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Getting closer to you
I am delighted to be part of the launch of yet another 

product by La Sentinelle, inspired by our desire to take 
up the challenge of getting closer to you and speaking to 
you in the language of your choice.

We have, through our English columns and pages, 
endeavoured to have our fi nger constantly on your pulse. 
Your direct involvement, feedback and response have 
been encouraging. L’Express Weekly is our way of res-
ponding to your needs and wishes with more drive and 
ambition. We aspire to expand our initiative to satisfy a 
niche thirsty not only for news but also, and more so pe-
rhaps, for views and analysis. The weekly will take a step 
back from the events reported in our daily in order to 
offer an analysis of them from a position of hard facts, ho-
nesty and human sympathy. We shall be guided by rigour, 
fairness and balance because we see our principle role 
as serving society with the vital news, views and values 
necessary to improve it.   

The English-speaking expatriates we have welcomed 
to our shores who have been enriching this country in 
so many ways now have an additional reason not to feel 
excluded from our information space. We hope to be able 
to involve them in the life of this country in the same way 
we involve our own compatriots. They need to know what 
we think and we need to know how they feel about us. We 
also hope to be able to bring to their doorstep information 
which will make their stay in our midst, whether it is long 
or short, pleasant and full of interest. 

As for our young readers, or those youngsters who 
tend to stray away from reading, our ambition is to entice 
them back to this activity by offering topics they are in-
terested in and using the concise and clear language they 
can relate to. Our team undertakes to bring them both 
yesterday and tomorrow today. 

L’Express Weekly was conceived for you. It shares 
with you a passion for the English language and it will 
continue to encourage you, through its columns, to par-
ticipate fully in debate on major issues and enrich the 
information space in our country. This is the beginning of 
a new synergetic relationship with our English readership. 
We see exciting days ahead. We invite you to participate 
fully in this project and breathe life into it. 

weekly@lexpress.mu

Touria Prayag

EDITOR IN CHIEF
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THREE MAJOR events 
have marked this last week, 
the most important of which 
is perhaps the head-on colli-
sion between the Civil Ser-
vice and Mr. Ali Mansoor. 
Civil servants and their re-
presentatives reacted very 
angrily to efforts by the Mi-
nistry of Finance to intro-
duce new rules governing 
promotions and recruit-
ment in the Civil Service. 
Under these rules, known as 
HR guidelines, each recruit-
ment or promotion would 
have to be justifi ed in the 
name of effi ciency and trans-
parency- which sounds very 
reasonable, you might think. 
However, the infl uence exer-
ted by some furious trade 
unionists at a somewhat 
crucial period fi nally won the 
day and doomed the famous 

guidelines to an early death. 
So, for the moment at least, 
‘ene ti travail dan gouvenman’ 
has lost none of its appeal…
The second event was the 
proclamation of Higher 
School Certifi cate (HSC) 
results with their lot of me-
dia attention, happiness 
and disappointment. The 
laureates were celebrated 
with the usual verve and 
there were few surprises. 
The star schools have taken 
the lion’s share, though there 
was the emergence of some 
regional schools with a few 
laureates.  

The proclamation of re-
sults gave rise once more to 
the same debate about edu-
cational reforms and more 
voices have come out ques-
tioning the allocation of scho-
larships to the lucky few with 

no strings attached. The Mi-
nister of Education promised 
a revolutionary change. The 
laureate system is apparently 
breathing its last. Within the 
next two years, there will be a 
more equitable distribution of 
scholarships. 

Again in the fi eld of 
education, but somewhat 
overshadowed by the above, 
the controversy continued 
over the Enhancement 
Programme on the one 
hand and the threats of the 
canteen operators to go on 
hunger strike on the other- a 
new fashion these days, it 
would seem. 

The breach of protocol 
surrounding the presidential 
lunch and the derogatory 
comments it drew as well 
as past president Cassam 
Uteem’s declaration that he 

has the right to play an active 
role in politics if he wants to 
fuelled the debate over the 
prerogatives of the occu-
pants of the State House, 
past and present.  A piece of 
good news: a drug ring was 
dismantled in the Central 
Prison. A relief, certainly, but 
does it mark the end of the 
drug problem in prisons? 

Sada Curpen has been 
released with no charges re-
tained against him. The ma-
gistrate was peeved at Cindy 
Legallant’s unwillingness to 
confi rm her allegations in 
court, without which there 
was, apparently, not enough 
evidence to convict him. 
Presiding magistrate Renuka 
Dabee has asked for amend-
ments to the law pertaining 
to witnesses who refuse to 
testify in court. Cindy Legal-

lant was arrested in July 2008 
some hours after her arrival 
from Paris. She was arrested 
in possession of 21,175 pills 
of Subutex which according 
to her had been ordered  by  
one Sada Curpen. Subutex 
pills are usually crushed into 
powder and intravenously 
injected by drug addicts.

But the real talking point 
of the week has undoubtedly 
been the weather. We don’t 
want to resemble the English 
but can’t help mentioning the 
amount of rain and humi-
dity we have been gratifi ed 
with these last days. Tourists 
who paid to spend a holiday 
here must have had a very 
nasty surprise.

Touria PRAYAG

The Week at a Glance

My British friend has 
been bothering me with 
his eternal questions about 
life in Mauritius. He seems 
to have developed an inte-
rest in all kinds of social 
and political issues, so I 
have to do my best to ex-
plain them to him…

● What is all this 
about the breach of 
protocol surroun-
ding the presidential 
lunch?

A: It’s very simple, 
really.  Chacha Aneerood 
decided to invite one of his 
friends from Africa for a 
meal. Auntie Sarojinee de-
cided to put on her apron, 
stand in front of the stove 
and try out her new re-
cipes on him. And that’s all 
there is to it. Chacha, in a 
show of transparency si-
milar to the one displayed 
by Tony Blair’s MPs in re-
lation to their expenses, 
paid for the lunch out of 
his own pocket and his son 
had to chip in, so he was 
invited too. Now, the Lea-
der of the Opposition is 
complaining because he 
was not invited. Demo-
cracy, I tell you. Not 
always a good thing.’

● What about the 
canteen operators 
threatening to go on 
hunger strike? 

A: Well, they are going 
on a hunger strike so that 
they don’t have to eat the 
food they try to push 
down our children’s 
throats. Ironical, but that 
way, they will live longer. 
Also, they care so much 
for our children that they 
want to give them the kind 
of food which is compa-
tible with their communi-
ty. My children, for 
example, would eat curry 
served on a bed of cous-
cous. I don’t care about 
the other children who 
have to eat only one dish. 
Their parents should have 
thought about this before 
and married into another 
community. Too late now 
for their children.’

● ‘What about those 
children who are not 
being served?’

‘They will be,’ I said. 
‘Just as soon as a decision 
has been taken about their 
caste and their ethnicity. 

● Why do you have 
‘speed zone’ signs 
on stretches of road 
where you are not 
supposed to speed?

A: Surely that must be 
to confuse motorists so 
that it is easier for the 
police to fi ne them.
Touria PRAYAG

THE STAR schools have 
done it again! Thirty one 
laureates are from the tra-
ditional schools like Queen 
Elizabeth College, Royal 
Colleges of Curepipe and 
Port-Louis, Collège du 
Saint Esprit or Dr Maurice 
Curé State College. The sta-
tus quo once again. 

But there are some nice 
surprises. Sodnac State Se-
condary School made it onto 
the prestigious list with one 
laureate: Dayna Kunshita De-
vi Kistamah. Not bad for this 
school’s fi rst participation in 
the exams.

Taking a closer look at 
the list of ranked candidates, 
you will see as well that seven 
out of the sixteen new state 
colleges that took part in the 
HSC exams for the fi rst time 
were on it.

Some pedagogues are 
already starting to talk about 
the rise of the smaller colleges.

“In the years to come, we 
will do even better. Even though 
we’re just beginning, we have 
the know-how to bring our 
pupils up to the required 
standard for brilliant results”, 
says one rector.

The overwhelming majo-
rity of these new participants 
in the HSC exams had more 
than 85% pass rates. 

Lucien Finette, director of 
the Mauritius Examinations 
Syndicate (MES), notes that 
the newcomers obtained “good 
results”. “This confi rms that 
you can fi nd good colleges eve-
rywhere now,” he commented.

Are we looking at the 
fi rst elements of the “demo-
cratization of education”, as 
Education Minister Vasant 

Bunwaree puts it?
If his reform of the laureate 

system becomes reality, those 
new state schools will have 
a prominent role to play by 
adding more education zones 
and increasing the number 
of laureates.

Patrick HILBERT

I n  t h e  n e w s 
HSC results
the rise of the regional colleges

Q & A
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I LOVE THEE with a 
love I seemed to lose  With 
my lost saints, I love thee 
with the breath,  Smiles, 
tears, of all my life! and, if 
God choose,  I shall but 
love thee better after death.

 
We all agree that the most 
important thing in life is to 
love and be loved in return. 
We may all agree that love 
is that “irresistible desire to 
be irresistibly desired” by the 
person you desire so much. 
Who would disagree with 
Mark Twain when he says, 
“To get the full value of joy, 
you must have someone to di-
vide it with”. We may all also 
agree that love transcends 
logic. Friedrich Nietzsche 
says, “There is always some 
madness in love. But there 
is also always some reason 
in madness.”

What we may not agree 
about is the way we live our 
love. Some of us are roman-
tic and look forward to Saint 
Valentine’s to “say it with 
fl owers and gifts.” Others 
are cynical or at least practi-

cal and fi nd in this occasion 
a way for traders to make 
money at the expense of 
the gullible. 

I must admit I love Va-
lentine’s. I look forward to it 
every year and I count the 
days. Because I receive the 
most breath-taking bouquets 
in the world and the most 
arresting perfumes? No, no, 
no! Because of the stunning 
restaurants I get invited to?  
Of course not! What I enjoy 
about Valentine’s is that sa-
distic pleasure I derive from 
asking the people around me 
what they received for Va-
lentine’s. I love the way they 
fumble for answers about 
the beautiful bouquet they 
received and the chic res-
taurants where they renewed 
their love and commitment 
to their partner. Yes, it is so 
simple to admit that you re-
ceived nothing and that you 
had dinner at your usual kit-
chen table! 

Why should everyone 
lead their lives according to 
conventions created by tra-
ders in the name of a saint 
whose existence is not even 
certifi ed? Why should anyone 

feel ashamed if the gifts they 
decide to give each other and 
the days they choose to have 
a meal out are not left to the 
whims and fancies of oppor-
tunistic merchants and res-
taurant owners? 

After all, love is about 
long-term commitment not 
about one day. It is about eve-
ry act you do, every thought 
you express, every single deci-
sion you take, every word you 
say every day of your life in 
every possible way, not about 
saying it with fl owers one day 
and then twelve months of 
nothing! Love is about not 
thinking that your partner 
does not love you just because 
he did not offer you fl owers 
at that hyped price or did 
not take you to an exorbitant 
restaurant on that day. 

