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The Secretariat General of the Ministry for the Economy, Finance and 
the Recovery was created in 2000. Originally a small administrative task 
force, over the past two decades it has undergone major changes and now 
encompasses the Ministry's support functions – and 2,400 staff members!  
A key player in central government modernisation efforts, tasked with  
cross-functionality and ministerial and inter-ministerial coordination, but 
also with the daily life of the ministry, the SG can be compared to Janus, 
the ancient Roman deity with two faces. On the occasion of this twentieth 
anniversary (an age of youth and vitality, but also one of maturity), at a time 
when the Secretariat General is resolutely looking towards the future as part 
of a transformation process begun earlier this year, this special issue looks 
back at the history of its creation and its development.
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Foreword
BY MARIE‑ANNE BARBAT‑LAYANI

The Secretariat General of the Ministry for the Economy, 
Finance and the Recovery was created in 2000. Originally 
a small administrative task force, over the past two 
decades it has undergone major changes and now 
encompasses the Ministry’s support functions – and 
2,400 staff members! A key player in central government 
modernisation efforts, tasked with cross-functionality 
and ministerial and inter‑ministerial coordination, but 
also with the daily life of the ministry, the SG can be 
compared to Janus, the ancient Roman deity with  
two faces. 

Janus was the god of doors and passages, with one  
face turned towards the past and the other towards the 
future. On the occasion of this twentieth anniversary  
(an age of youth and vitality, but also one of maturity), at 
a time when the Secretariat General is resolutely looking 
towards the future as part of a transformation process 
begun earlier this year, it seems appropriate that we look 
back at the history of its creation and its development. 
An open‑minded approach to history, free of blinkers, 
taboos and untruths, will always light the path of those 
with the courage to act.

This is why I very much enjoyed a frank exchange with a 
leading academic such as Jean‑Michel Eymeri‑Douzans, 
an unrivalled expert on the French State. His insights, 
which are always fascinating, show that Bercy may have 
been buffeted by major upheavals, but that we were able 
to ask ourselves the right questions and often found the 
right answers.

After this exchange of views, our first historical article 
gives an account of the successive disappearances and 

Marie‑Anne 
Barbat‑Layani
Secretary General  
of the Ministry  
for the Economy, 
Finance and the 
Recovery 
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reappearances of ministerial secretariats general from 
the French Revolution to the end of the 20th century.  
As major crises revealed the need for coordination,  
their history follows that of the creation of the SGs.  
The second article, based on 30 interviews and archival 
work, discusses the institutionalisation of the Bercy 
SG against the backdrop of the assertion of the French 
government’s reform policies. 

Meeting others helps us understand ourselves better, 
which is why I wanted the Comparative Public 
Management team of the IGPDE Research Office to 
interview the SG’s counterparts in Germany, Belgium, 
Denmark, Spain, Italy and the United Kingdom. From 
the UK’s Permanent Secretary to the Inter‑ministerial 
Support Functions Agency in Denmark, the variety 
of roles and missions entrusted to our counterparts is 
considerable, and provides us with information on our 
own administrative culture.

Above all, and I cannot emphasise this enough, the SG is 
a collective. Inexorably, each group over time, emanates 
its culture, which is sometimes unseen to those who 
experience it on a daily basis. For this reason, I asked 
Marc Abelès, a well‑known anthropologist, who has been 
able to observe the National Assembly, the European 
Commission and the World Trade Organisation, 
to immerse himself for a fortnight in the life of the 
Secretariat General. His “astonishing report” is,  
well, astonishing!

Happy reading and happy birthday to the SG!





Between research and praxis:  
perspectives  

on the Secretariat General
A joint interview with Marie-Anne Barbat-Layani 

and Jean-Michel Eymeri-Douzans

As part of the celebration of the twentieth anniversary of 
the Secretariat General, we organised a discussion between 
Marie-Anne Barbat-Layani, Secretary General of the Ministry 
for the Economy, Finance and the Recovery, and Jean-Michel 
Eymeri-Douzans, Professor of Political Science and President 

of the European Group for Public Administration. They had an 
opportunity to compare their perspectives, as researcher and 
practitioner, on the organisation of Europe’s various finance 

ministries and the specific nature of the Bercy secretariat. The 
full version of the talk can be found on the IGPDE website.
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Is the secretariat  
general a specifically  
French institution or  
is it comparable to other 
administrative bodies in 
Europe such as the British 
Permanent Secretary?

JEAN‑MICHEL EYMERI‑DOUZANS – This is the 
whole issue of the relationship at the top between 
politics and administration. Every country has its 
own particular way of doing this.
Nevertheless, there are a number of unchanging 
factors. Thus we have this intersection between 
countries with powerful, even supremely power-
ful secretaries general, which is typically exempli-
fied by the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, 
countries that generally have no tradition of min-
isterial cabinets. By this I mean that ministers may 
have two or three personal assistants, what we 
would call a ghost writer, a speech adviser, plus a 
person who manages the diary and a parliamen-
tary adviser. This is what the British used to call 
the Minister’s Private Office: a team of three to 
four people. However, in the cabinet system as 
we know it in France, Belgium, Italy and Spain, 
the ministerial staff is as large as an SME – or was, 
prior to the drastic cuts made at the beginning of 
the current term by President Macron and Prime 
Minister Edouard Philippe.

Generally speaking, countries without a tradition 
of political cabinets have powerful secretaries 
general as models. Conversely, in a country with 
a strong tradition of political cabinets and where 
the chief of staff, when she or he is a senior civil 
servant and highly skilled and experienced, as is 
often the case in France, becomes – or became – a 
kind of head of heads, the positioning of a secre-
tary general was poorly received. This led to the 
extinction of secretariats general.

But, beginning with the terms of office of Jacques 
Chirac and the cohabitation with Lionel Jospin, it 
was considered necessary to recreate them. This 
is due, in my opinion, as the great German soci-
ologist Norbert Elias put it, to a development of 
wider chains of interdependence. As soon as these 
chains of interdependence are widened between 
all sorts of participants who are called upon to 
produce public policies, the issue of coordination 
becomes increasingly important. Indeed, this is so 
much the case that one wonders whether these 
coordinating institutions and the coordinators 
who operate them have not become the loci and 
protagonists of a paramount political pre-arbitra-
tion. Because, essentially, everything has become 
so complex that these secretariats general have 
become key venues for arbitrating the very sub-
stance of the dossiers and are no longer just 
institutions that look after the formalities of the 
coordination process. The same could be said of 
the General Secretariat for European Affairs, the 
SGAE, with regard to the production of France’s 
negotiating positions in the European Union.

Thus, at the turn of the millennium, France’s min-
isterial secretariats general had to be reinvented, 
starting at Bercy, where Laurent Fabius, the then 
minister, was somewhat frustrated at having some 
15 or 17 central government directorates report-
ing directly to him. With 21 working days in the 
month, he saw one director general per day, only 
to start the same process all over again the fol-
lowing month. He decided to create the post of 
secretary general, and Bernard Pêcheur, who had 
previously been Director General for Government 
Administration and the Civil Service, was the first 
to occupy this position and to devise its scope.

Other ministries followed suit after 2002, under 
Jacques Chirac’s second term of office. Essentially, 
this trend largely reflected the conclusions of the 
famous Picq report, which recommended put-
ting an end to the myriad of French ministries 
that were continually being transformed and re- 
created with each new government and defining 
ten large, fixed ministerial departments. The crea-
tion of ten secretariats general, five of which also 
have authority over several ministries, such as the 
one for the economic and finance ministries, or 
the secretariat general for the social ministries, was 
a clever, low-key and unspoken way of establishing 
the ten vast ministerial departments that the Picq 
report envisaged, since in career management, it 
is well known that the HR function falls within the 
the secretariats general’s remits, as does resource 
management.
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Ms Barbat‑Layani,  
when you are asked to 
explain what the secretariat 
general does and more 
precisely what your position 
is, how do you respond? 

MARIE‑ANNE BARBAT‑LAYANI – The secretariat 
general is a bit like Janus, since it has two origins 
which are quite different: a small administrative 
task force, extremely tightly knit and with a very 
small number of project directors, a staff direc-
torate in fact. And then a very large managerial 
administration. These two sides, which form a con-
tinuum, coexist within the Secretariat General, 
with in addition, given the period we are living 
through, a very important crisis management role, 
crisis coordination, and in connection with the 
interministerial, which has greatly increased in 
power, even though it existed before. So, a role 
that is also linked to the fact that at Bercy, as is 
the case in many of the ministerial secretariats 
general, the SG is also the Senior Defence and 
Security Official.

And how do you see  
the administrative  
and political coordination 
role of the Bercy SG?

MARIE‑ANNE BARBAT‑LAYANI – This role is at the 
heart of the Secretariat General’s remit, which 
was basically created for this purpose, at a time 
when the interministerial dimension of carrying 
out major transformation projects was not yet in 
place. In fact, the minister felt the need at one 
point, over and above the relationship he has 
with his cabinet, which deals with all the dossi-
ers, to have a task force administration, one that 
is sufficiently responsive and nearby to manage 
large-scale projects.
Since then, I would say that the thing that has 
changed significantly in French administrative 
history, and it has been very noticeable at gov-
ernment level, is the interministerial initiative with 
regard to strategic transformation projects.

In the 2010’s, when there was the public pol-
icy review process, the secretaries general were 

immediately positioned at the heart of it. Already 
at the time, they were personally accountable to 
the interministerial bodies chaired by the Prime 
Minister’s chief of staff and the secretary general 
of the Elysée, as to how their ministries fit into this 
action, to make proposals, to report on what they 
were doing. This governance was perpetuated over 
time, it has even become a given.

Even today, when we look at the ministerial 
transformation projects which are imperatives 
addressed to the different ministries by the 
President and the Prime Minister, the Secretaries 
General are the entry point for these projects. 
They report on them both at the level of the gov-
ernment’s secretariat-general, which meets regu-
larly in a committee of secretaries general, and in a 
governance system that very directly involves the 
prime minister’s chief of staff and the secretary 
general of the Élysée Palace.

This is an essential role. It is somewhat complex 
because the secretariat general is often not  
the initiator of the practical projects that shape 
the ministerial transformation plans, but it is some-
what the orchestra leader, the coordinator, the 
entity that synthesises them.

Current reforms aim  
to strengthen governmental 
and administrative 
coordination.  
What effects do they have  
on the secretariats general?

JEAN‑MICHEL EYMERI‑DOUZANS – The Secretary 
General has clearly pointed out the hybrid nature 
of this body, which is also found in other ministries. 
In fact, and this is a bit like squaring the circle, 
France’s ministerial secretariats general retain 
something of a task force administration, while 
at the same time fulfilling a set of classic roles 
that used to be called “resource departments”, 
support functions that range from communication 
to heritage. In this dual capacity, the secretariats 
general are involved in central government reform.
This medium- to long-term trend, from the early 
Rocard circular on the “Renewal of the public 
service”, through the “General Review of Public 
Policies”, “Government Modernisation”, and now 
“Government Transformation”, is a process in and 
through which the central government is reform-
ing itself. The administrative central government 
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has become the object of first-rate public policy, 
hence the reformatting of central administration 
bodies, with mergers and redefined roles, and 
the series of devolutions towards prefectures  
and regional devolved central government.

Central government reforms, which have been 
carried out in many countries since the 1980s, 
and which have been analysed by Christopher 
Pollitt and Geert Bouckaert, take different paths 
but share the need to reverse the trend towards 
a “crumbling administration”, to use the title of a 
book by François Dupuy and Jean-Claude Thoenig. 
In fact, the re-establishment of secretariats gen-
eral is an attempt – albeit one that is difficult to 
carry out and that is worked out during the pro-
cess – to re-regulate and better coordinate public 
administrations that have a tendency to give in to 
centrifugal forces if left unchecked.

MARIE‑ANNE BARBAT‑LAYANI – If I could add 
one thought, in this respect the ministerial 
secretaries general really do not differ all that 
much from private-sector secretaries general.  
Although there is no general definition in the pri-
vate sector, as in the public sector, the analogy 
still holds true.
Like companies, the central government is facing 
a whole host of obligations and changes. This is 
because, in the public service the principles of 
mutability and adaptability are very important. We 
must constantly ensure that we provide the best 
public service given the conditions of the world 
around us, which is obviously changing.

The secretaries general are constantly attentive 
to these topics, that is to say, ensure that our 
administrations coordinate the transformation, 
because everything is changing, just as a company 
is also changing. We don’t provide the same ser-
vice today as we did twenty years ago in the field 
of energy or finance, a subject that I have known 
well in other parts of my life. So necessarily, in this 
transformation, this adaptation of service, there is 
an aspect of coordination that goes through the 
secretaries general. I would add, moreover, that 
the secretaries general perhaps have a specialty 
with respect to these large-scale projects – their 
ability to act over the long term.

In reality, one could say in administrative sciences 
or administrative organisation that these strategic 
projects are coordinated by the minister’s private 
office, which is moreover very largely the case. 
There are transformation advisers in every private 
office today. But the main difference is that the 
secretaries general, or rather the institution they 
represent, embody this permanence and ensure 

that this transformation is carried forward in 
long-term fashion.

Today, the ministerial transformation is the heir 
to a series of strata that have been passed down 
from one secretary general to the next, forming 
this obligation to constantly adapt and ensure the 
best possible administration for our fellow citizens.

You have launched  
a programme to transform 
the Secretariat General. 
What will be the final 
outcome?

MARIE‑ANNE BARBAT‑LAYANI – 

Before I answer that, I wanted to return to some-
thing you said earlier about the enormous need 
for coordination. Management of the COVID-19 
health crisis has triggered coordination with the 
interministerial crisis units, the General Secretariat 
for Defence and National Security, which is also 
critical to this type of process in France, as well as 
the Government’s Secretariat General (SGG) and 
the national crisis unit. But on a day-to-day basis 
something very interesting has happened, and that 
is that the ministerial secretaries general have felt 
the need to coordinate much more than usual. I 
was saying earlier that there is a Committee of 
Secretaries General that is chaired by the SGG 
and that meets once a month. But we very quickly 
grasped that we were constantly confronted with 
practical issues for which we are also responsible. 
It’s a real asset to have the tools and operational 
implementation ready to hand. It allows us, in the 
case of crisis management, to know very precisely 
what the stakes are but also the opportunities. 
For example, when we deal with masks, we buy 
masks, we quantify, but we are also in charge of 
distribution throughout France. It’s all a contin-
uum. It’s very useful to have this in mind when we 
take part in very strategic high-level meetings and 
then define what we’re going to do.
So what do the secretaries general do? We set up 
a virtual lunch where we are each in our offices, 
in front of our computers and where we discuss 
how to implement such and such protocol. This 
is exactly how we managed to pool the purchase 
of masks abroad. We did it at the Ministry for the 
Economy and Finance; we bought sanitary masks 
for our colleagues in the penal system, the jus-
tice ministry and the national education system 
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because it so happened that at one point we 
found a channel that passed through China. Our 
colleagues at the Quai d’Orsay gave us a great deal 
of support. There was a sort of informal “group” 
which began to meet at least once a week, in 
addition to all the e-mail back-and-forths and 
direct exchanges using the tools put in place by 
the administration.

This close coordination between secretaries-gen-
eral abated all by itself when the pandemic tempo-
rarily receded in late spring. We stopped meeting 
again, and went back to a more usual rhythm.

But let’s come back to the transformation of the 
secretariat general. This is part of an organisation’s 
lifestyle, which consists in regularly rethinking how 
it works, what its purpose is. Today people talk 
about corporate purpose, it is even provided for 
by law. This is also the case for government depart-
ments, even if we have fewer existential questions 
because we have an obvious purpose, which is to 
provide a public service. At least we know why we 
get up in the morning and don’t need to question 
it. But even though our objectives are clear, how 
we achieve them can be optimised. This is all the 
more necessary for a secretariat general whose 
support functions extend throughout the ministry. 
How can you continually guarantee that you have 
optimised, that when you go to see the Minister, 
you can tell her or him: “Yes, Minister, I can assure 
you that the support functions within your admin-
istration are well managed and functioning well. 
They meet the requirements of both the members 
of staff and those of the various directorates”.

These are the kinds of questions we have to 
ask ourselves. The current organisation of 
the Secretariat General is, broadly speaking,  
the result of the merger ten years ago between 
the Secretariat General, task force administration, 
and the management administration that manages 
resources. It is therefore a good moment. I have, 
moreover, restarted an internal transformation 
process, which had already been launched, with 
the support of the Interministerial Directorate 
for Government Transformation, which provides 
us with consulting services. The goal is to support 
reflection about our positioning, to see if we can 
do better through better organisation, in a sit-
uation where the constraints are considerable, 
since the Secretariat General had 3,000 people 
in 2010 and has 2,400 today, so we have already 
relinquished a great many jobs. And I can see that 
this process of cutting jobs, particularly in the 
central government departments, will continue. 
So we have to be able to do, at the very least, 
what we do today with slightly fewer people, by 

being more effective, more efficient, by ensuring 
greater ministerial efficiency, because this is an 
issue for us, and for all the other directorates of 
the Ministry. For example, the question of pooling 
support functions can create synergies.

But it’s also a process of reflection that aims to 
give us the leeway to place more emphasis on 
functions that we want to take on and that we 
sometimes find difficult. This is a bit the prob-
lem for our Janus-like administration, in charge 
of both strategy and operational management.  
I was saying that it has many positive aspects, but 
it is true that, from time to time, the operational 
part completely predominates. We must therefore 
provide ourselves with both an organisation and 
resources. An organisation, perhaps in the form 
of certain strategic projects that we are going to 
decide to carry out within the ministry and for 
our ministers. We must also give ourselves the 
resources to recover some of this strategic time, 
we can talk about brain time, not to be totally 
taken up by day-to-day management and to be 
able to carry out major projects, to go and see the 
ministers and make proposals.

In fact, we did so on a subject that is very close to 
our hearts at the Secretariat General, namely the 
“Green Bercy” project, a transformational initia-
tive for the administration. It enables us to make 
sustainable development an integral part of all 
our daily actions, and it is a project that the SG is 
keen to carry out. We happen to have a structure 
that supports this innovation within the SG, and 
hence within the ministry. We must absolutely 
make sure, despite staff cuts, that we have the 
daily and operational resources to do so, and that 
we maintain a capacity to initiate and manage this 
type of project.
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Before the Secretariat General 
of the Economic and Finance 
Ministries: from the French 

Revolution to the 2000s
By Jean Dezert, Edoardo Ferlazzo and Marcel Guenoun

The Secretariat General is not a contemporary creation: for more 
than two centuries, several predecessors have sporadically seen 

the light of day, and always for a very brief period. Understanding 
the specificities of the current Secretariat General naturally 

leads us to carefully examine the procrastination, resistance and 
mistrust that have plagued these initiatives, paying particular 

attention to the disappearance of the SG under the Fifth Republic, 
and to the respective positions of the ministers, their cabinets and 

the central administration.
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The very first recorded secretariats general were 
set up within the justice and war ministries in 
1793, and remained in existence until the end of 
the Napoleonic era (1815). They were regarded 
as “vice-ministers” whose duties were “to exam-
ine and forward dispatches to the heads of the 
various divisions, to report on various current 
matters to the ministers, and to exercise general 
supervision over all parts of the Administration”1  
(Clavières, 1901).

However, under the influence of the liberals and 
the British model, the system of Under-Secretaries 
of State was adopted: their creation in 1816 
marked the initial demise of the Secretaries 
General. Under-Secretaries of State had the same 
prerogatives, to which was added genuine polit-
ical responsibilities. Luc Rouban2 insists on the 
fact that “the idea of a secretary general, a senior 
civil servant in charge of management tasks, fades 
before that of a political delegate of the minis-
ter, taking charge of a set of ministerial services 
or ensuring general monitoring of all ministerial 
activity” (Rouban, 2006, p. 5). Subsequently, sec-
retaries general reappeared at different points 
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries without the function being precisely 
defined or widely used.3

After 1918, under-secretaries of state came under 
sharp criticism from legal experts (publicistes)4 who 
denounced the mixing of the administrative and 
the political. To counterbalance ministerial insta-
bility, the influence of career civil servants needed 
to be bolstered (see Box 1), and the SGs appeared 
to be the best way to re-establish equilibrium. This 
is the view of Henri Chardon, a former senior civil 
servant and member of the Conseil d’État between 
1885 and 1936, and author of numerous works on 
administration: ‘It is not ministers who must be 
responsible to Parliament for the management 
of public services: it is the permanent civil serv-
ants who must be responsible to the minister for 
the management of these services and the minis-
ters can only be responsible for the control they 
exercise over the permanent civil servants’ (1912, 
p. 15). Ministers, although remaining in control of 
their administrations through the control they 
exercise over them, must engage their responsi-
bility primarily in the political arena. The senior 
administrative official, for his part, must have the 
necessary authority to unify and ensure the coher-
ence and continuity of the government, within the 
perimeter of the ministry.

From the French Revolution  
to the Fifth Republic: 
intermittant and short‑lived 
secretariats general

1 Michel Clavières, «Les 
sous‑secrétaires d’État en 
France et en Angleterre», 
thesis in law, Paris 1901.

2 Luc Rouban, «Dossier 
histoire des secrétariats 
généraux», Les Cahiers de la 
fonction publique, 2006, p. 5.

3 The position was held 
on several occasions 
by inspectors general 
of finance, including 
Charles‑Michel Amabert 
between 1805 and 1814, and 
again during the Hundred 
Days. There was also Louis 
Guillemardet‑Lamarre 
between 1848 and 

1852, Charles François 
Laurent between 1898 
and 1899, and again 
from 1905 to 1907, and 
Georges Privat‑Deschanel 
between 1913 and 1914.

4 An early 
twentieth‑century 
movement consisting 
of public law specialists 

who put forward ideas 
on the organisation 
of institutional life. 
The most well‑known 
representatives of this 
movement are Professors 
Maurice Hauriou, 
Raymond Carré de Malberg 
and Léon Duguit.
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The Third Republic was distinguished by its 
strong parliamentary authority, with members of 
the government collectively accountable to both 
chambers. During the sixty‑five years of this system, 
France had 104 different governments. Ministers 
were primarily politicians who had to ensure that 
a parliamentary majority was maintained so that 
the government was not overthrown: parliamentary 
majorities were the offspring of unstable coalitions, 
which created permanent risks regarding the 
viability of governments. This instability led to the 
possibility of using a secretary‑general as a guarantor 
of the continuity of administrative activity.

