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When young people take to the street, it is overwhelmingly 
in defence of the weak. Climate activists, Black Lives Mat-
ter protestors, LGBTQ+ supporters and groups speaking 
out against systematic violence against women – they 

all say that society has neglected the interest of entire categories of its 
members. Gen Z is pushing society to face up to a raft of new demographic, 
environmental and other realities, which date back to when those in power 
were young themselves.

The panicked cries from the besieged shows the activists have hit their 
target. Some of the repartee has consisted of mere ridicule, with newly 
coined phrases such as snowflakes and cancel culture. The worst of the 
recoil has seen the wrong types of conservatism enter the mainstream, 
including nativism and white supremacism. So weak the entitled feel.

But there is another argument, that is more insidious because it some-
how sounds learned. Today’s calls for more diversity – and for considering 
privilege when weighing somebody’s reasoning – means an end to the 
principles underlying Western democracy, or so it goes. ‘You must only 
listen to the power of the argument, not to the person who makes it’. People 
using that line usually also pompously invoke the sacred powers of the 
Enlightenment or the Greek polis.

Well, wrong. After nearly three millennia of democracy, those in charge 
are still too white, too male and too old. What’s not rational about saying 
that? I once watched the feminist Rosi Braidotti get up on her feet on 
stage during an academic debate, raise her fist and shout: “More power 
to women!”. It was a wonderfully irreverent moment, that made its point 
precisely because it was outside the routine. “You are talking about the 
wrong things”, is what Braidotti was saying.

If you had asked Enlightenment philosophers such as Voltaire or Locke 
whether black people or women could lead society, they would merely have 
scoffed. And in Plato’s Athens, the hard work was done by people kept in 
slavery. That does not mean that the principles of universal law these men 
formulated were wrong. It just means they needed a new generation to 
point at their own blind spots and make society more equitable. It is that 
civic responsibility that the activists of the early 20s have understood. Not 
taking them seriously means standing in the way of progress.
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For full information on the WLTP test procedure please visit www.ford.lu. *Based on full charge. Estimated range using Worldwide Harmonised 
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A long wait
Unless you’ve partaken in an illegal 
activity, this is a sight you won’t 
have seen for a while. But don’t 
despair: bars have been waiting 
patiently for your return. With the 
vaccination campaign speeding up 
– and the virus somewhat on the 
backfoot – that moment may not 
be far away. Walking back in to a 
bar will be like a memory from a 
distant past. We may stand marvel-
ling at the beauty of their interior. 
To see what that feels like, we asked 
photographer Chris to take a sneak 
preview of bar Urban in the city 
centre. Normally densely packed, 
the place now stood stylishly de-
serted. True, a bar should be full 
of people. But for the picture, this 
wasn’t bad either.
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Detailed information on who is dying from Covid-19 in Luxembourg is not being analysed as officials 
deal with other priorities, Health Minister Paulette Lenert has admitted

Independent workers  
question Lux’s start-up draw
Entrepreneurs are questioning Lux-

embourg’s appeal as a place to start 

a new company, as the pandemic 

has exacerbated the difficulty in ap-

plying for economic relief schemes 

such as unemployment benefits.

"The government says it promotes 

start-ups, but it’s just theory. In 

practice, they are destroying entre-

preneurial spirit [...] Those who had 

the courage to become independent 

[...] now can’t count on (equal) sup-

port,” she Clara Moraru, who owns 

the Languages.lu language school.

Qualifying for unemployment 

benefits was always a far more 

cumbersome process for indepen-

dent workers, Moraru and other 

businesspeople said.

They need to prove that they lost 

their clients and cannot find new 

ones - and in some cases are obliged 

to give up their business licence - 

to qualify to receive 80% of their 

salary, something which ordinary 

workers who are laid off receive 

more easily for a year.

Now the self-employed have been 

barred from a furlough scheme under 

which the state pays 80% of salaries, 

despite the fact that entrepreneurs 

need to pay into the unemployment 

fund - out of which the scheme is 

paid - just like all other employees.

Government 
deal with Google 
can stay secret, 
court rules
Judges have rejected an effort to 
force into the open a document 
outlining promises government 
officials made to Google to lure 
the tech giant to build a massive 
data centre in Luxembourg.  
A ruling issued in April dis-
missed the case by the Mouve-
ment Écologique. The environ-
mental group said it had sought 
to reveal how much water and 
electricity Google had been 
promised if it would build the 
project in Bissen in central Lux-
embourg. 
Google countered that disclos-
ing its water needs would enable 
its rivals to figure out important 
details of its business plans, the 
US tech giant argued in court 
last year. At the ruling in early 
April, judges said that the Google 
document did not fit a narrow 
legal definition of what defines 
an “administrative document”.

Unified global 
tax could ham-
per competi-
tion, Chamber 
head says
Luxembourg should maintain 
the right to offer incentives that 
attract innovative companies, 
the head of the Chamber of 
Commerce has said, after the 
Finance Ministry endorsed a US 
proposal for a minimum corpo-
rate tax of 21% globally.
“It sounds nice from a politi-
cal point of view, but countries 
should retain some flexibility 
in offering tax incentives,” Car-
lo Thelen told the Luxembourg 
Times. “(Fiscal policy) is a com-
petition,” he said.

Luxembourg health 
authorities have lost 
track of important de-
tails about who is dying 

from Covid-19 because they are 
overwhelmed trying to manage 
the crisis that has been raging 
non-stop for a year, Health Min-
ister Paulette Lenert has said.

Her explanation came after 
the health ministry initially 
blamed the World Health Or-
ganization for the country's 

inability to provide informa-
tion on questions such as how 
many of its 507 deaths last year 
related to the disease occurred 
in care homes, hospitals or 
homes. 

While Luxembourg doctors 
are continuing to provide de-
tails surrounding each death, 
their reports are not entered 
electronically, meaning the 
information must be put in 
to computer systems man-

ually and is analysed by just 
a handful of state health offi-
cials, Lenert said.

“We have many things we 
just can't do right now because 
the people (in the ministry) are 
only a handful”, Lenert said on 
the sidelines of a Luxembourg 
Times event in March. “This is 
not in our priorities right now 
because these people are just 
on the vaccination centres or 
whatever, working on Covid.” 

Overloaded health team lost track 
of Covid death details
Data not being analysed as crisis pushes other priorities, 
Health Minister Lenert acknowledges
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The bank
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We have been adding to our 
range of socially responsible 
investments for a number of 
years. With our myImpact 
tool, our clients set their 
expectations in light of 
sustainable development 
challenges and can find 
positive impact solutions to 
match their aspirations. 
To meet the transition 
challenge, let’s pick up  
the pace together.
bgl.lu/en/commitment
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ECA to audit fund industry
The EU's budget watchdog, the Euro-

pean Court of Auditors, is to launch 

an audit into whether rules for in-

vestment funds in the 27-nation bloc 

provide enough stability and wheth-

er the market is too concentrated 

in places such as Luxembourg. As 

the second-largest investment fund 

centre in the world after the US , the 

Grand Duchy has long resisted EU 

efforts to transfer more regulatory 

powers to a central authority. 

More than 600 firms fined
Luxembourg has fined more than 

600 businesses for failing to provide 

details to the country’s business 

register, as the Grand Duchy battles 

new allegations it is making it 

too easy to hide dirty money. The 

Luxembourg Business Registers has 

passed more than 20,000 files to 

the prosecutor's office. The register 

came under fresh scrutiny in Febru-

ary as a result of the OpenLux media 

investigation.

House prices keep on rising
Housing prices in Luxembourg are 

continuing to increase year-on-

year, rising by almost 17% in the 

last quarter of 2020 compared to 

the same period the previous year, 

according to the country's statistics 

agency, Statec. The average house 

in Luxembourg City now costs €1.35 

million. The price of real estate in the 

country almost doubled in the last 

decade, Eurostat, the EU's official 

statistics agency, reported last year.

SES continues to build  
foreign government ties
Luxembourg-based SES (Société 

Européenne des Satellites) will 

spend $17 million (€14 million) for 

a new US facility in a sign that the 

satellite giant is strengthening its 

relationship with the country and its 

government clients. The hub will be 

based just outside Washington DC, 

with local government in the state of 

Virginia giving the firm a $500,000 

(€415,000) grant. 

Police search 
Alter Domus 
and others in 
LFP I probe
Police searched the offices of Al-
ter Domus and a number of oth-
er financial companies in Lux-
embourg, as part of a criminal 
investigation into a now defunct 
commodities fund.
The search came after a request 
from authorities for information 
about Columna, a fund within 
investment company LFP I, a 
person with direct knowledge 
of the situation said. 
Alter Domus, which declined to 
comment, bought the manage-
ment company of LFP I in 2017, 
renaming it Alter Domus Man-
agement Company.
At that time, Columna had al-
ready been suspended and put 
into liquidation.
"The only reason that Alter Do-
mus offices were searched is 
that this historical information 
sits with Alter Domus Manage-
ment Company given that they 
acquired LFP," the person with 
knowledge of the situation said.
The Luxembourg Times in Feb-
ruary spoke to eight sharehold-
ers who had lost their savings by 
investing in LFP I.
Both a spokesman for the prose-
cutor’s office and the source said 
related searches had taken place 
in the offices of a number of oth-
er companies in Luxembourg.

Werner Hoyer, President of the European Investment Bank

The Luxembourg-based 
European Investment 
Bank intends to sur-
vey the mental health 

of its 3,450-strong staff after me-
dia scrutiny about its governance 
and work culture, including news 
stories about two suicides at its 
premises, the bank said in an in-
ternal note in April.

The EIB will start a "bank-
wide psychological risk assess-
ment" for employees and launch 
a new "mental health plan" be-
fore the end of the year, it said in 
an internal message sent to staff.

"The media have also raised 
the topic of mental health in 
the context of the recent tragic 
event... it is a serious mistake 
to use two unrelated tragedies 
(which) occurred at the EIB 
premises seven years apart, to 
paint a picture of a dangerous 
work environment at the EIB," 
according to the note.

In December, a  woman who 
worked as a senior operational 
assistant fell to her death in the 
EIB building in what was treat-
ed as a suicide. And in 2013 an 
intern, Ofelia Beke, died after 
a fall from a gallery, triggering 

an insurance fraud lawsuit that 
received some media coverage. 

Whistleblowing complaints 
at the EIB last year revealed a 
disregard for anti-money laun-
dering rules, the Luxembourg 
Times revealed last year, trig-
gering an internal inquiry into a 
pattern of wrongdoing, miscon-
duct and obstruction, in what 
some of the complaints blamed 
on a culture of fear and blame.

A Luxembourg Times inves-
tigation in April revealed that 
several members of the EIB’s 

management committee had 
secured lucrative jobs at firms 
that had dealings with the EIB.

D e c l a ra t i o n s  by E I B 
vice-presidents published on 
its website - which are meant 
to indicate possible conflicts of 
interest – did not have the re-
quired signatures attesting that 
the information was correct.  

The EIB published signed 
copies only after the Luxem-
bourg Times asked why the doc-
uments, dated on different days 
in January, bore no signature.

EIB to gauge staff mental health 
after media coverage
Survey follows news reports focusing on governance  
and work culture 

Enovos is committed to make the energy transition happen. 
As an expert in green energy production, Enovos helps you  
implement your photovoltaic project, from planning to opera-
tion of your installation. Together, we have everything to gain. 
Let’s make Luxembourg’s future greener.

Visit renewables.enovos.lu
and become a partner of the energy transition.

Energy for today. Caring for tomorrow.

Together towards the energy transition

0413_ENO_AD_Renewables_B2B_WIN_WITH_SUN_A4_EN.indd   10413_ENO_AD_Renewables_B2B_WIN_WITH_SUN_A4_EN.indd   1 10/02/2021   14:1610/02/2021   14:16
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There are some legends about Luxembourg ev-
ery newcomer gets told. Bus drivers who are 
paid the same salary as professors abroad. 
A government job for life for each citizen. A 

tight government grip on business. Fact or fiction? The 
Luxembourg Times set out to investigate. And found 
that, yes - while such one-liners are exaggerated – what 
passport you hold and what country you live in are fairly 
accurate indicators of your job and how much money 
you make.

Look at the numbers 

There are only enough Luxembourgers to fill a mi-
nor-league town like Coventry, Utrecht or Pittsburgh 
(PA). In a country of only just over 600,000 people, 
almost half are foreigners. Luxembourg has Europe’s 
fastest-growing population as it attracts plenty of im-
migrants through its thriving economy. That is why, in 
the working population, the divide is even more stark. 
Only one in four of the Grand Duchy’s 444,000 work-

Luxembourgers 
are just  
one-fourth of  
the workforce

The Grand 
Bureaucracy

“Luxembourgers work for the 
state, ex-pats pay their taxes. 

Myth or not?”

By Yannick Lambert and Emery P. Dalesio

Photos: Eberhard Wolf
A photo series of  
office interiors at  
St Paul Luxembourg, 
the publisher of this 
magazine
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ers has a Luxembourgish passport. Another 
25% is a resident foreigner. And half of the 
country’s workers travel in from abroad 
each day – including 7,000 Luxembourg 
nationals that live across the border, where 
housing is cheaper.

The foreign labour force has generated 
much more prosperity than the country’s 
inhabitants could have achieved on their 
own. But it has also left most of the country’s 
workers disenfranchised: a full three-quar-
ters of the working population do not get 
to vote. Prime Minister Xavier Bettel cam-
paigned to give foreign residents more vot-
ing rights in the 2013 election that brought 
him to power. But a resounding 78% of vot-
ers rejected his plan two years later and the 
issue seems a solid political no-go for now. 
It has left Luxembourg with a democratic 
deficit that is surpassed only by Singapore, 
according to the Migrant Integration Policy 
Index (MIPEX), mainly because of the city 
state’s low naturalisation rate. “These in-
equalities can be partly explained by gaps 
and obstacles in Luxembourg’s integration 
policies in areas like labour market mobility,” 
MIPEX said.

