Heimo Scheuch
[Music] Dear ladies and gentlemen, welcome to my podcast this morning.

| have the pleasure of having an extraordinary guest with me today and | will now switch to French,
which is a pleasure because it's rare for me.

Good morning and welcome to wienerberger, Your Excellency.

Matthieu Peyraud
Good morning

Heimo Scheuch

It is an honour to welcome you here. As you know, this is our original site. More than 200 years ago,
we were founded right here in Vienna. Vienna's first large brickworks began here, and now, almost
200 years later, we are present in more than 30 countries outside of Europe, but mainly in Europe
and especially in France. And that makes me very happy. As you know, | am a French speaker and a
friend of France, and this year is a bit special because wienerberger is celebrating 30 years in France,
therefore | am giving you a symbolic gift to mark the 30 years of wienerberger in France.

Matthieu Peyraud
Beautiful.

Heimo Scheuch

It was very moving because, as you know, 30 years ago wienerberger acquired a family-owned
company in Alsace, called Sturm, and so we began to grow. Recently, with a very large acquisition, we
gathered everyone in Alsace in Achenheim, near Strasbourg, to celebrate our 30th anniversary. It was
also a very emotional moment for me. We can talk a little bit about emotions and culture and how
the French and Austrians work together. But in any case, | have to tell you that the welcome
wienerberger has received and our cooperation with all the local institutions in France has been
extraordinary. Now, I'm just saying this to point out that people often speak a little critically about
France, especially in German-speaking countries. | know this well, but on the contrary, we have very,
very strong relations with the local community in France.

Matthieu Peyraud
Great.

Heimo Scheuch
This was just a brief introduction.

Matthieu Peyraud
A very good introduction.

Heimo Scheuch
Thank you. Your Excellency, what do you think of France and Europe at the moment, if we start like
that?

Matthieu Peyraud

Before answering your question, | would like to say how pleased | am to be here today. | feel very
honoured to be welcomed at wienerberger's headquarters because it is a very large company, a
global leader and Austria's most beautiful investment in France. We will talk about this later, but as
ambassador, one of my missions is to support Austrian investments in France. And | must say that |
often use wienerberger as an example. | often explain to Austrians that if wienerberger did it, came
to France 30 years ago and is still here and strengthening its presence, if wienerberger did it, many
others can do it too. And | see the weight and reputation of wienerberger every time | talk about it
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with Austrian companies. Thirty years ago, Austria joined the EU, but it was also wienerberger's entry
into the French market. And in both cases, | believe it has been a great success.

Heimo Scheuch

Absolutely. | really thank you from the bottom of my heart because it's good to hear that, especially
from you, and it makes me happy personally too. | must tell you that | also started 30 years ago at
wienerberger.

Matthieu Peyraud
We are celebrating a wonderful anniversary.

Heimo Scheuch

Exactly. And | also remember wienerberger going to France back then, and | spoke up. | was really
young, actually, it was my second professional experience, and | came here and took the liberty of
talking to the board, not to criticize them, but to give them some cultural awareness. You can
imagine Austrians, especially Austrians from Vienna, here with the French people. Not a word of
French, no open-mindedness. It was very difficult at first, very, very difficult. But little by little, we
began to understand each other. Today, culturally, there are no problems. But it was quite an intense
relationship.

Matthieu Peyraud

It took time and listening. Well done. You asked me a question that is not easy to answer. How is the
world doing today, Europe and France? To answer that, we would need a very, very long podcast. It's
difficult to say that everything is fine. Every day, we hear news reports in the media that are mostly
bad news, and | am aware that citizens may feel anxious, with the impression that the world is going
downhill. And for businesses and investors, there are undoubtedly still fears and therefore questions.
Can we still grow, invest and create jobs? Now, | don't want to come across as a blind optimist. | am
aware that the world is complicated. But | also believe that challenges such as the war in Ukraine, the
situation in the Middle East, a slight slowdown in growth, competition, global competition between
Europe, the United States and China, have nevertheless stimulated, motivated and led to a great deal
of progress in recent times. And if we take a step back and look at the European project, we can see
that in recent years we have made rapid progress on the competitiveness agenda, strengthening the
European single market, reaping the full benefits of the single currency, the euro, pursuing a more
aggressive trade policy, attracting more investment and better defending our interests. | believe that
if we had to sum it up in a single word at European level, and therefore for Austria and France, we
have a sovereignty agenda. We have taken control of our destiny, so to speak. Europeans are often
criticized for being a little soft, a little naive. | believe we are no longer naive at all. We are no longer
soft at all, we have taken back control of our destiny, we are defending ourselves and we are
promoting our interests in the fierce global competition in which we find ourselves. So times are not
easy, but | see positive developments in recent years.

