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Address by HE Elisabeth BARBIER, Ambassador of France  
on the occasion of the launch of the France Alumni platform in South Africa  

- Alliance française of Pretoria, Wednesday 15 July 2015, 17h00 – 
 

Distinguished guests, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

 It is my great pleasure and honour to welcome you to the official launch of the France Alumni 

platform in South Africa . Yesterday we were celebrating the French national day, Bastille Day, and I am 

very pleased that you have made time again to join us at the Alliance today. 

 

I am particularly delighted to welcome four Alumni amongst us who will be sharing their “French 

experience” later on: Ms Philisiwe Buthelezi, the Director General of the National Empowerment Fund and 

Ms Monhla Hlahla, the former Director General of the Airport Company of South Africa and Chair of IDC, 

as well as Ms. Hlawulani Mkhabela, who has studied human rights and humanitarian action at 

Sciences Po Paris. and Mr. Christof van der Merwe, who is working with Alstom Transport. 

 

I would also like to acknowledge the presence of 17 students from South Africa and Lesotho who were 

recently awarded a French Government scholarship. They will depart for France next month in order to 

pursue their Master studies at prestigious French universities such as the Sorbonne, Sciences Po, INSEAD, 

and the Paris School of Economics. They are 17 out of 15 000 foreign students that were selected as 

scholarship beneficiaries of the French Government for 2015.  

 

Every year, France invests 60 million Euros in scholarships for foreign students. At a time where 

international student mobility is growing exponentially – according to UNESCO, the number of students 

pursuing their studies abroad will grow from 4 million in 2012 to 8 million in 2020 – it is important to invest 

in the future of young people who will have an essential role to play in developing and fostering the political, 

cultural and economic relations between France and its partner countries. In South Africa, the French 

Government scholarships complete the overall cooperation framework between our two countries that 

are engaged in large-scale training programmes in the fields of technology (FSATI), and developing 

similar programmes in agriculture (FSAGRI) and nuclear energy. 

 

300 000 foreign students choose France for their higher education every year, including more than 

100 000 from Africa. This makes France the world's 3rd largest host country after the United States and the 

United Kingdom and therefore the first non-English-speaking one. Studying in France and learning 

French are an invaluable asset with regards to the students’ later career, in particular in English-speaking 

countries like South Africa - I’m certain our Alumni can confirm that.  
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With over 220 million speakers worldwide, French is the 6th most widely spoken language in the world. By 

2050, as a result of population growth, the number of French speakers will rise to over 700 million, 80% of 

whom will be in Africa. As you know, French is also one of the working languages of the United Nations 

and the African Union and of many other international institutions.  

 

International student mobility benefits South Africa and France equally. South African students going 

to France are exposed to different education and training courses in one of the world's most dynamic 

centers of innovation and research. They gain crucial international exposure and build a vast network of 

contacts, key factors for enhancing the development of South Africa’s economy. Increased student 

mobility to France will also contribute to strengthening South Africa’s position on the continent, especially 

in relation with French-speaking African countries. When it comes to student mobility, South Africa still 

has some way to go in order to reach international standards, especially compared to other BRICS 

countries such as China and Brazil.  

 

Over 100 000 international students graduate from French universities or Grandes Ecoles annually. 

Our new scholarship holders present tonight shall be part of them soon. Whether they decide to stay a while 

in France, to come back to South Africa or to move to third country, they will have experienced the French 

cultural, artistic and intellectual vibrancy and hopefully developed a strong attachment to our country 

and its people.  

 

These are the graduates that France Alumni platform is targeting. Unveiled by the French Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, Mr. Laurent Fabius, in November last year, France Alumni is intended for all those who 

enriched their personal and professional life by immersing in the French higher education, research or 

business environment. France Alumni provides a great opportunity to stay in touch with our country, 

its territories, its culture, its “art de vivre”.  The establishment of France Alumni represents an important 

part of France's commitment to provide a platform for former students to maintain active networking and 

productive collaborative relationships.  

 

The local website “France Alumni South Africa” will provide its members with the opportunity to forge 

links with other former students, with higher education institutions and with the French diplomatic network 

in South Africa. It will also assist French businesses and universities in creating and promoting new 

economic and academic partnerships with former South African students. The presence of a number of 

French companies tonight – Schneider Electric, Total, Alstom and Sanofi, just to name a few – 

demonstrates their strong interest in the platform.  

 

Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, it is now my privilege and pleasure to officially launch France 

Alumni South Africa.  I would like to express my wishes of success to our new scholarship holders, and 
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encourage all of you to join our network in order to make France Alumni South Africa a success! Let us 

enjoy an interesting evening together. Thank you. 


