
premiums by year, satellite mission phases and risk categories. 
Finally, I contributed to the energy underwriting team by han-
dling claim updates to elseco´s claims committee and elseco´s 
members, verifying premium computations from closings sent 
from brokers and reviewing survey reports used to evaluate risks. 

 
2.  How did your studies at TSE help you during the internship?

Working in the insurance industry, all of my missions required 
a certain knowledge of data analysis. For example, as I needed 
to collect relevant data that would be used to estimate pre-
mium rates for aircrafts, the concepts of explanatory variables 
and correlation from my econometrics course came to mind. 
Furthermore, the portfolio analysis lectures from my corporate 
and market finance courses were of much help when working 
with the space team.  

The M1 at TSE requires hard work, attention to detail, and dedi-
cation. This helped me when supporting the energy underwrit-
ing process: writing a claim update required me to go through a 
claim report in order to understand why a steam turbine suffered 

a loss when starting up, or why a power plant was affected by a 
NatCat, given their safety procedures and practices. Reviewing 
new businesses brought from brokers required a full and detailed 
review of survey reports to get a first idea of the assets (a power 
plant, a pipeline construction project), and how risky they were. 
Without dedication and attention to detail, this process would 
be difficult.

3.  How did you find the internship? What would be your advice 
for students looking for a similar internship?

I was constantly checking the alumni website, and one day I 
saw the offer from elseco. It caught my attention as I believed 
the profile description matched my interests and profile. I find 
the aviation and aerospace industry very exciting, and elseco was 
handling risk management for it, so I did not hesitate to apply! 

My first piece of advice is to be passionate about the aerospace 
industry, because it will make you enjoy every mission that you 
will be assigned to. It is also key to show your enthusiasm and 
hunger to learn, so as to sell yourself in an interview or a busi-
ness networking day. Last but not least, you need to be ready to 
deliver the best version of yourself. 

Imad Taleb, Airbus Helicopters

1.  Where did you do your internship and what was your role ?

I did my internship as a Junior Data Scientist at Airbus Helicopters 
in Marignane, in the Southeast of France,and lived in Marseille 
(much better suited to student life!) I had two main missions: 
one was analysing the aircrafts’ behavior while in flight, the other 
was forecasting the deliveries of new aircrafts. I was assigned to 
the Oil and Gas market for the first mission and worked with a 
very large dataset (around 30 billion observations) to study the 
helicopters that were transporting people from the continent to 
the oil platforms. For Airbus, understanding how its aircrafts are 
being operated is essential in order to produce future aircraft bet-
ter suited to the needs of the customers.

For my second mission, I worked with the Marketing and Strategy 
team to forecast the deliveries of new aircrafts in the Oil and Gas 
market up to the year 2040, using variables like the number of 
platforms in a country and macroeconomic data. These forecasts 
in both the medium and long run are crucial for Airbus’ activities 
as it provides useful insight as to what may happen in the market, 
and were used by the strategy analysts when speaking with cur-
rent and potential investors.

2.  How did your studies at TSE help you during the internship?

The EEE M2 was very interesting as we studied many 
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econometric methods and the main machine learning tech-
niques. Having studied the theory during the first semester and 
seen its applications in the second, I felt well armed when I ar-
rived for my internship at Airbus. It was very interesting to see 
how these methods are used to answer specific questions in the 
industry. For instance, the forecasting mission I had involved 
machine learning techniques, variables selection using the Lasso, 
non-parametric estimations and panel data models. A lot of 
what I did differed from what we saw in class in terms of model 
specifications, but the master’s gives us a solid basis that helps to 
understand models we did not necessarily see. At TSE, we are 
taught to be curious and I tried to keep this spirit at Airbus by 
reading econometrics and machine learning papers that would 
help me in my missions. A course with Professor Agnes Gramin 
during the second semester was helpful, as she taught us the best 
way to read an article and extract the main information from it. 
Something as simple as reading a paper may not be very easy and 
the course detailed the process and steps to doing it effectively.  

However, due to the increasing importance and volume of data 
on hand, we probably would have benefitted from some practical 
courses on big data tools : the majority of the Econometrician/
Data Scientist jobs require the knowledge of at least one. Overall, 
my studies at TSE were consistent with my daily work at Airbus 

Helicopters, as I felt I had the right tools at hand to produce good 
results.