Heimo Scheuch

But that's encouraging, Your Excellency. On the other hand, | also see that the wake-up call has come
for all of us in Europe. It's true that we believed that others would take care of our security, others
would take care of our foreign policy, and everyone would agree to let us export to their countries. So
| believe that times are indeed tough, times are, as you say, fierce. Competition is fierce, and from a
political point of view, it's not easy. There are two thoughts | would like to bring into our discussion. |
feel that Europe has become too bureaucratic, in other words, too administrative. When you are in a
company like ours, as you mentioned, we are expanding rapidly, we are investing heavily, we are
local, we create local value with our production units and also with the materials we produce. We
lack a little of that entrepreneurial spirit in Europe. In other words, to really do something, to really
create something. Often, and God knows, | have been working at the European level for 20 years. But
it is difficult to get this message across and make people understand.

Matthieu Peyraud
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Yes.

Heimo Scheuch

Yes. And | would say that sometimes it would be better for Europe to focus on certain issues and
leave other issues to national or local authorities, because it is important not to become too
centralized. And just a little anecdote, when | talk a lot with colleagues from the East. | mean Central
and Eastern Europe.

Matthieu Peyraud
Yes.

Heimo Scheuch

In fact, when you said citizens, many people are afraid. Why? Not because of war and all that, that's
something else, but also because of this centralization. And when you talk to them a little more, they
explain that during the Soviet period, decisions were made...

Matthieu Peyraud and Heimo Scheuch at the same time
In Moscow.

Heimo Scheuch

And today it's in Brussels. So you see, they are still vigilant about this and these changes frighten
them. So perhaps we all need to be a little more aware of this, and you have strongly emphasised,
and | very much agree with you, that we Europeans must take control of our own destiny, but
perhaps also take control of it in our own countries, in our regions and so on, close to the citizens and
not far away in ivory towers, if | dare say so.

Matthieu Peyraud

No, absolutely not. You have touched on many very important issues that we need to address at
European level. The principle of subsidiarity means that issues must be dealt with at the most
appropriate level, and sometimes the most appropriate level will be the government, sometimes it
will be the federal states in Austria, sometimes it will be at the European level. The second subject is
the need for simplification, because, obviously, when a bureaucratic or legislative machine is put in
place, it tends to produce standards, and standards are added to standards, and more and more
requirements are imposed, making it impossible for economic actors. So we are very conscious of
this in France, and | believe in Austria too. There is also a simplification agenda on which we agree. A
year ago, there was an important report at European level, written by Mario Draghi, the former
Italian Prime Minister and former President of the European Central Bank. The Draghi report lists all
the obstacles to growth and competitiveness in Europe and proposes a number of simplification
measures. We are keen to push this simplification agenda forward, and | think it's an area where
Vienna and Paris are very much on the same page. It's a permanent requirement. We have done this
in France with a whole series of measures to make France more attractive for international
investments, simplifying the administrative procedures once you enter the French market and
simplifying the labour market. It was Emmanuel Macron, when he was Finance Minister, who
launched this movement, and as President he has continued it to make it easier to create jobs, to
hire, but also sometimes to lay off staff, because a company experiences periods of growth and
periods of decline, and companies need to have a certain amount of flexibility to organize
themselves. And restoring confidence among European citizens, showing them that Europe is also a
machine for creating benefits for citizens, that we need more of Europe because when there is
distortion of competition, well, we pay the full price. The Austrian government has just done this by
talking about these distortions of competition in the purchase of consumer products and explaining
that certain products in supermarkets in Austria cost more, much more, than in the same
supermarkets just a few kilometers across the border. And that's not normal within a single market.
So there you have it, it's part of a single market competitiveness agenda, but while respecting, once
again, the role of the Member States in European integration and...
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Heimo Scheuch
Yes, indeed.

