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The 6.90 may not be the most sophisti-
cated restaurant in Paris but it claims to
be the cheapest, and the argument has
proved powerful amongst the city’s
dwellers.

Yesterday, dozens queued up for one
of two main courses on offer, sausage
and mashed potatoes, or vegetable
lasagne, which both cost €6.90 —
hence the name.

Matteo Balavoine, the 23-year-old
joint owner, says it has been like that
since the establishment opened in
March. “It’s been a real success,” he said.
“We’ve been serving 200 meals a day,
and sometimes 300.”

The 6.90 is one of a small but growing
number of restaurants in France
serving cheap meals in response to the
cost of living crisis. They are the subject
of intense debate.

Proponents say the so-called “anti-
crisis menus” are luring back diners
who had stopped eating out following

by eliminating waiters. Customers pay
and pick up a tray with their meal on it
at the till when they arrive and are
also expected to clear the table them-
selves. 

The formula is an eye-opener for
those accustomed to lofty Parisian
dining, but has gone down well among
people who dislike fast food but cannot
afford restaurants such as the Tiger-
milk, a Mexican eatery down the road,
where spare ribs are on the menu for
€17 and a chicken burger for €14.50 .

“It’s quick, it’s good and it fills you up,”
said Lino Galdin, 26, a consultant, who
was tucking into his sausage and
mashed potatoes at a wooden table

French get a hunger 
for cut-price cuisine

the onset of inflation a couple
of years ago. Detractors, on the other
hand, say they are dragging down
prices, undermining profits and threat-
ening the entire profession.

Although France is renowned for its
inexpensive restaurants – at least com-
pared to the UK — the average cost of
a meal out rose by about 23 per cent
between 2022 and 2024. In response,
four out of ten people told an Ipsos poll
last year that they went less often to res-
taurants than in 2019.

Chefs found themselves staring at
deserted tables. Take, for instance, the
Bellevue near Limoges in central
France, which was charging an average
of €17 for a three-course meal but at-
tracting just seven diners a day after
being purchased by Laurent Berger, a
businessman, in 2022. “My accountant
said: ‘You are a nice man but you are
going to go bust’,” Berger, 55, said.

 He responded by dividing the Belle-
vue into what he calls a first-class din-
ing room, where meals can cost up €59
a head, and a second-class one, which

serves three courses, with a glass of
wine and a coffee included, for €10, al-
though only on weekday lunchtimes.

Second-class eating has turned out to
be a triumph. “We are serving 70 or 100
meals a day now,” he said.

Berger said he used only fresh ingre-
dients, but managed to keep costs down
by limiting the range of dishes available
on his menu and negotiating with sup-
pliers.

On Thursday, for instance, there was
salad for starters followed by black pud-
ding with mashed potatoes and panna
cotta for dessert. “And if you don’t like
black pudding, well then that’s hard
luck,” he said.

In Paris, Balavoine, who is still a stu-
dent at a Paris business school, is basing
the 6.90 on much the same concept.
With only two main courses and one
dessert — chocolate mousse, for €2.90
— on the menu, he and his business
partner are able to negotiate with sup-
pliers over the price of their ingredients,
which they insist are all fresh.

The restaurant has further cut costs

covered in a red and white checked
cloth at the 6.90 with his colleague Pau-
lina Flores, 26.

They had been on a training course in
Paris all week, trying out local restau-
rants, but finding most beyond their
means. “I haven’t got very much money
and eating out in Paris is too expensive,”
said Galdin, whilst Flores lamented
having paid more than €20 for lunch
the previous day.

Balavoine opened the restaurant for
a three-month trial period that finishes
next week. Given the success, he plans
to open on a permanent basis after the
summer holidays.

However, Thierry Marx, the chair-
man of the Umih, the hotel and restau-
rant owners’ trade body, cautioned
against the spread of low-cost meals.
“You mustn’t mix up turnover and
profits,” he said. “It’s true that it’s reas-
suring to see diners in the restaurant
but if there’s nothing left at the end of
the day… the fixed costs are going to
drag you down.”

