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Editorial ]

As African leaders gathered between the numerous rol-
ling hills and lush wetlands of Kampala, in the country 
of President Yoweri Museveni, Uganda, for the 15th 
summit of the African Peer Review Mechanism, 

Mauritius voluntarily submitted itself to Africa’s home-grown 
governance monitoring endeavour. This summit was important 
in many ways, from opening up political space for debate, discus-
sion and criticism, to legislative reforms and streamlining deve-
lopment efforts. The Country Review Report of Mauritius was 
therefore up for discussion. When the Prime minister received his 
fi rst evaluation report card to bring back home to us, we could 
not help but refl ect on the country which has already celebrated 
the 42nd anniversary of its independence. 

Humility aside, we did not fare too badly - Mauritius has a number 
of achievements to its record. Our institutions, largely a bequest of our 
British ex-colonial masters, are sound. (Another reason, perhaps, why 
celebrating “la bataille du Vieux Grand Port” is a futile exercise). Our 
welfare state is second to none in Africa. Our health system is not per-
fect but it is free. We snub it when we are mildly sick but when we have 
life-threatening problems, we know it is our only option. And, conside-
ring the way we eat and drive, our life expectancy is surprisingly high. 

We moan about our educational system but it has produced 
people who have made this country what it is today. And it is free. 
Our transport is far from being adequate and we may not agree with 
the policy of “free transport” but it is a benefi t of immense value to 
those who could not otherwise manage without it.  

The pride of the welfare state remains the universal old age pen-
sion. Not enough to live on but it is non-contributory. 

On the could-do-better side is the lack of equity towards certain 
social groups. Nothing we didn’t know: large chunks of our com-
munity are marginalized. The reasons vary from a culture of lack of 
effort, not enough emphasis on education to downright discrimina-
tion. Rodrigues is still the poor relative of Mauritius and is, therefore, 
a blemish in our report card.

On the has-not-made-suffi cient-effort side, corruption stands out 
as a cancer eating our country from within. One has to be blind not to 
see its insidious effects. It has to be tackled in time so that it does not 
hinder the country’s economic development. The report concludes, 
“We are very proud of your success.” 

However, as citizens, we have a long way to go. The APRM was 
based on a wide series of consultations with civil society, government, 
members of the opposition, different organizations and leaders of 
different interest groups but it used, as its focal point, the report pro-
duced by the National Economic and Social Council (NESC). For 
the exercise to be meaningful, the NESC tried to involve a large chunk 
of the population. They conducted meetings, public lectures, television 
presentations, press advertisements etc. The disappointing verdict of 
its chairman is that Mauritians suffer from a great degree of apathy 
and that they only react when they are directly involved or when their 
pockets are affected. The result of this sad reality is that the NESC 
did not manage to galvanise the broad participation in the process of 
review it wished to do.

Be that as it may, the APRM presents a unique opportunity for 
us to build on our strengths and move ahead. We cannot afford to 
allow the traction of this commendable political mechanism to stall. 

weekly@lexpress.mu
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Seeking the next economic pillar
Investing Investing 
Rs 100 million in inventorsRs 100 million in inventors

Reza Issack, M.P.
“There are elements in the 

Audit Report which necessitate 
the ICAC’s intervention.” 



This week has seen 
the beginning of 
big celebrations 
of the “Bataille du 

Vieux Grand Port”. Many of 
the children crossing swords 
with each other simulating 
the battle in seemingly har-
mless cultural events do not 
even know what 1810 stands 
for. So, here it is in a nutshell: 
the French defeated the Bri-
tish in a great battle and they 
were really happy…but not 
for long, because after a few 
months, the British captured 
the island of Mauritius. At 
least, that’s  what they teach 
you at school as a child. 

All these celebrations would 
not have received any negative 
publicity if Mauritian wri-
ter Issa Asgarally and French 
winner of the Nobel Prize for 
literature, J.M.G Leclezio, had 
not questioned the reasoning 
behind the celebrations. Their 
pet peeves: Mauritians are 
teaching their children martial 
values, they are celebrating war, 
colonialism and slavery and 
they don’t even know what they 
are commemorating. 

Could it be that we are 
making a mountain out of 
someone else’s molehill? The 
highlight of 1810, in Mauritius 
at least, seems to be the battle. 
They fought, they killed and 
the French won- in what was 

the only sea victory during Na-
poleon’s rule. Quite an achieve-
ment - for France. But what did 
we win? 

Of course, there is no rea-
son to deny the events of 1810. 
They happened and they were 
an important part of our his-
tory. Whether we like it or not, 
we are a former colony-twice 
colonised in fact. What we 
ought to be doing, however, is 
putting history in perspective. 
It has many lessons to teach us 
about the things we never want 
to see again. Granted, war, sla-
very and oppression are just a 
few of these. Yet, it does all seem 
to have been turned into child’s 
play as Issa Asgarally says in 
his open letter to the Minister 
of Culture. The “Roulotte de 
la Culture”, an initiative meant 
to educate children on 1810 
with its horse-drawn caravan, 
the lady with the voluminous 
dress, and the one-eyed pirate 
gives you the impression that 
you have stepped into a sequel 
of Pirates of the Caribbean. 

But saying that these cele-
brations are telling our children 
that war is alright is not enti-
rely true. Yes, children may be 
playing French vs. British with 
their fake swords but what are 
we doing every time we put a 
plastic gun into a child’s hand? 
We didn’t need the 1810 com-
memorations to come for us to 
unwittingly teach them that war 
is fun. It is no more alright for 
children to reenact a two hun-
dred-year-old battle than it is for 
them to play “shoot-me-dead” 
in the school playground. 

Maybe the real deal should 
be for our children to see why 
1810 is so important in the 
fi rst place. It’s about more than 
a battle that was never ours to 

win or lose in the fi rst place. 
This is where we teach them 
about how colonisation sha-
ped our country. This is where 
we teach them about how we 
moved from being a colony to 
an independent nation, how 
we acquired our own identity 
and why we should be proud 
of it. Maybe this is where we 
tell them that slavery was not 
a happy time and that it repre-
sented the terrible oppression 
of men over other men; that 
they should not be misled by 
the strangely happy-looking 
fi gurines of slaves at the his-
torical village built in Mahé-
bourg for the celebration of the 
bicentennial. 

The Ministry of Culture 
responded to Asgarally and 
Leclezio by saying that the 
celebrations were the comme-
moration of history, not of the 
war and that France, England, 
China and India were all in-
volved in these festivities.

So finally, what are we 
celebrating? Diplomatic 
ties? Cultural relations? I’m 
not sure the average Mau-
ritian really knows. Don’t 
ask why we are celebrating 
this, or why the country is 
spending Rs. 43 million on 
these celebrations, because 
the answer would be even 
more obscure. And while 
200 years later, we are still 
teaching our children to re-
member France’s short-li-
ved victory over the British, 
it seems strange that we 
choose to disregard the real 
impact that the 1810 events 
have had on our country: 
the legacy of our colonial 
history.

 Melissa LOUIS

Concert
Head to Stardance on Satur-

day 31st July to enjoy live perfor-
mances by OSB Crew, Rasninn 
and Linzy Bacbotte as from 
10pm. This concert marks 
the start of OSB’s tour, before 
they celebrate their 18th anniver-
sary on 28th August. The theme of the 
event will be 18 years of resistance for the 
nation. You will have the chance to listen to some of the group’s best 
songs, as well as some new ones. Tickets are available at Rs. 250 in all 
Otentik Paradize Burning shops in Rose-Hill, Flacq, Port Louis 

and Curepipe. 