Matthieu Peyraud
And that’s it.

Heimo Scheuch

We have noticed that the reforms in France are considerable, have been considerable, and have
contributed to a significant improvement in the day-to-day management of business. Maybe a
comment | also made to the President last time we met in Versailles. | think France has this lovely
saying that goes ,when the construction sector is fine, everything is fine”. And that is true.

Matthieu Peyraud
That’s true for wienerberger.

Heimo Scheuch
Exactly. That's true for us, but it's also true for many others. So | would say that we need to focus on

people's access to housing, which is a necessity. You also have a long tradition in France of providing
social housing.

Matthieu Peyraud
Yes.

Heimo Scheuch

And these perspectives on inclusion and all that, they're very important. And also giving people the
opportunity to buy, because that's important too.

Matthieu Peyraud
Absolutely.

Heimo Scheuch

And in recent years it has become expensive. It has become expensive for two reasons. Of course,
property itself has become expensive. We've also had inflation, of course, but on the other hand,
there are a lot of regulations that have been put in place, and sometimes perhaps there too, | gave
ministers or colleagues some ideas to re-examine, because it has become expensive for everyone and
sometimes perhaps a little complicated as well. And it's the same in Austria, by the way. If we look at
it closely, and I'm not saying this as wienerberger but as a matter of common sense, by simplifying
certain regulations, we can reduce the investment cost by 20 or 30%. And it's important to look at
this closely. So that's a comment I'd also like to make from the point of view of housing and the
construction of houses or flats in France.

Matthieu Peyraud
That's absolutely right. It's a question of balancing different objectives, all of which are important for

our countries and our citizens. One objective is home ownership, because that's particularly
important in France. People want to own their main residence and, in France, often their second
residence too. And for that to happen, prices need to remain reasonable. There is another wish,
namely the fight against climate change and the protection of the environment. As you know, the
French are very committed to this issue. The Paris Agreement from 2015 is still the global benchmark
in the fight against climate change. And one of the areas where we can make progress is energy
efficiency. In France, we still have too many buildings that are what we call "energy sieves", i.e.
buildings that need to be heated a lot and lose a lot of energy, which means we waste a lot of energy
and create a lot of pollution and greenhouse gases.
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And so the government is encouraging thermal renovation, encouraging it with a state aid like
"MaPrimeRénov'"', which has worked well and helps with this effort. But as is often the case, it is a
public policy measure and may not be sufficiently well calibrated, resulting in excessive bureaucracy
or excessive increases in construction costs. So | believe we are at a key moment because we have
seen this at European level with other issues such as corporate reporting on their sustainable
development objectives. And | think wienerberger must be committed to this work. Obviously, the
objective is praiseworthy, but if the ambition is too strong, it risks producing negative side effects
such as bureaucratization, wasted time and increased costs, and this ambition will ultimately
undermine other objectives that we may have set ourselves.

Heimo Scheuch

That is exactly the point | would like to mention when looking at the building sector today. The risk is
that we have a lot of consultants who like reports, and that is expensive, but it does not necessarily
help the individual. We mentioned something very important, of course, thermal renovation, which
is not just to combat the cold, but also, and especially now, to combat the heat, because we consume
a lot more energy to make life more comfortable in our homes. And new buildings must take this into
account, in other words, they must have solid walls to keep out the heat. This is an important point
that must also be adjusted in these regulations. Secondly, | believe that France has a tradition, a good
tradition of building for durability over time, because we don't build houses for 30 or 40 years, but
for hundreds of years.

Matthieu Peyraud
Absolutely.

Heimo Scheuch
Because it's an investment and, as you say, it protects the environment. Indeed, | think these two
things still need to be considered in the discussions.

