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1. Introduction

Europeans are getting poorer: they are seeing their purchasing power decrease and their bills increase. Social demands are being raised and France is no exception. The Covid-19 crisis has contributed to further weakening the middle classes. Today, teachers, train drivers, airline personnel, nurses, doctors, butchers and also bakers are striking to try to save their jobs. In this paper, we will look at the case of the bakers whose last national strike dates back to 1913 and who mobilized in exceptional numbers in Paris on January 23, 2023. First, we will briefly present who are the French bakers. We will then explain the reasons and objectives of their activist movement. Then, the ethical barriers related to the problem which must be resolved will be presented. Finally, we will try to understand to what extent the profession may be doomed to disappear and conclude on how the recession we are currently facing deeply questions the notions of capitalism and inequality in France.

2. Who are the French bakers?

On November 30, 2022, the famous French baguette entered the list of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, which recognizes the unique know-how necessary for the production of this bread of remarkable taste (UNESCO, 2022). But knowing how to make good bread is not within everyone's reach. Being a baker cannot be improvised. It is a know-how that is rigorously learned, passed on from generation to generation but above all, sources in the passion for the profession. Artisan bakers are about 33,000 in France (compared to 55,000 in the 1970s). What differentiates them from industrial bakeries is that their bread pastries are homemade (Boulangers de France, 2020). 
According to the Fiducial Observatory of bakeries and pastries, in France, the typical bakery is operated by a couple whose manager is on average 48 years old, knowing that 33% are between 40 and 49 years old, 36% between 50 and 59 years and 11% between 60 and 69 years (OFBP, 2022). They are usually located in rural areas with a weekly opening of 57 hours on average, however half of the establishments open between 60 and 70 hours per week (OFBP, 2022). The team is generally made up of less than 7 employees. In 2022, the average gross annual salary of a bakery manager was around 40,400 EUR (OFBP, 2022). According to figures from the National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE, 2023), the average salary in France in 2023 is 39,300 euros gross per year. Bakers are therefore part of the French middle class (ODI, 2021).
In recent years, there has been a new enthusiasm for craft jobs in France. The number of bakery-pastry apprentices has increased from 21,000 in 2021 to 29,000 in 2022 (Dillies, 2022) who see in this profession more than a job but a real vocational calling (Chang, 2019). Moreover, the number of women embracing that career path has been increasing over the years (Rollot, 2022).

3. Challenges facing this profession

French bakers have been suffering the consequences of disruptive events beyond their control for several years. These are mainly of five orders:

· the monopoly of competition created by manufacturers and large retailers (fall in bread prices, jeopardizing the quality of pastries, incorporation of additives, etc.)

· questioning the quality of raw materials and that of wheat

· the general increase of raw material commodity prices and decrease of raw material availability 

· the dramatic increase (from 100% to up to 400%) in their electricity bills since winter 2022 (Slavicek, 2023)

· no guarantee of a future for the next generation, more and more of whom are interested in this profession. Indeed, those who choose this path and train in this profession today want to be able to make a living from it once they become bakers. If not, there is a high risk of seeing young people in this profession falling into poverty: “Young people who are entering the labour market during the recession will need extra help in developing their skills if they are to avoid long-term ‘scarring’ effects.” (Harkness et al., 2012).
According to the bakers, the trigger for their anger is the unjustified increase in their electricity bill which jeopardizes the future of their small businesses. Bearing the full brunt of hyper-mechanization (proliferation of electric ovens and industrialization of the trade), bakers are well aware that they cannot pass on these fixed costs to their selling prices for fear of losing customers. Their last resort: protests by rallying, striking and calling for a change from the French government.

4. Striking to save the profession

On January 23, 2023, the bakery and pastry unions had organized a national demonstration in Paris to make their voices heard in the hope of saving their profession. Beyond all the obstacles they have to face, the uncontrollable rise in the price of energy is what worries them most. If no action is taken quickly, a large part of them will have no choice but to file for bankruptcy.