Glamour Night 2010
After the success of Glamour Night 2009, 

the Final Approach agency has decided 
to organise an even more extraordinary 
event. Glamour Night 2010 will be held 

on 6th August at Domaine Anna. The event will 
involve 12 models, wearing make up by l’Oreal, 

who will present the winter collections of several local 
boutiques. Domaine Anna will be transformed into 
a dance fl oor after the fashion show, with Patrice 
d’Avrincourt, Henry Florent and David G, who 
will have people dancing the night away. Tickets 
are available at Rs 300 in all East Sider, Tendances 

and Habit boutiques.

Art exhibition
A variety of artists, including 

painters, sculptors and photogra-
phers will be presenting their work 
at Galileo, the technology area at 
Phoenix-les-Halles until 1st August. 
The second edition of the Living Arts 
Expo will also include live demonstra-
tions of mural painting, initiation to art for 
children, music, and portrait drawing. The event 
aims at attracting adults and children alike, to 
appreciate the beauty of art. 

Puce and Love
Join in Puce and Love on 6th August at Maison 

Eureka, Moka from 8pm to 11pm. The event, 
organised by La Muzik au Bout du Tunnel, is 
a tribute to Elisabeth Pigeot, who died in a hit 
and run on her way out of a nightclub. The 
show will include live performances, fi re-ea-

ters, dance, ‘slam’ and the launch of the ‘Bob’ 
Concept, to raise awareness on  responsible 

drinking and responsible driving. Bob is the smart 
one, who comes to a party, but does not drink 
alcohol to make sure he can drive home safely. 
Artists will include Emilie Pascal, Jean Michel 

Ringadoo and Christine Rougé amongst others. Tickets are available at 
Rs 300 through Rezo Otayo. Call 466 9999 for reservations.

1810: Art exhibition
Around 30 artists will be exhibiting their work at the IBL art gallery 

until 30th August. They have been inspired by the historical events 
of 1810. The theme of the event is ‘The battle of Vieux Grand Port 
2010’. The exhibition will 
showcase paintings and 
sculptures, which depict 
scenes of the naval battle 
between the French and 
the British . The artists 
include Dev Choora-
mun, Said Hossanee, 
Jean Yves L’Onfl é  and 
Dhyaneswar Dausoa 
amongst others. 
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Events ]The Week at a Glance]

ILLUSTRATIONS : Stephane BENOIT

1810: what are we celebrating?

A scene from the battle, as seen at the historical village in Mahébourg.
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In recently bombed Kam-
pala, African Union (AU) lea-
ders decided to send a further         
2 000 troops to boost the AU’s 
6 000-strong peace-keeping 
force in Somalia. 

This came as a direct res-
ponse to the July 11 bombing 
twin attacks in the Ugandan 
capital when 76 people died 
while watching the foot-
ball World Cup final. At the 
summit, Uganda’s President 
Yoweri Museveni’s words 
echoed those of our African 
leaders: “Let us now act in 
concert and sweep the terro-
rists out of Africa.”

The additional support 
is to protect and support 
Somalia’s Transitional Fe-
deral Government (TFG) 
– backed by the UN – which 
is under direct pressure from 
the 10 000 militant-strong 
Somali-based Al-Shabaab 
group, which has claimed 
responsibility for the attacks 
in retaliation against the large 
presence of Ugandan troops 
in Somalia. Al-Shabaab 
controls large parts of the 
Somali capital, Mogadishu, 
and most of the country as 
a whole. 

In January 2009, TFG 
was given substantial interna-

tional backing after peace ne-
gotiations in Djibouti yielded 
new leadership in another 
attempt to regain institutio-
nal control over the war zone 
that Somalia has become 
since 1991. Since then, most 
of the Somalis have been left 
to themselves in a lawless 
country where weapons are 
the sole arguments, not only 
on land but on the sea as 
well (pirates). 

“Al-Shabaab has a force 
of about 10,000 fighters. The 
AU’s AMISOM troops to-
gether with the Government 
forces are about 8,000 at the 
moment. So the AU should 
send better equipped troops 
to raise the number to about 
25,000 fighters. These should 
not directly confront  Al- 
Shabaab, but should keep the 
little peace which is still there 
concretized in the peace- 
loving Somalis who are still 
in the country. We should not 
think that whoever is still in 
Somalia belongs to Al Sha-
baab,” writes Dominic Vin-
cent Nkoyoyo, a humanita-
rian and priest, familiar with 
the situation on the ground. 

For nearly two decades, 
various efforts to end the 
Somali stalemate have not 

yielded concrete results. Lo-
cal, regional and international 
initiatives have so 
far resulted in di-
verging strategic 
prescriptions for the 
way ahead.  On the one hand, 
the TFG has proposed a mili-
tary offensive to gain control 
over a large swathe of Moga-
dishu. On the other hand, the 
inability of foreign military 
and governance support to 
advance the transition have 
led some analysts to argue for 
a strategy of constructive di-
sengagement (…). According 
to Dr. André Le Sage, known 
as one of the eminent Somali 
security experts, “Rather 
than disengaging or rushing 
toward military action, this 
requires international pres-
sure on the TFG to engage 
in political deal-making that 
co-opts key subclans and elite 
actors and lays the ground-
work for effective strategy 
operations at a later stage.” 

In the meantime, the si-
tuation is getting worse eve-
ryday. Ugandan newspapers 
are reporting that two Ugan-
dan soldiers have been killed 
in Somalia while defending 
the Presidential Palace. The 
challenge of the AU is to 

solve its funding issues and 
to mobilize its troops to face 
a dangerously well-trained 
Al-Shabaab group which has 
growing influence and ap-
pears to be funding its terro-
rist activities through piracy. 
In fact, the problem of So-

malia has become a growing 
world concern since it is fer-
tile ground for all sorts of cri-
minal activities. It’s high time 
to regain control over this 
vast country as the problem 
of piracy starts on the ground 
in Somalia! 

Cehl Meeah arriving in court accompanied by his lawyer Raouf Gulbul, to answer the charge of “abducting minor”. 
His relationship with the 16 year-old Shenaz has hit the headlines in all the local papers this week. He asked the judge for an 
early trial, claiming that he has nothing to hide.

PHOTO OF THE WEEK

Silence is golden]

Shenaz, on the Room 
216 saga:

 “ If I had not done all that, 
I think neither the police nor 
the press would have been 

working these days. They have 
got stuff to write about and 

inquire into. ’’

Well said ]

Cehl Meeah, before the 
Port Louis Court: ‘’Your 

honour, I am a citizen of this 
country, I will anytime whatsoe-
ver abide by the law and will be 
available for the rule of justice. 
Please do me a favour and put 

me on trial very soon.”

Jean-Luc EMILE
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By Nad SIVARAMEN

The International Scene]
African Union wants Somalia back
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Members of the Al-Shabaab rebel group parade their weapons 
in Somalia’s capital Moghadishu.



Chain gang 
Ranjit Singh Soomarooah declared this week 

that he’s leaving the State Trading Corporation 
(STC) with the feeling of a job well done. Co-
ming from a man who oversaw so many fiascos 
and scandals during his tenure that one would 
be hard-pressed to single out his biggest blunder, 
this glib self-assessment really chafes. Clearly, he 
wants to add insult to injury. It’s a bit like Na-
poleon declaring Waterloo an overwhelming mi-
litary success while standing on the corpses of his 
fallen soldiers. 

