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BASTILLE DAY 2014 
Speech of the Ambassador of France 

 
 
 

(Warm thanks to the choir of Vaal University of Technology, VUT, for their 
beautiful rendition of our national anthems) 

 
Professor Edith Vries, DG Dept of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, 
officially representing the SA Government today, 
 
Ms Candith Masheko-Dlamini, Deputy Minister of Rural affairs 
 
Ambassador Mpoko, Dean of the Diplomatic Corps 
 
Dear colleagues Ambassadors, High Commissionners, diplomats, 
 
Other officials of the SA Government, 
 
Dear compatriots, members of the French business community, and elected 
representatives of the French Community, 
 
Dear friends, 
 
 
First of all, a big thank you for joining us today for the celebration of our 

National Day, which gives us the opportunity to remember the founding values 

of the French Republic: Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité … 

 

2014 is a year rich in commemorations: it marks 20 years of democracy for 

South-Africa, and these celebrations are on-going. We, in France and in 

Europe, also commemorate the centenary of the First World War to illustrate 

the theme “War and Peace”, President François Hollande has invited 

government representatives of 80 countries (including the SA Minister of 

Defence) whose contingents took part in the “Great War”. They were by his 

side this very morning during the military Parade on the “Champs Elysées”. 

Just before the parade, flag bearers from these countries were saluted by the 

French President. The South-African flag was in the forefront.  

 

As you know, the South-African participation in the Great War, on French soil, 

was very significant. The memorial of Delville Wood, in Picardy, bears 

testimony to their sacrifice. Just last week–end, deputy President Cyril 
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Ramaphosa was there, to correct an historical injustice and honour all South 

Africans, black and white, who gave their lives during World War I. He thus 

presided over the re-burial of a member of the African Native Labour Corps 

named Private Myengwa Beleza, who is now resting alongside the white 

south-African soldiers who perished in the terrible battle of Delville Wood in 

July 1916. 

 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
This being my second Bastille Day as Ambassador to SA, let me give you a 
few highlights of what happened between SA and France since last Bastille 
Day. 
 

President Hollande came here for a State visit in October, leading a large 

delegation, with 8 ministers and many business leaders. This visit gave a new 

impetus to the strategic Partnership concluded more than twenty years ago 

between François Mitterrand and Nelson Mandela. 

 

The demise of Madiba brought President Hollande again to SA a few weeks 

later to pay his last respects to this great hero of the fight for Freedom, whose 

soul now  lives in each of us.  

 

Then came the May 7th elections, after which President Hollande duly 

congratulated his counterpart and reaffirmed (quote) “France’s readiness to 

accompany South Africa’s economic and social growth (…) with the French 

Development Agency, as well as with the know how of its enterprises”. He 

also stated France’s readiness to resume its close dialogue on African and 

global issues, in the framework of our strategic dialogue. It is in this spirit that 

Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius met last week-end with Deputy President 

Ramaphosa. 

 

One of the highlights of President Hollande’s visit last October was the signing 

of the R51b contract between PRASA and Gibela, an empowerment 

consortium 61 percent owned by Alstom, and 39 percent locally held, for the 

renewal of the passengers trains fleet. The contract is the largest-ever signed 

in the railway business world for rolling stock.  
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The company, aiming at a 70 percent level of localisation, will directly employ 

around 1500 people and create another 8000 jobs in the supply chain. There 

will be thousands of indirect jobs. And the project has a large component of 

skills development, such as engineering, artisans, technicians and train 

drivers. 

As you can see, the promotion of a “win–win” business relationship is 

important for the “economic diplomacy” mission given to us by our Minister, 

who has added “international development” to his title of “Minister of Foreign 

affairs”. On this note, I can only encourage you to have a closer look at the 

nice Citroen and Peugeot cars on display!  

 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 

You remember that France and South Africa collaborated to host a very 

special celebration for culture, arts, science, education, sports and much 

more... within reciprocal seasons in 2012 and 2013. We are now in 2014, yet 

we are incorrigible, and think that it is always time for Arts and Culture. Just 

one example, the recent Fête de la Musique in Melville, enjoyed by 10 000 

people, old and young, from all walks of life, very cheerful ! Fête de la 

Musique is not a French thing anymore: it is celebrated all around the world, 

and we do hope it will grow roots in SA as well. 

 

I won’t mention the French participation in the NAF in Grahamstown, nor the 

ABSA l’Atelier Gerard Sekoto Award sponsored by France… We are very 

keen on cultural diplomacy … to which we add Gastronomy of course. We 

started this year a “week of Taste” in SA, with French Chefs, and hope to 

make it bigger next year. 

 

And I come now to Sports diplomacy … Let me first congratulate Germany for 

their victory last night. We French didn’t go that far, but at least made a better 

show than in 2010 here in SA… For the Tour de France, I feel sorry there 

won’t be any “maillot jaune” with a SA connexion this year, but am pretty sure 

it will happen next year… 
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Impossible not to mention rugby: did you know the French Navy Rugby team 

is presently in Cape Town? We won’t see them here, but we are most lucky to 

have with us today the French U20 Women’s Sevens team, hosted by the 

Bulls Rugby Union. I had the pleasure to watch them play, they have a 

beautiful team game, they will go far!! 

 

I’ve already thanked the VUT Choir. I’ve invited them because they are one of 

SA best known academic choir, but also because VUT is our partner in the 

education sector, hosting the French-SA Schneider Electric Center, and 

offering French courses to its students.  

 

About 30,000 people are learning French in SA: 20 000 in schools, 3 500 at 

University level, and 5 000 in the Alliance Française network. There is a big 

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

excellent investment: remember, out of 220 Million French speakers in the 

world, 100 million live in Africa. So French is indeed an African language… 

  

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’ve also invited some of the best French learners of Gauteng High 

Schools, for their excellent results in the DELF-Junior exam. They are from 

Rodean High School and Kingsmead College in Jo’Burg, and the Diocesan 

Girl School in Pretoria. 

 

One word on Tourism, which is as important for the SA economy as for ours. 

130 000 French tourists visited SA last year (no 3). On our side, we are very 

keen to get more visitors from SA to France. Let me mention in particular La 

Réunion, this beautiful Indian Ocean Island very close to you, waiting for your 

visit, no visa needed for SA citizens! 
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If you want to know more about France’s presence and activities in SA, 

please help yourselves to the booklets you‘ll find  on display. Everything you 

always wanted to know about our cooperation with South Africa in the field of 

scientific research, about the French Lycée Jules Verne and its Pretoria 

campus, just across the road from this Residence…etc, etc, everything is 

there in this new booklet. 

 
 
 
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 Defence Attaché, our Police 

attaché, our Economic advisor, the Director of the French Development 

Agency, or the Director of Alliance Française Pretoria. I can’t name them all, 

but I thank them all! 

 
 
 
And now, dear Professor Vries, 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./. 

 

 


