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The origins of the Franco-British Council

Franco-British Relations 1966-70
During the late 1960s relations between the British and French governments were difficult.  In the General Election of March 1966, the Labour government won an increased majority and determined to make another application to join the European Economic Community.  The Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, and the Foreign Secretary, George Brown, embarked on a round of discussions with the governments of the Six.  They met with encouragement everywhere until the final talks in Paris on 24 and 25 January 1967.  In spite of this disappointing end to their reconnaissance, on 10 May 1967 they proceeded to make a formal application for full membership of the EEC.  Six days later in a press conference, the French President, General de Gaulle, made it clear that he was opposed to serious negotiations on British entry.

A more spectacular disagreement occurred in 1969 following a private conversation on 4 February between General de Gaulle and the recently-appointed British Ambassador in Paris, Sir Christopher Soames.  What appeared to have been a new approach by French government to British membership of the EEC became lost in the ensuing chapter of misunderstandings and confusions.  With extensive press coverage of the socalled Affaire Soames on both sides of the Channel, the row extended well beyond the diplomatic world of the two countries, and Anglo-French relations sank to a nadir.

Improving Anglo-French relations as Britain prepared to join the Community 1970-71
With changes in the governments of both countries, efforts began to improve relations.  De Gaulle resigned in 1969 and was succeeded by Georges Pompidou.  A few months later, Edward Heath became British Prime Minister following the General Election of June 1970.  Edward Heath had always been a convinced European and, through his friendship with Michel Jobert, had a direct and personal contact with President Pompidou.  Officials on both sides of the Channel were asked to consider what should be done.  President Pompidou sought guidance from his advisers as to how France could come to better terms with Britain.  Similar consultations were taking place in Britain.  And in September 1970 the Secretary to the British Cabinet, in response to a Foreign Office planning paper, suggested that an Anglo-French discussion centre might be
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established on the lines of Ditchley Park (which was created as a centre for Anglo-American discussions).  A working group was set up to look at this idea.  Meanwhile Sir Christopher Soames too was considering the idea of some form of Franco-British institution.

In view of his earlier experience in the British Embassy in Paris, the appointment early in 1971 of Kenneth James, now Sir Kenneth James, as Head of the Western European Department of the Foreign Office was seen as further evidence of Britain's desire to strengthen relations with France.

When the British Prime Minister met the French President in Paris in May 1971 for the discussions to pave the way for Britain's entry into the Community, it was not surprising, therefore, that the whole question of FrancoBritish relations was also raised.  As French officials later recalled, both Mr Heath and President Pompidou reflected on the way in which contact between the two countries could be widened beyond the existing official mechanism for the exchange of ideas and information between the two governments.  They concluded that there was a need for a non-governmental body which could sponsor seminars and colloques between people of like interests in the two countries.  These meetings should not be confined just to cultural or educational matters, but aim to cover all fields where the two countries shared common problems, or could benefit from a better understanding of the others position.

Officials in the Foreign Office, and both the Elys6e and the Quai d'Orsay, were set the task of finding practical ways of implementing these ideas.  President Pompidou continued to take a personal interest in the matter, and the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Alec Douglas-Home, impressed on all concerned the importance which the Prime Minister attached to this venture.

A joint working group of senior officials was set up, led by the Deputy Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, Thomas Brimelow, and by the Director-General of Cultural Affairs at the Quai d'Orsay, Pierre Laurent.  The aim of the group was "to survey the whole field of AngloFrench contacts and ways of improving them", and this included the possibility of selling up of an Anglo-French Discussion Centre.

From the various suggestions put forward a general consensus emerged in favour of creating this Centre in France.  Sir Christopher Soames, for his part, was keen to overcome any lingering fears in France that British entry
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into the EEC might result in a form of English (or AngloAmerican) cultural imperialism.  He also knew of the work of the Fondation Royaumont near Chantilly, where seminars under the auspices of the Centre Royaumont pour la Science de I'Homme were being organised by Philippe Daudy (the son-in-law of the founder of the Fondation).  It therefore seemed sensible that, just as Ditchley Park had become a symbol of Anglo-American friendship, and the place where Anglo-American relations were studied, so Royaumont in France might play the same role for Franco-British relations.