If leaving the STC in tatters passes for trium-
ph in his eyes, one shudders to think of the state 
the corporation would’ve been in had he done a 
shabby job. Let’s refresh our memories. During 
his watch, the STC flushed three billion rupees of 
taxpayers’ money down the hedging toilet, a balls-
up that continues to cost us dearly. In fact, you 
and I fork out an extra three rupees on every litre 
of petrol we buy to compensate for the STC’s ill-
fated little foray into a world where it was clearly 
out of its depth. 

Small wonder then that petroleum products 
in Mauritius are amongst the most expensive in 
the world when compared to per capita income. 
But the hedging episode is but one feather in Mr. 
Soomarooah’s very heavily-adorned cap. Milk, 
flour, cement, rice, butter beans: over the past few 
years, the STC has been like King Midas in re-
verse; everything it has touched has turned into a 
costly fiasco. Not to mention its role in renegotia-
ting the fuel supply deal with Mangalore Refinery 
and Petrochemicals Limited and the granting of 
a 15-year contract to Betonix for the transporta-
tion of petroleum products, both of which were 
conducted in utmost opacity. 

That’s quite a track record. Not only did its di-
rector-general feel no compunction to step down 
after these debacles, but he now gets to walk away 
saying that he did a good job. If I didn’t know bet-
ter, I’d call that outrageously cheeky. What’s truly 
disheartening though is that we live in a country 
where some poor sod can get a six-month prison 
sentence for literally stealing a tin of sardines and 
yet a guy who helped squander billions of rupees 
of public money gets off scot-free, without even 
having to answer to a commission of enquiry. The 
mind boggles almost to the point of collapse at the 
thought of such disparities.    

The story of Mr. Soomarooah is symptomatic 
of a country suffering from a massive self-respect 
deficit. Evidently, it’s become completely anathe-
ma to do the right thing in Mauritius. That’s why 
it’d be wrong for him to have to shoulder the 
blame alone. Many of the corporation’s blunders 
were exacerbated, if not instigated outright, by 
political interference. Rajesh Jeetah’s star turn as 
minister of Industry, for instance, marked a low 
point even for an organization as renowned for its 
ineptitude as the STC. 

“He was just a link in the chain”, opines the 
ACIM’s Jayen Chellum, an outspoken critic of the 
STC. Perhaps that’s what Mr. Soomarooah was 
alluding to when he boasted about his professio-
nal accomplishments. Put like that, it sounds a 
little less obscene.   

Left Field]
By Nicholas RAINER 
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Many readers will remember the shoc-
king story of Florise Theodore (née 
Sirop) who, in the early hours of June 
1, 2009, arrived at Quatre Bornes 

police station with her clothes in tatters alleging that 
she’d been raped by a gang of youths. The motive 
cited for this unspeakable act was vengeance. Indeed, 
the protagonists purportedly had it in for Florise Si-
rop’s son, Marcus, after the latter had apparently 
manhandled one of their sisters. Unable to locate 
Marcus, they reportedly took their rage out on his 
mother. Later that day, the police arrested ten indi-
viduals in connection with the crime, fi ve of whom 
were minors. 

Fast forward 13 months to the present. Three of 
the accused – Géraldo Reine de Carthage, 18, Go-
vinda Carpenen, 22, and Vicky Sookloll, 18 – have 
pleaded not guilty to the rape of Florise Sirop. They are 
currently contesting the admissibility of the statements 
they gave to the police on the morning of June 1, 2009, 
in the Assizes Court. They aver that their statements 
were beaten out of them. A “voir dire” proceeding 
(according to Wikipedia, “a hearing to determine the 
admissibility of evidence”), which commenced on July 
20, is examining whether or not these statements are 
worthy of admission. 

Given that the statements form the crux of the 
case against them and that they could end up spending 
more than 20 years in prison if found guilty, it’s safe to 
say that the stakes are passably high for the three young 
men. “These allegations of torture mean that there are 

some very serious human rights issues involved here. 
The issue here is whether or not they were tortured,” 
remarks one of their lawyers, Jean-Claude Bibi. The 
defence believes that its case is reinforced by the fact 
that the statements of the different accused parties are 
“almost identical”. 

Before going further into the details, however, it’d 
perhaps be useful to try to make sense of the somewhat 
muddled sequence of events that led to the arrest of the 
youths. According to diary book extracts, Florise Sirop 
fi rst appeared at the Quatre Bornes police station at 
04h22 on the morning of June 1, 2009, seeking police 
assistance because a group of youths were “trying to 
assault her sister-in-law and they were armed with ‘sa-
bers’.”. She did not mention that she had been raped, 
which, according to the timeline, was supposed to have 
happened three hours earlier. 

Later that morning, at 07h11 to be precise, she re-
turned to the station affi rming that several youths had 
raped her and beat up her partner, Philippe Albert, at 
01h30 on June 1. The latter also gave a statement to 
the Quatre Bornes police at around 08h20 (whereas 
the police said they had brought him in to the station 
well after 09h00) in which he declared that his partner’s 
rape and his thrashing had in fact occurred at 20h30 
the night before (May 31). One week later, Philippe 
Albert made another statement in which he claimed 
that the tragedy had actually unfolded at 04h00 on the 
morning of June 1, 2009. Confused yet? You’re pro-
bably not alone.

Suspects were rounded up later that day (accounts 

Last year, four youths were arrested 
for the rape of 49-year old Florise 
Sirop. They say that they were 
tortured into confessing a crime 
they have not committed. 

The trial 
within the trialtrial

Géraldo Reine de Carthage on his way t



of how the police went about identifying 
them vary). In the Assizes court on Tues-
day, Géraldo Reine de Carthage recounted 
how he was pulled out of bed in his sister’s 
two-bedroom house at Cité Bassin, Quatre 
Bornes, on the morning of June 1 before 
being taken to the NHDC of Palma to get 
his friends. They then proceeded to the po-
lice station where, he alleges, he was beaten 
by four policemen with pipes and clubs.

In its cross-examination, the prosecu-
tion enquired as to why the medical exam 
conducted the next day came up with no 
trace of violence. The accused claimed 
that the doctor had only spent a few mi-
nutes examining him and had only looked 
at his genitals. 

The Principal State Counsel, Me Jo-
hanne Moutou-Leckning also questioned 
him on the absence of any complaint of po-
lice brutality in the provisional charge retai-
ned against him. “Are you trying to tell the 
court that the doctor, magistrate and police 
all made mistakes?” she asked before stating 
that Géraldo Reine de Carthage had in fact 
been assisted by his “brother-in-law” during 
all the necessary procedures, had made no 
complaint about brutality and had confessed 
to the rape of his own free will. 

And there’s the rub. Géraldo Reine de 
Carthage, who was 17 at the time of events, 

also contests that the role of responsible party 
during the recording of his statement, the 
reading of the charges against him, medical 
examination and reconstruction was fi lled 
by Eric Lionne, a man who has alternatively 
been presented as his father and brother-
in-law. The young groom contends that he 

doesn’t even know Eric Lionne (despite the 
fact that the latter has fathered a child with 
his sister, Jennifer Reine de Carthage, 34) 
and thus that he could not have acted as his 
responsible party. 