Although activism promises nothing, it remains at best a hope for change or at least a matter of honor, as sociologist Daniel Gaxie (2005) explains:

  “If those who are designated as “base militants” do not have access to such profits of power, their activity nevertheless gives them various reasons for satisfaction which also contribute to supporting, even reinforcing, their dispositions to investment. The feeling of acting, of not suffering, of transforming or being able to transform reality and sometimes of making history, gives reasons for living. The time given, the efforts made, the sacrifices made, the gift of self, the risks endured and the renunciation of the pleasures of “ordinary” life can generate feelings of calm, serenity or plenitude, moral satisfactions, even a feeling of ethical superiority” (Gaxie, 2005).

4.1. The main cause of the increase in energy prices 

From 1946 to 2005, energy in France was 100% owned by the French government. There was an energy supplier (EDF, Electricité De France) and fixed prices. Electricity was not expensive thanks to nuclear power plants and its production emitted almost zero CO2. In 2005, 15% of EDF went public. The Europe-wide energy liberalization initiated by Brussels has favored the privatization of the sale of energy.  Subcontractors have entered into contracts with EDF, which sells them the energy at fixed guaranteed prices, and these companies resell the energy at the price they want (often at the market price). These alternative suppliers produce nothing, distribute nothing, transport nothing but make money by speculating on the price of energy.
Since the creation of this artificial electricity market, EDF has reduced its production capacity. The price of energy has become independent of the cost of energy production and has even been indexed to that of gas (Mesure, 2022). 

France is however self-sufficient in energy. But, the year 2022 was tough because half of its nuclear and hydraulic reactors (23 out of 56) are shut down for maintenance. Paradoxically, France is therefore obliged to import energy and buy it at an astonish price to then resell it at a fixed price (low price) to alternative suppliers with which EDF is under contract. Therefore, EDF currently:

· buys energy more expensive than if it produced it itself

· resells it at a loss to suppliers who will put this energy back on sale at staggering prices

By choosing to privatize part of its energy to increase its capital, the French government has exposed itself to market risks and stock market fluctuations. France is the country with the lowest cost of electricity production in Europe. Many, including the collective of bakers, now believe that it should regain control of its energy production.

4.2.  Short-term initiatives led by bakers to alleviate the problem

Without great means and with few resources, bakers are trying as best they can to show resilience and limit short-term damage. For this, some of them had to increase the price of certain pastries, including the price of the baguette (Alderman, 2022). Others try to lower their electricity bill by running less oven or kneading bread dough in the dark. When all this is not enough to meet fixed expenses, many have no choice but to lay off staff or even, for those who have several bakeries, to choose to close one permanently.

4.3. What are bakers asking for? 

The distress of bakers does not leave the French government completely indifferent. Before their big militant demonstration on January 23, 2023, the government had already put in place multiple initiatives to help bakers. These requests are as followed (Ministère de l’Economie, des Finances et de la souveraineté industrielle et numérique, 2023) :

· The tariff shield: it limits the increase in gas and electricity to 15% but not all bakers are entitled to it. It concerns only those having a contract at the regulated rate or whose price is indexed to this regulated rate (those who have a contract directly with EDF and not with subcontractors). This help is available for companies with less than 10 employees, with an annual turnover of less than two million euros and which have an electricity meter with a power of less than 36 kVA.

· The electricity shock absorber: It protects consumers who have signed the highest contracts, with a reinforced unit aid ceiling. This help is intended for bakeries with less than 250 employees who do not benefit from the tariff shield and whose electricity meter has a power greater than 36 kVA.

· The payment assistance window: this assistance concerns all bakers (with less than 250 employees) eligible for the electricity shock absorber scheme. It makes it possible to obtain additional assistance if energy expenditure represents 3% of turnover in 2021 after taking into account the shock absorber. And if the electricity bill, after reduction received via the electricity shock absorber, must have increased by more than 50% compared to the average price paid in 2021.