From the Third Republic to the Fifth: 
Slow progress towards ministerial stability

Despite attempts to rationalise this “absolute 
parliamentarianism”5 with the establishment of the 
Fourth Republic, the chambers’ dominance remained 
overwhelming. France had twenty‑four governments 
between 1946 and 1958.

In reaction to the two previous regimes, the Fifth 
Republic undertook a marked rebalancing of 
powers. Seemingly parliamentary in appearance, 
the new regime became presidential, notably with 
the election of the President of the Republic by 
direct universal suffrage ( the 1962 reform) and the 
alignment of the mandate of the deputies with that of 
the President of the Republic ( the 2000 reform). This 
parliamentary stability in theory enabled ministers to 
resume their role as heads of administration.

5 An expression coined 
by legal expert Raymond 
Carré de Malberg.
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The Secretariat General, which had been tested 
during the Vichy period, outlasted the Liberation 
period by only a few months. During the initial con-
stitutional debate in 1946, the Finance Commission 
opposed making the secretariats general a per-
manent fixture, claiming that they could act as 
a “screen” between ministers and directors. This 
argument was to be invoked repeatedly right up 
to the 21st century! Under the Fourth Republic, 
some secretariats continued to operate, but spo-
radically and only in a limited number of ministries 

(Foreign Affairs, PTT, Interior, etc.). Sometimes, as 
at the Quai d’Orsay, the continued existence of a 
secretariat general was justified by the need to 
ensure coherence with the structure of the other 
European ministries as part of EEC negotiations. 

The founding of the Fifth Republic signalled the 
end of the secretaries general until the early 2000s. 
Yet the new Republic did not curb the downward 
trend in the length of the terms of office of the 
Budget and Economic Ministers.6

6 Siné Alexandre (2019), 
«Cycles de vie à Bercy. 
Vingt‑deux mois pour 
réussir aux commandes 
des finances», Pouvoirs, 
no. 68, pp. 39‑50.
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Late twentieth century:  
the secretaries general disappear 
from the French administrative 
arena

The newly established institutional structure 
prompted ministers to reassert control over their 
administrations; the secretaries general were seen 
as an obstacle to this and quickly fell into disuse. 
Ministers increasingly tended to rely on a team of 
close associates within their private offices, even 
if it meant encroaching on the domain of central 
government directors.

Ministerial reluctance  
as regards the Secretariats 
General
Given that the Fifth Republic encouraged minis-
terial stability, the secretaries general, who were 
responsible for ensuring administrative continuity, 
seemed relatively unnecessary in the eyes of deci-
sion-makers (see Box 2).

These were the only two ministries to maintain a 
Secretariat General. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
created a Secretary General under the Act of 20 June 
1920. The SG is responsible for assisting the minister 
in “the general orientation and conduct of affairs (...) 
and, at the minister’s request, carries out any study 
and forecasting tasks (...) monitors issues relating 
to the organisation of the ministry and ensures that 
resources and posts are adapted to their missions”. 
Although the SG acts as a deputy administrative 
minister, he is more involved in monitoring 
diplomatic affairs than in overseeing administrative 
matters. He or she is also responsible for ensuring 
the continuity of the ministry’s affairs when the 
minister is away on business. The wide range of the 
Ministry’s spheres of activity largely explains why the 
SG’s coordinating and synthesising role continued 
to exist. 

Two exceptions to the rule: the Secretariats General  
of the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry  
of Foreign Affairs

At the Ministry of Defence, the post of Secretary 
General existed from 1948 to 1952, before being 
abolished and then definitively re‑established by 
the decree of 5 April 1961. The title then became 
Secretary General for Administration, and the 
SG exercised direct authority over the Financial 
Services Directorate, the Administrative and Legal 
Affairs Directorate, the Civilian Personnel of the 
Armed Forces Directorate and the Armed Forces 
Social Action Department. Its continued existence 
was essentially due to a desire to strike a balance 
between the various components of the Ministry 
of Defence. In this respect, the secretary general 
embodied the “civilian” presence and the need to 
act as a counterweight to other military structures 
such as the staffs and the General Delegation for 
Armaments. 

17
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The considerable presence of SGs in some min-
istries, which extended far beyond management 
and coordination tasks, was then perceived as 
an obstacle to the action of both administrative 
directors and ministers. As early as 1969, in a book 
on the management staff of ministries, sociologist 
Jeanne Siwek-Pouydesseau noted that “a secre-
tary general with a forceful personality would be 
so influential that the minister’s influence might 
be diminished, especially if the position enjoyed 
a high degree of stability”.7 By way of example, 
Luc Rouban cites the importance of the secretary 
general of the PTT, who was consulted on the com-
position of the cabinet, and formally positioned 
himself before the chief of staff.8

Under the Fifth Republic, ministers sought to 
regain control over their administrations, and 
therefore relied on a team of close associates. 
The time of the private offices was at hand. Made 
up of senior civil servants, these offices provided 
the ministers with technical expertise, making it 
less necessary to resort to expert structures in 
charge of ministerial coordination, such as the 
SG. Jeanne Siwek-Pouydesseau notes that this 
coordination work was henceforth carried out 
by the minister’s private office: “Thus, the office 
of the secretary general has ceased to exist in 
most ministries, and the general coordination of 
the department now falls to the minister’s private 
office”9 (Siwek-Pouydesseau, 1969, p. 107). The pri-
vate office, a political entity by its very nature, 
often overlapped with tasks normally assigned to 
the administration, as evidenced by these remarks 
by a former member of Valérie Giscard d’Estaing’s 
private office:

”Staffing, appropriations, facilities: the 
budget for the Personnel Directorate at 
the time was very large [...] the Ministry 
of Finance was the biggest government 
department after National Education 
and the Armed Forces, together with the 
PTT. So it was a very busy job, and where 
I looked after logistics, human resources, 
financial resources, material resources, I 
chaired the committee for the development 
of information technology, for example, 
and oversaw real estate”.

This description is a striking illustration of the 
Secretariat General’s current remit, especially 
since this member of the private office was in 
charge of social dialogue and acted as the inter-
mediary between the Personnel Director and the 
Minister. Administrative coordination is de facto 
included in the cabinet’s remit, a sign of the extent 
of its influence and scope of action. A mixture of 
styles that was also accentuated by the origin of 
the members of the private office, mainly from 
the senior civil service. The most extreme example 
of this is the Barre government, where 93.4% of 
the members of private offices were senior civil 
servants (of which 53.3% were ENA graduates)10 
(Emery Douzans et al, 2015, p.402).

Thus, resistance to SGs by politicians found an 
echo amongst central government directors.

7 Jeanne Siwek‑ 
Potjydesseau, Le Personnel 
de direction des ministères, 
collection U, 1969, p. 107.

8 Rouban Luc, «Dossier 
histoire des Secrétariats 
généraux», Les Cahiers 
de la fonction publique, 
2006, pp. 4‑7.

9  Jeanne Siwek‑ 
Potjydesseau, Le Personnel 
de direction des ministères, 
collection U, 1969.

10 «Retour sur une case 
blanche éléments de 
morphologie des cabinets 
ministériels français 
dans la décennie 1970», 

Sylvain Laurens. By way 
of comparison over the 
period 1958‑1972, 87% of 
private office members 
came from the public 
service before they were 
appointed to cabinet, and 
this ratio was 74.7% for 
the period 1981‑1986.
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Bercy, an amalgam  
of administrations opposed 
to the establishment  
of a Secretariat General
“Bercy” is an institution fragmented into multi-
ple principalities, to quote the title of the article 
by Philippe Bezès, Florence Descamps and Scott 
Viallet-Thévenin.11 Numerous directorates coexist 
within the institution. Some of them are called 
“strategic”, and are considered to be the most 
prestigious, with the power to exert influence 
(Treasury Directorate, Budget Directorate, etc.), 
while others are known as “network” directorates, 
which rely on a large number of civil servants (tens 
of thousands in the DGI or DGCP, for example) 
who are distributed throughout the country. It 
is a variably-sized super-ministry, whose struc-
ture is shaped by the form that the Government 
decides to give it. Sometimes under the power 
of a single minister, sometimes divided into two 
ministries, often with the support of ministers of 
state, Bercy (or Rivoli until 1989) has undergone 
major changes since 1945. “Bercy is like the State: 
a conglomerate of large institutions, which gives 
itself the appearance of a single acronym, which 
we associate with ‘Bercy’, whereas in reality it is 
more like a set of structures living together under 
the same name but with very different remits, 
cultures and organisations”12 (Bezes, Descamps and 
Viallet-Thévenin, 2019). To coordinate this hetero-
geneous ensemble, it would have been preferable 
to set up a Secretariat General from the outset of 
the Fifth Republic. Although the expanding role 
of the ministerial private offices partly accounts 
for the decision not to set up such a structure, 
the reluctance of the directorates is also behind 
it, as a former member of Minister Valérie Giscard 
d’Estaing’s private office explained:

”Haberer (Robert Boulin’s chief of staff, 
editor’s note) who, like all his predecessors, 
was overwhelmingly concerned with 
financial issues, economic budget problems, 
etc., was very keen to have an influential 
person appointed who would have been 
called secretary general and who, by taking 
precedence over the directors and reporting 
directly to the minister, would have been 
tasked with resolving these issues. There 
was a struggle that lasted several months, 
when the whole matter finally fell apart 
and led to a compromise solution. In 
other words, the directors did not want 
to be cut off from the minister, because 
in this ministry there was a hierarchy 
of directorates, which was also that of 
the directors. Depending on a minister’s 
temperament, there were directors who 
saw the minister often, some who hardly 
ever saw him, and others practically not 
at all. Hence the disputes that arose (and 
not only at the finance ministry) over what 
were called private office screens, screens 
which meant that the minister worked 
with five or six associates, whom he had 
been able to select specifically, whom he 
knew, technical advisers, etc. And he only 
called the directors in at the big moments, 
for the big decisions. And the great fear of 
the directors of the ministry was that this 
secretary general, who would have been in 
charge of stewardship in the broadest sense 
of the term, would cut them off completely 
from the minister”.

11  Bezes Philippe, 
Florence Descamps, et 
Scott Viallet‑Thévenin, 
«Bercy: empire ou 

constellation de 
principautés ?», 
Pouvoirs, vol. 168, no. 1, 
2019, pp. 9‑28.

12  Ibid, p. 16.
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A strong SG therefore aroused the fear of both 
the private offices and the directorates. Politician 
Jean-Michel Emery-Douzans, based on his collec-
tion of accounts provided by former senior civil 
servants, corroborates this phenomenon: “Senior 
civil servants at the end of their careers, having 
begun to serve in central administration under 
Giscard d’Estaing’s seven-year term, confirm a 
general trend of increasing distance between 
departments – which feel that the intricacies of 
the ministry are sometimes “pneumatic tubes 
to nowhere” according to the suggestive image 
of one eyewitness (male, 41 years old, graduate  
of ENA, bureau head, Ministry of Education) – and 
a minister made inaccessible by the screen in his 
private office”.13

Central administration directors viewed the crea-
tion of a Secretariat General as an added threat, 
distancing them even further from the minister: 
“Directors are unanimous in their view that they 
must see the minister directly, without any inter‑
mediary. They also complain that they are not 
received often enough by the minister. The directors 
are aware that they are the ministry’s top eche‑
lon, which is why they are generally very unfavour‑
able to the existence of secretaries‑general and  
private offices.”14

In her book Le Personnel de direction des ministères, 
Jeanne Siwek-Pouydesseau points out that these 
directorates’ autonomy is one of the main trap-
pings of their power, which would be threatened 
by the introduction of a secretary general. ”The 
traditional directorates have a vertical structure in 
the sense that each one is an independent entity 
with all the skills specific to its field. Horizontal” 
structures, on the contrary, imply coordination and 
collaboration of the different sectors with regard 
to shared concerns”15 (1969, p. 107).

For a long time, the solution adopted was that of a 
director chairing a committee of directors. In this 
role, the chair was responsible for leading coor-
dination meetings, but without having a separate 
status or strong prerogatives, which would have 
given him an edge over his or her colleagues. This 
solution was challenged in the 1990s, as it proved 
insufficient to provide cross-cutting coordination 
of considerably strengthened support functions.

13 Eymeri‑Douzans, 
Jean‑Michel. «Chapitre 
19 / Le ministre n’est plus 
une personne physique. 
Sur la collectivisation 

de la fonction 
ministérielle», Jean‑Michel 
Eymeri‑Douzans (ed.), 
Le Règne des entourages. 
Cabinets et conseillers 

de l’exécutif. Presses 
de Sciences Po, 2015, 
pp. 553‑598, p. 568.

14 Jeanne Siwek‑ 
Potjydesseau, Le Personnel 

de direction des ministères, 
collection U, 1969, p. 121

15 Ibid.
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A double injunction  
and a nascent SG in the 1990s

Although mentioned in proposals submitted by 
the 1971 Budget Streamlining Task Force, the need 
for a co-ordinating administrative body within 
the Ministry only strongly reemerged as part of 
necessary government reform efforts in the late 
1980s. The use of secretariats-general was again 
contemplated both to ensure coordination, the 
absence of which was revealed by a number of 
social conflicts, and to gain greater independence 
from the private offices, which was essential to 
ensure consistency of the directorates’ work.

New public management 
and the need for horizontal 
coordination
The end of the 1980s witnessed a forceful emer-
gence of managerial ‘self-concern’ on behalf of the 
government. The Rocard circular of 23 February 
1989 marked the launch of the so-called “renewal 
of public service” policy, aimed at developing four 
areas of public management: renewing labour 
relations and human resources management 
(improved HR management for professional and 
managerial staff, forward-planning job manage-
ment, bolstering social dialogue, etc.), developing 
responsibilities (increased decentralisation, the use 
of service projects, reducing the burden of public 
accounting, etc.), systematising the independent 
and transparent evaluation of public policies and 
improving reception and service for users (better 
informing the public, a more personal approach by 
staff towards users, streamlined procedures, etc.).

This desire to modernise public management 
within the ministries resonated particularly 
strongly within the Ministry of Finance. From 
May to December, Bercy was heavily affected by 
a harsh strike which revealed certain structural 

deficiencies. These failings were laid bare in the 
report of the General Inspector of Finance, Jean 
Choussat, in charge of a task force on improving 
social dialogue and modernising the ministry’s 
management. Submitted in 1990, and largely cen-
tred on an analysis of the General Tax Directorate, 
the Choussat report condemned outmoded 
management, particularly of personnel, and 
widespread inter- and intra-directional mistrust. 
The report highlighted a lack of decentralised ser-
vices, particularly within the DGI, a lack of career 
advancement recognition of qualifications, incon-
sistent social information and participation of civil 
servants in decision-making, and staff training that 
remains largely underused. Choussat findings as 
regards the Directorate’s facilities were equally 
instructive, highlighting often deplorable working 
conditions: dilapidated offices and equipment, 
obsolete IT tools. Jean Choussat was then commis-
sioned to draw up a modernisation plan, which was 
made public in November 1991. The plan led to 
an increase in funding for property maintenance, 
replacement of office equipment and vehicles, a 
doubling of funding for social action and an eight-
fold increase in funding for health and safety. It 
also led to a 30% increase in training and the crea-
tion of local responsibility centres within the DGI.

The determination to modernise ministerial oper-
ations took on greater importance with the publi-
cation of two reports in 1993 and 1994, the Blanc 
Report and the Picq Report, respectively. What 
these two reports share is their recommendations 
concerning in-depth changes to administrative 
action, in terms of the “division of tasks” between 
administration and policy (see below), but also the 
general orientation of the functions common to 
all the directorates of a ministry. The Picq Report16 
advocates the creation of secretariats general with 
a management perimeter that is closer to the sup-
port functions for which the current Secretariat 

16 Jean Picq, a graduate 
of ENA, is a magistrate 
with the Government 
Audit Office. He served 

as General Secretary 
for National Defence 
between 1995 and 1996.
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General is responsible: “The Director General of 
Administration already fulfils this function. It should 
be enshrined in the creation of a Secretariat‑General 
to which the support services (personnel depart‑
ment, financial department, internal management 
department), the communication services and, 
where appropriate, the department responsible 
for international affairs and the prospective studies 
department should be attached [...] The Secretary 
General would be specifically responsible for coor‑
dinating the ministry’s administrative, legal and 
financial procedures.”17

This revival of the idea of a Secretariat General 
also stems from the need to manage cross- 
cutting support functions, the significance of 
which has only increased since 1945. Since the 
Liberation, there have been three cross-functional 
departments: the General Affairs Department, 
the Personnel and Equipment Department and 
the Social Affairs Department. Ten years later, 
there were two major entities: the Personnel and 
Materials Department and the General Affairs 
Department, to which social action was added. 
When Valéry Giscard d’Estaing became Minister 
for the Economy and Finance in the early 1960s, 
there was only one common support function, 
the Directorate of Personnel and General Services. 
As the computerization of the departments took 
off, a new support function was added in 1972 

with the IT Development Committee, a struc-
ture similar to a steering committee. In 1977, 
the Directorate-General for Public Relations was 
set up as an autonomous structure. In 1981 the 
Military Affairs and Economic Defence Service 
was created.18 In the second half of the 1980s, 
the Directorate-General for Public Relations was 
renamed the Communications and Customer 
Department, and the department in charge of 
information technology became the Commission 
for the Development of Information Technology 
and Office Automation (1984). In 1993, three new 
functions appeared: the Committee for Economic 
and Financial History (now part of the IGPDE), 
the Translation Service and the Economic and 
Financial Terminology Commission of the MEFs and 
the Budget. In 1995, the Centre for Professional 
Training and Development (created in 1937 and 
the forerunner of the IGPDE) was attached to 
the IGPDE, with the department in charge of IT 
once again changing its name to the Information 
Systems Delegation. Finally, during the same 
period, the military affairs and economic defence 
service was replaced by a senior defence official.19

This brief chronology attests to the existence of 
a variety of support functions within the Ministry 
of Finance, which is all the more striking if we 
look more closely at the history of the Personnel 
Department (see Box 3).

17 «Rapport Public: 
L’État en France: servir 
une nation ouverte sur le 
monde: rapport au Premier 
ministre», Jean Picq, p. 99.

18 Since 1938, there 
has been a specific 

office responsible 
for national defence, 
previously attached to the 
Personnel Department.

19 The dates and names 
mentioned are the result 
of archival work based on 

administrative directories. 
It seems likely that some 
administrations probably 
already existed before the 
dates mentioned, but are 
not apparent as such in the 
administrative directory.
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Because of its size and seniority, the Personnel 
Directorate appears to be a distant forerunner of the 
Secretariat General. The existence of this structure, 
which has had many names and responsibilities, 
dates back to 1848. In 1880 it became the Personnel 
and Material Directorate. In 1929, it was expanded to 
include the Authorisation Department (responsible 
for examining and auditing the Ministry’s budget). 
In 1962, the Decree of 7 December attached the 
General Affairs and Social Action Department 
(General Affairs and Social Action had been merged 
into a single department in 1955) to the Personnel 
and Materials Directorate and became the Personnel 
and General Services Directorate (DPSG). For nearly 
a decade, the Information Service (the former name 
for communication) was part of the DPSG before 

A brief history of the Personnel Directorate  
of the Ministry for the Economy and Finance –  
the forerunner of today's SG?

becoming an independent structure in 1977 when it 
became the Directorate General for Public Relations. 
The Military Affairs Department for Economic 
Defence followed the same path (from 1970 to 1980), 
first being attached to the DPSG before becoming 
an independent department. These two functions 
were merged again within the SG in the 2010s. In 
1993, the information system delegation was set 
up, attached to the DPSG. In 1994 the directorate 
changed its name to the Directorate for Personnel 
and Administration (DPA). In 1998, when the 
Ministry of Industry was attached to Bercy, the DPA 
became the DPMA, the acronym for the Directorate 
of Personnel, Modernisation and Administration. 
At the time, this directorate had three heads of 
department and eight sub‑directorates.
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This directorate exemplifies the need for horizon-
tal coordination of support functions within the 
Ministry. Since its establishment at Bercy, it has 
played an important integrating role, whether in 
terms of recruitment, career management, con-
tinuing education, external and internal commu-
nication, building policy, IT, security, cultural and 
sports activities, policy in favour of equality and 
diversity, or trade union dialogue (Bezes, Descamps 
and Viallet-Thévenin, 2019).

Vertical coordination and 
the growth of the private 
offices in question
The Blanc and Picq Reports identify the main 
points of criticism regarding the division of tasks 
between ministerial private offices and admin-
istrative directorates; they denounce a mix of 
activities detrimental to the proper pursuit of 
public policy. The Blanc Report suggests struc-
tural transformations aimed at streamlining 

government structures (limiting the number of 
ministers to fifteen, stabilising ministerial struc-
tures and responsibilities, etc.), reorganising central 
administrations (reducing their number by a third 
in five years, transferring human resources and 
operating appropriations corresponding to rede-
ployed responsibilities to decentralised services, 
etc.) and reducing the size of ministerial private 
offices by making central administration directors 
the real technical advisers to ministers. Even if it 
did not, strictly speaking, mention the creation of 
an intermediary body between the political and 
administrative powers, the Blanc Report was a first 
step towards the Secretariat General, in that it 
sought to reduce the size of the private offices by 
refocusing them on their role as political advisers.

