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Summary 
France recorded the first case of coronavirus on European soil on 24 February. There are now 6 confirmed 
cases. Five of them had recently visited China, the sixth is a medical professional. Air France flights 
to mainland China have been suspended and travel advice strengthened. First flight to repatriate French 
citizens from Wuhan landed on 31 January near Marseille. Work ongoing with the French to return British 
nationals on a second French flight from Wuhan. 

DOMESTIC 

1. The French system has been active in managing the response to the coronavirus outbreak. From 
January 10, SantA© publique France (=Public Health England) was in contact with regional health 
authorities, hospitals and healthcare professionals, alerting them to the procedures to follow. Research 
centre Institut Pasteur put in place a test allowing diagnosis in a few hours. 

2. The first three cases on French soil were diagnosed on 24 January. A fourth case was announced 
on 28 January, a fifth on 29 January and a sixth on 30 January. The first five had recently returned from 
China. The sixth was a doctor who had treated someone subsequently confirmed as carrying the virus. This 
was the first known case of human-to-human transmission in France. 

3. Since the first cases being announced, the Ministry of Health has organised daily press 
conferences and has published a website (http://www.info-coronavirus.gouv.fr/ <http://www.info-
coronavirus.gouv.fr/> ). With experience from Ebola, SARS and Zika, the French government is confident 
that its health system is well prepared. President Macron has described France as being a€ein a state of 
extreme vigilancea€u and said that he was ensuring a€wthe mobilisation of all the relevant servicesa€;and 
a continuous information flow from the Health Minister and the competent authoritiesa€[. 

INTERNATIONAL 

4. The French Foreign Ministry has been in crisis mode 24/7 for the last week working on the return 
of French nationals from Wuhan. French travel advice now strongly recommends against all travel to Hubei 
province and against all but essential travel to mainland China. The French government repatriated around 
200 nationals on 31 January in their first flight from Wuhan, with extensive media coverage of their 
arrival at a military airbase in Istres in the south of France. The passengers will spend 14 days in 
quarantine in a converted holiday camp nearby. Two individuals were initially identified as symptomatic 
on arrival and moved to a Marseille hospital, but have subsequently tested negative for the virus. 

5. A second French government flight, this time open to EU nationals, is planned for this weekend. 
As discussed with the Department we are liaising closely with the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MFA) to support the departure on this flight of British nationals who were unable to board the UK 
flight. We moved the France network into crisis mode on 31 January to manage this process. 

6. Air France, which normally operates 6 flights per week between Paris and Wuhan, suspended its 
flights on 22 January following the MFAa€TM s recommendation that all non-essential travel to China be 
avoided (British Airways and Lufthansa had already suspended flights). Air France-KLM is the leading 
European transport group for flights between Europe and China, with 90 flights per week before the 
crisis. 

COMMENT 

7. Macron has invested heavily in the relationship with China, visiting yearly since taking office. 
There are also French economic interests at stake: French auto manufacturers PSA and Renault both have 
production sites in Wuhan and France is the number one European destination for Chinese tourists, who 
make up 2.5% of Francea€TMs annual visitors. 

8. while media coverage has been extensive this week in light of the series of cases in France, so 
far the government response has managed to keep pace. With municipal elections in March, Macron will be 
keen for this to continue. 
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