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Thank you so much to Doug Wills for inviting me to speak tonight. 

It’s been a very enjoyable evening so far, and it’s a privilege to be 

surrounded by so many distinguished faces from the UK media. 

 

In fact, as Doug will know, the very first interview I gave as French 

Ambassador to the UK was with the Evening Standard. Back then, I 

was just discovering London and learning how the UK media works. 

Coming from Beijing, it was certainly quite a change from the 

Chinese media. In many ways, the British and French press are very 

different too. 

 

But, as they say, there’s nothing like learning on the job! Over the 

past year it’s fair to say I’ve gained a lot of experience with the UK 

media.  
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Looking around the room at the journalists here, I know we’ve 

worked with many of you over the past twelve months. You – and, 

of course, world events – have definitely kept us on our toes! 

 

Back in April, while far away on holiday, I spent a weekend reacting 

to a very surprising interpretation of my meeting with Nicola 

Sturgeon. On the plus side, it made me instantly famous on the 

London social and media scene! 

 

And in June, my remarks about the battle of Waterloo were so 

badly distorted that I have decided to keep quiet about Agincourt 

tonight! 

 

By contrast, what I say about the EU hasn’t yet been misquoted too 

much. Maybe I’m tempting fate here, but I’m always a bit puzzled 

by frequent media reports that France would be easily the most 

problematic member state in David Cameron’s renegotiation.  
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Of course France has its own positions, but – for example on the 

need to respect the EU’s core values or work within the current 

treaties, at least in the short term – they’re widely shared by the 

other member states, so there is no real “French exception” in that 

regard.  

Also, like everyone else, we would prefer to see the UK remain in 

the European Union. 

In a word, I soon realized that our country has a special place in the 

hearts and minds of UK journalists and their readers. In fact, some 

might call it an obsession!  

 

Barely a day has gone by when France’s politics, economy, culture, 

food or sport haven’t made the front pages of the UK’s national 

newspapers.  
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During the summer, a newspaper even published an entire editorial 

on the types of biscuits we have at the French Embassy! 

 

Of course, being French, we’re flattered by all the attention. Yet my 

compatriots are slightly puzzled by the UK press’s fascination with 

France! And we hope you don’t mind if our papers dedicate fewer 

column inches to you! Indeed not being an island, we have 

numerous other neighbours. 

 

Don’t get me wrong, many of the things I hear about France I am 

very happy to agree with. Like how we’re the world’s favourite 

tourist destination, our food and drink aren’t bad, and our fashion 

and culture are pretty good too. 

 

When I prepared my draft speech last week, my team suggested 

that I speak here of the ‘French flair’ exemplified by the French 

rugby team. Having been to Cardiff for the game against the All 

Blacks this weekend, it’s a bit difficult for me to say that... 
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This was not the northern hemisphere’s moment, I’m afraid.  

But some stereotypes about France have grown rather outdated. I 

keep reading about how we don’t have a word for ‘entrepreneur’…   

 

A few news reports suggest that some journalists have got the 

memo. To borrow our economy minister Emmanuel Macron’s 

favourite hashtag, France is back!   

 

I recently welcomed to my Residence the CEO of BlaBlaCar, the 

French ridesharing website which has just become Europe’s newest 

billion-dollar start-up. As he told a hundred investors there, “It’s a 

very good time to be a start-up in France right now”.  

 

 Of course it’s not just France’s economy that’s been in the news 

this year. Calais made the headlines every day in the early summer. 

On the plus side, this gave me plenty of opportunities to hone my 

interview technique! 
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I know some of you spent much of your summer in Calais – perhaps 

not what you envisaged for your holiday break! And you saw first-

hand – as I did with the French Interior Minister and British Home 

Secretary – that huge efforts are being made to relieve the 

situation.  

 

Indeed, it was interesting how the story evolved from being 

portrayed as a Franco-British problem to being recognized as part of 

a far bigger refugee crisis.  

 

I’m also reminded of the aftermath of the Charlie Hebdo attack in 

January this year. The British media – tabloids, broadsheets, right-

wing, left-wing – were at one in their defence of the freedoms that 

had come under attack that day.  

 

Clearly this wasn’t the first horrific act of terrorism ever to occur. 

But I think the Charlie shooting’s impact was so profound because it 
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was an attack on a key principle of democratic society – the 

freedom of the press.    

 

The front pages of the British newspapers the next day expressed 

the shock and outrage shared by everyone – and none more so than 

journalists – after this horrific assault on democracy.  

 

Britain’s finest cartoonists put pen to paper to express their horror 

and support for their murdered colleagues. 

 

And the UK press’s reaction to the rally in Paris a few days later 

powerfully conveyed this solidarity. “Je suis four million”, said one. 

“We are all Charlie”, said another. Those pages, particularly in 

newspapers more used to poking fun at France, really moved me.  

Framed copies of them are now hanging in the Embassy.  

 

In the aftermath of the attacks, I closely followed the debate on 

press freedom. You’re more qualified to say, but it seems to me 
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that the decision by several media organizations to publish the 

cover of the Charlie Hebdo survivors’ edition possibly marked a shift 

in the UK press’s interpretation of the right to publish.  

 

I also noticed changes in attitudes towards the French system of 

laïcité. In the past this model has been regarded by some as a type 

of aggressive secularism, a constraint on the right to religious 

freedom. But the displays of solidarity we saw after Charlie Hebdo – 

from people of all faiths – showed that laïcité is actually about 

freedom, tolerance and equality. It’s a rallying point, not a divider.  

 

France will be in the headlines again at the end of the year, when 

Paris hosts the UN climate conference. This time, we hope, it will be 

news worth celebrating.   

 

A universal agreement will be a huge step forward in the fight 

against global warming. The prospects so far are good, but there is 

still a great deal of groundwork to be done before December.  



9 
 

 

In the meantime, the UK media are making an important 

contribution to the global momentum building up around the 

event. Likewise, the UK government is proving a great help in our 

efforts for a successful outcome from the Paris conference! 

 

Speaking of the climate, I don’t need to tell you what the Hinkley 

Point nuclear plant is: it’s been a top story in the UK media recently. 

I would just like to recall that it’s another great illustration of the 

Franco-British parternership. It will be built by a French firm, with a 

strong UK role in the supply chain, and it will of course benefit the 

fight against climate change. 

 

I’d like to finish by paying tribute to the UK’s media organizations, 

which are among the most vibrant, independent and influential in 

the world. We truly appreciate the value of the British press, not 

just in setting the agenda here but in shaping opinion all around the 

world.  
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You represent a vast range of publications, programmes and 

websites, but you are united in your belief in the universal right to 

freedom of expression and debate.  

 

These values have been at the heart of French republicanism ever 

since the Freedom of the Press Act was passed in eighteen-eighty-

one. And it was on France’s initiative that an International Day to 

End Impunity for Crimes against Journalists was established in 

twenty-thirteen by the United Nations. I’m proud to have been 

involved in the start of this process when I was the French United 

Nations director. 

 

So when democracies find their values threatened, thank you for 

defending – through the work you do every day – free speech and 

freedom of expression. They are values that need to be protected 

today more than ever.   

 



11 
 

I look forward to working with you again soon, and hope you enjoy 

the rest of the evening.  

Thank you.    

 


