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The complementarity between merchant shipping and auxiliary to transport activities. The case of two French firms, Scac and Saga (1880s-1990s)
Hubert Bonin, professor of modern economic history at the Institut d’études politiques de Bordeaux & at umr Gretha-Bordeaux University [www.hubertbonin.com]

Our purpose is to mobilise a few aspects of the portfolio of skills of business history in favour of an analysis of the strategy of two firms belonging to a sector of maritime history still unfamiliar, the facilities delivered to merchant shipping before and after their core transport activity, what is called “auxiliary to transport” or “transport engineering” – and we will answer these issues in our conclusion. To feed our arguments, we have read archives documents about a compared evolution of two French firms, Scac and Saga, which ended merging at the turn of the 21th century within the leading  French group in maritime transit Sdv-Bolloré (from the Bolloré family group), whereas the shipping itself joined the first French and world-fourth shipping group, Cma-Cgm (from the Saada family group). Conversely with the history of shipping
, the world of maritime facilities still remains rather unknown in maritime history and in economic history. They consist of what is called “auxiliaries to maritime transport”, that is harbour handling, acconage, maritime consignment, maritime agency, customs agency, and, finally, the core profession of forwarding agent itself, and which commonly was extended in colonial areas to local transport on rivers and roads or tracks, instead of chartering this activity. 
Such gaps in knowledge can be explained by the fact that a large majority of enterprises in this area of activities have been of modest size, that they were often active only in a few ports, even one single, and that they did not reach thus the threshold from which interest is raised for some business story. Moreover this area of activity does not present any colourful or exalting aspect which could spur some entrepreneurial saga, in comparison with the history of ultramarine trade or shipping. Only the history of Panalpina, the Swiss giant, opens the door to history through its website
. Another explanation could also be the State grip over several harbour activities and/or their integration within large port institutions – like the French “ports autonomes” from the 1920s –, which cut into business history and promoted administrative history and mainly the history of technics (handling equipment, port developments) or and social history (dockers, trade-unions, social struggles and strikes), whereas the history of handling companies lacked any actual attractivity – even if recently a history of the collective business organizations allowed to reconstitute their power of action and lobbying in favour of the reform of workforce statutes or modernization
. Last, the evolution of logistics had drawn economists’ interest because the “supply chain management” became at the center of the third industrial revolution and of globalization, as “global logistics” where harbour handling is a key issue
..
Despite such obstacles, our compared study of these two French firms intends to evaluate how shipping companies were involved beyond their core activity into activities of auxiliary to maritime transport, how they had to short-circuit the technical foibles of harbours in order to service ships efficiently, that is to provide guarantees of deadlines, security, reliability, and in fine quality, to manage upstream collection and downstream delivery of merchandises and commodities, to tackle the issues of documents management (for customs, taxes, even grafts, etc.), of forwarding, of warehousing, etc. Our business and maritime history will thus focus on the ways followed by Scac and Saga to shape a business model of “vertical integration” which developped complementarities between various activities of facilities management, because they intended to provide to the maritime transportation function itself a larger performance thanks to the control of the auxiliary to transport function. Such a demand was all the more felt since these companies were active in the French colonial overseas empire, where the logistics chain was still light and fragile, because harbour and local transport equipment and portfolios of skills remained backward. 
This study will therefore be dedicated to the evaluation of the process of building a chain of logistics which linked North-West Europe to North and Subsaharan Africa. We shall consider how much such a package of activities linking shipping and auxiliary to transport structured more and more the strategic portfolio of Scac and Saga, from the 1880s till the 1970s – before the move towards globalization and the reshuffling of French positions all over African and French harbours because of stiff competition and a trend towards deregulation. To what degree the business model of both firms did integrate both shipping and auxiliary to transport functions? Was shipping the driving force as leverage to auxiliary to transport? Or were both function necessarily intertwined because of the specific environment of backward overseas harbours? Was integration the masterword of Scac and Saga? Which levels of integration were optimal to reach the best efficiency of the logistics chain? How to comply with the needs of trading houses and of competing shipping companies with reliability?
We shall analyse first the respective position and profile of both companies in the interwar period; we shall assess how they achieved their process of dual diversification (shipping, auxiliary to transport). For the decades just following WWII, we shall define how did emerge a consistent and coherent “business model” along the maritime chain connecting the metropole and its colonial empire. Last, we shall tackle the strategic dilemma which characterized both companies when commenced the new type of North-South maritime economy, after the move in favour of African independances and the worldwide scope reached by African and French harbours from the 1960s. We are well aware that such strategies appear rather clearly only from a historical point of view, and that generally speaking the managers of Scac and Saga evolved under day to day considerations, answering issues when they had to face difficulties in some French Metropolitan and African harbours. Their purpose was to drive the shipping machine rather efficiently, that is to fill ever new technical or humane gaps in the chain of harbour facilities, inventing fresh solutions to never ending concerns. What is interesting there is to determine how they applied their portfolio of skills constituted in north-west Europe harbours to colonial harbours. 
1. From shipping to auxiliary to transport (1880s-1930s)
Both Scac and Saga firms were first in fact more shipping companies than overall service ones; but they drove into a diversification process which transformed their scope of facilities and service management.
A. Scac’s driving force to diversification (since 1885)