Views differed on certain other points.  From his position in the Cultural Affairs Section of the Quai d'Orsay, Pierre Laurent attached the greatest importance to cultural matters and educational issues, such as the exchange of teachers and bilingual courses for civil servants.  The Foreign Office look a wider view.  They saw that successful British membership of the Community would depend significantly on French cooperation and good will.  So they sought not only to be reassuring, but also to make a political impact on the French government, and to generate some warmth in Anglo-French relations, both at governmental and nongovernmental level.  They thought in terms of meetings where ambassadors, ministers, diplomats, officials, industrial leaders and university professors might all be involved.

British officials were also doubtful about President Pompidou's wish to have the Centre financed from private sources, as they believed the process of fundraising would be complicated and could, in itself, affect the nature of the enterprise.

The creation of the Franco-British Council 1972 Although some issues remained unresolved, effective progress was made early in 1972 when the Foreign Office asked Duncan Sandys (later Lord Duncan-Sandys) to act as British President of the Centre, and the Elys6e made a corresponding approach to Wilfred Baumgartner.  Both men had had distinguished careers in politics and were highly respected in both Britain and France.  Approaches were also made to the Hon.  Robin Johnstone, now Lord Derwent (a former diplomat and at the lime with Rothschiilds) and to Philippe Daudy to act as the Honorary Secretaries.

On 1 May 1972 the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, Anthony Royle (now Lord Fanshawe) wrote to prospective British members:

'As you know, Anglo-French relations have greatly improved over the last year or so.  The Prime Ministe?s visit to Paris last year, President Pompidou's informal visit to Chequers in March and Her Majesty The Queen's forthcoming State Visit to France in May are all important contributions to this change.
But there is still a lot to be done.  We have therefore, in consultation with the French, been looking at ways of increasing and improving Anglo-French contacts.  Both sides agree that we need to talk more to each other informally at all levels.  We therefore propose to set up, rather on the model of Ditchley Park, an Anglo-French discussion centre.  It has been agreed that this should be based, at any rate initially, at the Abbey of Royaumont. 1 expect you know this institution already.  It has a privatelyrun foundation, of great repute in France, operated by M. Philippe Daudy and M. Gouin, his father-in-law.  The French have proposed that this discussion centre should come under the general supervision of a Comitd d'lnitiative to be made up of distinguished British and French personalities with a wide range of interests in the political, artistic and business worlds.  We would like to announce the setting up of the committee and the names of its members, or at least some of its members, during H.M. The Queen's visit to France from 15 - 19 May.  This would get the venture off to a good start.
It would be of great benefit to the proposed new institution, and to Anglo-French relations in general, if someone of your standing and experience were prepared to play a part in the enterprise.  Would you be prepared to be a member of the Comit6 d'lnitiative? 1 would hope that it would not take up too much of your time; and you could count on our full support. 1 should like to be more precise as to what the work will entail and the organisation, The fact is, however, that we are still at a very early stage in our discussion of the organisation and the French are still mulling over ideas.  And 1 dare say that we shall have to improvise as we go along.  Our main interest at the moment is to see that we have the help of some very good people from the outset and to have their agreement in principle to help.. The details can be worked out thereafter."
Official Joint CommuniquL& May 1972
All those approached accepted*, and on 16 May 1972, during the Queen's visit to Paris, an official communiqu6 was issued announcing the establishment of a Comit6 d'lnitiative franco-britannique with the following members:
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British Section
Mr Duncan Sandys, MP             (President)

Member of Parliament and former Minister Lord Bessborough
Former Minister

Mr Ronald Grierson
Company Director

Hon.  Robin Johnstone
Banker; Committee member, Franco-British Society Mr John Mackintosh, MP
Member of Parliament; former Professor at the University of Strathclyde

Sir Patrick Reilly
Former British Ambassador to Paris; Chairman, British-

French Bank, subsidiary of Banque Nationale de Paris.

