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Just as Chinese tourists continue to pick 
France as their first choice of destination 
outside Asia, businesses including e-
commerce giant Alibaba and technology 
firm Huawei are also trooping to France, 
electing the country as their gateway to 
Europe and the rest of the world. French 
investment officials have noted that Chinese 
companies are increasingly investing in a 
wide range of businesses in France, from 
food and wine, hotel and tourism to 
technology and the industries of the future.

To succeed, Chinese and Asian 
companies need a reliable banking partner 
who understands the cultural, economic and 
political intricacies of France, and who can 
help foreign investors find their way. Bpifrance is one of them as 
the state-owned, privately run bank is an essential partner for 
French investors and companies. 

“Our mission is serving the future,” says Nicolas Dufourcq,
CEO of Bpifrance. “As a banker, we need to make it possible for 
energetic entrepreneurs to accomplish their dreams.”

Regulated by the European Central Bank, Bpifrance 
adequately guides entrepreneurs as it is deeply rooted with 48 
branches across France. Bpifrance has different missions. It acts 
as a public sector bank and finances projects that are considered 
to be more risky because they involve SMEs or are very 
innovative. “We are close to our customers; we know all about 
their developments and we’re in a position to tell them to slow 
down, speed up or do more,” says Dufourcq, who supervises 
more than 2,500 employees. 

Bpifrance is also one of the biggest European investment 
funds with more than €26 billion (HK$251 billion) under 
management including stakes in Orange, Peugeot and many 
smaller companies. In 2016, more than 80,000 businesses of 
varying sizes, from start-ups to large capitalisations, received 
more than €24 billion in investments, loans and guarantees 
from Bpifrance. It also stimulates exports by insuring French 
companies and their foreign clients. 

Last year, Bpifrance grew its loans business by 20 per cent, the

highest in the history of the company.
“Bpifrance is the partner of choice for
entrepreneurs. We are clearly stimulating the
rejuvenation of the French economy,”
Dufourcq says. “A recent survey shows that
half of young French nationals want to
become entrepreneurs, and more and more
start-ups are emerging particularly from the
biotechnology, medical technology, financial
technology and renewable energy fields.”
Venture capital has already tripled in the past
three years and Bpifrance expects this to
reach €6 billion this year.

Bpifrance seeks to uphold entrepreneurs
as they tackle new frontiers within and
beyond the country, and therefore partners

with international boutique firms and specialists including 
development agency Business France.

In 2015, Bpifrance, together with Cathay Capital and China
Development Bank, created an equity Franco-Chinese fund to 
support French companies that seek to penetrate China and 
Chinese companies that would like to enter France. Supported by 
Cathay Capital staff in Europe (Paris and Munich), China 
(Shanghai and Beijing) and the United States (San Francisco and 
New York), the Franco-Chinese fund is now worth €1.5 billion.

“It is not only about money,” Dufourcq says. “Consulting 
missions, training and networking days have become an 
important part of Bpifrance’s offer. We act as a social network of 
businessmen with a bank around it.”

The bank is a founding partner of the French Tech banner and
its red rooster logo that unites technology start-ups. French Tech 
inspired the creation of the industry equivalent French Fab and 
the blue rooster, which has just been launched by the French 
government’s minister of economy.

Leveraging its network and the French ecosystem 
characterised by deep intelligence, financial expertise and young 
talents with globalised mindsets, Bpifrance anticipates growth 
and stable economic cycles. “Returns will be huge. It is time to 
come to France,” Dufourcq says. “Bpifrance is the best gateway to 
the French economy.”

Nicolas Dufourcq, CEO

BPIFRANCE BOOSTS 
ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT 

uses materials that are safe for microorganisms and 
marine life to ingest. It also decomposes after being 
exposed to or soaked in water for five days. 

With France planning on further tightening 
environmental regulations, SPhere is looking to partner 
with companies that can help it expand its portfolio and 
develop biodegradable and bio compostable cups and 
saucers. SPhere seeks partners that possess know-how 
and technology to manufacture products that are truly 
environment-friendly to cater to the continuously growing
demand for ecological products and solutions. 