3.  How did you find the internship? What would be your advice 
for students looking for a similar internship? 

I found the internship on the Airbus careers website. Following 
two interviews with human resources, I had a final technical 
interview with the manager and a data scientist on the team. I 
would advise other students to apply to internships they are really 
interested in, and to not be alarmed by the negative answers they 
receive–it will eventually pay off. The sooner you start looking for 
an internship, the better, and I would recommend subscribing to 
the careers websites to get notified of new available internship 
positions. 

Mahi ElAttar, The World Bank

1.  Where did you do your internship and what was your role?

Just as I was getting desperate from not being able to find an in-
ternship to validate my M2, I got accepted as a Research Assistant 
in the Middle East North Africa regional unit at the World Bank 
headquarters in Washington DC. I moved to the US’s capital to 
work with the newly appointed Senior Advisor to the region’s 
Vice President on Reconstruction. Our work revolved around 
envisioning and planning of the reconstruction of conflict af-
fected countries in the Middle East, as part of the World Bank’s 
new strategy for the region. In fact, the region has been engulfed 
in conflicts and wars for the past decades, and the World Bank 
decided to start working on rebuilding the resilience of the citi-
zens of the region and planning for its reconstruction even before 
the end of the conflicts. I had the opportunity to work on drafting 
the region and country specific long term visions for these coun-
tries, and to link between different units of the Bank. It was also a 
great learning experience to see how international development 
organizations work from the inside.

2.  How did your studies at TSE help you during the internship? 

My work mainly concerned political economy and public poli-
cies. Seeing that I did M2-PPD, working on the reconstruction of 
conflict affected countries in a multilateral aid organization was 
a great opportunity to apply the theoretical approaches to devel-
opment we covered in class. It was also a great chance to couple 
these theories with my knowledge of the Middle East, seeing that 
I was born and raised in Egypt. Therefore, the topics we cov-
ered in the classes of Political Economy and Development, and 
Foreign Aid and Governance were particularly useful when try-
ing to envision what should be considered when planning for the 
reconstruction of the conflict countries. However, I did not use 

the quantitative approaches we studied in TSE, since the World 
Bank is such a huge organization that it hires its own specialized 
econometricians and modelers. It is all for the best anyway, since 
I am not that good in econometrics!

3.  How did you find the internship? What would be your advice 
for students looking for a similar internship?

Thanks to our beloved TSEconomist and the amazing Careers 
office in TSE, I was part of the ushering group (parrainage) 
during the Business Networking Day held in November 2016. 
I was assigned to help the visiting Senior Economist from the 
World Bank, Mrs. Nadia Belhaj Belghith, who also did her PhD 
in Toulouse. She later helped me get in touch with the Senior 
Advisor on Reconstruction at the Middle East North Africa re-
gional unit. I remember that my phone interview was on the day 
of the Gala (March 3rd, 2017). Two weeks later, I was preparing 
to move to the United States. 

In order to find an internship in big international organizations 
in general, I would recommend getting in touch with specific 
individuals who work in the fields that are most relevant to 
whoever is looking for an internship, without being too nagging. 
It might sound like a cliché, but I would also recommend not 
setting the bar too low for yourself. I had never imagined that I 
would get the chance to work in an institution such as the World 
Bank, and now I got offered a contract for another year. So, dare 
to dream big! 
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Opening lecture on inequality & taxation

Another year has started, and with it a new generation of TSE 
students has arrived to Toulouse from mid-August. To cel-

ebrate the new school year, the administration had its usual wel-
come talks and lunch on September 11th. Following the tradi-
tion, there was an opening lecture at the end of the day. This year, 
Nicolas Werquin, an assistant professor at TSE, was in charge of 
the lecture.

Professor Werquin started his lecture by explaining how inequal-
ity is measured using top income shares. He explained how this 
method of collecting tax returns is not the best one, given that 
it only includes taxable income, ignoring the different transfers 
that households might receive. Next, he presented data about 
wealth, dividing it into 3 different groups: 1%, 1-5%, and 5-10% 
of the wealthiest people in the USA. Focusing on the top 1%, this 
group was the most affected by the Great Depression, because of 
their capital intensive wealth. Now, it is almost halved between 
capital and labour.