The Picq Report takes this critique a step further. 
In Chapter IV, entitled “Ensuring Government 
Leadership”, it sharply denounces the pendulum 
swings between the administrative and the pol-
icy spheres. It deplores the fact that, since the 
post-war period, France has alternated periods 
when the administration was strong and politi-
cal power weak and vice versa. The report calls 
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for recognition that policy-making is one profes-
sion, administration is another and that any mix 
between them is harmful. A number of observa-
tions are made, to which proposals for transfor-
mation are then linked:

 −  Volatility in the number, scope and remit of 
ministries

 −  Strong growth in the number of directorates, 
especially mission directorates which tend to 
continue to carry out management tasks already 
undertaken by other directorates

 −  Significant growth in ministerial private offices, 
which are “screen” structures, neither really 
administrative nor really policy oriented, which 
enshrine the mix of functions

 −  A proliferation of inter-ministerial meetings, 
revealing the growing inadequacy of structures 
and procedures

 −  Excessive centralisation of decision-makers and 
administrations in Paris

The report underscores the need to limit the 
power of the private offices: “administrations are 
cut off from their ministers (directors have some‑
times gone several months without meeting them); 
the private offices impoverish the departments by 
absorbing their best senior staff and demoralise 
them by appropriating the best work; the ministers’ 
instructions are sometimes misrepresented; the pri‑
vate offices intervene too often in the functioning 
of the departments, thus creating conflicts and the 
need for arbitration which is one of their raisons 
d’être (in 1992, the director of social action had 
37 different contact persons in the cabinets)”.20 
The report thus proposes reducing the size of 
the private offices to a single secretariat, a head 
of the minister’s private office(chef de cabinet) 
assisted by an office, a political adviser and a press 
officer, without a chief of staff (directeur de cab‑
inet) and without delegated signing authority. It 
thus advocates reintroducing proximity between 
the minister and the administration directors, 
notably through the creation of a management 
committee chaired by the minister and bringing 
together the directors.

At the same time, the report recommends restor-
ing the directors’ authority by giving them real 
resources to carry out the three functions for 
which they are responsible: management of the 
administration, administrative coordination and 
consideration of proposals to be submitted to the 

Minister. This revaluation of the role of directors, 
considered as the minister’s “best technical advis‑
ers in the strict sense of the term”, must involve 
restoring real power to lead strategic orientations, 
by providing them with a high-level management 
team, developing their field knowledge, training 
and managerial skills and bringing their compen-
sation in line with that of the private sector. The 
report calls for a reduction in the number of cen-
tral directorates and a simplification of the gov-
ernment structure.

In order to ensure better administrative coordi-
nation, the report proposes the creation, similarly 
to the Directorate-General for Administration, of 
“a Secretariat General to which would be attached 
the resources departments (Personnel Directorate, 
Financial Directorate, internal management depart‑
ment), the communication department and, where 
appropriate, the department responsible for inter‑
national affairs and the research and forecasting 
department”, which very much presages the SG’s 
present format. Citing the example of the British 
Permanent Secretary as a model, the report envis-
ages the Secretariat General as the body “coor-
dinating the Ministry’s administrative, legal and 
financial procedures”.

The stated intention to limit the influence of 
the private offices and to strengthen the influ-
ence of the directorates, in short, establishes the 
Secretariat General as a vertical coordination 
body between the minister and the administra-
tive directorates. This is all the more so since the 
report recommends that the secretaries general 
- in collaboration with the Director General of  
the Civil Service, the Director of the Budget and 
the Director General of Territorial Administration 
- be given the task of government modernisation. 
It is thus planned that these actors will meet on a 
quarterly basis to discuss the actions to be taken 
and that the Secretariat General will then act as 
a relay to the Minister to propose measures to 
standardise administrative processes.

The Picq report appears to anticipate the most cur-
rent format of the Secretariat General. However, 
the proposal to introduce secretariats general 
across all ministries was not immediately imple-
mented. In fact, by the end of the 1990s, it even 
came to a halt. Although the Juppé government’s 
circular of 26 July 1995 proposed extending a num-
ber of administrative projects begun in previous 
years (deconcentration of management tasks, 
development of the design and decision-making 
capacities of administrations, reducing the number 
of government structures, etc.), the institutionali-
sation of the secretariats general was not included 

20 Rapport Public: L’État 
en France: servir une 
nation ouverte sur le 
monde: rapport au Premier 
ministre, Jean Picq, p. 99.
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in the administrative reform agenda, including at 
Bercy. The particular context of the early 2000s, 
characterised by the social conflict surrounding 
the failed rapprochement between the Public 

Accounting General Directorate and the General 
Tax Directorate, which led to the resignation of 
Minister Christian Sautter, abruptly placed the 
subject back on the agenda.
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Bercy's Secretariat General: 
institutionalisation  

and transformations  
(2000‑2020)

By Edoardo Ferlazzo, Marcel Guenoun and Jean Dezert
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2000‑2005: the return  
of the secretariat general

The post of secretary general  
in 2000, an exception  
in the recent history  
of the secretariat general
The modern SG came into being alongside the new 
century, and it was a difficult birth in the midst 
of the social conflict generated by the project to 
merge the DGCP and the DGI. The government 
dropped the reform, the minister, Christian Sautter, 
resigned. Thinking back on it, this conflict may 
seem paradoxical, since history has shown that 
this merger was both necessary and possible with-
out major damage, and that it was in fact what 
the majority of the parties involved wanted: it was 
how the reform had been carried out that had 
been flawed, it was the social dialogue that had 
appeared to be (very) susceptible to improvement 
and, more generally, consultation, team coordina-
tion and the decision-making process at Bercy. An 
urgent overhaul of structures and operating meth-
ods was needed. The new Minister, Laurent Fabius, 
immediately distanced himself from administrative 
coordination tasks and refocused on strategic ori-
entations. In May 2000 he created the position of 
“secretary general”: a small team under the author-
ity of a (very) close, unquestionably senior official, 
Bernard Pêcheur. He was tasked with improving 
the internal coordination at Bercy, advancing fur-
ther and more systematically towards decompart-
mentalisation, strengthening social dialogue and 
steering a process of government modernisation.

The remit set out in Decree No. 2000-429 of 
23 May 2000 was clear (see Box X) and centred 
on three central principles:

 −  The SG is in charge of relaunching ministry mod-
ernisation efforts and steering new projects with 
the support of the various directors.

 −  The SG is positioned as a steering and coor-
dination entity for the ministry’s horizontal 
functions: budgetary negotiations, interdepart-
mental projects, human resources, etc.

 −  However, the SG does not oversee support 
functions, the directorates responsible for them 
(administration, personnel, communication) 
being maintained.

The main points of Decree 
No. 2000‑429 of 23 May 
2000 establishing the 
powers of the Secretary 
General of the Ministry  
of the Economy, Finance 
and Industry
Article 1 (repealed on 30 July 2006)

He/she is tasked with coordinating the 
administration and monitoring the Ministry’s 
reform and modernisation projects.

To this end: 

He/she implements the Ministry’s programming 
instruments.

He/she recommends to the Minister the distribution 
of resources among the departments.

He/she coordinates actions of interest to the 
Ministry’s general administration in terms of 
personnel management, organisation and operation 
of services.

He/she conducts, with the support of the 
Directors‑General and Directors, projects of 
common interest.

He/she has at his/her disposal, where necessary, 
the Directorate of Personnel, Modernisation and 
Administration, the Directorate of Public Relations 
and Communication and the Directorate of Legal 
Affairs.

Article 2 (repealed on 30 July 2006)

The secretary general chairs the committee of 
directors, which periodically brings together the 
ministry’s directors general and directors.

He/she may chair, as a representative of the Minister, 
the ministerial joint technical committee.
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The duties entrusted to the secretary general thus 
place him/her at an intermediate level in Bercy’s 
“classic” hierarchy, between the ministerial and 
executive levels, as confirmed by this account:

“Bernard Pêcheur created the post  
of secretary general because he was 
convinced that there was a missing layer  
in the functioning of the ministry 
with which he was familiar as a young 
administrator in the Budget Department, 
he was in Fabius’ private office at 
the Ministry of Industry, tasked with 
Budgetary Affairs. He put a layer in 
place that oversaw all matters of the 
ministry’s general administration. A 
kind of governor... Call it what you like: 
governor, mayor of the palace, Minister of 
the Interior of the Ministry... And that was 
between the minister and the director.” 

There are many ways of describing the role of this 
secretary general without a secretariat, but they 
all point to an intermediate position between the 
minister and the directorates:

“It was a sort of small head office tasked 
with orientation, animation and leadership 
of all the directorates, but it was not a 
management role at all! Not at all!”

For some, “Bernard Pêcheur was a junior minister” 
to whom the minister entrusted the keys to the 
administrative management of the ministry: “And 
along comes Laurent Fabius with someone who 
could have been his chief of staff, but who didn’t 
want to be in charge of running a private office, 
who was a very high-ranking official, Bernard 
Pêcheur, a great specialist in social and organisa-
tional matters at the Conseil d’État. And Laurent 
Fabius, after the trauma of the strike and the resig-
nation of a minister, decided to entrust the keys 
to the management of the ministry to one of his 
close friends.”

As a result of this intermediate position of “coordi-
nator of all directors”: “He is a super-director. He is 
the authority on personnel policy and resources. 
He is a sort of intermediary between the directors 
and the minister.”

This authority is not clearly reflected in the leg-
islation: “The question arose as to whether the 
provisions in the legislation provided that this new 
administrative authority would have authority over 

the directors of the central administration. We 
opted for the second solution, and I think it was 
the only one that was acceptable!” Although subtle 
clues run through it, “the text does not provide 
for any authority over directors. But it was a first 
at the time for administrative structures: it nev‑
ertheless provided that the secretary general had 
the directorate of personnel and the directorate in 
charge of communication at his disposal. Having 
a department at one’s disposal is a legal concept 
that until then was only found between ministers 
and secretaries of state or between ministers and 
deputy ministers!”

Upon taking up his new position, Pêcheur quickly 
ran up against some reluctance on the part of the 
management, whose methods of action and nego-
tiation were significantly modified, as one direc-
tor at the time put it: “Naturally, all the directors 
at Bercy, where there is a fairly strong tradition of 
directional identity, view this with scepticism and 
concern”. One account reflects the relationships 
resulting from the new situation:

“Bernard Pêcheur, in his office, was in 
fact receiving the various directors of 
Bercy, such as the Director General of 
Taxes, the Director of Public Accounting, 
the Director General of Customs, and 
so on. And during these meetings, which 
were very short and very instructive, the 
amount of the appropriations and the 
number of staff were determined [...] The 
directors presented their arguments... 
Pêcheur listened to them and then took 
the floor, and he said to them, “Well, 
that’s my decision, and that’s that. [...] 
A director‑general took the floor again 
afterwards, and when he had finished 
speaking, Bernard Pêcheur looked at him 
very sternly, saying: ‘When the secretary 
general has spoken, the discussion is over.’”

Attempts by the directorates to negotiate were 
short-lived. The authority of the secretary gen-
eral, backed by the confidence of the minister 
and a large delegation, was particularly asserted 
through the budgetary decisions he had to make, 
as Bernard Pêcheur confirmed: “The last resort of 
the secretary general’s authority was the principle 
of responsibility: receiving his powers from the 
minister and reporting only to him, the secretary 
general had to be - and indeed was - the final level 
of decision-making, without any interface with 
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the private office, in the areas entrusted to him, 
particularly with regard to the budget.” The nego-
tiating margins of the directors were cut back, and 
the directorates yielded:

“As you can imagine, the directors of 
Bercy, the directors of Taxes, Customs, 
etc., were not used to being treated like 
that at all! They were used to negotiating 
their budget, in the minister’s office, they 
didn’t take it very well at first, and then 
it was understood quite quickly. There 
were one or two who tried to return to the 
minister’s office and were turned away. 
They understood that that’s how it worked. 
And it worked very well!”

The ascendancy gained over the directorates also 
took the form of symbolic choices that established 
Pêcheur’s position within the hierarchy of the min-
istry, resolutely on the side of the administration, 
but at the top:

“Bernard Pêcheur arrives and says: “the 
office closest to the private office is the one 
occupied by the director of the Treasury” 
[...] He takes the office of the director of the 
Treasury, which is moved back a few steps 
in the corridor. [...] The offices at Bercy had 
a standard. A director’s office measured  
12 trames, a head of department was given 
10, a deputy director 8, and an office 
manager 4. Well, Pêcheur says: “Give me 
an office with 13 trames!”

This is a symbol that everyone understands. As the 
interested party said: “It’s better than a decree of 
attribution.”

Having now acquired legitimacy, the secretary 
general rapidly gained in credibility in the manage-
ment of several administrative projects, winning 
the support of the directors, on whom he did not 
hesitate to call.

Thus, vested with the function of coordinating 
modernisation efforts, he set himself the aim of 
facilitating service to users, based on an interde-
partmental approach; he would oversee the trial 
run of a single tax point of contact that would 
bring together the eight MINEFI networks, create 
the Institute for Public Management and Economic 
Development, which provides in-service training 
for the ministry’s civil servants, and take part in 
several schemes to bring different government 

departments closer together: institutionalisation 
of the Directorate General for Enterprise, creation 
of Tax Service Call Centres, merger between tax 
offices and tax collection offices, etc. The SG also 
played a leading role in the shift towards “e-admin-
istration” (in addition to the massive Copernicus 
programme, the Helios project, which involves the 
local public sector, the creation of the Ministry’s 
Internet portal, etc.). He followed up each of these 
projects and provided the necessary encourage-
ment for their progress.

In addition, together with the Personnel, 
Modernisation and Administration Directorate 
(DPMA), the SG ensured the proper application 
of the 35-hour working week reform within the 
Ministry, as indicated in these remarks concerning 
the HR missions devolved onto the SG:

“With the DPMA, a sort of coordination 
was ensured, and Bernard Pêcheur 
regularly brought the directors together 
to ensure coordination and focus on very 
specific actions. In particular, at the time, 
it was the introduction of the 35‑hour 
working week; it was carried out by the 
directorates, and we coordinated.”

The nature of the SG’s intervention differs from 
project to project. It is sometimes the initiator 
and driving force behind major transformations, 
as in the case with the Copernicus programme, 
and sometimes a mediator between departments 
with potentially divergent interests, as in the case 
of experiments with a single partner.

But it is also in the way it operates, its management 
approach, that the SG innovates and succeeds in 
mobilising the directorates: it has established a col-
legial mode of coordination for steering major pro-
jects, defining itself as a ‘group leader’ responsible 
for improving the circulation of information, the 
fluidity of debate and reporting (Pêcheur, 2006). 
Although the Directors Committee was set up in 
the 1990s, it is now chaired by the SG. In this sense, 
it organises several cross-directorate consultative 
bodies, including:

 −  A monthly meeting of the Directors Committee, 
where projects of common interest are discussed

 −  The Network Directors’ Committee, which brings 
together the eight Directors-General heading up 
the then decentralised service directorates

 −  Steering committees for each major moderni-
sation project

Thus, much more akin to a steering directorate 
than a management directorate, the SG became 
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an epitome of modernity and ministerial coor-
dination. At that point, a team formed around 
a secretary general was perceived as a means of 
managing the ministry’s cross-cutting nature. A 
two-person effort was established with the DPMA, 
which took charge of the operational dimensions 
of this cross-functionality. Whether strategic or 
operational, as Marie-Laurence Pitois-Pujade points 
out: “The central point of convergence is to take 
a process-based approach to subjects to high-
light any blind spots that are not dealt with by 
the directorates. »

Towards a widespread use 
of secretaries general in all 
ministries (2002‑2005)
In 2002, Philippe Parini replaced Bernard Pêcheur 
as Secretary General. The same strategic dimen-
sion prevailed within a team that was still as tightly 
knit as ever, although slightly larger - some ten staff 
members. Philippe Parini remembers:

“I retained the Pêcheur model, but without 
the same close relationship with Francis 
Mer. But I did have it, in actual fact, 
because, since he knew nothing about the 
ministry, he thought that his secretary 
general would decipher things for him, 
including with respect to the directors. [...] 
I didn’t have the authority that a Bernard 
Pêcheur could have, but I maintained 
collegiality, I brought the directors together 
regularly. [...] From the point of view of 
positioning and means, Pêcheur and Parini 
are the same system.”

The aim was to consolidate the achievements of 
the previous period:

“What I wanted was to drive the pilings 
into the ground. So I institutionalised the 
meeting of all the directors, they attended. 
I set up procedures, for example for 
budgeting, giving them a contact person. 
We went to their offices, then afterwards 
we met in our offices. There was a mini 
budget meeting. The same was true for 
personnel matters... [...] I “proceduralised” 
it all somewhat. I’ve always been convinced 

that, in the administration, when 
something doesn’t exist spontaneously 
and naturally, it has to be set up with 
procedures. On the other hand, it may 
not always be worth keeping the same 
procedures, you see what I mean... [...] 
Perhaps that’s where we succeeded the 
most... The anchoring, the pilings, the 
permanent construction...”.

It was not so much the positioning of the SG 
within the Ministry nor the nature of the duties 
with which it was tasked, but rather the scope of 
those duties that evolved, very gradually, almost 
imperceptibly until 2005, and much more mark-
edly thereafter.

As part of the Constitutional Bylaw on Budget Acts 
(LOLF) reform, which was passed in 2001, the SG 
was allocated two programmes that did not fall 
within the management of the Ministry’s support 
functions. These programmes were a reflection of 
the SG’s action as a coordinating and mediating 
body between the various stakeholders at Bercy. 
They involved joint missions involving several direc-
torates with potentially divergent interests.

The first programme was the direct result of 
the work to bring the DGCP and the DGI closer 
together during the period 2001-2007, in antic-
ipation of the merger that took place in 2008. 
When the LOLF actually came into force in 2006, 
programme 156, entitled “Tax and financial man-
agement tasks performed on behalf of central 
government”, was entrusted to the SG in accord-
ance with a conciliation rationale:

“The first Programme 156, created in 2006, 
encompassed the entire DGI, the entire 
DGCP – this is what eventually became 
the 2008 DGI/DGCP merger – by adding 
the tax responsibilities of French Customs. 
And as a result, Jean Bassères, who became 
SG in 2005, took over responsibility for 
this Programme, because it integrated 
two major directorates that had not yet 
been merged. It didn’t seem possible to 
give the first opportunity to appoint one 
or the other of the directors as head of the 
Programme [...] Rather than choosing, it 
was decided that it would be the Secretary 
General as a third party, both neutral and 
above the directors.”
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As Philippe Parini explains, during his tenure as SG, 
at a time when the two tax departments at Bercy 
had put the idea of a merger back on the table, 
the SG remained at arms’ length, simply facilitating 
social dialogue and communication of the project, 
notably with the unions:

“Things had been so complicated. The 
situation was so controversial that we let 
the two directors concerned get on with 
it. [...] They were the ones who started to 
rebuild bridges, but they were really like 
the bridges over the Rhine in 1945, it was 
like wartime... But in the end, they were 
the ones who calmed things down, and we 
started talking to each other again, and 
we let them run their two directorates. 
I thought it would be a mistake to get 
involved, and what’s more, it would even 
have been misunderstood by the staff. [...] 
My Secretariat General was not against  
the directorates.”

In the same vein, the SG took over responsibility 
for Programme 199, entitled “Regulation and secu-
rity of trade in goods and services”, which brought 
together the Directorate General of Customs and 
Excise (DGDDI) and the Directorate General for 
Competition Policy, Consumer Affairs and Fraud 
Control (DGCCRF).

At the time, the SG’s remit was still focused on a 
steering and supervisory role: for this reason, it was 
not given responsibility for Programme 218 (which 
concerns the management of central government 
support functions); this role fell to the DPAEP and 
remained there until 2010, when it was absorbed 
into the SG.

In 2004, the SG also took part in the merger 
between the Directorate for Foreign Economic 
Relations (DREE) and the Directorate for 
Forecasting and Economic Analysis (DPAE):

“There was the Prime Minister who said: 
‘You have to regroup the central structures 
somewhat, downsize your directorates, 
etc.’”. And we had the DREE, a very large 
directorate, with many staff, since it had 
offices in every country in the world. It was 
then challenged because the chambers of 
commerce had their own offices [...] The 
Government Audit Office, the press, etc., 
said: ‘But how is it that France has such 

a large administration with such a large 
deficit?’ [...] A certain number of economic 
ministers wondered what could be done; 
the DREE itself wanted to reform itself. 
So we spoke to the directors concerned, 
notably the Director of the Treasury, to 
get the DREE back on the condition that 
the network would be slimmed down. 
That it would be regionalised, to have 
one representative per major region of the 
world rather than per country”.

In addition, the SG developed the “Bercy en mou‑
vement” (Bercy on the move) and “Bercy ensemble” 
(Bercy together) programmes, in a bid to empha-
sise the fact that the Ministry was moving away 
from the internal strife of the 1990s:

“The idea was to get moving. There was 
a Secretariat General, and then there 
was this whole series of reforms. We were 
moving forward. The relations between the 
DGI and the CP had been resolved, the two 
directorates were taking care of it, and so 
on. Even if it demonstrated the response 
to a political order, it’s always important 
to have an acronym [...] Bercy on the move 
was a way of getting all the directorates on 
board the train and telling them: “Listen, 
internally, you still have to think about it 
a little bit! You’re not going to stay on the 
platform! And in any case, we’ll have a 
collective response!”

As soon as Francis Mer took over as minister in 
2002, he set about accelerating the modernisa-
tion of the ministry. More attentive to the man-
agement of the ministry than his predecessor, 
Mer monitored the reforms very closely, in direct 
contact with the directors. The SG was therefore 
more involved in the reporting function, while not 
exercising as much arbitration authority as in the 
preceding period:

“Parini, it was not in his personality, he 
knew the Ministry too well to maintain 
what Pêcheur was doing, which was akin to 
a misdemeanour: arbitrations in his office, 
etc.” [...] On the other hand, Francis Mer, 
unlike Fabius, was extremely interested 
in how the ministry was managed, as a 
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former factory manager, then boss of a 
large private company with objectives, 
etc. He was also very interested in the 
management of the ministry. And, unlike 
Fabius, who never met with the directors 
on these matters, Francis Mer received 
them and gave them a monthly update on 
the progress of the modernisation projects, 
which had been defined with Parini and 
on which Parini regularly reported to the 
minister, whom he saw every week. And 
then each director was asked to explain to 
the Minister why such and such a subject 
wasn’t moving forward, and so on.”