SPhere considers Europe its core market, but 
anticipates that Asian countries will be its next big market 
as the rising middle class in the region gains a deeper 
consciousness about lifestyle choices and their effects on 
the environment. 

SPhere keeps setting the bar high when it 
comes to innovations. When it was 
established in 1976, it aimed to develop 
household packaging solutions such as 
draw tape bags and anti-bacterial bags to 
make people’s lives easier. 

Having made an impact within 
households, SPhere expanded its scope 
to create sustainable packaging solutions 
using plant-based, biodegradable and 
recycled materials to safeguard human 
health and the environment. 

In 2011, SPhere replaced fossil 
polyethylene (PE) with a plant-based one. 
Produced from ethanol made with sugar cane, the plant-
based PE performs the same as fossil-based PE in terms of 

strength, elasticity and water-tightness.
SPhere used this material for its entire
range of Alfapac Vegetal Origin products,
which include refuse bags, freezer bags
and cling films. 

“Nowadays, everyone is focused on
being eco-friendly. If everybody puts in a
little effort to save the planet, we will all
make a difference,” says John Persenda,
president. 

Understanding how plastics,
especially the oxo degradable variant, can
accumulate and clutter landfills, seas and
rivers, SPhere is pioneering yet another

revolutionary packaging product with its Blueplast bags. 
Retaining the properties of regular plastic bags, Blueplast 

John Persenda, 
president

SPHERE PUSHES PLASTIC INNOVATIONS USING 
PLANT-BASED AND BIODEGRADABLE MATERIALS
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I nnovation is constantly pushed forward by the
evolving needs and demands of society. 
People opt for more environmentally friendly
solutions, seek ways to further improve 
quality of life, and turn to measures that help

safeguard the future. 
Companies not agile enough to adapt to this

ever-changing world could be quickly rendered 
obsolete. Seeing how mobility and transport are 
big factors that impact society, oil and gas 
companies face tremendous pressure to stay a 
step ahead of the changes.

Combining French engineering expertise with
the rich insights of a global workforce, Axens 
provides top-notch support for oil and gas and 
water treatment companies with its technologies, 
catalysts, adsorbents, services and equipment 
that help clients maintain sustainably sound and 
efficient operations.

A non-aligned, pure technology company,
Axens’ main business is focused on providing 
sustainable and economically efficient solutions 
for the conversion of oil and biomass to cleaner 
fuels and on the production and purification of 
major petrochemical intermediates. Axens’ offer 
also covers all of natural gas treatment and 
conversion options.

“Everything is about innovation. We are 
committed to the trust agreement of the 
technologies and processes we license to help our 
clients continue to improve their performance,” 
says Dr Patrick Sarrazin, executive vice-president, 
process licensing. 

Axens has a strong technical background, 
being an affiliate of IFP Energies nouvelles (IFPEN) 
– a leading-edge technological research and 
training company specialising in the fields of 
energy, transport, and environment. Axens’ 
expertise actually stems from two companies, as it 
is a result of a merger between catalyst and 
adsorbent producer Procatalyse and IFPEN’s 
process licensing and service division. 

In 2001, the creation of Axens through the 
merger of Procatalyse and IFPEN’s process 
licensing and service division was a strategy that 
paid off as Axens offers one of the most 

comprehensive service portfolios in the industry. 
Building on this foundation, Axens’ acquisition of 
oil and gas engineering group Heurtey Petrochem 
further broadens the former’s offer across the 
entire value chain from feasibility study to unit 
start-up and follow-up throughout the unit’s 
entire lifecycle. 

Axens Group now provides a complete 
range of solutions, including technologies, 
equipment, furnaces, modular units, catalysts, 
adsorbents and services.

