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Executive summary

Franco-German relations as the ‘engine’ of European integration are widely per-

ceived to have stalled in recent years. German economic and political strength, coupled with 

relative French economic and political weakness, help to explain this situation.

The re-election of Angela Merkel and the election of Emmanuel Macron in 2017 creat-

ed a new potential basis for a strong, like-minded Franco-German alliance that would be able 

to agree on substantial policy issues. It is therefore a good time to assess what the Franco-Ger-

man relationship can achieve, what its shortcomings are, and what it means for the wider 

governance of the euro area and the European Union.

An examination of some of the past major Franco-German agreements reveals a 

more complex picture than is usually recorded. �e Schuman Plan (1950), the European 

Monetary System (1979) and the Maastricht Treaty (1992) left their mark as European integra-

tion milestones, but were also one-sided or incomplete policy agreements.  

The future Franco-German relationship faces three issues that European 



https://www.omfif.org/analysis/commentary/2017/may/reviving-franco-german-relations/
https://www.omfif.org/analysis/commentary/2017/may/reviving-franco-german-relations/
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we could completely depend on others are, to an extent, over. We Europeans truly have to take 

our fate into our own hands”2. 

�is reversal of fortunes is welcome because Franco-German relations remain funda-

mental to the EU. France and Germany are each other’s primary trade partners. Because the 

French and German governments have held such long-standing diverging interpretations 

of the future of the euro, an improvement of the functioning of the euro area could reside in 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/may/28/merkel-says-eu-cannot-completely-rely-on-us-and-britain-any-more-g7-talks
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/may/28/merkel-says-eu-cannot-completely-rely-on-us-and-britain-any-more-g7-talks
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‘union of states’, known as the Fouchet Plans. �ese plans were rejected by the other �ve EEC 

http://www.france-allemagne.fr/Declaration-commune-franco,1128.html
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/symbols/europe-day/schuman-declaration_en
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of the European continent of the Franco-German reconciliation. He said that “the coming 

together of the nations of Europe requires the elimination of the age-old opposition of France 

and Germany”. �e declaration thus embodied the idea that a Franco-German agreement 

was a necessary precondition for European integration to progress5.

West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer immediately and wholeheartedly agreed to 

the French initiative, though he had been kept in the dark when the proposal was being devel-

oped in Paris. �e preparation of the plan bypassed the regular French foreign policymaking 

channels; it was essentially prepared in secret by Jean Monnet and Bernard Clappier, who 

were no diplomats. After such a warm reception in Germany, Italy and the Benelux countries 

also joined the plan. �e British government rejected the plan partly because it involved the 

pooling of sovereignty, an institutional policy instrument which London strongly disliked. 

�e Treaty instituting the ECSC was signed in Paris in April 1951 and introduced some of 

the basic features that have marked European integration since. �e ECSC included a supra-

national High Authority, a Council of Ministers, a Parliament, a Court of Justice and a single 

European market for coal and steel. �is institutional framework was maintained with some 

adjustments in the 1957 Treaty of Rome that created the European Economic Community 

(EEC), and further developed by the 1992 Maastricht Treaty that created the European Union.
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economy at risk, German chancellor Helmut Schmidt decided that a European solution should 

be found for the problem of European currency instability. �e initiative found a willing audi-

ence. German disquiet about the international economic situation dated from late 1977, many 

proposals for European monetary cooperation and integration had been tabled in the past few 

years, and the French president was keen to move forward. As a consequence, the French and 

German governments took the lead in 1978 and agreed on the development of a new Euro-

pean currency framework, the EMS. �e EMS aimed at stabilising intra-European currency 

�uctuations, strengthening Europe’s weight internationally in currency terms and providing a 

symbol of European unity. As such, the EMS is often hailed as a Franco-German breakthrough 

that enabled deeper European cooperation. French president Giscard d’Estaing thus famously 

quipped that “the spirit of Charlemagne brooded over our works” after a meeting with German 

Chancellor Helmut Schmidt in Aachen, where they �nalised the working of the EMS.

�e actual result was however far from being an agreement of equals between France 

and Germany. �e EMS was essentially what the German government, and more particularly 

the Bundesbank, was ready to agree on (James, 2012; Ludlow, 1982; Mourlon-Druol, 2012). 

�e multiple French proposals made in the course of the negotiations were all rebu�ed. 

Admittedly, the French idea to introduce a divergence indicator able to pinpoint a currency 

di�ering from the average was accepted. But it was agreed that the identi�cation of the 

diverging currency would only lead to consultations between central banks, and not to any 
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http://�ԹϺ�����.org/2015/10/what-options-for-european-deposit-insurance/
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risks creating unrealistically high expectations, which the Franco-German relationship 

cannot live up to. �is is a particularly salient problem since the Franco-German relation-

ship has not really delivered in the past ten years. Outcomes that do not match ambitions 

feed resentment of and disillusionment with the European project. �e ambitious claims 

http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/jacques-delors-and-joschka-fischer-discuss-50-years-of-the-elysee-treaty-a-878755-2.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/jacques-delors-and-joschka-fischer-discuss-50-years-of-the-elysee-treaty-a-878755-2.html
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crucially allowed a deadlock in the negotiations to be overcome, and paved the way for the 

�nal agreement. Belgium thus acted as a broker of the Franco-German tandem. 

Italian diplomacy also proved critical on multiple occasions, especially in striking a deal 

for the Single European Act in 1986, and again in Maastricht (Varsori, 2010). Both Ireland 

and Italy, and also to lesser extent the UK, were driving forces in the creation of the Euro-

pean Regional Development Fund in 1975. Although the case of the UK is no longer relevant 

since it will leave the European Union, it is still worth remembering that it often played an 

important role between France and Germany – and of course in European integration more 

broadly9. For instance, the UK government fully supported the Belgian compromise in the 

EMS negotiations mentioned above. �e UK government strongly supported the completion 

http://�ԹϺ�����.org/2016/05/brexit-debate-ignores-uks-privileged-position-in-europe/
http://www.elysee.fr/declarations/article/initiative-pour-l-europe-discours-d-emmanuel-macron-pour-une-europe-souveraine-unie-democratique/
http://www.elysee.fr/declarations/article/initiative-pour-l-europe-discours-d-emmanuel-macron-pour-une-europe-souveraine-unie-democratique/
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