Matthieu Peyraud
Yes, perhaps a word about the building sector in France, since you mentioned the subject of

construction and public works, or "BTP" as we say in French. Indeed, it is a significant sector of
economic activity. First of all, | would like to point out that France is the second largest market in
Europe, with 68 million consumers, and a very large country at the heart of Europe, of course, with a
central location. The construction sector in my country represents 440,000 companies. It generates
€208 billion in turnover and grew by 2% last year. So in Europe, it accounts for almost one-sixth of
the construction market at European level. Wienerberger was therefore right to enter this market,
which is of considerable size. There are 440,000 companies, some of which are obviously very small,
as is always the case in the building sector, but there are also some very large ones that are world
leaders in a specific sector, and you are one of them. However, when it comes to the major French
construction companies, | would distinguish between three companies: Vinci, Bouygues and Eiffage,
which are, like yours, also long-established companies with a very strong corporate culture and great
ambition in what they build. As you said, we don't build houses to last only ten years. We build
houses to last, and that requires architects and urban planners to think about the quality of life in
that house today and in 10 years and in 20 years and in 30 years, and in reality, it's an entire
neighbourhood that is designed for that purpose.

Heimo Scheuch

Absolutely. And in fact, when you talk about France and the construction industry, when you look at
French infrastructure, which is impeccable compared to many other countries in Europe, it's because
France has focused heavily on infrastructure...

Matthieu Peyraud
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Absolutely.

Heimo Scheuch

Let's talk about high-speed trains, for example, as well as highways and other transport connections
in France. | would say that in the building sector, there is also a lot going on in construction,
especially among young architects who are working to renovate certain neighbourhoods in Paris, for
example, that are also very beautiful and very futuristic.

Matthieu Peyraud
Absolutely.

Heimo Scheuch

And | believe there is a lot to be done in this profession as well, and to promote this role. | see it
within the company, not just to please you, but to tell you how things are going. Young engineers,
both women and men, in France are very well trained. They fit easily into our international teams
and this is becoming a hugely important asset for our future growth, because they are really willing
to travel and get involved in international projects, which is important. Education in France is also
very good in fields such as ours, also in ceramics and other areas, especially in the south-west.

Matthieu Peyraud
Excellent. Thank you. You put it better than | could have, but | believe that one of the strongest

arguments for choosing to invest in France, to export or to enter the French market is definitely the
quality of the workforce. Our country does indeed offer excellent training programs. You mentioned
architects, engineers in the construction industry, financial professionals, artists, and a whole range
of other professions, but of course also the construction industry itself, skilled trades involving
craftsmanship, including artistic craftsmanship, which is absolutely remarkable in very high-end
construction projects.

Another argument is France's central position in Europe, which, as | have already said, is like a hub.
Many major economic transport flows necessarily pass through France to get from one place to
another in Europe. This explains why we have transport infrastructure, which is a long-standing
French tradition dating back to the time of the kings: building roads, building bridges, then later
railways and energy infrastructures. We are a country — and this is a subject on which the French and
Austrians do not entirely agree, namely the source of energy —, but we do indeed have high-quality
energy infrastructure. And so, when you are an industrial company, the question of energy prices and
energy supply is a key issue. And it can be a determining factor when deciding whether to invest or
not.

Heimo Scheuch

In fact, we see it every day, too. Absolutely. And that's also one of France's greatest assets. | believe
that in Europe, we really need to understand that we need a wide variety of energy resources that
are also secure, and not just for a few hours a day, because industry operates 24 hours a day. So |
truly believe, and | say this with great conviction, that this is one of France's greatest assets.

Matthieu Peyraud

So, | want to talk about energy, about photovoltaics, because wienerberger recently made an
acquisition in France in the photovoltaic sector, and | think it's an excellent choice because it's a
sector that has developed considerably. Earlier, we talked about the energy and environmental
transition in somewhat negative terms because, yes, it can involve a certain amount of bureaucracy,
but fundamentally, it's something that's extremely promising and dynamic because it's accelerating
the transformation of the way we build and maintain houses. It is accelerating change in our entire
living environment, in the entire housing sector. This is what has brought about the most change in
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recent years, and so it is something that needs to be incorporated into our thinking, and | believe
that wienerberger is doing this extremely well.

Heimo Scheuch

Once again, this shows that we have a very strong approach towards France, because we made this
acquisition in France and it will be the core of our business in Europe, which we will gradually
develop. So this is one innovation we have, but others will follow in France too, because, Your
Excellency, don't forget that we are also very big in water management with our pipes, already the
second largest producer in Europe, and indeed water management, with droughts and all that, is also
becoming a major issue in France.

