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The first ever primaries 
organized by the right 
wing parties in France 
concluded with an 
astonishing surprise:  
Former Prime Minister 
Fillon, a seasoned but 
discreet politician and fan 
of Le Mans car endurance 
racing, emerged as a clear 
winner, ending Nicolas 
Sarkozy’s career in the 
first round and beating 
longtime favorite Alain 
Juppé with a fantastic 
acceleration in the last lap, 
to reach 66.5% of the votes 
in the second round. 

What comes next?
This is just the beginning and the road 
to the Presidency is long. The left 
parties are reconsidering their options 
now that their key opponent is 
identified. François Hollande will most 
likely run, although he would first need 
to win the upcoming primaries within 
the Socialist party. Some are saying 
that he is seeing François Fillon as an 
easier opponent: a more conservative 
right representative, less center-

compatible and hence more 
vulnerable. But is it true? Who is 
François Fillon, the odd man out no 
one had expected to win? A hard 
Thatcherite in disguise, as many media 
commentators have rushed to 
conclude, or more of a Christian 
democrat open to social dialogue? 
Difficult to say yet. What we know is 
that François Fillon has an ambition 
and a very detailed “shock” program, 
and is not the undecided “Mr. Nobody” 
Sarkozy used to describe.  

Who is François Fillon? 
François Fillon, 62, is a long standing 
politician, with four decades of political 
experience. Elected as the youngest MP 
in 1981 after Mitterrand’s election 
when he was 27, he has held offices at 
all levels of the political landscape, 
several times as Minister (incl. Labor 
and Education) until his appointment 
as Sarkozy’s Prime Minister (2007-
2012). 

Close to the center right-wing, he holds 
a free-market and pro-business stance, 
and has built a reputation for being a 
cautious but determined reformer 
(conducted two pension reforms). Of 
claimed catholic faith and culture, he is 
a moderate European (he voted 
against the Maastricht Treaty) and 
embraces a traditional stance on social 
issues. Discreet and scandal-free, his 
style contrasts with that of the 
extrovert and buoyant Sarkozy.

François Fillon, the 
odd man out: the 

challenger candidate 
has unexpectedly 

emerged as the 
winner of the right-
wing primaries. He 

advocates for a 
profound reform of 
the French economy 

and a pragmatic 
foreign affairs policy. 
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Fillon’s program has been 
fine-tuned for months and 
covers a wide spectrum of 
topics. 

At the core of his program is his pledge 
to repair the French economy, which is 
currently burdened by sluggish 
growth, an unemployment rate stalled 
at 10% and public debt that is nearing 
100% of GDP. The vision behind his 
program is his alarmist diagnosis of the 
French economy, which he described 
back in 2007 as being in a situation of 
“bankruptcy”. 

State reform: mission 
impossible? 
In order to restore France’s public 
finances and structural growth, Fillon’s
ambition is to achieve a deep and 
radical State reform. 

With regards to balancing the budget, 
he advocates for a reduction in the 
public debt level, from 100% today to 
95% in 2022. To do so, he proposes a 
cut of 100 billion euros in the public 
expenditures over the next 5 years. 
This would undermine the “welfare 
state” in a country known for having 
one of the highest levels of public 
expenditures (57% of GDP). 

His flagship proposal is to cut 500,000 
public jobs within 5 years 
(representing roughly a 10% cut), both 
at government and local level, paired 
with an increase of working hours for 
civil servants (from 35 to 39-hour 
week). In addition, he also wants to 
align the pension status of public sector 
workers with that of private sector 
workers and to push back the 
retirement age from 62 to 65 years old. 

Economy: a 
pro-business stance
With “liberation of the economy” at the 
top of his program, Fillon advocates for 
a profound change of the business 
environment based on increased labor
market flexibility and significant tax 
breaks for companies. 

His key measure to trigger a “shock of 
competitiveness” is to end France’s 
emblematic 35-hour work week, 
leaving private sector companies free 
to negotiate working hours with their 
employees– within the EU limit of 48 
hours per week. 

