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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

 French President François Hollande’s visit to three Southeast Asian countries – 

Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia – in the last months of his presidency signals 

France’s greater interests in the strategic and economic landscape of the region. 

 

 Even though the visits were marked by a deepening of already-existing economic 

ties through the signing of agreements between large-name private sector firms, 

France’s economic footprint of the region is significantly smaller than those of 

fellow EU member states. 

 

 Defence relations continue to underpin France’s ties with the three countries, and 

President Hollande took full advantage of the visits to promote French defence 

technology at a time when the countries are in the process of updating their defence 

capabilities. 

 

 Other important aspects of President Hollande’s trip include laying the framework 

for cultural exchanges, especially with the Islamic world, as well as cooperation in 

the fields of counterterrorism and in intelligence sharing. 

 

 The next French President will have to build on the work of President Hollande to 

further strengthen ties if France desires a role in Asia. 

 

* Siwage Dharma Negara and Norshahril Saat are Fellows at ISEAS – Yusof Ishak 

Institute, and Jason Salim is Research Officer at the ASEAN Studies Centre, ISEAS-Yusof 

Ishak Institute. The authors appreciate the assistance rendered by Ms. Eliza Chee for this 

article.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

French President François Hollande’s visit to three Southeast Asian countries —  Singapore 

(26-27 March 2017), Malaysia (27-28 March) and Indonesia (28-29 March) — was seen as 

an opportunity for France to deepen its economic and people-to-people engagement with a 

region not normally on its foreign policy radar. His trip to the East took place less than a 

month before a pivotal French presidential election. Since he had ruled himself out for re-

election, these visits were in fact his last to the region as President. Compared to Saudi King 

Salman’s highly publicised visits to Indonesia and Malaysia a month earlier, coverage of 

the trip on the Indonesian and Malaysian media was considerably less visible. Even as many 

wondered if the trip could have a more powerful impact if it was made much earlier on in 

his five-year term, President Hollande’s visit was seen as an important act of economic 

diplomacy to cement ties with France’s main partners in Asia and present the country’s best 

foot forward amidst rising protectionist sentiments in France and around the world. At stake 

was France’s image and economic footprint in an increasingly pivotal region in terms of 

strategic and economic value.  

 

 

THE VISITS 

 

President Hollande’s first stop in his Southeast Asian journey was Singapore. He was the 

first-ever sitting French President to visit the city-state. Reciprocating Singapore President 

Tony Tan’s inaugural state visit to France in 2015, President Hollande’s visit to Singapore 

highlighted the release of the Joint Declaration on Innovation between France and 

Singapore, which sought to strengthen “their respective innovation ecosystems, including 

programmes to promote research and development (R&D), as well as support 

entrepreneurship in innovative sectors” such as health and biomedical sciences; fintech; 

urban living environment and smart cities; and defence technology.1 Both countries also 

designated 2018 as the France-Singapore Year of Innovation, and French technology 

companies are working together to set up a France Tech Hub in Singapore. The increased 

cooperation in the area of innovative research and development as intended by the Joint 

Declaration, formalises institutional linkages between both countries’ government agencies, 

universities and research institutes. It will also build on the Strategic Partnership agreed 

upon in 2012 as well as the longstanding ties between the two countries in the realms of 

defence and maritime transport. For example, France has hosted the Republic of Singapore 

Air Force’s Advanced Jet Training detachment in Cazaux since 1998, and French shipping 

giant CMA CGM’s acquisition of Singapore-based Neptune Orient Lines was the largest 

takeover in the company’s history.2 

 

In Malaysia, President Hollande’s visit marked the 60th anniversary of diplomatic relations 

between the two countries. The flavour of this leg of President Hollande’s three-state visit 

was distinctively defence-related, with him making a direct pitch to Malaysian Prime 

Minister Najib Razak to buy French Rafale fighter jets. For some time, Malaysia has been 

                                                        
1 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Singapore. “MFA Press Statement: State Visit by President of the 

French Republic François Hollande to Singapore, 26 to 27 March 2017.” 27 March 2017. 
2 Ibid. 
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wanting to replace its Russian MiG-29 fighter jets, and is potentially looking to buy up to 

18 jets in a deal potentially worth more than US$2 billion.3 France’s Dassault Aviation, the 

maker of the Rafale jets, is the frontrunner to win the lucrative contract, but faces 

competition from the UK’s BAE Systems, Russia’s Sukhoi and Sweden’s SAAB for the 

tender. This builds on an already-burgeoning defence relationship between the two 

countries marked by the Royal Malaysian Air Force’s purchase of France’s Airbus A400M 

Atlas military transport, making Malaysia the first non-NATO member state to operate this 

state-of-the-art aircraft.  The visit also kick-started talks between France’s Peugeot and 