Scac had been founded by the metal and mining group established in the 1840s-1860s by Talabot brothers who had coal mines in France, iron mines in Algeria (Mokta), and steel facilities in France. It needed some reliable tool to connect its metropolitan and Algerian assets, and thus absorbed the shipping company used from the 1860s, Poingdextre & Mesnier, to create in 1885 Société commerciale d’affrètements & de commission or Scac, the freighters of which could transport and sell coal to Algeria and iron ore from Algeria (mainly to France and UK). Coal traffic grew in importance, and Scac became one of the leading wholesale importers of British coal to France (from London, Cardiff, Swansea), as a mere transporter, a manager of storage facilities, and more and more as a supplyer of cola stores, in French harbours (Le Havre, Marseille) and abroad (in Tunis or in Djibouti). From coal and iron ore (Algerian ones, then also Spanish ones), it diversified to phosphates and pyrites, then jumped to another type of heavy goods, northern wood and pulp. 
It became thus a specialist in heavy goods shipping, but also downstream a specialist of their wholesale trading and warehousing, which allowed to incorporate more added value and profit margin. It equipped itself with a fleet able to dispatch ores (and else), coal (British types, as), and minerals (phosphates from Oceania, etc.) to the main French harbours, then also in 1922 to Scandinavia (from Bordeaux, Nantes, Rouen, for wood and pulp); and added warehousing facilities to welcome and dispatch those cargoes. A beacon for such deployment was the creation in 1917 of Union commerciale de Bordeaux-Bassens
 which gathered Scac, a wholesale coal company, three shipping companies (Compagnie générale transatlantique, Chargeurs réunis, Sud-Atlantique), a bank (Ccf), and a local oil-plant, to import, transform (agglomerated coal), stockpile and sell British coal, either for the stopovers of transatlantic ships from north-western Europe to America or Africa, or for the needs of local (domestic or industrial) consumption and of its main customer, the Paris-Orléans railway. Ucbb offices were located at the Paris headquarters of Scac, which used Uccb as a show-window of its modern skills: it was equipped with two landing stages in the new port of Bassens, slightly downstream on the right bank of the Bordeaux harbour
, one for coal (with a 40 years concession), a second for cereals (for 30 years); it became there one key actor of import, transit and handling (689,000 tons handled from the start in 1920). Another affiliate was Société générale des houilles & agglomérés, with warehouses in Saint-Malo, Saint-Brieuc, Lannion and Morlaix, that is as one key supplyer of fishing ports in Brittanny, but essentially in Le Havre and Paris, thus active on the key trading Seine axis.
From its function of integrated instrument, it evolved towards a larger scope, through a process of internal growth which led it to assume a broad panel of harbour activities, mainly handling, thus opening a history of diversification and even external growth, and its transit and agency activities more and more balanced its shipping ones. Beyond supplying service to its own liners, it became the agent of several foreign shipping companies in France, extending its skills to outer customers.
B. Saga’s dualist strategic path from shipping to handling (since 1919)
The case study of Saga (Société anonyme de gérance & d’armement) is quite different from that of Scac, but leads to convergent considerations. It had been from its inception in 1919 a shipping company which since 1920 assumed the crossing of the Channel for the account of the State and of British and French (Chemins de fer du Nord joining Paris to Lille-Brussels-Amiens or Calais)
 railway companies
; it was the managing agent for their account, with ships belonging to the State, then with its own ships, two “modern and luxury” liners, Côte-d’Azur and Côte-d’Argent (with 200,000 passengers each year in the mid-1930s). This limited function was extended rapidly when it decided to get embedded in the north-west European maritime economy. A second stage was reached in December 1925, when Saga acquired the facilities of Jokelsen & Handtsaem, as maritime contractor Hirsch-Jokelsen retired and ceded its assets. They comprised handling facilities in Dunkerque, Le Havre, Paris, with floating cranes and modern equipment, and also facilities in Belgium (Anvers, Gand), and a few other activities (Société dunkerquoise de remorquage for tugging in the Dunkerque port; Société de remorquage et de sauvetage du Nord; Société nouvelle de manutention in the Marseille port, Société bordelaise d’entreprises maritimes, Société dunkerquoise de peinture et de carénage, etc.). The acquisition of this portfolio of expertise opened doors to its extension all along the French coast, with handling and consignment business from the north of France down to Marseille. It achieved therefore altogether a strategy of diversification and of vertical integration (from shipping to port handling), for the sake of efficiency, because the complementarity between both activities helped ships to be more rapidly processed at quay, whilst “captive” transit from its ships fuelled the handling subsidiary
.
Both companies thus diversified their portfolio of strategic activities and expertise: they mixed shipping, facilities management, and auxiliary to transport functions (transit and consignement agency and forwarding). The gaps in port management prompted them to favour vertical integration, mainly to invest into better performance in handling and forwarding, and little by little such a dualist structure was reinforced, which fuelled shipping with more profitability.
2. From Europe to African ports (1880s-1960s)
Because of the opportunity provided by the colonial expansion, entrepreneurs could not but follow such paths for growth and profits: The overseas empire opened large doors to profitable and large business and shipping indeed
. Of course, such policies were inserted within the huge development of trading houses throughout the imperial areas
, across British and French colonies, as we have shown about the history of Cfao
 and as has been studied about the affiliates of Unilever
 (Uac
 and its own subsidiaries; Compagnie du Niger français, Nosoco, etc.). An entrepreneurial imperial spirit
 took shape within such a scramble for African business; it comprised a quest for business and profits, and some sense of mission for progress, that is the transfer of portfolio of skills overseas. A corporation has to stick to the market moves, to pick up opportunities of revenues and profits, and the period considered allowed Scac and Saga to deploy their skills overseas. They embodied such spreading strategy, as pathbreaking companies tackling a large array of maritime and harbour abilities, which legitimizes our step to transform them into relevant maritime and business history case studies. Both Scac , which had already deep roots in the iron ore transport from Algeria, and Saga became therefore more structured along a dualist organization, in Europe and in Africa.
A. Scac as an African specialist for services to maritime transport