Moving to the models, he started with a brief description of the 
Mirrlees model with the key assumption that labour supply or 
earnings are endogenous to taxes, which will result in a trade-off 
between equity and efficiency. In this case, a concern rises about 
the elasticity of the labour supply with respect to the marginal 
tax rate. In other words, people will tend to work less when you 
tax them on wages. 

Next, he presented how inequality is rising given the differences 
between a college and a high school degree. The wage premium 
has increased across time, passing from below 0.5 between 1940 
and 1970, to 0.7 by 2008. This difference is mainly due to the 
increasing demand of high-skill labour that we can observe in 
several markets in which technology and services are dominant.
Using a more formal way to explain this, Professor Werquin used 
a canonical model, where wage premium is determined by the 
relative supply and relative demand of skills. The key is that high 
and low skills are imperfect substitutes.

With this, professor Werquin presented his last model: a general 
equilibrium Mirrleesian model, which combines the two pre-
viously mentioned models (Mirrlees and the imperfect substi-
tutability of skills in production). With this model, he obtains 
interesting results. For example, a marginal tax rate impacts la-
bour supplies through wages in different ways: a decrease in the 
marginal productivity of labour of a certain type of agents makes 
them work more, reduces their wages, and, given the relation be-
tween the labour with respect to their skill, this makes all the 
other types adjust their wage to the lowest.

To finish his presentation, he proposed that it is necessary to de-
sign a reform of the tax transfer system that offsets the welfare 
losses induced by the disruption, by redistributing the gains of 
the winners. However, difficulty arises due to combination of 
distortionary taxes plus general equilibrium. For example, low-
ering marginal taxes generates further welfare effects that need 
to be corrected by other distortionary taxes.

Finally, he encouraged students to work in Public Economics 
given that the strong tradition of this field was initiated by the 
founder of the Toulouse School of Economics, Jean-Jacques Laf-
font.  

by José Alfonso Muñoz Alvarado

Economic theory and policy 
implications

Professor Nicolas Werquin at the opening lecture

Join our ranks and 
help us prepare the 

next issue!
Come to one of our weekly
meetings or write to us to

the.tseconomist@gmail.com



On Campus On Campus48 49

TSE: the origins 
During the spring of 1978, a young researcher fresh 

from a Harvard PhD had the idea to create a high-level centre 
of economic research in his hometown, Toulouse. His name was 
Jean-Jacques Laffont. In 1979, he returned to Toulouse and laid 
the foundations for what would become the Toulouse School of 
Economics.

Laffont was motivated by his passion for research and contribut-
ed tremendously to economic science with more than 200 scien-
tific articles and 17 books.

In 1981, he created the GREMAQ, a laboratory of research in 
mathematical and quantitative economics. This is a joint un-
dertaking of University of Toulouse 1 Capitole, the EHESS, the 

CNRS and the INRA. A lot of events were created in the GRE-
MAQ: seminars, partnerships, collaborations, and exchanges 
with other centres of research, and  they improved the interna-
tional visibility of Toulouse. 

1990s: Growth
In 1990, the Institute of Industrial Organization (French: Insti-
tut d’Economie Industrielle, IDEI) was created. It is a partner-
ship-based research centre which aims to provide answers to 
economic questions asked by businesses and public bodies. For 
these institutes, Jean-Jacques Laffont found many partnerships, 
including with companies such as La Poste, France Télécom, and 
EDF. 

Two other centres of research were created: the ARQADE in 
1997 which specialises in development economics, and LERNA 
in 1999 which focuses on natural economic resources.

Jean-Jacques Laffont did not neglect the educational part. He 
created the Magistère of Economics and Statistics in partnership 

with the University of Toulouse Paul Sabatier. He was inspired 
by the American system to create DEEQA, an academic degree 
for the first year of the PhD degree. It helps to specialise PhD 
students after their Master’s degree.