How does your partner 
show his love for you, then? 
In his own personal way. Ac-
cept it if you love him equally 
and allow for room to grow. 
We don’t all love the same 
way. We don’t all show our 
love in the same way. Dante 
Alighieri rightly says, “He 
loves but little who can say 
and count in words, how 

much he loves.” If one cannot 
count in words, how can one 
count in fl owers?

But Happy Valentine’s all 

the same if you are the ro-
mantic type!

Touria PRAYAG 

[ W e l l s a i d : 

 “Some NGOs are 
self-serving institutes 
for the promotion 
of egos specializing 
in around-the-world 
seminars”.

[ s i l e n c e  i s
 

g o l d e n

“‘You are beginning 
to annoy me», Vasant 
Bunwaree to a  jour-
nalist pressing for 
answers. Duh! Wjat 
else is a journalist 
supposed to do? 

Hindu temples around the island start the celebration of Sivaratri (Night of Shiva or “Great Night of Shiva”) to-night.   It is a 
night-long vigil which will end around 4 am tomorrow. Four mass prayers will be held at different times of the night during the 
vigil.The Great Night of Shiva is the culmination of a whole week of fasting and penance.  Since early this morning and till noon, 
temples have been thronged by devotees performing the traditional Shivalinga pooja. Devotees then pour water (usually the wa-
ter brought from Grand Bassin) and milk over the linga, decorating it with bel leaves, fl owers, ash, vermillion and sandal paste.  
Offerings of sweets and fruits are also part of the rituals. According to the Hindu Maha Sabha, 400 000 people have done the 
pilgrimage to Grand-Bassin this year.

How Do I Love Thee ?

Photo of the week ]

Elizabeth Barrett BROWNING.
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Rough ride
UNDER usual circumstances, the predictability of 
Tuesday’s panel discussion on the Chagos issue and 
human rights would’ve been fatal to its middling at-
tempt to bring fresh ideas to the table. Yet there is 
nothing remotely usual about the shenanigans sur-
rounding the British government’s proposed marine 
protected area. So at least the panel discussion had 
the merit of gathering a wide body of views on the 
matter, the whole of which was far greater than the 
sum of its parts.

●
 The minister of Foreign affairs, Arvin Boolell, 
unconvincingly went on about the need to discuss 
the issue bilaterally and the different diplomatic 
maneuvers employed by government to ensure 
that our sovereignty claims have a fi ghting chance. 
“The UK has lost the psychological battle,” he 
claimed. It’s a pity that London doesn’t seem to 
have been informed of its defeat. Port Louis wants 
to tread softly and carry a big stick. Yet, in the ab-
sence of a stick of any kind, this stratagem seems 
doomed in advance. 

●
 In typically stubborn fashion, the leader of the oppo-
sition, Paul Bérenger, hammered on about the viabi-
lity of the tactic used by the MMM/MSM government 
in 2000. It consisted of negotiating for the return of 
the archipelago to Mauritius minus Diego Garcia. 
The Mauritian and UK governments would “agree 
to disagree” about the use of the island as a US mili-
tary base. He affi rmed Port Louis came very close to 
achieving just that soon after the London High court’s 
historic ruling in 2000. Close yes, but still no cigar. 

●
For her part, Lindsey Collen reiterated Lalit’s 
conviction that the only way to free the Chagos from 
the yolk of UK/US imperialism is to target the very 
root of the archipelago’s excision: Diego Garcia. The 
logic is simple: close the base and the UK will have 
no option but to hand the islands back to Mauritius. 
To pull this off, government would have to mount a 
global campaign against the base in order to tip the 
balance of power in its favour. To some, this sounds 
hopelessly idealistic. To others, it sounds like the only 
realistic way of wresting the Chagos from the two 
nuclear powers. 

●
Is there a middle way? Probably not. Yet, who 
needs one when you’ve got a wealth of options 
at your disposal. The British and American go-
vernments certainly haven’t pulled any punches. 
The marine protected area is but the latest 
underhanded attempt to retain control of the ar-
chipelago and prevent resettlement (do Orders 
in Council ring a bell?). Given the urgency of the 
situation, we should do everything we can to shame 
and blame them. 

●
Call them blasé but Arvin Boolell and Paul Bé-
renger are intimately familiar with the workings 
of White Hall, which is probably why they favour a 
more prosaic approach. At least, let’s give them the 
benefi t of the doubt. Lalit’s proposal, on the other 
hand, is undeniably audacious. If government is 
truly determined to get the Chagos back, as it says 
it is, it should use these tactics in unison. Throw 
the case brought by Chagos Refugee Group to the 
European Court of Human Rights into the mix 
and the usurpers might be in for a very rough ride 
indeed. It’s the least they deserve. 

Left Field]

YES, we can’t solve the 
traffi c jam problems. We may 
have commandeered two do-
zen and more “expert” reports, 
sat on numerous “task forces”, 
discussed of the issue to death 
at cabinet meetings, dinner 
with the wife or whilst bur-
ning wasteful petrol, waiting 
for the damned queue to 
move on, but yes, we can’t! 
We may, occasionally take an 
initiative to resurface a road 
or two, we may quite often 
fl oat announcements as to 
projects-a- coming, we may 
remove lorries from traffi c 
at peak times, we may bor-
row the second lane of those 
going upland and lend it to the 
“third laners” going down to 
port Louis for work, we may 
even widen the crawler lanes 
to 3 or 4 (like currently from 
Pailles to Plaine lauzun) , but 
, yes , we can’t solve the traffi c 
problem unless we tackle three 
items, at  the very least:

First and foremost is no 
doubt the question of an effi -
cient, comprehensive, attractive 
public transport system which 
must at least service the Port 
Louis to Curepipe corridor to 
a level where the population 
stops buying vehicles net every 
year and starts no longer fee-
ling pushed into buying second 
hand vehicles from overseas, 
“reconditioned “for sure, but 
of an older technology and less 
effi cient. It costs a lot of money? 
For sure! But in a comprehen-
sive “Cost/Benefi t” analysis, 
whoever factored in the yearly 
(and growing) cost of a dys-
functional road network against 
the one-off cost of a sexy public 
transport system?

Second we need to un-
clog the main traffi c jams of 
their Port Louis “cork”. The 
equation has been known for 
years. Lest we forget it, Port 
Louis is the capital city and 
the port. The port unloads 
a growing volume of goods 
into the country, fully 70% of 
which must cross Port Louis 
to be distributed in the Plaine 

wilhems urban axis, Black 
River and the South. All our 
exports follow the opposite 
route, unless they go by air-
plane..The solution has been 
clear for decades: beyond the 
pinpricks of delocalizing out 
of Port Louis (there still needs 
to be “traffi c” between the 
delocalized business and its 
Port Louis based stakeholders, 
though…), we need a fast way 
THROUGH the capital for 
traffi c that does not need to 
stop there. Numerous ideas 
have been fl oated: an under-
pass below Place d’Armes or 
an overpass fl oating over it, a 
Dream bridge across the port 
area linking North to South 
trunk roads (is it so named 
because “dreaming” about it 
is all we are allowed this far?), 
a Ring road (squatters permit-
ting) a new Trunk road exit 
tunneling through the Moka 
range; you name it, it has been 
envisaged. Only the far less 
direct Terre Rouge – Verdun 
link road has got anywhere 
near starting. There has been  
at least one false start so far, 
the Chinese , having provi-
ded the initial fi nance, seeing 
its state-controlled companies 
trip over themselves, foaming 
at the mouth, in their haste to 
register  “profi ts”(of the non-
capitalist variety , of course) and 
thus seeing the whole exercise 

cancelled to be re-routed to the 
French AFD . The works are 
meant to start “imminently”

Third, we need to urgently 
expunge our lack of foresigh-
tedness when it comes to the 
infrastructure needs of the 
country. The last man to have 
shown foresight on the ques-
tion is, perhaps surprisingly, 
Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam 
who built our fi rst trunk-road 
under the jeers of the opposi-
tion who asked him whether 
his “charettes” were to be 
trekking along! But otherwise, 
we do tend to leave it very late 
indeed. Sometimes so late that 
nothing can be done except at 
horrendous cost. How do you 
suppose we will now solve the 
Quatre Bornes and Rose Hill 
traffi c jams , given that the 
Palma-Coromandel by –pass 
that could have been built at 
the foot of the Corps de Garde 
mountain ( and ably doubling 
up the far too narrow  Hugnin 
.... road, for example  ) is now 
blocked off by …developments 
!Is anyone thinking ahead for 
Flacq? For Goodlands? To be 
fair: Someone seems to have 
been thinking of Triolet’s plight 
of late…

Meanwhile, let us ac-
knowledge the fact: Yes! We 
can’t! Not in my lifetime.

PAF

Yes !
We can’t

Traffi c jam at the entrance of Port-Louis :a daily nightmare.

By Nicholas RAINER 
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PRIME minister Navin 
Ramgoolam is not a fan, 
trade unionists abhor it, 
Finance minister Rama Si-
thanen and Financial Secre-
tary Ali Mansoor swear by 
it while the Secretary to the 
Cabinet Suresh Seebaluck is 
not too keen. 

“It” is the latest talk of the 
town, more commonly known 
as the “Mansoor Plan”.
Except that the godfather 
of the “Mansoor plan”- Ali 
Mansoor, the most wanted 
person in the civil service 
right now, takes exception 
to the fact that the “plan” is 
being named after him. 

What has actually become 
known, as the “plan” is in fact 
discussions for the preparation 
of the 2011 budget. 

Regardless, the “plan” has 
been virulently contested in 
different quarters. Not least 
from the Secretary to the Cabi-
net who is reportedly very un-
happy with Mansoor’s “cheek”. 
There’s an explanation for this– 
imagine being the Secretary to 
the Cabinet and the chief of all 
civil servants and receiving an 
email from a colleague from 
the Ministry of Finance, inviting 
you to a meeting chaired by the 
Financial Secretary to “discuss 
and agree on the template that 
will be used for the next budget 
for submission of requests for ad-
ditional personnel in Ministries; 
and the process to be followed for 
the approval of the establishment 
proposals recommended by the 
Ministry of Civil Service  and 
their eventual inclusion in the 
PBB estimates”.

This didn’t go
down too well

The meeting did take place 
in December 2009 and people 
disagreed- some very strongly, 
and another document was 
sent two days after the mee-
ting- the famed HR guidelines. 
But the guidelines weren’t 
imposed, contrarily to what is 
being said. The covering let-
ter says “as agreed, it would be 
appreciated if you would provide 

your views\comments so as to 
improve same, to the Permanent 
Secretary of the Ministry of Civil 
Service, with copy to the Director 
of the Ministry of Finance. Please 
note that another meeting is sche-
duled to fi nalize the documents”. 