During the “voir dire”  proceedings, Me 
Johanne Moutou-Leckning decided not call 
Eric Lionne as a witness, despite his presence 
on the prosecution’s additional witness list. 
Me Johanne Moutou-Leckning feared that 
he would confuse or mislead the court. The 
defence contested this decision as “one of the 
grounds of the present voir dire proceedings 
is that statements recorded were obtained, 
inter alia, in absence of a responsible party” 
and that the documents produced by the 
prosecution presented Eric Lionne as just 
that. “All primary facts must be proven by 
the prosecution beyond reasonable doubt. 
If Lionne is the responsible party, we must 
ascertain whether he’s the father or brother-
in-law [of Géraldo Reine de Carthage],” 
thundered Me Jean-Claude Bibi. 

A compromise was then found when 
the defence called Eric Lionne as a witness. 
When examined by the defence, the latter 
supported Géraldo Reine de Carthage’s 
claims. He contends that he was roped into 
being the responsible party on June 1 when 
he dropped Jennifer Reine de Carthage, who 
is also his employee, off at the police station 

where she was going to help her brother. 
When she was refused access to him, the po-
lice directed Eric Lionne to enter and meet 
the suspect. 

When quizzed by the prosecution as to 
the reasons why he never complained to a 
lawyer or magistrate about not wanting to be 
Géraldo’s Reine de Carthage’s responsible 
party, he said that he was scared to do so. Eric 
Lionne also affi rmed that he ended up at-
tending the young man’s court appearances, 
medical examination and the reconstruction 
of the crime out of fear of a warrant of arrest 
being issued against him if he didn’t. 

Judge Premila Balgobin now has the task 
of ruling on the admissibility of the state-
ments. “If the judge rules that the statements 
are not admissible, it’ll mean that the inves-
tigation was fl awed,” remarks Jean-Claude 
Bibi. In the event that she does throw the sta-
tements out, the prosecution’s case will hinge 
solely on Florise Sirop’s statement. Whatever 
the outcome of the voir dire proceedings, 
Géraldo Reine de Carthage, Govinda Car-
penen, and Vicky Sookloll will continue to 
rue that day in June when they became, wil-
lingly or not, embroiled in the shocking story 
of Florise Sirop. 

Nicholas RAINER
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to the Assizes court last week.  

“If the judge 
rules that the 

statements are 
not admissible, 
it’ll mean that 

the investigation 
was fl awed.”



● The fi rst question I am 
going to put to you, Mr. Is-
sack, as you might suspect, 
concerns your expenses when 
you were Lord Mayor of Port 
Louis. You apparently cost us 
a small fortune. 

That is what the delegation 
cost you, not me personally. It 
was a delegation of 3 to 4 people 
and the sum is spread over a fi ve-
year period. 

● But why do you need to 
travel so often?

We go because we are invited 
and we only spend money on tic-
kets. The rest is taken care of. We 
did not go on holiday. We had the 
mission of strengthening relations 
with sister towns. There are proto-
cols we have to respect. There are 
organisations to which we belong. 
So we have to create relationships 
with twin towns and, particularly 
perhaps, with the “Association 
Internationale des Maires Fran-
cophones” (AIMF).

● This talk about twin-
ning is all very well. But what 
do we get out of it? Lucien 
Finette said that it brings no-
thing economically or cultu-
rally. What does the tax-payer 

get out of it ? 
It is not true that it brings no-

thing. It is up to us to make the 
relationship fruitful. 

● Forget the nice talk 
about fruitful relations, for-
ging links etc. Tell me in 
concrete terms what we get 
out of it? 

I will give you an example. 
We have, over fi ve years, spent 
Rs. 2.2 to 2.3 million. I grant 
you that. But during one of our 
missions, we spoke to the secre-
tary general of the AIMF about 
the “Musée de l’Histoire” and 
I personally spoke to the Mayor 
of Paris, Bertrand de la Noë, and 
he agreed to send an expert, Mr 
Chazaud, to take stock of the 
situation of the Port Louis thea-
tre. He and the secretary general 
of the AIMF came to Mauritius 
several times…

● At their own expense?
Yes, yes and they accepted to 

release the sum of 400,000 euros 
to refurbish the Port Louis Thea-
tre. Another sum of 40,000 euros 
has been donated for the uplifting 
of the “Musée de l’Histoire”. Re-
cently, the Lord Mayor of Port 
Louis went to China and he had 

donations from China. It is up to 
us to know how to negotiate and 
make relations fruitful…

● Doesn’t this sound 
more like begging?

Not at all. The AIMF fi -
nances many projects in de-
veloping countries. We, as a 
developing country would be stu-
pid if we did not make full use of 
the funds they allocate for these 
projects. You call it begging, I call 
it building up relationships and 
knowing in what way we can use 
them to get the funds available in 
the interest of the city dwellers. 
And we received many dona-
tions in this respect. Foshan is a 
town twinned with Port Louis. If 
you go to the “Jardin de la Com-
pagnie”, you will see columns 
and an arch at Royal Road, Port 
Louis, offered by Foshan. There 
are cultural relations which we 
need to strengthen for various 
development projects, touristic, 
economic and cultural. And the 
United Nations demands that 
there is this twinning precisely 
to strengthen the relationship 
between twin cities.

● Still why did your dele-
gation cost us so much more? 

Incidentally, when we arrri-

ved at the municipality, we had 
many invitations. We could not 
refuse all of them. What you also 
need to know is that all these trips 
have to go through committees at 
the level of the municipality and 
they have to be approved by the 
ministry for Regional Adminis-
tration before they are under-
taken. So the ones I undertook 
must have been necessary. 

● Some might say they 
were approved because you 
had a good relationship with 
the minister for Regional Ad-
ministration. 

No. As a mattter of fact, just 
the opposite. Everyone knows that 
on the human level, the late Burty 
David and I were good friends but 
on the professional level, we were 
always in situations of confl ict. 
There were many things we did 
not agree on and I expressed my 
disagreement loud and clear. We 
understoood each other but we 
never were on the same wavele-
ghth. So, my trips were profes-
sionally justifi ed. There could not 
have been any other reason for 
them to have been approved. 

● To be fair to you, your 
expenses are only the last 
straw. What nearly broke the 
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camel’s back were actually the 
wasted funds revealed by the 
last Audit. The sum of Rs. 40 
billion. 

In our case, it was not waste. 
We had a budget for professional 
trips and we did not overrun it. 
Never. We operated in a transpa-
rent way and I am happy that the 
fi gures have been revealed. We 
have nothing to hide. One should 
not be simplistic. Even hawkers 
have to travel. It is a necessity in 
the interest of the towns we were 
running. We did not just spend 
and give away. We received more 
in return. The twinning of towns 
is very important. 

● You do not agree with 
Lucien Finette, then?

He has his own perceptions 
and I have mine. I also know 
how much we gained through 
the twinning of towns. On the 
cultural, sports as well as the eco-
nomic level. Maintaining interna-
tional relations is very important. 
If we decided to stop all these 
relationships, we would be the 
losers. With these exchanges also 
comes good quality training for 
our compatriots. 

● But don’t you think 
there are excesses in these 
trips abroad? I am not tal-
king just about the munici-
pality but about ministers and 
chairmen of parastatal bodies 
as well.

For every trip at the expense 
of the tax-payer, one has to be ra-
tional and think about public inte-
rest. If a trip is not going to bring 
anything back, it should not be 
approved. Going for trips just to 
have a good time and collect per 
diem should come to an end. 

● Who should put an end 
to it?   