Matthieu Peyraud
Considerable.

Heimo Scheuch
And gradually, we will expand into this industrial activity in France as well, because it is a market...

Matthieu Peyraud
Absolutely.

Heimo Scheuch
...as you say, very promising and very interesting.

Matthieu Peyraud

I am delighted about this, and it is also an area of expertise in the traditional French economy, with
major players who have also very quickly developed their international activities.

I have simply listed a few of the strengths of the French market. | would not want to forget one very
important factor, which is innovation. Innovation and research are areas where | believe we have
something in common with Austria. For me, Austria is an exemplary country in the way it devotes a
significant portion of its gross domestic product to research and the way this research is coordinated
between researchers, universities and the business world. When | say this to Austrians, they tell me
that it could be better, but of course it can always be better.

Heimo Scheuch
Absolutely.

Matthieu Peyraud

In France too, | believe we have a very strong impact in the field of innovation because we have
major players in research, whether they be state actors in fundamental research or much more
applied research found in universities and, of course, in businesses.

As a result, we have many researchers from all over the world coming to work in France, and
schemes organized by the public authorities to stimulate research and innovation, thereby
maximizing research, which in turn creates growth and jobs for businesses.

| wanted to mention this because there are areas of excellence.

Heimo Scheuch
Absolutely.

Matthieu Peyraud

I would like to mention Al, which concerns everyone, and is a field in which we are very involved. You
may know that in February 2024, sorry, 2025, the French President Emmanuel Macron, organised a
major summit in Paris on Al, which brought together players from all over the world, not only
governments but also researchers, academics and many companies. It was very, very useful, and this
is only the beginning. | would also like to mention quantum technology, which is an area of
excellence in Austria and also an area of excellence in Franco-Austrian cooperation. Austria has an

7110



absolutely remarkable level of research in the field of quantum technology. | would also like to
mention healthcare, which is a very, very specialized field, especially in Vienna. In France, in Lyon for
example, the healthcare sector, including pharmaceuticals and biomedical research, is extremely
promising. These are just a few of the topics, but there are many others, and in the construction
sector, there is obviously research into materials and sustainable technology solutions for housing.

Heimo Scheuch

No, absolutely, | can confirm that your business tax system, which is also used for research centres in
certain industries, for example, works well. You yourself said that there is always room for
improvement, here or elsewhere. In France too, research in certain professions could be a little more
targeted and focused, because sometimes it is a little too abstract and academic, but | do believe that
with the new generations coming through, it will become a lot stronger.

Allow me to be a little, not provocative, but | want to spice up, as we say, the Franco-Austrian
discussion. | believe that nowadays France can be a little more confident. Allow me to say that.

Matthieu Peyraud
Very good.

Heimo Scheuch

Because we need much more European leadership. We are a little too, | mean, conservative at times,
a little too polite. | dare say that our great friends on the other side of the Atlantic show us that
national interests are important, don't they?

Matthieu Peyraud
Absolutely.

Heimo Scheuch
And in fact, if | take the axis not Paris-Berlin, but Paris-Prague, Paris-Vienna, Paris-Warsaw, and so on,
those are interesting axes for the future.

Matthieu Peyraud
Absolutely.

Heimo Scheuch
And | really encourage this cooperation between different countries, even small or medium-sized

ones, because, as you said, they have a lot to offer and have a different perspective. And it is
important for a large country to engage in these discussions, because it brings a lot to the table.

So, yes, | think that in the EU today, we forget that, because we say that we are in the Union anyways
and, as we said earlier, we cannot push that towards Brussels, we have to leave it in our own hands
and create it, in terms of innovation, research and development, medicine and so on. There is also so
much culture, so many positive things to do, because that is what ultimately enriches citizens,
because they understand better. And yes, the European Union was a great project for peace between
the different European countries. | hope we have understood that we are now living very well within
it. But now it must be a project, as you say, of innovation and the future, because together we are
stronger than alone. And | believe, for example, take the Alps. As a small detail, | started a personal
project this year. | am crossing the Alps from Vienna to Nice.