One core activity transmitted from its origine was the transport service of iron ore for the account of steel French firm Denain-Anzin and of the mining group Mokta, which remained till the 1970s the partner of Scac, within its Board (Louis de Nervo, his son-in-law Robert Lemaignen, its key man from 1926 to 1958
, etc.), and within the same connection of interests, under the impulse of family merchant bank Mirabaud and investment bank Banque de l’union parisienne
, both godfathering numerous business investments in North Africa and Subsaharan Africa. Scac went on transporting and representing the mining interests of Mokta through agency commission, for its production oriented toward the French metropole or the UK. Thanks to this Algerian legacy, Scac prospected North Africa deeply, despite the stiff competition from other groups, either specialised in harbour handling, or in general transport and services to transport, like the Mory group
. In the same interwar time, it started prospecting Subsaharan Africa indeed, perhaps because of the weakness of competition offered more opportunities of growth; and because its primary specialty, transportation of heavy goods, fostered a first impulse to its deployment there. Its forst basis was limited to Sénégal, the heart of Afrique occidentale française, where Scac created a special affiliate, Socopao (Societé commerciale des ports de l’Ouest africain), in 1926. 
A turning point was reached after WWII when the French empire seemed to open gates for huge markets, due to broad investment by the State and a few companies to actually equip the territories and to modernize its commodities economy. Scac established warehouses for store coal, but altogether started collecting and transporting tropical woods, as soon as Central African (in Gabon and Congo, then Cameroon) and Ivory Coast forests were exploited by French companies, mainly from the 1920s. It intended to propose to its French customer either north-European or African woods, at time when wood building and wood furniture constituted broad markets. Because the State had started developing new harbours, either in Central Africa (Pointe-Noire, Douala) or in western Africa, for instance in Dakar or, in 1951, in Abidjan (Ivory Coast), and went on modernizing those in North Africa, Scac thought of extending its capital of expertise to Subsaharan Africa, to assume there the activities of ship-handling, transit, forwarding, commission, etc. It even decided to establish a strong presence in the hinterland by a network of transport able to collect towards its port facilities large amount of goods (either for import or for import). A strategic scheme was thus designed, to compete with local actors and, in the traditional areas of French presence in Sénégal or Guinea, with the affiliates of the trading houses, which controlled in common Manutentions africaines and Messageries fluviales, to tackle the flows in the Sénégal river area. One has to imagine that such a strategic move was not easy to complete, because the management of African harbours still lacked much modern equipment; the habits of relationship with the workforce imposed ceilings on productivity and efficiency; and, last, security and reliability were somewhat backward, despite the efforts of the Administration – and the trend did not get better after the independance tide.
The first base of operations was provided by classical handling of coal, with stations all along the coast, in northern and western Africa, then from the mid-1950s to Central Africa. A second simultaneous breakthrough was achieved in handling, transit and warehousing. Ivory Coast welcomed Scac as soon as 16943, followed by Liberia (1947), Cameroon (1948), Guinea (1952), Dahomey and Togo (1958), then also British Africa (Sierra Leone, Ghana, Nigeria). Its special affiliate Socopao changed its mission and became a holding company, supervising in 1958 in 25 countries an array of direct agences (42) and of 93 subsidiaries, either in North Africa (Société bônoise de charbonnages, Société marocaine foncière et commerciale, Société commerciale et maritime de l’Algérie, Société commerciale tunisienne), or in Subsaharan Africa (with sisters firms of Société commerciale des ports africains, like Socopao-Cameroun, etc.) with 33 agencies, that is a total of 75 agencies. Another affiliate, Ponteco, was active in Pointe-Noire (Congo) from 1950 and extended to Brazzaville, Bangui and Fort-Lamy as a specialist in import-export commission and transit (for coffee and wood) in Central Africa, with complementary activities to those of Socopao, more oriented toward maritime agency and acconage.
Such a strategy was crowned with success, and the competitive edge of Scac-Socopao had to be recognized: an actual “group” had been built, able to economies of scale (for connections with shipping, for example), to the mutualisation of the portfolio of expertise, and this group became more and more a key partner of shipping as a transit specialist and thus as the representant of ship-loaders, which helped it to negotiate better tarrifs because of the volumes of merchandises to be processed by its agencies. The turnover doubled just before the independance tide:
	Table 1. Turnover in Subsaharan Africa by Scac affiliates  (thousands of francs)

