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National Order of merit award 

To Mmes Dolly Mokgatle and Cheryl Carolus 

Pretoria  

International Women’s Day 2014 

 

Dear Dolly Mokgatle, 

Dear Cheryl Carolus, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Dear friends, 

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 honor of Cheryl and Doris.  

 I am also happy, though I should not say so,  that it took a long time to 

organize this ceremony, 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 Doris and Cheryl the medal of Knight of the National Order of Merit. 

The National Order of Merit was established in 1963, under then Pdt Charles 

de Gaulle. It was instated as a unification of a great many national orders across 

numerous fields, such as trade, tourism and the postal service. The National Order of 

Merit replaced these many awards with one award, which is now one of our highest 

civilian awards, and recognise distinguished individuals regardless of gender, 

nationality or background. 

I am sure I do not have to elaborate on why we have chosen Doris and Cheryl. 

They are both old friends of France, of course, but even more important, they are 
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South African patriots, determined to contribute fully to the building of the new South 

Africa, in particular to its economic transformation. 

Let me just quote the “vision” of Peotona, the company our two friends created 9 

years ago with 2 other women of note, Thandi Orleyn and Wendy Lucas-Bull : 

They decided to build a truly South African company that : 

    • is well run and profitable  

    • leaves sustainable footprints in communities 

    • contributes to the development of women in business 

    • is a model for empowerment in South Africa  

    • contributes to the development of critical skills in the  economy 

    • builds capacity in communities and local government 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

In this kind of ceremony, the tradition is to give a full CV of the day’s hero/heroin. But 

that is something that I shall not dare to do tonight: you are all family, friends and 

colleagues of Dolly and Cheryl, and I am sure you know much more than what I could 

possibly say about  their lives. 

They both have CVs kilometers long, incredible lists of achievements, they sit on 

numerous boards, so I beg to be allowed to pick and choose among those 

achievements. 

For instance, let me remind you that Dolly has been MD of the Transmission Group in 

Eskom, where she was the first woman, first black person and first non-technical 

person to be appointed to that position. She is credited with turning the Transmission 

business around, from a loss-making process based business model into a 

technically successful, financially profitable and transformed technical group.  This 

was achieved within the first year and continued over the period of her tenure in the 

Group, epitomised by significant achievement of key performance areas and ongoing 

plans to continue improvements.  And she pioneered the MD women’s Executive 

Development programme. 
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Earlier in her career, Dolly was Litigation Officer of the Black Lawyers 

Association Legal Education Centre where she focused mainly on political cases, 

housing, labour and other human rights violation matters. She had previously joined 

the University of the Witwatersrand as Research Officer with the Centre for Applied 

Legal Studies. In this capacity she worked in the field of Homeland Removals, Pass 

Laws, Rural Communities Rights working closely with Professor John Dugard on the 

case of the Moutse Community [in Bronkhorstspruit], who took their incorporation into 

the then Bophuthatswana Homeland territory to Parliament. I was in SA at the time, 

working as political officer in the French Embassy, and I remember this case. 

 

Those are just a few glimpses of Dolly’s life. 

 

As for Cheryl, I find it also difficult to choose what aspects of her career I 

should mention. I used to follow her from far, in the 80ies, when she became the 

National Secretary of the United Democratic Front.  The rest is history : her growing 

role in the struggle, in the transition to a free democratic SA, which was definitely not 

a Sunday picnic… but let me zoom in on a job she has held, which I think France is 

not yet ready to give to a woman : the High Commission/Embassy in London…. From 

her time at the head of a big parastatal, which I will not name, I’ll just use a quote 

which, to me, gives a good idea of Cheryl “no nonsense” and frankness , when she 

criticised “turf wars and bureaucrats who still work with paperclips and drawing pins 

and complete forms on bits of paper in triplicate”…. 

 

And of course her time at the head of SA Tourism has put back SA on the 

world tourism map in a big way ! 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
 

Of course, the choice of date for this ceremony is deliberate, as you can 

imagine. The International Women’s day, I know, is less celebrated here than the 

national Women’s Day, which has its roots in your own history, and the role South 

African women of all colours, creeds and origins, have played in it. 
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But still, I thought it extremely appropriate to celebrate this 8th of March with two 

extraordinary women, businesswomen, achievers, go-getters, who are role models 

for the younger generations of formerly disadvantaged communities, who spend time 

to motivate, help and mentor  young women who aspire to play an increasing role in 

SA economic transformation. 

 

I have to say that even if there are many challenges in this respect in SA, 

women in France  still have a long way to go to achieve parity. According to the latest 

reports, women still earn 24 % less than men, there are only 26,9 % of women in 

Parliament, and barely 18% of women among the business bosses. 

 

You all know of Anne Lauvergeon, or Christine Lagarde, but we still have very 

few of these role models. There is hope, though, because the Government has been  

increasingly passing legislation, for the Public as well as the private sector. For 

instance, there is a compulsory quota (set for January 2017) of 40% of the under-

represented sex in the governing Boards of all listed enterprises , and businesses 

employing more than 500 permanent staff. 

 An important framework bill on « parity », which covers a wide range of areas, 

is being discussed in the French Parliament. The present government has taken 

strong commitments is this field, and says it is very proud to host , for the first time in 

France, the Global Summit of Women, next june.   

 Dear Dolly and Cheryl, I cannot conclude without mentioning the particular 

relationship you both have with French companies Total and Lafarge. Both are 

appreciating tremendously your participation and active involvement in their board. 

On your side, I’m afraid you have had to get used to these strange French people, 

which was probably not easy, but I’ve been told that you have survived this cultural 

shock !  

Let me now proceed with the formal part of the ceremony. 

Au nom du President de la République, 

Mrs Dolly Mokgatle, nous vous faisons chevalier de l’ordre national du mérite. 

Mrs Cheryl Carolus, nous vous faisons chevalier de l’ordre national du mérite. 