Hon.  Nicholas Ridley, MP
Member of Parliament and former Minister

Sir Philip de Zulueta
Banker, former diplomat and Private Secretary to the Prime Minister

French Section
M. Wilfred Baumgartner        (President)

Ancien Ministre, Pr6sident et Adminstrateur de Soci6t6 M. Michel de Boissieu
Pr6sident et Administrateur de Soci6t6

M. Michel Boscher
D6put6 de I'Essonne, Prdsident de Groupe d'Amiti6 franco-britannique

M.
Jean Dromer lnspecteur des Finances, Directeur G6n6ral Adjoint de ia Banque Nationale de Paris

M. Maurice Druon

Homme de Lettres, de I'Acad6mie Fran@aise M. Marius-Frangois Guyard
Recteur d'Acad6m!e

Professeur Jean Leleune

Professeur @ la Facu1t6 de Mddicine de Paris

The following also became members in 1972 but had not accepted at the lime the communique was issued: British Section
Mr Maurice Edelman
Lord Norwich.
French Section
Mme Suzanne Cr6m!eux

M. Philippe Daudy (Hon. 
Secretary)

M. Jean Ferniot

(Hon.  Secretary)
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The Franco-British Council: the early years Defining the role of the Council
Once the Comit6 had been announced, ft set about the task of 'working out the detaiis'of how ft should operate.  Little had been agreed in advance beyond the fact that each government would finance its Section (although all the officers agreed to serve on an unsalaried basis and no office space was provided).

The first meeting of the British Section was held in London on 4 July and the first joint meeting of the two Sections on 4 November 1972 in Paris.  At the latter it was agreed that the Comit6 d'lnitiative should be renamed the Franco-British Council.
During this period the idea of basing a centre at Royaumont appears to have been dropped.  Although the concept of a permanent centre continued to be raised (with Fontevraud mentioned as a possibility), and there are frequent references in various papers to an AngloFrench Ditchley Park, it was mutually agreed that the Council should organise seminars in both countries and in a variety of locations.

A clear statement of how the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office saw the aims of the Council was made by Kenneth James on 29 June 1972 (preparatory to the British Section meeting of 4 July):

'As 1 see it, your main task will be to get discussion going about many aspects of British and French life, to muster support for these discussions from those that count, and to do your best to see that Governments and other bodies take account of the conclusions reached. You will want to cover a wide range of subjects.  There are any number of things on which we can usefully exchange views with the French: EastIWest relations, Regional Policy, Problems of Youth and Education, Investment in each othe@s countries, Collaborative Projects, to name just a few.
It is impossible to be certain where all this will lead. But 1 can sketch what 1 hope will be the outcome.  We think we know France well.  Can we really say that we know the French as well as the Germans or Americans?  There is no Anglo-French counterpart to the multiplicity of Anglo-German contacts which have sprung up since World War 11.  As 1 said at the @eginning, we are trying to build in your organisation tie equivalent of K6nigswinter or Ditchley.  We must get rid of thinking of each other in myths and stereotypes.  There are large areas where in reality, as distinct from mythology, we know very little about each other.
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1 hope that a few years'hard work by us all may change this situation.  My personal hope is that when differences arise between ourselves and the French, we shall be able to solve them increasingly by personal contact between men who know and trust each other.  In setting up this network of personal contacts, and in promoting a much closer dialogue between the two countries, your committee could play an invaluable role."
Major developments during the 1970s
The development of a full programme of meetings and seminars owed much to the energy and enthusiam of the first Honorary Secretaries, the Hon.  Robin Johnstone and Philippe Daudy.  The first meeting was held in April 1973 in Arc-en-Senans to discuss 'Agreement and divergence of French and British external policies in the political and economic fields".  In notes prepared for the speech given there by the British Ambassador to Paris, Sir Edward Tomkins, an official expressed the view that "The FrancoBritish Council must have two main functions, firstly one of investigation and analysis and secondly one of divulgadon and education".
Although the Council had by now abandoned the idea of a permanent base, it recognised the potential benefits of having a single Director to initiate and coordinate its

programme. 
Maurice Edelman, Labour Member of

Parliament and
a well-known francophile, became the first

holder of the
post and was responsible for one of the

most active periods of the Council's history.

After his unexpected death in 1975, he was succeeded for a short period by Pierre Billecoq, whose father had been Consul-General in England, who had been born in Britain, and who, as French Minister of Transport, had pushed forward the idea of the Channel Link.  Billecoq was not replaced, and since then each Section has appointed its own Director.  Philippe Daudy resumed the role in France and James Hadley became Director of the British Section in 1977, a position he held for eleven years.  A committed francophile (now living permanently in France), he also served as Chairman of the Franco-British Society.