If Luxembourg is keeping the voting 
booth closed for foreigners, the same holds 
for the country’s powerful and well-paid 
public sector. In theory, most jobs in public 
administration are open to everyone from 
within the EU and not just Luxembourg 
citizens. But a quick glance at the govjobs.
lu website shows fluent knowledge of Lux-
embourgish, French, German and English 
is a common requirement, creating a barrier 
for all but those who have grown up in the 
country – nationals, most likely, or people 
who are eligible for citizenship. And many 
Luxembourgers benefit from it.

One in two

Finding out how many Luxembourg-
ers work for the government takes some 
digging, but one in two seems a reliable 
estimate. Some 95,000 people work for the 
government or other forms of public admin-
istration including education. That is almost 
twice as much as in financial services, the 
sector which contributes the most to the 
Luxembourg economy – roughly a third 
of the total value created – and which has 
around 50,000 employees. As would be the 

case in any other country, the concentration 
of Luxembourg citizens is the highest among 
the small army of civil servants at ministries 
and the like. There, 95% of employees are 
Luxembourg nationals. But Luxembourg’s 
public sector is much wider than that nar-
row definition, Isabelle Pigeron-Piroth from 
the University of Luxembourg said in a pa-
per in 2009.  Any ‘protected’ or ‘sheltered’ 
job – which requires a good command of 
Luxembourg’s three administrative lan-
guages, familiarity with the country’s habits 
and personal relations – could also count 
towards the total, she argued. That would 
include parts of the healthcare sector, the 
welfare sector, culture and trade unions, Pig-
eron-Piroth said. At the time of her study, 
close to 57% of Luxembourg workers spent 
their careers there, she estimated. 

Paul Reiff, a labour market expert at the 
national statistics bureau Statec, estimates 
the number stands at 47.5% – meaning that 

almost half of Luxembourg workers are em-
ployed at bodies and institutions  that are 
either public  or ‘para-public’, meaning that 
the government has overwhelming control 
of them, such as in energy or water man-
agement, but also in parts of healthcare, 
finance, culture and research. “If you in-
clude the local councils, you will probably 
get to a rate of around 50%”, Reiff told the 
Luxembourg Times, in contrast to a mea-
gre 6% of non-Luxembourgers that work 
in these sectors. And clearly, it is a position 
those Luxembourg workers are willing to 
defend, as the strongly unionised public ad-
ministration vigorously fights any attempt 
to liberalise government. The CGFP trade 
union for the fonction publique regularly 
speaks out against opening up the public 
sector, insisting at times that jobs are open 
only those that speak and write the three ad-
ministrative languages perfectly. Education 
Minister Claude Meisch, for instance, was 
forced last year to backtrack over his plan 
to open up top positions at specialised trade 
schools to people from the private sector, 
after an outcry from unions.

Payslip

A Luxembourg passport also helps 
with pay. Analysis by Statec highlights an 
“over-representation” of Luxembourg cit-
izens in the roles offering the best salaries 
– and not just in the govermnent. According 
to Statec, 65% of them work in “highly re-
munerative” sectors with payslips exceeding 
the median salary of €49,548 per year. Such 
jobs exist not only in government, but also 
in education and financial services. Lux-
embourgers predominantly work in white 
collar jobs, whereas industry, administrative 
services, commerce and construction tend 
to attract cross-border workers and foreign 
residents. Only the catering sector and ho-
tels – currently deep in crisis because of 
the Covid-19 pandemic – is equally divided 
between foreigners and citizens.

But while getting better pay, Luxem-
bourg employees do not have more quali-
fications than their colleagues from abroad 
– and regularly fewer. "With the exception 
of managerial positions (where they are 
less present), residents of Luxembourg na-
tionality exercise at a comparable level of 
education more remunerative professions 

Luxembourg’s 
democratic deficit 
is surpassed only 
by Singapore

Luxembourg 
citizens are 
overrepre-
sented in the 
best-paid 
roles
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and work in the best remunerated sectors,” 
Statec said last year. Of course, there is also a 
wealthy segment of expats, which makes up 
the managerial class. Among cross-border 
workers, finally, Belgians are the best paid, 
followed by Germans. French – the largest 
group – on average enjoy the lowest remu-
neration among cross-border workers. The 
heavy reliance on foreign workers bears the 
risk that local residents will fall behind in 
the labour market as the country gets into 
the habit of attracting foreign talent, rather 
than schooling future workers locally, the 
Luxembourg Institute of Socio-Economic 
Research (LISER) said last year.

And so, the data support many of the 
myths about Luxembourg. If you are a Lux-
embourger, chances are you work for the 
government. Regardless of what sector you 
are in, the best-paid jobs are for passport 
holders – even if they are less qualified. 
There is a small and wealthy top layer of 
expats, mostly managers in the financial sec-
tor. And then there is an army of less well-
paid cross-border workers – particularly 
from France – who pay most of their taxes 
here and on top of that regularly do their 
shopping here, not least because of cheap 
tobacco, petrol and alcohol.

Guided capitalism

Business ownership is another tool for 
Luxembourg to keep a grip on its economy, 
allowing government to steer the country 
in the direction it wants and preventing la-
bour conflict through consensual so-called 
tripartite negotiations. For instance, when 
the government last year reacted to the 
pandemic-created collapse of commercial 
aviation by pushing for changes at national 
airline Luxair and airfreight carrier Car-
golux, it was largely negotiating with itself. 
The deal it reached allowed Luxair to shave 
its payroll by almost a fifth, with about half 
of those cut loose moving to work at Car-
golux, which enjoyed a golden business 
year in 2020. The result was made easier 
because Luxembourg’s government and the 
state-owned savings bank BCEE own most 
of Luxair and Findel operator Lux-Airport. 
The state also owns most of Cargolux along 
with Luxair, BCEE and state investment 
institution Société Nationale de Crédit et 
d'Investissement, or SNCI. 

For economist and politician André Baul-
er, it was another example of government 
leaders pulling the strings of strategic busi-
nesses to steer the small country’s economy. 
“The state has tried to play an active, very 
stabilising role in the event of a crisis. In 
doing so, it supported companies that were 
very relevant from an economic point of 
view and saved umpteen jobs”, said Bauler, 
a parliamentarian and member of Bettel’s 
pro-business Democratic Party.

Much of that attitude has a historic back-
ground, said Bauler, a former lyceum eco-
nomics instructor who wrote a 2001 mono-
graph about the topic. When Luxembourg 
became independent in the 19th century, it 
had little else than the right to create laws 
that would advance development. For exam-
ple, a law requiring that Luxembourg-mined 
iron ore should also be processed in the 
country – which increased the raw mate-
rial’s value – in the 1880s laid the founda-

tion for a local steel industry that would be 
the country’s leading economic driver for 
a century. The pattern continued with the 
state approving concessions for compa-
nies using the electromagnetic spectrum, 
he said. That’s what led to the creation in 
1929 of RTL and satellite company SES in 
1985, Bauler said. “The Luxembourg state 
has undoubtedly acted – alongside private 
actors – as a kick-starter for various initia-
tives such as at SES”, Bauler said. “In a social 
market economy, the state primarily plays a 
complementary role to the private economy 
to promote, help, stabilize and diversify. In 
other words, where the private initiative is 
weak, does not pay off quickly or does not 
take place at all.” The state also has acted to 
bail out companies during emergencies. The 
government acted to preserve thousands of 
jobs during the steel crisis in the 1970s and 
‘80s by pumping money into national steel 
champion Arbed until it owned 43% of its to-
tal capital. Arbed later merged with Spanish 
and French steelmakers and was then taken 
over in 2006 by Mittal Steel. Luxembourg 
still owns 1.2% of ArcelorMittal.

Business meets politics

Some of the Grand Duchy’s most prom-
inent industrial, banking, energy and tech-
nology companies feature state involvement. 
Luxembourg’s government, ministries and 
related institutions like state savings bank 
BCEE together manage shares in companies 
that were worth about €3 billion in January, 
according to a State Treasury report, based 
on the share prices of the companies. The 
calculation excludes the state’s estimated 
holdings in hospitals, research institutes, 
the university and other entities that are 
not involved in market activity.

The €3 billion translates to slightly less 
than 5% of Luxembourg’s 2020 GDP and 
about 6% of Luxembourg’s workforce work 
for companies that have some state own-
ership. That would have ranked the Grand 
Duchy with Germany and Denmark near the 
EU bottom for government participation in 
corporations compared to their size in the 
economy, according to a 2016 European Com-
mission report. Hungary and the three Bal-
tic states held parts of companies making up 
more than 15% of national GDP. In Slovenia, it 
was more than 25% while Finland topped the 

Prominent  
industrial, 
banking, energy 
and technology 
companies  
feature state  
involvement

The state is 
playing an 
active, stabi-
lising role in 
the economy
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1. Where do Luxembourgers work?

Percentage of all Luxembourgers in workforce

17.4%

15.1%

12.5%
9.6%

9.1%

8.0%

5.5%

5.1%

4.3%
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Health and social services
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Transport and logistics
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Commerce and trade

Scienti�c and technical professions

Manufacturing

Construction

Administrative services

Accommodation and restauration

Others

2. Where do non-nationals work?

Percentage of all non-nationals in workforce, 
both foreign residents and cross-border commuters

13.5%

13.3%

12.0%
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Transport and logistics

Accommodation and restauration

Others

Public companies
ArcelorMittal

Aperam
BNP Paribas

SES (B shares)
Société Électrique de l'Our - A shares

Private companies
BGL BNP PARIBAS

BIL
Cargolux*

Creos
Cruchterhombusch

Encevo
Lux Development

Luxair
Luxconnect

Luxembourg Congress
Luxtrust Development

Luxtram
Master Leaseco

Société de la Bourse de Luxembourg
Société Immobiliere du Parc des Expositions de Luxembourg

Société Nationale De Circulation Automobile
Société nationale des habitations a bon marche

Technoport

State-owned companies
Banque et Caisse d'Epargne de l'Etat (BCEE)

Post Luxembourg

Source: State Treasury
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Total population Luxembourg: 630,000 
Share of foreigners: 50%

Share of foreigners: 75%
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of Luxembourgers say 
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Illustration adapted 
from “Düsseldorfer 
Monatsheften“ which 
appeared between 1847 
and 1861. The picture 
shows the imaginary poet 
Herr Jodocus Kritzler, 
“entertaining his most 
elevated thoughts”. The 
original did not figure a 
map of Luxembourg.

Of all Luxembourgers, 47.5% work for the 
government or publicly owned enterpris-
es and institutions. Additionally, council 
workers are also mostly Luxembourgish.

RED: sectors that are predominantly 
government-related 
BLUE: sectors that are not



list at 40%. Luxembourg, Belgium and France 
did not provide data for that 2016 report.

Luxembourg may not own much of its 
corporate sector, but it likes to look closely 
at what’s happening, according to Econo-
my Minister Franz Fayot. The state looks at 
more than maximising profit, he said. “It al-
ways gives a different focus, maybe with less 
shareholder-value focus and more societal 
benefit, when the state is present in a com-
pany”, he said in an interview. “I'm generally 
very favourable to that and I think it often 
makes a lot of sense. But that's not a goal in 
and of itself.” The responsibility for moni-
toring the state’s investments is distributed 
across ministries. The finance ministry over-
sees the state’s profitable holding in banks, 
transportation officials track aviation compa-
nies Luxair and Cargolux, and the economy 
ministry maintains a wide portfolio ranging 
from stainless steel-maker Aperam to space 
investment fund Orbital Ventures.

Luxembourg’s investments are also 
actively monitored by a cluster of people 
within and close to the government hold-
ing seats on corporate boards. For exam-
ple, the board of satellite company SES 
includes directors who also serve at Post 
Luxembourg, LuxTrust, electricity and gas 
company Encevo, Cargolux, Luxair and the 
Luxembourg Stock Exchange. BCEE Chief 
Executive Officer Françoise Thoma is also 
on the boards of SES and Luxair. Michel 
Wurth, whose family built Paul Wurth, 
served on its board as well as ArcelorMittal, 
Luxembourg’s largest industrial company. 
"Basically, we don't interfere that much, 
also often because we are not the majority 
shareholder anymore,” Fayot said. “We just 
try to make sure that the company is well 
managed and it does well here in Luxem-
bourg." That happened, for instance, when 
Cargolux sought to add new Boeing 747 
freighter jets after a profitable 2017. Amid 
an even better 2018 for the company, the 
state loaned $2.3 million (about €2 million) 
and SNCI added millions more to a newly 
created company that would buy two planes 
and lease them to Cargolux, according to a 
government report.

Trading places

One result of ministers having oversight 
duties for state-backed companies is that 

it gives them a tool they could use to trade 
favours, people who have worked with or 
within government-connected companies 
said. Just weeks into the coronavirus cri-
sis last spring, Luxair suddenly replaced its 
former CEO with Gilles Feith, a top advisor 
to transport and defence minister François 
Bausch. Feith had no evident experience 
in the aviation industry. Bausch and his 
ministry oversee the state’s investment 
in Luxair. Bausch did not respond when 
parliamentarians asked whether he ma-
noeuvred Feith into the job or whether the 
decision was discussed among government 
ministers. Nor did Bausch publicly explain 
why Feith was named to succeed Adrien 
Ney within days, why there was no evident 
effort to launch a search for a successor, 
or whether other candidates had sought 
the top job at Luxair. Choosing Feith was 
the choice of the airline’s board of direc-
tors, Bausch said, but there also was time 
pressure to select a new leader since Luxair 
was taking a financial beating. The minister 
noted that 15 years earlier, Ney came from 
a background in banking and not aviation. 
“The Minister was informed that the share-
holders and the Board of Directors would 
like to nominate the candidate and the Min-
ister had no objection to this,” Bausch wrote 
in his explanation to parliament.