There were more exchange 
of views and more proposals 
and the “guidelines” were 
eventually fi nalized. 

To understand the “guide-
lines” however and put them 
in context, one must go back a 
couple of years. 

Two years ago, the Mi-
nistry of Finance, introduced 
the Programme Based Budge-
ting (PBB) to help the Ministry 
of Finance do the transition 
and to train civil servants in the 
art of preparing the budget in 
the new format.

The PBB aims to introduce 
transparency and effi ciency in 
the way budgeted funds are 
spent. For instance, when mi-
nistries make a request to the 
Ministry of Finance for funds 
to be allocated to them in the 
budget, they are required to ex-
plain why they need that mo-
ney, what they hope to achieve, 
how they will make use of that 

money and what constraints 
they will have in achieving the 
set goals. 

For example, in 2009, one 
of the goals of the Ministry of 
education was “to raise the pass 
rate in ZEP schools from the low 
37%” and one of the goals of 
the Ministry of Health  was to 
“reduce access time for specialized 
services in Hospitals below the 
fi ve weeks”.

The advantage of such a 
system is that the targets be-
come tangible; it becomes 
easy to track the money given 
to a particular ministry and 
the whole system becomes 
transparent and accountable- 
because if the goals haven’t 
been achieved, ultimately it 
will be known.The same logic 
would apply to recruitments 
and promotion exercises.

But while it seems there 
wasn’t much objection from 
permanent secretaries to 
moving to the new BPP sys-
tem, the same is not true for 
recruitments.

For the purpose of dis-
cussing the next budgetary 
exercise, the Ministry of Fi-
nance sent a document to the 
Permanent Secretaries of all the 
ministries and departments, in-
viting them to a meeting to dis-
cuss the “elaboration of services 
and service standards to link pro-
posals for additional staff”. 

The cover letter talks of 
“some weaknesses” that have 
been identifi ed with regard 
to the link between 

 

 during discussions 
for the preparation of the 
2010 budget. 

If truth be told, the tone of 
the circular letter that was sent 
to the supervising offi cers of 
the Ministry of Civil Service 
and to the supervising offi cers 
of the other ministries and de-
partments, wasn’t very nice 
and that might have got civil 
servants’ backs up. 

But what the Ministry of 
Finance sought to do is ensure 
that all recruitment in the civil 
service is justifi ed and explai-
ned. This means that even the 
replacement of retiring staff 
will have to be justifi ed “in 
terms of service standards”.

 “For instance, if we are to im-
prove the performance in schools, it 
might justify recruiting more staff 
but the ministry should be able to 
explain exactly why they need to 
hire and what difference the new 
staff will make and how the ser-
vices will improve. In other words, 
they must be able to convince us 
that the recruitment is absolutely 
necessary. Otherwise why waste 
public funds on recruiting people 
we can do without?” explains a 
source from the Ministry of Fi-
nance. 

A template explaining how 
to do this- justifying recruit-
ment and promotions in terms 
of the existing and new services 
provided by the ministry, the 
positions requested and the im-
provement in service standards 
has also been sent to ministries. 

This is what the trade unio-
nists are objecting to- recruit-
ment in the civil service has 
always been done liberally. Re-
cruiting staff has never needed 
to be justifi ed because histori-
cally, it has never been about 
effi ciency. 

And that’s where the Prime 
minister comes in. Voters who 
want to become permanent 
and pensionable members of 
the public service mustn’t be-
lieve that entering the public 
service is about to get tougher 
than it has ever been. Current 
civil servants mustn’t feel their 
chances of promotion are 
being compromised. 

High offi cials on the other 
hand, object to the need to 
have to justify everything to 
someone they resent for di-
verse reasons.

And so, the “Mansoor 
plan” gets scrapped. 

Deepa BHOOKHUN

Why the “Mansoor plan” 
is being shot down

The “Mansoor plan” 
has been desecrated, 
vilifi ed and eventu-

ally scrapped. We tell 
you why civil servants, 

trade unionists and
politicians fi nd  the 

“plan” objectionable.  

The 
secretary 

to the 
cabinet is 
reportedly 
unhappy 

with 
Mansoor’s   

«cheek»
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OUR EDUCATION system is 
often described as being elitist. 
Yet it’s free and thus accessible 
to everyone. How do you ex-
plain this paradox? This refl ects 
the fact that Mauritius is a very une-
qual society. When the 1975 student 
uprising put such immense pressure on 
the Labour government that it brought 
in free secondary education, the State 
paid the different levels of existing stu-
dent fees. So colleges stayed unequal. 
Then, densely populated areas of Port 
Louis and Rose-Hill, where there were 
good primary schools became offi ce 
districts, meaning that there were fewer 
children in the primary schools in these 
areas. So, parents who are debruyar 
[resourceful] in nearby, say, Plaisance 
or Roche-Bois, undertook all the com-
plicated demars [steps] to get their 
children into these schools. They then 
helped PTA’s keep the schools “good”, 
and they paid for private lessons, giving 
teachers their “double pay”. 

The children who got places in 
“good” colleges did so because of 
coaching and rote-learning in lessons. 
Their results were thus “better”. Poo-
rer parents, who work longer hours in 
insecure jobs and single parent families, 
ended up congregating in the schools in 
Plaisance and Roche Bois. This caused 
a downward spiral. Ambitious teachers 
avoided those schools because there 
was no lesson money. There also some 
collusion in the higher echelons, where 
inspectors obviously liked to show 
“good” results in their own areas. All 
these practices continue until today. 

● What’s your opinion of go-
vernment’s decision to reform 
the scholarship system in order 
to give scholarships to more stu-
dents? 

It is clearly important to give more 
students scholarships to study for their 
fi rst degrees in Mauritius. Perhaps 
more important is that, by introducing 
regional quotas, standards will rise in 
all colleges. The recently announced 
laureates already indicate this tendency. 
So the decision is a good one. A sys-
tem of regional quotas has long been 
a LALIT campaign, precisely because 
of its dynamics towards higher levels of 
education everywhere.

● The debate over the introduc-
tion of Kreol in schools is more 
heated than ever. Why does the 
subject polarize opinion to such 
an extent? 

The interesting thing is that a 
SOFRES survey from March last year 

shows that two-thirds of people are in 
favour of the introduction of Kreol in 
school. This is despite the same survey 
showing that over 80% of people have 
absolutely no idea that there are already 
dictionaries, a harmonized orthography, 
as well as courses at the University and 
Pre-Voc BEC. 

How does this status quo remain, des-
pite two-thirds of people being in favour 
of the mother tongue? It is simply be-
cause higher earners and certain powerful 
people are against the change. I assume 
they believe that it gives their children 
some advantage. They probably mean 
well. They think the mother tongue helps 
only the poorer students. But this is un-
true. Paradoxically, it seems that the elite 
needs to be educated about the language 
issue. This process of educating the elite 
is the polarization we are seeing in debate. 
It is healthy. All studies, in fact, show that 
the use of the mother tongue helps all 
children think better. It’s as simple as 
that. And, the Ledikasyon Pu Travayer 
(LPT) hearings on the harm done by 
the suppression of the mother tongue last 
October proved beyond all doubt that all 

children are actually harmed by the sup-
pression of the mother tongue in schools. 

This is serious. Once we know we 
are doing our children harm, we must 
stop. It is obviously very diffi cult for pa-
rents when they give their children their 
lunch basket and send them to school 
to accept that they are harming them. 
And for teachers with years of expe-
rience to accept that they have been 
infl icting harm. But, we can’t use this 
as an excuse for continuing harming 
children. We have to go through the 
process of accepting that we have been 
mistaken. If we are to force a change 
in government policy, we have to also 
get it together to stand up and accuse 
the authorities of forcing us, as tea-
chers and parents, to infl ict harm on 
the children in our care. This is a very 
dramatic state of affairs, and explains 
the passions. 

  
● Many people think that the in-
troduction of Kreol will be done 
at the expense of English and 
French. That’s not necessarily 
the case though, is it? 

No, the opposite is true. When 
children learn through foreign lan-
guages, they learn only basic interper-
sonal communicative skills. In order to 
achieve cognitive-academic language 
profi ciency, children need to learn in 
their mother tongue. Whatever they 
learn at this high level, is then easily 
transferred into high level English and 
French. A good part of this high level 
language profi ciency is common to all 
languages. It is shared. In fact, all the 
research seems not to have sunk in at 
that bit of Réduit called MIE.

● Another argument frequent-
ly employed by those who are 
against the use of Kreol is that 
it’s not a “mature” enough lan-
guage yet. Is this accusation 
founded? 

The “language” is as mature as any 
other. All linguists know this. Its writ-
ten form, however, needs an immense 
amount of work to be done at the same 
time as it is being introduced. For 
example, we need the elaboration of 
fi ne grammar by someone like Profes-
sor Dany Adone, huge amounts more 
literature, a team doing terminology 
standardization, another translating 
basic texts and yet another team re-
cording spoken language and studying 
it. We also require books, magazines, 
leafl ets, encyclopedias and on-line stu-
dies of all kinds in Kreol. There is cer-
tainly a lot of work to be done. But it 
can be done fast if we can fi nd ways to 
pull everyone into this creative process, 
as Dr Arnaud Carpooran has already 
done when he got hundreds of students 
to work on the Kreol dictionary.

● What does the high rate of fai-
lure in the CPE exams say about 
the current system?   

The strange U-curve the MES has 
discovered shows that many children 
don’t actually understand what they’re 
being taught at school. This means that 
they fall into two categories: they either 
fail or simply learn by rote.

● Ideally, what type of education 
system would like to see put into 
place? 

Education should build on the basic 
curiosity of children, on their love of 
learning, of exploring, of working things 
out, of building things, of making things. 
Teachers would, in this kind of system, 
love their work, and once well trained, 
get fantastic job satisfaction every day.

Nicholas RAINER 

Lindsey Collen of Ledikasyon Pu Travayer 

“The elite needs to be educated 
about the language issue”
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MAURITIUS might be a 
tropical island in the Indian 
Ocean, well known for its 
beaches, but expatriates with 
surplus funds have plenty 
of investment alternatives to 
consider. All will depend on 
the time horizon of the inves-
tor as well as his/her attitude 
to risk. I am a fi rm believer in 
diversifi cation, which implies 
going in for a range of diffe-
rent possible investments. This 
will ensure that risk is spread.

So where can expatriates 
invest with a one-year horizon? 

Equities (Shares)
Neither capital gains nor 

dividends are taxable in Mau-
ritius. Therefore, investing in 

shares could appeal to certain 
investors. It should however be 
noted that it involves risks as 
share prices are highly vola-
tile. Potential investors should 
seek professional advice as and 
when necessary.

