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Speech of Mr. Laurent Fabius, French Minister of Foreign Affairs  

for Asia Society Luncheon, 6 May 2013 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Distinguished guests, 

 

I am pleased to be with you today and meet those who are making Hong Kong’s famously vibrant 

business community, as well as political and academic leaders. Let me extend my warmest thanks to 

the Asia Society for organizing this event, together with our Consulate, and in particular to its 

chairman, Ronnie Chan. In just a couple of months, dear Ronnie, you have made the Asia society 

central in Hong Kong’s political and intellectual landscape.   

 

After joining President Hollande for his State Visit to China 10 days ago, I wanted to come to Hong 

Kong, Asia’s world city and major economic hub. My visit is a testimony of the strong will of French 

authorities to work with China, a commitment shared by the Chinese government. As permanent 

members of the United Nations Security Council and members of the G20, representing the world’s 

second and fifth largest economies, we have global political responsibilities in maintaining peace, 

tackling global issues and rebalancing world economy and finance.  

 

France and China define each other as “global strategic partners”. The basis for this long-term 

partnership is a common vision of a multipolar world. This is not an empty slogan, but a pragmatic 

assessment of what world stability needs. Dominance of one superpower is neither realistic nor 

acceptable; a “G2” would be inherently unstable and therefore dangerous. World stability needs to rest 

on several strong pillars, including China, Europe, the USA, and other emerging powers such as India. 

It should be noted in this regard, that the new impulse given by France to its relations with China 

comes as part of a broader push for strengthened involvement in Asia, notably with India, Japan, 

Korea and ASEAN. 

 

A multipolar world doesn’t mean a balance between conflicting powers. In the globalized world of the 

21
st
 century, there is no other way but cooperation between those poles. That’s why we need not only a 

solid transatlantic relationship but also a strengthened Euro-China partnership. Since 1964, France has 

always been at the forefront of this partnership and is more committed than ever to this leading role 

within the EU. We have thus decided to strengthen our joint efforts to tackle climate change, reform 

global governance, promote sustainable development of Africa, fight against international terrorism 

and proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. We also plan to strengthen our already dense 

cooperation in the G20 framework and welcome in this regard China’s increased involvement in this 

forum. 

 

This partnership needs to rest on a sound economic basis. Economic cooperation was at the heart 

of President Hollande’s visit. As you know, the European Union and China have long been the largest 

trading partners in the world. To a large extent, world prosperity depends on the strength of this 

partnership. But for this economic relationship to strive, there is room for some change: 

 

1- First, and I hope you will forgive me for stating the obvious, you need both partners to have solid 

economic foundations. This brings me to the situation in the Eurozone.  

 

Sometimes, it is difficult to see change from a distance. Yet, the Eurozone is in a better shape today 

than it was just six months ago. The acute financial crisis threatening its existence is no longer in the 

headlines. The decisions by governments and the European Central Bank in recent months, their 

commitment to do whatever is required to preserve the integrity of the euro area represent a turning 

point in the management of the European crisis. We have made real and tangible progress over the 

past few months. The “European Stability Mechanism” has been operational since the beginning of 

October 2012. We have agreed on an integrated banking supervision. EU-IMF programme countries 
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are delivering on their commitments and are gradually getting back on their feet. Good progress has 

been made in these countries on debt sustainability and on repairing their financial sector, and the 

focus is now shifting to their exit strategy from the programme. And the European Central Bank has 

skilfully adapted its policy to meet the new challenges facing the euro area and the stability of the 

single currency. This has sent a very powerful message about the integrity of the euro area. 

 

But growth is not yet there. We must continue to consolidate our finances, but the priority for Europe 

should now be stimulating growth. International financial institutions, such as the IMF, are 

increasingly calling for such a shift. Some decisions have already been taken and we will continue. 

 

2- Then, we need to rebalance the bilateral trade. I will focus here more specifically on France. 

China and France have dense bilateral economic relations, more vibrant than is commonly assumed. 

Last year, despite the global economic slowdown, our exports to Hong Kong grew by 36% and our 

exports to Mainland China grew by 12%. More than 10,000 French companies are currently exporting 

up to 15 billion euros to Mainland China and 6 billion euros to Hong Kong.  

 

But, although our trade deficit with China decreased by 1.5 billion euro in 2012, it is still very large at 

about 26 billion euros – about 40% of our overall trade deficit - and, plainly said, unsustainable. That’s 

why President Hollande and President Xi agreed to work together to rebalance this relationship. I want 

to stress that this rebalancing has to be an upward and not a downward movement, in the framework of 

an expanding bilateral trade, as both France and China agree that protectionism would be disastrous. 

 

We sometimes hear that China is going to “buy the world”. Let me assure you that I don’t share this 

modern version of the “Yellow Peril”. Let’s demonstrate together that China’s development will bring 

new opportunities for the world and create jobs in Europe and France.  

 

3- We also have to work together to increase cross investments. 

 

With more than 2,000 companies present in China, France is the second largest European investor in 

China. Meanwhile, France is already one of the main destinations for Chinese investment in Europe. 

Several hundred companies from Mainland China and Hong Kong have invested in France so far. CIC 

(China Investment Corporation), for instance, has invested 3 billion US dollars in the exploration 

branch of GDF Suez, its biggest investment ever. Yet, the stock of FDI inflows to France from Hong 

Kong and Mainland China amounts to only 3.4 billion euros, less than one third of the stock of French 

FDI in China. This figure clearly falls short of the potential. We need to do better.   