Last year, a few months after stepping 
down as Luxembourg’s economy minister, 
Etienne Schneider shifted from overseeing 
the state’s ownership stake in ArcelorMit-
tal to a seat on the steel giant’s board for a 
pay of more than €100,000 a year. Though 
Michel Wurth said there is no formal  
reservation of a board seat for a state  
representative, a succession of Luxembourg 
political and business luminaries have  
held the post. Schneider was preceded on 
the ArcelorMittal board by Jeannot Krecké, 
who was a director for 10 years while  
and after he was economy minister.  
Schneider had built a close relationship with  
ArcelorMittal majority owner Lakshmi  
Mittal, who “was convinced that he would 
be an added value on the board”, Fayot  
said. He said he does not expect the board 
seat at Luxembourg’s largest industrial  
company to be reserved for him after he  
steps down. “I'm not at all ogling the Arce-
lorMittal seat for my retirement", Fayot 
said.

Gaining millions

Luxembourg’s state ownership 

in companies generated €212 

million in income for the public 

treasury during 2019, according 

to the Central Bank of Luxem-

bourg. Most came from shares 

owned in satellite firm SES and 

the banks BGL BNP Paribas, 

BCEE and Banque Internationale 

à Luxembourg.

A small cluster  
of people  
actively monitor 
Luxembourg’s 
investments
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Easy to use
Fast, easy and free of charge: easyAPP is the
digital solution which allows LALUX policyhold-
ers to have a clear and transparent view of all
their insurance contracts and to benefit from
numerous digital services while maintaining
privileged contact with their agent.
In order to meet the expectations of policy-
holders and to make their lives easier, LALUX
has developed an app as single point of
access to all the products and services of the LALUX Group,
regardless of the cover taken out: Car, Home, Civil Liability,
Accident, Travel, Health, Life Insurance, etc.

Advantages
easyAPP is the mobile and digital solution that simplifies
insurance management and facilitates the contact between
the policyholder, their agent and the company, 24 hours a
day and anywhere in the world. The customer relationship
is thus amplified and simplified.
Do you appreciate flexibility?
easy, enjoy quick and easy access to a multitude of insur-
ance services, available from home or from anywhere in
the world, 24 hours a day.

Managing your insurance is easy!

Consumers’ habits are con-
stantly evolving, and they
expect businesses to provide
an efficient personalised
experience as well as quality
services that meet their needs.
As the preferred insurer in
Luxembourg, LALUX is keen to
satisfy its customers’ expec-
tations, particularly in terms of
digitalisation. Therefore, LALUX
has developed easyAPP, a new
mobile application that simpli-
fies insurance.

Do you want to change your details?
easy, in just a few clicks you can change your
personal information.
Do you need to consult your insurance docu-
ments?
easy, download your tax or insurance certif-
icates, General or Special Terms and Condi-
tions.
Do you want to submit a claim?
easy, report a claim for your home or car

remotely by attaching photos of the damage, consult the
details and follow their progress in real time.
Do you have a complementary health insurance?
easy, request refund of your medical expenses, submit den-
tal estimates or request coverage for your hospitalisation.
Do you need quick assistance?
easy, get fast and efficient help in an emergency by calling
the various LALUX Group assistance services directly via
your easyAPP, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week: Home
Assistance, Top Assistance or DKV Luxembourg medical
assistance.
Do you need advice?
easy, get in touch with your agent by e-mail or telephone in
just one click, geolocate their agency our make an appoint-
ment directly: all their details are at your fingertips.

Download LALUX easyAPP:



Killing me softly  
with your words
Strategic autonomy – just another EU slogan?

The EU’s global role needs strengthening now that the 
UK has left

Brussels jargon never ceases to amaze, nor to 
proliferate. The latest not-so catchy catch-
phrase is “strategic autonomy”. It is a label for 
the bloc’s attempts to become self-sufficient 

in an increasingly complex world. What that means is 
rather hazy - the challenges the ambition faces are not. 

Brussels has long talked about defense capabilities 
– never its greatest strength either – but when Council 
president Charles Michel put the idea back on the agenda 
in the midst of the pandemic, he had renamed it, saying 
that "European strategic autonomy [was the] number 
one goal for our generation.” The expression has now 
become a blanket term to refer not only to security or 
foreign affairs but also to policies to cope with the pan-
demic and strengthen Europe’s economy, industry or 
healthcare. Because if anything, the pandemic has made 
painfully obvious that the EU still lacks sufficient heft 
to shape global politics, compared with superpowers 
such as China or the US. That is partly the result of 
the way the 27-nation bloc is construed. Inevitably, each 
country perceive its needs and risks in a different way. A 
common stance is often hard to reach even when facing 
common challenges. 

And so, one wonders how much real political will is 
behind the new term. Europe’s stimulus checks to lift 
the economy during the pandemic are a healthy reality 
check. Money has been flowing into the US economy for 
months. But the EU’s “historic” plan for a €750 billion 
pot of money to pay for the recovery is still only that 10 
months after it received the blessing of political leaders: 
a plan. 

Complexities in the EU’s decision-making process 
are blocking the cash flow. It is a serious threat for 
businesses survival and the EU’s ability to quickly get 
back on its feet. The roll-out of vaccines is yet anoth-
er example. While countries are now accelerating the 
distribution of the jabs, Europe is indisputably lagging 
behind the US and the UK. In principle, the European 
Commission was right in taking control of the nego-
tiations with suppliers to ensure countries had equal 
access to the different types of vaccines. But after a 
series of public spats with pharma companies, struggles 
with manufacturing, and confidence-sapping internal 
fights over doses, the Eurocrat wonders if Brussels was 
really up to the task. 

Those who feared that a call for “strategic autono-
my” really meant protectionism saw their worst fears 
come true when the EU, the lead producer of vaccines 
in the world, put in place an export control mechanism 
in response to shortages in supply, triggering outrage 
across the world. “It is difficult to claim to be a polit-
ical union able to act as a global player without being 
autonomous,” EU diplomacy chief Josep Borrell said 
recently. The Eurocrat would rather put it the other 
way around. If the EU wants to be a player on the stage 
of an increasingly unpredictable world, political union 
has to come first. If the health crisis has taught us one 
thing is that EU countries put national interests first 
when things go south. With that attitude it’s hard to see 
how Europe can achieve strategic autonomy. Whatever 
it means. 

Beatriz Rios
Based in Brussels, 

author of the  
weekly "The  

Eurocrat" column
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Dreaming of becoming 
a home owner?
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Banking secrecy is no 
longer underpinning 
the business case for 
being in Luxembourg

The drop is 
only partially 
compensated 
by a rise in 
the number 
of Chinese 
banks, which 
has gone up 
to 14 from 4 
in the past

The number of banks in Luxembourg 
has steadily been dropping. It is a 
trend that was already underway 
when the Grand Duchy did away with 

banking secrecy in 2015 and which has only picked up 
pace since then. Two buzzwords will determine future 
business success for the banks that stayed in the Grand 
Duchy: digital and green.

Commerzbank, a banking stalwart in the country 
since 1969, will close its doors in 2024. And it is by no 
means the only one: other banks have been joining the 
queue for the exit. After the departure of Commerz-
bank – which used to execute all its gold trading in 
the Grand Duchy – just 21 German banks will be left 
in Luxembourg. In 2001, the number still stood at 59.

The departure marks the end of an era, 
during which the lack of transparency was 
an important driver of the local banking 
business. When banks started exchanging 
data with authorities, banks – predomi-
nantly branches of German Landesbank-
en – started uprooting, given that the rai-
son-d’être being in the country became 
undone. Heavy fines made clear that authorities were 
serious that banks had to change their ways. Com-
merzbank Luxembourg was hit with fines of millions 
of euros – but so were Luxembourgish banks such as 
the Banque et Caisse d’Épargne de l’é tat (BCEE) – or 
Spuerkeess – which paid German authorities a €14 
million fine in 2016.

The drop is only partially compensated by a rise 
in the number of Chinese banks, which has gone up 
to 14 from 4 in the past – although the number really 
refers to seven different institutions, each of which has 

spokeswoman for banking association ABBL. Inter-
nationalism is a feature which Luxembourg’s finance 
industry can capitalise on, and the reason that the 
country attracted so many Chinese banks, according 
to ABBL. 

Business is done in several different languages, be it 
in German, French or English. Furthermore, the Lux-
embourg hub disposes of a broad financial ecosystem, 
according to ABBL, including fund management com-
panies, other financial services and international law 
firms. One of the largest German finance institutes is 
the DZ Privatbank, a subsidiary of the DZ Bank with its 
headquarters in Luxembourg. But there is no risk that 
it will follow Commerzbank’s cue, the bank says. “We 
see our location in Luxembourg as a cornerstone of our 
successful growth strategy”, spokeswoman Corinna 
Frank said. Over the last four decades, the company 
has built a modern, professional and reliable infra-
structure at its Luxembourg headquarters, she added, 
with competences in asset management, financing and 
international loans management. Commerzbank, on 

the other hand, has had structural problems 
since the financial crisis in 2008, and is 
not only leaving the Grand Duchy, but 
also Hong Kong and Hungary. In com-
parison, DZ Privatbank in Luxembourg 
was able to increase its pre-tax profit to 

€38 million in 2020, from 36 million a year earlier –
despite the pandemic.

Private banking and fund services are two business 
areas that are thriving in Luxembourg. Assets under 
management in those two cornerstones of the finance 
sector grew – not only at DZ Privatbank, but also in 

general. Assets held in the funds industry had 
swelled to more than €5 trillion euros by the 

end of January. Here, too, things are chang-
ing. Whereas German funds were long in 

third place behind the USA and Great 
Britain, that position has now been over-

taken by Switzerland, pushing Germany 
down one place. Private banking is also do-

ing well, with assets increasing for the 11th 
year running to €466 bn at the end of 2019, the 

latest data available and doubling from 2008. Europe 
remains Luxembourg’s core market, good for 85% of 
assets under management, 21% of which come from 
Luxembourg, 17% from Belgium, France and Germany 
while the rest of Europe accounts for 47%, according 
to an analysis done by the ABBL.

Size matters 

The traditional banking business however, is un-
der pressure since the lending business is no longer a 
fail-safe success given the current ultra-low interest 

two different legal entities in the country. Some Swiss 
banks have also moved to Luxembourg, including Julius 
Baer, which took over Commerzbank’s private banking 
business, as well as a few others who relocated branch-
es to the continent after Brexit.

In search of revenue

With banking secrecy no longer underpinning the 
business case for being in the Grand Duchy, Luxem-
bourg started promoting its central location as a sub-
stitute argument, as well as its access to the EU single 
market, and easy reach of other financial centres such 
as Frankfurt, Paris and London. But a realisation quick-
ly sank in that the country needed new ways to distin-
guish itself from other financial hubs. Frankfurt, for 
example, has an equally central location – and is home 
to the European Central Bank on top. One advantage 
that the Grand Duchy does have is its expertise with 
cross-border business, according to Judith Gledhill, a 

A changing  
finance hub
Commerzbank will close its doors in Luxembourg in 2024 –  
and it is by no means the only bank to do so

By Marco Meng 

26 27

Dossier Dossier



rates, which reduce margins for banks. Nevertheless, 
demand for loans is undiminished, according to an 
analysis by the banking regulator CSSF. Bank depos-
its, 88% of which come from Luxembourg, are going 
up which can sometimes be expensive for banks as 
they have to pay penalty interests for excess money 
they deposit with the ECB. The combination makes it 
difficult to remain profitable, and requires economies 
of scale and therefore a bigger business, according to 
the ABBL. Loan defaults are a major risk in light of the 
pandemic as are bankruptcies among small business 
customers, according to the ABBL. “The current en-
vironment for financial services is developing rapidly 
and global banking groups are pursuing a variety of 
approaches in order to adapt and remain competitive”, 
PwC Luxembourg said in its latest “Banking Trends & 
Figures” report. “We also found that banks are eager 
to perfect their banking apps to meet rapidly evolving 
customer needs,” according to the report.

Virtual assistants and the use of biometric data are 
becoming more normal, with more than a third of such 
innovations developed in partnership with a start-up. 
More digitization is still necessary for the banks in Lux-
embourg, which also helps to prevent activities from 
being relocated to countries that can offer cheaper la-
bour, according to PwC. As living costs are rising, the 
CSSF also sees digitalisation as essential for the future 
of the Luxembourg finance sector, as is sustainability: 
“The Green Deal cannot be achieved without sustain-
able finances.” An economy based on sustainability will 
be more resilient, “and a sustainable economy goes 
hand in hand with sustainable financing,” according to 
the CSSF. Instead of Sukuk and Islamic finance, once 
eagerly propagated by politicians, the business model 
of the future is now called ecological renewal. 

While Luxembourgish banks operate a diversified 
business model, foreign banks tend to concentrate on 
one or two core areas, ranging from mutual fund ser-
vicing, deposit business, private banking, international 
lending to trade finance. Luxembourgish banks made 
the highest profit in 2019 of some €600 million, an in-
crease of 20.9% compared to the previous year. But the 

geographical categorization is becoming increasingly 
difficult. BIL, for example, now has Chinese owners, 
and has recently expanded its business in China. Oth-
er banks from China focus on corporate loans, trade 
and project finance. While Anglo-American banks are 
still concentrating on the fund business, banks from 
Switzerland also operate in their traditional private 
banking niche. 

New analyses will have to show whether and how 
this has changed as a result of the pandemic. It is 
certain though that the pandemic will not leave the 
Luxembourg banking landscape unscathed. The health 
crisis has caused significant disruptions that are put-
ting banks under pressure to provide funding and be 
part of the solution, says Roxane Haas, Banking Leader 
at PwC Luxembourg. The disruptions sparked by the 
pandemic will “certainly accelerate the transformation 
of banks”. 