Malaysia’s Proton on a proposed partnership, confirming years of speculation of a possible 

tie-up between the two carmakers. 4  In addition, six Memorandums of Understanding 

(MoUs) were signed between some of France and Malaysia’s biggest companies, including 

Malaysia’s Sime Darby and Tenaga Nasional Berhad as well as France’s Engie, Électricité 

de France, Air Liquide, Bpifrance and Thales.5 France’s famed Musée Guimet and the 

Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia (IAMM) also signed a two-year MoU to collaborate on 

organising exhibitions and on sharing knowledge on Islamic arts and crafts.6 

 

In the final leg of his journey, President Hollande visited Indonesia in the first state visit by 

a French President to the country since François Mitterrand in 1986. The headlines from 

this trip all focused on President Hollande’s commitment to invest US$2.6 billion in 

Indonesia in the fields of energy, infrastructure and retail among many others. In the mould 

of France and Singapore’s Joint Declaration on Innovation, President Hollande and 

Indonesian President Joko Widodo issued Joint Declarations on Maritime Cooperation and 

on Creative Economy Cooperation, signalling France and Indonesia’s desire to anchor their 

relations on shared priorities in the untapped potential in Indonesia’s archipelagic waters as 

well as both countries’ cultural heritage. Four MoUs were signed in the fields of sustainable 

urban development; tourism; science and research; and exchange of researchers. Continuing 

with the defence agenda, both countries’ defence ministers signed a Letter of Intent to 

deepen defence cooperation, and French submarine maker DCNS and Indonesian 

shipbuilder PAL signed an agreement in anticipation of a possible submarine purchase by 

Indonesia. In terms of private sector agreements, some of the more noteworthy deals 

include: 1) Indonesian state-owned construction firm Wijaya Karya and French builder 

Matiere’s deal to build bridges and highways as part of President Widodo’s infrastructure 

plans; 2) Indonesian carrier Pelita Air’s purchase of Airbus A400M aircrafts; 3) Indonesian 

aircraft manufacturer Dirgantara Indonesia’s deal with Airbus to maintain Airbus 

helicopters in Indonesia; and 4) Engie and three Indonesian companies’ US$1.25 billion 

deal to develop, co-finance, build, operate and maintain microgrid and other renewable 

energy projects in Sumatra and eastern Indonesia.7  

                                                        
3 Channel NewsAsia, Singapore. “Rafale appears in the lead as Malaysia seeks new fighter jets - 

defence source.” 22 March 2017. 
4 The Star, Malaysia. “Peugeot, Proton in talks on possible partnership: Najib.” 28 March 2017. 
5 Utusan Malaysia, Malaysia. “Malaysia-Perancis tandatangani enam MoU.” 29 March 2017. 
6 New Straits Times, Malaysia. “Guimet Museum, Islamic Arts Museum sign MoU on cultural 

exchange.” 29 March 2017 
7 Metro TV News, Indonesia. “Daftar Kesepakatan Ekonomi Indonesia-Prancis.” 29 March 2017; 

Engie, France. “ENGIE signs three partnership agreements in Indonesia for microgrids and 

renewable energy developments during President François Hollande’s visit.” 29 March 2017; The 

Jakarta Post, Indonesia. “PTDI to provide maintenance for Airbus helicopter. 31 March 2017; The 
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STRENGTHENING ECONOMIC TIES 

 

The composition of President Hollande’s delegation was instructive in highlighting his to-

do list as he embarked on his valedictory visits. The President was accompanied by a 

considerably large commercial delegation of around 50 of France’s leading business sector 

leaders representing some of France’s biggest companies. The composition of the 

commercial delegation showed that France was focusing on trade and investment 

opportunities in the region in the fields of infrastructure, aircraft manufacturing, 

shipbuilding, energy, and defence technology.  

 

France’s economic footprint in the region is less significant compared to that of other 

European Union (EU) member states such as the United Kingdom and Germany. A 

comparison of FDI stock by French companies in 2012 shows that France is eclipsed by the 

UK and Germany. Two-way trade between France and the three Southeast Asian countries 

are healthy, at US$11.7 billion (Singapore), US$5.8 billion (Malaysia), and US$2.2 billion 

(Indonesia) as of 2016 – substantial yet far from the highs in 2011/2012.8 However, data 

from the past ten years show that, with the exception of France-Malaysia trade in 2010, all 

three countries have had trade deficits with France. Trade statistics from 2016 show 

Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia incurring deficits with France worth US$5.16 billion, 

US$2.75 billion and US$0.24 billion respectively.9 

 

Even though French economic presence in the region is not as substantive compared to that 

of the major powers, let alone some of its fellow EU member states, the presence is 

nonetheless high-quality and adds value to the respective economies. For example, 