The Whitbread Prize was inaugurated in 1975 to recognise individuals or insfitutions whose activities furthered the cause of Franco-British relations.  The colloque in Edinburgh in 1976 on the study of British and French history led not only to the publication of a book but also to the creation of a Research Fellowship to enable a student to pursue research into a subject relevant to Franco-British relations (see Appendix 3 for more details)

The Franco-British Council in the 1980s

The big conferences

In September 1980 the Franco-British Council held its first big conference bringing together some one hundred participants, including ministers, senior industrialists, academics, officials, and trades unionists.

The concept of a large meeting of this kind had been discussed initially between Maurice Edelman and the Foreign Secretary of the period, James Callaghan.  During his time as British Ambassador to Paris, Sir Nicholas Henderson also strongly promoted the idea of a large meeting along the lines of Kbnigswinter.  The idea was raised again in June 1976 during President Giscard d'Estaing's visit to London, and then pursued energetically by successive British Foreign Secretaries, Anthony Crosland and David Owen.  Since the French preferred to postpone any meeting on this scale until after the legislative elections of 1978, it was not until 1980 that these ideas finally came to fruition.

The conference had the backing of the two governments, the French President (Vai6ry Giscard d'Estaing) and British Prime Minister (Margaret Thatcher) both agreed in principle to attend, and conference dates were fixed to follow the intergovernmental Summit Meeting in September 1980.  Relations between the two governments had deteriorated somewhat in the run up to the Summit.  In a meeting with officials at the the British Embassy in June 1980, officers of the British Section of the Council were told that relations were "more or less normal but not warm and probably not capable of carrying too much enthusiasm".  It became evident a few weeks later that President Giscard d'Estaing might decide against attending the conference, and this decision was confirmed by an official announcement in August.

This posed a potentially serious threat to the sucess of the conference.  Whilst French press reports of the period viewed the President's decision as one motivated by domestic electoral concerns rather than any antiBritish sentiment, there were fears on the British side that Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher might also withdraw.  In the event she decided to attend, and her presence aroused consdierable interest few people in France had ever seen her or heard her speak.  She opened the conference with a speech which was warmly received and widely reported as a positive contribution to good Anglo-French relations.  From an inauspicious start, when British participants arriving in Bordeaux were greeted by a demonstration of French farmers protesting about British
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lamb imports, the conference was adjudged a success.

The Bordeaux Conference was followed by similar

conferences in Edinburgh in 1982 and in Avignon in 1984, both attended by the British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, and the French Prime Minister, Pierre Mauroy and Laurent Fabius respectively.  The Edinburgh conference took place during the Falklands war, a period not noted for the warmth of Anglo-French relations.  Yet it will be remembered above all for the fruitful discussions between Margaret Thatcher and Pierre Mauroy which led to the agreement to proceed with the Channel Tunnel.  At the Avignon conference, British participants were once again greeted by a demonstration, on this occasion of miners, one of whom apparently threw a small lump of coal at Mrs Thatcher.  Any poor impression this might have made was soon replaced by British admiration for M. Fabius who attended the conference in spite of the very recent death of his father.

The fourth conference of this kind was due be held in Cardiff in 1987, but was cancelled owing to the imminence of the British General Election.  But by then it was also becoming apparent that such meetings no longer fulfilled the vital role they had in 1980.  Ministers and officials from the two countries met regularly at intergovernmental and EC meetings, and other participants often found the Council's smaller meetings a more conducive environment in which to hold practical discussions and initiate solid relationships with counterparts from the other country.

Officers and members of the Council in the 1980s By the time of the Bordeaux Conference, Lord Thomson of Montiefieth (former Labour Member of Parliament) had succeeded Duncan Sandys as Chairman of the

British Section. 
On the French side, Geoffroy de

Courcel, a former
Ambassador and close associate of de

Gaulle, had taken
over as President following Wilfrid

Baumgartner's death in 1978.

In 1981 Lord Thomson was succeeded as British Chairman by Sir Philip de Zulueta, former diplomat and Secretary to three Prime Ministers.  In the same year, Courcel was succeeded by Senator Robert Pontillon, a leading member of the ruling Socialist Party.