Nevertheless, the SG was at the core of Bercy’s 
major reforms and even inspired other ministries. 
It seemed desirable to have a solid intermediary 
to ensure the efficiency of the budgetary man-
agement of the directorates, in compliance with 
the objectives of the LOLF.

The circular of 25 June 2003 on ministerial reform 
strategies, which provided for a systematic re-ex-
amination of their duties and structures, set up a 
working group chaired by Francis Mer. Its conclu-
sions were included in the circular of 2 June 2004, 
which stipulated that, “in each ministry whose size 
and administrative management responsibilities 
justify it, a ‘secretary general’ will be appointed”. 
It was also established that the Secretary General 
would report directly to the Minister and would 
have at least two responsibilities: implementation 
of the Ministry’s reform strategy and management 
of senior and executive staff. As part of this pro-
cess, the posts of Secretaries General were cre-
ated in the Ministries of the Interior (29 January 
2004), Social Affairs (7 February 2005), Agriculture 
(25 April 2005), Public Works (16 May 2005) and 
Justice (24 August 2005), in addition to those of 
the Ministry for the Economy and Finance, Foreign 
Affairs and Defence. The SG as it was developed 
within the economic and finance ministries there-
fore served as a model, a benchmark. This legitimi-
sation further bolstered the position of Bercy’s SG:

“As a result, in all the interministerial 
meetings, the secretary general spoke for 
the entire ministry and so there too, the 
directors could no longer circumvent him or 
her, they were obliged to go through the SG 
to exist at the interministerial level and put 
forward their requests, their reforms... The 

widespread introduction of the secretary 
general undoubtedly strengthened the role 
of the Bercy SG.”

Upon his arrival in 2005, Jean Bassères tasked the 
Inspectorate General of Finance (IGF) with auditing 
the Personnel, Modernisation and Administration 
Directorate (DPMA). The report highlighted both 
a loss of momentum and a cumbersome bureau-
cracy within this directorate:

“What is also certain is that the DPAEP 
in the 2000s had not only lost some of 
its prestige with the creation of the SG 
under Pêcheur and then Parini, etc., but 
had also become a directorate that was 
running a bit on empty with an enormous 
staff. A bureaucratic culture that, as the 
report indicated, no longer had enough 
momentum to face the challenges of  
the time.”

The IGF therefore proposed bringing the DPMA 
and DIRCOM into the Secretariat General. 
Initially, Jean Bassères suggested setting up four 
departments: human resources, modernisation, 
budgetary and property matters, and informa-
tion systems. This was a first step towards refo-
cusing the SG’s scope of action on management 
functions, which gradually took precedence over 
the initial steering activities. The relaunch of the 
State’s modernization drive was a key factor in this 
change. New interministerial structures, such as 
the Directorate General for State Modernization 
(DGME), created by decree on December 30, 2005, 
or the Secretariat General for Administration to 
the Prime Minister, established by decree on April 
21, 2006, were in fact in demand for effective min-
isterial intermediaries to manage the “administra-
tion of administrations”:

“Increasingly, the SGs became the contact 
for the entities involved in government 
modernization.”

Jean Bassères included the development of the SG 
as part of this general movement. In this sense, the 
secretariats general progressively moved closer to 
the model of a secretariat general established at 
the Ministry of Defence, in charge of the admin-
istrative pole of the Ministry, notably within the 
Ministries of Education and the Interior.
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The end of the 2000s and the beginning of the 
2010s were a time of adjustments aimed at trans-
forming the SG into a “resource super-director”1, 
capable of verticalizing its efforts by acquiring a 
stronger, more powerful structure, while maintain-
ing a certain amount of leadership in its horizontal 
functions of coordinating major departmental 
projects.

1 Pêcheur, 2006, «Le 
renouveau des secrétaires 
généraux de ministère,» 
Les Cahiers de la fonction 
publique, pp. 7‑10, p. 10.
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From the Secretary General 
to the Secretariat General: 
integrating the Ministry’s 
management functions 
(2005/2020)

Progress towards a genuine 
Secretariat General 
(2005‑2010) 
The Bassères project was established by Decree 
No. 2006-947 of 28 July 2006: it transferred a sig-
nificant part of the duties of the personnel direc-
torate to the SG. It was the birth certificate of a 
true Secretariat General: 80 employees, many of 
whom came from the DPMA. The post of Senior 
Management Delegate was created. Two depart-
ments with national scope were also attached 
to the SG: the Institute for Public Management 
and Economic Development and the Central 
Purchasing Agency, the precursor to the future 
Public Procurement Department. Finally, the SG 
also housed an economic intelligence department, 
separate from the Senior Defence and Security 
Official. The 2006 reform thus reshaped the scope 
of the SG, without, however, making it responsi-
ble for all administrative management tasks: for 
the time being, the management of central ser-
vices (DPAEP) and the ministry’s communication 
(Sircom) remain the responsibility of structures 
outside the SG.

When the General Review of Public Policies (RGPP) 
began in 2007, the SG became a key player in mon-
itoring this reform:

“It was the time of the RGPP, with an 
extensive centralization of the government 
reform that took place at the Élysée, and 
all the SGs reported directly [...] to Claude 
Guéant. For each SG, it was clear that the 
SG was responsible for implementing the 
RGPP in their ministry. It was an assumed 

choice. The Élysée was very much aware 
that there were strong and weak ministries 
with SGs, but the idea was: “We have the 
SGs, we’re going to strengthen them, make 
them strong where they are not, by going 
through them. These were subjects where 
we had a supra‑directional role, and the 
directorates would come and explain the 
status of the projects they had been asked 
to implement. »

The SG then had to juggle between politicians who 
wanted to make progress on the modernisation 
efforts underway and administrative directors who 
were sometimes difficult to rally.

“These tasks were not always easy to carry 
out with the directorates. And besides, the 
directorates a little too often – pardon my 
familiar way of putting it– lumped us a 
little too readily in with the DGME, if you 
see what I mean!”

The role of steering ministerial coordination 
remained crucial in certain large-scale projects, 
such as the merger of 12 January 2009 reshaping 
the DGE or support for the directorates involved 
in the reform of the government’s regional 
administration.

In the second half of the 2000s, the combination 
of steering and management tasks was confusing 
to observers: the SG’s precise position within the 
ministry was questioned with varying degrees of 
intensity. The initial sequence first and foremost, 
but dependent on the relationship between the 
SG and the minister, the SG kept control over 
actions that were all-encompassing and potentially 
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burdensome for the directorates (budget pro-
grammes, performance contracts with network 
directorates, harmonisation of compensation 
schemes between directorates, modernisation 
programmes, mediation role in the context of 
the strike at Customs in 2007), while gradually 
absorbing more and more day-to-day manage-
ment functions.

The purpose of the 2010 reform was to clarify the 
SG’s role; the choices made at that time defined a 
scope that more or less lasted until 2020.

A new model  
and rollercoaster changes 
(2010‑2017)
Following the arrival of Dominique Lamiot as 
Secretary General in 2008, a new plan was drawn 
up regarding the future of the SG, building on the 
developments of the previous years. Decree no. 
2010-444 of 30 April 2010 relating to the powers 
of the Secretary General of the economic and 
finance ministries expedited the integration of 
support functions within the SG. Acting on the 
decision made in early 2010 by the ministers to 
bring the DPAEP and Sircom departments under 
the authority of a greatly expanded Secretariat 
General, the new post holder set himself the goal 
of achieving a balance, still very volatile at the 
time, between steering and management, and 
harmonising the two practices within a single struc-
ture, as illustrated by the HR function:

“The Ministry of Finance was undoubtedly 
one of the few ministries where you 
couldn’t find anyone whose door read 
“Director of Human Resources”. An 
important part of the ministry’s activities 
were led at the level of the central 
government Personnel Directorate. The 
entire “Social Action” component was 
handled by the DPMA on behalf of the 
entire ministry, which meant that the 
DPMA was in a somewhat hybrid situation 
of managing both central administration 
staff and social action, but retained a 
role in social action that was ministerial 
and which naturally fell to the Secretary 
General. That’s why it seemed at the time 
that it might be interesting to group all 

this together in a single unit that would 
be a large joint HR directorate for the 
entire ministry, which would not of course 
replace the HR departments of the various 
directorates, but would constitute a 
centre of expertise with both steering and 
management skills in all aspects of HR 
policy and policies.”

This decree had four main objectives: to clarify 
responsibilities, in particular between the SG 
and the DPAEP; to boost the effectiveness of the 
steering of ministerial policies; to implement a 
rationalisation strategy regarding support func-
tions, in particular at a time when interministerial 
action was being stepped up; and to improve the 
quality of the service provided. The SG took over 
Programme 218 “Management and oversight of 
economic and financial policies”, which covers 
certain support functions of the central admin-
istration and the key directorates without net-
works. Finally, following a decree on budgetary 
and accounting management in 2012, the SGs were 
appointed to be responsible for the ministerial 
financial function (RFFIM), in charge of bringing 
together the programmes for which the ministry’s 
directorates are responsible.

This marked the emergence and institutionalisa-
tion of a “large format” SG. It brought together a 
total of 3,000 employees, including 2,500 from the 
former DPAEP, 200 from IGPDE, 120 from Sircom, 
70 from SHFDS and about a hundred from the 
2006 SG. The official organisation underscores 
the SG’s managerial restructuring, since the man-
agement functions involve most of the staff, i.e. 
2,800 agents (including 800 at the decentralised 
level). For the most part, this format has remained 
essentially unchanged to this day.

“This merely confirmed the changes that 
had already taken place, but it was a 
clear sign of the change from what an 
administrative mission really was, based 
around a person in charge of a particular 
assignment, with an extremely lean 
administration that didn’t manage any 
files, to a classic ‘administering’ body in 
which ‘who does what’ was very precisely 
defined, etc.”. Something much weightier.”
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Against this background, management tasks  
took precedence to some extent over strategic 
steering tasks:

“When you weigh down a structure with 
support functions, you realise that they 
take precedence over strategic thinking. 
Why is this? Because the support and 
logistics functions are always more urgent. 
It’s foolish, but it’s human. It’s always more 
urgent than long‑term or more political 
thinking...”

In this sense, an unwieldy bureaucracy hinders a 
smooth flow of information between offices that 
appear to be more compartmentalised than in the 
days of the DPMA:

“We increased the number of offices 
and compartmentalised a great deal, 
and the flow of information was, in my 
opinion, greatly affected, and even today 
information flow is still an issue within  
the SG.”

Nevertheless, the SG remains actively involved in a 
number of projects that have grown in importance 
over the past decade, in particular in relation to 
issues of pooling and service quality.

Following a cyberattack on the Ministry’s networks 
in 2011, the SG was mobilised to strengthen the 
information systems security policy. Then, starting 
in autumn 2013, the SG was tasked by the minister 
to implement a ministerial plan to “pool support 
functions”. This plan, which comprised a little 
over thirty measures drawn from an audit by the 
IGF, initiated certain major innovations, such as 
the strategic committee on information systems 
and the lowering of the intervention threshold 
for SG’s inter-regional property offices. However, 
it quickly failed to make this cross-cutting dimen-
sion a long-term reality, having clearly expressed 
a desire to review the boundaries involved, which 
would have a detrimental effect on the level of 
commitment of the bodies concerned. This rela-
tive failure can be summarised as follows:

“In 2013, the private offices [...] asked 
Dominique Lamiot to implement pooling 
of support functions, which was clearly 
launched with a budgetary entry point. 
Dominique Lamiot was in fact somewhat 
circumspect about the head‑on nature  
of the method, even with the solid work 

of the IGF to support it.The report caused 
a mini‑outcry as soon as it was presented 
to the directors in the summer of 2013. 
[...] The feeling was “ah yes, that’s really 
interesting, we completely agree, we 
must pool support functions, moreover 
we ourselves have ideas, it’s very good”. 
However, Mr. Minister, we are enclosing 
the comments on the report where it was 
listed: “This we can do, this we can’t do”. 
[...] Since the private offices insisted, it 
flourished, that is to say that among the 
seventy proposals, they selected thirty‑nine 
which were made official with a letter 
from the minister entrusting the new 
SG, Laurent de Jekhowsky, to oversee 
the implementation by and with the 
directorates. It gradually disappeared 
from view in two or three years. [...] As a 
result, the method has produced distrust 
in relation to the pooling of support 
functions...”

Some of the initiatives undertaken remain unfin-
ished and clash with the variety of roles now 
covered by the SG: service provider for the direc-
torates, in charge of ministerial pooling, etc. The 
adjective “vague” comes up again and again in the 
memories of the participants at the time.

Moreover, the report on the civil service, drafted 
by Bernard Pêcheur and published on 29 October 
2013, notes that the secretariats general’s room 
for manoeuvre should be better defined, with 
the aim of strengthening them. The secretariat 
general is the appropriate instrument to ensure 
administrative stability. Consequently, it is appro-
priate to establish “administrative ministerial 
perimeters”, defined as all those departments 
whose management is coordinated by a single 
secretary general, in particular with a view to 
strengthening the steering of human resources 
policies. Why not have the secretary-general 
chair the ministerial technical committee? The 
report also proposes transforming the secretari-
ats-general into responsibility and management 
centres, which would imply that the authority to 
manage staff be delegated to them by the minis-
ter. The secretariats general would be the direct 
reporting structures for the services for which 
they would be responsible. Lastly, the report aims 
to make the SGs responsible for statutory and 
budgetary coordination between the Ministry’s 
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departments and thus to assume, with the sup-
port of the human resources departments or 
resource managers, responsibility for the man-
agement of certain bodies, over and above that 
of a few cross-cutting missions.

Less than a year after the Pêcheur Report, the 
Government Audit Office’s summary judgment 
of 13 October 2014 on secretaries general and 
ministerial secretaries general expressed concern 
that a number of shortcomings remained, which 
hampered the effectiveness of the SG’s role as 
coordinator. Their brief terms of office, less than 
three years in most ministries, was called into ques-
tion. This short time-frame makes it impossible “to 
mitigate the disadvantages for the functioning of 
the administration of frequent shifts in ministerial 
scopes and the ongoing discrepancy between, 
on the one hand, the governmental organisation 
and, on the other hand, the administrative organ-
isation which is the consequence of this”.2 It also 
blocks the conduct of large-scale ministerial and 
inter-ministerial projects. Without going so far as to 
propose that a minimum period of office be deter-
mined by regulation, the Office recommended 
that a multi-year letter of engagement accom-
pany the Secretary General’s entry into office, 
in order to consolidate the Secretary General’s 
work over time. Such a letter would give the SG 
responsibility for carrying out certain modernisa-
tion and reform projects and would strengthen his 
or her legitimacy. It would thus make it possible 
to respond to the Court’s observation of “persis-
tent difficulties in the coordination of eighteen 
different central administration directorates, 
including a very large network directorate-general”. 
Moreover, the Court regretted the relatively weak 
capacity of certain secretariats general, includ-
ing that of the economic and finance ministries, 
to fulfil their duty to manage senior executives 
and senior managers. It notes that “there are still 
a few ministries (Interior, Justice, Economy and 
Finance) – those in which the function of secre-
tary general has the greatest difficulty in estab-
lishing itself – where significant progress remains 
to be made in terms of the cross-cutting nature 
of the management of senior executives”. In this 
sense, it appears that the coordination means 
available to the Secretariat General remain very 
closely dependent on the link between ministerial 

private offices and directorates. The original 
model, based on the confidence of the minis-
ter and focused on cross-cutting projects, has 
been adopted by the directorates. The model 
based on resource management has more dif-
ficulty in influencing directorates. For certain 
issues, notably statutory and compensation 
matters, and although the SG is the ministry’s 
one-stop shop, its involvement in the choices 
made by the directorates remains complicated  
(Pochard, 2019):

”Within Bercy, there are nevertheless 
fairly significant imbalances between 
administrations depending on one’s status. 
[...] When it comes to HR issues,  
and questions about bonuses and status,  
it is still the DB and the DGAFP  
who weigh in, so... that’s that! The SG  
is an intermediary, rather than a driving 
force in this field.”

However, these comments deserve to be qualified, 
particularly with regard to HR:

“There are quite a few common elements, 
especially when it comes to statutory 
matters. If you look at all the statuses 
of category A, B and C staff in Bercy’s 
directorates, you can see that the broad 
outlines are quite consistent from one 
status to another, from one directorate to 
another [...] So the professions are not the 
same, the career paths are not completely 
the same, but there are some features of 
consistency which are not negligible.  
Then, I think we have to keep it simple.  
I think that it would be completely 
pointless for the Secretary General to 
want to replace the directorates in the 
day‑to‑day management of their staff. 
The directorates exist and we must also 
guarantee a management capacity and 
autonomy that is consistent with the 
exercise of their professions and their 
specificities. On the other hand, steering, 
general organisation and overall coherence 
are jobs for the Secretary General!”

2 Cour des Comptes, 
2014, Référé sur les 
secrétaires généraux et 
secrétariats généraux 
des ministères, p. 3.
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Clearly, the SG has to deal with directorates that 
are often reluctant to let it interfere in their man-
agement. It is gradually becoming apparent that 
its credibility in relation to the other directorates 
and the minister’s private office resides largely in 
its ability to contribute its expertise:

“One of the reasons behind the changes in 
the Secretariat General is precisely that, 
since the Secretary General does not have 
this form of functional authority over the 
other directors and all the directorates, he 
or she has to rely much more on a capacity 
for independent expertise; therefore, he 
or she has to draw on intellectual capital 
and experience, hence the need to have 
competent departments working with him 
or her. The SG also positions itself in a 
different context which is more that of 
a service provider, both for management 
and for private offices. In other words, 
private offices and ministers are often 
quite happy to have some form of internal 
counter‑expertise that enables them to 
better judge or appreciate the merits of 
what this or that director or directorate 
tells them.”

Moreover, the SG continues to act as a “peace-
maker” with respect to social relations within the 
directorates, particularly in cases where dialogue 
seems to be blocked, and external intervention is 
needed for the purpose of identifying the means 
of initiating a new approach:

“What you have to bear in mind  
is that the SGs [...] have also played  
a role, which is nowhere documented,  
in helping directorates with somewhat 
weak leadership. [...] When there is a 
director who is lagging a bit behind,  
who is a bit weak, where social dialogue 
has broken down... Well, the SG, at the 
more or less implicit request of the private 
offices, provides assistance... The request 
can also come from the trade union 
organisations, which basically bypass  
the directors to obtain something different 
at SG level.”

The SG therefore retains its role as mediator 
within Bercy, including when reorganising existing 
departments or creating new ones, such as when 
setting up the Directorate General for Enterprise 
(DGE):

“Christine Lagarde’s private office 
specifically asked the SG at the time to 
oversee the creation of the DGE – its 
re‑creation, in fact, because an initial 
DGE had existed for several years but on 
a more limited scale. It was also an RGPP 
(General Public Policy Review) initiative, 
because three pre‑existing directorates were 
being merged: one dealt with companies, 
another with crafts and the third with 
tourism. It was Dominique Lamiot, who 
steered the merger at the level of social 
dialogue, but also a little of the setting up 
of the initial organisation and organisation 
chart.”

This same mediation role continued with the 
arrival of Laurent de Jekhowski as head of  
the Secretariat General in 2013:

“Social dialogue is an essential role for 
the SG. ...] The idea is that there is a 
directorate‑level social dialogue, but 
that there must also be ministerial social 
dialogue on cross‑cutting subjects. It was 
indeed the role of the Secretariat General 
to steer it [...] It was important to rally 
all the directors of the ministry together, 
knowing that a poorly managed conflict 
in one ministerial directorate could 
obviously have knock‑on effects on other 
directorates, particularly the large network 
directorates. ...] In fact, I remember having 
had to manage and intervene directly in 
directorate‑level conflicts when the role 
of the SG was not, in principle, that of 
a director. The role of the SG is to steer 
ministerial dialogue with the authorities 
and to let each director conduct his own 
internal dialogue. So I had to intervene 
twice at the request of the ministers to 
prevent social conflicts from getting out 
of hand, first at Customs and then at the 
CCRF.”
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Relationships with other ministry stakeholders 
are thus more a matter of dialogue than authority 
and conflict:

“For me, all this could only work with 
good understanding. When you are in this 
coordinating role provided for by the decree 
that outlines the functions of the secretary 
general drawn up by Pêcheur, you can only 
tell people what to do if they are willing 
to work with you. You have no power 
to oppose them, and I always told my 
colleagues [...] “the directorates will only 
agree to work and collaborate with you if 
you are useful to them! What can you do 
for them? What you can bring to the table 
is to show them that you have defended 
their position well at interministerial level, 
you have improved it, you have helped 
them, etc. If you are of no use to them, on 
the contrary, you are putting a spanner in 
the works, they will refuse to work  
with you.”

The interest that private offices may find in the 
SG’s intervention is particularly strong in a period 
marked by the strong growth of interministerial 
cooperation. In 2012, the Secretariat General 
for Government Modernisation (SGMAP), under  
the authority of the Prime Minister, relaunched 
the large-scale project to develop interministerial 
policies for the support functions.

The SG was thus empowered in its role as an 
interface between the executive and ministerial 
spheres, even if this didn’t preclude direct relations 
between the SGMAP and the directorates on cer-
tain specific reforms. This is clearly articulated by 
an SGMAP staff member:

“We had regular meetings [...] just between 
the SGMAP and the SG, and we took 
stock of the ministerial transformation 
plans, the modernisation plans. How far 
along are you? Do you need the SGMAP? 
The SGs were very much strengthened in 
their role as coordinators! ...] Ministry 
directorates continued to be powerful. So 
our discussion partners were the SGs, but 
when the SGMAP’s resources come into 
play, of course, our points of contact were 
the directorates themselves.

