Report of a Visit to La Manche, 
Normandy, France 26 -28 May 2011

Visit by: John L Wilson, Chairman of Dorset County Council (DCC)
                               and President of Dorset Twinning Association (DTA)

I represented both DCC and DTA as guest of the Président of the Conseil Général de La Manche at the celebration of the 1100th anniversary of the formation of the State of Normandie.

Other notable guests were senior representatives of the Channel Islands including the Bailiff of Guernsey, Sir Geoffrey Rowland, because the Channel Islands legal system is still tied to Norman law.

I travelled on the Barfleur on 26 May and was met at Cherbourg by Thierry Motte and Aurélie Leroy, both on the staff of the Conseil General (although Aurélie is normally based in Jersey), with a chauffeur driven car.  Aurélie acted as my interpreter for the entire visit.  My accommodation in the chateau D’Agneux and all meals were provided by my hosts.

The evening of Thurs 26th was a networking dinner at chateaux Cerisy-La-Salle, the location of the Colloque marking the 1100 anniversary, followed by a drama production about Norman Law in the Channel Islands lead by Sophie Poirey from the University of Caen.  Apparently one cannot practice law in the Channel Islands without a degree from Caen
Fri 27th morning taken to see the new barrage at Mont St Michel, a form of giant sluice gate that, together with alterations to the river banks and adjoining lowland, is designed to arrange water flows around the island to reverse rising sand levels and so keep Mont St Michel as an island.  After a brief visit to the island we returned to St Lo and the Conseil General HQ where I was introduced to the Président and Sénateur de la Manche, Jean-François Le Grand.

Over a working lunch M. Le Grand questioned me at length about the numbers and sizes of Dorset schools, especially secondary schools.  It was noted that La Manche secondary schools generally have 500 or so pupils on roll so are smaller than Dorset secondaries.
Afternoon started with a press conference at the La Manche Archives, a separate building in St Lo.  Coverage seemed to be audio, photo and TV.  Speakers included M. Le Grand, Sir Geoffrey Rowland and me – I think I was polite, complimentary and fairly uncontroversial!

Returned to the Conseil General building and to a large room with a very big table with a video conference camera in its middle.  A connection had been made with Highcliffe School, Dorset, where DCC’s Ruth Parker was supported by teachers from Twynam and Blandford Schools.  La Manche was represented by about 18 people representing at least 12 schools.
Apart from my contribution the video conference was all in French.  It was clear that Normandy schools would like regular time tabled contact with our schools, such contact to include exchange of letters, emails, visits etc as well as video conferencing.  Ruth Parker and I both mentioned the technical difficulties involved in conferencing with France and the fact that only a few (4?) Dorset schools currently seem to be able to connect with La Manche schools.  It appeared that the French make regular use of video conferencing on a fairly wide scale.  Both Ruth Parker and I agreed that the French should be provided with the details of those Dorset schools that have the facilities and would like to use them to improve pupils’ language abilities and understanding of French culture.  The French are keen that a calendar of connections can be set up during June/July to come into operation in September and, because of the difference in school sizes, they would accept the principle of one Dorset school linking with two or three French schools.  The two teachers that were with Ruth both expressed the keenness of their schools to be involved.  
At the video conference I was introduced to Madame Le Grand who is a secondary school teacher, to Nadege Lemousseau who is Ruth Parker’s opposite number in France and to Hilary Thompson who helps maintain contact with the DTA.

The evening was taken up with a formal dinner including speeches.  Mine was repeated in French by Aurélie and included congratulations on the 1100th  anniversary, pleasure at restart of the Barfleur service, support for school contact and assurance of a welcome in Dorset for the Olympics.  I was told that some people have almost completed rebuilding the Marité, an old three masted schooner from New Foundland cod fishing and that they have already reserved space at Weymouth for it to be used for hospitality purposes by their people, probably including M. Le Grand.

Saturday 28th morning I accompanied M. Le Grand for the opening of an estuary exhibition of 911 - 2011 artefacts at Regneville sur Seine where the local chateau has historical links with England.  I met the local mayor and others who included DCC past member of staff Richard Townsend who “was just passing.”   Following lunch I was driven back to Cherbourg to take the evening Barfleur home to Dorset.
CONCLUSION

There is strong support in La Manche for starting better contact in September this year between their secondary schools and ours.  The French will support all forms of contact but are particularly keen on video conferencing.  Such contact should benefit those of our pupils who are taking French language courses.  I hope that we can find the resources to sort out the technical problems with video conferencing, encourage our schools to set up the links and pass the contact details to France in time for September.
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