	1955
	1,742

	1956
	2,090

	1957
	2,970

	1958
	3,201


And, in 1960, the African activities of Socopao weighted for 29 per cent of the group revenues. Sure the independance tide was followed by the loss of several assets, mainly in North Africa, because the Tunisian (in 1960), Guinean and Algerian States took over the affiliates. But generally speaking Scac-Socopao kept their core assets throughout Subsaharan Africa as key parts of “Françafrique” connections. But the local subsidiaries were to be managed along an larger apparent independance, which led to the absorption of Socopao by Scac in October 1963, because the group was organised more along a confederative structure, and the Paris office only gathered the mutualised means of action and collected useful information, leaving local (and Africanized) agents tackling day to day issues
.

B. Saga extending its scope to Africa

The same purpose to seize business and profit opportunities offered by the “development” of the French colonial empire entice Saga to spread its fresh capital of expertise overseas. The design was first a better insertion of northern France areas into imperial connections, but its led the firm to conquer a national dimension very soon. From the 1920s it set up an affiliate, Compagnie des bateaux à vapeur du Nord (North Steamship) to broaden its shipping scope and skills, and started thus managing cargo ships from northern ports to colonial ports. Cargo ships linked Anvers, the French northern ports, even Brest, to Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco (Casablanca, Port-Lyautey/Kenitra), and even West Subsaharan Africa (Dakar). Its fleet comprises ten cargo ships in 1939 (Cap El Hank, Cap Tafelneh, Sahel, Cap Hadid, Cap Dir, Cap Sim; Cap Blanc, Cap Cantin, PE Javary, A. Moyrand). And consignement agencies were opened in London, Rotterdam, Rouen, Le Havre, Brest; in Tanger, Larache/El Arraich, Rabat, Mazagan/El Jadida, Safi, Mogador/Essaouira, and Agadir, while direct offices were active in Dunkerque, Anvers; Casablanca and Port-Lyautey. In fact, the rapid integration of Morocco
 into French economic influence explained such a move which propelled Saga among the important players of the economy of the protectorate’s and of the commercial connections between the industrialised areas of North France and its Mediterranean outlets
.
Globally, with its own ships (ten ships with a tonnage of 34,000 tons, about which two specially equipped for wine transport) and the ships of its affiliates (Compagnie de bateaux à vapeur du Nord with 15 ships, Union maritime, Compagnie franco-africaine de navigation Frafrica, Société navale de l’Ouest), Saga tackled a large fleet – with 23 ships dedicated to Africa (with a total tonnage of 125,000 tons) – in 1938, which transported 1,300,000 tons of merchandises.
Both companies thus became key stakeholders of the spreading of modern ways of business and trading in African colonies: they sustained the development of big trading houses and of the public works firms as they provided them with the so much needed harbour facilities, at times when investments tried to bridge the gap overseas.
3. The apex of diversification (1950s-1960s)
A lucky period took place immediately after WWII when France added internal growth fostered by the Reconstruction years and by intense modernization one one side, fuelling big imports of raw materials, and the apex of imperial economy, then of Franco-African partership one the other side, fuelling intense exchanges with overseas harbours. The development of both Scac and Saga gained momentum throughout the 1950s-1960s.
A. The triumph of Scac classical business model 

The apex of the coal economy, juste before the oil revolution, crowned Scac’s strategy
 to assert itself as the main importer of coal. Its affiliate Société générale des houilles & agglomérés kept its important role in several harbours In the second half of the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s, it absorbed several affiliates and secondary competors (either local retailers or regional wholesale distributors
) in order to become a rationalised and integrated leader of coal trading in the country, with even a third of the market under its control in 1956 – a marvellous year when coal imports by the group grew with 66 per cent because of the Suez affair which closed the Suez canal. Competition from oil required intense efforts of concentration and rationalisation to preserve margins of profit: the final survivors ought to be the biggest coal traders, the only able to resist the decline of the use of coal. This explains the move downstream to control retail distribution too. And Scac ended in the mid-1960s controlling half of coal agglomerates manufactured in the plants of French coasts (with its ten plants) and 15 per cent of coal sold to households (with 2 million tons) – thus explaining the change of its corporate name to Société commerciale d’affrètements & de combustibles (still Scac) in 1959 till 1969.
Because of threats on coal imports, Scac pursued its strategy of diversification, and its harbour platforms were handling, trading and warehousing more and more cereals, flour, fruits and vegetables, and tropical and northern woods. At end of the 1960s it had become the leader in the distribution of wood in France (Noel & Schlosser, Industries & forêts africains), selling wood coming from Indonesia, Ivory Coast, Cameroon, Centre-Afrique and Congo. In the meanwhile it started exploring the area of oil imports through a few port facilities. Last, it kept its classical activities in the ore field, tackling the agency for North-African ore from Benisaf (from Mokta firm, still a key partner to Scac) and, for the whole Europe, of the Société française des pyrites de Huelva and of a few mining companies (Tharsis Sulphur & Copper Cy).
B. Scac towards a new business model?