One of Senator Pontillon's enduring achievements was to see to it that membership of the French Section reflected a more even political balance.  Whereas thebritish Section had always had members from all political parties, as well as representatives from both
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sides of industry, this had proved more difficult to achieve in the political climate of France during the 1970s.  Early invitations to Socialists, Communists or Trades Unionists were declined for fear of being associated with an organisation initiated by a government of the right.

In 1988 Robert Cantoni, Ministre P16nipotentiaire and former Ambassador, was seconded from the Quai d'Orsay to act as Director of the French Section.  Following Sir Philip de Zuluet@s untimely deaah in 1989, the chairmanship of the British Section passed to Sir John Leahy, former Ambassador to South Africa and High Commissioner in Australia, whose career had also included two periods in the British Embassy in Paris.

Proposal to create a Britain-France Foundation

In addition to the big conferences, the Council continued to organise smaller seminars, on average at the rate of two a year.  On the British side, however, the decade was marked by a series of financial problems and increasing difficulty in funding a full programme of meetings.  To resolve these problems and reduce the Council's dependency on official funding, Sir Philip de Zulueta conceived the idea of a privately-funded institution, to be known as The BritainFrance Foundation, which would complement, and possibly in due course replace, the government-funded Franco-Brifish Council.  By 1989, as a result of his efforts, the Foundation had been granted charitable status in England.  An appeal was drafted outlining the structure and aims as follows: "No permanent private institution exists in either Britain or France with the sole object of promoting mutual understanding in the two countries of their respective ways of life.  Chauvinism and incomprehension is still widespread on both sides of the Channel yet the need for understanding and cooperation is pressing: the imminence of 1992 and the Channel Tunnel may suffice to make this point.
The purpose of the present appeal is to fill this unacceptable gap by creating the Britain-France Foundation. This will be a joint Franco-British undertaking able to work in both countries.  It will bring together on an enduring financial basis a competent group of British and French professionals and voluntary helpers to energise the growth of general knowledge of the British and French ways of life and to Initiate and sponsor a range of activities for key groups from both countries.  Particular importance will be attached to the younger generation as well as improved knowledge of business and social conditions.
Since Sir Philip died the idea of a foundation has been in suspense.
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The Franco-British Council in the 1990s Priorities

Sir John Leahy's first priority on taking up the British chairmanship was to re-establish the programme of smaller meetings and seminars.  As Appendix 3 attests, the rhythm of Council meetings was restored, and even increased, between 1989 and 1991.

His second priority was to raise the profile of the Council and its work.  Unless this could be achieved, it was unlikely that the Council would attract three key ingredients of future success - an active membership, a high standard of participation at seminars, and some external sponsorship or other support.  To this end, it was decided to reinstate the position of Director of the British Section which had been vacant since 1988, and Sarah Chapman was appointed in September 1990

Efforts continue to make the work of the Council better known.  Links have been established with a wide range of organisations, many of whom have lent support in one form or another to Council meetings.  Meeting reports have been published and circulated widely, In 1990 the British Section started issuing an occasional newsletter to keep non-members of the Council better informed about its activities.

The Council's Twentieth Anniversary 1992

Sadly, 1992 has seen the death of three valued FrancoBritish Council members.  Senator Robert Pontillon, President of the French Section since 1981, died in March after several months of illness.  The British Section has suffered a double blow with the deaths of Sir Richard Francis and Lady (Jane) Ewart-Biggs.  In June 1992 Jacques Viot, Ambassadeur de France and former French Ambassador to London, was appointed President of the French Section.

To mark the Council's twentieth anniversary, two separate events were organised, one in Paris and one in London.  It was particularly fitting that the first should take place during the Queen's State Visit to France, twenty years after she first announced the creation of the Council.  Representative members of the Council, both British and French, had the honour of being presented to Her Majesty.

On 15 October in London, Sir Edward Heath was invited to give an anniversary lecture and chose to speak on'Britain at the Heart of Europe", The lecture was followed by a reception at the Foreign Office.  It is intended that this should mark the inauguration of a series of annual lectures, to be held alternately in Britain and France.