“There will be further consolidation,” ABBLsays. 
And that means the number of banks is likely to con-
tinue to decline. Since the global financial crisis of 2008, 
profits have tended to be lower, as costs have risen 
since then. The number of bank employees in Luxem-
bourg now stands around 26,000, significantly higher 
than it used to be. There are fewer banks since then 
which hold total assets of some €851 billion – almost 
the same as in 2006, just before the financial crisis. At 
that time, the banks made a combined profit of €5.7 
billion. In 2019, the number was just €3.7 billion. But 
even though it may be harder for the banks to make 
money, it does not mean they are creating less value 
for Luxembourg’s economy. Since the 1990s, around 
a quarter of the nation’s gross value added has come 
from the financial sector. That number is unlikely to 
change, according to ABBL.

“Luxembourg
has been 
particularly 
resistant to 
developing
cycling in-
frastructure” 
– Cyrille 
Medard De 
Chardon

Bankers and real estate brokers are still 
figuring out where commercial real estate 
prices are heading now that working from 
home is becoming the new normal. But 

another trend may have a more fundamental impact 
on that market: the growing popularity of smaller 
cities. More flexible work arrangements mean that 
many may abandon cities such as London, Paris 
or New York, and opt for mid-sized cities instead. 
Luxembourg – too small to be considered in either 
group – might nonetheless attract some foreigners. 
But if it really wants to benefit, it needs to tackle its 
dazzling real estate prices and its underwhelming 
urban design, experts say. And simply become hip.

Seven cities

Before the pandemic struck, the world added an 
equivalent of eight new cities the size of New York 
every year, according to the illustrious UK architect 
Norman Foster. Covid-19 is likely to reverse that 
trend or at least slow it down. Employers had to al-
low staff to work from home more across the world, 
which encourages people to move out of pricey and 
congested cities and choose smaller agglomerations 
instead. Even if they still need to go to the office 
from time to time, an hour-long commute two or 
three times a week is more manageable than one 
every day.

“Today, you can pick where you live, and that 
means (city officials) got to make (their) city an at-
tractive place to live,” James Pomeroy, global econ-
omist at HSBC said. Already before the pandemic, 
the bank forecast that medium-sized cities would 

Smart cities after 
the pandemic
Metropolis loses allure as people move to smaller cities.

By Zuzanna Reda-Jakima

There are 
fewer banks 
than a decade 
ago, they 
make lower 
profits – but 
staff numbers 
are up sig-
nificantly

28 29

Dossier Dossier



they prevent younger people from setting up in 
the town.

“If you cannot attract bright, young (people) - 
who will not be able to afford to pay high rents – 
you'll never succeed,” Tom Walker, co-head of global 
real estate securities at Schroders said. Untainted 
forests or the proximity of the airport mean lit-
tle if housing is unaffordable. “It's a competition,” 
Walker said. “If there continues to be friction be-
tween what the consumer wants, i.e. people living 
in Luxembourg, and what the city provides, then at 
the point of a marginal decision – should I stay or 
should I go – people will probably move to another 
city,” he said. 

Congestion is another issue in Luxembourg. The 
country has made all public transport – including 
trains – free from last year. But Transport Minis-
ter Francois Bausch has conceded that connections 
needed to improve before people would switch from 
their cars. Some cities used the lockdowns to trans-
form and become smarter. “Paris has [transformed] 
road space [in]to bicycle lanes, and those are not 
going to go away,” said Cyrille Medard De Chardon, 
urban development & mobility researcher at the 
Luxembourg Institute of Socio-Economic Research 
(LISER). “(The pandemic) was an opportunity to 
push a policy forward,” he said. 

But Luxembourg did no such thing. “Luxembourg 
has been particularly resistant to developing cycling 
infrastructure and the city is highly against a policy 
that removes car space,” he said. What did happen, 
is that people can now claim up to €600 in govern-
ment support when buying a bike. “It has encouraged 
people to (buy) really nice bikes for the weekends to 
go on a ride in the countryside. (But I doubt) people 
will start biking to work more,” the LISER researcher 
said. Luxembourg’s credentials as a cycle-friendly 
capital are not good. Bikes share a lane with buses 
on the congested Route d'Esch in one direction. In 
the opposite direction, the bike path ends halfway 
up the street. And there is no safe way to cycle to the 
centre of the city from the brand-new Cloche d'Or 
business district and its vast residential area. Many 
residents take their car instead.

Prices up, rents down

The pandemic is pushing real estate prices up 
even further. “People less affected economically, 
are those on higher incomes and whose spending 
has collapsed. They typically work in professional 
services and can work remotely,” Pomeroy said. 
With more money in the bank and cheap mortgages, 
they can afford more. “Because you're spending 
more time at home, you suddenly realise you'd like 

attract more people, tired of the continuous con-
gestion, high living costs, and crime levels of a me-
tropolis. “Covid-19 has only accelerated trends that 
were already happening,” said Zolst Kohalmi, head 
of real estate at Pictet Asset Management, adding 
that so-called second-tier cities could benefit most. 
“People are increasingly choosing Gothenburg over 
Stockholm, Lyon over Paris, or Manchester over 
London as they are looking for a more liveable, 
affordable lifestyle,” he said.

Other than an easy commute, what people look 
for is what is not available during the pandemic: 
a vibrant atmosphere with healthy meals easily 
available in local markets. “It's how you create an 
attraction to the young crowd (…) and the hunt 
to attract talent is global,” Kohalmi said. Luxem-
bourg, with its proximity to the outdoors, free pub-
lic transport and good infrastructure for kids, may 
tick some of the boxes for an easy-to-live-in city. 
But high housing prices are an obstacle – because 

a bigger home, or a nicer home, or live in a (better) 
area. That has really pumped up house prices pret-
ty much everywhere,” he said. “Most of Europe is 
seeing nearly double-digit year-on-year house price 
growth at the moment,” he said. 

With the increase in real estate prices already 
one of the fastest in Europe, housing in Luxembourg 
is less and less affordable – though that might be 
good news for rents. “Rental prices are collapsing 
because the flow of people who typically would have 
been moving into cities and become new renters 
[are no longer] doing so, either because of remote 
working or because of closed hospitality industries,” 
Pomeroy said. At the same time, construction sites 
are still producing new flats. “Because of remote 
working, suddenly the idea of living really close to 
the office is less appealing than it was previously,” 
Pomeroy said. It will take some time for demand for 
such rental properties to get back to pre-pandem-
ic levels. And while that might not be great news 
for landlords, it's good for young people, who can 
suddenly afford to live in the city. “That’s going 
to be a really interesting case in cities like Lux-
embourg, where people who typically would never 
have thought about living in the centre, suddenly 
may be able to afford it,” Pomeroy said.

Office, adieu?

But even if a good part of the population will con-
tinue to work from home even after the pandemic 
subsides, office space will not become obsolete. “I 
do not expect office space to shrink significantly,” 
Schroder’s Walker said. For people who come to the 
office, businesses will need to have enough square 
meters so employees can distance themselves bet-
ter. And even with flexible work arrangements, all 
employees might decide to come in on the same day. 
“If (everyone in) a team want to be in on Thursday, 
you need to have enough desks,” HSBC’s Pomeroy 
said. Kiosks, coffee shops and lunch spots, will suf-
fer, however. “With people coming into the office 
only on some days, these businesses will see reve-
nues drop,” he said.

High rents are also a reason that small business-
es in Luxembourg suffer. “The reason why these 
(small businesses almost) don’t exist is because 
(rents) are super expensive,” Medard De Chardon 
said. He used the German city of Trier as a counter-
example to show how Luxembourg could do better. 
“In the centre (of Trier), there is a huge diversity of 
shops that are useful for residents. In Luxembourg, 
it’s very nice in the city centre, but I will not go 
to 70% of the shops,” he said. Instead of fancy de-
signer boutiques and jewellery shops, Luxembourg 

people could profit from small convenience stores 
or a bike repair shop. Instead, many Luxembourg 
residents are left with no other choice than to take 
the car and go to a supermarket even if they just 
need eggs or milk.

It’s a race

Creating more jobs, improving sustainability, 
building more, cleaning better, all this and more 
while catering to the needs of residence is a tall 
order for any city council. “You need really for-
ward-thinking politicians to put all the ingredi-
ents together, [which] they might not benefit from 
during their tenure,” Walker said. The results of 
decisions such as incentives for companies or spe-
cial courses offered by local universities may take 
a decade or longer to bear fruit. 

In Luxembourg, the situation is even more com-
plicated. With foreigners representing 70% of resi-
dents – but with no voting rights – politicians have 
no particular incentive to listen to the majority of 
residents. “Is it (only) the needs of Luxembourgish 
people who live in Luxembourg City or is it the 
needs of all people who live in the capital?” Medard 
De Chardon said.

And cities no longer compete with others just 
inside their own country – the race to attract em-
ployees is a global one. “If you went back 20 years 
ago, it was mostly domestic competition, so London 
would compete with Manchester or Edinburgh,” 
Walker said. “But with globalisation … companies 
can now have just one location per [time zone],” 
he said. 

If a business is choosing a location for its Euro-
pean headquarters, how liveable a city will be for 
future employees can be essential in decision-mak-
ing. “Luxembourg, alongside Frankfurt and Gene-
va, still has an image problem (when) attracting 
the young tech-savvy crowd because you need to 
create a buzz,” Pictet’s Kohalmi said. “And the buzz 
comes from having a certain type of momentum,” 
he said. Zurich, once only associated with private 
bankers and expensive skiing, now sports a 5,000 
strong Google campus. “It’s the architecture, the 
new (dining) concepts,” Kohalmi said. “You need 
to create a feeling, vibe, and (ensure) small little 
things that matter to the hip crowds,” he said. Joe 
& The Juice, a hip juice bar chain with loud pump-
ing music, or shared e-scooters are nowhere to be 
had in Luxembourg, which issued a ban when the 
first e-scooter provider rolled out the vehicles in the 
Grand Duchy’s capital. When asked when Luxem-
bourg was planning to also turn hip, Luxembourg 
City officials did not get back. 

Cities no longer 
compete with others 
just inside their own 
country – the race to 
attract employees is 
global

“Because of 
remote work-
ing, suddenly 
the idea
of living real-
ly close to the 
office is less 
appealing” – 
James  
Pomeroy
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“Brexit  
could happen 

again”
Like no other, Michel  

Barnier knows the frus-
trations of seeing a coun-

try leave the EU. His 
conclusion? Europe must 
unite – or watch America 

and China take over.

By Julie Edde and Yannick Lambert

Photos: Julien Mattia

Michel Barnier takes the time 
to talk to several pass-
ers-by who address him 
when he poses for photos 

in a park in Paris. They recognise one of 
Europe’s leading statesmen, though not 
all of them know who he is. These must be 
easier conversations for the former Eu-
ropean Commissioner than the arduous 
four-and-a-half year Brexit negotiations 
he just finished. In May, the 70-year old 
published a daily diary he kept of this 
“war of nerves”. A book that not only 
offers an eyewitness account of the his-
toric events, but also shows what drives 
a politician some say stands a chance of 
becoming France’s next president.

Can you share some of your best 

anecdotes during the Brexit  

negotiations?
The moment Jean-Claude Juncker 

designated me as negotiator is something 
I will never forget. Then there’s the ques-

Back in Paris: Michel Barnier 
left his role as Chief Brexit 
negotiator on 31 March. The 
European statesman is now 
contemplating getting back 
into national politics in France, 
where he once was a minister, 
a senator and a member of 
parliament. In Brussels, he 
served as a member of the  
European Commission twice.
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tioning of the Northern Ireland protocol by 
our British counterparts, which was a seri-
ous signal of defiance to me. Also, British 
tabloids accused me of being patient zero 
with Covid-19 and infecting UK officials. 
I told Boris Johnson it may have been the 
opposite.

You recently praised the UK's vaccina-

tion campaign. Is the UK's success due 

to Brexit?
No, it is not because of Brexit since health 

is not an EU competence. The EU has done 
well in coming up with a joint response to the 
pandemic and the procurement of vaccines. 
Of course, the procedures are more difficult 
to organise in 27 nations, and we will have 
to judge at the end of the crisis how well 
everyone did. But in a matter as serious as 
Covid-19, we should not engage in these po-
lemics. There are so many risks ahead of us, 

such as financial stability, climate change, 
terrorism, and future pandemics.

You recently said that the reasons which 

led to Brexit exist in other countries as 

well. What about France?
It’s too late for the UK but it’s not too late 

for us in the EU. The regions in the UK that 
were hit by unemployment, isolation and 
de-industrialisation, voted against Europe. 
And you find these circumstances in many 
other regions, in France, Belgium, the Neth-
erlands and elsewhere. There is a risk that 
unlikely events such as Brexit occur again. 
We must understand the popular senti-
ment and social anger. It’s not populism, 
it’s a populist feeling that has its reasons. 
We must respond to it, in France and else-
where. We must be less naïve in our trade 
agreements and the protection of our bor-
ders. Not all the answers can come from 

Brussels. We must draw lessons from the 
situation also in the national context. The 
crisis has revealed structural weaknesses 
that predate Covid-19 such as the lack of 
competitiveness, the trade deficit, security, 
the social divide.

What is your view on recent events in 

Northern Ireland?
The peace on the island of Ireland, 

guaranteed by the Good Friday Agreement, 
needed to be preserved [which meant there 
could not be] a border between Northern 
Ireland and Ireland. Equally, we needed to 
protect the single market and avoid goods 
from entering via Northern Ireland without 
controls. We worked on a solution with Boris 
Johnson to introduce checks and controls 
between Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 
something we should not dramatise. Now, 
the UK has taken unilateral measures in 
breach of the Protocol. I urge everyone to 
respect their commitments. It is fundamen-
tal for peace and trust.