Mauritius has 2 stock 
markets: The Offi cial Market 
(38 securities listed) and the 
Development & Enterprise 
Market (DEM) (55 securi-
ties).  The DEM securities are 
generally less liquid (tradable) 
than their Offi cial Market 
counterparts. The largest com-
panies (considered to be the 
blue chips) operate mainly in 
the banking and hotel sectors. 
I will again recommend inves-
ting in a variety of securities. 
Not only the largest local listed 

companies should be conside-
red. There are several quality 
small to medium-size com-
panies which have interesting 
prospects and pay attractive 
dividends.

Unit Trusts/
Mutual Funds

These investment vehicles 
sell shares/ units to the public 
and then invest the proceeds 
in a variety of investments. 
Unit trusts/ mutual funds are 
moreover open-ended and 
buy and sell their own shares 
quickly as and when required. 
Therefore, the expatriate is 
guaranteed to be able to sell 
his holding after 1 year. A re-
latively small amount of mo-

ney will generally buy a well 
diversifi ed investment. Inves-
tors also benefi t from the pro-
fessional expertise of the fund 
manager. In Mauritius, we 
have several balanced funds, 
property funds, growth funds, 
yield funds as well as those in-
vesting in foreign securities. 
Capital gains and dividends 
received are not taxable.

Treasury Securities 
and Bank Deposits

Risk averse investors can 
consider holding 1-year trea-
sury bills. The latter are issued 
by the Government of Mau-
ritius and are considered very 
low risk. At the time of writing, 
the weighted yield on a 364- 

day Treasury Bill amounted to 
4.77%.

Alternatively, a 1-year fi xed 
deposit with any of the local 
banks could be considered. 
The rate offered could vary 
from bank to bank. It should 
be noted that interest received 
is normally not taxable for ex-
patriates.

To summarize, Mauritius 
might be a small economy but 
you will not run short of op-
tions if you need to invest your 
money. Note that I have deli-
berately excluded real estate as 
I consider it to be a long term 
investment.

Imrith Ramtohul, 
FCCA, CFA,Head of Investment
Mauritius Union Assurance

Paying taxes
the Mauritian experience

DOING business in Mauri-
tius has never been easier. The 
World Bank acknowledges the 
country’s improvement in the 
yearly rankings of best bu-
siness destinations. In 2010, 
the country ranks 17th. One 
of the salient features of the re-
forms to facilitate investment 
is the complete review of our 
tax policy. Both corporate and 
personal income tax now stand 
at 15%, putting Mauritius 
amongst the lowest income tax 
jurisdictions in the world. With 
a simplifi ed fi scal system, the 
State is raking in more money. 
African fi nance chiefs are eager 
to duplicate our model in their 
countries.

But how does this benefi t 
expatriates living in Mauri-
tius, high-earning employees 
and businessman included? 
Enter the Mauritius Revenue 
Authority (MRA), to explain 
how Mauritius is leading the 
way, and is envied by its Afri-
can peers, from a foreigner's 
perspective. 

The linchpin of our fi scal 
regime might well be a single 
tax rate of 15%. But the forei-
gner coming to work in Mau-
ritius is exempt, right from 
the outset, from all taxes on 
household and personal ef-
fects, ranging from furniture, 
bedding, linen, cutlery, radio & 
television sets, amongst others, 
provided that those belongings 
are declared as personal effects 
to the MRA, and not sold the-
reafter.  “He has to apply for a 
work permit to the Prime Minis-

ters Offi ce (PMO). To be entitled  
to Income Exemption Threshold 
on his annual income for the 
purpose of Income Tax he must 
be considered as a resident.  Resi-
dent status equals 183 days stay 
in Mauritius”, states a senior 
offi cer from the MRA. 

Furthermore, there is no 
tax on capital invested pro-
vided that a declaration is be 
made to the Customs Depart-

ment for the importation of 
any amount exceeding Rs500 
000. Liability to National Resi-
dential Property Tax (NRPT) 
on residential property at the 
current rate is irrespective of 
the income of the non resi-
dent. No tax is due on income 
derived outside Mauritius and 
received in Mauritius, e.g. a 
pension derived outside the 
country but received here.

E-fi ling is gathering mo-
mentum. The system allows 
a taxpayer to make his return 
online wherever he is and ef-
fect payment through inter-
net banking with local banks, 
namely the Mauritius Com-
mercial Bank, Mauritius Post 
Cooperative Bank, State Bank 
of Mauritius, HSBC and SBI 
amongst others.

And expatriates earning a 

living in Mauritius can surely 
benefi t from the non-double 
taxation treaties existing 
between the country and 35 
others. The treaty with India 
is under fi re, although Mauri-
tius is on the white list of the 
OECD, because of accusations 
of round-tripping. But that’s 
another story…

Kamlesh BHUCKORY

Local Investment Opportunities for Expatriates

Tax payers in the MRA offi ce.
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ISWAR RAMPERSAD, 
the Commissioner of Po-
lice, has called in the Spe-
cial Supporting Unit ( which 
is a riot unit ) and the Special 
Mobile Force (the paramili-
tary wing) this week in a bid to 
stamp out burglaries and

insecurity in the north wes-
tern coastal region of the is-
land. Road blocks have become 
a common nightly feature in 
Grand-Baie, Peyreybère, Mon-
Choisy and Trou-aux-Biches 
since the beginning of this 
week. “There have been no night 
break-ins reported in the region 
since the start of our night opera-
tions,” said Iswar Rampersad to 
l’expressweekly on Wednesday 
last.

Some day-time burglaries  
have nevertheless been noted, 
the commissioner conceded.

A team of more than 20 of-
fi cers in civilian clothes has 
been set up to carry out motor-
bike patrols these coastal re-
gions in an attempt to curtail 
daylight break-ins.

Frequent burglaries
The 20 men strong team 

will also be on  intelligence 
gathering missions throughout 
the region by day and by night, 
Pregarsen Vuddamalay, opera-
tions offi cer for the whole 
Mauritius Police Force told 

l’express Weekly.
These police and military 

deployments -never seen before 
outside a period of rioting or 
social unrest- have been trigge-
red by the murder of 59 year old 
Rahul Jhowry during an alleged 
burglary in Mon Choisy.

By all standards, Mauritius 

is a safe country according to 
security specialists. But recent 
trends in burglaries and crime 
have given rise to fear and 
widespread feelings of insecu-
rity. Burglaries – most of them 
unsolved by police – have been 
rampant throughout the island 
and more particularly in these 

coastal regions during recent 
years. Some bungalows have 
been looted several times and 
stolen property is rarely recove-
red.

“My friend Harvind Ra-
dakrishna lost jewelry worth ma-
nymillions of rupees last year in 
Sodnac during the Iranian-

stylewedding of her daughter. This 
jewelry was not only very costly, 
but also of extremely high stan-
dard compared to what you can 
fi nd in Mauritius. The different 
pieces were easily identifi able. 
Despite the detailed descriptions 
given to the police they  have ne-
ver been recovered.

The whole Radakrishna fa-
mily have left Mauritius since,” 
says Ameena Sooreefan, a psy-
chiatrist who has written a boo-
klet on security measures to be 
taken by senior citizens. 

Like the Radakrishna fa-
mily, hundreds of Mauritians 
and tourists have been burgled, 
often more than once, and the 
loot never found.

The police, particularly the 
Central Investigation Division, 
has been impotent in the face 
of a burglary epidemic growing 
to dangerous proportions these 
last years.

Services
“The number of burglaries is 

very high on the island. Caudan 
Security has to deal daily with 
about 40 genuine cases of at-
tempts at burglary in the 4 000 
premises it provides with electro-
nic alarm and response services,” 
says Appanah Yerriah, mana-
ging director of Caudan Secu-
rity

Eric Rey, CEO of Brinks 

Riot and military police 
cracking down on crime

Riot police inspecting the boot of of a private car during a night road-block at Pereybère on Tuesday 

● As CEO of an inter-
national security ser-
vice company, you have 
been posted in Mauri-
tius since 2006. Do you 
consider Mauritius as a 
safe country ?

Mauritius is no more or 
no less secure than other 
countries of its category. You 
are at the same level as Europe 
and you have an important se-
curity structure.  Apart from 
the police, you have at least 
three important private secu-
rity fi rms. 

Brinks Mauritius have hel-
ped in the installation of closed 
circuit television (CCTV) sur-
veillance cameras in Flic-en-
Fac which has become a safer 
region now. CCTV cameras 
will soon be in Port-Louis and 
Grand-Baie.

● People living in the 
coastal regions of Mon 
Choisy, Trou-aux-Biches, 
Grand-Baie and Perey-
bere are feeling insecure. 
Why, according to you?

This fear stems from the 
fact that people are focusing 
on the evolution of crime rate. 
Mauritius is moving from a si-
tuation of no security risk to a 
situation of  security risk. The 
risk level is low . The situation 
is not dramatic, but the change 
sparks off fear in the popula-
tion. 

I think that the authori-
ties should send clear signals 
to reassure the population 
through better and more vi-
sible police patrols and the use 
of CCTV cameras etc.

● Do you think that the 

situation might slip to-
tally out of control with 
time ?

There are two aspects of 
police duty that are of the ut-
most importance in preven-
ting the situation from slipping 
totally out of control. These 
are  investigation and crime 
repression.

Police should be ultra- ef-
fective in these two aspects. If 
investigation is poor or fails 
most of the time, then the 
perception that crime can and 
does go unpunished fl ourishes 
in the community. The type of 
crime going unpunished will 
then fl are up and the situa-
tion might quickly get out of 
control.

The same situation can 
crop up when investigation is 
good and repression does not 

follow. We see this situation 
when the system cannot bring 
suspects to court or when 
courts cannot infl ict more 
than mild sentences on those 
whose guilt has been proved 
beyond reasonable doubt. 

● Do you think that the 
Mauritian police has the 
necessary means to pre-
vent a further deteriora-
tion of the situation?

The number of police of-
fi cers per inhabitant is good. 
But I am not aware of other 
important statistics. We should 
perhaps see if they really have 
the resources they need, if 
they have had the necessary 
training, if they have all the ne-
cessary tools. All these are the 
economic and political aspects 
of the question.

● Burglaries seem to be 
rampant on the island. 
Do you have this feeling?

Yes. Brinks provides alarm 
systems linked to our response 
unit. I can tell you that there 
more burglaries or attempts 
at burglary here than in Eu-
rope for example. Our units 
here have to respond to many 
more break-in warnings than 
their European counterparts. 
You know, I think that we have 
some local situations in Mau-
ritius which are conducive to 
burglaries.

● For example? 
Well, you have bungalows, 

houses or apartments sur-
rounded by unoccupied land 
full of vegetation. You have 
bungalows facing the beach-
front. You have half construc-

Brink’s boss says Mauritius is a safe island
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Is Mauritius safe ?
Of course, it is. Most tourists who come to Mauritius would 

also say that our island is a safe place. 

Yet that is not the way people feel.  What about the 
recent murder in the north of the island, the series of lar-
cenies and the attacks on tourists? Don’t they contradict 
what you are saying? 