This new role is enshrined in the decree of  
24 July 2014 on the secretary generals of the min-
istries, who, in addition to coordinating services 
and ensuring ministerial modernisation, were also 
made responsible for ensuring that the ministry 
is properly integrated into interministerial work. 
Under the aegis of the government’s secretary 
general, cooperation and exchanges between the 
secretaries general of the different ministries are 
thus affirmed, based on frequent meetings, as 
Laurent de Jekhowski can attest:

“This cooperation between SGs under the 
aegis of the SGG was gradually established 
[...] It was a time when the paths of all 
the ministry SGs were somewhat similar 
to those of Bercy, even if the other SGs 
were more recently created. At the same 
time, they had undoubtedly moved faster 
than we had at Bercy, as is always the case 
when you are a forerunner. It can take 
longer when you are the first than when 
the others follow. [...] So we all had the 
problem of internal positioning in relation 
to management and the private office. 
And then we all had many opportunities to 
discuss the major shared concerns around 
modernisation.”

At the end of 2016, the DGAFP placed increasing 
emphasis on departmental HR policies and drew 
on the SGs to build a new HR strategy and a minis-
terial management plan. That same year, the Public 
Procurement Directorate and the Government 
Property Directorate became more oriented 
towards the SGs. The Decree of 26 January 2015 
also assigned to the SG the function of ministerial 
procurement manager (RMA), which had previously 
been performed within the Public Procurement 
Department (SAE). Created in the autumn of 
2015, the Interministerial Directorate for Digital 
Technology and the Government Information and 
Communication System (DINSIC) drew on the min-
istries’ SGs to bolster interministerial and minis-
terial governance regarding information systems. 
At the same time, cooperation on the subject of 
cybersecurity between the National Information 
System Security Agency (ANSSI), the Government 
Financial Information Systems Agency (AIFE) and 
the Inter-ministerial HR Information Services 
Centre (CISIRH) and the SGs was stepped up with 
a view to developing the ministries’ digital skills. 
The SG clearly established itself as the intermin-
isterial relay within the directorates:
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“We were the linchpin in responding to 
interdepartmental orders and therefore 
dependent both on the orders we received 
and on what the directorates themselves 
did. We were more assemblers of things 
that were done in the directorates [...] So we 
at SG were assemblers and conveyor belts.”

“But as time went by, the situation 
worsened. The more proposals there are, 
the more difficult it is to synthesise them. 
The directorates put all the measures in 
bulk and it became highly technical. So 
we increasingly focused on streamlining 
because we understood that, when we 
propose large‑scale modernisation projects, 
the SG is not at all considered to have  
any legitimacy.”

The period from 2005 to 2017 was therefore 
marked by two major developments: the crea-
tion of a “large” SG through the absorption of the 
DPAEP and the rise of an interministerial space that 
renews, in a less personalised framework than at 
the outset, the SG’s position as an intermediary 
between management and private offices. This 
phase was a moment of transition between two 
models, from a secretary general/arbitrator to a 
secretary general/coordinator and manager.
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The late 2010s: the beginnings  
of a new SG?

From 2017 onwards, several developments benefit-
ted the SG and strengthened its influence within 
the Ministry. This increased stability is therefore an 
opportune moment to reflect more calmly on the 
organisation’s necessary transformations.

Scaled‑down private offices
The place of the ministerial private offices is a 
well-worn topic of debate in political and adminis-
trative life. As of 2017 they were downscaled, mod-
ifying the relations between the private offices/
SG/directorates triumvirate. The 2018 Budget Act 
no. 2017-1837 of 30 December 2017 stipulated a 
25% reduction in the total number of members 
in each private office. A minister can now have 
only ten advisers, a minister delegate, eight, and 
a secretary of state, five.3 This reduction led to 
the the elimination of the post of social adviser 
in Bercy’s private office, resulting in a de facto 
increase in the influence of the secretariat general, 
who henceforth was the only one to have this role 
(Pochard, 2019). If the SG becomes the ministe-
rial expertise on social issues, relations between 
directorates and private offices on the subject 
are partly short-circuited and the SG becomes 
the directorates’ primary point of contact on  
the subject.

This determination to streamline exchanges 
between private offices and directorates, thanks to 
the SGs, continued with the Circular of 5 June 2019 
on the reform of working methods. Several areas 
of reform emerged and bolstered the SG’s role. On 
the one hand, the circular urges administrations 
to “pay particular attention to dealing with the 
many cases of overlap that still exist, particularly 
between the support functions of directorates 
and the ministries’ secretariats general, between 
the various “business” directorates within the same 
ministry or at several ministries (the case of many 

interministerial policies that need to be rational-
ised), between directorates and operators”. The 
objectives pursued were, in particular, the result of 
discussions on the restructuring of organisational 
charts, a reduction in the number of hierarchical 
levels and a reduction in redundant activities in 
order to facilitate the creation of project teams. 
In addition, the circular sought to improve the 
functioning of interministerial work by calling for 
closer collaboration between directorates and 
ministerial private offices, as well as more fluid 
cooperation between administrations involved 
in the same project. It emerges from this that the 
SG’s role as mediator both within Bercy and in 
relation to other ministries is even more justified, 
all the more so as the success of this coopera-
tion is a criterion for assessing the performance 
of directors.

The approaches taken in terms of government 
reform therefore created a particularly favoura-
ble context for the SG’s role to take root in the 
cooperative spirit between private offices and 
directorates, between Bercy directorates, and in 
the interministerial framework:

“Since 2017, the SG’s role has been better 
accepted also because the private office has 
entrusted it with ministerial coordination 
tasks that the private office did not 
necessarily assign to it previously. And 
therefore, as a consequence, it seems to me, 
its legitimacy is growing!”

One of the most emblematic examples of this new 
situation is without doubt the establishment of 
the Innovation task force within the Synthesis, 
Coordination, and Innovation (SCI) Delegation 
beginning in 2015. It is responsible for creating, 
testing and promoting ministerial actions aimed 
at disseminating a culture of innovation and devel‑
oping innovative services and working methods. 
It is thus a resource that the directorates can 
decide to use to assist them in innovative pro‑
jects. This principle of coordination takes tan‑
gible form, for example, in a new consultation 
mechanism, called BercyLab, managed by the 
innovation task force and its team of internal 
experts. This new facility, located on the 4th floor, 

3 In 2019, this rule was 
nevertheless relaxed to 
include a new adviser 
specialised in monitoring 
and implementing 
government reform in each 

ministerial private office. 
The arrival of J. Castex at 
Matignon in July 2020 was 
a turning point, allowing 
ministers to expand 
their private offices. 
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draws its inspiration from creative management 
in developing a support approach using agile and  
collaborative methods.

More generally, under the impetus of Isabelle 
Braun Lemaire, former HR Director of the SG and 
who was appointed Secretary General in 2017, the 
idea is to create a “tailor‑made” action according 
to the types of directorates, mission or network 
directorates, that make up Bercy, and the specific 
needs that result:

“As regards the support functions, there 
is a pooling rationale which, in our 
ministry, is complicated. Because we 
have a DGFiP which does not need 
anyone in terms of support functions, it is 
autonomous. And you have a lot of people 
around who really need them. [...]If the 
SG has to act, it’s for them. [...] You don’t 
have to be standardised, i.e. you have to 
provide a different service depending on 
whether you are dealing with the DGFiP 
or with Tracfin, the CISIRH, or with 
small structures that have no one... which 
are task force administrations and not 
administrations with heavy networks, etc. 
[...]

At twenty years old, the SG of the economy and 
finance ministry is a relative newcomer and only 
took on its current scope in 2010. In addition to 
its original role of coordinating the modernisation 
of the ministries and facilitating social dialogue, it 

was then given the task of steering the ministerial 
support functions (HR, Finance, IS, purchasing, 
real estate, communication), their operational 
application to the central services of the MEFs 
as well as providing support to the ministerial 
cabinets. In the 2010s, the context, particularly 
interministerial, in which the SG’s actions took 
place changed significantly. At the beginning of 
2020, the SG comprises 2,400 full-time equivalent 
(FTE) staff, the majority of whom work on oper-
ational management tasks. At the same time as 
the role of the SGs has been strengthened - at 
Bercy as elsewhere - the level of demands placed 
on them has legitimately increased, particularly at 
interministerial level. Furthermore, the ministers 
expressed interest in strengthening the coordina-
tion role entrusted to the SG, as well as its role in 
supporting the private offices. This change was 
quickly perceptible in the areas of the budget, 
communication and coordination of transforma-
tion issues. At the same time, the SG has taken on 
the task of promoting innovation and supporting 
the collaborative approaches of the directorates. 
Since 2019, the Secretary General, assisted since 
2017 by an Deputy Secretary General with the 
rank of Director of Central Administration, has 
been strongly involved in major new issues, such 
as the ministerial implementation of the civil ser-
vice transformation law or the coordination of the 
Bercy vert plan. To accompany this move towards 
ministerial steering of the transformations under-
way, the SG has just embarked on a transformation 
process, which should lead to a roadmap and an 
action plan by the end of 2020 to strengthen its 
steering capacity, the quality of the services it 
delivers and its efficiency.
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SGs at the heart …  
of the reforms and economic  
and finance ministries?1

1 In the countries studied, 
economic and financial 
policies may be conducted 
by one or more ministries. 

The term “economic and/
or finance ministries” 
is therefore proposed. 
The IMF proposes the 

generic term of Ministry 
of Finance (MoF) to cover 
all administrations with 
responsibility for economic 

and financial policies. In 
this article, we use the 
expression economic and 
finance ministries (EFMs).

There are states without armies, but none without a police force or 
a financial administration. Finance is one of the two constants of all 
administrative systems. Yet this universal pillar covers a remarkable 
range of assignments and forms of administration. What is there to be 
found in common between Her Majesty’s Treasury in the UK with its 
1,700 staff and the French Ministry for the Economy, Finance and the 
Recovery (MEFR) with its 133,000 staff?

The elements of this diversity are many and varied 
(Allen, R. et al, 2015). Economic and financial poli-
cies may be found in one or more ministries, which 
may moreover conduct all or part of the associ-
ated tasks jointly with other levels of administra-
tion, especially in federal states. In some countries, 
such as Finland and Denmark, the finance ministry 
is a vice-prime ministry with responsibilities reach-
ing far beyond financial and economic affairs to 
take in all the components of state reform (digi-
tal affairs, civil service and innovation). The ten-
dency internationally is for central economic and 
finance administrations to concentrate on public 
policymaking, with the regulatory and operational 
management responsibilities transferred to more 
or less autonomous line ministries, agencies or 
private players.

To analyse the economic and finance minis-
tries is to analyse the state’s very backbone, as 
shown by the key place of public budgetary and 
tax concerns in seminal work produced by the 
sociology of the state (Bezes, P, Siné, A., 2011). 
Consequently, the forms of economic and finance 
ministry organisation cannot be grasped without 
considering the administrative cultures that they 
reflect as much as they shape. The organisation 
of economic and finance ministries has become 
more complex on the whole since 1945, reflecting 
the long-run development of state intervention in  

the economy. As the state’s role has grown, so have 
the needs in terms of oversight of public spending 
and economic activity, swelling staff numbers, 
broadening the fields of intervention (trade policy, 
management of industry and shareholdings, etc.) 
and increasing the number of structures.

Finance’s gradual move  
to reflect on itself 
The demise of the Keynesian-Fordist growth model 
in the 1970s called into question the role of the 
state in society and the economy. The state’s grow-
ing struggles to balance the accounts, ensure high 
levels of GDP growth and bring unemployment 
under control – in short orchestrate society – 
prompted a move to do something about itself, 
to take a long hard look at itself (Bezes, P., 2009). 
With its social performance no longer making the 
grade, the administrative organisation’s natural 
efficiency came under the microscope, driving an 
upsurge in repeated interventions on the admin-
istrative system. Administrative reform became 
a standalone activity based on specialised (man-
agerial) expertise and a way of regaining control: 
by putting its house in order, the administration 
hoped to take back the helm of public policy  
and society.
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As state powerhouses, it comes as no surprise that 
economic and finance ministries worldwide were 
the main purveyors and customers of this manage-
rial change. There were countries still impervious 
to managerial reforms, such as Germany (Pollitt, 
C., Bouckaert, G., 2017), where the Federal Ministry 
of Finance’s missions and organisation remained 
remarkably stable. Yet in countries where man-
agerial change was intense, such as in Denmark, 
the finance ministry’s internal organisation was 
totally reshaped and its control over all the other 
ministries vastly strengthened.

The International Monetary Fund (Allen, R. et al., 
2015) observes that the reforms of the last 30 years 
have driven the emergence of a new organisational 
model for the economic and finance ministries. 
This model is designed to be more integrated 
and interministerial, decentralising its control 
procedures to work more on risk management, 
and focused on policymaking and strategy while 
withdrawing from their implementation. This new 
model ideal shows above all that the finance min-
istries’ organisational parameters have evolved a 
great deal around considerations of coordination, 
strategy and efficiency.

Back offices step up  
to the front
The economic and finance ministries have reshuf-
fled their functions, hierarchies and associated 
power using diametrically opposite models: agen-
cies and mergers (Bezes, P., Le Lidec, P., 2016). State 
reform in OECD countries has been working since 
the early 2000s on creating a more integrated 
government (Christensen, T., Lægreid, P., 2007), 
whereby change is effected more by mergers, 
cooperation and associative action to improve 
administrative coordination by scaling up deci-
sion-making centres and improve efficiency by 
reducing strata and duplication.

The economic and finance ministries’ secretariats 
general have played a prominent part in these 
reforms due to two roles they play to varying 
extents depending on the country: as an interface 
between the political and administrative levels 
and a role of managing the ministerial support 
functions. In the countries analysed in this study, 
the term “secretary” is used repeatedly despite 
the variety of positions and roles played by MEFR 
SG counterparts: permanent secretary in the 
United Kingdom and Denmark, Sub‑secretario 
de Hacienda in Spain, and so on. The multiple 
meanings of the term cover duality of the roles 

played by these institutions quite well: both the 
high-ranking person (or body) holding official 
secrets and the administrative assistance person 
(or body) handling stewardship for another. The 
MEFR’s SG and its opposite numbers cover a spec-
trum ranging from the leading role of civil servant 
and political aide to the day-to-day management 
body, with these duties potentially carried out 
more or less jointly.

As interministerial transformation policy inter-
faces, they have seen their role of ministry inter-
mediary and coordinator put to work to underpin 
centralised steering by the centres of government 
(OECD, 2014). Considering the SGs in the coun-
tries studied, this development seriously begs the 
question as to whether they are consequently 
becoming “centres of ministries”, over and above 
the recurring question of the neutrality/politici-
sation of central administration departments. As 
support function managers, part of their brief is 
to act as permanent administrative modernisa-
tion operators. In both the public and the private 
sector, optimisation programmes since the 1980s 
have alternated between targeted reforms of core 
sectors (the famous strategic activities) and the 
continuous optimisation of support activities.  
The SGs are born of the former and guardians of 
the latter.

A tour of six countries’ economic and finance 
ministry Secretariats General therefore amounts 
to observing so many different versions of these 
reconfigurations in progress.

Methodology

This work draws on 15 interviews with senior 
finance ministry officials in six countries 
(Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Italy, Spain and 
the United Kingdom) and researchers specialised 
in finance ministries. For each country, we 
combined and compared the information 
gathered from the researchers and practitioners. 
These interviews focused mainly on the politico‑
administrative relationship and management of 
the support functions in these ministries. Their 
findings were compared with the academic 
literature on developments in the relevant 
ministries and a large body of documentation 
(official ministry reports, OECD and European 
Commission reports, and relevant ministry 
websites). The list of experts interviewed is given 
in this issue’s acknowledgements.

46
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Governing the administration 
and managing the interfaces 
between the political authorities 
and the administration

The first aspect of the SGs is their role as an inter-
mediary between politics and the administration 
in situations of direct and indirect governance 
(Abbott et al., 2020). Political authorities cannot 
manage their administration alone and need the 
support of intermediaries. This transfer of author-
ity is all the more necessary in that it frees up polit-
ical authorities from the day-to-day management 
of their administration to concentrate on their 
adjudication, negotiation and steering tasks. This 
intermediation is conducted by different types of 
structures entrusted with a degree of authority 
that varies greatly from one national administra-
tive culture to the next.

The importance of the SG’s role as interface 
between the political authorities and the admin-
istration depends on:

 − The size and composition of the ministerial 
private office staff: unlike in French tradition, 
some countries have ministerial private offices 
of just three to five people who are not from the 
administration acting in a political and communi-
cations advisory capacity without any technical 
expertise. The smaller and the more politicised 
the minister’s staff, the more important the role 
of the equivalent of the SG, which becomes the 
main intermediary between the minister and  
the administration’s departments.

 − The extent of politicisation/neutrality of the 
senior civil service: although the administration 
is always at the government’s service, the terms 
of this service vary depending on whether the 
administration’s senior managers are dismissible 
and whether they are expected to contribute to 
public policymaking or to ensure the consistency 
of policy implementation. This concerns as much 
the SGs as the administrative departments that 
make up the economic and finance ministries.

The French Secretariat General’s counterparts 
operate in a three-way interplay between the 
SGs, the administrative departments and the min-
istries, with their more or less extensive private 

office staff. A large part of the SGs’ legitimacy to 
work on large-scale ministerial coordination or, 
conversely, ministerial coordination restricted to 
certain steering and/or management tasks hinges 
on the relations of interdependence and power 
between these three players.

The permanent secretary: 
Neutral and loyal 
intermediary between  
the political authorities 
and the administration
The figure of the permanent secretary is pres-
ent with similar characteristics in the ministerial 
configurations of many countries of Anglo-Saxon 
tradition.

In the United Kingdom, the permanent secretary 
is the most senior civil servant at HM Treasury, “the 
brightest and the best”, as the adage has it, in a 
ministry that is the embodiment of the adminis-
trative elite. The permanent secretary reports to 
Parliament on all expenditure under his authority 
and he chairs the Treasury Board on which sit the 
directors general, the directors of the ministerial 
divisions and a small number of Treasury non- 
executive board members (Ketelaar, A. et al., 
2007). The permanent secretary is appointed by 
the Prime Minister from a list of civil servants.

The permanent secretary is typical of the 
Westminster/Whitehall administrative tradition 
whereby civil servants are neutral and show serial 
loyalty (they offer the same support irrespec-
tive of the government and are not allowed to 
express their political ideas or take part in polit-
ical affairs) in return for their non-dismissibility 
and their political non-accountability (only minis-
ters are accountable for their ministries’ actions).  
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His stability is supposed to enable him to be 
frank (Cooper, C.A., 2018), under the seal of con-
fidentiality. He keeps in close contact with the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer and the ministers 
reporting to the Chancellor in order to coordinate 
all the ministry’s public policies. The minister only 
has a very small private office and therefore relies 
essentially on the permanent secretary who acts 
as chief policy advisor on matters of economic 
and financial policy. Contacts between political 
leaders and the ministry’s other senior officials are 
less frequent (Timsit, G., Wiener, C., 1980). The per-
manent secretary is also responsible for the minis-
try’s day-to-day operations, which are delegated 
to the Operations Director. HM Treasury, despite 
is prestige and the extent of its responsibilities 
(controlling public spending, economic and fis-
cal policy direction and implementation, banking 
sector regulation and infrastructure projects), is 
one of the smallest economic and finance minis-
tries of all the OECD countries, with fewer than  
1,700 staff members. Most of its operational tasks 
are assigned to 14 agencies with varying degrees of 
autonomy. Consequently, managing the support 
functions is not a key part of the permanent sec-
retary’s role. The permanent secretary is hence 
seen as a kind of Secretary General strategist who 
steers the ministry’s administrative matters.

As permanent secretary, appointed for an inde-
terminate period of time and hard to dismiss, 
he is supposed to be able to remain in the post 
regardless of changes of government, sometimes 
for decades, and have extensive authority over 
his administration.

The strict separation of the political from the 
administrative embodied by the permanent sec-
retary implies that, in the event of a poor rela-
tionship between the minister and the permanent 
secretary, frictions may continue until a change of 
ruling party. On the one hand, if senior adminis-
trative officials do not subscribe to the minister’s 
policy agenda, they may ask the minister to draw 
up a ministerial direction such as that requested 
by the Chief Executive of Her Majesty’s Revenue 
and Customs to subsidise part of the cost of meals 
taken in restaurants under the Eat Out to Help Out 
scheme introduced on the recent exit from lock-
down. On the other hand, since the early 1980s, 
governments have on several occasions tried to 
politicise the position by means of various minor 
control mechanisms (see box below) without ever 
really succeeding (Cooper, C.A., 2019).

Tightening control  
over UK permanent 
secretaries: politicisation  
of the position?

Four permanent secretaries resigned in the first half 
of 2020, illustrating an unusual level of tension in UK 
politico‑administrative relations. One of the main 
reasons put forward to explain these resignations  
has to do with the current government’s attempts  
to politicise the administration.

Note, however, that this is something that is not 
entirely new in the United Kingdom where Margaret 
Thatcher’s government attempted to politicise the 
appointment of permanent secretaries back in the 
1980s. The first step was to appoint allies to these 
key posts to ensure their support for the programme 
to challenge the “Westminster consensus” that the 
Prime Minister intended to launch based on her 
distrust of the UK’s senior civil service. Following 
this, the Next Steps programme was launched to 
transfer responsibilities from the ministries to 
agencies whose appointment of directors was more 
discretionary and no longer exclusively reserved for 
civil servants. In many ways, the UK’s agencification 
policy can be analysed as an attempt to undermine 
the authority of the permanent secretaries.

More generally, the number of special advisers 
has grown since the 1990s and attempts have been 
made to open up access to the senior civil service 
(discretionary appointments of experts and fast 
stream programmes (Colin, T., 2014).