What role did small nations like Luxem-

bourg play during the negotiations?
Every European country, regardless of its 

size, contributes to the whole. Perhaps for 
the first time in a negotiation of this scale, 
the Commission spoke to all 27 countries at 
the same time on every topic through their 
representatives. This created a relationship 
of trust with other heads of state and gov-
ernment, including Prime Minister Xavier 
Bettel, on topics such as financial services or 
the preservation of the single market, which 
matter to your country.

After Brexit, many companies opened 

subsidiaries in Europe to maintain their 

access to the single market. How can we 

make sure that they have actual busi-

ness on the continent, and aren’t here 

only in name?
What you describe is the risk of letter-

box companies. The European Commission 
and the financial regulators in each country 
must do their job and check whether these 
companies have a credible presence. I told 
the British to act in good faith. It becomes a 
problem if it turns out that companies only 
appear to be established in Europe to benefit 
from passporting [rights] and do not have 
their real business in the EU.

“We must 
be less naive 
in our trade 
agreements 
and the pro-
tection of 
borders”
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Do you see pressure arising on the pass-

porting of financial services after Brexit,  

given that funds are administered in a 

different country than they are man-

aged? And how much of a role does tax 

play here?

If we looked closely, we would find coun-
tries in the EU who are playing a regulato-
ry game to create a tax advantage. I won’t 
give names. Tax, sadly, remains a point of 
contention within the EU. Firms that set 
up new operations in Europe need to tru-
ly establish themselves here and adhere to 
European rules. We should not have a short-
term memory and remember the financial 
crisis that started in 2008 and which hit all 
European economies brutally, wiping out 
millions of jobs because there was a lack of 
good regulation and supervision. As Euro-
pean commissioner for financial markets 
at the time I had to rebuild the financial 
framework and put forward 41 regulatory 
pieces of legislation during five years. And 
39 of them were agreed with the approval of 
the British, except two on short-selling and 
the capping of bonuses.

You recently said that another financial 

crisis could be looming. Where are the 

risks?
There are always risks in property bub-

bles and in digital technology, which is 
why the EU should create the position of 
a financial prosecutor for more centralised 
supervision. The prosecutor would monitor 
European and international financial insti-
tutions who jeopardise financial stability in 
Europe by contravening regulatory and su-
pervisory rules and take them to court. The 
EU is missing a financial watchdog to crack 
down on firms that do not respect the rules. 
We have seen in the past that it was often the 
case that financial institutions thought there 
were no rules for them. 

Could ESMA fulfil that role?
I think we need a new body for this role, 

it was not included in ESMA’s statute. You 
could imagine expanding ESMA’s role or 
creating a specific role for an independent 

body with the powers to monitor, evaluate 
and sanction including issuing fines. I have 
always been struck by the difference be-
tween Europe and the United States, where 
fines of hundreds of millions of dollars can 
be imposed, including on EU firms.

Freedom of movement is at the heart of 

the EU. But Brexit - and now the health 

crisis – have weakened that principle. 

As a true European, how does that make 

you feel?
I do not agree with the way you phrased 

this question … it’s Brexit that recreates 
borders, it’s not the European project that 
weakened. In a global world, it is better to 
stay together … and be respected, notably 
by the Chinese and Americans. But the Eu-
ropean project remains solid, and we have 
a key asset – the single market – together 
with our principles – the free movement of 
people, goods, services and capital.

But what about the fact that the EU 

wants to introduce a vaccination  

passport?
The Schengen Agreement has always 

foreseen the temporary reestablishment of 

internal borders in case of a crisis. We are 
facing a pandemic that has dealt an incred-
ible blow, put a halt to the world economy 
and caused innumerable social and human 
consequences. The certificate the European 
Commission has proposed is an easy tool to 
protect the freedom of movement. The main 
objective must be to protect human health 
and security.

How do you see the current EU push for 

strategic autonomy?
China, the US – the number one power 

in the world – Brazil, or India and Russia 
are countries that don’t need anyone. They 
have their place at the table where the world 
order is decided. In Europe, we must work 
together, otherwise we risk becoming mere 
spectators of our own destiny. For us in Eu-
rope, being free means working together. We 
need to have common competences and a 
shared conception of sovereignty, such as 
in monetary policy, otherwise we are con-
demned to be spectators only.

What about other areas such as IT, tech-

nology or artificial intelligence? Europe 

is far behind the US and China and has 

lost the UK, which was leading in these 

areas.
It is true that the biggest tech companies 

are American and Chinese. But we do well 
in areas such as aviation with Airbus, or 
in space with Ariane. We need to continue 
these investments. The best protection is 
to avoid protectionism and to invest to-
gether. In this regard, the reaction to the 
Covid-19 crisis by borrowing together and 
the establishment of the EU Recovery and 
Resilience Facility is a welcome very wel-
come development.

Will you be a candidate at the caucus of 

your party Les Républicains?
When the time comes, I will take a 

well-considered position in the electoral 
process. But for now, I want to work in the 
collective spirit of my political family, Les 
Républicains, who need more unity than 
personal ambition.

“There is a risk that 
unlikely events such 
as Brexit occur again”
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The first major build-
ing project (Héich-
haus) in Kirchberg, 
constructed in the 
1960s

History is written by the victors. It is also, 
on occasion, written by fatigued polit-
ical leaders looking for a compromise 
at 3 o’clock in the morning so they can 

go to bed.
Such is the story of how Lux-

embourg became the first home 
for Europe’s fledging common 
institutions in the 1950s, as the 
six founding members, through 
bleary eyes and yawns, changed 
the course of the Grand Duchy’s 
history.

For a few short years, Luxembourg was firmly 
established as the geographical centre of the Euro-
pean Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), the first 
step countries took to share sovereignty to prevent 
new conflict after the deep wounds of World War II.

Whether the result of a deliberate strategy, an 
overly laissez-faire attitude or the stance taken by 

For a few short 
years in the 
1950s, Lux-
embourg was 
firmly estab-
lished as the 
geographical 
centre of Eu-
rope’s fledging 
institutions

The arrival of the 
institutions led to 
the redevelopment 
of the Kirchberg 
area

For a brief moment in history, 
Luxembourg dreamed of becoming 
the EU’s futuristic new capital

By John Monaghan  
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other countries – the reasons why Luxembourg never 
managed to establish itself as the EU’s permanent home 
remain a subject of debate.   

The vision of a single location for the continent’s in-
stitutions on federal land is laid out in the 1970s memoirs 
of Jean Monnet, the French entrepreneur, political advi-
sor and driving force behind the European community.

Referring to the torturous negotiations over a venue, 
Monnet, who became the first president of the ECSC, 
writes: “I had no preference for one place in Europe 
rather than another: all that mattered to me was that 
it should be the site of all the institutions and that it 
should become a European territory, the embryo of a 
future Federal District.”

The historian and academic Jean-Marie Majerus 
says that he interprets Monnet’s vision to resemble “a 
Washington DC area” with territory which Luxembourg 
would have ceded entirely to the budding European fed-
eration. For a country slowly rebuilding its shattered 

sovereignty after the Nazi occupation a decade earlier, 
the plan would have been a politically sensitive one, 
Majerus explains: “I am not sure this would have been 
accepted by the Luxembourgish population.”

Hosting the ECSC meant Luxembourg had claimed 
at least some role in Europe’s future, although Monnet 
says that the story of “how the High Authority (of the 
ECSC) ended up in Luxembourg” at a conference in July 
1952 “after eighteen hours haggling is an unedifying 
tale”.

After Saarbrücken was dismissed as a potential ven-
ue, Italian Prime Minister Alcide De Gasperi pleaded to 
adjourn the debate until September, pending an agree-
ment between France and Germany on the Saarland 
– then still a disputed territory. But Monnet refused, 
saying the ECSC had “waited long enough”.

“The competition for the capital began again, and only 
fatigue brought it to an end,” Monnet reveals. “At three 
in the morning, we were in both Strasbourg and Turin. 
I then declared that in this case the ministers must no 
longer count on my accepting the offer of the Presidency 
which the six Governments had made.”

As the impasse continued, “we heard the voice of 
Joseph Bech (Luxembourg’s Foreign Minister), who until 

then had seemed half-asleep: ‘I propose that work be-
gin right away in Luxembourg: that will give us time to 
reflect’,” Monnet writes.

As a hastily arranged provisional solution, Luxem-
bourg, with “no buildings ready”, had to quickly pre-
pare to host the new institutions, explains Jean-Marie 
Majerus.

“Nothing was prepared for Luxembourg, we had no 
buildings in those days. The railway company was kicked 
out of the Place de Metz, they put the Court of Justice 
in there,” he says.

The Grand Duchy’s transformation – which began 
with the influx of those first workers for the new institu-
tions – is reflected in the astonishing fact that today half 

of the country’s population was not born in Luxembourg. 
Now home to 11,000 EU civil servants, Luxembourg’s 
place at the heart of the bloc has altered its landscape.

Jean Monnet recalls that the Grand Duchy’s sudden 
thrust into the European spotlight in the 1950s was not 
universally popular amongst the Luxembourgish public. 
“The Luxembourgers were flattered by this sudden in-
terest, which gave their country prestige and promised 
well for the tourist season,” his memoirs record.

“The more traditionalist among them came to regret 
Joseph Bech’s diplomatic victory, whose results grad-
ually altered the balance of their small national com-
munity,” he observes. “To tell the truth, I had not made 
any plans for a large-scale and lasting establishment, 

because I still hoped then – as I do even today – that 
the European institutions would eventually be located 
in an independent ‘District’,” adds Monnet, giving an 
insight into his long-term vision.

The issue came to the fore again in the negotiations 
leading to the 1957 Treaty of Rome. In his book The 
Rise of Luxembourg: From Independence to Success, 
historian Emile Haag says that Luxembourg “did not 
participate actively in the key discussions”– which may 
have been a deliberate strategy. “Rumours circulating in 
Luxembourg claimed that housing too many European 
institutions and bureaucrats would destabilise the more 
conservative Luxembourg national community.”

It was decided that – again as a temporary sticking 
plaster to appease all parties – while Luxembourg would 
retain the institutions of the ECSC, other bodies were to 
be situated in Brussels, which was to host the European 
Economic Community and Euratom, and Strasbourg, 
which became the Parliamentary Assembly of the ECSC 
(later the European Parliament).

 Seeking a long-term home for the institutions, it 
was around this time that the government turned its 
attentions to the Kirchberg plateau – which the Nazis 
had previously earmarked as a prime location for con-
struction. The state launched a controversial purchase 

“It should be the site of all 
the institutions... Europe-
an territory, the embryo of 
a future Federal District” 
Jean Monnet

A model of the planned 
“grousse Kueb” project is held 
in the Lëtzebuerg City Muse-
um (right). The proposal for 
the huge new EU Parliament 
building was dropped following 
fierce opposition in the late 
1970s, and a smaller hemicycle 
was built instead. However, 
within two years of its opening, 
the Parliament had relocated 
permanently to Strasbourg.
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scheme, under which farmers were often left with de-
risory sums as compensation for their land.

The thorny subject of location was again on the ta-
ble at the signing of the Merger Treaty in 1965, which 
combined the continent’s three institutions under one 
umbrella. Notes written by Luxembourgish diplomats 
in Brussels at the time warned Prime Minister Pierre 
Werner that he should be on his guard as a campaign 
to promote the Belgian capital was gaining momentum 
and Luxembourg risked being left in the shadows, ac-
cording to Majerus.

Werner was well aware that he had to be prepared to 
compromise and that meant offering the Grand Duchy 
as a location for meetings during periods of the year 
when the weather was better. “Werner knew that they 
(other EC countries) would not come here when there 
was snow or ice or bad weather,” Majerus explains, refer-
ring to the road connecting Brussels with Luxembourg,  
a route that leads through the Ardennes, where weather 
can be unforgiving.

In the end, Werner negotiated a compromise that 
all institutions – and any future ones – in the areas of 
economy, finance and infrastructure would go to Lux-
embourg as “compensation” for the loss of the European 
Commission and Council to Brussels.

Under the deal, Luxembourg would host bodies such 
as the European Court of Justice, the European Invest-
ment Bank and the future European Court of Auditors. 
It would also retain the Secretariat of the Parliament 
and host the meetings of the Council of Ministers three 
times a year.

“If we had lost everything, then it would have felt 
like a defeat. Luxembourgish people had gotten used to 
being an international capital. Werner negotiated hard 
for it,” says Majerus.

Yet Luxembourg’s place at the heart of Europe was 
also one which caused a “mixed reaction”, says Maje-
rus: “The Luxembourg public was not always in favour 
because the housing market was (getting more expen-
sive). People had a feeling that housing costs were get-
ting (more expensive) because of (the influx from the 
European Community),” explains Majerus.

Although the 1965 deal had fixed Strasbourg as the 
main seat of the European Parliament, with Luxem-
bourg as the headquarters of the Secretariat, the two 
cities continued to engage in a tug-of-war for supremacy. 
The Schuman building in Kirchberg – built in the early 
1970s – had a 120-seat debating chamber and hosted 
some plenary sessions between 1973 and 1979. Howev-
er, the building soon became too small to host officials 
from an ever-expanding European Communities, which 
added another three countries in 1973.

That is when Luxembourg decided to make a bold 
architectural claim to supremacy in the EC. Turning 
to Roger Taillibert, who had built the Olympic stadium 
in Montreal, the country set about designing a new Eu-
ropean Parliament, a mammoth structure that would 
include a debating chamber, three floors of museums, 
a library, two restaurants and 25 floors of offices in the 
Kirchberg. Nicknamed the “grousse Kueb” (the giant 
crow or giant raven), its inclined tower would reach a 
height of 174 metres and have a huge hemicycle with 
space for 600 deputies – at an estimated cost of 4 billion 
Luxembourg francs – the equivalent of around €100 
million today.

“It would have been the most spectacular building, 
like a spaceship,” explains Boris Fuge from the Lëtze-
buerg City Museum, which holds a copy of the plans for 
Taillibert's project, as well as a model of the design. Un-
surprisingly, it ran into immediate opposition. A poster 
from the time states that “We are for the European Par-
liament in Luxembourg!” but against the grousse Kueb, 
citing the huge cost and a comment that “we don’t want 
our city to be spoilt”.