I don’t think so. Unfortunately, criminality exists everywhere 
in the world, even in the most developed countries. The police 
is sparing no efforts to control this situation. Since I have ta-
ken over the offi ce of the Commissioner of Police, I have gi-
ven instructions that more police patrols should be carried out 
throughout the island night and day on a frequent basis. I could 
say that I am more or less satisfi ed with the results. The crime 
detection rate, which was at 20%, has reached 70%. My aim is 
to reach a crime detection rate of 85%. I believe that this target 
could be achieved with some additional efforts by the members 
of the Criminal Investigation Division. 

What precautions should people take?
I believe that the goal of a crime-free island can only be 

reached if the public and the police work in partnership. Eve-
ryone should take basic safety precautions in order to avoid any 
nasty surprises. The instructions are the same all over the world. 
Never venture into risky areas, lock your doors and windows 
when you go to bed or leave the house. These are simple pre-
cautions that people can take to protect themselves. The police 
is not omnipresent. It cannot protect everyone, which is why we 
ask people to be more responsible. 

Are you satisfi ed with the performance of the police 
in the fi eld? 

I’m conscious that there is a lack of manpower, I am however 
satisfi ed that they are doing their best. The fi gures speak for them-
selves regarding the cases of crime detection. The aim is to detect 
any major crime within 48 hours after it has been committed. 

The results of the promotion exams for the grade of 
sergeant have not been made public. And those who have 
passed the exams for the grade of inspector have not been 
promoted yet. Are you aware that this is a cause of frus-
tration in the police force? 

Yes and I fully understand this feeling.  As a disciplinary force 
they are working for the good of the country.  I have also reassu-
red those police offi cers that everything is being done to ensure 
that the promotion exercise is carried out as soon as possible.  
There’s a chance that the results will be published before the 
celebration of the anniversary of our independence. I will also see 
to it that the Police Training School is available for conducting 
the promotion courses. 

Vinesen Abel

Indian Ocean -  another secu-
rity and quick response service 
provider - indicates that the 
rate of attempted burglary his 
company has to deal with daily 
on the island is high compared 
to European countries.

He also believes that the 
situation which is evolving in 
a negative direction  can slip 
totally out of control in the 
absence of a better rate of de-
tection by police and more ef-
fective repression at court level.

With the muscle-fl exing 
operation on the north wes-
tern coast, the commissioner 
of police has chosen the path 
of prevention. For how long 
can the police afford such a 
deployment ?,

 “For as long as is necessary,”, 
says Pregarsen Vuddamalay.

But Mahboob Romjon, sta-
tion commander and Prakash 
Seeburrun, sub-divisional 
commander, seem to have a 
joker up their sleeves in the 
form of  69 CCTV cameras 
which will shortly be installed 
in Grand-Baie.

“The use of CCTV cameras 
has reduced the crime rate by 75 
% in Flic-en-Flac” says the Po-
lice Commissioner.

He fi rmly believes that his 
team will turn back the clock to 
give to the north western coas-
tal region a very high level of 
security. The level it enjoyed 
some years back.

People are unanimous in 
saying that this region was very 
safe, by day and by night, in the 
past. In fact this is true of the 
whole country.

“We cannot say that the 
country is not safe, but it was sa-
fer some 10 years back. Grand-
Baie is surely not as safe as it was 
in the past” says Bertrand Meu-

nier, a journalist and travel wri-
ter who settled in the island 11 
years ago. 

A muscle-fl exing 
operation

Twice victim of burglars, 
Bertrand Meunier who has a 
lived in the Caribbean has also 
experienced the high level of 
insecurity in South Africa.

“Today in  Mauritius,  you 
must avoid being in the wrong 
place at the wrong time”, says 
Bertrand.

Ameena Sooreefan says 
that crimes that were unthin-
kable  in the past are now  daily 
occurrences.

“Petty thefts are so common 
now in the Plaines Wilhems re-
gion that victims no longer go to 
the police. These thefts go unpu-
nished and are committed mostly 
by young people and drug ad-
dicts”, says Ameena.

Ally Lazer,who works in a 
rehabilitation centre for drug 

addicts   also believes that they 
are responsible for many bur-
glaries. “An addict needs 
Rs 600 per day for his doses of Su-
bitex. Most of them do not work 
and we have around 20 000 ad-
dicts in the island” , he says.

But Police Commissioner 
Rampersad  says that  even 
those tourists who have been 
burgled maintain that Mauri-
tius is still a very safe country 
in as much as they can drive 
around the island by day and 
night without hindrance. They  
also feel secure in the streets of 
our cities and tourist villages.

Inhabitants of the north 
western coast  now have high 
hopes that burglaries, pick-
pocketing  and robbery with 
violence may now be stamped 
out.  Time will tell if their hopes 
are justifi ed.

Raj Jugernauth

 

ted houses lying for years in 
residential areas. All these are 
enabling burglars to hide and 
observe the locality without 
being spotted by the inhabi-
tants, police or private patrols.

I had a case in which a fami-
ly eating in the dining room had 
put off the alarm system. A bur-
glar crept up to the upper fl oor 
and guided by accomplices on 
a mobile phone, carried all the 

valuables found there. 
● Would you settle 

down in Mauritius if you 
get the opportunity?

Yes, why not?

Figures speak louder 
than words
The Mauritius police force has an authorized strength of 
12,407 men. The Commissioner revealed lately that he is 
short of 2,238 men. This shortage has depleted the staff of 
police stations throughout the island and weakened front-
line services. Nevertheless the police has an annual budget 
of Rs 5, 6 billion. Private security services in the island have 
a total budget of Rs 3 billion.
According to the Commissioner of Police, overall crime was 
reduced last year. Crime and misdemeanours fell by 7, 6 
%; serious crime by 14, 58; larcenies (all types) by 16 %. 
The crack down on the importation of heroine rose by 44 
%; gandia and the Subutex cases by 3 %; and uprooting 
of gandia plants by 12 %.

Iswar Rampersad, the Commissioner of Police

The Commissioner 
of Police asks
for a greater effort



l’expressInsert N°4 • Friday 12 February 2010 p. 43 [ E X P R E S S Y O U R S E L F

PONDERING on my scho-
lastic journey, I now look at how 
things could have been better. I 
won’t indulge in any profound 
critique of what the past few 
Ministers of Education have 
tried to accomplish. Most of the 
endeavours initiated by them 
being inspired from Scandina-
vian best practices and going in 
the right direction, I would ra-
ther offer insights as a product 
of the system and my sugges-
tions on how to improve the 
current state of affairs.

Scrap the elitist system: Fin-
land, which is the benchmark as 
far as educational excellence is 
concerned,  has a structure that 
thrives on equality whereby it 
willingly chooses to put those 
that do well and those that do 
not do so well together up to the 
age of 16. This form of impar-
tiality which allows children to 
remain with the same cohort of 
friends also leads to the creation 
of a more humane cadre. 

 Rightly dubbed by experts 
as a “philosophy of inclusion”, 
this is in line with the nine-year 
schooling principle. However, 
to achieve this, there is the need 
to eliminate our sordid obses-
sion with assessments and as 
importantly to stop the public 
disclosure of results. Our dis-
criminatory system, which in its 

state, is purely based on getting 
egos as infl ated as possible has 
been crippling our society for all 
too long.

 Value teachers:  Another vi-
tal condition for a novel knowle-
dge system would be to enhance 
the value attached to knowledge 
imparters. Better salaries would 
be the fi rst step. This would act 
as a supplementary source of 
motivation for existing teachers 
and it would help attract high 
calibre candidates to teaching 
jobs. Greater accountability 
would also be required to en-

sure that corrective action is 
taken to help teachers. 

 In my own eyes and based 
on my personal experience, few 
teachers stood out. Beside being 
exceptionally good and creative 
at teaching, these educators 
treated pupils as human beings 
and not as mere machines trai-
ned to memorise everything. 
While others were ever so ready 
to sound the hallali against those 
children that were not meeting 
their expected standards, these 
good instructors genuinely ca-
red about their pupils. 

Time for a mentality change 
for parents: this is a request to 
the parents reading this article. I 
would urge each and every one 
of you to accept your wards as 
they are and encourage them 
in order to nurture in them the 
desire to continuously discover 
new things and not be zombie-
like fi gures with no emotions 
at all who live and die by that 
all too limited book knowle-
dge. Another appeal would be 
to refrain from using children 
as a means of achieving your 
ambition. If you do so, you are 

helping create future members 
of an unthinking majority where 
academic education is conside-
red as an end in itself.

 Limit the number of hours 
in class: While the Enhance-
ment Programme is an attempt 
to cure the tuition issue, having 
students confi ned till 1730 does 
not bode anything good in the 
long term. Shorter timed classes 
are a must if we want to create 
a more conducive atmosphere 
to learning. Children cannot be 
expected to stay focused for this 
long. Cramming up minds has 
never been the best of ways to 
create educated citizens. Foster 
creativity in the classroom: The 
use of games, role play,  storytel-
ling and at secondary level the 
renditions of thought leaders 
are to be promulgated as early 
as possible. The dearth of mo-
ral education could in this way 
be addressed and greater pro-
foundness given to academia.

 Education cannot be the 
battleground for vested inte-
rests: the debate on the edu-
cation of tomorrow cannot be 
perverted to cater for the vested 
interests of some people or eth-
nic organisations. This area is 
about our shared future. Kindly 
do not mess it up.

I’ll end my piece by quoting 
Socrates, “I know that I am in-
telligent because I know that I 
know nothing”.  Till this be un-
derstood, let the production of 
‘freaks’ continue.

Chetan Ramchurn

Education : Let the production 
of freaks continue

Mercy!
OK, so the government 
has enforced the law. Very 
good! That’s what govern-
ments are supposed to 
do. If they enforced the 
laws about bad driving, 
corruption, pollution, etc, 
etc, ETC, then I would 
be the fi rst to cheer. But 
instead of that, they have 
deprived us of a precious 
source of entertainment 
by stopping our supply of 
affordable DVDs. Better 
not read of all the new 
releases winning awards 
at the Golden Globes or 
the Oscars –we’ll pro-
bably never get to see 
them. IF ever they come 
to local cinemas, they will 
be dubbed into French, 
and we don’t like that one 
bit! I feel deprived! And I 
don’t think I’m alone!

B.P.

IF YOU studied the social sciences, you 
may remember Maslow’s hierarchy of hu-
man needs. These range from food, water, 
sleep and shelter to having a job, family, 
friends and an iPhone GS3. Oh, there is 
sex, of course. Everyone’s favourite. Going 
beyond these fundamentals, Mauritians 
have developed their own priority list of 
things that make us truly happy.

