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Handover of Rivonia trial Dictabelts 

 

Vendredi 10 octobre à 15h 

 

 

 

Dear Acting Director General, Jack Vuyo 

Dear Acting National Archivist, Mandy Gilder 

Dear friends from the National Archives and NFVSA (National Film, 

Video and Sound Archives),  

(Dear colleagues from Dirco,) – à vérifier 

Members of the media,  

If you allow me, I’d like to start by saying that I’m particularly 

pleased and honoured, as French Ambassador, to be here today for 

this hand-over and send-off of the Rivonia trial recordings to France.  

And this, for two reasons.  

Firstly, this event represents the realization of an important and 

symbolic cooperation agreement between South Africa and France, 

in the field of culture and heritage. This agreement was signed in 

Paris, on the 20th of December 2013, between the Department of Arts 

and Culture and France’s National Audio-visual Institute (INA). This 

was in presence of the then Minister of Culture, Paul Mashatile, as 

part of the closing ceremony of the France-South Africa reciprocal 

cultural seasons.  
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The objective of this agreement is to preserve an invaluable 

testimony of the struggle for freedom in South Africa, and a world 

heritage:  the recordings of the Rivonia Trial. These sound archives 

will be restored and digitized by INA, before coming back to South 

Africa and being made available to the public. 

And this is the second reason why I’m glad and proud to be here 

today:  the sending-off of the first batch of the Rivonia trial dictabelts - 

these old and very valuable recordings- represents the first concrete 

step of a partnership process, whereby France and South Africa are 

coming together to save a unique piece of national and international 

heritage.  

As you know, the Rivonia trial was a turning point in the fight 

against apartheid. Nelson Mandela and the other anti-apartheid 

leaders were sentenced to life imprisonment. But in his defence, 

Nelson Mandela made a 3 hours long speech that became the 

manifesto of the anti-apartheid movement, and contributed to the 

mobilization of international opinion against the regime. 

This was in 1963-1964. 50 years later, the original audio 

recordings of the trial represent a unique piece of South African 

collective memory and a world heritage. They were listed in the 

UNESCO Memory of the World Register in 2007, and declared a 

national heritage. Beside the trial transcripts, there are no other 

recordings and no TV or film footage of the trial proceedings. 
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These audio recordings are therefore unique and invaluable. 

But, at the same time, they are old and in danger of deterioration. 

Also, the machines to play them are long since obsolete and 

extremely rare. This is why INA, internationally renowned for its 

expertise in audio-visual archives, was approached by the National 

Archives and Records Service of South Africa.  

  Following a seminar organised in Cape Town in November 2012 

as part of the French season in South Africa, the national archives 

and INA started discussing a partnership to restore and digitize the 

audio recordings of the Rivonia trial. As part of its international 

cooperation programme and with respect to the exceptional 

patrimonial value of the recordings, INA has offered to restore and 

digitize the Rivonia trial collection on its own expenses. This 

represents a financial contribution of 200 000 euros (nearly 3 million 

rand). The project is also supported by IFTA, the international 

federation of TV archives.  

As a way to preserve the Rivonia trial collection with no further 

delay, the digitization process is to be implemented in France, where 

equipment and skills are available. But the dictabelts will be 

transferred in France for the sole purpose of restoration and 

digitization, and will be returned once this process will be completed.  
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Furthermore, in a spirit of capacity building, INA has submitted 

to the national archives a proposal for a training plan, for them to 

preserve and digitize the remaining dictabelts in their catalogue with 

their own personnel. As you know, the Rivonia trial recordings are 

part of an audio archives collection composed of over 10, 000 

dictabelts in total, recorded between 1950 and 1964. 

As you can see, this whole project is part of a global cooperation 

effort between South Africa and France in the field of culture and 

heritage, in the spirit of legacy. As such, it was endorsed at the 

highest political level and discussed by the presidents of our two 

countries, during the State visit of President François Hollande in 

South Africa, in October 2013.  

On that occasion, President Hollande declared, during his press 

conference, that the Rivonia trial recordings project was – I quote – “a 

way for France to contribute to keeping alive the memory of the 

struggle against apartheid”.  Today’s event is the realization of this 

promise and the first step of a multi-month process, which will 

contribute to make this unique heritage alive and accessible again.  

On behalf of INA and France, I sincerely and deeply thank you, 

Dear Director General, for handing-over these precious recordings to 

us and for placing your trust in us. We are very grateful for that. We 

will take great care of them, I can promise ! 

 

Thank you. 