These measures have not changed the permanent 
secretary demographics (opening up recruitment to 
non‑civil servants has not dampened their virtual 
monopoly – 90% ‑ on these positions).  
Yet the position has been made more professional 
(with the inclusion of work experience in the 
recruitment process) and more managerial 
with the introduction of an assessment of their 
performance and pay changes. Most importantly, 
since the introduction of the Civil Service Reform 
Plan adopted by Cameron’s government in 2014, 
permanent secretaries have been recruited on 
five‑year fixed contracts, with no assumption of 
automatic renewal.
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The example of Denmark illustrates the major 
importance of this administrative figure. The 
permanent secretary here forms a key gateway 
between politics and the administration, not only 
in charge of ministerial administration, but also 
the minister’s chief policy advisor. He proposes 
solutions and can participate in negotiations with 
the parties forming the coalition government. It is 
the permanent secretaries who choose the minis-
ter’s personal advisers. They are also in charge of 
the management of the ministry. In keeping with 
the country’s meritocratic tradition, permanent 
secretaries are appointed by ministers based on 
skillset criteria. It is now commonplace to find 
them holding the position successively in two 
different ministries. The rotation of senior civil 
servants in these positions has actually accelerated 
since the 1970s, even though they hold the post a 
dozen years on average (Gregory, R., Gronnegaard 
Christensen, J., 2004). Their pay includes a varia-
ble proportion based on a general, unquantified 
estimate of their workload and their investment 
in the implementation of major reforms (Morten 
Balle, H., Houlberg Salomonsen, H., 2011).

Note that although the principle of political neu-
trality is highly respected in the Danish senior 
civil service, it became a growing source of polit-
ico-tactical advice in the second half of the 20th 
century. Permanent secretaries are by far the min-
isters’ most important political advisors (Broeng 
Jørgensen, T., Ginnerup, R., 2007) and decide on 
matters that are passed up to them.

The Danish finance ministry is a ministry with sev-
eral interministerial responsibilities whose influ-
ence over the central administration is such that 
it is considered to be a vice-prime ministry. It is 
separate from both the economic ministry and 
the ministry of taxation. The ministry is structured 
into 15 agencies and divisions in which work a total 
of 1,300 staff. These agencies and divisions cover 
the different areas of public action for which they 
coordinate and negotiate fiscal policy and allo-
cated appropriations. The permanent secretary is 
assisted by seven specialised deputy permanent 
secretaries (local authorities, innovation, budget, 
etc.) who have all the agencies and divisions at 
their disposal to handle cross-cutting and inter-
divisional matters.

The figure of permanent secretary is set in a form 
of governance where control mechanisms are light-
weight. In the case of both the Danish and UK 
permanent secretaries, the tendency is towards 
managerialisation driven by the new public man-
agement movement (visible from the performance 
contracts and pay incentives), which does not 

jeopardise the permanence of their position. 
Permanent secretaries therefore have considera-
ble autonomy in how they exercise their authority 
over their administration and are their ministers’ 
lead advisers and collaborators. The double-edged 
nature of their role (head of the administration and 
political advisor) is facilitated by the existence of 
coalition governments conducive, as in Denmark, 
to a pragmatic politico-administrative relationship 
and negotiations between permanent secretary 
and minister regarding governance objectives. The 
neutrality and independence of their position can 
nonetheless be seen as an obstacle by some gov-
ernments, which may then attempt to politicise 
the position as in the case of the United Kingdom.

Political civil servants 
in Germany and Spain: 
intermediaries between 
political affairs and the 
administration who 
endorse the governments’ 
objectives
The German Federal Ministry of Finance employs 
2,000 staff. It is responsible for economic strategy, 
developing and executing the budget, collecting 
the indirect levies of VAT and customs duties, tax-
ation policy (national and international), coordi-
nating taxation with the Länder, oversight of the 
financial markets, and government shareholdings 
and property. The Federal Ministry of Finance is 
separate from the Federal Ministry for Economic 
Affairs.

The German state’s federal structure explains 
the ministry’s small staff numbers, since part of  
the responsibilities are taken on by the Länder. 
For this same reason, the Federal Ministry of 
the Interior handles most of the interministerial 
responsibilities and plays a driving role in the trans-
formation of the organisation and the civil service.

Compared with France, the organisation of the 
Ministry of Finance has been highly stable since 
the Basic Law of 1949, and its structure is inde-
pendent of changes of government. One notable 
reorganisation occurred in 2020 with the crea-
tion of a Digital Society Directorate-General in 
charge of information systems for all the regional 
tax administrations, a sign of how important this 
area has become.
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At the political level, the minister is assisted by 
two parliamentary state secretaries who act as 
ministers delegate. Aside from private secretaries, 
responsible essentially for writing speeches, the 
minister and his parliamentary state secretaries 
do not have large staffs since the political advisory 
functions are provided by the senior civil service.

It is on this point that German administrative tra-
dition is entirely singular. Unlike the UK model of 
civil servant political neutrality, part of the German 
senior civil service is politicised (Fleischer, J., 2012). 
The 1848 Prussian revolution led to the creation of 
the category of “political civil servants” (Politische 
Beamte) to take part in transforming a reputedly 
conservative administration. Taken up in the 1953 
Federal Civil Service Law, the notion of the political 
official refers to a group of 150 individuals exer-
cising the highest administrative functions. These 
political civil servants are taken mainly from the 
pool of 3,000 German senior civil servants and 
are promoted by ministerial decision from a list 
of officials pre-selected by each ministry’s human 
resources department. They may be relieved of 
their duties at any moment in time although, in 
practice, 50% of them may serve several govern-
ments in a row. This compromise between political 
loyalty and a guaranteed position concerns mainly 
the administrative state secretaries (beamteter 
Staatsekretär) and the central administration direc-
tors (Ministerialdirektor) at the top of the hierarchy 
in the German federal administration. They offer 
advice on public policies in which they have tech-
nical expertise. The administrative state secretaries 
are the intermediaries between the federal min-
isters and their administration (Fleischer, J., 2015).

The Minister of Finance has four administrative 
state secretaries who are each in charge of a port-
folio of directorates-general. There is therefore no 
equivalent of permanent secretary or Secretary 
General in the German Federal Ministry of Finance. 
Support function management and politico-admin-
istrative coordination are distributed among the 
different directorates-general under the author-
ity of separate administrative state secretaries: 
Directorate-General L and Directorate-General Z.

Directorate-General L is the result of this functional 
politicisation and resembles the French minister’s 
staff. It is a “leadership team” (Leitungsstab), which 
includes the minister’s advisors, a dedicated insti-
tutional communications bureau and a unit that 
serves as the link with Parliament. This structure 
is found in all the ministries where the minister’s 
staff is positioned as an administrative directo-
rate in the organisation chart. The administrative 
state secretary, who oversees this directorate, also 

supervises the directorate-general for national and 
international economic and fiscal policy strategy, 
which nevertheless implies a combination of polit-
ical and strategic functions.

Directorate-General Z is responsible for the minis-
try’s internal organisation. It is in charge of human 
resources, training, social action and union rela-
tions, the ministry’s operating budget, translation 
and terminology, and logistics. It is overseen by 
an administrative state secretary who is also in 
charge of the federal budget, property, informa-
tion systems and state holdings, implying in this 
case a combination of the functions associated 
with the efficiency of public spending.

Spain presents a fairly similar politico-institutional 
environment to Germany, not only from the point 
of view of the country’s federalism, but also in 
terms of its intraministerial organisation.

In addition to fiscal and taxation policies, the 
Minister of Finance is in charge of a number of 
interministerial policies associated with admin-
istrative modernisation and the civil service. It 
has 7,621 staff (not counting the 25,152 tax offi-
cials in the tax agency reporting to the ministry).  
It is the most powerful and prestigious ministry in 
the Spanish administration and its administrative 
corps are the first to have become professional in 
the mid-19th century.

The Minister of Finance is assisted by two state 
secretaries. The ministry’s highest ranking civil 
servant is the Under-Secretary of Finance. The top 
four ranks of the administrative hierarchy – up to 
and including the deputy director – are political 
appointments and are freely dismissible, often 
with changes of government. This politicisation 
is accompanied by safeguard mechanisms that 
differ from the German political civil servant safe-
guards. Whereas German political civil servants can 
be temporarily retired (and retain their pay) until 
they are assigned a new post, Spanish political civil 
servants are guaranteed that a large proportion of 
the pay they receive when they are appointed will 
be paid to them for life. This mochila (backpack) 
stays with them throughout their career. Save a few 
specific exceptions, the ranks of under-secretary, 
Secretary General, director-general and deputy 
director have to be held by career civil servants.

The position of under-secretary in Spain is particu-
larly interesting in terms of its seniority and evo-
lution: in charge of the ministry’s administrative 
management, the increase in the under-secretary’s 
responsibilities over time shows the solidity of the 
position and established role in support function 
management (see box below).
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From Secretary General to 
Chair of the Management 
committee
Belgium recently dropped the Anglo-Saxon model. 
In 1937, the introduction of the Camu Statute uni-
fied the Belgian civil service on the basis of the 
English model. Ministry Secretaries General were 
appointed for life to the top of the ministerial 
administrative hierarchy. The political parties 
wielded a hefty weight and benefited from large 
ministerial private offices giving them control over 
the administration. The large minister’s staff levels 
combined with the senior civil servants’ independ-
ence generated mutual friction and distrust. A 
major reform of the Belgian federal administration 
was therefore launched in the early 2000s (the 
“Copernicus” Reform), in part to stabilise relations 
between ministers and administrative directors. 
The reform was largely based on the principles of 
new public management.

Instigated in 1999, it considerably remodelled the 
administrative structure of the Belgian federal 

Created by royal decree in 1834, the figure of 
under‑secretary emerged when the development 
of the parliamentary system in Spain – highly 
influenced by the French model – meant that 
the members of government had to regularly 
appear before the parliamentary institution (the 
Cortes Generales). This led them to create the 
post of under‑secretary in charge of the ministry’s 
administrative management.

Assigned to the ministry’s in‑house administrative 
action, the under‑secretary is a virtually permanent 
figure in every ministry in Spain with a remit of 
in‑house ministry organisation, staff management 
and preparing the relevant documents relating to the 
minister’s portfolio. Although this general outline 
has changed little to date, the post of under‑secretary 

The under‑secretary in Spain  
Dedicated administrative management  
of the ministries since 1834

has been assigned an increasing number of 
responsibilities over the years due to the increase in 
ministerial duties (Coronas Gonzales, J.R., 1987).

For example, under‑secretaries replace the minister 
in the ministry in the minister’s absence. They 
handle institutional relations on behalf of the 
minister and attend the General Commission of State 
Secretaries and Under‑Secretaries, which prepares 
the agenda for the Council of Ministers.

In addition, the Under‑Secretary of Finance is 
responsible for the day‑to‑day management of the 
ministry, including human resources, ministerial 
organisation, budget management, information and 
communication technologies, and management of 
public procurement.

SPOTLIGHT ON SIX EUROPEAN SGS

administration into a matrix arrangement. The 
federal ministries were replaced by “federal public 
services” (FPSs): ten vertical and four horizontal. 
The vertical FPSs have operational responsibili-
ties in the different areas of public action (justice, 
social affairs, etc.). The horizontal FPSs have a stra-
tegic thinking brief and are tasked with supporting, 
coordinating and supervising the vertical FPSs in 
the following areas: budgeting and management 
control, human resources, use of the new infor-
mation and communication technologies, and 
general coordination of the services. In 2017, three 
of these horizontal FPSs were merged into a single 
body called the Policy and Support Federal Public 
Service (FPS BOSA).

At the pinnacle of the FPS administrative hierarchy, 
the Secretary General was replaced by a Chair 
of the Management committee appointed on a 
six-year contract, renewable once. The contract of 
mandate is tied in with the Management commit-
tee’s management plans, which serve as a point of 
reference for the assessment and potential renewal 
of the Chair of the Management committee. Its 
selection procedure combines administrative (CV 
and assessment centre tests) and political criteria, 
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since the final selection from among those who 
qualify is made by the minister (Göransson, M., 
2010). In this way, the political authority tightens 
its control over the appointment and actions of 
senior civil servants. This reform was also designed 
to reduce minister’s staff levels, as the manage-
ment committee chairs were supposed to replace 
them in advising the ministers and managing the 
administration. In hindsight, little appears to have 
changed in the relationship between political 
authority and senior civil service, since the minis-
ter’s staff levels were never cut.

FPS Finance is historically separate from FPS 
Economy. Its brief concentrates strictly on taxa-
tion and state treasury matters. It has 20,000 staff, 
which makes it one of the largest FPSs despite 
sharp job cuts (35,000 staff in 2000). The Chair of 
the Management committee is in charge of both 
strategy and the day-to-day management of the 
ministry. All the memoranda sent by directors to 
the minister go through the Chair for approval.

The realities and forms of SGs are therefore many 
and varied. It is observed that “strong” SGs, those 
with a steering role in administration modernisa-
tion and transformation reforms, present certain 
characteristics although these are not necessarily 
cut-and-dried. Trust plays a lead role here, but in 

different ways from one country to the next. In 
the United Kingdom, trust is part of an adminis-
trative tradition that generates institutional trust 
built on a watertight bond between political and 
administrative players. Here, the permanent sec-
retary stands as the guardian of sound coordi-
nation in the administrative space, irrespective 
of changes of party rule. Trust is probably more 
personal in Germany and Spain, where senior civil 
servant dismissibility is more established and rel-
atively dependent on the greater politicisation 
of administrative staff. For example, the German 
Staatssekretär (administrative state secretary) and 
Subsecretario (administrative under-secretary) dif-
fer from the Belgian Chair of the Management 
Committee in that there is less potential for them 
to be sidestepped by minister’s staff in their steer-
ing of the administration. In this regard, manage-
ment committee chairs prove to be the most torn 
between a volition to create real coordination 
bodies, sometimes affirmed in ministerial moderni-
sation reforms, and a remit that also includes man-
aging cross-cutting coordination functions. This 
ambivalence is all the more resonant in other coun-
tries, such as Italy, where the structures equivalent 
to the French Secretariat General are reduced to 
management administrations with administrative 
steering organised by other bodies.
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Managing the support  
functions: the key role  
of coordination

Administrative reforms tend to increase the value 
of managerial expertise on bureaucratic markets. 
Senior civil service school curricula are foregoing 
the transmission of legal expertise in favour of the 
acquisition of managerial skills. Budget control and 
knowing how to steer an IT project have become 
career strategy resources.

When politics becomes management, resource 
functions become politicised. All major managerial 
reforms include a track on the SG’s status and pre-
rogatives, whether the UK permanent secretary in 
the Next Steps reform, agencification in Denmark, 
the axing of Secretaries General by the Copernicus 
Reform in Belgium, or the scale-up of SGs ahead of 
the General Public Policy Review (RGPP) in France 
(Rouban, L., 2009).

Support functions, relational by nature, “support” 
the operational functions, acting as reform driv-
ers in indirect governance. Their regulation by 
standards and norms can be a cost-effective way 
of changing the entire running of the ministry. 
The high technical intensity of support functions 
is also an advantage when it comes to effecting 
“silent revolutions” of incremental adjustment 
(Hacker, J.S., 2004). Lastly, they form a sector of 
administrative activity whereby reform by merger 
combines with increased specialisation: gathering 
together scattered teams under the roof of one 
shared directorate increases its technical expertise 
(Bezes, P., Le Lidec, P., 2016).

Although the SGs have lost in autonomy, analysis 
of their functions shows that they have gained, if 
not in volume, at least in their capacity to influ-
ence the ministerial administrative machinery. This 
is due to the fact that coordination processes have 
become central in public administrations, as noted 
by political analyst Jean-Michel Eymeri-Douzans:

As soon as these chains of interdependence 
are widened between all sorts of 
participants who are called upon to 
produce public policies, the issue of 
coordination becomes increasingly 

important. Indeed, this is so much the 
case that one wonders whether these 
coordinating institutions and the 
coordinators who operate them have not 
become the loci and protagonists of a 
paramount political pre‑arbitration.2

This section will spotlight interministerial and 
intraministerial coordination to illustrate the role 
and responsibilities of the structures in charge of 
support functions in the finance ministries studied.

Interministerial 
management of support 
functions under the 
authority of the finance 
ministry in Denmark
The last forty years have seen the remarkable rise 
of the finance ministry over the entire central 
administration in Denmark.

In the early 1980s, the low level of interministerial 
coordination (Broeng Jørgensen, T., Ginnerup, R., 
2007) and high level of minster and ministry auton-
omy came into question when the country was 
plunged into deep recession. A new coordination 
strategy was hence developed with the creation 
of two government bodies: the Coordination 
Committee and the Economics Committee. The 
Coordination Committee is chaired by the Prime 
Minister’s Office – which is traditionally small in 
Denmark with less than fifty civil servants – and the 
Economics Committee is chaired by the Finance 
Minister. These two committees meet weekly with 
meetings prepared by steering committees chaired 
by the Permanent Secretary to the Prime Minister’s 

2 See the Regards croisés article in this issue.
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Office for the Coordination Committee and by 
the Permanent Secretary to the Finance Ministry 
for the Economics Committee.

Although both committees rapidly assumed a role 
of major importance in interministerial coordina-
tion and government policymaking assistance, it 
was the Economics Committee that became the 
main coordination body for a growing number of 
subjects. In the early 1980s, the Finance Ministry 
steering the Economics Committee consequently 
assumed a central and predominant role in the 
Danish public administration. It is in charge of 
coordinating government activities, controlling 
ministry spending and, since this time, spearheads 

  

The Agency for the Modernisation of Public 
Administration was set up in the Finance Ministry 
in the 2000s to manage human resources policy 
and the implementation of civil service regulations. 
It is responsible for managing human resources 
(regulations, HRM, payroll management, pay policy, 
social dialogue, diversity and the promotion of public 
service values) and public procurement. It is run on 
the New Public Management model combining the 
pursuit of performance with the lean organisation of 
the support functions.

This agencification of the support functions 
continued in the early 2010s with the creation of four 
agencies also within the Finance Ministry:
‑  The Agency for Governmental IT Services was 

created in 2010 from the merger of eight ministries’ 
IT services departments in order to standardise IT 
processes and create shared platforms;

‑  The Agency for Digitisation was created in 2011 to 
coordinate digital policy for all government levels 
(central, regional and local);

‑  The Agency for Governmental Administration to 
support a performance‑based approach, structural 
reforms and deployment of the management 
methods;

‑  The Government Building and Property Agency in 
charge of managing public property (de Visscher, C. 
et al., 2011).

The Danish Finance Ministry’s agencies
Between agencification and concentration of support 
functions

An interesting recent development of note 
concerns the Agency for the Modernisation of 
Public Administration, responsible on behalf of the 
Finance Ministry for labour‑management dialogue 
with civil service unions – a highly integrated and 
institutionalised part of the Danish public sector. 
This agency had become highly unpopular with the 
unions and was criticised by a large proportion of 
government employees.

In response to this growing unpopularity, the 
new government in office in 2019 divided it into 
two agencies. The Agency for Public Finance and 
Management was set up under the authority of the 
Finance Ministry to provide HR and IT services 
and manage most of the support functions for 
the Finance Ministry itself. Labour‑management 
relations responsibilities were transferred to the 
Central Government Skills Development Agency, 
now hosted by the Ministry of Taxation. This shift 
to the Ministry for Taxation was also seen as a way 
to restrict the influence and power of the Finance 
Ministry, perceived as having become too influential 
in central government, and to strengthen the role 
of the Prime Minister’s Office in governmental 
coordination.

54

most of the administrative reforms (Greve, C., 
2018).

In addition to this development, permanent secre-
taries to the Finance Ministry opted to outsource 
a large number of support functions to agencies 
remaining under their authority in order to refo-
cus their administration’s activity on public policy 
development and interministerial coordination. 
These newly created agencies also became a way 
to centralise a certain number of support func-
tions common to all the ministries such as human 
resources management, government employee 
remuneration and the digitisation of the admin-
istration (see box below).
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Since the early 1980s, the Danish Finance Ministry’s 
administration has hence gained in expertise 
to the point of focusing most of its activity 
on advising the minister in matters of strategy  
and public policymaking. Its credibility, legitimacy 
and operational capacity have increased to the 
point of making the Finance Ministry a central 
pillar of interministerial coordination in matters of 
public policy and support function management. 

In recent years, the central position and impor-
tance of the Finance Ministry and its admin-
istration have met with growing resistance, in 
particular from the Prime Minister’s Office. This 
can be seen from the withdrawal of certain 
responsibilities from the Finance Ministry and the 
transfer of specific matters from the Economics 
Committee chaired by the Finance Minister to the 
Coordination Committee chaired by the Prime 
Minister.

The Copernicus Reform 
and intraministerial 
coordination at the 
Belgian FPS Finance
The “Copernicus” Reform of the Belgian federal 
administration launched in the early 2000s was 
designed, as in Denmark, to collect together the 
support functions in interministerial departments.

The four horizontal Federal Public Services (FPSs) 
are responsible for support and coordination 
activities for the vertical FPSs in budgeting and 
management control, human resources, use of the 
new information and communication technolo-
gies, and general coordination of the services. In 
2017, three horizontal FPSs were merged into FPS 
BOSA (Policy and Support), which centralises the 
support and coordination functions in a single 
body. The Chancellery of the Prime Minister has 
a policy coordination brief.

This matrix arrangement was interlinked by 
horizontal FPS “intermediaries” set up in each 
vertical FPS in the form of three management 
departments: P&O (Personnel and Organisation), 
B&MC (Budget and Management Control) and ICT 
(Information and Communication Technologies) 
(de Visscher, C., Randour, F., 2014). The ministries 
(or FPSs) hence have standardised hierarchical 
organisation charts. At their head is the Chair of 
the Management committee (to whom report the 
autonomous departments, i.e. the agencies and 
audit and inspection units) followed by the man-
agement departments, which slot in hierarchically 
between the Chair and the general administra-
tions. The heads of the management departments 
attend FPS management committee meetings.

In practices, interministerial coordination is not 
as strong in Belgium as it is in Denmark. The hori-
zontal FPSs have neither supplanted the staff 
departments in the vertical FPSs nor imposed a 
relationship of authority between interministerial 
support departments and ministerial management 
departments. Conversely, in powerful ministries 
such as the FPS Finance, the consequence of weak 
interministerial coordination is to keep in place if 
not strengthen the management departments and 
thereby the power of intraministerial coordination.