 

I am well aware that some of you, reading the news, might have second thoughts about investing in 

France right now. I understand your concerns but I think there are compelling arguments in favor of 

choosing France:  

 

- France is the second largest economy in Europe, and the fifth largest in the world. It is the fourth 

biggest recipient of foreign direct investments in the world and ranks first in Europe for industrial 

investments. By investing in France, Hong Kong and Chinese companies can achieve better coverage 

of the European market. France is at the heart of Eurozone, with quick and easy access to all major 

cities. It is also a gateway to North Africa, French-speaking African countries and the Middle East.  

 

Chinese companies will also find brands which will help them both in their internationalization 

strategy and on a growingly competitive domestic market.  They will gain access to technology. R&D 

is a national priority in France: France’s research tax credit, the most attractive anywhere in the 

European Union, is open to all companies, including Chinese investors. 

 

- France has now embarked upon far-reaching reforms which will offer increased competitiveness 

and benefit would-be investors. There are three cornerstones to our economic policy: 
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First, fiscal responsibility. Our objective is a balanced budget by the end of the current presidential 

term in 2017. We have already reduced the structural deficit to an unprecedented extent – by nearly 2 

percentage points of GDP and we will continue.  

Second, restoring the competitiveness of the French economy, which has suffered badly over the past 

decade. To this end, in November 2012, the French Government put forward a major competitiveness 

package, called the “National Pact for Growth, Competitiveness and Employment”. The first of the 

Pact’s 35 measures is an unprecedented reduction of labour costs in France (up to 20 billion euros per 

year). 

Third, we are implementing major structural reforms critical to restoring France’s long-term 

competitiveness, such as labour market reform and Government modernization. 

- Some specific measures have been decided or will be soon elaborated to attract investments from 

Mainland China and Hong Kong. Outbound Chinese investments are just starting. I want to tell you 

that we welcome these investments and we will take appropriate measures to make France their 

privileged destination. That’s what President Hollande emphasized 10 days ago when he committed to 

lift all obstacles to Chinese investments in France. Visa procedures, work permits, other issues: we 

are willing to take all necessary steps to facilitate Chinese businessmen to think of France as their 

second home. 

 

4- We have to seize opportunities offered by the internationalization of RMB. 

 

As China is becoming an economic giant, its currency is bound to play a greater role. France 

welcomes increased flexibility of RMB exchange rate, as it will contribute to the reduction of global 

macroeconomic imbalances, and supports internationalisation of the RMB. 

Paris financial place has a lot to offer in that respect. It is the biggest financial place of the Eurozone. 

It hosts a vibrant bond market (No. 1 in Europe), a very strong asset management industry (No. 2 in 

the world) and private equity industry (No. 2 in Europe). France boasts many large corporations (with 

the highest number of Fortune 500 headquarters in Europe) that will be major players in the RMB 

offshore market. It is already ranking first for offshore RMB transactions in the Eurozone and plays a 

pivotal role for most of RMB transactions induced by trade between China and Africa. French 

companies are also among the most active European issuers of RMB-denominated bonds. At the 

present time, roughly 10% of Chinese-French trade is settled in RMB. 

 

Cooperation could also take place through the French central bank. The Banque de France has been 

working with the Eurosystem on ways to develop a RMB liquidity safety net in the euro area by 

supporting swap agreements with the Bank of China.  

5- We also want to work together on new fields of cooperation, in support of the new priorities 

set by the Chinese Government. 

 

China is the world economic powerhouse but it needs to promote a more qualitative and balanced 

development. After relying on physical and human capital, on growth driven mainly by investment 

and exports, China is gradually shifting to a new economic and social model in which education, 

technology upgrading and consumer spending will have increasing importance.  

 

We therefore support the steps taken by the Chinese authorities toward economic rebalancing, with a 

growing focus on domestic demand. The development of a social protection system, rising wages and 

the overall drive to reduce inequalities are essential. It will also help bringing China’s trade surplus to 

a level more sustainable for the Chinese economy and more favourable to stable global growth.   

 

This shift opens new opportunities for French companies, which they are willing to seize. We already 

have strong partnerships in the fields of aerospace and nuclear power, which we will keep 
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strengthening in the future. We are now working to develop new areas of cooperation in sustainable 

urban development and environment, food and beverages, health, and the digital industry. In each of 

these areas, President Hollande’s visit has confirmed that France has a lot to offer to respond to 

China’s huge needs. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

15 years after its handover to China, Hong Kong remains a very unique place, boasting strong 

structural and specific assets. Under the "one country, two systems" principle, Hong Kong enjoys the 

rule of law and judicial independence, a free society and freedom of speech, while it benefits from a 

privileged access to the Mainland market. These combined advantages have allowed this territory to 

become the major world financial and service center it is today.   

 

Let me wrap up this speech by emphasizing the foundations of our current and future relationship with 

China and Hong Kong: trust and a long-term strategic vision. China’s rise is rapidly changing the 

world, and I strongly believe it will be a change for good. Hong Kong is at the center of this epoch-

making change. The world of tomorrow is emerging in places such as Hong Kong, Shanghai or 

Singapore, and France is fully committed to be part of this movement. It is not by chance that more 

than 40,000 French people are living in China, 15,000 of them in Hong Kong, and that the French 

community is expanding faster there than in any other country. For France as for Europe as a whole, 

increasing our involvement in Asia, in particular in China and Hong Kong, is a top-priority. The 21
st
 

Century will be the century of Asia; it will also be the century of Europe. Let’s work together for this 

vision to come true! 

 

Thank you! 