“The merger between Axens and Heurtey 
paves the way for a prime technological industrial 
group specialising in cleaner fuels and 
eco-efficient processes. This enables us to 
respond more efficiently to customer needs,” 
Sarrazin says. “With Heurtey’s expertise and 
experience, Axens is in position to manufacture 
and deliver mid-sized and modular projects to 
the customer’s site in complete packages, 
bringing added value to customers that may 
be constrained by either time to market or 
project execution.” 

Axens operates three business units, 
namely, catalysts and adsorbents (CA), process 
licensing (PL) and engineering and solutions (ES). 
With these different arms, Axens is able to 
cover the end-to-end needs of clients for a unit’s 
entire lifecycle. 

“Being a subsidiary of a research and 
development centre is key to being a leader in this 
segment. It is not just being innovative one time, 
but constantly. Initially, we offer customers 
cutting-edge technologies that set them apart 
from competitors. However, we are also able to 
understand and adapt to what would be the 
market needs in the coming five or 10 years,” 
Sarrazin says. 

Axens’ CA business unit is developing and
manufacturing catalysts and adsorbents that are 
used in many industrial plants globally. These 
products are key to various processes such as in 
reforming and isomerisation, hydroprocessing, 
sulfur recovery, hydrogenation, selected 
contaminants removal, drying and purification, 
along with other specialised applications.

Global leadership

“Axens has established itself as a technology 
leader and operates in five markets: oil refining, 
petrochemicals, natural gas and industrial gases, 
renewables and alternatives, as well as water 
treatment. In addition, Axens is considered as a 
benchmark in clean fuel technology,” 
Sarrazin says. 

Axens’ expertise in refining covers a wide 
array of solutions from liquefied petroleum gas 
(LPG) sweetening to vacuum residue conversion. 
Axens enables companies to process straight run 
streams from the top of the barrel, cracked 
gasoline, middle distillates and as bottom of the 
barrel residues. The combination of all these 
solutions enables refiners to obtain value from 
every drop of oil.

“Axens makes an impact in the industry. Forty
per cent of the worldwide fuels production is 
generated with Axens’ technologies,” Sarrazin 
says. “To date, we have licensed 2,900 units 
worldwide to allow many countries to deliver or 
market clean fuels.”

A particular example of its technological 
leadership was in the 2008 Beijing Olympics, 
where Chinese subsidiary Axens Beijing enabled 
PetroChina to put on-stream the first Prime-G+ 
gasoline desulfurisation unit in China to provide 
ultra-low sulfur gasoline for the Olympics. With 
Axens’ assistance, PetroChina was able to treat 
100 per cent fluid catalytic cracked naphtha and 
produced an ultra-low sulfur gasoline component. 
Axens contributed to the production of clean 
gasoline in China, which resulted in better air 
pollution control. Since that time, Prime-G+ 
became a bestseller and the must-have 
technology for gasoline desulfurisation in China.

The petrochemical industry relies upon a wide
range of intermediate products and processes to 
turn source materials into finished goods. 

Axens is a reliable partner of petrochemical
companies, providing technologies, along with 
class-leading catalysts and adsorbents, for the 
production and purification of olefins and 
aromatics. These petrochemical intermediates are 

the building blocks used in manufacturing 
polymers for industries such as packaging, 
automotive, electronics and clothing. In the future, 
global demand for fuels should experience slower 
growth than the petrochemicals market.

Axens can help clients adapt to this market
swap and help companies optimise asset 
profitability by assisting them in integrating 
refining and petrochemical sites. 

For the gas processing industry, Axens 
specialises in natural gas and industrial gases 
purification and treatment. For natural gas, Axens 
provides molecular sieves and mercury removal 
adsorbents for purifying and drying natural gas 
before it can be supplied as feedstock for 
producing liquefied natural gas (LNG). With 
industrial gases on the other hand, Axens 
develops products to dry carbon dioxide and 
nitrogen for the food and chemical industries. 