Many high-level researchers joined Laffont in Toulouse. It was 
the case of Jean Tirole who joined him in 1991 after working 
as an MIT professor for seven years, where he earned his PhD 
in 1981. Jean Tirole and Jean-Jacques Laffont shared the same 
approach to economics: more rigorous and more mathematics 
based than traditional French economics.

Unfortunately, in 2004, Jean-Jacques Laffont passed away from 
cancer. Suddenly, there was a risk that the ambitious project he 
had imagined would come to a halt. However, thanks to the team 
he had put together, his project was finally realised.

2006 : Creation of the Advanced Research Thematic Network 
(RTRA) “Toulouse School of Economics”
In 2006, the French State was looking for projects to create net-
works of high-quality research. The project in Toulouse was se-
lected and it benefited from a financial contribution of 12,8 mil-
lion euros in addition to 0,8 million euros from the founding 
establishments. Later, in 2008, Jean Tirole and Christian Gollier 
raised an additional 33 million euros in private funds.

2011 : establishing “Toulouse School of Economics”
In September 2011, University of Toulouse 1 Capitole and TSE 
set up the Toulouse School of Economics. It was granted 25 mil-
lion euros to develop the research. 

In 2012, TSE earned two new labels from the French education 
system: Initiative d’Excellence (IDEX) and Initiatives d’Excel-
lence en Formations Innovantes (IDEFI). These assignments 
helped the financial development of the school.

2014 : Jean Tirole, Nobel Prize in Economics 
Jean Tirole is the chairman of the board of Jean-Jacques Laffont 
Foundation at the Toulouse School of Economics and the sci-
entific director of IDEI. With his 12 books and more than 200 
scientific articles, he has had a strong impact on the development 
of modern economics.

by Clara Etcheverry

 History of TSE

 “Toulouse is my America” 
Jean-Jacques Laffont

Jean Tirole with the TSEconomist Team in 2014

Jean Tirole in Helsinki
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In 2014, Jean Tirole received the Nobel Memorial Prize in Eco-
nomic Science for his analysis of market power and regulation. 
The Nobel Prize was awarded to Jean Tirole individually but 
it also represented recognition of the quality of the institution 
where Jean Tirole works.

The Nobel Prize put the Toulouse School of Economics in the 
spotlight, as well as the quality of its research and attracted new 
students and researchers.

Today: the continuation of a vision?
Jean Tirole and Jean-Jacques Laffont are two leaders in the devel-
opment of modern economics and they played a crucial role in 
TSE’s development. However, the excellence is also due to the in-
vestment and participation of many collaborators and research-
ers.

All these people contributed to develop TSE and pursued Laf-
font’s vision.

Today, TSE, with more than 150 researchers and 2000 students, 
is ranked 17th in the Shanghai Ranking and 19th in the IDEAS/
RePEc ranking. With this reputation, its international environ-
ment and its many degree programs in English, the school at-
tracts a lot of foreigners.

After the creation of the first research centres, the establishment 
of the school, and the award of a Nobel Prize, another chapter 
will be started in 2019 with a new building for TSE’s researchers. 
Hopefully, it will be the nest of many great ideas in the years to 
come. 

Exchange or gap year

by Chen Shangrong 

A year to live new experiences

As higher education becomes increasingly prevalent in our 
digital age, obtaining a master’s degree is becoming almost 

ubiquitous. This has led students to stay in the same location for 
an extended period of time—sometimes in the city in which they 
grew up. This may lead to a narrowness of mind arising from the 
lack of exposure to different cultures, which is heavily discount-
ed in our globalised age.

Thankfully, this can be easily avoided. The exposure that comes 
from doing a gap year or student exchange equips us with sever-
al important life skills, such as independence, an increased un-
derstanding and tolerance of other cultures, and the hardened 
ability to live outside your comfort zone. These are just a few of 
the many benefits that can be obtained from such an experience.

As universities become more aware of the benefits and impor-
tance of international exposure, they are also becoming more 
flexible. You can now spend time abroad through a wide variety 
of mediums: study in a partner university, engage in community 
service work, work as an intern abroad, or any combination of 
these. At TSE specifically, we have the choice of doing our gap 
year when transitioning between our bachelor’s and master’s, or 
between the first and second year of our master’s. 