Each ministry should take 
responsibility for the trips people 
working for it undertake. And I 
agree with the minister of Finance 
who is tightening the control over 
expenditure. 

● But the system itself 
does not work. The per diem 
is excessive and it encourages 
junketeering. 

Well, this is the practice which 
is established. We did not create it 
or insist on the per diem. 

● The Audit Report 
showed prepostrous excesses. 
What are your feelings as a 
member of the Public Ac-
counts Committee?

I am infl exible when it comes 
to public money. There should be 
no waste. 

● It’s nice to say that, but 
year in year out, the verdict of 
the audit is the same. 

You know, there is, unfortu-
nately, no follow-up and no sanc-
tions are taken. 

● That’s what I am saying 
and the Public Accounts 

Committee is nothing new. 
What are you going to do 
about the Rs. 40 billion of our 
money which the Director of 
the Audit says has been was-
ted or swindled?

We will initiate enquiries. 
And as Nita (Deeparlsing) said, 
each civil servant or minister 
responsible will be grilled. If a 
minister has failed in his duty, he 
should pay for his negligence. If 
there has been abuse, the person 
responsible must pay. 

● Do you genuinely think 
you have the power to make 
them pay?

Unfortunately not. But that is 
precisely what we wish we could 
do. 

● Where does your res-
ponsibility stop ? 

Our role is to ask questions, 
enquire and compile a report on 
the basis of our fi ndings. 

● Another report? Ano-
ther futile exercise? Isn’t one 
report enough?

Our report goes into more 
detail and highlights areas where 
the Audit has not gone into in suf-
fi cient detail. We currently follow 
the Westminster system. That is 
the procedure. 

● We just follow West-
minster blindly? 

We can change it. We are an 
independent country. And there 
is a general consensus among all 
parliamentarians that we need 
to see results as well as sanctions 
taken. I don’t know what we are 
waiting for.

● Do you genuinely be-
lieve that our elected mem-
bers will legislate laws which 
will make them accountable 
for their excesses?

I am afraid they have to. They 
can’t just criticize when they are 
in the opposition and do exactly 
the contrary of what they have 
criticized once they are in govern-
ment. It is a bit like the MBC issue. 
Today, the opposition is complai-
ning continuously but didn’t they 
use the MBC to their advantage 
when they were in government? 
We too paid the price. We have to 
stop this hypocrisy and act. If we 
are really honest in the running of 
the country’s affairs and if our in-
tentions are good, let’s have a sys-
tem which puts those who were 
irresponsible in front of their res-
ponsibility. 

● Nobody wants to do this. 
Neither the government nor 
the opposition. 

It is not that they don’t want 
to do it. There are apprehensions 
maybe.

● Justifi ed ?
No. Totally unjustifi ed. 

● If I were a minister who 
wasted public funds, my ap-

prehensions would be justi-
fi ed

If you have this apprehension, 
that means that you are guilty. 
The majority of ministers and 
MPs have nothing to hide. They 
should therefore push for a proper 
system of control to be in place. 

● I wish I could agree with 
you. The report of the audit 
talks about “connivance”. 
That is rather serious. 

That is why we need laws 
which allow us to go deep enough 
to fi nd the culprit. No person 
who is innocent should feel di-
sadvantaged by the prospect of 
a law going in this direction. As 
they stand, our laws do not give 
the Public Accounts Committee 
these powers.

● What if the noose tigh-
tened around some ministers’ 
necks?

You’ll perhaps be surprised. 
Many ministers may not even be 
aware of these malpractices. 

● The minister is not 
involved in the day-to-day 
nitty-gritty running of his 
ministry. I grant you that. 
But when projects go from 
the allowed variation of 30% 
to 62%, the ministers must be 
aware, surely?

Not necessarily. They may 
have found out at the same time 
as all of us. And if a minister is 
indeed found guilty, let him pay. 
Nobody should be above the law. 

● I don’t want to sound 
rash but what about the 
ICAC?

I personally think that based 
on a report like the one which has 
just been produced by the Direc-
tor of the Audit, the ICAC has to 
take the opportunity to change the 
perception we have of it.

● What exactly is this per-
ception? 

That it is a bull dog without 
teeth. That it is costing us more 
money than it has so far been able 
to justify. Here is an opportunity 
for them. There are elements in 
the report which necessitate the 
ICAC’s intervention. I hope it 
does intervene.

● The Audit Report also 
talks about an “amatueurish 
approach” in relation to the 
contracts allocated. Going 
from 30% in variations to 
62% cannot be qualifi ed as 
professionalism. It defeats the 
purpose of the tender. 

The system we have is sick. 
There are too many procedures. 
A project which should cost one 
million, after dragging through 
all the procedures ends up cos-
ting double. 

● What kind of pro-
cedures do you think the sys-
tem should do away with?  

I’ll give you an example. 

Take the renovation of the Port 
Louis theatre. The procedures 
started when I was there. Three 
years later, the theatre has still 
not been renovated. Because 
the procedures are not yet over. 
All the tenders were sent to the 
Central Tender Board and that’s 
where it stops. I have no idea 
where the system blocks but it 
is impossible to get any work 
done at this rate.

● Are you suggesting 
that we do away with the 
tender system?

Well, no. We need mecha-
nisms for regulation, but the 
system needs to become more 
fl exible so that projects can 
go ahead within a reasonable 
amount of time before they 
double in price. 

● Do you share the tax-
payers’ anger ? 

Of course. It is normal for 
a human being to be outraged 
by waste and corruption. I 
don’t think parliamentarians 
are insensitive to this. We will 
react. We will not condone 
waste and lack of accountabili-
ty. There are many parliamen-
tarians who are not afraid of 
expressing their opinion like 
Nita and Suren (Dayal). Be-
lieve me, we will put on pres-
sure for a change in our laws.

● Are you making me a 
promise ? 

That’s what I hope. Natu-
rally, as an individual, I cannot 
bring any changes, but collec-
tively we will. I will work to-
wards that. 

● So, you are not ma-
king me a promise as much 
as expressing a dream. 

I wouldn’t call it a dream, 
at least not in the sense that it 
will not materialize. It is a wish 
which I am confi dent is that of 
my colleagues. We all feel that 
this is the time to act. We have 
waited for too long. 

● Do you think the 
Audit Report this year is 
worse than the previous 
ones?

No, it is the same thing 
every year. The sums seem 
higher because money has 
less value but there has 
always been waste and unne-
cessary expenditure. 

● Are you not afraid of 
getting on the wrong side 
of your colleagues through 
you frank talk? 

(Laughter) If they are 
angry, that means they are 
not sincere. And anger is not 
always a negative feeling. It is 
what motivates the quest for 
justice. And that is what we 
all want. 

Interview by
Touria PRAYAG 
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The minister for 
Research, Rajesh 
Jeetah, recently 
sent letters to 500 

Ph.D. holders, inviting them 
to embrace research and de-
velopment. He painted in 
glowing colours the advan-
tages of research and the 
Rs 100 million promised by 
government for those with 
meaningful research projects.

He moreover held a meeting 
yesterday with researchers and 
private investors who are keen to 
turn research fi ndings into indus-
tries. (See inset)

Mauritian researchers will be 

under the guidance of interna-
tionally famous researchers and 
universities, such as  Professor 
Sohur of Harvard and Professor 
Yonat, winner of the Nobel Prize 
for Chemistry in 2009. Cam-
bridge, Oxford and Indian IIT 
and IIM research and develop-
ment departments have also ac-
cepted to step in as mentors, says 
Minister Jeetah.