Another very important market for the future
that Axens serves is the production of renewable 
fuels and petrochemicals from biomass. Axens’ 
technologies can convert various biomass 
sources into high-quality diesel, jet fuels and 
second-generation ethanol, such as ethanol from 
non-edible biomass. Ethanol could be used to 
produce bio-ethylene, while further processes 
enable the production of bio-based butadiene and 
aromatics. Axens has also developed solutions for 
the production of alternative liquid fuels from 
non-oil resources, such as the Gas-To-Liquids 
Fischer-Tropsch technology.

Outside oil and gas, Axens is providing high-
performance water treatment adsorbents for 
drinking water, environmental remediation and 
industry. With Axens’ activated alumina product 
Actiguard, unwanted minerals and nutrients such 
as arsenic, fluoride, copper, zinc, lead, silica, 
phosphates and nitrates are removed from water. 
The Actiguard line is used to treat potable water 
for municipal and household use and the 
remediation of waste streams. 

Axens serves these five markets with 
innovative solutions that reconcile efficacy and 
environmental friendliness.

“About 60 per cent of the processes and 

products we are delivering to the market are 
directly or indirectly involved in environmental 
protection,” Sarrazin says. 

Supporting oil and gas market globally

Since the merger that formed Axens in 2001, 
Axens has rapidly grown, doubling its manpower 
worldwide. 

“Our main difference is technical excellence
combined with the successful deployment of our 
strategy, which relies first on the motivation, 
expertise, talents and diversity of all our 
employees worldwide,” Sarrazin says. 

With its workforce keeping a close eye on 
market developments, Axens is able to anticipate 
the evolution of the industry, noting the 
differences from varying geographical regions. 
For instance, Axens initiated the study of biomass-
based technologies in the 1990s and has 
successfully become among the pioneers of 
biodiesel manufacturing.

In China, where pollution has been a long-
time problem, Axens sees ample opportunities to 
help and assist refining and petrochemical 
companies to make a positive difference. 

Axens’ mother company IFPEN, which was
known as IFP at that time, was among the first 
process licensors in China’s oil and gas industry. 
IFP licensed and designed several units for the first 
Chinese petrochemical complex in Liaoyang in 

the 1970s. Since then, IFP has continued to make 
contributions that helped grow China’s oil and gas 
industry. In the 1990s, the company helped in the 
design of the first direct coal liquefaction complex 
in China. 

Axens Beijing has kept its strong momentum
in China, licensing important conversion 
processes. Since last year’s integration with 
Heurtey, Axens Beijing has also started offering 
furnaces and modular units supply in China. 

Aside from PetroChina, Axens has also 
worked with a private company to supply its 
technologies for a crude-to-paraxylene 
complex in China’s Liaoning Province. Axens 
was chosen for the project — which is the largest 
site in the world for high purity paraxylene 
production and will also produce gasoline and 
diesel fuels – for its large technology portfolio and 
ability to maximise naphtha and paraxylene 
production. 

Axens has also developed relationships of
trust with smaller and independent oil refiners in 
order to help them deliver cleaner fuels to the 
market. Axens also has several cooperation 
agreements with the most important Chinese 
engineering companies.

“Axens’ commitment has been and will be 
to continue being a trusted partner to all 
customers from Asia, helping them to meet the 
environmental challenges of the future,” 
Sarrazin says.

AXENS BANKS ON TECHNOLOGICAL 
INNOVATIONS FOR MORE 
ECO-EFFICIENT FUEL PRODUCTION

Dr Patrick Sarrazin, executive vice-president, process licensing

research and development centre holding multiple 
patents, TESCA expertly applies advanced features such 
as heating systems and sensors to a car’s interior textile 
and soft components.

“Our designer works with the car manufacturer’s 
designers up to five years prior to the launch of the car,” 
de Freitas says. “We think and anticipate trends with them. 
We define the new features together with the car makers.”

With plants in China and India, and a partner in Japan,
TESCA is looking for more production partners in China 
and Southeast Asia to continually grow. 