· Lower taxation on electricity: that help allows bakers to obtain a large part of their electricity at a fixed price of 42 euros/MWh, rather than at the market price.

· Personalized support: bakeries in difficulty can be supported at no cost by a departmental adviser.

· Termination of energy contracts free of charge: some bakers will be able to terminate their contracts free of charge, in order to renegotiate new, more advantageous ones.

· The staggering of energy bills: proposal of payment facilities over several months, to bakers having cash flow difficulties.

Despite government's efforts, bakers consider that more needs to be done to preserve the future of their profession. They want more drastic measures such as:

· blocking the price of energy for everyone and not just for a few. It should be regulated to cap its increase.

· exiting the European electricity market as Spain and Portugal have done (European Commission, 2022)

· locking in commodity prices

· encouraging suppliers to lower their prices, even if they too suffer from the increase

Bakers fear of the consequences that would entail the depletion of their profession. First of all, this know-how which is part of the French cultural heritage would be lost, which would lead to its disappearance over time. The death of the local trade which creates social ties and unites a village would be assured. If nothing is done, the deterioration of the quality of bread and pastries will also be witnessed. Indeed, artisan bakers prefer quality raw materials, while large retailers rely on profit to the detriment of the quality of the products we consume. Finally, people who are passionate about their profession will find themselves unemployed against their will, unemployment which also has its financial, social, health, psychological but also political (Saint-Paul, 1999) negative impacts. 

5. What barriers to equity need to be solved?

According to Luke et al. (2013), equity refers to the opportunity given to reach “their optimal abilities regardless of their specific community background or dispositional characteristics” (Luke et al., 2013). 

The situation currently experienced by many bakers in France raises certain issues of equity. It clearly shows that not all bakers are affected in the same way by the rise in energy prices and not all are entitled to the same support. In a nutshell, small businesses with less than 10 employees and who have always been loyal to the state electricity supplier (contracted directly with EDF and not through subcontractors) are the ones that benefit the most from the measures offered by the government while they are in theory the ones less exposed to the risk of total closure of their activity. So, these solutions will not avoid the bankruptcy of hundreds of thousands of bakers because for that they would have to benefit from individual and personalized treatment to their financial situation in order to be able to guarantee the carrying on of their activity. Fairness on the part of the government would be to acknowledge that:

· no baker has deliberately chosen to be in this situation (circumstances of which they are only victims and not responsible for)
· all artisan bakers do matter (and not just a few)
· all bakers have different needs in the face of this crisis (some more, some less) 
· therefore, bakers should be able to access help tailored to their particular needs which will prevent them from shutting their business down.

Not only are these aids not equal because not all bakers are entitled to them, but they are also not fair because despite the help, many of these bakeries will still not be able to sustain their electricity bill, in some cases multiplied by four or five. 

6. Conclusion

The ubiquitous demonstrations in France - which are becoming more and more recurrent – mainly steam from the middle class. They illustrate a social malaise, an injustice felt and experienced by those who feel impoverished by a governmental system in which they no longer trust. We are talking here about the working classes whom the bakers are part of, and who claim only wanting to work and contribute to the prosperity of the economy, hoping for social mobility. Precisely, this prosperity promised them free trade, equal opportunities, individual and social freedoms, respect for their private property, innovation and the ability to generate wealth. But here we are, capitalism is also individual well-being to the detriment of the collective interest, the question of inequalities is often passed over in silence, the question of environment is generally not a priority, access to goods and basic services to the population is not of prime concern (therefore part of the population cannot claim a higher standard of living) and finally, the labor market can be abusive (exploiting workers who do not have the same bargaining power than their employers). For bakers in France, striking is a way of showing solidarity facing threat. But it is also a call against social injustice suffered by a large part of the population, and which contributes to its social downgrading.
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