This new policy on research 
is in fact a quest for another eco-
nomic pillar for the country which 
is aiming to be the best African 
service provider in terms of edu-
cation. “Not indulging in research 
is not an option. If we are to be 

a famous service provider in ter-
tiary education, we need a solid re-
search base. There is no university 
of very high reputation without 
research. A country does very 
well when it has its brightest kids 
in research and development, and 
research will be the next economic 
pillar of Mauritius,” said minister 
Rajesh Jeetah to l’express Weekly 
prior to yesterday’s meeting with 
researchers and investors.

But make no mistake. The 
ministry does not intend to 
squander a single  cent out of 
the Rs 100 million earmarked 
for research. “I do not intend to 
guide researchers. I do not intend 
to impose any fi eld of research. 
But all research projects will go 
through a peer review by the 
University of Mauritius and the 
Mauritius Research Council be-
fore being approved,” explains 
Minister Jeetah who says that his 
ministry will be there only to faci-
litate things and provide the mo-
ney and international mentoring.

All the Rs 100 million ear-
marked for research will not go 
necessarily to Ph.D. holders. 
Anyone with a bright idea which 
can be developed is eligible. “We 
asked people from all walks of life 
with bright ideas to submit appli-
cations to us for research. So far, 

the brightest idea came from an 
ordinary driver. This does not 
surprise me at all. We have what is 
known as Mauritian “débrouillar-
dise” (resourcefulness). We should 
not forget that Bill Gates was a 
school drop-out and his idea has 
turned him into a multi-billio-
naire” says Dr. Arjoon Suddhoo, 
director of the Mauritius Research 
Council which has lately hired a 
dozen new researchers and fun-
ded research by the University of 
Mauritius. The latest concern is 
the medicinal effect of green tea 
on cholestorolaemia (dangerous-
ly high levels of bad cholesterol 
in the blood), diabetes and high 
blood pressure. (See inset).

But Dr Suddhoo would not 
disclose any details about this 
interesting project. He never-
theless told l’express Weekly that 
the MRC is working hard on a 
research project to harness geo-
thermal energy for electricity 
production. “The groundwork 
has already been done. We are 
now hiring consultants for the 
drilling work. If we succeed, it will 
be as if Mauritius has struck gold. 
More than 28% of the electricity 
consumption of New-Zeland is 
generated by geothermal power 
stations. Just imagine what this 
would mean for the Mauritian 

economy,” says Dr Suddhoo. 
According to the MRC and mi-
nister Jeetah, research would be 
meaningless if the tertiary sector 
and the economy at large did not 
derive any benefi t from these 
projects.“It is high time that to 
use local resources to develop 
our economy.

We are looking for and fun-
ding research which can be tur-
ned into industry and I can tell 
you that we have reached the stage 
where more than a dozen of our 
projects may soon be transformed 
into local industries for the Mau-
ritian market and for export,” 
claims Dr Suddhoo. 

Minister Jeetah says that ap-
proximately every ten years, Mau-
ritius successfully adds another 
pillar to its economy. “We started 
in 1968 with the sugar industry 
when government snatched a 
quota at a guaranteed price for 
500 000 tons of sugar from the 
then European Economic Com-
munity. Ten years later, govern-
ment caused the tourist industry 
to boom, then came the fi nancial 
sector and ICT. I am confi dent 
that research will be the next 
pillar,” says Jeetah. He is not the 
only one looking in that direction.

Raj JUGERNAUTH

Research on new 
plant varieties at 

Microlab Ltd.

Investing in new discoveries
Making and marketing new products out of new discoveries or re-
search work carried out in Mauritius - this is the aim of the ministry 
for Research which yesterday sponsored a meeting between people 
with bright ideas, researchers, inventors and investors. More than a 
dozen research projects are awaiting investors in order to  reach the 
stage of production. These range from the manufacture of cloth from 
banana and pineapple fi bres to the production of medicine, food sup-
plements and cosmetics from local species of seaweed.
“There is a craze for clothes made of bamboo fi bre among European 
and American haute couture designers. Our research has indicated 
that we have suffi cient pineapple leaves and banana trees to supply 
a factory or a cottage industry with these new natural fi bres» says 
Dr Vickram Bissoonath who is working on this new project

Seeking the next economic pillarSeeking the next economic pillar

Investing Investing 
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Made in 
heaven 

By Deepa BHOOKHUN

High-Heeled]

Here’s a question for you and you get no-
thing if you guess the answer- what was the most 
common topic of conversation on the island last 
week? The winner is obviously Cehl Meeah and 
his purported love affair- some might say lust 
affair- with a 16 year-old. 

I really don’t understand why we’re making 
such a fuss about this when a Nikah between 
Meeah and the 16 year-old would actually have 
been a match made in heaven.

I mean the girl is wayward, her parents clearly 
can’t control her and she has a mind of her own 
as most youngsters do and she has decided that 
she wants to marry her Cehl so what’s it to you 
and me? 

If Cehl Meeah’s current wife, Bilkiss, doesn’t 
mind (apparently she said that if that’s what her 
husband really wants to do, she’ll support him- 
bless her, so accommodating), then why should 
Cehl Meeah’s domestic life bother you and me?  

In fact, getting religiously married to Cehl 
Meeah might be the best thing that could happen 
to that 16-year-old girl. If that doesn’t make her 
grow up instantly, I don’t know what will. 

I remember when I was about thirteen, my 
dad said to me- out of the blue- that henceforth, 
I was free to do whatever I wanted. The concept 
is slightly overwhelming to a thirteen-year old be-
lieve me. When I queried about what being “free” 
entailed, he explained that if I chose to do so-
mething against his or my mum’s guidance, then 
I shouldn’t come running to them when the stuff 
hits the fan. Great, I said, I’ll take it. 

The day it actually happened- I won’t bore you 
with the details- I can assure you, I didn’t want to 
be “free” anymore. 

So, our 16 year-old friend wants to marry her 
significantly older other? Let her do it.

And then maybe, just maybe, when a much 
older Meeah has decided that he has tired of the 
once-fresh-and-sweet-sixteen and decided to take 
yet another “wife”- maybe he’ll turn adventurous 
in his old age and aim for a younger girl, who 
knows- she’ll wake up and realize what a disser-
vice she has done herself. 

Her “marriage” will obviously not be legally 
binding- but I suppose who needs laws when one 
has God on one’s side- and when she becomes a 
castoff as women who accept that men are their 
superiors and are thus entitled to do whatever 
the heck they want, are wont to be, she might 
start thinking of selling her pretty churidars to 
feed herself. 

But then again, it’s not our problem- or rather 
it shouldn’t be for those who believe that men and 
women are born free but learn to shackle them-
selves as they grow up and grow old. 

Live and learn, I say to her. 
I wonder what people will talk about now that 

this affair is dying down. Certainly not the Rs 10 
billion supplementary appropriation bills nor cor-
ruption or unsolicited bids, who are we kidding! 

Oh well, there’s bound to be some other sex 
scandal or gruesome crime in the days to come- 
our social skills are safe!