Slowly but steadily, without any demand from the market impulse, but as a way to prospect new areas of growth, Scac decided from the mi-1950s to apply to France itself its “African business model”, that is to enhance its portfolio of skills in transit and forwarding (agence d’expédition et de transport), and thus “immaterial activities”, conversely with the raw materials imports and handling. Thanks to its harbour “embeddedness”, it had to mobilise its maritime connections and its good corporate image to prospect a new customership for these activities, for transit, chartering brokerage (courtage d’affrètement), transport commission, and consignment operations on the name of shipping companies. A sign of this capital of expertise was the involvement of Scac into the transit operation of the equipment for the Algerian pipeline Edjeleh-Skirra from Germany to France in 1959 – when oil discoveries gathered momentum in the French colony. Because of the demise of coal imports as soon as 1957-1959, the transit activities overpassed them within Scac’s turnover in 1959, which constituted therefore one turning-point in its history. 

	Table 2. Part of Scac’s turnover

	
	Raw materials handling
	Transit activities

	1958
	54%
	36%

	1959
	42%
	45%


Such diversification was supplemented by the development of river shipping on the Rhine mainly because it had bought out as soon as 1926 Société alsacienne de navigation rhénane Sanara and Compagnie fluviale et maritime de transports, which had set up fleets to transport raw materials in the Rhine area, and later one because it got control over Comptoir des combustibles d’Alsace-Lorraine, present on the same river navigation since 1920. All at sudden, Scac asserted itself as key actor of navigation on the Rhine, the Meuse and the Moselle, which could feed growth as a new maritime and river economy was emerging through the Rotterdam area. It could thus collect or deliver cargoes throughout the hinterland of the North Sea harbours. A sign of this diversification altogether from bulk transport and to door-to-door services was the building of a fleet of containers to provide more relevant service to its clients desiring to tackle merchandises. But the strategical move was too slow to restructure the basis of the firm: The coal activity provided Scac with 48.5 per cent of its turnover in 1966, ahead of wood trading (11.3 per cent), whereas only 37.2 per cent for auxiliary to transport and transport (22,9 per cent in Africa and 14.3 per cent in France)
.

	Table 3. Scac and its core activities at the end of the 1950s

	
	Maritime handling (thousands tons)
	Deliveries of coal (thousands tons)
	Production of agglomerated coal (thousands tons)

	1955
	2,778
	1,120
	1,819

	1956
	3,419
	1,436
	2,507

	1957
	4,069
	1,471
	2,387

	1958
	2,629
	1,107
	1,662


C. A fresh stage of diversification for Saga: also a new business model?
WWII badly struck Saga, which lost several ships whilst the other ones suffered to be overused through military requisition. It had to borrow money to banks in the afterwar to reconstitute its fleet
, which reached 23 units in 1958. But it rapidly regained momentum, either for its growth or for its profits, all the more because it had in the meanwhile (in 1956)
 joined the sphere of influence of merchant bank Rothschild (Paris), which became its main banker and led its capital increases
 in 1958, 1961 and 1965. It maintained durably its now classical dualist profile, altogether as a shipping company across the Channel (two ferry boats: Twickenham and Saint-Germain; a liner: Côte-d’Azur; then also a car-ferry: Compiègne), and as a cargo shipping line between mainly Dunkerque and Rouen, and North and Subsaharan Africa, either for raw materials, or for wine, fruits and vegetables; the wine chain was of utmost importance with specialised ships or wine tanks on commonplace cargo-ships. When underground production was valued, it also added to them a few ships specialised in the transport of liquefied gas after Algeria started exporting it (Cap Carbon, Cap Ferrat) or in the transport of aluminium to export it from Cameroon – because of Pechiney’s plant at Edea, transforming Guinea’s bauxite into aluminium - to France (Sainte-Claire-Deville, Paul-Héroult). At the apex of the colonial economic system, Saga’s fleet succeeded therefore to keep its historical functions and to supplement them by new, modern and value-adding markets.
But Saga had launched a strategical revolution when, since WWII, it decided to enhance its land activities. It added to its classical handling branch a few complementary services, in transit and forwarding, in warehousing, and in feeding its harbour and shipping activities through road transport. Such activities were deployed in northern France, and in Africa (through affiliates like: Agence maritime franco-algérienne, Société ouest-africaine d’entreprises maritimes-Soaem and its sister companies throughout French Subsaharan Africa, Compagne transafricaine, Compagnie générale transsaharienne, Chantiers & ateliers du Maroc, Société nord-africaine d’entreprises maritimes, Union maritime & commerciale-Umarco, Guinan-Liberian Transport Cy, Société guinéenne d’exploitation, Société d’acconage & de manutention en Mauritanie, Union des transitaires et agents maritimes du Sine-Saloum-Utram in Sénégal, etc.).