Bernard Boutboul, the chairman of
Gira, a food consultancy, agreed, de-
scribing the “anti-crisis” menus as “very
dangerous”. He said diners might be-
come accustomed to paying low prices
and refuse to pay more, driving many
restaurants out of business.

Balavoine said each meal he served at
the 6.90 cost 35 per cent more than the
price he paid for the ingredients.

But he conceded that once other
costs were included, he would need to
open “three of four [similar] restau-
rants”  to make money.
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Diners can enjoy a main meal for €6.90 
and a dessert for €2.90 at 6.90 in Paris

M
ore than
130 years
ago, the
Maharaja
Hari Singh

dreamt of a railway to 
link the Kashmir Valley 
to the rest of the Indian 
subcontinent (Amrit 
Dhillon writes).

He proposed the idea
in 1892 and engineers 
from the ruling British 
colonial power surveyed 
the harsh terrain, 
reporting on the 
feasibility of a railway. 

The plan was 
ultimately rejected and 
over time it appeared to 
have been shelved.

Yesterday, however, 
the Maharaja’s dream 
came true 64 years after 
his death. Narendra 
Modi, the prime 
minister, opened the 
world’s highest railway 
bridge, linking the valley 
to India’s vast train 
network. Modi said it 
was “the crown jewel of 

India”. The Chenab 
bridge is being hailed as 
an engineering marvel, 
a symbol of India’s 
strength, coming at a 
sensitive time after a 
terror attack in April 
that killed 26 people in 
the Pahalgam area of 
the contested Kashmir 
region. The outrage 
triggered a four-day 
clash between India and 
Pakistan last month.

Modi said as he 
walked across the bridge 
waving a large Indian 
flag: “Pakistan will 
never forget ... its 
shameful loss. Today’s 
event is a grand festival 
of India’s unity and firm 
resolve. This is a symbol 
and celebration of rising 
India.”

The visit was his first
to Kashmir since the 
conflict. The bridge is 
the centrepiece of the 
Udhampur-Katra-
Baramulla project, a 
169-mile line through 

the mountainous region 
with 36 tunnels and 943 
bridges, connecting 
Jammu and Kashmir by 
train for the first time 
with India’s rail network.

It is expected to halve
to about three hours the 
time to travel from the 
town of Katra, in the 
Hindu-majority Jammu 
region, to Srinagar, the 
main city in Kashmir. 

The £200 million 
bridge stands 1,278ft 

above the river bed, 
higher than the Eiffel 
Tower. India has hailed 
the Chenab span as the 
“world’s highest railway 
arch bridge”. Several 
road and pipeline 
bridges are higher but 
Guinness World Records
confirmed that the 
Chenab trumps the 
previous highest, the 
Najiehe in China.

The bridge proposal 
was revived in the 1980s 

and approved in 2002. 
Its construction sends a 
message about modern 
India and it is hoped to 
boost regional trade, 
providing an all-weather 
link. During winter the 
road between Jammu 
and Kashmir and the 
rest of India is often 
blocked by heavy snow. 

For the state-owned 
Indian Railways, the 
bridge was its 
biggest civil engineering 
challenge. Work began 
in 2017 but the first 
problem was getting 
materials and manpower 
to the site. The first 
engineers reached the 
area by mule or on foot. 
Small factories were set 
up around the site to 
produce the steel, 
concrete and pylons.

Electricity had to be 
specially generated and 
water for the concrete 
was piped from far 
away. The bridge was 
designed to withstand 
wind speeds of 165 mph 
and severe earthquakes.

Since the span must 
stand up to fierce winds, 
a paint was developed 
that resists corrosion for 
up to 15 years.

In August 2022, the 
two sides of the bridge 
finally met. In February 
2023 work to lay the 
railway tracks began 
and train trials followed.

Modi also announced
further support for those 
families who suffered in 
the recent conflict, 
during which 80 people 
were killed in India and 
Pakistan. He said: 
“Their troubles are our 
troubles.”

Modi walks tall on 
highest rail bridge 

The Chenab bridge, the 
highest in the world, was 
opened by Narendra Modi 
parading the Indian flag
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