For those wanting to gain international exposure without extend-
ing your studies, doing an exchange or Erasmus Programme will 

be an ideal choice—the university has partnered up with several 
others all around the world. You will be spoiled with choice; the 
list includes Germany, Norway, Poland, United States, Colombia, 
Singapore, Japan, and Australia, just to name a few. The partner 
universities are typically renowned for their reputation and in 
academic rankings, so you can be sure that you will be interact-
ing with other intelligent, driven, and interesting peers. 

Stop letting your hesitation get in the way of your progress. Join 
more than 50 students every year who go on exchange and ac-
quire a new, once in a lifetime experience! 

Faculty members at TSE

Where to go?
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Say It Aloud note
Say It Aloud was founded on a rather simple idea: TSE need-
ed a forum where students could share their beliefs and discuss 
them. This way a small group of friends–pretty shy at first–gath-
ered together and created Say It Aloud. They were thinking big. 
They decided it would be fun to organize conferences on various 
topics, to create a debating society and to run a public speaking 
workshop.

Two and a half years have gone by, but the fire is burning brighter 
than ever!

Whether it’s participating in debating competitions, training for 
public speaking, organising conferences, or forging partnerships 
with other associations to share new ideas, Say It Aloud is the 
right place for you.

Conferences
Say It Aloud organises conferences led by students on diverse 
topics, where guest speakers present and debate. On the first 
semester we organised two conferences: one in French on new 
teaching methods and one in English on social entrepreneurship 
in the Philippines. The students are here to choose the subject, 
the guests and of course what questions will be asked. We’re a 
student forum, YOU decide what you want to talk about and how 
you want it. Our next conference will be on February 1st, follow 
our Facebook page to see what we’ll talk about.

Public speaking workshops
A professional trainer hired by the association run 2 workshops 
per week, one in French -Monday 6.30pm-, one in English - 
Tuesday 6.30pm-. Students can come to improve their speaking 
skills and learn to better manage stress when speaking. A great 
opportunity to meet new friends too!

Debate
Can people loudly disagree and still be friends? Say It Aloud says 
yes, more than ever actually. If you disagree in the right way and 
listen. You want to express your beliefs with eloquence and form 
solid arguments to defend them but the public speaking work-
shops are not enough for you? You can participate in the nation-
al debating championship which the association joined last year. 
We made the quarters in a tie against HEC Paris but we’re confi-

dent we’ll win this year! Come and help us get this trophy. 
Or just support us with Say It Aloud flags in the amphitheatre 
during the matches. As you want.

Partnerships
If Say It Aloud is about sharing ideas and  creating new ones, the 
more ideas we get the better, right? Well Say It Aloud decided to 
take this statement literally. We’ve just been elected to the nation-
al Board of Directors of the associations’ network Animafac for 
2 years. It means participating in a lot of events all around Tou-
louse, meeting new associations, new people, new projects and 
of course fresh ideas. A great opportunity to create innovative 
partnerships and see what’s happening outside of TSE.
Do you want to be a better speaker? Are you driven by challeng-
es? Or do you just want to make friends while discovering new 
things? If yes, you should come to Say It Aloud!

For more information, contact us at sayitaloud.tse@gmail.com, 
on Facebook, on our website www.sayitaloudblog.wordpress.
com or come see us in MD303. Or we might be just hanging out 
in the courtyard.of the school, and the award of a Nobel Prize, 
another chapter will be started in 2019 with a new building for 
TSE’s researchers. Hopefully, it will be the nest of many great 
ideas in the years to come. 

Ongoing debates
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BDE note
If you thought that the integration week-
end, the pubcrawl and the Halloween par-
ty couldn’t be topped, get ready to be daz-
zled by what we have in store for you! Let 
us not forget our beloved graduates, who 
are coming back to the city in November 
to receive their diploma, and celebrate 
in true Toulouse style one last time. The 
word around town says that there will be 
more networking going on at the gradua-
tion party than at the BND. Never forget: 
a drunken alumnus is an internship seek-
er’s best friend.