Matthieu Peyraud
Great.

Heimo Scheuch
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And because, for one reason, because these are important aspects for people like their culture, their
language and also aspects of rural life. And these are things that need to be talked about and
discussed much more between the different European countries that are, for example, in the Alps.
Species protection, for example, biodiversity... These are all key aspects, and understanding how
others, how neighbours, do things is really wonderful. So there is also a lot to be done. | am delighted
that you have taken the time to talk to us from wienerberger, and | can assure you that the next 30
years will be very promising for wienerberger in France too. Thank you.

Matthieu Peyraud
Thank you very much, Mr. Scheuch. Would you allow me to say one last remark in response?

Heimo Scheuch
Sure.

Matthieu Peyraud

Simply to say that what you said is very true. The days when the EU was just an agreement between
France and Germany, and then the rest followed, are long gone. That was true back when the EU had
fewer member states, but that was in the 1990s, and I've seen this change happen during my career
as a diplomat.

If France and Germany agree on something, yes, it has a driving force, but it is not enough to do
everything, far from it, and above all, there are other types of relationships. And finally, this is the
question | am often asked, or sometimes asked. Do we need a French ambassador to Austria? Why
do we need an Austrian ambassador to France when everything is decided in Brussels? The answer is
absolutely yes, we need one. No, not everything is decided in Brussels. Important things are decided
in Brussels. But if we only worked in Brussels, we would lose touch with the states, with the nations,
with the citizens, with the governments. And in fact, we would lose what is essential. It is still there
that things are done, conceived and where most of the power lies. It is also closest to the needs of
businesses, for example. So we must first build good bilateral relations and then suggest that they be
extended to a European framework. That is how things are done. That is the order of things. First it is
between France and Austria or France and another country, the EU or Austria and another country.
We have this ongoing dialogue and then we can move on to a European level that will be relevant.

And first of all, congratulations to you for your personal project, because it's a very beautiful route.
I'm not as ambitious as you, but this summer | went hiking in the Salzkammergut. It may be on your
itinerary, and that's how I'm gradually discovering Austria, which is a wonderfully beautiful country.
And the Alps are a very good example, a great challenge for us Europeans to see if we can manage
shared spaces that are spread across several countries, moving away from a purely national mindset,
because the phenomena in the Alps — whether it be melting glaciers, the migration of species, tree
species, fauna and flora — know no borders, and there is indeed the Alpine Convention. which | went
to see in Innsbruck. It provides tools so that from the French Savoie to the Austrian Alps, and perhaps
even beyond to the Dinaric Alps and Slovenia, we can manage the Alpine massif as a whole. But this
example for the Alps can be applied to rivers and all kinds of phenomena that know no borders.

And ultimately, we come to the conclusion that we need Europe. We still need Europe in certain
areas; we need more Europe. We must identify these areas and make the necessary efforts.

Heimo Scheuch

If I may, Your Excellency, | would like to repeat a phrase you used, which | think is so true. Yes, we are
people in the construction industry, so building is important. But you rightly said that we also need to
build relationships. And that is what matters in a time when everything is changing so quickly.
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Populism is very prevalent. We hardly talk to each other anymore, or we insult each other or other
things without really discussing things in depth. | believe that building good relationships is essential,
and we can't leave that to Europe in Brussels. It's up to us to do it, and | thank you for coming here,
and | believe that the people listening to us also understand how important it is to cooperate and
build relationships for the future of Europe.

Matthieu Peyraud

It means building to last, and forgive me for speaking again, but | wouldn't want to leave without
mentioning that, for wienerberger, building to last sometimes means constructing buildings that will
last for generations. The French Embassy in Vienna was built with bricks from wienerberger. We are
currently renovating it. It is 120 years old and still magnificent. During the renovation work, we found
bricks from wienerberger bearing the double-headed eagle, because it obviously dates from before
the First World War, and | really liked that. | took one of the bricks and it is now on my desk at the
embassy. So when you come, Mr. Scheuch, you will see this brick from wienerberger in the French
ambassador's office.

Heimo Scheuch
With great pleasure. Thank you very much.

Matthieu Peyraud
Thank you very much.
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