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Rocket Rendezvous?
France Seeks To Merge Engine, Fuel Suppliers

By FIERRE TRAN

PARIS — France appears to
be closing in on a long-
standing bt elnsive plan to
combine its space amnd de-
fense rockel motor-maker
with a solid fuel manufac-
Turer to create an integrated
brisiness.

Laurent Collet-Billon, head
of the Direction Générale
pour FArmement (DGA), the
French government’s arms
procurernent office, recently
said the Safran-SNPE situa-
tion would be resolved this
surmer, He was referring o
the Heracles project for
streamlining French rocket
roelor operations.

Heracles would merge
Snecma Propulsion Solide
[BFs), the rocket motor-mak-
er of France's Safran indws-
trial group, with the solid
fue] marmfacturer SNI'E Ma-
teriaux Energétiques (SME),
& subaidiary of the state-
owned SNFPE group.

"What's at stake is consoli-
dation of the solid propulsion
seclor," » Safran spoles-
woTaAn, said,

Under the Heracles plan,
Safran would buy the prof-
itable SME unit from SNPE
to forge an integrated rock-
et motor activity with its
8PS operation, which also
makes money.

5PS builds the motors for
the M51 rmuclear ballistic mis-
sile and the Ariane commer-
cial space lmmcher. SME
makes the rocket propellant
that powers these assets,
which Paris views as militar-
ily and eommwercially vital

JOINING FORCES?

The purchase by Safran of a
solid fued unit of SMPE would
give France a competitar to
foreign companies that produce
hath rackat enginas and fusl
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Headquarters: Saint Médard en
Jalles in southwestern France.
Employees: 1,523

2008 salos: 262 million sums
($324 million). Figure excludes
Eurancd munitions consomium;
includes SME subsidlaries
Fyroflliance, Structil, 40 percent
of the Regulus joint venture and
50 pencant of rocket motar
maker Roxal,
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Headquarters: Mear Bordea,
southwastern Franca
Employees: About 1,200
2009 revenues: Mone than 270
million ewns
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“It s & niche, but & stTategic
one," sald Loic Tribot La
Splére, chief executive of
think tank Centre d'Eusde et
Prospective  Stratégique.
“Everyone knows SKPE has
tox evolve in its organization.”

A simple plan, but it has
not been an epsy ome o ex-
ecute. A decade of negotia-
tions between SNPE and
Safran have consistently col-
lapzed as the companies

failed to agres on terms, and
uniong at SNPE ohjected to
a sale of SME.

Bui a resolution is expect-
ed in the coming weeks,
probably before the govern-
ment recesses for the sum-
mer break in August, an an-
alyat said,

For France, a merger
woald bring meotor- and fuel-
rvaker under the same roaf,
simplify processes and boost
efflclencies, the Safran
spokeswoman said. Buch an
integration would bring
French industry in line with
those rare couniries that
master this type of technolo-
gy, such as the United States,
the spokeswoman said,

A purchaze of SME by
Safran would <reate a
Prench counterpart to the
activities shared by 1LS,
companics AT and Aerojet,
only many years late, a de-
fense executive said

“Everyone lmows this
merger s to happen; every-
one’s kmown this for years,”
the executive sadd,

A third defense executive
asaid that for Safran, adding
the solid fieel business to its
motors activities "goaran-
tees government funding
forever” as Safran increases
its stake in the strategic M51
mizsile program.

Astrinm, the space division
of Eurcpean aerospace giant
EADE, is the prime contrac-
tior fior the M51 missile,

The current negotiations
over a link-up between SPS
and SME have been compli-
cated by Safran's concems
over potential labilities on

environmental issues. Sa-
fran does not want to inher-
it the risk of cleaning up
ground pollution from the
chemicals used in SME fac-
tories, which are near resi-
dential areas,

"We have never been so
closa" is still true, the Safran
spokegwoman said.

One eloud of doubt, how-
ever, hangs over a deal be-
tween Safran and SNPE,
said Tribot La Spiére. An ac-
quisition makes industrial
and economic sense, but
there is political uncertaimty
over whether Hervé Morin
stays on as defense minister,
given his declared ambitions
to stand a5 a centrist candi-
date for the presidential
elections in 2012,

For Roxel, the rocket mo-
tor manufacturer partly
owned by SME, the planned
deal would bring in a strong
private-sector owner to re-
place a weak state-owned
investor and act a5 a coun-
terweight to MBDA, which
i8 not. only joint owner but
also A CustomeT.

The French military com-
pleted a successful fourth
test fire of an unarmed M51
ballistic missile on Jan. 27
from the nuclear subrnarine
L Terrik:le.

The MG is due to enter
service this yvear on Le Ter-
rible, the last of the four
new-generation ballistic mis-
sile submarines m Le Triom-
phant class in the French
Navy's strategic oceanic
force. B
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