Brussels, French Politics and the “Macron Law”
By Robin Gadbled (EUI)
Intense debate and media attention surrounded the adoption of the French law on Growth,
Economic Activity and Economic Equal Opportunities 1, more famously known under the name of its
promotor: France’s new Minister to the Economy Emmanuel Macron.

“Atomic” 49-3
Wide-ranging to the point that it was sometimes called “catch-all” (“loi fourre-tout”) in the press2,
the Macron law was subject to over 3000 amendment proposals3. This number only reflects the size
of the debates and political opposition that surrounded the draft law, both within and outside
Parliament. Political tensions became eventually so strong that Prime Minister Manuel Valls resorted
to a now rarely4 used prerogative of the French Executive to see the law adopted by the National
Assembly without a vote: “the 49-3” procedure.
Under French law, a legislative proposal is only successful if it is adopted by both Chambers of
Parliament, the National Assembly and the Senate. In the case of the Macron law, the government
had already triggered an “accelerated procedure” allowing for only one reading of the proposal in
each Chamber5. Article 49, paragraph 3 of the Constitution allows the prime minister to engage the
responsibility of the government before the National Assembly on a law proposal6. The law proposal
is considered adopted unless a motion of no confidence (“motion de defiance”) is voted by the
National Assembly within constraining time limits. As parliamentary opposition failed to adopt such a
motion7, the legislative text was considered adopted by the National Assembly on 19 February 2015.
As a consequence, it was transferred to the Senate, where it is now pending. While article 49-3 is not
applicable to the Senate, the National Assembly should have the last institutional word. There is little
doubt that the Macron law will pass in the coming months.
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A divided majority
The main narrative to this escalation, from discussion to the use of “atomic” 8 49-3, is arguably that of
the clash between two formations of the left within – as well as outside – the ruling Socialist Party
(PS)9.
The law, put forward by former banker10 and new minister to the Economy Emmanuel Macron, is
probably one of the clearest manifestations so far of President François Hollande’s “social
liberalism”11. The law provides for a variety of measures, whose topics range from road transport to
housing. Some of its main features include the introduction of additional competition in the system
of regulated legal professions (such as notaries), extension of Sunday work and the reform of labour
courts. Important parts of the Macron law drew inspiration from an independent expert report
ordered by France’s former right-wing President Nicolas Sarkozy, and led by Jacques Attali 12. Of
interest is the fact that the rapporteur to the Attali Report was Emmanuel Macron.
Voices on the left denounced the law proposal as a liberal push under the guise of socialism13.
Amongst them, a group of dissenting socialists within the majority, better known as “les frondeurs”,
expressed concerns14. They joined in the process representatives of the leftist opposition to the
government: ecologists15 (who quit the government last year over disagreement on the line set by
new Prime Minister Manuel Valls) and the far left16. Eventually, most of the amendments adopted for
the draft law came from within the ranks of the government’s majority in Parliament17.
Still, following intense, article-by-article discussions, compromises were made between the different
strands of the majority18. Individual members of center and right wing parliamentary groups also
declared they thought the law was headed in the right direction19. However, compromises could be
found only up to a point: in an unprecedented move, the frondeurs threatened to vote against the
law proposal – against their own group in Parliament – after they failed to agree with the
government on the regulation of Sunday work 20. For the Prime Minister, the threat justified
triggering article 49, paragraph 3, of the Constitution.
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A European dimension
While this main narrative is essentially focused on internal French politics, several commentators and
politicians have pointed to the European dimension of the Macron law. « The shadow of Brussels
looms over the Macron law », reads French newspaper Mediapart21, suggesting that the wide range
of topics covered by the law, as well as the accelerated pace set for its adoption, can be in part
explained by a constraining European calendar. Several other newspapers describe how the law
aligns with EU recommendations, and point to the praise that the draft law received in European
circles22. The extreme right-wing Party “National Front” went as far as to say that Emmanuel Macron
was but a “pawn of the European Union” and that his law should be renamed the “Brussels law”23.
This last opinion omits that France partially shaped and agreed on the rules of the European
economic governance, and that the genealogy of the Macron law can be traced back at least to the
Attali report – which therefore predates current European pressures to adopt comparable legislation.
What is true, though, is that interpretations of the Macron law should be situated in the wider
context of EU crisis law.
France is currently subjected to two interrelated procedures in the framework of the European
economic governance, which constrains the budgetary and macroeconomic policies of Member
States. A procedure for excessive deficit was launched against France in 2009, while a procedure for
macroeconomic imbalances started in 2013. Each of these procedures can end up in sanctions if
France doesn’t live by its European commitments. Ultimately, fines can be imposed, up to GDP 0,5%
for excessive deficit and up to GDP 0,1% for macroeconomic imbalances.
On 28 November 2014, for the annual presentation of its opinion on the draft budgetary plans of
euro area Member States, the Commission provided a critical assessment of the French plans for
2015. The Commission did not exactly request a revised budgetary plan. Instead, it identified a risk of
non-compliance with the provisions of the Stability and Growth Pact and – in an attempt to put
pressure on France to implement the necessary measures – announced that it would “examine in
early March 2015 its position vis-à-vis France's obligations under the Stability and Growth Pact in the
light of the finalisation of the budget law and of the expected specification of the structural reform
programme announced by the authorities” 24.Such reforms were mentioned by the French Prime
Minister in a letter addressed to the Commission, on 21 November 2014. Among them, the Macron
law featured prominently25. Thus, there were high European stakes for the French government to see
the Macron law pass Parliament as swiftly as possible.
The Macron law is of particular relevance to macroeconomic imbalances, as it aims at removing
hindrances to France’s economy and liberate growth. Most of the positive developments noted by
the Commission in its latest In Depth Review of France’s macroeconomic outlook actuallyrelate to
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the Macron law26. Even though the Commission remains cautious 27 on the merits of the law until it
sees how it is implemented – and while it requires additional reforms – it is clear that the Macron law
will weigh more than any other measure on the positive side of the Commission’s assessment of
France’s macroeconomic reforms.
The Macron law also played a role in the procedure dealing with France’s excessive deficit. When the
Commission finally recommended, on 27 February 2015, that France be granted a two-year reprieve
to correct its deficit, it mentioned the Macron law28. Newspapers suggest more explicitly that the
hard fought French reform had an impact on the decision by the Commission not to sanction France
yet on its excessive deficit29.
One can only guess whether show of its internal struggles to see the Macron law adopted helped
France tilt the balance in favor of such a reprieve, against the wishes of several other EU member
States30 and EU Commissioners31. While some argue that the reprieve is another gift made by the
Commission to a large Member State, it is not clear whether the two-year deadline can be entirely
considered good news for President François Hollande himself. France may very well be in the midst
of its 2017 Presidential election when a sanction mechanism is set in motion – a potentially
disastrous political timing32.
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