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A very warm welcome to everybody,  

Family and friends of Monhla, among which I count Jean-Michel Debrat, the 

head of AFD, the French Development Agency, 

Mrs Zanele Mbeki 

Mrs Chery Carolus, 

All protocols observed! 

I am extremely happy to see that so many of you have come all the 

way from Johannesburg, to join me for this ceremony in honour of Monhla.  

 It took a long time to organize this ceremony, but I’m not too 

apologetic, since it means that I am the one to enjoy the privilege of presiding 

over the completion of a process which was initiated by my predecessor.  

 As you probably know by now, the President of the French Republic 

has bestowed on Monhla the medal of Knight of the Legion of Honour. The 

national order of the Legion of Honour was established by Napoleon 

Bonaparte in 1802, and is the highest decoration in France. I will abstain from 

commenting on Napoleon Bonaparte, who is not my favorite Historic figure, 

but shall just mention two prominent South African who have been awarded 

this honour at its highest degree: they happen to be two Nobel Prize winners, 

ArchBishop Desmond Tutu and the late Nadine Gordimer. 

 But you do not need to be a Nobel to be awarded la Légion d’Honneur, 

and France has recognized in you, dear Monhla, a leader and an achiever, as 

well as a role model for the South African youth, in particular = women =. This 
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award ceremony is thus particularly well timed, as we celebrate the SA 

Women’s month. You have probably read like me, recently in a SA business 

daily, that (I quote) “the corporate ladder remains slippery for SA women”, as 

they chair only 16 of the 380 JSE listed companies. Well, I’m not sure that 

France is much more advanced in this field: unequal pay, under-

representation in the Boardrooms… I know there are pros and cons on the 

instauration of quotas. But to be frank, in France, we had to make use of the 

law to force some change and give compulsory targets; the same goes for 

Public service, including the Ministry where I belong. But there is hope, and 

things are getting better… 

  

Dear Monhla, 

Let me now proceed with the formal part of the ceremony, which 

involves retracing, as best as I can and with a little help from your friends, the 

most important elements of your life so far. 

If you allow me, and because your CV is much too rich and nearly 

intimidating, I shall concentrate on what seems to me the most important.  If I 

am wrong, you will of course have to correct me! 

To start with, the most important is the role played in your early life by 

your mother, a retired teacher in rural Limpopo, who raised you single-

handedly together with your three siblings. I am told that your first teacher, Mr 

Thema, has also been of great influence in that phase when you had to walk 

long distances to school. They gave you, the child of Ba-Ralong, a sense of 

doing what you have to do, whatever the circumstances. 
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You had to drop out of your studies, in order to work for a living (for 700 

rand a month), and that is when you took a job as counsellor to workers in 

Polokwane (or is it selling bus tickets as I have read somewhere?). But then 

you managed to get yourself back to school, and seized the opportunity to 

prove yourself again and to go study overseas, in California. From then on, 

your course was set on skills acquisition, and how to get the wider SA society 

to benefit from your skills. 

And you started flying higher and higher, in three related fields where 

you excel: 

- Finance, starting with DBSA, Old Mutual and now with IDC and 

SEFA, 

- Your passion for cities/urban development, as head of the 

Municipal Infrastructure Investment Unit, your role in Joburg 

Water, and INCA. You showed your sense for Innovation there, 

paving the way for the first PPPs. This may be why the French 

Company Suez environment has appointed you to their 

advisory Board. 

- Your immense capacity for Strategy and leadership, which you 

have shown brilliantly at the head of ACSA, whose revenues 

have increased threefold during your tenure, having given to 

SA “world class” airports (and some BRICS also!). And those 

ten years at the helm of ACSA were certainly not a Sunday 

school picnic… 

But I think the most important, for you, is what you have done to empower the 

companies where you have worked, to empower their staff, and their families. 
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I’m told that one of the most lasting legacy you left at ACSA is the HR policy 

and the in-house training policy, which actually hugely helped ACSA to 

progress technically and financially. You wanted to build a community, whom 

you could then put to work with humanity, but also demandingly, not tolerating 

any kind of discrimination, neither against women, nor against disadvantaged 

or handicapped persons. That is the legacy you have left to ACSA. And not 

only to ACSA : I’m told you want to know what happens to the Contractors’ 

workers once they’ve finished with one job, and are keen to push for 

empowering them with further skills, as the future of SA rests upon them. 

Maybe you will tell us more about what you are doing at the moment in terms 

of empowering women in the economic field. 

I don’t know how best to define you, dear Monhla. An African woman? A 

successful woman, recipient of so many prestigious awards?  Yes. But on top 

of all that, you are an achiever, a solution finder, a servant of the “general 

interest”, a charismatic leader of men… and women. And the women of the 

world, not only SA, definitely need role models like you, constantly seeking to 

give back to their community, their country, what they have received. 

This is the reason why we are extremely honoured, dear Monhla, that 

you have accepted this award. 

Mrs Monhla Hlahla, 

Au nom du President de la République, 

nous vous faisons chevalier de l’ordre national de la Légion d’Honneur. 

 

 
 


