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Cher Ian Cheshire, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

It’s a great pleasure to welcome you to the French Residence this evening for the 

ceremony to present the insignia of Chevalier in the Ordre du Mérite to Ian 

Cheshire, Group Chief Executive of Kingfisher. 

 

This high honour, established by General de Gaulle in 1963, is awarded in 

recognition of its recipients’ distinguished services to the French nation, and the 

ceremony is always a solemn occasion. 

 

This evening the French Republic, through me, wishes, cher Ian Cheshire, to 

pay tribute to your brilliant career as a business leader – a career you have been 

able to combine with a genuine concern for social and environmental issues –, 

but it also wishes to pay tribute to the major role you have played in 

championing Franco-British relations. 

 

Since my arrival in London, I’ve had the pleasure of meeting you on several 

occasions at this Residence, which French and Franco-British companies should 

consider their home.  And I’ve come to realize just how much you are one of the 

most eminent, inspiring individuals in the Franco-British business community. 

 

* 

 

Before presenting you with your insignia, allow me to retrace the remarkable 

career that you – a true citizen of the world and a great Francophile – have led. 

Indeed, you are first of all, and indisputably, a citizen of the world. 
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You were born in 1960 in Borneo, Malaysia, and your father’s work in the oil 

industry meant that you grew up in various African and Asian countries.  This 

nomadic childhood may have given you a taste for the wider world, but it wasn’t 

always easy:  at the age of six, you had to be airlifted out of Nigeria at the time 

of the bloody Biafra conflict. 

 

You then came to Europe.  First to the United Kingdom, where you pursued 

your studies and began learning French.  Then to France and Switzerland, where 

you spent many holidays and were able to deepen your knowledge of our 

language. 

 

After brilliant studies at Cambridge in economics and law, you worked for the 

prestigious “Boston Consulting Group”, where you sampled the joys of strategy 

consultancy.  Then, when “cash cows”, “dogs”, “stars” and “question marks” no 

longer held any secrets for you, you wasted no time in joining the branch of 

industry you’ve never left since:  retail.  It’s a strategic sector because it affects 

every one of us daily and shapes our way of life. 

 

You held the post of Group Commercial Director at Sears.  But it is undoubtedly 

at Kingfisher, which you joined in 1998, where you’ve been able to show the 

full extent of your talent.  You began by returning to your first love of strategy, 

serving as Group Director of Strategy and Development from 1998 to 2000.  

Then, your visionary approach saw you thoroughly develop the online business 

for the group’s various subsidiaries – particularly Darty, which was part of the 

group at that time.  You were then Chief Executive International and 

Development, a position in which you played a decisive role in successfully 

integrating the French Brico Dépôt and Castorama brands – purchased in 2002 – 

into the Kingfisher group.  After a few years at the helm of the group’s main 

brand, B&Q, you finally became Chief Executive of the whole group in 2008. 
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And what a success things have been!  The facts speak for themselves:  today 

Kingfisher is Europe’s number one distributor of home improvement products.  

It operates in eight countries, with 875 stores and nearly 68,000 on the payroll.  

In the period 2010-2011, it had a turnover of more than £10 billion.  What’s 

more, you have greatly increased the group’s profitability by implementing a 

strategy driven by quality, innovation and rationalization of product offerings, 

while developing jobs. 

 

Yet these economic successes haven’t made you lose sight of social and 

environmental concerns.  For you, corporate social responsibility and 

sustainable development – which are essential principles – aren’t just empty 

words.  Consequently, you’re a member of the Prince of Wales’s Corporate 

Leaders Group on Climate Change, and are heavily involved in sustainable 

forest management.  You also take a close interest in social issues and are a 

member of the president’s group of the Employers’ Forum on Disability. 

But you’re also a staunch promoter of Franco-British relations. 

 

Your mastery of French obviously plays an important part in this.  But you were 

able to grasp our country’s strong economic potential:  with Brico Dépôt and 

Castorama, Kingfisher is France’s market leader when it comes to DIY and 

interior design.  France accounts for over 40% of its turnover and profits.  In 

2011, Kingfisher employed nearly 20,000 people in France.  Moreover, you 

have developed Kingfisher’s presence in our country, opening 18 new stores 

since 2010 and creating more than 7,000 jobs over the past three financial years!  

I hope you go even further!  Few companies can pride themselves on having 

done so much in France in the tough economic situation we’re going through.  

There are so many households which, thanks to you, have been able to make 

plans for their working and family lives and look more confidently to the future. 
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So this success is, above all, a human one.  You like to say that Kingfisher is an 

Anglo-French group.  With the help of that great Frenchman, Daniel Bernard – 

the Chairman of Kingfisher and a big name in the retail industry – you have 

created a genuine common business culture that transcends national and 

linguistic barriers.  Consequently, Kingfisher today has a real pool of mobile, 

dynamic and extremely efficient Anglo-French managerial staff. 

 

* 

 

For all these reasons – the economic success, social and environmental 

responsibility, but also your contribution to Franco-British friendship – the 

French Republic has decided to express its gratitude to you and honour you. 

Ian Cheshire, au nom du Président de la République, nous vous faisons 

Chevalier dans l’Ordre du Mérite./. 