Dragages Singapore, a subsidiary of the French conglomerate Bouygues, led the consortium 

to build the Singapore Sports Hub. French hypermarket chain Carrefour has an extensive 

network in Indonesia and Malaysia, and pharmaceutical giant Sanofi has manufacturing and 

distribution facilities in all three countries. Aviation, however, remains the most high-

profile component of France’s trade with this region. Indonesia’s US$327 million trade 

deficit in 2015 was primarily due to the huge increase in import of French-manufactured 

airplanes and airplane components by Indonesian airline companies to cater to a substantial 

increase in demand for air travel. The biggest deals in this aspect involve Indonesian carrier 

Lion Air’s 2013 purchase of 234 Airbus aircrafts worth US$24 billion in a signing ceremony 

witnessed by President Hollande himself. Garuda Indonesia, Malaysian Airlines, AirAsia 

and Singapore Airlines too have made substantial purchases with Airbus, and Singapore 

Airlines was the first carrier to fly the double-decker jumbo jet Airbus A380 and has one of 

the largest fleets of A380s in the Asia-Pacific region 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
Jakarta Post, Indonesia. “RI, France broaden bilateral ties, tackle terrorism.” 30 March 2017;  

Kementerian Luar Negeri, Indonesia. “Indonesia – Perancis Perkuat Kemitraan Strategis di bidang 

Ekonomi Kreatif, Maritim dan Perdamaian Dunia.” 29 March 2017; Kedutaan Besar Perancis di 

Jakarta, Indonesia. Kunjungan Kenegaraan Bapak François Hollande : Daftar kesepakatan yang 

ditandatangani.” 31 March 2017. 
8 CEIC, 2017. 
9 Ibid. 
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DEFENCE RELATIONS 

 

Perhaps nowhere was French charm used to greater effect in this trip than in the field of 

defence and security. The presence of French Defence Minister Jean Yves Le Drian as the 

only full minister in the delegation meant that defence diplomacy and technology 

underpinned France’s relationship with the three countries. France has long been seen by 

the region as a reliable supplier of arms and defence materiel. The spike in interest in many 

countries, including France, to sell arms to Southeast Asia reflects not so much an arms race 

as it is a desire to improve defence capabilities. Indonesia and Malaysia have both 

announced plans to replace their ageing fighter jets, and have as a result ramped up their 

defence expenditure in recent years to realise those purchases. However, even with both 

countries having greater purchasing power as a result of the rise in defence expenditure, the 

prohibitively expensive price tag American technology, coupled with the lack of better or 

similar alternatives from emerging producers in China and Korea, have increased the 

desirability of French-made defence equipment. Indonesia is currently looking at, among 

other planes, Airbus-made Eurofighter Typhoons to replace its F-5 Tiger holdings in a 

potential 16-aircraft deal worth US$1.5 billion, whereas Dassault Aviation’s Rafale fighter 

planes remain the frontrunner in Malaysia’s bid to replace their ageing MiG-29 planes.10 

Malaysia has had prior experience with French technology, having bought two Scorpène-

class submarines in 2002.  

 

Another reason for France’s determination to strengthen defence relations lies in the South 

China Sea. France’s access to its overseas territories in the Pacific Ocean – in French 

Polynesia and New Caledonia – is dependent on the freedom of navigation and overflight 

over a body of water currently disputed between China and four Southeast Asian countries. 

In a speech during the 2016 Shangri-La Dialogue, Defence Minister Le Drian said that 

“security in the Asia-Pacific was not a theoretical issue, but a concrete concern (because) 

France’s 11 million square kilometre Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), of which 85% lies 

in the Indian and Pacific Oceans, houses more than 1.6 million French citizens and a 

permanent 8,000-strong French military presence.”11 In the same speech, Le Drian also 

announced a proposal for European navies to conduct coordinated joint patrols on the South 

China Sea “in order to ensure as regular and as visible a presence as possible in Asian 

waters.”12 President Hollande reiterated those sentiments in the 40th Singapore Lecture, 

where he emphasised France’s right to exercise the freedom of passage in the South China 

Sea in accordance with international law. The Joint Declaration on Maritime Cooperation 

with Indonesia, which was unveiled during his trip to Jakarta, highlighted France’s desire 

to tap into the “blue economy” of the region and ameliorate the effects of climate change 

on oceans, but it also underscored France’s stance towards the South China Sea. By 

advocating for the rule of law and the swift adoption of the Code of Conduct of the South 

China Sea, the Joint Declaration provides Southeast Asia with a welcome clarion call by 

another G20 member country for the peaceful resolution of disputes. 