FPS Finance has actually evolved in quite a dif-
ferent way and pace to the rest of the federal 
administration. It has retained a very high level 
of autonomy in terms of personnel policy and 
the management of its support functions due to 
its size – it accounts for approximately half of the 
federal administration’s personnel – and its assign-
ments – including tax collection, public treasury 
and management of the public debt. However, 
since 2003, FPS Finance has nevertheless seen its 
staff levels plunge by 30% from approximately 
33,000 employees in 2003 to some 21,000 employ-
ees today. This drastic reduction in staff levels has 
come alongside major investments in IT systems in 
a move to digitalise and the introduction of new 
elements such as management control, project 
monitoring and various management mechanisms 
to make working methods more efficient in the 
FPS (see box below).
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At the heart of the reorganisation of FPS Finance
Management control tools to structure internal 
coordination

Given the size and importance of the FPS Finance 
administration, the changes launched in the early 
2000s by the Copernicus Reform were introduced 
at a different pace to the other ministries. It was in 
2013 that the reorganisation of FPS Finance came 
into being with the “transition to a new, clear and 
simplified performance‑based structure,” (FPS 
Finance, 2014).

A Service of Strategic Coordination and 
Communication (SCC) reporting directly to the 
Chair of the Management committee was set up to 
facilitate the FPS Finance’s transition and harmonise 
this “battleship” administration’s working methods. 
Based on the office of strategy management 
developed by management specialists Robert 
Kaplan and David Norton, the SCC acts as a sort of 
general supervisor for the Chair of the Management 
committee briefed to coordinate a set of tasks: 
operationalise strategy in the FPS, ensure that goals 
are translated into projects in the different general 
administrations, implement strategic initiatives to 
deliver on target outcomes, etc. This service also has 
an internal network with correspondents in each  
FPS Finance administration for effective  
operational coordination.

The introduction of this matrix structure in FPS 
Finance was also accompanied by the deployment 
of a series of management tools such as an 
information platform, integrated planning, uniform 
communications, reporting to the Management 
committee and a scorecard to monitor performance 
indicators. FPS Finance’s operating processes have 
also been reviewed by the lean methodology which, 
“based on Toyota’s production system, aims to 
improve an organisation’s processes by focusing 
on increased value for the user and optimal waste 
reduction,” (FPS Finance, 2014).

The new strategic coordination developed in 
the 2010s is therefore largely based on a set 
of management tools to modernise process 
management by means of management control 
and internal control and to modernise portfolio 
management by modernising programme and 
project management. The purpose of the integrated 
monitoring provided by the SCC service is to enable 
the achievement of the FPS’s missions and strategic 
ambitions.
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The failure of the Copernicus Reform to set up 
cross-cutting structures to manage resources is due 
mainly to the lack of means deployed to imple-
ment it. With some 500 staff, the cross-cutting FPS 
(FPS BOSA) is hard pressed to handle interministe-
rial coordination, especially in view of “battleship” 
organisations such as FPS Finance, which employs 
over 20,000 staff nationwide. The weight of the 
ministers’ private offices in ministry life is an added 
factor in the difficulty of coordinating the federal 
administration.

In this environment, it is interesting to note that 
the Belgian FPS Finance, unlike the Danish Finance 
Ministry, has invested enormously in the intramin-
isterial support functions, in particular in digital 
transformation. In addition to this development, 
the Chair of the Management committee has 
development highly sophisticated management 
control processes and tools with his services. This 
gain in expertise is especially important in a polit-
ico-institutional context whereby the ministers 
and their staff tend to restrict the administration’s 
autonomy.
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The Spanish Ministry  
of Finance Under‑ 
Secretariat of Finance: 
an intraministerial 
and interministerial 
coordination structure
In Spain, the ministry’s under-secretariat is a tradi-
tional administrative structure that first appeared 
in the 18th century following the establishment of 
the parliamentary system and which, under the 
1957 Legal System of the State Administration 
Act, is defined in all the ministries as an auxiliary 
administrative body reporting to the minister with 
responsibility for the entire ministry. This senior-
ity gives it considerable weight, as shown by the 
extent of its reach of responsibilities.

At the Ministry of Finance, the Under-Secretariat is 
responsible for the legal affairs directorate, training 
policy, internal inspection, monitoring efficiency 
and all the ministry’s organisational measures. As 
such, it is in charge of managing human resources, 
the internal budget, information and communica-
tion technologies, public procurement and logis-
tics. The Ministry of Finance’s Under-Secretariat 
also handles interministerial support functions 
including the fleet of vehicles and government 
property as well as purchasing policy and govern-
ment shareholdings in companies.

Note that ministry under-secretariats’ inter-
ministerial action also includes attending the 
General Commission of State Secretaries and 
Under-Secretaries, which is a collaborative gov-
ernment support body. This commission, attended 
systematically by all the under-secretaries and 
relevant state secretaries depending on the issues 
addressed, prepares the agenda for the Council of 
Ministers. The under-secretaries are responsible for 
all the normative and legal aspects. The Ministry 
of Finance’s Under-Secretary plays a key role in 
this commission due to the weight of the bodies 
that report to the Ministry of Finance.

It is also interesting to note that the Ministry of 
Finance’s Under-Secretary is one of the kingpins 
of the public administration reform along with 
the Under-Secretary of the Presidency, the State 
Secretary for Budget and Costs and the State 
Secretary for Public Administration. When the 
2008 economic crisis brought Spanish public 
administration reforms and changed both gen-
eral public and civil servants’ perceptions of 

public policy, it was these four administrative fig-
ures who spearheaded the processes of reform, 
structural adjustment and administrative body 
closures. They consequently set up a Commission 
on Public Administrative Reform which, although 
officially chaired by the Ministry of the Presidency, 
was actually the responsibility of the Ministry  
of Finance.

Management  
of the support functions 
in the Italian and German 
ministries: dedicated 
structures with limited 
responsibilities
The Italian and German finance ministries have 
a certain number of support function manage-
ment features in common: a dedicated structure in 
charge of cross-cutting functions, but with respon-
sibilities limited to the management of support 
functions with little or no interministerial role.

In Italy, the Ministry of Economy and Finance’s 
Department of General Administration, Personnel 
and Services was set up in 1998 when the Ministry 
of Finance was merged with the Ministry of 
Economy, resulting in an extensive reorganisa-
tion with support functions grouped together in 
this department. The department is responsible 
for legal assistance and advice, labour-employer 
relations, logistics, real estate assets and procure-
ment. It is also in charge of human resources policy, 
institutional communications, in-house ministry 
services, information systems, helping prevent cor-
ruption, and transparency. It helps programme 
management control actions for other depart-
ments and has an inspection unit. The depart-
ment is also responsible for two interministerial 
support functions: managing a computerised pay-
roll system for some three million public sector 
employees and managing public procurement 
conducted by a public enterprise reporting to 
the department.

In Germany, the support functions at federal 
administration level are handled by a dedicated 
directorate in each ministry. This makes for a very 
low level of support function interministeriality 
since, in the German view of ministerial responsibil-
ity, each minister is responsible for his or her own 
ministry and, as such, needs to be able to make 
decisions regarding internal organisation, human 
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resources, the ministry’s budget, and so on. In the 
German Ministry of Finance, the directorate in 
charge of support functions is Directorate-General 
Z, which is responsible for the ministry’s inter-
nal organisation, the budget, human resources, 
the translation and documentation centres, and 
in-service training policy. The digital and informa-
tion technology functions were transferred from 

Directorate-General Z to a new specially dedi-
cated directorate-general in early 2020. Although 
Directorate-General Z does not handle coordina-
tion between the administration and the political 
level, it does have the monopoly on the support 
functions since the other directorates-general 
are fully reliant on Directorate-General Z in  
this area.
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MY FORTNIGHT AT THE SECRETARIAT GENERAL OF THE MINISTRY  
FOR THE ECONOMY, FINANCE AND THE RECOVERY

My journey to the centre of the Secretariat General 
of the economic and finance ministries started on 
a day in September 2020, a year that will remain 
indelibly marked by the great pandemic and its 
many repercussions. It was a bright sunny morn-
ing as reception pointed me in the direction of 
the offices in the Colbert building, a colossal edi-
fice running for hundreds of metres perpendicu-
lar to the Rue de Bercy before dropping anchor 
directly in the Seine. I was about to discover my 
expedition’s port of call: a vast chamber hous-
ing the Secretariat to the Secretary General and 
the Deputy Secretary General. The Secretariat is 
akin to a hive where the telephone is always ring-
ing, the photocopier forever humming, memos 
and other circulars constantly arriving and being 
printed out, and signature books hovering pending 
signature. Yet despite the bustle, I always found a 
warm welcome accommodating to the questions 
of this novice eager to understand and find his way 
around this strange new world of what is known 
as the Bercy administration.

For the ethnologist, the place and its occupants 
appeared as an invitation to the virtually initiatory 
discovery of this organisation – or, better still, this 
network of relations and interactions that is the 
core of the reactor in this uniform and multifarious 

ministry. Uniform in that the economic and finance 
administration looks at first glance like a powerful 
bloc steeped in a history reaching back through 
the ages. Multifarious in view of the diversity of 
occupations found in this administrative melting 
pot and the fact that the existence of several min-
istries reflects the complex reality alluded to by 
the term ‘economy’.

At the time of this study, the incumbent Minister 
for the Economy, Finance and the Recovery had no 
fewer than three ministers delegate (with responsi-
bility for public accounts, industry, and small and 
medium-sized enterprises) and two ministers of 
state (with responsibility for digital affairs and elec-
tronic communications, and the social, solidarity 
and responsible economy). As these titles suggest, 
the focus on finance and industry, SMEs and digital 
affairs, communications and the social economy 
is a clear indication of the extent of the reach of 
this institutional leviathan, which finds itself in 
the front line of the current crisis. I was informed 
forthwith that the ministry has 138,000 staff, with 
8,000 working in the central administration and 
the remainder spread nationwide.

I therefore found myself thrown into the heart of 
this massive machine, in Bercy, inside the mecha-
nism responsible for coordinating its cogs. To my 
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great surprise, I learnt that the Secretariat General 
had not always been there, as if it did not have a 
natural place in the ministry’s general structure, 
a little like an in-law in a large family living under 
one roof whose members do not feel the need 
for this extra addition. In the following pages, I 
will endeavour to describe my understanding of 
how the Secretariat General is run, its work and 
its staff’s representations.

As the reader will see, I pay particular attention 
to the staff’s words and the ideas behind them. I 
am also aware of the peculiar nature of my study’s 
time period, starting with wearing a mask all day 
long and virtually never having seen the faces of 
those I spoke to, which might appear inconceiva-
ble to an ethnologist. The ethnologist’s approach 
is based precisely on close human contact, on 
observing non-verbal reactions. Yet these have 
been abruptly neutralised, which does not make 
fieldwork easy. I have nevertheless endeavoured 
to render the everyday atmosphere and exactly 
how people were dealing with this unprecedented 
situation. My approach to the Secretariat General 
is from the perspective of a few main categories 
around which this universe of practices and mean-
ings revolves: space, time, identity and change.

The space
“Bercy is a real city.” This statement was often 
heard on the lips of my respondents in one form or 
another. And it is true that, once past the security 
checks, you enter an immense closed space devoid 
of perspective lines. You take Allée Jean-Monnet, 
which links the ministry’s two main Colbert and 
Vauban buildings and leads you to the main court-
yard where the ministers’ offices stand facing the 
Pierre-Mendès-France conference centre. From 
there, you enter what has often been described 
as a gigantic apartment block, in a wink to council 
flats, one of the main builders of which was Bercy’s 
architect Paul Chemetov.

I found the lobby, lifts and then corridors remi-
niscent of the opening shots of the film Auberge 
Espagnol. The director Cédric Klapisch simply 
filmed the protagonist’s path from reception to 
the office where he is awaited in fast motion. The 
effect is gripping and expresses more than words 
what I felt in the first few days I was there. In the 
best case scenario, there is something intermi-
nable about this path, but you get to your des-
tination in the end. In other words, you quickly 
get the impression of being in a maze, especially 
when wandering into the Vauban building or, 

worse, shuttling backwards and forwards between 
Colbert and Vauban. It is probably no coincidence 
that the corridors in the Vauban building contain 
references to the points of the compass (east, 
west, etc.). In an interview,1 Bercy’s architects Paul 
Chemetov and Borja Huidobro were proud of what 
they considered to be a success, because they had 
transformed what was supposed to be “a straight-
forward administrative office complex” into an 
“urban event in Paris”. They highlighted both the 
functional and aesthetic nature of the building.

As an ethnologist, what is striking at first sight is 
the edifice’s symbolic resonance. It was designed 
to represent the state in all its majesty and omni-
potence, at least such as it was perceived in the 
late 20th century. It is quite simply a fortress with its 
moats, drawbridge and mighty stone body. Viewed 
from above, it cuts a fine figure, like a sort of viaduct 
standing on piers (the name incidentally given the 
landmarks represented by the lifts). The prevailing 
symbolism is one of separation from the outside 
world. It suggests the centrality of the state, set 
apart from the surrounding society. The state and 
its monies are protected. Some critics have com-
pared the ministry to a huge safe. In any case, the 
image of a citadel comes to mind, like a city within 
the city, virtually self-sufficient with everything it 
needs to meet its inhabitants’ daily needs: restau-
rants, grocer’s, post office and cashpoint.

There is something stern about this architecture. It 
has been called Brutalist. In any case, it is unsmiling 
without the slightest trace of humour. Huidobro’s 
view is that Bercy was intended to embody the 
triumph of rationality. Should not the modern 
state at all costs guard against the excesses that 
led to totalitarianism? As the artist Goya put it, 
“The slumber of reason breeds monsters.” The 
great halls that form the ground floor of the main 
building reinforce the impression of monumental-
ity that you feel on the way to the lifts. It took a 
long time before anyone thought to cheer them 
up a bit. “It was like a mausoleum.”

This deliberate severity is impressive. The state is 
clearly present, intimidating. Unlike dominantly 
glass architecture, here it is the weight of the 
stone that prevails: no mirrors, nothing likeable 
or elegant, but an unashamed note of order, of 
classicism. And then there are the imposing figures: 
195,000 cubic metres of concrete, 15,000 tonnes of 
steel, 360 metres in length for the Colbert building, 

1 Architextures: “Le ministère des Finances”, by 
Claude Hudelot. With Paul Chemetov, Borja Huidobro, 
Frédéric Edelmann and Andrée Putman. Director: 
Bruno Sourcis. France Culture, 7 June 1990.
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206,000 square metres of office space, and two 
huge arches measuring 70 metres long and weigh-
ing 8,000 tonnes each, one straddling the Rue de 
Bercy and the other the Quai de Bercy. All of this 
is duly listed on the ministry website. How can 
one not be struck by this image of power stoked 
by reference to the prides of the Grand Siècle: 
Vauban, Colbert and more recent luminaries such 
as Monnet and Mendès-France?2 And displayed 
on the ground floor of the ministers’ offices are 
photographs of the successive holders of the title, 
consolidating the notion of a remarkable conti-
nuity in the exercise of economic authority. The 
ministry used to be housed in the Louvre, which 
was enough to endorse its pre-eminence. So it 
comes as no surprise that every effort has been 
made to give the new location the same symbolic 
resonance via another form of monumentality, 
even though the only remaining reference to the 
history of Paris is the old octroi building that is now 
the main entrance to the ministry. All of this literal 
and figurative weight I felt well before starting 
down the corridor to my destination.

The Secretariat General staff are spread over 
different floors. The Secretary General, Deputy 
Secretary General and various department heads 
are on the sixth floor. In Bercy, you quickly learn 
to read the spatial hierarchy and it comes as no 
surprise to find the SG’s office right next door to 
the ministers’ offices. Likewise, the location of the 
Directorate General of the Treasury and Budget 
Directorate’s finance inspectorates on the upper 
floors corresponds to their superiority in the min-
istry, at least in terms of prestige. I stress the word 
prestige, because political anthropology teaches us 
to differentiate between prestige and power, since 
the former is not always a reflection of the latter.

So, as was pointed out to me, the Secretariat 
General is not at the top of the pyramid. This sim-
ple spatial signal is significant. Being on the min-
isters’ doorstep does not place the structure on 
first-name terms with the heights of the symbolic 
hierarchy in the Bercy microcosm. In any case, I 
very quickly made out from my interviews with 
staff a certain insistence on verticality and the way 
in which the ministerial administration’s different 
strata are ordered in the staff’s representations.

Office size is also indicative of where staff rank 
in the hierarchy. It is measured by the number 
of walkways, since partitions can be moved and 
easily change the occupied space.

2 Somewhat surprising from the point of view of 
its name is the Allée Paul‑Ramadier, the name of a 
long‑forgotten President of the Council of Ministers 
under the Fourth Republic, which may well be 
why the alley is located next to the car park.
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On my arrival in Bercy, I noticed a peculiar atmos-
phere in the air. Among other collateral impacts 
of the health crisis, some of the communal areas 
had been rearranged. At lunchtime, staff normally 
flood into the restaurants beneath the offices. 
However, in keeping with social distancing require-
ments, tents had been set up and chairs placed 
along the Allée Jean-Monnet. This air of convivial-
ity, accentuated by summer-like temperatures, was 
nonetheless offset by a feeling of being tired (the 
word came up often) of Coronavirus constraints, 
the mask imposed even in the open air and the dif-
ficulties of living and working in these conditions. 
After enduring the lockdown that disrupted the 
work routines of a smooth running machine, the 
realisation started to dawn as the second wave 
of the pandemic loomed that the Bercy citadel 
with all its population density might not be the 
ideal place to keep the virus at bay. Those long 
corridors where we rubbed shoulders and all those 
spaces where we worked together – a product of 
the gigantism defended by the demiurgic archi-
tects – had become risk inductors.

Understanding  
the language
Getting to grips with an organisation as complex 
as the Secretariat General calls for a look into both 
the staff’s day-to-day lives and how they perceive 
their position in the ministry and the work they are 
doing when we meet. The first meeting I joined 
during my time in Bercy was called SG Schedule 
Briefing. It was a conference call in which the mat-
ter was raised of SIRCOM and also a CODIR prepar-
ing a seminar at the DITP and a possible speech at 
the IGPDE. Nothing could have been more natural 
for all those in the meeting, except myself. I was 
totally confused by this avalanche of acronyms.  
I have often observed that, for ethnologists, diso-
rientation starts with words. More often than not, 
we wind up in societies where we do not speak 
the language. It took me over a year to become 
familiar with the language of the Ochollo in south-
ern Ethiopia, my first piece of fieldwork where it 
was key to be able to understand the people and 
make myself understood. Nothing of the sort was 
obviously required in Bercy where I was working 
in my mother tongue. Yet that first meeting left 
me feeling out of place again, feeling somewhat 
“out of the loop” of this stream of acronyms that 
made their sentences virtually incomprehensible 
to me, even though they were syntactically well 
constructed.

I spoke to different staff in the Secretariat General 
and perused Secretariat General presentation 
brochures in an endeavour to master the lingo 
and stave off my discouragement in the face of 
this form of esotericism. One of these mysterious 
acronyms, both simple and sleek, discouraging any 
attempt at translation, was formed by these four 
letters: SAFI. SAFI comes up a great deal and you 
quickly understand that it is a key player in the 
Secretariat General.

SAFI turned out to be the Procurement, Finance 
and Property Department. The mist started to 
clear, until the fog rolled in with mention of SAFI 
1, SAFI 2 and SAFI 3. These turned out to be the 
three sub-divisions that make up the department. 
All of this is in black and white in the Secretariat 
General’s organisation chart, which you need 
to keep clearly in mind if you want to follow  
the meetings.

Despite taking on board these designations, I still 
sometimes lost the thread, for example when talk 
turned to the APPACH Procurement Stratco to be 
held in the coming days. And yet, as I was assured 
by one respondent, nothing could be simpler: 
Stratco is a contraction of “strategic committee”. 
APPACH, however, is not so obvious. It is an infor-
mation system designed to manage public pro-
curement, excluding national defence and security 
(over €30 billion).

Reading certain documents accessible on the 
Internet is a good way to test your level of Bercy 
language assimilation. For example, the minis-
try website contains a job description for an 
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“Information Systems Assistant Project Team 
Manager M/F” declared open for competitive 
examination in 2017. It makes for edifying reading:

“The Procurement Information Systems Bureau 
(BSI) in the DAE designs, operationalises and steers 
the public procurement information systems. It 
provides the MOA for the procurement IS as well 
as in-house MOE for certain projects in liaison with 
the functional MOAs (ministries, regional procure-
ment platforms and DAE), in-house economic and 
finance ministry MOEs (AIFE and SEPI) and external 
service providers. The BSI’s brief includes manage-
ment of the APPACH project, an interministerial 
project in the TOP50 of sensitive government 
projects.”3

Time systems
Understanding how the Secretariat General works 
entails consideration of the kind of ongoing bal-
ancing act it performs between an activity rooted 
in the urgency of the present and the need to 
anticipate, to forward plan to fully play its steer-
ing and coordination role in the ministry. In other 
words, time is key to understanding how things 
play out in this structure and its relations with 
the other ministry components. My attendance 
at meetings and interviews enabled me to under-
stand how different time systems combine more 
or less harmoniously.

To quote the concept introduced by historian 
François Hartog,4 presentism appears to be, at 
least at first glance, the exclusive horizon prevail-
ing over the majority of the Secretariat General’s 
activities. This situation could also be summed up 
by the expression, “the need to deliver”. With its 
responsibility for the ministry’s support functions, 
the SG is constantly solicited in areas as different 
as real property, human resources and IT, to name 
but a few. They have to respond to requests from 
the central administrations. The very notion of 
support function refers to these countless key 
services required to run the machine.

As one of my interviewees told me, “You have 
to deliver every day, not that you get any thanks 
for it. However, the slightest ball dropped and 
your head’s on the block.” In other words, the 

importance of the role played by the Secretariat 
General is seen almost in a negative light. This is 
particularly striking considering that some of these 
support functions directly concern the activities 
of the ministers and their private offices: cars, 
chauffeurs, etc. Consequently, any hiccup could 
bring down the wrath of Bercy’s supreme leader.