From a tax perspective, Fillon has 
committed to a reduction of business 
taxation by as much as €50bn starting 
in January 2018. This includes cuts in 
corporate charges on wages (40bn €) 
and a lowering of the corporate tax 
rate (10bn€) from its current level –
33.3% – to around 25%, a rate that is 
much closer to the EU average. A 
progressive increase in the VAT by two 
base points would be key to financing 
these tax allowances. In addition, the 
French “ISF”, or “Solidarity Tax on 
Wealth,” would be scrapped in order to 
encourage investments in SMEs. 

He is betting that by focusing on 
businesses rather than households and 
pushing through corporate tax relief he 
will boost the economy in the first two 
years of his mandate.

Foreign policy: a mix of 
stronger sovereignty 
and smarter EU 
integration?
Fillon has not been very forthcoming 
on foreign policy so far, as he has put 
an emphasis on national issues. 
However he has given a few vigorous 

views on some key international 
issues:

 Defending a “Europe of nations to 
ensure sovereignty”: Fillon does not 
want more integration at large in 
Europe and believes that the powers 
of the European Council should be 
increased vs. the European 
Commission. Still, he considers that 
the Eurozone should be strengthened 
by creating an “economic governing 
body”, first at the level of the 
Eurogroup and then at the Heads of 
State level. Regarding the immigration 
issue, Fillon is in favor of launching a 
“Schengen of Justice” negotiation with 
EU partners to harmonize rules of 
eviction, as well as reinforcing controls 
at EU borders and strengthening 
access conditions to social welfare and 
finally amplifying support to 
neighbouring non-EU countries. 

 Reinforcing the Franco-German 
couple in order to revitalize 
Europe: In many respects, the 
European governance vision 
championed by François Fillon is close 
to that of the German Minister of 
Finance, Wolfgang Schäuble: 
prioritizing budgetary and fiscal 
reforms and the reform of 
intergovernmental governance. He 
believes that the revival of the Franco-
German relationship depends on 
France’s ability to reform itself and 
therefore to regain economic 
credibility before its German partner. 

 Taking a pro-Putin stance and 
seeing China as “the major threat”: 
Fillon advocates for a pragmatic 
approach and dialogue with Russia 
which he believes is the only way to 
put an end to the war in Syria and 
defeat ISIS. For him, isolating Russia 
not only could be damaging for the 
French interests but also put at risk 
global balance. By contrast, Fillon has 
a much stronger stance against China: 
he believes there should be clearer 
rules of reciprocity between China and 
Europe in terms of commercial 
exchanges. 

A shock therapy 
program 



What’s next for him?

Fillon will have to 
overcome three key 
obstacles on his way to the 
Presidential election:

 Gather support for implementing  
such radical reforms in a country 
that has a strong resistance to 
structural change. Everyone knows 
how difficult it is to conduct reforms in 
France, where social conservatism can 
impede any kind of political ambition. 
However Fillon has a key asset: he has 
gained respect from the unions for his 
ability to negotiate and maintain a 
dialogue, even on the most 
controversial topics, such as the 
retirement schemes. However the 
State reform he proposes would 
inevitably trigger social conflicts so he 
would either have to be less 
consultative than his usual style or be 
prepared for more compromises.

 Demonstrate that these reforms are 
realistic from a financial point a 
view. According to a number of 
observers, Fillon’s programme is risky 
from a public finance point of view, as 
he advocates for massive tax 
reductions which are insufficiently 
funded. As a consequence, France’s 
deficit could rise to up to 4.7% of GDP 
in 2017 vs. 3.3% expected in 2016. 

 Prove that he is the man capable of 
reforming the country, while 
opponents and other candidates point 
out that during his term as Prime 
Minister under Sarkozy’s mandate, he 
did little to reform the French 
economy. To demonstrate how 
determined he is, Fillon has 
announced that key reforms would be 
swiftly  implemented during the first 
100 days. Potential key ministers 
would also be designated before the 
end of 2016 so that their offices are 
operational and ready to deploy the 
reforms as of May 2017. 

