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IGMO is pleased to present a new series of publications by the Security and Eco-
nomics Bureau.  This first bulletin is in the form of an interview with Captain (R) 
Francis Vallat, President of the European Network of Maritime Clusters  that took 
place on February 29, 2016  

The interview was conducted by Guillaume Bucherer, Security & Economics Bureau 
Chief; translation from French to English by Glen Wright, member of the SE Bureau.
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SE Bureau :  Is the voice of the French maritime industry being heard in Europe? 

Francis Vallat : The question begs two others: 
1. Is Europe being heard on the international stage? 
2. Does the maritime industry have the ear of EU institutions? 

Maritime Europe has undoubtedly advanced the international framework of maritime activi-
ties, managing to influence the laws in a number of areas relating to the sea. The maritime 
security is particularly telling. Memorandums of Understanding (MoU) on maritime safety 
emerged on our continent, starting with the Paris MOU. This is not a coincidence – it is 
thanks to the action of then European Commissioner for Transport and Energy, Loyola de 
Palacio, actively supported by the French Institute of the Sea (over which I presided at this 
time, working with many excellent colleagues from both public and private sectors). This 
gave rise to the Erika 1, 2 and 3 "packages" that tightened the law after the infamous oil spills 
of the eponymous ship and of the Prestige. This precipitated new rules that inspired a number 
of similar laws around the world. 

Another example is a third level of compensation for victims of pollution, especially due to 
hydrocarbon use. Negotiations were subject to heated discussions at the IMO (International 
Maritime Organisation) and there was deadlock. The EU decided to go it alone and threaten 
to unilaterally impose its own standards. This gamble paid off as the IMO rapidly followed 
suit, creating a third tier of compensation by the IOPC Fund, thereby significantly increasing 
and universally compensation for damage due to pollution hydrocarbons. 

Other examples may include, naturally, the active role of the EU in strengthening the control 
of classification societies members of IACS (International Association of Classification Soci-
eties). 

However, keep in mind that the EU, an economic giant and political dwarf, remains on the 
maritime map in many areas. Recall for example that its shipowners control 40% of the world 
fleet, the EU is home to high-performing shipyards with very high added value whose global 
turnover rivals the Asian shipyards. Yet the EU is indecisive and has little influence when it 
comes to enforcing its own principles on unfair competition, for example. The same goes for 
shipping and shipbuilding. 

The second question is whether economic operators are heard in Brussels. Unquestionably 
they are, especially in maritime security matters, as mentioned above. And for two or three 
years the European Network of Maritime Clusters has been talking in greater depth about 
many topics with European institutions or the European Commission, and has become more 
involved in maritime events such as Les Assises de la Mer. The European Network of Mar-
itime Clusters, which I chair, has the ear of the Commissioner for Maritime Affairs, and of 
the highest officials of DG Mare, as well as, for example, the President of the intergroup of 
the European Parliament on eas, rivers, islands and coastal areas.  
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But this is not enough, and often the European Commission is torn, paradoxically, between 
two contradictory attitudes: on the one hand they want, even need, to speak with legitimate 
and representative players of the European economy or to involve them in their action; but on 
the other hand they wish to maintain maximum control without running the risk of being per-
ceived as not following the operational rules that secure their power (though the latter leads 
to aberrations and ultimately to a lack of consideration of civil society voices). 

SE Bureau :  Some states are almost entirely dependent on maritime flows. Is this a risk 
for national security? 

Francis Vallat : Undoubtedly. But this must be qualified: increased maritime trade in-
creases interdependence, not necessarily dependence. In other words, the states on which we 
depend are in turn dependant on us, as consumers, for example. Growth in maritime trade as 
the foundation of the global economy has restructured the traditional organization of states 
and societies. Dependence on foreign inputs results in loss of control and security breaches, 
but for everyone. In fact, it is a kind of leap into the unknown for the entire international 
community. 

Having said that, political powers must not lower their guard completely: strategic surprises 
can still occur, like global economic crises, perhaps even deeper than those of recent years, or 
new military conflicts. In these circumstances (or rather in anticipation of them) it is appro-
priate to consider the maintenance of a minimum strategic fleet, consisting of ships under the 
national flag, to be called on in times of crisis. Such a fleet could give us a fighting chance of 
ensuring the continuity of state functions and critical supplies to the country in such an emer-
gency. 

SE Bureau :  Has France been a pioneer in terms of representation of the maritime sector? 

Francis Vallat : France has been a pioneer, and is a leader today, but she was only a pio-
neer following a period of being the "bad student". French Port State Control performance, 
for example, is still lagging compared to other European states. Only following the sinking of 
the Erika did France take the lead on maritime safety and supported the Commission as ap-
propriate. It also helped, and still helps today, to fight against the excesses of maritime ultral-
iberalism. A good example being in ports. 

Today, France is a state that has many vessels sailing under its flag, while our owners lead the 
world in terms of quality and safety. It is still a pioneer in other areas: on deepsea mining for 
example, thanks to the working group that has for five years deepened engagement on this 
theme within the French Maritime Cluster (which has already received three visits from the 
German minister, interested in this work, in turn contributing to the roadmap for mineral re-
sources recently released by the government). France has often done more, and better, than 
many other maritime states, although it is still far from enough!
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