Analysis of the recession revealed 
what makes rich Europeans happy. Guc-
ci handbags. A 70-metre yacht cruising 
in the Med. A third home in the French 
Alps. More equity and property. Lower 
taxes. Thank goodness, Mauritius is not a 
plutonomy - our economy is not driven 
by the spending of the rich. Instead, it is 
characterised by the stupidity of the poor 
who believe what politicians say. Ask 
anyone in government how we are doing 
in the crisis and they will smile reassurin-
gly and quote national statistics that no 
one understands. Perhaps we should take 
our cue from the Himalayan Kingdom of 
Bhutan which has replaced the incom-
prehensible concept of Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) with the GNHI – Gross 
National Happiness Index.

How would Mauritius fare on such an 
indicator? Not sure. Hard to be overjoyed 
by our electricity bills, overcrowded buses, 
pompous offi cials, malfunctioning health-
care system, mediocre schools, the urban 
gloom of our towns. Try Curepipe on a wet 
August evening. We keep smiling during 
the four pm gridlock, during the fi ve pm 
gridlock, during the 6 pm gridlock. More 
life-threatening are those happy citizens 
who zigzag between our cars with impunity. 
Since no one stops them, they clearly have 
higher social status, greater political clout, 
and more pressing business than our own. 

As for our politicians, they inhabit a pla-
net of their own, more Martian than Mau-
ritian, more intent on attacking each other 
than the pressing national problems of the 
day. We are even left indifferent when people 
in high offi ce choose private plunder over 
public good.

So if all this upsets us or leaves us indif-
ferent, what are the few things that make us 
really happy?

A home of our own, for a start. In Mau-
ritius, house ownership is amongst the 
highest in the world, at a staggering 80 per 
cent. This phenomenon resonates with our 

deeply Asian roots that make land, and what 
we build on it, a primary source of fi nancial 
and family stability. There is much satisfac-
tion in nailing down that tin roof, or laying 
a concrete slab, or splashing that wall with 
purple or orange paint. Preferably both. The 
price of cement is as critical as the price of 
rice or fl our. Most people build by instal-
ments, their progress up the social ladder 
marked by a wall, then a plastered wall, then 
a painted wall, then a second wall, and so on. 

Meanwhile, the middle classes retreat 
behind gated communities - walls that shut 
out chaos and crime, and keep in sanitation 
and security. The best land of course we have 
saved to give away to foreigners so they can 
watch the sun set beyond the eighteenth hole. 
Admittedly, Mauritius is not the architectu-
ral capital of the world, but hey, we’re happy 
with our Lego boxes. The South African co-
lonising our coast are even happier.

But happiness is more than bricks and 
mortar. To fi nd out about the softer side of 
our happiness index, stay tuned for the next 
instalment. Till then, stay happy!

Rodney PHILLIPS

Things that make Mauritians 
really happy (Part I)

Pupils celebrating HSC results.
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IF YOU HAVE been following the news, you will have heard of the trial of strength and the blame game between the Independent 
Power Producers (IPPs), the government and the opposition.  The whole deal seems to be shrouded in absolute secrecy. And for 
once, both government and opposition agree on one thing: the deal is unfair. Is it? How? 

The purpose of this article 
is fi rst and foremost to inform 
and facilitate the understan-
ding of the complex issue of 
the IPPs. FUEL, CEL, CTBV, 
CTDS and CTS stepped in as 
the CEB, through no fault of its 
own, was not able to effect mas-
sive investments and  benefi t 
the country quantitatively and 
qualitatively through cheaper 
electricity, lower line losses and 
greater network stabilisation.  
We, therefore, invested some 
Rs 8.6 billion over time or Rs 
11 billion in today’s terms for 
258 MW of installed capacity, 
which accounted for some 60 
% of the total electricity exports 
in 2008 and 54 % in 2009 ex-
ported at a load factor of slightly 
less than 75% in 2009; We have 
since 1991 necessitated invest-
ments in sugar factories of some 
Rs 3.5 billion in today’s terms to 
save energy and save the import 
of 240 000 t coal and the 
additional emission of 720 000 
t CO2.

  In all sugar producing 
countries, the same legal entity 
performs all activities. In Mauri-
tius, each activity is undertaken 
at arm’s length by a separate 
and distinct entity as a result of 
decisions taken ever since 1973 
by the Government of Mauri-
tius (GoM). The key milestones 
are the BEDP of 1991 and the 
1994 GoM/ Mauritius Sugar 
Producers Association (MSPA) 
AgreementThe price systems 
comprise the BEDP one, ap-

proved by the World Bank and 
the GoM, applicable to CEL, 
FUEL and CTBV and the two 
tier pricing system applicable 
to CTDS and CTSav. The 
avoided cost, the all inclusive 
one that the CEB would have 
incurred in an installation of 
comparable capacity, underpins 
the fi rst system which privileges 
the maximal use of bagasse as 
profi t is linked thereto. The 
second one has a capacity fee 
destined to cover all fi xed costs 
and the negotiated returns, and 
an energy fee destined to cover 
variable costs e.g combustible 
and operations. These systems 
are subject to heavy penalties 
in case of non performance with 
respect to the Power Purchase 
Agreements.

Based on the fi gures of the 
2008 Annual Report of the 
CEB, a comparison of like with 
like, i.e,the purchase cost of the 
CEB from the IPPs, which in-
cludes generation costs, fi nance 

costs, debt repayment, return 
on capital and administration 
costs, with the similar cost for 
the CEB can be easily made, 
showing the substantial savings 
made by the CEB when pur-
chasing power from the IPPs.

 In addition to cheaper elec-
tricity for consumers, bene-
fi ts from the IPPs are widely 
distributed: the SIT, the NPF, 
thousands of Stock Exchange 
shareholders, SIC, SIDEC and 
sugar companies. 

 The collaboration of the 
public and private sector has 
enabled Mauritius to become 
an icon in the world of biomass 
use. We now collectively owe it 
to future generations to tap the 
formidable energy potential of 
biomass. 

It is fi tting to note that the 
GoM at the highest level and 
the MSPA are fully committed 
in a spirit of trust and dialogue 
to work towards a win-win 
solution.

The Independent Power Producers’ 

Power Game

Jacques M. d’Unienville 
President Mauritius Sugar 
Producers’ Association
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PUNDITS of the Alliance 
Sociale would soon make Paul 
Bérenger wear the cap for the 
terrible mess between the In-
dependent Power Producers 
(IPPs) and the Central Electri-
city Board (CEB). This would 
be nothing but cheap politics.  

The Central Thermique de 
Belle Vue agreement was signed 
under the Labour Government 
and subsequently Beau Champ 
S.E. followed. Did the fi rst one 
serve as a model for the later 
agreements? It is ‘diffi cult to 
answer such a complex ques-
tion,’ according to Minister Ka-
senally. Is that an acquiescence? 

MPs Ganoo and Deer-
palsing stressed that all fi ve 

agreements be tabled; the latter 
even citing the controversial De 
Navacelle’s clamours on trans-
parency and even his calling on 
the European Union to step in 
the contest. We recall that 94 
million euros have been disbur-
sed to the sugar sector. From 
1998 to date, the IPPs have 
constantly declined all appeals 
for disclosure of the agreements 
with the CEB.

More recently, Paul Béren-
ger has requested that the agree-
ment between the CEB and CT 
power be also tabled…in vain! 
Do we have to wait for 20 years 
when the agreement with each 
respective IPP comes to end to 

know of the other robust and 
abusive clauses?

Any confi dentiality clause 
acts as a legal impediment re-
sulting in non disclosure of the 
agreement. However, we have 
to thank Minister Kasenally to 
have at least revealed the wor-
ding of the clause binding the 
parties… “Neither party shall 
issue or cause the publication of 
any press release or other pu-
blic announcement in relation 
to the facility or the agreement 
without the approval of the 
other party, such approval not 
to be unreasonably withheld or 
delayed”. 

The reason that grounds 

the refusal of the IPPs to decline 
the details of the agreement is 
that highly commercially sen-
sitive information could be 
released to the public. Is that 
not unreasonable withholding 
or delaying? And Minister Ka-
senally relies on the State Law 
Offi ce advice and even inter-
national lawyers to sustain the 
position of the IPPs. 

In the recent ‘bras de fer’ 
between the MSPA and the 
Joint Negotiating  Panel re-
presenting unions on the su-
gar industry, the MSPA has 
squarely refused to provide 
the information requested by 
the unions on all the bagasse-
electricity agreements and 
the IPPs-CEB agreements on 
the ground that IPPs are not 
members of the MSPA. 

However since Feb 2008 
the government and the same 
MSPA have been negotiating 
to come up with an agreement 
in the context of the sugar 
sector reforms and one of the 
clauses concerns the balance 
of risks shouldered by the IPPs 
and the rate of return on their 
investment… apparently over 
30%...meaning in four years all 
the investments made are re-
couped…! The IPPs are in the 

lion’s kingdom, having the lion’s 
share!

And, the US fi rm Hut-
ton and Williams which was 
selected in 2009 after an in-
ternational bidding exercise 
to determine the balance of 
risks between parties under 
the agreements and an as-
sessment as to whether the 
risks are commensurate with 
the rate of return has already 
concluded its task. When will 
we have the answers as to the 
rate of return on the IPPs 
investment, the shouldering 
of risk, the impact of foreign 
currency fl uctuations or fl uc-
tuating price of coal and heavy 
oil, underutilisation of CEB 
equipment and machinery? 
When do we have a legal fra-
mework and a regulator for 
the whole energy sector? It 
seems that again consumers 
are not only being fl eeced but 
also left in the dark.

We can only hope that such 
important questions be made 
live issues during the coming 
electoral campaign, though  
some may be tempted to use 
this as an opportunity to arouse 
communal and racist feelings 
against Bérenger. That would 
be sad!

The Leonine Clauses

BARRELS of ink have been shed, profi tably or 
not, to discuss and to offer opinions, and feelings, on 
the now notorious issue of Independent Power Pro-
ducers (IPPs) to such an extent that, as is the case for 
that other famous unidentifi ed public enigma com-
monly referred to as globalisation, many may have by 
now heard about the IPPs and yet not have any idea 
about what it is all about and what exactly is involved 
in the present confl ict of points of view.

Reduced to its lowest denomination, the issue is 
about the right of a nation to access energy (electri-
city in this particular case), about the right of private 
entrepreneurs to produce and sell electricity if they 
have a market for the product, and, more fundamen-
tally, about the ethical requirements of restraint and 
transparency involved in public markets. 

One could argue quite reasonably that certain 
fundamental and strategic services like the airport, the 
port and public utilities, among others, are essential 
components of national sovereignty, in which domain 
the State has the sole, undivided and undisputed right 
of decision in matters of control, devolution or dispo-
sal. It is in this context that the issue of the IPPs and 
PPAs (Power Purchase Agreements) arises. 