“Our strength is knowing design and providing new
solutions,” de Freitas says. “We seek intimacy with 
Chinese and Asian car makers, and need partners who can 
assist us in the process.”

Considered as science fiction a few years 
ago, self-driving or autonomous vehicle 
technology is rapidly evolving. Top car 
makers such as Audi and Ford have 
announced plans to offer self-driving cars 
by 2021. Anticipating this trend is leading 
French car seat and interior components 
maker TESCA. 

Formerly branded as Trèves, TESCA
combines its 180-year-old knowledge in 
textile production with foaming and new 
technologies to provide fully finished and 
smart car seating solutions that support 
automotive makers today and in the future. 

“We want to increase the autonomy of the car,” says

Carl de Freitas, CEO. “Our solutions
reduce energy consumption and improve
efficiency. When autonomous driving
takes off, consumers will increasingly be
focused on the interior – the comfort,
safety, reliability and the quality of
textiles. We provide all of that.”

Offering tailor-made designs,
TESCA’s capacity to bring ideas to life
stems from its close working relationship
with clients. The company assigns a
specific designer to each customer and
together, they conduct market analysis

and determine personalised solutions that contribute to 
the future success of a vehicle. Backed by an in-house 

Carl de Freitas, CEO

COMFORT AND SAFETY AT THE CORE OF TESCA’S 
CAR SEATS AND INTERIOR COMPONENTS

 An explosion of aroma and flavour greets 
the palate with every sip of Château 
Guiraud, 1st Great Growth Classified in 
1855 or Petit Guiraud, Sauternes wine 
made famous by Château Guiraud for 
eliciting taste sensations akin to a religious 
experience. Legendary for its 
classification, Château Guiraud is gaining 
more prestige among today’s wine lovers 
as the most romantic vineyard in the 
Bordeaux region. 

A well-balanced ecosystem has a lot
to do with it. Château Guiraud is a tourist 
attraction in its own right as the first 
among the 1855 premiers to be certified 
in organic farming seven years ago. The 
128-hectare vineyard displays rich 
biodiversity with numerous varieties of 
vegetables, herbs and flowers – 
enchanting visitors from the moment they 
enter the estate’s long tree-lined drive. 

“We have a special ecological system
here,” says Xavier Planty, co-owner and 
managing director of Château Guiraud. 
“My way is to organise the vineyard’s 
biodiversity in natural ways to help a lot of 
insects survive during the winter, along 
with the birds, the bats and the entire 

meat and locally grown vegetables, along 
with the very best wines from Sauternes 
and the rest of the Bordeaux region. 

Meeting people from all over the 
world during wine tours and tastings at the 
vineyard, Planty holds Chinese culture in 
high esteem.

“The culture of China is so incredible,
particularly their capacity for taste. They 
have great cooks and an amazing variety 
of cuisine – that is to say, they can taste 
better than many people I have met at the 
vineyard and known around the world. 
I am delighted, of course, with their 
fondness for different sensations, most 
especially Château Guiraud wines,” 
Planty says. 

Château Guiraud is keen on exploring
deeper encounters with wine lovers in 
China, and is looking to appoint brand 
ambassadors who understand the 
complexity of fine wines. 

“We aim to cultivate relationships 
with people who understand the promise 
of my brand – a world of sensation, a world 
of taste and flavour that speak to the 
sincerity and romance our label stands 
for,” Planty says. 

ecological chain. We don’t use pesticides, 
fungicides or any herbicides in order to 
maintain the natural balance of our 
environment. This makes our soil very, 
very rich and much alive, which is 
essential to harvesting the exuberant 
flavours our wine is known for.” 

Evolving yet again as a culinary 
destination, Château Guiraud opened 
La Chapelle, its very own restaurant, in 
February last year. It showcases good 

CHÂTEAU GUIRAUD 
CULTIVATES FUSION OF 
SINCERITY AND ROMANCE

Xavier Planty, co-owner and 
managing director


