PERES TO FRENCH BIZ LEADERS: I INVITE YOU TO INVEST

By Brett Kline

A number of messages were made loud and clear in the breakfast for some 200 journalists and business figures, at MEDEF headquarters, the group of French industrial and corporate leaders, in honor of Israeli President Shimon Peres on Thursday.

   “Israel today stands for innovative projects,” said MEDEF President Laurence Parisot, speaking in English.
   She praised Israel for endorsing the controversial Mediterranean Union project of French President Nicolas Sarkozy, adding “economics must come before politics.”

   But stronger words came from event participant Henri Cukierman, the head of the France Israel Chamber of Commerce.  “We must make France a bigger player with Israel,” he said in confident English, “because right now France is behind Great Britain, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands.”
   Cukierman did not elaborate on why France, an industrial power with by far the largest Jewish population in Europe, lags behind the other countries.  This has been the subject of much discussion in Franco-Israeli business circles here, some of rather apologetic.

    But looking at Peres, he added, “We know that you are a friend of France.  Now we have to make sure that the people in this room are friends of Israel.”

   Shimon Peres displayed a wry,  Israeli sense of humor from his opening words that had the room two-thirds full of French corporate figures laughing out loud.
   “You have economic cooperation and foreign aid,” he said. “Foreign aid means that money from poor people in rich countries goes to rich people in poor countries.

   “In the Middle East, there are holy countries and then oily countries,” Peres continued.  “We don’t have oil in Israel, so we have turned to the sun.  The sun is more democratic.”

   He did not specifically mention, for example, that the Arava Institute on Kibbutz Ketura 45 kilometers north of Eilat has plans to build what may be the world’s largest solar power station, but did describe at length the area from the Dead Sea to the Red Sea, from Jericho to Eilat-Aqaba, and plans to make a peace valley.
   “There are no precise border-markings there between Israel and Jordan, no fences, no mine fields and no violence or terrorism either,” President Peres noted.   “We live with Jordan like a beautiful, old lady who fell asleep in that valley,”

   He explained that the airport in Eilat would have to be moved soon because the town has grown out around it, and the airport in Aquaba occupies another 700 dunams (70 hectares) of land right next door.  “Why not build one airport with two terminals,” Peres proposed.  “The overall savings would be enormous.”
   Further north, Israel wants to build three or four industrial parks with the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank, Peres continued.  “The plans have already been drawn up,” he said. “The Japanese are investing 100 US dollars in the park around Jericho, the Turks in the middle of the West Bank and the Germans in the north.”
   So where are the French, several people wondered to themselves.

   The Israeli ¨President noted that it was a period of limited activity from the United States during the intense pre-election period there, and with George Bush stepping out of the White House.

   “This is an opportunity for President Sarkozy and France to take some initiatives with Israel and the Palestinian Authority, especially as upcoming head of the European Union,” Peres.  “I invite the French to step in and invest, to be optimistic.”
   Some 30 major French groups have a presence in Israel, with about 10 working actively for years already. Those include Alsthom, building the tramway in Jerusalem, and Renault with its electric car program, and Véolia, L’Oréal, and France Telecom, to name a few.
  Many more Israeli companies, notably high tech start-ups, sell products and services to France.
  Speaking of elections, Peres commented that Israel is always in a state of elections.   “We are not the chosen people, we are the elected people,” he said.  “And god blessed us with no land and no water, so we have high-tech.”

  Peres said the Israeli economy is 95% high-tech based.  “Science has replaced agriculture, and global companies are replacing armies.  Governments have budgets but not necessarily any money.  They have armies but don’t know what to do with them.”
   The laughter was genuine.  Shimon Peres was cracking up French business figures, probably not used to laughing at corporate breakfasts.

   But it ended there.  Several questions also in English, though Peres understands good French, followed from well-selected business figures, including Maurice Levy, CEO of Publicis advertising.  There were no questions taken from the press. 

   The 80-something Shimon Peres had opened by stating, “I am the oldest person in this room.”  He left smiling and shaking hands, enjoying the human contact and looking like he might have liked a good argument or two, the national past-time of Israeli, even older ones. 