Franco-British Council Activities 1972 - 1992 Aims

The Franco-British Council never sought to supersede the other well-established organisations involved in various aspects of relations between the two countries, such as the Alliance FranQaise, the Association France-Grande Bretagne and the Franco-British Society.  In spite of the many early references to K6nigswinter and Ditchley Park, it also never sought to emulate the large annual gatherings of British and German personalities which characterise the former, nor the elegance of candle-lit dinners associated with the latter.

With the exception of the major conferences in Bordeaux, Edinburgh and Avignon, its meetings have generally been small.  But often all the more effective for that.  The majority of participants has come from outside the Council and the aim has been to create greater understanding, to bring people from the two countries together, and to encourage them to keep in direct touch thereafter.  The meetings have been characterised by their informal atmosphere, in which participants from both countries are encouraged to speak freely.

Topics

Some of the Council's meetings have tackled specialist issues such as continuing professional education and the adaptation of higher education to present economic needs, the costs of national health provision, or the problems of the food processing industry.  Others have addressed more general topics such as attitudes to violence, the status of women, the press, and how Britain and France faced up to the major international crises since 1945.  A number of meetings on defence and security have discussed the difficult question of France's relations with NATO and ways in which France and Britain might cooperate.

Industry and industrial policy

Within the scope of a short publication it would not be possible to cover in detail all the meetings organised by the Council.  However, the series of meetings on aspects of industry, chaired principally by Lord Ezra and Jean Wahl, is a good example of the benefits to be gained from considering the common problems which face the two countries and studying the different solutions adopted.

Tne first colloque of this kind was held in 1974 in Aritibes to discuss the energy crisis.  French representatives outlined the reasons why France proposed to adopt the Pressurised Water Reactor (PWR) in their nuclear energy development
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programme, and suggested that the two countries should cooperate on this.  In retrospect, many observers would now agree that this was a lost opportunity for Britain as its choice of Advance Gas-Cooled Reactor (AGR) has been notably less successful.

On another occasion British and French firms compared experiences of taking over a comparry in the other country.

The meeting in 1991 to discuss the draft EC document on industrial standards gave those concerned an opportunity to meet on a bilateral and unofficial basis.  The freedom to speak openly, in an informal atmosphere, confirmed there were many areas of common concern.

The most recent meeting (8 October 1992) considered British and French industrial policy both in the context of EC policies, and in relation to other major industrialised nations.  It was notable not only for the way in which participants' views diverged more in terms of broader economic and social theories than along national lines, but equally for the general consensus on the importance of a strong manufacturing industry, and the need to consider some of the specific problems faced by the small and medium enterprise sector.

Bringing people together, generating links, and eliminating misunderstandings

In many seminars people were brought together who would otherwise have had few opportunities to meet.  From the outset it was not unusual for participants at a meeting to include those running businesses or institutions, those responsible for determining the policies of the two countries, and those whose ob it was to explain them, be they journalists or politicians.

But it also became apparent that the Council had a similar role to play in bringing together specialists from the two countries.  At a meeting on local government in 1977, a senior British official said he had frequently tried to discover his French opposite number in order to consult with him.  Yet it was only at Talloires, where the meeting was held, that they finally found themselves face to face, At a Council-sponsored meeting between Trades Unionists from the two countries, French trades unionists were astonished to discover pro-Europeans amongst their British counterparts.

In 1991 a meeting was held in Rouen to compare French and British approaches to the challenge of making cities better places to live and work in.  Participants included urban planners, architects, teachers, representatives of the main employers' and trades union organisations, local
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local government officials and experts in the fields of housing and transport.  Initially British delegates were shocked by the apparent French lack of interest in discussing inner city problems.  Yet ft soon emerged that many of the problems were indeed common to the two countries but in France were concentrated principally in suburban areas.  Similarly, French participants looked to Britain for expertise in the field of local and regional government.  They were surprised instead to discover the extent to which decision-making had been returned to national government in Britain during the 1980s, the very period when by contrast France was becoming increasingly decentralised.

Myths and stereotypes

The extent to which the press may contribute to misconceptions about the other country formed the subject of another meeting in 1991, co-sponsored by the Franco-British Council and the International Press Foundation (IPF).  Prior to the meeting, IPF had commissioned a survey of each country's press coverage of the other during a one-month period.  The survey, interviews with correspondents, and the meeting reports have now been published in both languages (see page 14 for details).

Vive [a diff6rence!