 

                                                        
10 Quwa Defence News & Analysis Group, Canada. “New Indonesian Air Chief says F-5 

replacement not yet decided.” 22 January 2017. 
11 International Institute of Strategic Studies, UK. “Chapter Seven: The challenges of conflict 

resolution (Taken from the Conference Proceedings of the 2016 Shangri-La Dialogue). 10 August 

2016. 
12 Ibid.  
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CULTURAL EXCHANGES AND COUNTERTERRORISM 

 

Another aspect of this visit worth noting is President Hollande’s endeavour to learn from 

the three countries’ experience with multiculturalism as France seeks to address problems 

and divides arising from its own unravelling multicultural society. The three Southeast 

Asian countries have not only had to manage multi-racial and multi-religious societies ever 

since their independence, but are home to the more moderate and tolerant streams of Islam 

that President Hollande is eager to promote back home. In all of his public remarks during 

the visit, he commended the respective countries for having fostered peaceful and tolerant 

societies – an attribute he was keen to replicate back home. The MoU between Musée 

Guimet and the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia as well as the framework for PhD students 

funded by the Indonesian Religious Affairs Ministry to study in France are the strongest 

indications that France seeks to learn from Southeast Asian experiences amidst rising 

Islamophobia back home. Through Islamic arts, history and civilisation as well as liberal 

education, France wants to foster an exchange of cultures and ideas that may in turn promote 

greater tolerance in its own divided society. 

 

In addition, in the past few years France has also stepped up cooperation between itself and 

the three countries on counterterrorism efforts. France has been a target of some of the most 

horrific terrorist attacks launched by affiliates of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 

since 2012. These terrorist attacks have done much to propel the far-right of French politics 

– embodied by the Front National (FN) led by Marine Le Pen – into the mainstream, and 

with that its strongly anti-Muslim, anti-immigration and anti-globalisation rhetoric. As such, 

France has in recent years sought to strengthen its own intelligence and counterterrorism 

capabilities. A big part of that effort involves inking collaborations with countries sharing 

the same challenge in countering extremism and radicalism. In 2015, the then-newly formed 

Cyber Security Agency of Singapore signed its first international MoU with France’s 

Agence Nationale de la Sécurité des Systèmes d’Information (ANSSI, National Agency for 

Information Systems Security) to strengthen cybersecurity capabilities. 13  Part of the 

respective agreements signed between Defence Minister Le Drian and his Indonesian and 

Malaysian counterparts Ryamizard Ryacudu and Hishammuddin Hussein covered 

cooperation in cybersecurity and intelligence sharing as part of their joint counterterrorism 

efforts.14  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

France’s ties with the three Southeast Asian countries President Hollande visited are 

longstanding and cordial, but they do not have the same relationship France has with fellow 

ASEAN member states Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, which are former French colonies 

and now fellow members of La Francophonie. This is further compounded by a presence 

that is mainly driven by economic and trade concerns, and that is still relatively low 

compared to that of other EU member states. France has little strategic and political 

                                                        
13 Cyber Security Agency, Singapore. “CSA signs first international MOU with France to 

strengthen cyber security collaboration.” 18 May 2015. 
14 The Jakarta Post, Indonesia. “RI, France broaden bilateral ties, tackle terrorism.” 30 March 

2017; The Sun Daily, Malaysia. “Rafale aircraft deal raised during Malaysia, France talks.” 28 

March 2017. 
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influence in the region, and its institutional linkages with the regional security architecture 

exist through the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy. This means that its dialogue 

partnership with ASEAN as well as its membership in the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 

is mainly through the EU. Furthermore, France, which seeks to deepen defence cooperation 

with the region, is not yet a member of the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting-Plus 

(ADMM) or the East Asia Summit (EAS). 

 

Similarly, its efforts to boost its image in the region through soft power has not been as 

successful as those of countries like South Korea. Although the Alliance Française centres 

in Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur and Singapore are located in the city centre and its events well 

attended, the French language has not taken hold in this English-dominated part of the world 

as much as Korean, a similarly distant language disconnected from the three countries’ 

pasts, has. French fashion labels such as Louis Vuitton, Chanel and Longchamp among 

many others continue to reign in the shopping districts of the three countries. However, food 

– which is normally the most potent form of soft power – faces a natural impediment to its 

appeal in Indonesia and Malaysia mostly because of its tendency to not be halal. 

 

Ultimately, President Hollande has achieved much by using his last overseas trips to assert 

French interest in the region, ensuring that commitments can be made in a high-profile way 

before a new president – with perhaps a more isolationist agenda – is elected in May. The 

jury is still out on whether the next president will continue to show that strategic and 

economic interest in the region. The region will therefore look to the next President of the 

French Republic with bated breath, hopeful that the efforts made by François Hollande will 

not go to waste. 
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