It asserted itself as a multimodal (maritime and land transportation) and multi-service company – and in 1963 these land activities contributed to two-thirds of its turnover. Shipping (armement maritime) was still preserved and even rejuvenated, even if managed by its affiliates (Compagnie des bateaux à vapeur du Nord, Sociéé navale de l’Ouest, Compagnie franco-africaine de naviation-Francafrica, Société navale de l’Ouest africain); but its was not more the core strategic leverage of growth. Clues were thus pointing out that a new business model had been designed, and that Saga had joined Scac and a few other companies in maturing immaterial capital expertise as supplementing its shipping branch. It had become a diversified maritime group, vertically integrated, from collecting or delivering cargoes, forwarding them, shiphandling them, and shipping them, on both European and African continents. And such a move was crowned with success because profitability and the distribution of dividends followed the trend
 
The business models of both Scac and Saga at random converged little by little because, despite fresh investments, shipping lost momentum and the portfolios of strategic activities and of expertise insisted more and more on auxiliary to transport functions, harbour handling, forwarding agency and transit, warehousing or even land or river transport to feed shipping and handling. It was a mixed model, relying on complementarity and vertical integration, and it also was a mixed geographical display of activities, either in France and in Africa, which reflected the ultimate push forward of the imperial economy.

4. From demise to strategical uncertainties and failures (from mid-1960s till mid-1980s)
As soon as the classical activities handed down by history commenced to crumble, because coal transport, handling and trading almost disappeared, or because Subsaharan African States often took over harbour facilities. Surprinsingly, in both cases, “financial groups” managing a corporate & investment bank and investment funds took over the firms, which met tensions to finance their redeployment and diversification: Compagnie financière de Suez
 for Scac since 1967, Rothschild Paris for Saga. Both intended to mobilise spleeping assets lodged within these firms to finance their expansion towards promising markets. They had first to get rid year after year of collapsing activities and to rationalise the structures of their daughter firms. They tried altogether to use the available cash to redeploy them towards France itself, to duplicate their portfolio of skills into more “modern” activities; and generally, as it was the case for African trading houses endeavouring to restart in France, they failed to manage efficiently their fresh activities and endured huge losses. 
A. Strategic deadlock met by Scac
Scac
 swallowed thus millions in the building of Scac Matériaux, a network of wholesale and retail distribution of light equipment goods and materials throughout the country – first, to deliver wood imported by the group, then to sustain a path to diversification –, or of an activity of facilities management providing collective heating – first to use coal delivered by the group, then to find out a path to diversification –, without reaching actual and durable profitability and self-financing through enough cash flow – and even a huge frf 121 million loss in 1984, which consumed the meager profits of the previous years
. Or the companies were involved in new activities which they added at random to their scope, far from their focus: Scac had plantations in Sumatra (270,000 hectares, from 1969), little plants in Dakar and Abidjan (in mechanics), wood processing in Ivory Coast, Gabon, and Cameroon (from 1966), and some kind of a holding in Ivory Coast and Sénégal, with several industrial assets (from 1968)
.
Happily, “jewels” were preserved, that it the historical but modernised capital of expertise in transit, forwarding and auxiliary to transport. The core expertise had been diluted from 1969 to the 1980s into a strategy of worldwide growth, with 70 transport and transit agencies all over Europe, Asia and America, in 30 countries, which were not competitive enough indeed. In 1984 anyway the firm had endeavoured to assert its faith to maritime service activities, with maritime agencies, about 8,000 ships being under consignment management, 55,000 containers under management to get out of Europe, 12 millions tons handled in France and abroad. New specialties joined the trail, with the conquest of a first role in the agency of air freight, and a key role in high value logistics for the transportation of oil equipment to the off-shores bases or of equipment goods for turnkey factories abroad. Such transit activities mobilised 6,600 employees (6,500 out of France). But their return was consumed by the losses of the other activities of diversification. A blurred strategy had been borne for too long, and the core expertise was not given thorough priority indeed.
B. Saga changing its strategy: from shipping to auxiliary to transport
More and more Saga reconsidered shipping
 and started to get away from its core historical activity throughout the 1970s-1980s: it privileged thus services to shipping (through its sub-holding Sagatrans) and cargo management facilities and services. Its affiliates Soaem and Umarco (in association there with the big trading house Scoa as a privileged customer) and their sister companies in now independant Subsaharan countries could tackle the whole range of service solutions to ships in about thirty African ports; and themselves or Saga French offices developed agency services to pick up freight; in Africa, land transportation networks supplemented this function, with about 1,500 trucks or tracting-trucks and 1,200 trailers, 210 river barges; and ship-handling was modernised and extended. 
Thus a cohesive package of maritime services were at hand in Africa – which filled a historical part of Rothschild’s history, which had been active in imperial France through mining (New Caledonia, Africa, etc, with Le Nickel, Mokta, Pennaroya) and oil exploration, and asserted itself as faithfull to overseas deployment. For such an old family, they were considered as “noble” activities, proving its commitment to development and progress, to “productive” segments of economy. And the maritime service group was thus included whithin such mindset. The Saga group was highly profiled as an “African” group because, in 1983, its 55 offices in in 29 African countries gathered 11,200 employees, with three-quarters of natives. In parallel, from the 1970s, Saga started acquiring a new capital of expertise in “services to cargo”, that is the management of customs files and administrative documents, and moreover a door to door service, with the organization of the management of containers (loading and unloading of containers), and transport commissionning for special transportation (turn-key plants, equipment). Such a diversification met that of its competitor Scac indeed.