What’s next on the 
political agenda?

The battle of the elections 
has a long way to go, with 
still a lot of uncertainties.
Against Fillon, the new clear candidate 
of the right wing opposition for the 
presidential elections next spring, 
there will be a threefold opposition, 
from the left wing, from the extreme 
right, as well as from the center. 

On the left, the outcome of the 
primaries for the Socialist party and its 
allies, which will take place in January 
2017, is highly uncertain at the 
moment, with François Hollande and 
his Prime Minister Valls both being 
potential candidates. Should this 
happen, the PM’s could resign in the 
short term. Whatever the outcome is, it 
is already clear that the left wing 
current majority will also be 
challenged by other candidates coming 
from the extreme left and the Green 
party. 

At the center, François Bayrou, who 
was a strong supporter of Alain Juppé
during the primaries, has already 
underlined that he disagrees with both 
the values and the method proposed 
by Fillon and, as a consequence, might 
decide to support a different candidate 
or run himself for the mandate. Lastly, 
Emmanuel Macron, Francois 
Hollande’s former Minister for the 
Economy, has announced his 
candidacy and could play a significant 
role, as he claims to be neither from the 
left nor the right.

On the extreme right, at the heart of all 
discussions, is the question of which 
candidate will face Marine Le Pen in 
the 2nd round of the presidential 
elections, as the candidate of the Front 
National is expected by most 
commentators to qualify. 
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The President of the French 
Republic is elected directly by the 
French citizens for a 5-year mandate. If 
he or she gathers over 50% of votes, he 
or she is immediately elected after the 
first round. Otherwise, the two 
candidates who have gathered the 
most votes on the first round move into 
the second round.

Upcoming electoral milestones

November 2016: right 
wing primaries

January 2017: left-
wing primaries (excl. 
extreme left)

End of February: 
begining of the 
Parliament recess

April 23, 2017 and 
May 7, 2017: 
Presidential election 
(2 rounds)

Mid May 2017: 
Appointment of the 
Government

June 11 and 18, 2017: 
General elections 
(members of the 
Lower House of 
Parliament)

September 24, 
2017:  renewal 
of half of the 
Senate (Upper 
House of the 
Parliament)

J-L Mélenchon
Far-left, populist 

Y. Jadot
Green, Member 
of the European 
Parliament

A. Montebourg
Former 
Economy min.
(2012-13)

M. Valls
Social-liberal
Current PM 
(since 2014)

F. Hollande
Current President 
(since 2012)

E. Macron
Young reformer
Former Economy min. 
(2014-16)

F. Bayrou
Centrist
Former min.

F. Fillon
Right-wing
candidate
Former PM 
(2007-12)

M. Le Pen
Far-right, 
populist

Main candidates (declared or probable)

?

?

?

Getting a majority in Parliament is 
the next key question. Indeed, one 
needs to remember that immediately 
after the Presidential election (two 
rounds on April 23rd and May 7th), the 
elections for the Lower House of the 
Parliament (Assemblée nationale) will 
be organized (two more rounds on 
June 11th and 18th) and will either 
confirm a true mandate for the newly 
elected President by giving him a full 
majority or restricting his power with a 
narrow majority, or in the worst case 
scenario, no majority at all. 
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Brunswick Group

Brunswick is an 
advisory firm 
specializing in critical 
issues and corporate 
relations.
A global partnership with 23 offices in 
14 countries. Founded in 1987, 
Brunswick has grown organically, 
operating as a single profit center, 
allowing us to respond seamlessly to 
our clients’ needs, wherever they are in 
the world.

Brunswick helps clients use 
communications to achieve their 
strategic objectives while 
strengthening and protecting their 
corporate reputation. 

The today 30 strong Paris team was 
initially set up in 2000 and has been 
advising both global and local clients to 
position them on the French market at 
all levels and with all types of 
stakeholders. 
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