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The French Contribution in a World of Innovation  
 
My Lord, Ladies and Gentlemen, Distinguished guests, 
 
It is a great pleasure having you this afternoon at the Residence for a reunion 
that will be dealing with the central topic of innovation.  
Today’s conference is the second tier of the colloquium that took place 
yesterday in Oxford at the Maison Française in the morning and later at the Saïd 
Business School of the University of Oxford where analysis of the innovation 
processes in France were presented and discussed, as well in the UK, but to a 
lesser extent. Let me take this opportunity to thank these two institutions for 
helping to put together this two-day event, supported from our side by the 
Science and Technology Department of the Embassy.  
 
As we all know, the capacity for innovation has become increasingly a decisive 
factor for competitiveness and a fundamental leverage for a fast exit from the 
current crisis and a quick recovery. That’s why we thought it was the 
appropriate moment to talk about it, giving some examples where France has 
achieved noticeable results. Innovation means creation of value, transforming 
knowledge and technologies to drive production and economic growth, exactly 
what is so much needed today in most world economies, and in particular in the 
French and British economy. 
 
Indeed, members of government, here and abroad, have consistently held 
speeches and taken appropriate measures to favour innovation and ease the 
administrative and regulatory means to facilitate and encourage the creativity of 
entrepreneurs willing to take the risk to invest in unchartered domains. 
 
Last month, President Sarkozy decided to launch the “Investment in the Future” 
national loan – “le grand emprunt”, essentially to favour increasing knowledge 
and skills together with research and creativity which will allocate, out of a total 
of 35 billion Euros, 19 billion for skills, higher education and research, and 6 
billion Euros for SMEs and industry.  These targeted investments are 
unprecedented in France and they aim to improve the French capacity to 
compete in a world of knowledge based economy.  Such an initiative, despite 
having an economy still battling with a pretty stiff environment, is a bold 
decision signaling that the best way to prepare the future is to invest readily and 
massively on the essential transformers that will model tomorrow’s world. 
During the preparatory work for the loan, Alain Juppé, a former Prime Minister, 
met Lord Mandelson and Ken Clarke, the Shadow Secretary, and checked that 
the ideas and the targets of the British government are the same as ours. 
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Everyone in France is stuck by the genius of this country which is capable of 
inventing and transforming these inventions into innovations becoming world-
class successes, just to name a few of a very different nature: the steam engine 
fathered by George Stephenson in 1814, innovations in the steel industry, with 
the Bessemer converter in 1856 improving significantly the way steel was 
produced, and more recently, in the late 80’s of the last century, the clever 
exploitation of informatics tools used by high energy physicists working at 
CERN which lead  to the invention of the Worldwide Web and its first navigator 
by the British physicist Tim Berners-Lee. Thanks to the Web, and to internet, 
whose filiations go back to Arpanet set up in the sixties by the Pentagon, we can 
experience today living in the global village forecasted by and so dear to George 
McLuan. 
 
Yet, we all know that many inventions remained solely as inventions, precisely 
because the social demand, the convergence of techniques and processes, the 
current technical system were just not there. The invention, in France, of the 
steam automobile in 1770 by Joseph Cugnot was definitely an outstanding piece 
of ingenuity, but did not get further at the time. I must say when looking at the 
major inventions throughout the 18th and the 19th centuries, but maybe I am 
prejudiced since I have been living in this country for more than two years, that 
British inventions have enjoyed a slightly higher rate of success in becoming 
significant innovations. It seems that you are better at transforming inventions 
into innovations than we are.  
But I remember too that following the discovery of the anti rabies vaccine by 
Louis Pasteur in 1885, a number of new vaccines came in line where French 
scientists played a pivotal role such as Albert Calmette and Camille Guérin for 
the anti-tuberculosis vaccine in 1921, Pierre Lépine, with Edward Salk, in 1954 
for poliomyelitis, Pierre Maupas in 1975 against the Hepatitis B,…This 
naturally led to a strong vaccine industry around Mérieux who became a world 
leader in its category.  
It is also worth mentioning the revolution introduced by the world-wide massive 
use of smart cards thanks to the ingenuity of Roland Moreno who patented his 
invention in 1974, adding a year later the necessary features to secure the use of 
the smart chip. 
 