Both groups appeared powerful: Scac gathered 13,000 employees at the start of the 1980s, instead of 4,000 in 1957 and 10,000 in 1968. In the rankings among big French firms, Scac and Saga fared well, because adding turnover was fashionable in these times, even if analysts and managers did not mind enough of profitability and return on investment… 

	Table 4. Rankings among French service companies in 1985 along their turnover (considering only transporation and transit firms)

	N°2
	Air France 

	10
	Scac

	11
	Compagnie générale maritime-Cgm

	12 
	Danzas

	12bis
	Union de transports aériens-Uta

	15
	Air Inter 

	24
	Delmas Vieljeux

	29
	Dubois transports 

	32
	Navale Worms

	33
	Saga

	42
	Daher transports

	48
	Mory transports


But both firms had no real capacity to rebound, being weighed down by unefficient portfolios of activities and an irrelevant strategy. The management of Saga could not in fact bear such diversification moves; it seems to have lacked enough “stuff” top tackle such broad and new issues, all the more because the “development” of African economies did not match hopes: the 1970s-1980s were years of disappointment for a group which had bet on overseas growth and had to face tensions on profit margins. In Subsaharan only, Saga competed with Scac, Transcap, the affiliate of leading trading group Cfao, the subsidiaries of shipping firm Delmas-Vieljeux, and a few other less important companies. 
The “cake” had not grown so much to be shared among too many rivals, and the superposition of their transportation, forwarding, agency and maritime networks confined to squandering, all the more because foreign competitors emerged, like Panalpina or else, and because the harsh worlwide economic crisis of 1979-1984 cut on turnover and profits, and caused losses. This explains that in December 1982 Rothschild sold its stake in Saga to the Suez group, which thus controlled both Scac and Saga but could not actually change fondamentally the economic environment and only accompanied a trend of rationalisation, pruning of less profitable activities, and refocus on true auxiliary to transport skills, with about 4,300 employees in 1986. But the crisis of African oil countries in the mid-1980s strangled any hope of durable recovery. 
5. The end of the story: From deadlock to an emerging leader, Sdv-Bolloré
The lack of profitability and various circumstances led to the sale of Scac by Suez in 1986 to financier Vincent Bolloré, after the sale of the activity of equipment goods and materials trading in 1985. An acute auditing of the group revealed that the core activities of Scac were still located in Francophone Africa. In 1984 its permanent or auxiliary (mainly the dockers) workforce comprised 17,000 employees, with 9,300 active in Francophone Africa and 1,500 in Anglophone or else Africa, that is 62.5 per cent, against 6,400 active in metropolitan France. In fact, the return to profitability implied the return to the historical basis of the group, where it owned a large market share and an uncontestable competitiveness, thus fostering profits, that is Subsaharan Africa. 
After a period of stiff competition, Bolloré’s strategy consisted then of purchasing all the competitors of Scac in the area of transit and forwarding to provide margins of manoeuver to fix prices lists and profits along with some “oligopolistic” wield. First, in 1991, it conquered the control over the big shipping and transit group Delmas, a family business from La Rochelle. It seized afterwards the opportunity of Saga’s difficulties: Suez had sold it in 1991 to a family investor, Pierre Aïm; his Spad firm had tried to focus Saga on French harbour activities through the purchase of several companies (Sctt in 1986, Somotrans and Somaba in 1987) to become the second French harbour handling operator; but it failed to reach profitability. This explains the sale of Saga to Bolloré in November 1998. Such an amalgamation trend ended creating the Sdv-Bolloré group, which got rid of shipping in favour of Cgm-Cma and focused on transit, forwarding, auxiliary to transport, with more and more internal rationalisation to eliminate redundancies. Sdv-Bolloré became thus the “French champion” in transit and forwarding services
, either in France or in Subsaharan Africa (through strongholds in the ancient colonies
), with Cgm-Cma as the shipping champion. Anyway, because of stiff competition in Europe itself and on the “transport lines” connecting developed countries (from German group Stinnes, Swiss group Panalpina, Finnish Maersk-Sealand, etc.), Sdv-Bolloré chose to assert itself as the main actor on the axis Europe-Subsaharan Africa – but now onwards the whole Europe and the whole Subsaharan African, and no more the mere French area of influence. Austral Africa became for example a main target in the 21th century, with already 3,000 employees in eleven countries in 2007 and a quarter of the total turnover in Africa. The only way to a return to profitability was to eliminate competitors and to put an end of several decades of various (business) stories of shipping and transit, a few leading companies being sent to a virtual maritime “museum” in the 1990s.
Conclusion

Following firms through quite a century and reconstituting their “strategy” ever might look as somewhat “artificial” because their managers had to take into account opportunities of growth and profit, the evolution of markets. They always determine how flexible the market could be, thus providing them with margins of manoeuver and some paths to confront competition with some chances of success. Anyway, this business and maritime history case study confirms the intimate connections between shipping and auxiliary to transport. Shipping depended strongly on the efficiency and reliability of harbour facilities, while service agencies found large opportunities of business through supplying services to shipping, because of commissions and fees, as a proportion of volumes. 