I witnessed a scene that provides a good illustra-
tion of this rule of urgency: at the end of a meeting 
chaired by the Secretary General regarding SG 
organisational matters, we were interrupted by 
security chiefs (also an SG responsibility) advised 
by the minister’s private office that four people 
had used the minister’s toilets. It was unaccept-
able that there should be a repeat of this incident 
and a system needed to be set up immediately 
to screen people coming in from the Colbert 
building without going through the ushers in the  
ministers’ offices.

Clearly, the fact that the SG is solicited in this way 
and has to respond in real time models its way of 
working in contrast with the large directorates on 
Bercy’s upper floors – the Directorate General of 
the Treasury and the Budget Directorate – with 
their national economic and financial agenda.

Memory, myth and symbol
I heard someone remark, not without sarcasm, that 
where the Secretariat General was celebrating its 
20th anniversary in 2020, the Budget Directorate 
had celebrated its 100th anniversary in 2019. 
Admittedly, budgeteers have their grand figures. 
They embody, alongside their Treasury colleagues, 

3 https://www.economie.
gouv.fr/files/files/
directions_services/dae/
doc/fdp_cpmoe_si_adj.pdf

4 F. Hartog, Regimes 
of Historicity Presentism 
and Experiences of Time, 
New York, Columbia 
University Press, 2015.
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the perpetuity of national sovereignty. Here is a 
time system where transmission plays an impor-
tant role, where memory is a fundamental element 
of the construction of the future. And I did not 
need to go far to see this symbolism in material 
form. Just one floor above, near the lifts on the  
7th floor, is a display case containing a late  
19th century inspector of finance uniform. This 
slightly dusty display is almost incongruous in 
contrast with the bare corridors. Yet it says a 
great deal about how the ministry is rooted in 
this prestigious corps, which is still a dream desti-
nation for young people planning to enter public  
service today.

The existence of a mythology endogenous to 
Bercy, with its elite of senior civil servants, its 
grand corps and its deep-rooted directorates, all 
this gravity, contrasts with the ultimately recent 
invention represented by the Secretariat General. 
It has to be said that it was born essentially of a 
chance happening in the shape of a failed reform. 
Historians have analysed at length how successor 
Laurent Fabius managed to come out on top of 
this conflictual situation by creating a small struc-
ture, an administration with a mission headed by 
a charismatic leader, Bernard Pêcheur.

The Pêcheur version of the Secretariat General 
hence stands as a prestigious memory. Although 
it did not last long, it is the legendary reference 
made, “Back in the day, the SG was just five people 
strong and they had strategic missions.” Most of 
the people I spoke to told the same story: how the 
Secretariat General turned from an “agile” steering 
structure driving reform and modernisation, whose 
leader was virtually a vice-minister, into a structure 
weighed down by taking on the support functions 
and in search of a second wind.

It is as if, lacking the historical legitimacy to which 
the large Bercy directorates lay claim, it were una-
ble to make its own mark by embracing its early 
vocation, i.e. a specific capacity to plan and model 
the future.

The tyranny of the short 
timescale
Time and again as I watched the Secretariat 
General going about its daily business, I noticed 
this tyranny of the short timescale and how it 
was embedded not only in the staff’s practices, 
but also in their narratives. SG departments have 
to be constantly responsive, whether providing 
memorandums to the ministers’ private offices 

or in more concrete areas such as supplying com-
puter equipment to teleworking staff or, more 
mundanely, moving offices in a ministry building. 
The tyranny of the short timescale puts its pres-
sure on everyone all the way up to the pinnacle 
of the hierarchy, as I observed from watching the 
Secretary General at work.

Her schedule alone reflects all the complexity of 
the organisation: meetings to take stock of each 
department’s activities, attending the procure-
ment strategic committee meeting and the com-
mittee of directors’ meeting, appointments to 
discuss communication and oversee labour-man-
agement relations, appointments with ministers’ 
private offices or directly with the ministers, 
meetings with administration directors, the list 
goes on and on. Consequently, and even when 
the Secretary General delegates to her deputy 
and department heads, time management can 
sometimes be a real headache. The expression 
‘conflict of schedule’ clearly reflects this prob-
lem with time management when more than one 
appointment is made for the same time. Unable to 
meet all the demands, choices have to be made. 
Virtually every day, the schedule changes and one 
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of the tasks of the Secretary General’s staff is to 
manage this situation.

“We’re always walking a tightrope,” one of my 
interviewees told me. They are expected to be in 
two places at once, which lends a Sisyphus edge 
to the collective endeavour at the Secretariat 
General. This may well have to do with the fact 
that the initially slim administration has turned 
into a management structure, but it also has to do 
with the cross-cutting nature of its action. Unlike 
the ministry directorates that steer and manage 
their own area of responsibility, the staff here work 
in partnership with the others. They are therefore 
(inter)dependent, and that is what gives them the 
feeling that they are sometimes slaves to time. 
Handling the support functions for the ministry 
and its different directorates brings a specific form 
of pressure to bear, and time management hence 
becomes a not-inconsiderable concern.

One example of the Secretariat General’s 
cross-cutting role and its huge exposure to the 
unexpected can be found in how it came to be 
handling the health crisis during the lockdown. 
One of the Secretary General’s responsibilities 
is as Senior Defence and Security Official. She 

is assisted in this by the Deputy SDSO and his 
team. The outbreak of the pandemic turned the 
SG’s priorities upside down, as protective shielding 
measures had to be put in place in record time 
while ensuring the continuity of the SG’s work.  
The Secretariat General found itself in the front 
line on all scores, including organising telework-
ing. A crisis committee meeting chaired by the 
Secretary General was held with the main man-
agers concerned every morning and, throughout 
the period, a huge amount of the Secretariat 
General’s time was taken up by the crisis and its 
consequences.

Note also that in Bercy, as elsewhere, the expe-
rience of lockdown and the present need to live 
with the pandemic have brought the issue of tele-
working to the fore, calling for a rethink of the 
practical terms of teleworking. The Secretariat 
General, in charge of labour-management rela-
tions, has set up a working group including union 
representatives (Solidaires, CGT, FO, CFDT and 
UNSA), chaired by the Deputy Secretary General 
with the participation of the Human Resources 
Department Head.

Dynamic, change  
and innovation
It is quite significant that, the very day lock-
down was announced, a seminar for key man-
agers on the transformation of the Secretariat 
General had to be cancelled at the last minute.  
Once again, the urgency took over. Nonetheless, 
everyone agrees that the SG rose to the occasion, 
fully playing its coordination role to ensure con-
tinuity of service. Key to risk management is the 
ability to be cross-cutting, which alone justifies 
the creation of this kind of system. The Secretariat 
General is now part of the furniture, but when  
I asked whether it was possible to do without it, 
some of my respondents were a little dubious. 
They felt that the fact that ministerial private 
office staff levels had been considerably cut back 
justified the need for an efficient administrative 
coordination body. But did the support functions 
really need to be concentrated in the one body 
when the large directorates still had their own 
departments?

The example is often given of the Public Finances 
Directorate General (DGFiP), with its 100,000 staff, 
which has kept its own human resources depart-
ment and a high degree of autonomy in areas 
such as teleworking and digital management. In 
Bercy, the large directorates are seen, to use an 
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oft-repeated expression, as real “baronies”. Yet 
whatever the power of the ministry’s large direc-
torates, it does not change the need for a coordi-
nation body. The need for its creation moreover 
arose out of the problems the ministry came up 
against when it set out to reorganise its admin-
istrative structures by merging the General Tax 
Directorate with the Public Accounting General 
Directorate. Similarly, it was important for the 
Secretariat General to retain all its initial agility 
to be able to both deliver services to these dif-
ferent entities and produce the common policy 
framework.

Words that often came up during my exploration 
of the SG were dynamic, change and innovation. 
When you come from outside, you do not spon-
taneously associate these notions with the idea 
that one might have of a secretariat: of admin-
istration, bureaucratic organisation, and the 
structure’s ability to ensure the continuity and 
contribute to the stability of the Bercy universe. 
Yet when I was conducting this survey, several 
meetings attended by secretariat officials were 
held on the subject of change. I had the good 
fortune to attend, thanks to the approval of the 
Secretary General Marie-Anne Barbat-Layani, and 
the experience was useful for two reasons: i) to 
gain a better understanding of the developments 
large administrations have to address, and ii) in 
what emerged regarding the representations and 
expectations of the staff most directly involved 
in the Secretariat General’s governance.

From a methodological point of view, ethnologists 
as a rule take as their starting point the questions 
their respondents ask themselves rather than stick-
ing a predefined analytic grid on the reality they 
are observing. One of the first meetings I attended 
concerned precisely the question of change at 
the Secretariat General. This was actually a pro-
ject launched prior to the arrival of the current 
Secretary General by her predecessor Isabelle 
Braun-Lemaire. The initiative took its cue from a 
more general need raised by two decades of suc-
cessive governments to modernise government by 
streamlining its organisations. The issue is nothing 
new. It dates back to the work of the Jean Moulin 
Club illustrated, among others, by the research 
conducted by sociologist Michel Crozier and his 
acolytes.

Modernisation here means to simplify, streamline 
and improve efficiency by restructuring inade-
quately run departments. It is a way of eradicat-
ing ways of working that give public action a bad 
name. These modernisation efforts have made 
an appreciable number of job cuts. Secretariat 
General staff numbers have been reduced from 
3,000 to 2,400 and more job cuts are planned for 
the coming years. The same trend can be observed 
in the other administrations, particularly in net-
worked directorates such as the DGFiP and the 
Directorate General of Customs and Excise (cut 
from 23,000 to 17,000 employees) with all their 
local and regional structures. This is due mainly to 
the fact that technological innovations, starting 
with the digitalisation of procedures, have made 
staff-intensive jobs obsolete. In addition, the intro-
duction of modern management methods has 
brought with it the development of pooling in 
certain sectors.

In the early 2010s, a General Inspectorate of 
Finance (IGF) report proposed a pooling plan. 
However, Laurent de Jekhowsky, Secretary General 
at the time, encountered opposition to the plan 
in the ministry directorates and was unable to 
act on it. A decisive step forward was taken when 
his successor, Isabelle Braun-Lemaire, relaunched 
the administrative simplification project in con-
sultation with the different directorates. Change 
became a fully-fledged part of the Secretariat 
General. A Policy Coordination and Innovation 
Delegation (SCI) was set up to work on this inter-
ministerial project, assisted by the Interministerial 
Delegation for Government Transformation 
(DITP) reporting to the Ministry for Government 
Transformation and the Civil Service.

Floating signifier?
What struck me at the very first meeting I 
attended, and more so thereafter, was the impres-
sion that ‘change’ is constantly shrouded in a 
certain vagueness reflected in the participants’ 
rhetoric. I happened to take part (merely as audi-
tor) in a seminar following this first meeting and 
then a Committee of Directors meeting to review 
the state of play a few days after the seminar. At 
the seminar coordinated by a DITP team, who 
had produced a report (Report 347) ahead of the 
event, there was a lot of talk about performance, 
such as it is defined in the management hand-
books, with the production of a balanced score-
card, the use of indicators, the notion of mutual 
commitment, and so on.
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As was pointed out, the Secretariat General has 
to work with three different circles: the central 
administration, the ministry and the Secretariat 
General stricto sensu. The first circle involves the 
central directorates whose work is done entirely in 
Bercy; the second corresponds to the networked 
directorates with their local and regional branches; 
and the third concerns only the SG departments. 
This means that change has to be made in three 
types of contexts, hence the complexity of the 
enterprise. During the seminar, the managerial 
angle taken by the DITP support team had the 
advantage of formalising the operations designed 
to improve performance.

Yet beyond the innovation narrative (more sim-
plification and more transparency), at least two 
questions started to emerge – and this time in 
the support function managers’ presentations. 
The first question regarded the first and second 
circles and the Secretariat General’s actual ability 
to make changes in association with directorates 
concerned to retain their autonomy in certain 
areas. The second question regarding the third 
circle concerned the internal restructuring that 
the performance-based model would induce in the 
SG’s departments in areas such as digital technol-
ogy, real property and human resources.

Innovation and performance rhetoric aside, 
change raised a set of questions about the 
Secretariat General’s place and influence in the 
ministry’s dynamic. In this sense, change is none 
other than the pooling of functions in an envi-
ronment dominated by budget constraints. It 
should come as no surprise to find the innova-
tion argument voiced by the Policy Coordination 
and Innovation Delegation (SCI), who see it as 
a way of exercising their cross-cutting vocation, 
while the more prosaic version identifying change 
and pooling is expressed by the support function 
representatives.

Alongside these two ways of seeing change, a third 
could be added, which sees it as an opportunity 
for the SG to rise as a strategic flanking force with 
the capacity to open up new horizons (such as the 
importance of the matter of ‘risk management’). 
This proposal made by the Secretary General 
implies placing greater emphasis on thinking 
and planning. As she put it, one of the problems 
with working day to day is how hard it is to “free 
up brain time”. This would give the Secretariat 
General back its role as a source of inspiration, as it 
was before it became essentially a service provider.

The discussion regarding the role the Secretariat 
General can play in change clearly reveals the 
complexity of the issues and, therein, how this 

structure’s different components rank the pri-
orities. In the meetings I observed, it seemed 
hard to produce a text expressing the view of 
what change and its main outcomes should be. 
There were moments when I thought back to how 
Claude Lévi-Strauss analysed the notion of mana 
in Polynesian society as both essential and vague 
enough for mere mention of it to wield particular 
power.5 There is no way of definitively defining 
mana, and it is its surfeit of meaning that lends 
value to this term invoked as much in a political 
context as in magic and myths. On the face of it, 
we are far from the Bercy microcosm here. And 
yet, I feel that the notion of change plays a simi-
lar role to that of mana: what is important is the 
function of marker and recognition attributed 
to this concept. It is a ‘floating signifier’ that in a 
way sews up the indigenous narrative, but where 
the signified remains indeterminate – a ‘surplus of 
signification’ – and therein lies one of the problems 
people experience appropriating this notion.

5 “Force and action; 
quality and state; […] 
abstract and concrete; 
omnipresent and localised. 
And, indeed, mana is all 
those things together;” 

(Claude Lévi‑Strauss, 
“Introduction to the 
Work of Marcel Mauss”, 
London, Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1987).
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An uncertain identity?
The current Secretary General, like her predeces-
sor, is confronted with the complex task of reshap-
ing the organisation while defining priorities and 
giving a meaning to change. Abruptly interrupted 
by the health crisis, it is an important task consid-
ering that the Secretariat General is supposed to 
play a driving role in the ministry. What comes to 
light when addressing this issue is a more profound 
question regarding the identity of the Secretariat 
General. Among the staff members I spoke to, the 
theme of change immediately prompted reflec-
tion on the structure’s place, its relations with the 
different Bercy bodies and the image it projects 
of its work.

Since the SG took on the support functions, it 
has become key to the running of the economic 
and finance ministries. It is constantly solicited 
by the different administrations. From payroll  
to office management, from human resources to 
IT, the staff are on the front line on all fronts in 
an environment where pressure to reduce staff 
numbers is all too real. What emerges from these 
interviews, like the discussions I was able to follow, 
is obviously the awareness of being a key driver in 
Bercy life, but also the feeling of a lack of recogni-
tion to which my respondents ascribed a number 
of reasons.

“The SG is an afterthought,” whereas the large 
DGs enjoy historical legitimacy. There was also 
mention of the composition of the SG: a large 
majority of medium-rank and junior staff, whereas 
nearly two-thirds of Treasury staff are Grade A 
and A+.6 The Secretariat General, given the type 
of staff it employs and the work it does, is there-
fore doomed to be somewhat subordinate. One 
observer told me, “Here at the SG, we’re a bit like 
messenger boys,” with a muted reference to the 
“aristocracy” of technocrats in the large directo-
rates. To a certain extent, the demand for change 
stirs this feeling of being “second-best”.

One of the leitmotifs of change is to improve 
service quality. This reinforces the idea that the 
Secretary General is first and foremost a service 
provider. On the face of it, nothing could be 
more natural considering the high level of sup-
port functions. Yet the effect of it is to reinforce 
the feeling shared by many of somehow being “at 
the service of the directorates”. In this regard, the 
recommended objective is to improve service per-
formance: the level of customer satisfaction and 
putting the customer first in a more collaborative 
approach to service provision with the ministry 

6 See the 2018 social report on the 
economic and finance ministries.
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directorates. This philosophy has been put into 
action with the creation of BercyLab, which is gen-
erally seen as having driven innovation by intro-
ducing new managerial methods. An example was 
given of the role it played when the Directorate 
General for Enterprise decided to switch to pro-
ject mode.

BercyLab is a highly original enclave amid the 
general monotony of corridors and offices. When 
you walk in, it looks more like a start-up than a 
ministry department. Its layout and the pictures 
and mottos on the walls suggest a universe where 
people work more informally with an emphasis 
on collective intelligence. In just a few years, 
the Innovation Task Force has become synony-
mous with Secretariat General dynamism. The 
Secretariat General is behind some very tangible 
innovations in Bercy’s staff environment. The ini-
tiatives to fit out the ground floor of the Colbert 
building with leisure areas and even table football 
and a piano, and have food trucks in the courtyard 
on certain days, all came from the SG, making its 
mark as an innovator.

The initiatives have been very well received 
and most of my respondents mentioned them. 
However, enthusiasm was less forthcoming when 
talk turned to the new managerial methods. Not 
that anyone denies the importance of providing 
quality service. The peeve sometimes aired seems 
to be more with the emphasis placed on the ser-
vice provider-customer pairing. Is the term ‘cus-
tomer’ really suitable when dealing with a captive 
audience that does not choose its service provider 
and when SG staff are in no way in a situation of 
a service provider always seeking to fill the order 
book? In reality, they are rather snowed under by 
the number and variety of demands to be met.

This may seem like a mere quibble with words, 
but I felt that behind this discussion also lay how 
the Secretariat General is perceived. Should the 
directorates not be treated more like partners than 
customers? Otherwise, are they not forced, in the 
name of service quality, to submit to all demands? 
Service quality is not the sole doing of SG staff. 
They are generally held responsible for delivering 
late on requests from the directorates. However, 
as my respondents pointed out, consider too the 
delays attributable to directorate staff themselves 
(forms not filled in, unclear orders, etc.). The 
Secretariat General should not become trapped 
in a service provider mentality in the name of a 
one-way quality approach if it does not want to 
find itself forever in the hot seat. “We should be 
at our partners’ service, not subservient.” All in all, 
the Secretariat General has proved particularly 

efficient in its areas of responsibility, especially 
in its handling of the health crisis.

What emerges from my observations is rather the 
feeling of a lack of recognition from the adminis-
trations it coordinates, as if the Secretariat General 
had reached a point in its development where, in 
addition to the need to reorganise and rethink 
certain processes, a more profound existential 
question were in the balance. With progress in 
areas such as change and innovation comes a form 
of introspection. Who are we? What are our prior-
ities today? What can we do to make our partners 
fully recognise our identity and the irreplaceable 
contribution the SG makes?

Here, the reference to identity is particularly sig-
nificant as an identity built over time, but an iden-
tity in some ways unsure of itself. At stake behind 
the question of change is the affirmation of the 
collective identity and its vision. The Secretariat 
General’s image remains vague in some respects. 
As we have seen, it is the product of a history and 
a position associated with its forms of action and 
with a symbolic construction in which certain large 
directorates have the lion’s share.

The Secretary General emphasises the need to do 
the job drawing on the innovation dynamic devel-
oped by the Policy Coordination and Innovation 
Delegation (SCI). If the Secretariat General is to 
make its mark as a promoter of change, and not 
just a service provider bled dry by the provision of 
support functions, it needs to take up areas that 
will allow it to step into the light by displaying 
its forward-looking capacities. Such is the case 
with the Green Bercy ministerial plan that the 
Secretariat General has rolled out and coordi-
nated. It features the major ecological transition 
actions for sustainable development and the 
deployment of a green approach. Yet above all, 
there is the concern to make a certain number of 
the approach’s aspects visible to ministry staff. 
During my time at Bercy, I saw work in progress on 
greening the ministry with trees planted in pots 
in the ministers’ courtyard and a long roll of nat-
ural turf laid in the central alleyway. Aside from a 
few sarcastic comments (“What an idea to green 
Jean-Monnet!”), the initiative was well received.

Clean transport, waste recycling and even Bercy 
honey: we found ourselves watching a show of a 
change to which the MEFR is a decided party. The 
operation was rounded out with notice boards in 
the lobby and conferences. The Secretary General 
played a very active part in the operation, includ-
ing her participation in a debate with the director 
for sustainable development of a leading bank 
and the round table that followed. This type of 
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initiative is a good illustration of the visibility 
strategy used. It is entirely in line with the need 
to affirm the SG’s identity. It may be the best 
way to propel it centre stage as a spearheader of 
matters that cannot be the prerogative of one or 
other of the ministry directorates, because they 
are cross-cutting from the outset.

Whereas this strategy offers a good way to step 
into the light and provide a positive, forward-look-
ing response, it calls for the active engagement 
of its promoters, who are constantly at risk of 
being snowed under by their everyday workload. 
The Secretariat General bears a built-in structural 
tension – a product of its history – between the 
heavy weight of management and the ambition 
to be strategists. I saw it as the quintessence of “at 
the same time”, literally, since it operates both in  
the urgency of the present and in anticipation of 
the future. In its composition and the skillsets it 
possesses, the Secretariat General presents a rich-
ness and complexity such that it is understandable 
that they incentivise it to reinvent itself, without 
being too obsessed by the idea of its own found-
ing myth.

As I left through the door of the old octroi building 
at the end of my mission, I could not help glancing 

back. Bercy’s majestic architecture dominated the 
environs. I had sometimes feared feeling claustro-
phobic in there, especially at nightfall. As one of 
my interviewees told me, “When you leave your 
office very late and find yourself alone in those 
huge corridors, it’s like being in The Shining,” Other 
people also mentioned Stanley Kubrick’s film. At 
the same time, I had managed to penetrate a uni-
verse full of dynamism and I had almost imme-
diately found myself confronted with the main 
subjects of interest and one and another’s ques-
tions. They constantly fuelled my work. I can only 
hope that this study will resonate with its readers. 
It is a report on obviously subjective impressions 
impacted by the extremely difficult period we are 
enduring today.
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