Locally-grown tea has been under close scrutiny 
by a team led by Professor Teeshan Bahorun of 
the University of Mauritius. On a fi rst leg of re-
search  carried out in collaboration with the Car-
diac Centre of Pamplemousses, it was discovered 
that Mauritian black tea is one of the highest in 
the world  in anti-oxidants and phenols. This is a 
question of “terroir”, that is to say the soil and 
the climate where the tea shrub is grown. It also 
showed that black tea had a very positive effect 
on cholesterol and blood sugar levels.
A second leg of research, fi nanced by the Mau-
ritius Research Council, the University of Mau-
ritius and the University of Reunion Island will 
soon start experiments with green tea. “Unlike 
black tea, green tea is not fermented and retains 
a higher level of anti-oxidants and phenols. We 
are testing the effect of  Mauritian green tea and 
fermented paw paw on levels of cholesterol and 
blood sugar as well as the blood pressure of dia-

betic and cardiac patients,”  says professor Tees-
han Bahorun of the University of Mauritius.
The research on fermented paw paw will be car-
ried out with a Japanese research institution. The 
French overseas territory of Reunion Island is 
also interested in the research  and part of the la-
boratory analysis will be carried out in the labo-
ratories of the Reunion Island university. “They 
are interested because of the high levels of obesi-
ty and diabetes in the Reunion Island population. 
Our research has an economic aim: preventing 
high levels of cholesterol and blood sugar in those 
who are not yet diabetics or cardiac patients and 
replacing the costly anti-cholesterol pills by cups 
of tea,”  says Professor Teeshan Bahorun.
To get the best results from green tea, Professor 
Bahorun says that it should be drunk without 
sugar or milk. “Take three cups per day, but not 
more. It will work wonders for your health,”  says 
the researcher.

Seeking the next economic pillar

Investing 
Rs 100 million in inventorsventors

Hands-on research in the laboratory.

Scrutinising the effect of tea on your heart
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As much as we take their presence 
for granted, having well-trained 
doctors is a priority worldwide. 
Mauritius too, refuses to be left 
behind in the field of medical 

education. We take a look at the world 
of locally-trained doctors. 

To this day, 500 
young doctors have 
graduated from 
the Sir Seewoo-

sagur Ramgoolam Medical 
College, the only institution 

in Mauritius equipped 
and accredited 
to teach medi-
cine. Providing 
medical courses 

in Mauritius is an 
ambition that dates back 

to the country’s independence 
and fi nally came true in Sep-
tember 1999. The college of-
fers MBBS courses (Bachelor 
of Medicine, Bachelor of Sur-
gery) that cover a fi ve-year pe-
riod and require an additional 
two years of internship.

Harsh Vardhan Pratap Singh, 
Vice-Chairman of the SSR Me-
dical College explains that the 
Indian Ocean Medical Institute 
Trust (IOMIT) was established 
in 1996 to set up a medical col-
lege in Mauritius, under the 

chairmanship of R.P.N.Singh. 
A Task Force comprising 
members from seven minis-

tries was put together by 
the Prime Minister’s 
Offi ce to work out the 

modalities of the project. Delibe-
rations went on for more than a 
year and a half, until the Ministry 
of Health decided that it would 
provide the use of hospitals and 
facilities to the students of the 
college free of charge. 

The syllabus and curriculum 
of medical education taught at 
the college was approved by an 
International Advisory Com-
mittee and subsequently adopted 
by the Senate of the University of 
Mauritius. Exams at the college 
are conducted by the University 
of Mauritius and supervised by 
external examiners.

The reputation of home-
grown doctors has fl ourished 
since the medical college was 
fi rst set up. They have made 
a place for themselves within 
the profession and according 
to Harsh Vardhan Pratap 
Singh, some of the graduates 
are working abroad at pres-
tigious institutions like Johns 
Hopkins or the Mount Sinai 
Hospital in the U.S.A. He 
says, “A glittering example of 
the success of our students is 
the fact that out of the 6 seats 
offered at Bordeaux Universi-
ty, France, in the Department 

of Ophthalmology, 5 seats 
were awarded to students 
from SSR Medical College.”

The perfect solution
Young, very well-groomed 

and extremely articulate, Bha-
vish Kowlessur is one of the 
young doctors who studied me-
dicine in Mauritius from 2002 
to 2007. He wanted to become a 
doctor to save lives, but personal 
circumstances did not allow him 
to go and study abroad. Having 
a medical college in the country 
was the perfect solution for him. 

When he joined SSR Medi-
cal College, the institution was 
still quite new and he did have 
some apprehensions. “I spoke to 
friends of mine who were already 
studying there and I cleared my 
doubts. I have never regretted my 
decision,” he says.

Neither has Rajeev Jeeha, 
another of the ‘made in Mau-
ritius’ doctors. He chose to 
stay in Mauritius mostly be-
cause of the reasonable cost 
of the courses. Mr Pratap 
Singh explains that the col-
lege was set up to provide 
opportunities for super-qua-

Home-grown Home-grown 

doctorsdoctors
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lity education at an affordable cost 
(see inset) to children from the hum-
bler sections of Mauritius and other 
countries of the Indian Ocean region. 

The college follows the Indian 
schooling system, and many of the 
tutors are from India. As a result, ex-
plains Rajeev, students who join after 
completing their Higher School Cer-
tifi cate may fi nd that the college has a 
slightly more advanced level than they 
expect. The fi rst year at the college, 
which is mainly theoretical, is deter-
minant to putting everyone on par. 
Rajeev’s batch comprised around 30 
Mauritian students, and around 60 
students from India, Nepal and South 
Africa. Once students have passed 
their fi rst year exams, they will start 
doing ‘clinicals’, daily sessions at a hos-
pital where they will shadow local spe-
cialists, meet patients and learn about 
interesting cases.

The local context 
Has their local training been an 

advantage to these young doctors in 
any way? Rajeev comments, “As a 
medical student, you get to spend a lot 
of time in hospitals, meeting patients, 
and learning from doctors. The clini-
cal sessions help us understand the lo-
cal context well. We know how things 

work here and what to expect when we 
fi nally start practicing as doctors. We 
are also able to recognise illnesses spe-
cifi c to our context more easily.”

Bhavish supports this perspective. 
“There are pathologies which are not as 
prevalent elsewhere as in Mauritius. For 
example, we see a lot of complications re-
lated to diabetes. Colleagues who studied 
medicine abroad were not used to seeing 
such cases so frequently. Also, Mauritians 
have their own vocabulary to describe their 
symptoms and let you know what they 
feel. Being trained in Mauritius makes it 
so much easier to understand their needs.” 
The young doctors say that they were war-
mly welcomed within the medical profes-
sion, because they had acquired a good 
level of theoretical and practical knowledge 
from their studies. They do not feel any 
different from colleagues who have studied 
medicine abroad. On the contrary, they 
feel more in tune with Mauritian realities, 
as they have been in the hospitals every 
day since the second year of their course. 

While Mauritian students can 
now complete an MBBS in their own 
country, specialisations are not yet 
possible. The SSR Medical College is, 
however, looking to expand its scope 
and provide post-graduate courses in 
medicine. While Mr. Pratap Singh ex-
plains that the Government of Mau-
ritius, the Ministry of Health and the 

University of Mauritius have already 
approved this move, the Tertiary Edu-
cation Commission has asked for new 
document certifying that the Ministry 
of Health will allow students to use hos-
pital facilities free of charge. Once the 
problem is solved, he is confi dent that 
they will be able to move forward with 
the post-graduate courses.