This afternoon, having invited a panel of distinguished personalities in 
particularly innovative fields, such as energy and environment,  car industry, rail 
transportation, aeronautics and space, pharmaceuticals, electronics, we would 
like them to give you their views on the French contribution in the world of 
innovation, looking at the past, but surely also how they view the French 
capacity to continue to innovate in these areas in order to play a leading role, 
attracting the very best, spreading world class innovations to be used by many 
consumers and producers. Unfortunately two leading industries couldn’t make it 
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today to London: Essilor, the world-leading company in the field of consumer 
optics; and Michelin, the tyre manufacturer second to none, who invented the 
low pressure radial tyre in the 50’s. Their contributions would have been of 
great importance. 
I understand that prior to the panel of speakers, Professor Griset, summarizing 
the essential features of yesterday’s discussions; will give his views on the 
French way for innovation. 
For the closure of this event, we shall have the good fortune of having Mr 
Jonathan Kestenbaum with us, the Chief Executive of the National Endowment 
for Science, Technology and the Arts, one of the top persons in this country who 
can eloquently talk about innovation, the successes it has brought to the British 
economy, but who is also capable to mapping out the way forward to continue to 
enjoy such successes in a world of harsher competition. Many thanks, despite 
your extremely busy schedule, for having taken the time to come here to give 
your authorized views about innovation in the UK. 
 
It is true that since World War II, we are observing a progressive displacement 
of technological creativity, moving from Europe to the United States and Japan, 
now spreading to China and other high-tech Asian countries, India looming in 
too. Is this an inevitable shift, or will Europe will be able to recover one of the 
front seats that it enjoyed in the past? Looking at trade patents, a good indicator 
of successful innovations, Europe still holds more than a respectful rank 
throughout the world.  But there is definitely room for improvement. 
 
Necessity is the mother of innovation and today the urgent necessity is two- 
fold: to recover quickly from the downturn and to ensure a sustainable economic 
leadership, thanks, among other things, to rebalancing the finance centered 
economy to a more industrial/manufactured type of economy.  
Successful innovation will need improved STEM (Science, Technology and 
Math) classes at school level, excellence in higher education, sizeable and 
sustained R & D budgets, fiscal and funding adapted mechanisms, tuned to the 
needs of the innovators that will make it worthwhile to risk their money and 
human resources. 
 
The British way and the French way for innovating mirror our cultural, 
educational, industrial and financial environmental differences. The Queen said 
one day: vive la difference! And that’s why the discussion will be interesting to 
listen to.  Alike the Japanese way of creating new objects, processes or services, 
as I had the chance to witness when I was serving in Tokyo. But looking at both 
our countries, at the end of the day, the temptation will be unavoidable to 
compare how innovation processes are undertaken on each side of the Channel, 
and to explore the possibilities to develop joint efforts upstream. As we all 
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know, this did occur in the past, for instance in the development of the Concorde 
jet engines. 
 
Is there room for common approaches, joining forces, at least in a pre-
competitive phase, to share the financial burden? We are living under difficult 
economic circumstances, and if we want to keep some leadership in a number of 
fields, like finance, defence, technology, we need to share this leadership..  
 
I very much hope that today’s encounter could nurture closer possibilities to 
undertake risky and new inventions.  
 
I am looking forward to the discussions that will take place in the second part of 
the conference, which will be lead by Professor Godelier, from the Ecole 
Polytechnique, and wish that this meeting will be the starting point for a coming 
series of events on science and technology in which this Embassy wants 
definitely to be part of. 
 
I will now give the floor to Professor Robert Fox from the University of Oxford, 
who will be chairing this conference. 
Thank you. 
 
 
 


