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Mr Minister,

Ladies and gentlemen, 

It is a pleasure and a great honour for me to open this first French-South-African Energy Conference together with Mrs Buyelwa Patience Sonjica, Minister of Minerals and Energy. 

I welcome the presence of representatives from such major French energy players as ALSTOM, AREVA, EDF, RTE and SUEZ, whose active involvement in this event reflects renewed support for South-African energy projects and a growing commitment to long-term cooperation. 

· Long-term cooperation

In the energy sector and in the area of major infrastructures in general, confidence and lasting commitment are keys to success: strategies and projects are long-term initiatives. In this respect, France's presence in South Africa is a model of its kind. 

· Our cooperation is reflected in concrete results. They are visible in ALSTOM's significant industrial operations in South Africa, spearheaded by ALSTOM SOUTH AFRICA, whose capital is owned for 51% by local players, and in the construction of the Koeberg power plant in the eighties by FRAMATOME (now AREVA NP). Tomorrow I will be visiting this plant, which is run by ESKOM, the national power supplier. I welcome the collaboration between ESKOM, EDF and ALSTOM, which permitted rapid repair of this power plant after an alternator breakdown at the end of 2005. 

· Our cooperation is further strengthened by exchanges between research and training organisations, such as nuclear collaboration between the French Atomic Energy Commission and NECSA, training collaboration between the Institut Français du Pétrole (French Oil Institute) and the Minerals and Energy Education and Training Institute (MEETI), and the support provided by the French Environment and Energy Management Agency (ADAME) for a rural electrification programme. 

France's many areas of energy expertise offer synergies and complementary strengths which benefit our bilateral cooperation.
· Our cooperation is further enhanced by regular exchanges between the government services in charge of energy, i.e. the Department of Minerals and Energy in South Africa and the General Directorate for Energy and Raw Materials in France. Their good relations have culminated in the conference bringing us together today. 

· Lastly, our cooperation is helped by the close relations between our governments, as witness the recent visits by Mr de Villepin, Prime Minister of the French Republic, Mrs Lagarde, Minister for Foreign Trade, and my presence here today.

The world is going through a period of reflection on energy policy
This conference is taking place at a watershed moment in the history of energy policy of many countries. Some countries need to plan the replacement of their electricity production capacity while others need to cope with soaring energy demand.

As Dominique Maillard will tell us shortly, France conducted a "National Energy Debate" in 2003, which contributed to the Multi-Year Energy Policy Estimates and Programme Act promulgated on 13 July 2005. This law sets ambitious objectives for the use of renewable energy, the search for new energy technologies and control of energy demand. 

Moreover, it recommends the construction of a 3rd-generation demonstration reactor, the EPR. If approved and built, this experimental unit will help us make the right choices ahead of 2020, when the oldest existing reactors will be reaching the end of their design life. 

We are closely monitoring South-Africa's reflections on energy policy. 

Although our two countries have different energy environments - we do not have South-Africa's extensive mineral resources - we share a commitment to prepare the future by implementing responsible energy policy tools. This conference will give us an opportunity to discuss the tools developed in France to estimate future demand and to track the investments needed for matching energy supply to demand. These tools include the work of the Energy Survey Unit and multi-year investment budget estimates. 

Moreover, the growing need to replace and boost power production capacity makes it impossible to ignore the problem of increased power transmission and distribution. Here, too, France and South Africa are in different situations. Under Community regulations, France has separated its power production and transportation activities. Transportation has been entrusted to RTE, the transmission system operator. This said, the basic missions remain the same: guaranteeing universal access to an adequate quantity of electricity taking into account the technical constraints to which its production is subject. 

Whenever we use fossil fuels to produce electricity, we must research and disseminate CO2 captation and sequestration technologies in order to limit greenhouse gases, whose impact on our climate is becoming increasingly visible. The Institut Français du Pétrole has considerable experience in this area, which it could use to revive the construction of thermal power plants in South Africa. The Agence Française de Développement (French Development Agency) could support projects in this area as well as programmes to develop renewable energies and to improve energy efficiency. 

The keys to the success of close cooperation in the nuclear energy sector
First of all, France and South Africa are both determined to increase the use of nuclear energy. The launch of a vast programme in the 70s today allows France to produce more than 75% of its electricity from 58 reactors. Moreover, the size of the programme has sparked the emergence of a major industry. AREVA is an expert in every part of the fuel cycle and in the design of efficient reactors, and EDF is an experienced and reliable operator. To help this sector to grow, France has set up an appropriate administrative structure and the organisations needed to guarantee high nuclear safety and security and to meet the legitimate demand of our fellow citizens for reliable information, transparency and involvement. 2006 was a symbolic year in this respect with the enactment of two important laws, one of which deals with sustainable management of radioactive materials and waste, while the other governs nuclear transparency and safety. 

The success of the IAEA conference, "Nuclear Energy for the 21st Century: Meeting the Energy and Environmental Challenge", hosted in Paris in March 2005, shows that interest in atomic energy is growing. The event was attended by 74 countries. This strong resurgence of interest in nuclear energy reflects growing energy needs at a time when we need to fight the greenhouse effect, when the developing countries need to catch up, when demand is boosted by strong economic growth in certain regions, and when we can look forward to depletion of fossil fuel resources in the medium term. 

France wants to help interested countries build a viable nuclear energy industry based on principles intended to guarantee lasting and responsible use of this form of power, including initiatives to maximise safety and security, adequate management of radioactive waste and safe decommissioning of installations. Here I would like to stress the importance of the talks between the French and South-African nuclear safety authorities and the discussions between ANDRA, France's national radioactive waste management agency, and NECSA. I am aware that ANDRA has benefited from the mining expertise of South-African operators.

In my opinion,  the success of our cooperation is assured by the quality of our relations in this area and South-Africa's determination to continue developing the pebble bed modular reactor (PBMR) and to implement a significant nuclear energy programme and our joint membership in Gen IV, the international forum. 

***

The purpose of this conference is to discuss energy policy and to strengthen bilateral energy relations. I am convinced that this event will be considered a milestone on the road towards even stronger cooperation and even closer partnership relations between French and South-African energy players.

