
 1 

Bastille Day 2015  

Speech by Ambassador of France to South Africa, Her Excellency Elisabeth Barbier 

 

 

First of all, a very warm welcome, from my team, my husband and I, and a big thank you for 

joining us today in celebrating our Fête Nationale, which is better known here as Bastille Day. 

More than ever, in these difficult times we are going through, we need to remember the founding 

values of the French Republic: Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité … 

 

This is already my third Bastille Day as Ambassador to South Africa and I will be even shorter than 

the previous years. This is only the first part of our celebration, as you heard from our MC.  

 

I will thus limit myself to a few highlights of the past year, to illustrate the ongoing progress of the 

strategic partnership concluded more than twenty years ago between François Mitterrand and 

Nelson Mandela. For instance, in Paris, at the end of last year, we held the political dialogue forum 

which allowed us to discuss strategic and topical African and global issues.  

 

But this year, 2015, is particularly important for us all, and for France in particular, because from 

30th November to 11th December we will be hosting and chairing the UN conference on Climate 

change, COP21 Paris.  

 

The stakes are high: the aim is to reach, for the first time, a universal, legally binding agreement 

that will enable us to combat climate change effectively and boost the transition towards low-

carbon and resilient economies that provide prosperity while protecting the planet. 

 

To achieve this, the future agreement must focus equally on mitigation - that is, efforts to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions in order to limit global warming to below 2°C - and on societies’ 

adaptation to existing climate changes. These efforts must take into account the needs and 

capacities of each country.  
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We are working very closely with South Africa on this, because both our countries want it to 

succeed, in order to realise the commitments taken in Durban at COP17. Minister Fabius and 

Minister Molewa, for instance, met in New York two weeks ago, and Minister Molewa will be in 

Paris next week for an informal Ministerial meeting. 

 

To quote UNSG Ban Ki Moon: “we cannot fail at COP21, there is no plan B, for there is no planet 

B”. 

 

Let me come back to a brief overview of our bilateral relationship. 

 

 Our economic relations are good, but they could be even better. In order to boost them, 

Minister Fabius has appointed Senator Robert Hue, a long time friend of South Africa, as 

special representative. Senator Hue is with us today, and this week. I want to extend to him a 

very warm welcome. 

Our joint economic committee was revived in April, through the visit of Minister Matthias Fekl 

together with his counterpart Minister Rob Davies. 

The number of French business subsidiaries settling in SA keeps growing (they are around 

350), and SA remains the first export destination for France in sub Saharan Africa. 

Two important intergovernmental agreements have been signed, on cooperation in the fields 

of transport, as well as civilian nuclear energy. 

 

 The French Development agency (AFD) celebrated its 20 years in SA with an important round 

table on “Sustainable Cities”, with the participation of the Executive Mayor of Johannesburg, 

the City with which the visiting DG of AFD has very recently signed a 120 MEuros loan 

agreement. I should also add that the City of Johannesburg and the City of Paris have 

embarked in a promising partnership on climate.  

 

 Cultural diplomacy is part of our DNA: we work closely with our South African friends in many 

fields, dance, and cinema (there will be a strong French presence next week at the Durban 

DIFF). Last month in Newtown, I hope you took part in Fête de la Musique, together with 

hundreds of enthusiastic and cheerful music lovers, despite the chilly and wet weather.  
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Nothing is better than culture to draw people together. Even if they don’t speak the same 

language. We are presently working on a new bilateral cultural agreement, which we hope to 

finalize before the end of year, taking the opportunity of an upcoming VVIP visit. 

 

 A propos language, nearly 30 000 people are learning French in South Africa: 21 000 in 

schools, 3 300 at University level, and more than 4 000 in the Alliances Françaises network. 

There is a big margin for improvement, and we are working on it. To learn French is an 

excellent investment: remember, out of 274 million French speakers in the world in 2014, 100 

million live in Africa. So French is indeed the language of business in Africa. 

 

 Another area on which we are working is student mobility: only 150 SA students are currently 

studying in France, whereas France hosts more than 111 000 students from Africa. With us 

today are a few of the SA students who are soon going to study in France on a French 

Government bursary. We’ll send them off tomorrow and launch the France Alumni platform, 

which will allow former students to interact with each other, have access to different 

opportunities for trainings, scholarships, internships or job offers, and stay updated on the 

latest in French culture and tourism.  

 

 One word on tourism, which is as important for the SA economy as for ours. 130 000 French 

tourists visited SA last year. On our side, we are very keen to get more visitors from SA to 

France (they are about 125 000). Let me mention in particular La Réunion, this beautiful Indian 

Ocean island very close to you, an adventure paradise which an increasing number of South 

African visitors are discovering (more than 50% growth). Remember: no visa needed for SA 

citizens! 

As for the Schengen visas delivered by our Consulates, we are making it easier and faster to 

get them: the norm is now 48 hours, and you can apply in any of the 3 Capago visa centers  

(Joburg, Cape Town and Durban)  wherever you live in SA.  

 

You‘ll find on display some booklets with everything you always wanted to know about our 

cooperation with South Africa in the fields of scientific research, police and defence cooperation 

(let me just tell you that within a year, there were 5 calls by the French Navy who seems to enjoy 

SA shores very much), about the French Lycée Jules Verne in Joburg and its Pretoria campus, just 

across the road from this Residence… and so on.   
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I would like to end by thanking my team, at the Embassy as well as the Residence, who have 

worked hard for this celebration. Some members of the “French Team in SA” are leaving us, such 

as our deputy Defence Attaché, our Scientific and University Cooperation attaché, two of our 

political advisors, the Director of the IFAS, the head of communication services, and administrative 

staff etc… I can’t name them all, but I thank them all! 

 

And now, let me raise my glass to the health of His Excellency Jacob Zuma, President of the 

Republic of South Africa, and to the friendship between our two countries. 

 

For the Tour de France, MTN /Qhubeka team! 