After November comes December, and we 
don’t know about you, but here at the BDE 
we get really excited around Christmas 
time, and hell week (finals) can’t bring us 
down. So get ready to be jolly at the BDE 
Christmas party. Come January, join us 
at the ski weekend for a much needed 
post-Christmas workout! Come March, 
you’ll be fit and fab and ready to slip into 

your fanciest suit or prettiest dress for the 
classiest event of the year: the TSE Gala. 
That’s enough information for now; a bit 
of mystery is the key to any successful re-
lationship!

Between all these parties, don’t lose your 
smarts! Join us for great cultural events 
all through the year! Mid-November, get 
your pots and pans ready to impress your 
peers at our international lunch. The idea 
is simple: taste mine and I’ll taste yours. 
If food just isn’t your thing (is that even 
possible?!) come to our regular movie ses-
sions for just 4€ at Cinéma ABC! We’re 
currently working on many more partner-
ships for you to discover our great Tou-
lousain culture!

Our partnerships aren’t limited to cultur-
al spaces, our team roams the streets of 
Toulouse daily to negotiate the best deals 
with local businesses, for our Teasy Card 

members! With the Teasy Card you can 
savor a complete brunch at Papagayo, 
work off that brunch thanks to a discount 
at Movida gym, and then celebrate your 
achievement with the happy hour prices 
at La Couleur de La Culotte! But wait, 
that’s not all! This magical card also gives 
you discounts at all our events and on our 
online shop!

Speaking of which, have you ever won-
dered how to prove to your family, in a 
stylish way, that your TSE acceptance 
wasn’t a lie? Look no further! From sweat-
shirts to socks, you could realize your 
dream of being dressed in TSE goodies 
from head to toe!! 

BDS note
BDS TSE aims at improving the school’s 
spirit and at fostering cohesion between 
students through the organisation of sport 
tournaments. Whether you are a beginner 
or already a well-trained champion, our 
goal is to put together some events that 
will allow you to meet new people and to 
enjoy yourself.

The BDS has started the academic year 
with a strong desire to enlist new stu-
dents, to set up more activities and to wid-
en its range of activities. Hence, we have 
launched our weekly activities for foot-
ball, running, swimming and gym! The 
idea is simple: share a moment with other 
TSE students on a weekly basis through 
a sport session of your choice. You can 
still join these groups on their dedicated 
Facebook page. About fifty students par-
ticipated in the first football tournament 
of the year which shows how motivated 
you are! The next step of the semester is 
to organise a basketball and poker/belote 
tournament, a pool party, and take a trip 
to a Laser Game, so we are counting on 

your participation! On November, “Pani-
er du terroir” are coming back! Don’t re-
sist the temptation to taste our seasonal 
fruits and vegetables. And for the first 
time, the BDS-TSE will propose a bunch 
of sport-related goodies so that you can 
boast the colours of the association every 
time you practice sport!

Moreover, thanks to our partnerships, 
we will continue to provide you with dis-
counts to go see games involving Stade 
Toulousain, Toulouse Spacer’s Volley, as 
well as Fenix Toulouse Handball. 

What’s more, our association will organise 
the third edition of the TSE Olympiads in 
February 2018, a competition where shar-
ing a good moment with your friends is 
the most important goal. Get ready to play 
Bubble Foot, test your knowledge with 
Question for an Economist and most im-
portantly defend the colours and the pride 
of your team!

Being part of BDS-TSE is a great way 

to make new friends and it represents a 
unique occasion to experience an enrich-
ing and stimulating experience. We take 
great pride in giving a lot of freedom to 
all of our members and allowing them 
build their own projects.  If you feel that 
you would be a good fit for our associa-
tion, please come and join us! We will be 
pleased to welcome you to our team!

If you have any questions about our or-
ganisation or events, do not hesitate to 
contact us at bdstse31mail@gmail.com or 
come meet us at our office in MD303.  
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Junior Etudes note
TSE Junior Etudes is a mix of a student or-
ganization and a company, which allows 
our members to develop their profession-
al skills before entering the job market. 
Our Junior Etudes belongs to the national 
movement of Junior-Entreprises (JE) led 
by the Confédération National des Junior 
Entreprises (CNJE). Our JE is currently 
working on data analysis, legal informa-
tion, modelling of annual revenue, or even 
on the testing of economic models. Last 
year we had a mission that helped the off-
shoring of a company to another country, 
and we advised them to find new jobs for 
their employees taking into account their 
skills, area preferences, and family lives.