A petition opposing the project gathered more than 
5,000 signatures and was handed over to the President 
of the Chamber of Deputies.

The plans for the “grousse Kueb” were also under-
mined by the economic reality facing Luxembourg in 
the late 1970s, Majerus explains.

“We had a big economic crisis in the 1970s with 
steel. There was not a lot of money (to carry through the 
proposal)… in the first instance Luxembourg taxpayers 
would have to pay for it,” he notes.

Fuge believes that the Liberal government of Gaston 
Thorn – the only administration headed by non-con-
servatives between the end of World War II and Xavier 
Bettel’s formation of a government in 2013 – had entirely 
misread public opinion. “I think the Liberals wanted to 
push this project to modernise Luxembourg, but (voting 
patterns show) this is a conservative country,” adds Fuge.

Luxembourg’s former Prime Minister Jacques Santer, 
who was in opposition at the time of Taillibert’s proposal, 
says that the plan was “too big, it would have upset the 
harmony of the Kirchberg”.

The internal opposition coincided with growing 
frustration from national governments, irritated by 
the constant chopping and changing of locations for 
meetings of the European Parliament. Running out of 
time to get the building ready for the 1979 European 
elections, which would see the arrival of the first directly 

elected representatives, the government decided to drop 
the unpopular proposal and instead quickly approved a 
smaller hemicycle. 

Known as the “klenge Kueb” (the little crow or little 
raven), it was designed by architect Pierre Bohler.  How-
ever, within just two years of its inauguration, the Eu-
ropean Parliament moved permanently to Strasbourg. 

In August 1981, Luxembourg launched an appeal 
against the move with the European Court of Justice, 
but it proved unsuccessful.

Taillibert, who died aged 93 in October 2019, designed 
Luxembourg’s nearby National Sport and Culture Centre 
(d’Coque) – an equally massive project. 

The meetings of the Council of the European Union 
– held in April, June and October in the Grand Duchy 
– today take place in the European Convention Center 

The government 
dropped the unpop-
ular proposal and 
quickly approved a 
smaller hemicycle

The Kirchberg area 
has been trans-
formed over the de-
cades to become the 
home of the many 
EU institutions and 
agencies based in 
Luxembourg. Today 
11,000 EU civil ser-
vants live and work 
in the country.

Architect Roger 
Taillibert designed 
the National Sport 
and Culture Centre 
(d’Coque), seen 
above. The Phil-
harmonie concert 
hall was built on 
the land (right) 
which was initially 
earmarked for Tail-
libert's plans for the 
EU Parliament. 
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Luxembourg (ECCL) in Kirchberg, a short distance from 
the hemicycle.

The European Commission also has access to the 
main ECCL building and hemicycle for meetings as it 
awaits the completion of the Jean Monnet II complex.

Both the ECCL and hemicycle are open for confer-
ences and events during the year, although the main 
ECCL building is not available for use during the months 
when the meetings of the Council of the European Union 
take place. 

But the hemicycle – once the pinnacle of Luxem-
bourg’s European ambitions – is no longer used for its 
original purpose any more.

History has moved on. In 1992, the EU reached a 
final compromise at a summit in Edinburgh, which fixed 
Strasbourg as the seat of the Parliament, although addi-
tional plenary sessions and committee meetings would 
also be held in Brussels. Luxembourg’s status was dealt 
another blow as Brussels conceded for the first time that 
it was time other countries also needed a piece of the 
cake. The Grand Duchy kept its existing institutions, but 
the location of any other bodies or departments “set up 
or to be set up” in the future would be “decided by com-
mon agreement” between countries with “appropriate 
priority to member states who do not at present provide 
the sites for community institutions”. 

While Luxembourg was chosen as the location of the 
European Stability Mechanism (ESM) and the European 
Public Prosecutor’s Office (EPPO), it missed out on the 

Punching above its weight

11,000 civil servants work for the following EU insti-
tutions and agencies, which are all based in Luxem-
bourg:

• Secretariat General of the European Parliament

• European Public Prosecutor’s Office

• Entities from 20 Directorates-General of the Europe-
an Commission

• Eurostat, the statistical office of the European Union

• Publications Office of the European Union

• European Court of Auditors

• European Court of Justice and Court of First Instance

• European Investment Bank and the European Invest-
ment Fund

• European Financial Stability Facility

• European Stability Mechanism 

• Translation Centre for the Bodies of the European 
Union

• Euratom Supply Agency 

• EuroHPC

European Central Bank (ECB) and the EU’s law enforce-
ment agency Europol. In 1997, the Treaty of Amster-
dam formally repealed the contents of the 1965 Merger 
Treaty, which had contained the special provisions for 
Luxembourg.

In his book, Emile Haag argues that the “golden 
opportunity” for Luxembourg was effectively lost for 
good in 1957, at the negotiations which expanded the 
European institutions and saw both Brussels and Stras-
bourg gain a foothold as locations. “Luxembourg lost its 
prominent position as the sole capital of the community, 
and all efforts by subsequent governments to turn back 
the clock failed ... they say that opportunities, once lost, 
never return: the Bech government in 1957 missed this 
golden opportunity,” writes Haag. “When Pierre Werner 
took over in 1959, the fate of Luxembourg in Europe was 
already sealed. The only remaining issue was how to lim-
it the losses and keep, if possible, a sizeable share of the 
European institutions in Luxembourg, its first capital.”

The criticism of Bech is perhaps a little unfair, adds 
Majerus, who believes that the odds were always stacked 
against Luxembourg becoming the permanent home 
of the institutions. “Even if Bech had done (all that he 
could), he would not have been able to convince others 
about Luxembourg (as a permanent venue),” he says.

The vision of a European Parliament building domi-
nating the Kirchberg skyline “would be approved today”, 
Majerus believes. “I think had the grousse Kueb been built 
it would have been more difficult for France (to promote 
Strasbourg as the location),” he adds. 

Jacques Santer, who served as the President of the 
European Commission from 1995 to 1999, believes that 
for a “small country” such as Luxembourg “it is not so 
easy” to rally support to be chosen as the venue for EU 
institutions. He cites the example of the European Central 
Bank – which under the terms of the 1965 treaty regard-
ing financial institutions should in theory have gone to 
Luxembourg but was ultimately positioned in Frankfurt 
– as one case where “we had no chance” in negotiations.

Of Luxembourg’s place as a permanent home for the 
EU institutions, Santer agrees that the debate was set-
tled a long time ago, never to return. “I think that in the 
1950s, that opportunity was lost. Now (such a prospect) 
is unrealistic,” the former prime minister concludes.

“Luxembourg lost its 
prominent position...
all efforts to turn 
back the clock failed” 
Emile Haag
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Once you’re in, you’re in for life. It is dif-
ficult to get excommunicated,” is how 
David Henriques jokingly describes 
the strong bonds that knit together to 

form the Gaelic Sports Club Luxembourg (GSCL).
The club, formed in 1978, carries the distinc-

tion of being the oldest Gaelic Athletic Associa-
tion (GAA) sports club – offering the traditional 
Irish games of men and women’s Gaelic football, 
hurling and camogie – on the continent of Eu-
rope. Henriques, the club’s secretary, arrived in 
Luxembourg a decade ago when work dried up 
at home during the financial crash. He notes the 
irony of being “an Irishman with a Portuguese 
surname” who has “wound up in a country with 
one of the biggest Portuguese populations”. 
Around one-sixth of Luxembourg’s population 
was either born in Portugal or claims Portuguese 
ancestry. “I think the Iberian blood left a long 
time ago,” he notes drily.

The club was set up in 1978, after the first 
wave of Irish people arrived in the Grand Duchy 
to take up posts in the European institutions, as 
a consequence of the Republic of Ireland join-
ing the European Communities, the forerunner 
of the European Union, five years earlier. Club 
stalwart Cathal Davey and founding member Eo-
ghan Ó hAnnracháin wrote a book in 2008, More 
than a Sporting Experience: 30 years of Gaelic 

Europe’s oldest Gaelic club 
has been promoting 

Irish sports in the  
Grand Duchy since 1978

By John Monaghan

Photos: Guy Jallay

A corner of 
Luxembourg  

that is forever 
green

Four decades on, the 
club remains a focal 
point for the Irish 
community
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Games in Luxembourg, to commemorate 
the club’s 30th anniversary, outlining those 
early days and the hurdles faced in setting 
up a formal structure. In the mid-1970s, 
informal gatherings of the Irish commu-
nity for music sessions, hurling and Gaelic 
football practice took place in “fields near 
the airport and on land to the west of the 
city…camaraderie and relaxation were the 
keynotes”, the book says. 

But when the initial community moved 
to set up a formal GAA club, things became 
trickier, the book explains. “There were no 
such teams then in existence in other con-
tinental cities with which matches could be 
arranged,” the book says. “Players based 
in Luxembourg were still not sufficiently 
numerous enough to provide the basis for a 
full team with substitutes.” Other problems 
included a lack of regularly available pitch-
es and the fact that many fields were too 

Sport and politics

The Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) was formed in 1884, 
during a cultural revival that promoted and emphasised Irish 
identity and culture as distinct. Support grew for nationalist 
demands for either limited self-government or total inde-
pendence from Britain, and the founders of the GAA aimed 
to draw people away from sports such as cricket, rugby or 
football which were considered “foreign” – in practice British. 
Under GAA rules, members could not watch or play any “im-
ported game” until 1971 without the risk of being suspended. 
Owing to the Association's history and links to Irish national-
ism, unionists in Northern Ireland (who consider themselves 
British and wish to remain part of the UK) have generally 
tended to ignore the games.

small to host hurling matches. And Lux-
embourg insurance companies were left 
bewildered by a request to provide cover for 
potential mishaps arising from a hard ball 
being fired from a stick at dazzling speeds. 
“The issue of insurance was also a concern 
because of the potential civil responsibili-
ty that could arise should a passer-by or a 
parked car be struck by a sliotar (the ball 
used in hurling),” the book records.

The GAA’s headquarters, based in Dub-
lin, was not in favour either, telling the pio-
neers that “the founding of a club appeared 
to be excessively cumbersome”. It was only 
in 1978 that the intrepid group managed to 
get a formal structure in place. From small 
beginnings, the GAA took on a new lease 
of life in Europe at the turn of the century, 
as more and more Irish sought out new 
opportunities in the EU. Luxembourg is 
now one of 90 GAA clubs in existence on 
the continent. 

Although a focal point for the Grand 
Duchy’s Irish community, a range of oth-
er nationalities, including South Africans, 
Finnish and Luxembourgers, have equal-
ly tried their hand at the games. They are 
mostly interested in Gaelic football, Hen-
riques says, as the skill level and sheer in-
tensity of hurling can put people off. Locals 
stumbling upon either of the games are 
“generally bewildered”, he notes with a 
laugh, though they often “say it looks like 

The club's activities 
have been severely 
curtailed in the past 
year by the Covid-19 
pandemic

The club fields 
teams in all four 
codes, including 
hurling (above), 
and ladies football 
(above right, photo 
courtesy of GSCL)

Luxembourg is now 
one of 90 GAA clubs 
on the continent
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fun”. As many Irish come and go from the 
Grand Duchy for employment reasons, the 
membership does tend to be “a bit transient”. 
“People come and look at Luxembourg as a 
2-3 year (venture) to pad out the career. I 
myself thought ‘I will give it two years’. But 
some people fall in love with the place and 
they stay,” Henrique says.

Across the four so-called codes – hurling, 
camogie, Gaelic football and ladies football - 
the club fields teams in regional and Europe-
an tournaments, scooping a number of titles 
over the past two decades. The club were the 
inaugural winners of the continent’s camogie 
championship in 2008 while the club’s wom-
en footballers conquered Europe with four 
titles in five years between 2002 and 2006. 
More recently, Luxembourg’s hurlers won the 
European championship in 2017, interrupt-
ing the complete dominance of Belgium – 
which has won the title every other year since 
2013. The men’s footballers tasted success in 
the 11-a-side senior championship in 2016 
and captured the main 15-a-side title the fol-
lowing year. Trainings take place at the Stade 
Michel Wagner in Weimerskirch, which is 
run by the city and shared with other sports, 
with games played at different pitches, de-
pending on availability. For tournaments, the 
club approaches local soccer clubs to meet its 
requirements for a larger space.

Rules of the game

Gaelic football at first glance resembles a 
cross between soccer and rugby. The ball 
is slightly smaller, yet heavier, than the 
one used in soccer, while the H-shaped 
goals are akin to rugby goalposts. The 
stick and ball game of hurling is a fast-
paced assault on the senses, in which 
players try and maintain balance while 
running with the stick (known as the 
hurl) and the ball (or sliotar). Both sports 
consist of teams of 15 players, while the 
scoring system is the same, with three 
points for a goal scored under the bar and 
one point for a shot over it. All players 
are amateurs who do not receive salaries. 
There are more than 2,200 clubs in Ire-
land, run entirely by volunteers and which 
are traditionally attached to a parish. At 
the heart of local communities, the club 
functions as both a sporting and social 
hub, hosting various events throughout 
the year, including fundraisers, dinners, 
dances, Irish language classes and tradi-
tional music sessions.

take place over several weekends in differ-
ent cities, ground to a halt as the Covid-19 
pandemic hit. At the time of writing, with 
limited training sessions just restarting, 
Henriques is highly doubtful whether this 
year’s contests will be able to go ahead. “We 
did a few training sessions in the autumn, 
between the two lockdowns, and a few 
friendly games, but no tournaments hap-
pened at all,” he says. Members have sorely 
missed both the sporting and the social life 
of the club – which plays such a key role in 
helping Irish arrivals settle –  in the past 12 
months, laments Henriques. “People might 
go for a pint after training. People miss it, 
particularly now people are going crazy for 
any kind of activity,” Henriques says. “What 
is any Irish person anywhere going to do: 
they will find a pub and a GAA club. The 
social aspect is massive. It is a focal point.”