Naturally British members of the Council have also discovered over the years, and continue to discover, differences between France and Britain which surprise them.

At the 1984 Avignon conference, held not long after the bomb incident at the Conservative Party Conference in Brighton, French thoroughness in matters of security was as astonishing as it was impressive.  Rarely, if ever, can British participants have seen so many French policemen gathered together in one place.  Even though the Prime Ministers had by then departed, the coaches taking British participants back to Marseilles airport were heavily escorted.  Those who had hoped to avail themselves of the duty-free facilities were dissuaded by armed gendarmes who escorted them promptly on to the plane.  It was a shock to be back at Heathrow, and to encounter in the gloom of the car parks distinguished politicians, such as Dennis Healey, searching for their vehicles without a policeman in sight.

The Lyon seminar on defence policy also provided its share of surprises.  At the planning stage the late Charles
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Hernu, who was at the time French Minister of Defence, had requested that it be held in Lyon so that he, as Mayor of neighbouring Villeurbanne, could take part in the proceedings.  But by the time the seminar took place, the Rainbow Warrior incident had forced his resignation from office.  On arrival in Lyon, British delegates were surprised to learn that the former Minister would still be hosting the receptions as originally planned.  Their reactions were typically British: embarrassment, relief that they could still address Hernu as "Monsieur le Ministre" (a title which once granted is not taken away) and a firm resolve to act as if the Rainbow Warrior had never existed.  But in the private dining room of a splendid Lyon restaurant, in the presence of Monsieur and Madame Hernu, they discovered that the French wished to talk of little else.  And at the end of the evening, as they left through the public dining room, they witnessed the supposedly disgraced minister being warmly applauded by those dining there.

Of course, the learning process is mutual.  The 1976 conference in Blois, on the protection of areas of outstanding natural beauty, provided an interesting example of contrasting national styles.  The British delegates were deeply impressed by the leading French speakers magnificent expos6 of his country's policies.  They were also ashamed that none of them could match the Frenchman's eloquence, clarity and forcefulness.  But after a rather low-key and hesitant British talk about the Neptune Project for the preservation of the coastline, it was the turn of the French to be impressed, and to suffer the embarrassment of a series of searching questions about the lack of conservation measures along the C6te d'Azur.

Must our differences divide us?

So the question remains: why is it that neighbouring countries, allied in two world wars, and who share a host of common interests, should still on occasions find their relations difficult?  Can ft be explained by history, geography, psychology?  Or by mutual ignorance and prejudice?

In 1843 John Stuari Mill told Tocqueville "it's only natural that the English should not be able to understand France, just as the French are unable to understand England"?  The Franco-British Council does not accept this.  But it recognises there are still areas where mutual understanding could be improved.  So it must continue to focus on these and to exercise its role as "le lobby de 1'amiti6 francobritannique".
The way ahead

As we look back over the past twenty years, ft has to be said that despite the financial support we have had from our two governments, the Council has had to operate on a modest budget.  Comparisons may be odious, but at least one other institution of a not dissimilar kind has fared much better.  It is gratifying to note how much has been achieved by the Council with so little - and frustrating to think how much more might have been achieved had our resources been greater.

But there is no point in moaning about this: the compression of public expenditure is the order of the day with our two governments and likely to remain so in the future.  In these circumstances we have simply got to supplement our income from other sources.

As noted elsewhere in the report, the idea of setting up a separate Britain-France Foundation to help overcome this problem was given serious consideration a few years ago.  Whatever the prospects were at the time that it would succeed - and views differed on that - it is obviously not opportune to revive the idea in the depth of an economic recession.  Later perhaps.

What we can, and should, do, however, is to make a greater effort in future to obtain financial support, or sponsorship, from private sector companies for specific projects and and meetings that are relevant in one way or another to their particular commercial interests.  A certain amount has already been done along these lines, but more could be achieved, even in a harsh economic climate.  In this context we are also willing to envisage co-sponsor ship of meetings with other bodies or commercial partners (afthough the French Section has certain statutory problems to overcome in this regard).

If the Franco-British Council is doing things which other people want it to do, they should be willing to support them.  If it is doing things of little, or no, interest to other people, it should stop doing them.  Our task is to promote better understanding between Britain and France by adding to, and not duplicating, the activities of other organisaflons.
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