All our missions are done by paid TSE 
students who use their skills acquired in 
classes to develop and complete the mis-
sion. Different projects imply using dif-
ferent techniques. For some of them, our 
consultants have to use more quantitative 
skills (like statistics and/or econometrics); 
while for others they have to apply their 
skills in law. This is why any TSE stu-
dent—from L3 ECO to M2 PPD—can be 
an adviser. Being an adviser means being 
in a company, getting paid and being in 
charge of a mission.  Our missions vary on 
time, content, as well as on the students’ 
profile; they can go from field research to 

econometric modelling and from one day 
to a whole year. If you are interested you 
just need to have a look on your Facebook, 
we always publish our offers for advisers 
on our page!

While doing a mission, an adviser is not 
alone. All missions are managed by a 
Project Chief who is responsible for the 
accountability of the mission and the 
relationship with the client. They meet 
with the client, adjust the mission to their 
needs, and decide on a budget, cost esti-
mate, and the number of advisers for the 
mission. They also meet several times with 
the advisers in order to check the progress 
of the mission.

But TSE Junior Etudes is not only com-
posed of advisers and Project Chiefs. In 
order to work as a company, we have a 
whole team of 22 people that helps us run 
the organization, helping develop Junior 
Etudes corporate image and carrying out 
the accounting and the quality control 
of our missions. Our Human Resourc-
es team promotes the well-being of the 
team as well as the understanding within 
the team. They are the ones in charge of 
selecting and recruiting the advisers in a 
way that ensures they can accomplish the 
mission. 

By joining TSE Junior Etudes, our mem-
bers get to develop their skills in project 
management, communication, account-
ing, and entrepreneurship. By helping lead 
the organization they get valuable training 
that will become useful in the developing 
of their future career. But not everything 
is work, we also have fun; we usually have 
after-works, or even free tickets to sports 
matches. We also meet at conferences 
with other Junior Entreprises to share our 
best practices and meet new people. 

We would like to share our knowledge 
to you so if you are interested we will do 
some training to prepare you to the pro-
fessional world and help boost your ca-
reer. If you want to join us, our recruit-
ment is next February, so get your CV and 
your ideas ready for next semester! 

Behavioural note
This year TSE Behavioural Team is going 
from strength to strength, with the team 
working on four different projects in the 
first semester alone. We have also officially 
registered as a student association, secur-
ing our long term future as well as grow-
ing from five members to almost 20. We 
are constantly on the look-out for new tal-
ented and creative (or even just curious!) 
students, so if you are interested in joining 
us be sure to get in touch!

Our projects this semester include build-
ing on the fantastic results we achieved 
in our nudge experiment from last year, 
where we worked with the Dean to im-
prove response rates to course evaluation 

forms by 77%. This year we are conduct-
ing an even more ambitious experiment 
and trialling more creative nudges. We 
have also begun an exciting partnership 
with the cafeteria staff and we are work-
ing with them to improve many different 
elements of the lunch experience, whose 
frustrations many readers will be all too 
familiar with! We are hoping to grow this 
relationship to the restaurant universi-
taire in the UT1 campus, where we want 
to look at things like healthy eating, food 
waste and better queuing systems. Finally, 
watch out for a big trial we will be running 
towards the end of the semester where we 
will work with a software developer in 
London to test how certain social media 

can affect student exam results. It promis-
es to be a really fascinating study! 
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Coffee talks
Thank you to everyone who attended our various coffee talks on behavioural economics, European separatist move-
ments, and French politics. Stay tuned for more interesting topics next semester!
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Caption competition
The new photos are out for the next round of the caption competition. We want your best and funniest captions for the photos below, 
there is a prize for the best three captions. Remember to send your suggestions to the.tseconomist@gmail.com or comment the pho-
tos on our Facebook page. Good luck!

#1

#2

#3

We congratulate our previous winner Fred Axisa with: “Social Economics? Get the f*** outta here” 



Team
         The TSEconomist 

Meet 