Technicalities and their sophisms, though im-
portant and to be reckoned with, are secondary to 
principles that govern the management of public af-
fairs. And it is such principles that motivate the Prime 
Minister, Dr Navin Ramgoolam, to cause PPAs to be 
revisited. Local IPPs produce and sell electricity to 

the Central Electricity Board by virtue of a commer-
cial contract, and it is a universally accepted principle 
of law that no contract has an absolute permanence 

either in its nature or in its duration. Furthermore, 
it is a universally accepted principle of justice that 
the concern for public good overrules imperatives 
of private profi t. A Government acting to protect 
public interest by reviewing the mechanism which 
determines the price at which this public (through 
the CEB, a public body) purchases electricity is only 
doing its rightful duty and fulfi lling its obligation as 
the guardian of public interests. 

It is now common knowledge that the contract 
binding the CEB to the local IPPs contains all 
kinds of possibly imaginable safeguard clauses 
that protect the interests of the said IPPs, ranging 
from compensation or indexation in cases of varia-
tions of cost of raw materials and of exchange rates 
among others, to mandatory payment to the IPPs 
even in the case of non-purchase of electricity by 
the CEB... In short, whatever happens, whatever 
be the circumstances, the IPPs, according to the 
provisions of existing contracts, will still come out 
with a pre-determined rate of profi t. And this is 
the sort of inequity and absurdity that local propo-
nents, mouthpieces and advocates of free market li-
beralism and of a level playing fi eld are defending?! 
And it is this sort of inequity and absurdity that Dr 
Navin Ramgoolam questions. 

This is not a matter of public sector against pri-
vate sector. It is very simply a matter of protection 
of public interest. Which patriot would contest the 
legitimacy of such an initiative?    

by Kishore Pertab
Barrister and MMM candidate

Reviewing Power Purchase Agreements :
an ethical imperative  

by Cader Sayed-Hossen
Chairman, Commission for the
Democratisation of the Economy
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The Cult 
of the Ancestors

The couple take food offe-
rings to the cemetery where 
the ancestors are buried 
to seek their blessing. The 
symbolism of the food is 
important.  A steamed 
chicken, a whole fi sh, roast 
pork, fruit and sweets would 
normally be part of the meal. 
The traditional red poutou 
is a must. Red is the colour 
of good luck and roundness 
is symbolic of fertility.  If you 
are tempted to stay behind 
at the cemetery, you will be 
wasting your time. The food 
is taken back to the house 
where it is consumed by re-
latives. Offerings also include 
clothes and other valuable 
items which are burnt in the 
cemetery so that they reach 
the ancestors and allow them 
to join in the celebrations. A 
whole industry has evolved 
around this practice. Some 
supermarkets in Port Louis 
now provide a whole range 
of boxed and well-presen-
ted suits, dresses, jewellery, 
shoes, Rolex watches and 
even ….mobile phones made 
of paper! The wealthier the 
families are, the more money 
is spent on thesew offerings. 

by Touria PRAYAG

ALTHOUGH Catholic in 
majority, the Chinese Com-
munity in Mauritius has been 
able to hold on to its age-old 
traditions which remain funda-
mentally Buddhist. For every 
great occasion, these ancestral 
customs come back in force. 

To examine these rich tra-
ditions and their importance 
for the Chinese Community in 
Mauritius today, my fi rst stop 
was at the house of my neigh-
bour and long-term friend, 
Scarlett Lai Fat Fur and her 
mother, a lady we have always 
affectionately called Mummy D. 
In their elegant European-style 
lounge, I sank into one of their 
comfortable arm chairs and my 
eyes could not help looking in 
the direction I usually try, but 
fail, to avoid. An indescribable, 
irrational fear always pushes me 
to look at the side table. On this 
elegant glass table are aligned 
bottles of red Chinese wine. 
Inside the bottles, various types 
of snakes have been ‘pickled’, 
a reminder that education and 
prosperity are not allowed to 

chase away century-old tra-
ditions. Each type of snake is 
supposed to release a medicine 
for a particular ailment. 

With her usual humour, my 
hostess offered me yet again a 
sip of the thing I dreaded to look 
at. The chosen liquid was in-
tended to act on my cholesterol 
level. No surprise - I opted for 
cholesterol and blocked arteries 
and a possible heart attack. 

Before a wedding, as be-
fore any great ceremony, the 
blessing of the elders is a must. 
The ancestral cult is deeply 
rooted in Chinese tradition, 
so much so that it generated 
a century-long controversy 
about whether or not Chinese 
Christians could be permitted 
to retain their cult of ancestor 
veneration. The Vatican fi nally 
decided in favour and Pope 
Paul VI even spoke admiringly 
of these Confucian traditions. 

In Mauritius, the wedding 
ceremony takes place in church 
and the bride wears the white 
dress instead of the red qipao 
(Chinese dress), a slight break 
from the Chinese tradition 
where white is considered the 

colour of mourning. In China, 
red, symbolic of joy, features 
prominently in the clothing and 
other ritual objects pertaining to 
the wedding. Until recently, you 
could see RED European wed-
ding dresses displayed in the 
shops selling wedding attire in 
some parts of China. 

After the church wedding 
ceremony, the groom and close 
relatives go to the couple’s 
house for the traditional tea 
ceremony. Here, cash gifts 
are offered to the couple and 
tea is served to the elders and 
close relatives and their blessing 
sought and obtained. 

Throughout the ceremony, 
no chances are taken with bad 
spirits. The bride carries a 
sieve, shai-tse, and a metallic 
mirror, king. The former is 
meant to strain out evil, and 
the latter to refl ect light. In-
cense and candles will help to 
ward off darkness and dispel 
evil spirits. Fire crackers will 
mark the end of the ceremony, 
chasing away any bad spirits 
still hanging around.

The wedding banquet has 
special types of foods. The sym-

This is the fi rst step in any 
wedding preparation. Most 
Chinese people would consult 
the Buddhist nuns (bonzesses) 
or feng shui experts to seek 
advice but those who can read 
Chinese can acquire a Chinese 
almanac. These paperbacks 
containing a wealth of infor-
mation and predictions for the 
entire year are readily avai-
lable in Chinese shops, parti-
cularly in the Port Louis area. 
I have not come across any En-
glish version. 
Consulting almanacs, instead 
of feng shui experts and nuns, 
though frowned upon in China, 
seems to be accepted in the 
Chinese community in Mauri-
tius. Normally, the dates to be 
avoided are those of the Hun-
gry Ghost Festival when the 
gates of Hell are opened and 
the lost spirits are allowed to 
wander the earth. Who wants 
these as guests? 
As far as time is concerned, 
weddings would normally 
take place on the half-hour ra-
ther than on the hour. As the 
hands of the clock are moving 
up instead of down, the couple 
is set to begin their union on an 
upswing.

This character makes one 
laugh today, but in the fi fties, 
she was inescapable. Chinese 
parents, working very long 
hours, needed her as they had 
no time to look for a suitable 
bride for their son.  Also called 
bonnefam parasol , her role 
was vital in match making. 
Walking from house to house 
and carrying an umbrella, 
hence the name, Mme Para-
sol, a go-between, who acted as 
a buffer between the two par-
ties, obtained photographs and 
information about the eligible 
bachelors in the community. 
She then approached parents 
of possible suitors, answered 
their questions and guided 
their choice.
Once the boy’s parents had 
identifi ed a suitable girl, a vi-
sit would be arranged by Mme 
Parasol and the boy and his 
parents would pay a visit to 
the girl. It is customary to take 
towsa piang (round cakes) for 
this fi rst visit. These bridal 
cakes would be distributed to 
friends and relatives as a way of 
announcing the wedding feast. 
The number of cakes given to 
each followed a certain eti-
quette based on seniority and 

the degree of intimacy with the 
family. 
The boy’s family’s gifts ac-
knowledged the parents’ ef-
forts in raising the girl, and by 
accepting the gifts, the girl’s 
family pledged her to the boy’s.
If all went well and a second vi-
sit was arranged, the boy would 
take a piece of jewellery (usual-

ly a gold necklace) as a gift for 
the girl. Then an auspicious 
wedding date would be chosen.
Love marriages, which have 
been gradually replacing 
arranged marriages in the 
Chinese community in Mau-
ritius since the 1950s, have 
driven Mrs. Parasol out of bu-
siness.

Chinese Weddings 
Between tradition and modernity

Selecting an
Auspicious dateMme Parasol
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bolism is stunning. Mrs. Venpin, 
President of the Nam Shun Se-
nior Citizens Society, explains 
that foods to be served are 
chicken, fi sh, pork and prawns. 
Never beef. Never salted meats, 
considered too ‘dead’. Fish and 
chicken are associated with free-
dom and happiness and pigs 
with a good life and prosperity. 
‘Manze, engraisser,’ (eating and 
fattening up) she explains with 
great humour, ‘pa travail kouma 
boeuf , (not working like an ox). 
Prawns are particularly favou-
red, not just because they swim 
freely and happily, but also be-
cause the word in Cantonese is 
ha koung and koung is a word 
which also means grand-father 
or great personality. The idea 
is that every symbol behind 
what you eat will help in the 
quest for a happy and fulfi lled 
life. Needless to say, bitter ve-
getables like ‘margoze’ (bitter 
gourd) will not be served on 
such an occasion. Cakes served 
are usually round, symbolising 
fertility. Chinese mushrooms 
for example are particularly fa-
voured because of their round 
shape. 

Do all Mauritian Chinese 
believe in this? Probably not 
but few would take chances. 
After all, it is better to be on the 
safe side. In general, three days 
after the wedding, the couple 
pays a visit to the bride’s family 
home, where they are received 
for a dinner party. Mrs. Venpin 
recalls the days when the bride 
who honoured the family by 
keeping her virginity until the 
day of her wedding went to her 
parents conspicuously carrying 
a whole roast pig for the neigh-
bours and passers-by to admire. 
In China, a roast pig is normally 
included as part of the bride’s 
home visit gifts but a pig whose 
ears or tail have been broken 
implies that the bride was not 
a virgin. 

Molton rouz 
(The red hap-
piness banner)
I combed the Chinese shops 
in vain looking for one. It 
brought back pleasant and 
amusing memories to those 
I spoke to but there was 
none to be seen. Yet, not so 
long ago, this was the stan-
dard wedding gift among 
the Chinese in Mauritius. 
All the molton rouz received 
were used to decorate the 
walls of the wedding hall 
conspicuously showing 
the names of the families 
offering them as well as their 
poetic messages and wishes. 
The number of moleton 
rouz received was a gauge of 
the popularity of the bride’s 
family.  The moleton rouz, 
much less useful in today’s 
Mauritius, were replaced 
by the cash gift in the foong 
pow.   The molton rouz gift 
tradition is unique to the 
Chinese community in Mau-
ritius and is not a wides-
pread custom in China. One 
can guess that it might have 
its origins in Meixian, a vil-
lage which the Hakkas come 
from and where the harsh 
cold conditions make the 
warm red banner a practical 
gift to deal with the winter 
days once it has served its 
decorative purpose. 