The successive stages of growth and of diversification follow the curb of experience of these fims, because they tended to make their portfolio of expertise and skills to grow in new areas, either of business or of geography. They seized opportunities of growth along with what business strategists call “SWOT”: using their Strengths, being aware of their Weaknesses, but looking for Opportunities to overcome the Threats of competition:
· Their vertically integrated activities first impulsed the move at Scac and Saga as they equipped themselves with handling facilities
 to complement their shipping activity.
· Then they spread their portfolio of expertise to several harbours, mainly in the north-western part of France for Saga, because of its embeddedness there, or all along the Atlantic coast for Scac, donw to Bordeaux.

· The magnificent opportunity offered by the development of French empire in Africa explains the strategic move overseas, with the duplication of their portfolio of expertise to North African and Subsaharan African harbours, where both companies ended competing.

· The issue was to use piled up profits when times of decolonisation had come, and most of the diversification moves in France were not so successful indeed. The more the firms got far from their core strategic business, the more they lost their competitive edge and the less they were able to be active leaders in structuring prices scales and the profitability of their activities, because west European markets were far less profitable than African ones.

· Against the deadlocks or difficulties met throughout the 1970s-1980s, finally both firms ended in the grip of financier Vincent Bolloré, who understood the strengthes and weaknesses of the firms he had purchased, and refocus them on their core historical business, auxiliary to transport across France/Europe and Subsaharan Africa, which explains that Sdv-Bolloré has become at the turn of the 21th century a leader on the Europe/Africa axis in competition with Maersk group.
Our intents were there to bring some piece of history through a modest case study of business maritime history, which also tackled the modern issue of “quality” of service and facilities management about harbour management. Maritime and business history have to be studied altogether to determine how maritime shipping and commercial flows and activities fostered turnover, returns, profits, cash flows for investments. The Scac and Saga case study provides thus a leverage to extend such considerations to future comparative developments about the history of firms dedicated to auxiliary to transport business, in imperial overseas or in Europe. Last, this case study fits into our long-term scheme to reconstitute the whole invisible layers of portfolios of strategies and skills which fuelled the imperial service economy, far less known than the history of public works, agriculture or industry. The big Cfao wholesale trading group itself comprised purchasing offices upstream in Europe, commodities agencies downstream in Europe, and African trading activities, but also the task of balancing integration and outsourcing for the other functions: shipping (with some ships), local transportation in Europe and overseas, harbour handling, etc. – even ending from the 1950s-1960s developing its own transit affiliate, Transcap
. Because they helped accelerating the turnover of inventories piled up in port warehouses and reducing the time of fixed costs of trading and shipping houses, auxiliaries to transport were key instruments to the success of such overseas trading houses, but they are far less known than shipping companies
. An overseas integrated business “system” had been built, consisting of trading houses, shipping compagnies, and auxiliary to transport firms, and these latter exerted a key leverage force to cement the efficiency and the competitiveness of the whole system, mainly against the Finnish Maersk firm
 and more and more also Asian contenders.
Finally, this case study in maritime business history
 has also contributed to the theoretical framework fuelling a background to this history of maritime “services”. Far from big industry and mining, or from the culture and trade of commodities, which mainly drew attention from historians about Euro-African business history, we can use these stories to enhance the issues to be faced by services sectors
. Neither port management nor shipping
 escaped the challenge of changing and broadening its scope to adapt to the new framework of internationalised trade flows. And the success of the Bolloré group could be explained too because it tackled rapidly and through massive investments the revolution of container (“the box”
). Services firms were committed to assume the rules of the “reengineering of corporations”, to refocus their strategic portfolio of skills, to assess their allocation of resources to investments, which led in this case to a first process of amalgamation (purchasing competitors) and to a second process of splitting off activities, leaving shipping to Cma-Cgm and focusing on “auxiliaries” to transportation and port management. Specialisation and differenciation are overall demands amidst the present revolution in management, and maritime services cannot escape such requirements. Such a case study ought to open doors to further comparative inquiries and co-operative research programs.
Summary

During the colonial times and after the independance move, the competitiveness of French trading houses, harbours, and shiphandlers depended on the efficiency and reliability of the auxiliaries to transport which managed the invisible tasks of organising transit overseas operations. Forwarding agents, handling agents, road and river carriers were all key parts of the chain which guaranteed the process of transport and wholesale trading. Compagnies were set up either within the trading groups or shiphandling groups, through affiliates (Manutentions africaines for several firms in Sénégal, Transcap for Cfao; Delmas); or as specialised independent (Scac-Socopao, Saga) firms. The efficiency of these companies was a challenge because they provided competitiveness first to colonial commodities and metropolitan goods within the imperial economy, then to the opened French economy. Our study, spread over a century, precises the degree of integration and specialisation of the maritime economy at the apex of the colonial times; and reconstitutes how forwarding, handling and carrying companies evolved after the independances to follow the moves of modernisation and diversification of African economies and to adapt to the new frame of global competition.
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