The degree to which he is right is il-
lustrated by a story told in the 2008 book. 
In 1996, several players due to line out for 
Luxembourg in a hurling match in Auxerre, 
France, missed the start of the game as their 
car broke down. Three Irish students, who 
happened to be in the area on a French lan-
guage course, had read about the match in 
a local newspaper and turned up, hoping to 
play – thus saving the day for Luxembourg. 

While many things have changed in the 
decades since the club laid down its first 
roots in Luxembourg, others remain con-
stant. Citing research carried out a gen-
eration earlier for a publication about the 
relationship between Irish people and their 
everyday language, the 2008 book notes that 
the “most widespread theme in Irish con-
versation was sport – and not politics, the 
weather or work. This happy attitude is true 
of our community in Luxembourg, today.”

Competitions in recent years have been 
held at a variety of locations, including the 
grounds of US Hostert, in the commune of 
Niederanven, and in Junglister and Beggen. 
Last year’s tournaments, which normally 
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The garden of the Heintz van 
Landewyck tobacco plant sits 
abandoned. It is situated in 
one of Luxembourg’s former 

industrial districts, Hollerich. Outside 
of the park cars trudge down the road, 
the smell of tar and concrete permeating 
the air, while the sounds clattering from 
building and road works resonate around 
the district. 

But beyond the road and trees, the park 
is a place of tranquillity, with memories 
of workers from the tobacco factory com-
ing into the area on their breaks, milling 
around the swimming pool or trees, to 
smoke a cigarette and gossip. With its 

lush green grass and trees, with petals 
sprinkled about and a fresh smell, it is 
a marked contrast with the rest of the 
surroundings. 

One of the factory’s former owners – 
Joseph-Heintz Michaelis – created the 
park for his family and the employees so 
they could meet there and have parties. 
Now that the factory is moving out of the 
city, the park sits empty. At the centre of 
it is a pool that workers could use during 
summer to cool off during their breaks or 
after work. It also functioned as a water 
reservoir in case a fire broke out. But now 
it sits deserted as the centre piece of this 
historical landmark. 

T h e 
p a r a d i s e 

b e h i n d 
t h e  f e n c e

Hundreds of people walk down the Rue de Hollerich near the central 

train station every day, weaving in and out of parked cars and con-

struction work. The street is an avenue of chaos, cracks in the pave-

ments, half-finished buildings and workmen galore. But at number 31, 

there is a paradise to be found. If only one looks behind the fence. 

By Kate Oglesby

Photos: Eberhard Wolf

Once open only 
for employees of 
a tobacco factory, 
the park will now 
be open to the 
public
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At one end of the swimming pool is the 
sculpture of a deer, designed by local art-
ist Auguste Trémont, who also created the 
two lions on the “Knuedler”, for the 1937 
World Fair in Paris. Nearby stands the for-
mer main guardhouse of the Prussian gar-
rison in Luxembourg. The “Haaptwuecht” 
originally stood at the Place d’Armes, but 
Michaelis moved it in 1902.

The park was always private, and is 
now deserted – but will become a city 
park in a few years’s time as part of a 
redesign of the entire plot, which spans 
some 20.5 hectares between rue de Holl-
erich and rue d’Aciérie. The land will host 
a housing complex for around 4,500 people 

– Nei Hollerich – including in the former 
tobacco plant, the Heintz van Landewyck 
building.

 Factory development  
 
The plant, a national historical mon-

ument like the park, was home to a fam-
ily-owned tobacco factory until recently. 
Although it is no longer a production site,  
it still holds the Heintz van Landewyck 
headquarters – and will continue to do so 
after the site is ready. 

The factory, built in the 1930s, was con-
structed by George Strauss in the Bauhaus 
architecture style. Bauhaus originated in 

The park – a 
protected land-
mark – will be 
at the centre of 
a development 
housing 4,500 
people The former main 

guardhouse of the 
Prussian garrison in 
Luxembourg – orig-
inally at the Place 
d’Armes – is now in 
the park
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Germany in 1919 when architect Walter 
Gropius opened a school of art and design 
of the same name in Weimar. The style 
is characterised by flat roofs, functional 
design and the use of materials such as 
steel, glass and concrete. The Heintz van 
Landewyck building for instance has a 
steel frame, covered by concrete. “For the 
time [it was a] very modern approach,” 
said Patrick Meyer, who heads Belvedere 
Architecture, responsible for the new site. 
“It’s the same way they built skyscrapers 
in the United States [in the 1930s].” 

 

History of a tobacco company
 
The architects looked at plans of the 

original building and at what changes were 
made, in order to return it to its original 
state. One thing that will be brought back 
are rounded glass windows on the side of 
the building – a typical feature of Bauhaus 
architecture. “It’s a very special building, 
because we don't have many of these kinds 
of buildings in Luxembourg,” said Meyer. 
“That’s the great challenge, that people un-
derstand which parts of the building are 

new and which are the historical parts of 
the building… long before I knew that I 
wanted to be an architect, I came down this 
street with my mother to go shopping in 
Luxembourg,” said Meyer. “We passed this 
road and I knew this building, and knew 
that it existed because it was different, it 
was special… it's the kind of project you 
know that it's a once in a lifetime.” 

Heintz van Landewyck is a Luxem-
bourg family-owned tobacco company. It 
has six production plants, two in Luxem-
bourg, and one each in Germany, Belgium, 
the Netherlands and Hungary. The com-
pany began when Jean-Pierre Heintz, just 
25 years old opened a tobacco shop and 
small factory in the city centre in 1847. The 
name of the factory comes from Heintz’s 
wife – Joséphine van Landewyck – whose 
name was a reputational boost because of 
the high quality of Dutch tobacco at the 
time. Company head Joseph Heintz-Mi-
chaelis moved the factory to Hollerich at 
the turn of the twentieth century, follow-
ing complaints from residents about the 
smell and noise. 

The park is partially 
visible only, through  

barbed wire that 
shields it from one of 

Luxembourg City’s 
most urban areas
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Fieldshow’r is a mobile out-
door shower made out of 
galvanized and powder-coat-
ed iron tubes and a stainless 
steel spear and pedal.  The 
spear & pedal helps you to 
firmly plant the Fieldshow’r in 
lots of soils of your choice. All 
the connectors, tap and show-
erhead are made of brass. Just 
click your garden hose to the 
standard quick connector at 
the base and your garden 
shower is ready. Weight 10 Kg.

FIELDSHOW’R
435 €

Cult is an elevated planter designed 
to help you grow your own vegeta-
bles and herbs with pride and with-
out the need of a vast garden. Cult 
holds soil up to 40 cm deep and is lift 
ed up to 70 cm high.

CULT
945 €

Chest’r is a roomy, elegant storage 
made of wood and canvas, capable of 
seating up to five adults. The top and 
base are made out of waterproof Ther-
mowood pine and have been dipped in a 
protective oil to prevent damage from rain 
and snow.

CHEST’R
1195 €

Made out of waterproof and sun 
proof materials, Moon Soon is 
happy outdoors whatever the 
weather. The energy-saving LED 
bulb runs off a 12 Volts battery, 
whose weight adds sufficient stabil-
ity to withstand even very strong 
winds. The rechargeable battery of-
fers 20 hours of intense light auton-
omy. Wall bracket not included. 
Weight 6 Kg., 7-70 cm

MOON SOON
695 €

New on 
wortshop.lu

These products are not on exhibition in the Wortshop in Gasperich. For more infor-
mation, please visit the Outdoor Collection on our website www.wortshop.lu.

You can also contact us by phone at +352 4993 600 or  
by e-mail at info@wortshop.lu.



Apps to know Luxembourg 
By Jenny Biver

If you’re new to Luxembourg, then 
the Cityapp-VDL, which gives 
tourist information on the city 

but also lists events based on user 
preferences. The Lux City Travel 
Guide is a digital guide that works offline 
too, providing different itineraries and 
pocket guides. If you’re interested in the 
secret spots around the Grand Duchy, 
then What’sUp!Luxembourg lists them, 
but also has handy information on 

where to find rest rooms, gas stations 
and recycling centres. Vakanz Doheem 
promotes staycations, and the app invites 
you to explore a number of beautiful 
places around the country using the 360° 
viewer. If you find the perfect photo on 
your explorations, you can use P&T’s 
SmartPostcard app to send a postcard 
to friends and family around the world. 
Culture vultures can download the 
Luxembourg Card to their smartphones. 
The digital pass provides reduced price 
entry into many museums, galleries and 
tourist attractions.

Barefoot walking 
Revitalise your senses with one of 

Luxembourg’s barefoot paths or “Buer-
fousswee”, which invite you to take off 
your shoes and feel nature’s elements 
between your toes. The Medernach 
Barefoot Path is a short 750m trail 
which encourages you to wade through 
slime, walk on mulch, and generally 
slide and pick your way across eight 
stations, until at the end, you can give 
your energised feet a welcome bath. 
Open from 1 May to 30 September the 
path starts at Camping Auf Kengert. 
The sensory path at Parc L’eh has 19 
stations to get your feet tingling. Fif-
teen of them are ground-filled sections 
filled with different materials such as 
pine cones, small pebbles, tree and co-
conut bark, peat, slate and tree park, to 
treat your soles to different sensations, 
and possibly a little exfoliation. The 
other four stations include balancing 
ropes and a rope bridge, to bring out 
the monkey in you. If you enjoy that, 
then Parc L’eh has treetop courses you 
can try out. A third barefoot path can 
be found behind the elementary school 
in Born. Salzmännchegaart reveals the 
regions subterranean rocks, including 
sandstone, dolomite and clay mark, 
so you can combine an education in 
geology with a sensory experience for 
your feet. 

Brewed locally 
Luxembourg has a brewing tradi-

tion that dates back to the 1300s when 
the monks of Neumünster Abbey start-
ed making ale in the Grund quarter of 
the city. In the past decade a number 
of microbreweries have sprung up, 
producing bespoke artisanal beers 
including IPAs (India Pale Ales) and 
darker fruiter stouts, and bio, vegan 
and low-carb lagers. Bare Brewing 
first starting producing beers in  2017 
at their premises in Differdange. The 
name “bare” refers to the transpar-
ent process in which they create their 
brews, with no hidden ingredients. 
Varieties include an espresso stout 
that combines locally roasted beans 
with unfiltered beer, and a winter beer 
which  mingles locally-produced honey 
and quince juice with orange peel 
during the brewing. Another relative 
newcomer, Twisted Cat, produces an 
IPA craft beer with “cattitude”, and 
an alcohol free version. Their first ale 
was produced in 2019 using a blend of 
five malts – Vienna, Munich, pale ale, 
carapils and caramel – which gives it 
a hoppy freshness. Their unfiltered 
beer is brewed with less water than 
beers produced more industrially, and 
the brewery is cleaned and main-
tained with water recovered during 
the brewing process to reduce envi-

By Sarita Rao

Is the University of Luxembourg 
worth it?

By Natalia Dembowska

One of the scariest and most 
despised prospects among my 
fellow students was staying in 

the Grand Duchy. After a long “lycée” 
most of us longed for change. Young 
people want to experience something 
different and more exciting after years 
of routine. The University of Luxem-
bourg did not have that much to offer. 
It was founded only in 2003 as part of 
an economic rethink of the country, 
to develop academic expertise within 
the national borders. But building it 
took time and the choice of courses 
was limited. With all the other popular 
well-known institutions abroad, Lux-
embourg was not an obvious choice. 

Having opted for the – on paper far 
more exciting – University of Amster-
dam, I am not longer so sure. Not every 
internationally acclaimed curriculum is 
what it seems. Many universities try to 
attract students with the promise of ac-
cess to an upper crust world. In reality 

they ghost your emails as soon as you 
pay your tuition fees. This is what dif-
ferentiates the Luxembourg university. 
It is small, cares about its students, 
and what they have to say. Not a single 
one of the students I spoke to had a bad 
word to say about the school – some-
thing I was not expecting. Classes are 
small, teachers have more time. With 
an academic staff of 94 nationalities 
and students from 129 countries, it’s 
an exceptionally international place. 
Courses are taught in French, Ger-
man and English, and students can 
take exams in their language choice, 
something I don’t know exists any-
where else. Language courses are also 
provided at no extra cost. Sure, some 
said Luxembourg is less exciting, but 
the university is doing its best to live up 
to its promises. It’s affordable, at just 
€400 a year for most programmes. The 
buildings are modern, even futuristic, 
with numerous libraries, study rooms 
and hangout spaces. Students say they 
feel like being part of something innova-
tive and prosperous. 
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employees who pay a different level 
of tax and other contributions. In this 
instance, net salaries are used. 

If you are interested and think you 
qualify for affordable housing you can 
register online on the SNHBM website 
(www.snhbm.lu), which also lists the 
current and upcoming housing proj-
ects. The property size you’ll be enti-
tled to, will depend on the size of your 
household. So only a single parent or 
couple with two children or more can 
apply for a four-bedroom unit, whilst 
conversely only a single person or 
couple can apply for a one-bedroom 
unit. If your application is success-
ful, the property is reserved for three 
weeks during which time you must 
get approval for your loan or mortgage 
with the bank. 

Inside Lux: Remich 
Remich, on the banks of the Moselle 

offers a mix of medieval alleyways, 
waterside promenades, boat trips and 
vineyards. The smallest commune 
in the country, the town’s origins 

ronmental impact of production. Beer 
comes in recyclable aluminium cans. 
Both bespoke brands are available at a 
number of shops and supermarkets in 
the Grand Duchy or you can try them 
at Cornleys Haff, Craft Corner, Tube 
Bar and at the Big Beer Company.