A SIGNIFICANT event in a 
Chinese wedding, this is a ce-
remony for the close relatives 
where the bride is formally in-
troduced to the whole family. 

Tea symbolises respect and 
is a practical beverage. In Mau-
ritius, while the bride carries 
the tea tray, the husband stands 
on her left with a bottle of wine 
for those who wish to have so-
mething stronger. 

While previously the bride 
used to kneel in front of the el-
ders on a cushion placed in 
front of their arm chairs for this 
purpose, today she can get away 
with a quick bow. The order in 
which the tea is served usually 
depends on seniority. The grand-
parents will be served fi rst, then 
the parents, grand uncles and 
aunts, uncles and aunts, elder 
brothers and sisters and then, 
elder cousins. 

Not so long ago, Madame 
Parasol would walk behind the 
couple carrying two bags: one for 
the  foong pows (red envelopes) 
given by the bride’s family to the 
bridegroom and one with the 
foong pows for the bride. Mme 
Venpin and her friend Mummy 
D. laugh heartily as they recall 

the days when the maids of ho-
nour used to open the envelopes 
handed to them by Mme Parasol 
and compare the amounts re-
ceived on each side. Ler la gete 
ki san la so famille pli crab!’ 
(That’s when you fi nd out which 
family is the more stingy!), they 
agreed. Today, these envelopes 
are placed on the platter next to 
the tea cups. 

The bride is helped in this ce-

remony by her sisters and close 
relatives as well as the ‘good luck 
woman’. If one of the spouses is 
absent, the other will drink on 
behalf of the absent spouse. 

The type of tea used is not 
left to chance. It has to be a sweet 
type which symbolizes sweetness 
in the new union. The choice is 
easier in Mauritius where we are 
far from the 1500 varieties which 
exist in China. 

Foong Pow
 This is a red envelope which 
you wish you could have 
every day of your life. It 
carries the emblem of double 
happiness and is placed on 
the tray by guests during the 
tea ceremony. Inside is the 
cash gift for the couple.

Mrs Venpin, a landmark 
in the community 
From the stone fortress-like wall which surrounds the property, 
I knew I was entering a special dwelling. Indeed, Mrs. Venpin’s 
house has a long history behind it. Previously a pagoda, it was 
purchased by the family about a hundred years ago. It has not 
been sold since for fear of antagonising the ancestors.
The peacefulness you feel as you walk in is unmistakable. But 
it has not always been so peaceful. Mrs. Venpin relates that 
when her family moved in, they could not sleep because of the 
ghosts who noisily walked the house the whole night through. 
The monk who managed to chase them away advised that the 
wide door remain permanently closed. And it has ever since. 
Whether for everyday use or for big occasions, the only way in 
or out is through the small, narrow door. 
At 75, Mrs. Venpin is an institution, a landmark in the Chinese 
community. With her unwavering smile, she tells us about an 
incident which happened some years ago: during a party held 
in the house, a child swallowed a safety pin. The scan revealed 
the location of the pin clearly and there was an urgent need 
to operate. Mrs. Venpin attributes this misfortune to the fact 
that before the party, the ancestor cult was not observed. The 
ancestors, angered at having been left out of the celebration, sent 
a clear signal. The next day, the ancestor cult ceremony was or-

ganized and when the scan was done again before operating on 
the child, the safety pin was nowhere to be seen. Nobody could 
explain where it had gone but no ceremony was ever held after 
that without allowing the ancestors to celebrate fi rst!

An Alien’s Guide
If you have been invited 
to a Chinese wedding, 
make sure you have the 
right foong pow with the 
emblem of double hap-
piness on it. These red 
envelopes all look the same 
but bear different emblems 
depending on the occasion. 
You don’t want to walk into 
a Chinese wedding wishing 
a ‘happy birthday’ to the 
couple.  Even numbers are 
used for joyous events. Your 
foong pow should contain 
even numbered amounts.  
If you have lost a close rela-
tive, you should not attend 
any wedding celebrations 
or entertainment within a 
hundred days of the death 
as a form of respect for the 
dead. If you are pregnant, 
you should keep your im-
purity away too. 

The Tea Ceremony

A feng shui- friendly wedding
Lights are important in a Chinese wedding because they are seen to set the stage for a bright 
future. Candles and mirrors are therefore used extensively to brighten up the place where the 
wedding rituals take place. Clocks are enemies because they limit time. A union is timeless. The 
attire should not be white, the colour of aOff-white, beige and ivory are preferred.  A mixture of 
heavy (yin) and light (yang) fabrics will add balance to the attire. Having guests throw rose petals 
at the couple and toss grains or beans at the exit of the ceremony will enhance love and fertility. 

Installing the Bridal Bed
If you borrow something for your wedding, borrow from a happily-married couple so that the en-
ergy of the couple’s happy life gives you energy on your wedding day. This ceremony is packed full 
with symbolism. A propitious hour and a ‘good luck woman’ blessed with a happy marriage, abun-
dant wealth and many children is selected to make a newly purchased bed. The choice of the ‘good 
luck woman’ may involve some disappointments on the part of the ladies who might have expected 
to be chosen. These normally bite the bullet and discretion prevails. 
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THE GENTLE sound of clas-
sical music drifts through the air 
as you walk up a pleasant gar-
den path that leads to a cosy ve-
randa. Ida Coombes, the owner 
of this charming place steps out 
to greet you.  Welcome to Cof-
fee and Culture, a new library 
café that recently opened in 
Pointe-aux-Cannoniers. 

Ida Coombes is perhaps 
best known for setting up and 
running IPS, the International 
Preparatory School in Mapou, 
where she worked for over 20 
years until she retired. She has 
always been driven by goals, 
which she says are a necessary 
part of her life. And life after 
IPS is no different. “Retirement 
has to be prepared”, says Ida 
Coombes. Her new goal is now 
to share her passion for books 
and reading. 

The concept of the library 
café came to Ida as a way to 
encourage people to take an 
interest in reading. She feels 
that books are very expensive 
and this fact may have contri-
buted to discouraging a rea-
ding culture in Mauritius. She 
also deplores the absence of a 
library where people can easily 
access books that they would 
genuinely enjoy and in turn 
wish to share with others. 

Ida started Coffee and 
Culture in collaboration with 
her friend Hilary Phillips, who 
was previously the librarian at 
IPS. Both women share a love 
of reading and between the 
two of them they put together 
a collection of around 1800 
books in English and French. 
There is something for eve-
ryone with a variety of genres 
from John Grisham and Sid-
ney Sheldon to Danielle Steel 
and Nora Roberts. 

By offering membership 
at only Rs. 2000 per year, and 

Rs. 50 for each book taken on 
loan, Ida hopes to make books 
accessible to all those who 
crave cultural nourishment. Of 
course, the lovely Italian coffee 
and the scones are a plus for 
members who wish to read a 
book or magazine and relax. 
The library already has over 50 
members and includes another 
feature to bring lovers of the 
printed word together-a month-
ly book club where a guest spea-
ker talks about their experience 
of the writing process. 

So far, word of mouth has 
attracted members from all 
communities and age groups 
to Coffee and Culture. The 
human touch is a particularly 
important aspect of this library 
café. The love for reading be-
comes the common thread that 
binds the members and allows 
them to meet and share ideas in 
person- a simple thing that Ida 
deplores is often lost today with 
the popularity of social networ-
king via the Internet. 

A cup of coffee and good 
book to get people reacquain-
ted with the magic of the prin-
ted word. For Ida, it is a dream 
come true and her chance to 
fulfi ll her passion for reading.

Melissa Louis

Coffee with Ida 

Shafi que Bhunnoo has come home. For home, as 
we all know, is where your heart is and that’s not 
necessarily where you were born…

I met Shafi que at his workplace, the offi ces 
of Munich RE in the Ebene Business Park, where a huge 
window offers a breathtaking view of the Moka mountains 
across a foreground of gently undulating lawns. Landscaping 
in the real meaning of the word! “We are lucky to have such a 
place,” concurs Shafi que.

This relaxed, friendly young man was born in the UK 
where his Mauritian parents settled in the early 60s. 

 A fully-qualifi ed actuary, Shafi que came to Mauritius 
to get married in 1995 and returned with his wife to the 
UK. In 2006, with his now growing family, he moved to 
Dubai. When AIG, the fi rm he worked for, went “belly-up” 
as he puts it, in 2009, Shafi que found himself out of work. 
He considered various options but fi nally chose Mauritius. 
“I had always wanted to end up here eventually,” he says. “It’s 
hard to fi nd a better place to settle down. Life is a bit expensive 
but if you have a well paid job and a good place to live, it’s hard 
to beat.” And of course he has strong family connections, 
which count a lot for him. How does it feel? “Well, we are not 
expats as we were in Dubai and we are certainly not tourists as 
we rarely go to the beach, so I guess it feels like coming home!”

What changes has he noted in Mauritius over the years? 
“Mauritius has developed tremendously. Nowadays people are 
of course much richer in material terms but sad to say much 
poorer socially. Everyone is too busy, too insular, and it’s not easy 
to make friends here. In the old days, large family groups would 
hire a bus and spend a day together at the sea side. No one has 
time for this now.”

Shafi que also feels that in spite of efforts at moderniza-
tion, there is still a long way to go. “You still need too many 
pieces of paper in order to get things done.” Going for an MOT 
test or negotiating with the customs department left him ill 
at ease. “Nobody ever asked me for a bribe and I never offered 
one but there are always undercurrents…”

He speaks no French but is fl uent in Creole through his 
parents and has a funny anecdote concerning a visit to a 
very upmarket jeweller’s shop in the capital where the lady 
in charge was not willing to speak Creole, so they had to “fall 
back on English”, as he puts it…So not knowing French is 
hardly a problem in business circles but can be a nuisance 
when shopping! Otherwise everything is very satisfactory.  
“Everything is available now and to European standards. La-
bour is relatively cheap and if the plumber doesn’t turn up on 
time, well, that’s the same the world over…!”

The children [there are four of them] like to eat at KFC 
and naturally feel at home there! Shafi que loves the local 
food.  He has just started a course of Tai Chi at the Chinese 
Cultural Centre and is enjoying it enormously but his real 
hobby seems to be reading, especially about the rise and fall 
of civilizations. He predicts that, as the USA loses its position 
as superpower to China in a few decades, there will be war. 
Throughout history this has been the case whenever there 
are big shifts of power…Another reason to settle down in 
out-of-the-way Mauritius!

Beti PEERUN

Shafi que Bhunnoo 
comes back home

Palab = gossip
For “gossiping” we say “fer palab”. For instance, “She was gossiping” in Kreol is “li ti pe fer 
palab”. Someone who gossips is called “fam palab”, irrespective of their sex. N.R.

K r e o l  K o r n e r

Ida Coombes, in her library cum 
coffee shop 

Shafi que Bhunnoo, actuary, in his offi ce at Munich
Re-insurance  Company.
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