Earnings limits for 
affordable housing 

With real estate prices almost 
doubling in the past decade, finding an 
affordable property in Luxembourg is 
getting harder. There is a silver lining, 
as the government announced last 
year that it would invest €550 million 
in building more than 6,000 afford-
able properties across 308 housing 
projects in 57 communes. It is possible 
to buy a property on a 99-year long 
lease, so long as you are not already a 
homeowner in Luxembourg or abroad 
(or you are ready to sell your current 
home within three months of receiving 
the keys to your affordable property). 
Income ceilings to qualify for afford-
able housing from the Société Natio-
nale des Habitations à Bon Marché 
(SNHBM) are fairly generous. A single 
person can apply if they earn €82,960 
or less, a couple on €107,680 or less, 
and a family with three children 
earning up to €149,370. These earning 
ceilings do not apply to EU institution 

Forest Cemeteries
By Faye Peterson

With no room for headstones, 
these graves are hierar-
chical levellers. At the Olm 

Beschkierfescht in the municipality of 
Kehlen, a memorial sculpture bears 
the names of those laid to rest in the 
forest. Entitled “The Tree at Rest”, the 
artist Elsa was not convinced at first 
about this commission. “But the con-
cept of the forest cemetery in the heart 
of nature, with the desire to bring 
everyone together without distinction 
of religion, class, social or political 

opinion succeeded in convincing me,” 
she says. Branches of the sculpture 
have leaf-like plaques bearing the 
names of the deceased. There are some 
14 forest cemeteries in Luxembourg, 
the first of which started in 2010. An-
other ten more are planned. Cremation 
is a pre-requisite for a forest burial 
and urns or casks cannot be interred, 
but ashes can be scatted at the base of 
a tree provided permission from the 
municipality is given. Civil services on 
site are permitted in some forests, and 
woodland pavilions have been created 
to host these. 

date back to the 5th century when it 
was a Roman settlement known as 
Remacum. Fragments of the medie-
val town exist today, including the St 
Nicolas Gate, and the various coats of 
arms and guild symbols on the older 
town houses. The parish church is a 
registered national monument and 
retains a 12th century watchtower, all 
that remains of the town’s old fortress. 
More recently, local sculptor Wil Lofy 
made the Bacchus fountain, depicting 
the Roman god atop a wine cask. The 
Bacchus festival in August is when the 
town appoints the Riesling Queen, but 
Remich is perhaps better known for its 
Carnival celebrations, where a straw 
man, “Stréimännchen” is set on fire 
from the bridge that links the town 
to Germany. The most modern and 
newest addition to the town is the vis-
itor centre, designed by local architect 
François Valentiny to resemble a white 
cruise ship. Nicknamed the Venice of 
the Moselle, Remich is prone to flood-
ing, and you can take a short 1.3km 
trail with information panels and pho-
tographs showing the historical impact 
of flooding on the town. You can also 
discover the region by boat, with Nav-
itours running regular boat tours, or 
hop aboard the cruise liner Princesse 
Marie-Astrid for a trip downriver to 

Schengen. The Lauschtour app has a 
free audio guided walking tour of Re-
mich lasting 45 minutes, which starts 
at the pier, winds through the ancient 
alleys, and takes in the riverside prom-
enade.

Neighbourhood 
Watch: Walferdange

In the Alzette valley and surrounded 
by forests, the municipality of Walfer-
dange is home to some 8,400 people, 
50% of whom are foreign nationals 
from some 90 countries. Close to the 
city, property prices per m² are in the 
region of €9,000 for a house and €7,000 
for an apartment. Its popularity is 
partly due to its good transport links, 
with a train connection to the city, and 
bus connections to Kirchberg and the 
European School in Bertrange. The 
origins of Walferdange date back to 
Celtic and Roman times, and you can 
still see the remains of a Roman villa, 
plus an unusual Persian qanat-style 
underground water collection system 
known, as Raschpëtzer, in the Sonnebi-
erg forest area in Helmsange. 

Walferdange castle, was refurbished 
in the 19th century as home to Henri, 
Duke of Luxembourg, and served as 
army barracks until 1967.  Today it 
houses research and education facil-
ities that are part of the University 
of Luxembourg. The neighbourhood 
has several restaurants and cafes, in 
addition to a shopping centre. It is 
also home to the Pidal swimming and 
spa centre, which has a sauna and 
offers massage and beauty treatments. 
The Prince Henri Omnisport Cen-
tre incorporates a 200m² climbing 
wall, a weights room and archery 
hall. Outside are two football fields, a 
jogging track and seven tennis courts. 
Walferdange is perhaps best known 
for its annual Book Festival, Walfer Bi-
cherdeeg, held in autumn and host to 
readings, workshops and book stalls.
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Michel Boufassa was 17 when he was thrust 
before Winston Churchill. It was 1964 and 
he had just started working at the Ritz in 
Paris, one of world’s most luxurious hotels. 

“Back then I was doing room service. Churchill had 
ordered a cigar, so I presented it to him in a silver tray and 
cut it myself in front of him. I was really nervous”, he said.

The former British prime minister was a notorious ci-
gar aficionado and smoked 11 of them a day until his death 
in 1965. Boufassa was afraid he wouldn’t meet 
C h u r c h i l l ’s 

standards, but the towering historical figure watched 
him closely and exclaimed: “Perfect job. I don’t need my 
cigar cutter any more if I have you to cut my cigars”. 

Churchill gave the long, black-and-gold instrument 
to the young man before him.

Almost six decades later, Boufassa takes Churchill’s 
cigar cutter from his pocket and displays it with pride. 

“I’ll keep it to the day I die. It is one of my most precious 
treasures”, he confessed.

There is hardly a Luxembourger with greater 
expertise in the hospitality sector than Michel 
Boufassa. Now 72, he worked in the industry for 
more than half a century. After 16 years in the 
Paris Ritz, he moved to Luxembourg. He opened 
his own restaurant, managed a fine-dining 
restaurant in the capital’s prestigious Le Roy-
al hotel, and served as maitre d’hospitalité at 
Cercle Munster, the exclusive private club in 
the Grund. 

Boufassa spoke while inside Cercle Mun-
ster’s reading room, which resembles a moun-
tain hunting lodge. A prized collection of Na-
tional Geographic magazines from the 1940s 
lines the shelves. Timbered beams hold up 
the roof. The huge head of deer hunted in 
Kazakhstan by one of the club’s members 
hangs on the wall.

Richard Nixon, Winston 
Churchill, Elizabeth Taylor, 
Michael Jackson and Brigitte 
Bardot are among the VIPs 

that Michel Boufassa served.

A life of lessons  
on hospitality 

Michel Boufassa served Winston Churchill, Richard Nixon and 
Elizabeth Taylor while working at the Ritz in Paris. He became the 
frontman of Cercle Munster, Luxembourg’s most exclusive private 

club. Here’s his take on proper service.

By Ricardo J. Rodrigues

Photos: António Pires
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With distress now sweeping through hospitality busi-
nesses, Boufassa has some thoughts about how restau-
rants can recover. It’s not just about the client, but also 
about the sense of pride by the server. 

“The way to get clients back is to make them feel good 
about being at your place”, he said, “and then they will 
want to come back”. 

In some way, all his life work was about repeating that 
moment when Churchill fancied his service.

Ground rules

A few rules apply at both a high-end restaurant or a 
corner pizzeria, Boufassa said. 

“First contact is of great importance. When a guest 
arrives he must feel immediately welcomed and not wait 
around for the staff to pay him attention”, he said. 

Then the waiters must take charge. Sit the clients in 
an impeccable table. Open a window if the weather is hot, 
close it if a guest is cold. 

“You must understand if people are in a hurry or prefer 
a longer meal. Advise them when they order so that the 
meal meets all their expectations. To do that, you must 
know the dishes and wines by heart”, the doyen of dining 
said.  Attentiveness is too often forgotten, Boufassa notes. 
“It’s just pitiful when there is no waiter in a room and 
clients must wave their arms to draw attention. A table 
of guests should be under constant scrutiny. The service 
should anticipate when it’s time to refill the drinks or 
bring more sauce”, he said. Finally, there’s the departure 
ritual. Boufassa believes that guests shouldn’t feel aban-
doned after paying their bill. 

“Help them put on their coats. Open the door for them. 
Show them how you liked hav-
ing them around”, he said. “And  
always remember that if they 
have something bad to say about 
your service, they will speak  
10 times louder than if they en-
joyed it”.

Life lessons

Michel Boufassa has been 
a Luxembourg national since 
2006. He was born in Algeria, 
taken as a baby to Italy where his 
parents worked, then moved to 
his grandparents home in Paris 
as a child to attend school. Books 
were his passion, and he always 
dreamt of becoming a writer. 
When he was 15, he even spent a 
summer training as a journalist 
at Le Monde. 

“I never expected to be in the hospitality business. It 
happened because of Proust, Hemingway and my shiny 
shoes”, he said.

One day, a friend who worked at the Ritz took him 
on a tour inside the hotel. There he met owner Charles 
Ritz, who was very impressed by his knowledge of writers 
Marcel Proust and Ernest Hemingway. 

“He kept looking at my shoes. A few days later I re-
ceived a letter at home inviting me to work for the Ritz. 
Apparently, the owner found they should hire a young 
man who knew so much about the former guests and 
knew how to keep his shoes shiny. Lucky me”, he said.

For 16 years, he served the aristocracy, the bourgeoi-
sie and the jet-set that visited the Ritz. He recalls a very 
young Michael Jackson when he sang for The Jackson 
Five, Brigitte Bardot reserving tables at the restaurant 
after the kitchen closed and Coco Chanel living in the 
hotel until she died. 

“The people I’m most proud to have served were Win-
ston Churchill, Richard Nixon, Elizabeth Taylor and Rich-
ard Burton”, Boufassa said. “I had some sort of connection 
with each of them”.

A passion for Luxembourg

Boufassa came to Luxembourg in 1980, after Ritz died, 
planning to open his own restaurant. When he saw a 
building in Grevenmacher, he knew this had to be the 
place to build his dream. Roi Dagobert was a hit for 8 years. 

“Then I was invited to manage the gastronomic 
restaurant at Le Royal, Luxembourg’s best hotel”, he 
said. “I wanted to keep running my own business, but 
the chance to bring an elegant, disciplined service to 

one of the best European hotels 
was just was too challenging to 
ignore”.

Eight years in that job made 
him an indispensable figure in 
the Grand Duchy and he was 
asked to become the head of 
hospitality at the Cercle Mun-
ster. The private club for the 
country’s elite has 2600 mem-
bers – 250 of whom are women. 
It has two restaurants, a bar and 
well-equipped library.

“Some of Luxembourg’s most 
important decisions were taken 
here”, Boufassa said, speaking in 
discreet hushed tones. “So it has 
to be a place of excellence in ser-
vice. That’s what I tried to accom-
plish here for 15 years. Actually, 
that’s what I’ve been trying to do 
all my life.” 

Charles Ritz offered Boufassa his  
first job at his hotel in Paris 
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The holidays we missed...

The virus kept us from meeting family 

and friends from Scotland to Slovakia 

we had not seen for years because we 

were separated by an ocean. 

Emery

My staycation grew 

on me unexpected-

ly after my cousin’s 

wedding in Lebanon 

got cancelled. 

Julie

Illustration: Eberhard Wolf

I could not go to my sister-in-law’s 

wedding in Brazil, so no caipirinhas on the 

beach. Thankfully, the bride did show up. 

Zuza

A tradition to visit a country 

we had never been before – 

this year, Kazakhstan – fell 

through. Instead, we spent 

time on the coast in Croatia. 

Yannick L.

Last year was the first we had 

planned three separate holidays, 

unlike our usual last-minute 

chaos. We took none. 
Douwe

I drank enough wine for both me and my 

Mum in the UK on a solo trip to Portugal, after 

I had to cancel our plan to go there together. 

Kate

When a trip to Vienna for my 

girlfriend’s birthday did not 

happen, I recreated it at home 

with Schnitzel and Apfelstrudel. 

Yannick H.

A tour of Chernobyl – 

where I would have been 

under orders not to touch 

surfaces or objects in any 

case – will have to wait. 
John
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Website:
luxtimes.lu

Facebook: 
luxembourgtimes

Twitter: 
@LuxTimes

LinkedIn: 
luxtimes

There is no such thing  
as a free lunch

“The Luxembourg Times? Isn’t 
that the one you have to pay for?” 
It is a question we get asked fre-
quently. Yes, good journalism has a 
price. At the Luxembourg Times, we 
work hard to provide a critical but 
balanced view of the political and 

business landscape in the country. 
Reliable news informs our deci-
sions, shapes our view of the world, 
and can make or break authority. 
Like any precious commodity, peo-
ple have always wanted to pay for it.

The Luxembourg Times is an 
online newspaper that can be read 
at www.luxtimes.lu. While there 

is some free content on the website, 
most is behind the paywall. These 
articles are marked LT+. Every 
reader – subscriber or not – can 
sign up for a newsletter, which 
appears twice a day (at 8 o’clock in 
the morning and 3 o’clock for an 
 after-lunch read). The newsletter 
contains headlines only – a sub-
scription is needed to read premium 

content. An individual subscription 
costs €9.80 per month, or a more 
favourable €108 per year. But why 
not convince your boss to pay? 

The Luxembourg Times also 
sells corporate packages, in which 
your employer provides you with 
a voucher to read the newspaper 
for free.



Since our creation in 1906 in San Francisco,  
we have developped a unique expertise in Luxury 
Real Estate. 

History is the difference
Expertise is the difference

Knowledge is the difference
Global is the difference 

We are now a worldwilde leader in Luxury Real  
Estate. 

Today, we are still growing thanks to our first  
office in Luxembourg opened in Strassen :  
Coldwell Banker® Hestia Group.

Coldwell Banker® Hestia Group 
18 rue de la Chapelle

8017 Strassen
+352 26 11 04

coldwellbanker-hestiagroup.lu

3 000 offices around the world
96 000 agents 
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