Like most students in medicine 
around the world, Bhavish and 
Rajeev took the Hippocratic oath 

when they graduated. The modern 
version of the oath says, “I will re-
member that there is art to medicine 
as well as science and that warmth, 
sympathy, and understanding may 
outweigh the surgeon’s knife or the 
chemist’s drug.” Something that we 
all expect from our doctors, irres-
pective of where they studied.  

Melissa LOUIS

A modern and fully-equipped operating theatre.

The cost of studying medicine
Courses in medicine are known for having some of the highest 
fees in undergraduate studies. The aim of the IOMIT, through 
the SSR Medical College was to provide what they call ‘frugal 
innovation’, hence offering courses at lower costs. From 2000 to 
2006, annual course fees at the college amounted to US$3,900, 
around Rs.126,750 at the current exchange rate. The cost only 
increased to US$6,000 in 2007 (Rs.195,000) but nevertheless re-
mains far less than the cost of courses in medicine abroad. In the 
UK for example, the annual average undergraduate course fee for 
clinical courses ranges from £ 10,000 to £ 25,000, or a whopping 
Rs. 480,000 to Rs. 1.2 million per year. In Australia, a Bachelor 
of Medicine or a Bachelor of Surgery course can cost about A$ 
40,000, or Rs. 1.1 million. India is by far the least expensive over-
seas course provider at US$14,000 to US$20,000 per year, inclu-
ding hostel accommodation.

Dr. Bhavish Kowlessur
at Jawaharlall Nehru 
Hospital, examining 
a patient.

Sir Seewoosagur 
Ramgoolam Medical 

College, in Flacq.

LIBRARY PHOTOS



l’express [ Friday 30 July  2010 • Insert N°3 p. 44S T R A I G H T T A L K ]

Migrant workers: the real co

For a coherent policy
It is time to have a dispas-

sionate prospective view on 
the issue of migrant labour 
and to seriously consider the 
need for Mauritius to have a 
managed immigration policy 
very soon. In fact, recognising 
the country’s defi cit in certain 
professional fi elds, we already 
have the policy whereby forei-
gners can be hired by Mauritian 
companies and, under certain 
conditions, such professionals 
have the right to long term 
residence. In other words, we 
are already favouring immigra-
tion albeit not under this label.    

Mauritius has passed the 
years where the debate was about 
whether or not companies should 
be allowed to have recourse to 
migrant labour. The population, 
politicians and trade unionists 
have come to terms with the 
fact that the country cannot do 
without it. We have graduated to 
the phase of ensuring proper hu-
mane treatment of such workers 
and their enjoyment of full wor-
kers’ rights. Even on this front, 
most employers are already in 
compliance with set rules and re-
gulations and only very sporadic 
cases of unfair treatment make 
the news. 

In a way, historically, one 
could say that Mauritius has 
been built and has grown out of 
waves of migrant labour from 
those who were physically forced 
(slaves) to those who were lured 
(indentured labour). Inward 
migration has also been prac-
tised very discreetly by at least 
one social group till during the 

fi rst half of last century where 
labour in family businesses was 
badly required as well as potential 
partners for marriage. 

Mauritius has now reached a 
socio economic, cultural and de-
mographic stage similar to that of 
the developed countries of Europe 
and this is a natural evolution.

A higher level of affl uence 
resulting from the high growth 
of the past decades as well as 
the higher level of educational 
achievement of the younger 
generation, which is a direct 
result of free education as well 
as higher aspirations, is fast 
draining the availability of lower 
skilled labour for a number of 
job categories. Small planters 
are very familiar with the non 
availability of manual fi eld labour 
which, added to the low revenue 
of sugar, explains the growing 
abandonment of plantations. 
While there is a high rate of 
female unemployment, those 
close to the scene know full well 
that women above forty are not 
at all available to take up factory 
work while young girls would ra-
ther go into service jobs. Labour 
cost has risen fast and, at the pre-
sent state of development of the 
country, it is natural that Mau-
ritians are less willing to devote 
all their time to work and want 
more time for family and leisure. 
The recent thrust for entrepre-
neurship has on the one hand 
rightly generated a new group 
of entrepreneurs albeit micro 
and small who will contribute 
to the economic well-being of 
the country and their own but, 

at the same time, the policy has 
pulled out a number from the 
labour market.  

Demographics are also 
playing against us. The ageing of 
the Mauritian population is an ac-
knowledged fact although we have 
not yet fully awakened to all its 
implications. Families have 
already become more nuclear 
while a proportion of younger 
ones have migrated overseas to 
fulfi l their aspirations, leaving 
some older couples living in em-
pty houses! As these couples grow 
older, the need for domestic sup-
port and carers will be a crying 
one. Finding domestic workers 
in competition with hotels and 
Integrated Resort Scheme (IRS) 
occupants is becoming a tougher 
and tougher deal. 

Yet, since the country has to 
continue on a high growth path, 
low-skilled manual labour is and 
will still be required for both 
economic and social reasons. 
So, in spite of the psychological 
and social conservatism of many 
including some politicians and 
in spite of the narrow corporatist 
view of trade unionists, the time 
has indeed come where govern-
ment must address the need for 
a planned and managed policy of 
immigration for the provision of 
urgently needed labour as well as 
the rejuvenation of the popula-
tion! With the sensitivities we all 
know our society has, care should 
be exercised to ensure that some 
balances are not seriously distur-
bed. In any case, some traditional 
sources of labour from overseas 
are already drying up.

L. Amedée DARGA

Social economic researcher        

The ageing 
of the 

Mauritian 
population 

is an 
acknow-

ledged fact 
although we 
have not yet 
fully awake-
ned to all its 
implications. 

There are about 
20, 000 foreign wor-
kers in the Mauritian 
workforce today. 
There are also 161 
foreign nationals 
living on the island 
illegally. Some of 
these foreigners are 
surviving on odd jobs 
obtained through 
illegal means. Allega-
tions of exploitation, 
bad treatment and 
poor working and 
living conditions often 
make the headlines. 
Xenophobia is never 
far away. Our guests 
examine the question 
from various angles.



Under the Export Processing 
Zone scheme, the government 
gave incentives to local and foreign 
fi rms to establish a Textile & Gar-
ment Industry in Mauritius. It was 
thought and proved right that it 
would provide job opportunities 
quickly to masses of Mauritians 
who had very little skill and inade-
quate education. This policy pro-
ved highly successful and by the 
beginning of 1990, it the industry 
had absorbed all the job seekers 
and had to seek foreign workers. 

Government opened the door 
to foreign workers in 1992. There 
was a huge infl ux of foreign wor-
kers mainly from China because 
a number of large manufacturing 
units in Mauritius were Hong 
Kong-owned and found it easier 
to recruit from China as they were 
already established in that country. 
However, other factories looked 
for alternative supplies of labour 
and they went to India, Sri Lanka 
and more recently Bangladesh. 
Presently, the industry employs 
approximately 20,000 foreign 
workers divided between Ban-
gladeshis (approximately 7,000), 
Indians (approximately 5,000) and 
Chinese (approximately 5,000). 
The remainder is made up of Ma-
lagasy and Nepalese nationals. 

Right from the beginning, 
the Government of Mauritius 
established rules and regulations 
which required that all foreign 
workers from whatever nationality 

or country would have to be paid 
the same salaries and wages and 
all other benefi ts including sick 
leave, local leave and end-of-year 
bonus. It therefore prevented any 
exploitation of foreign workers in 
Mauritius because they came from 
low-wage countries. Once they ar-
rived in Mauritius, they had the 
same rights, benefi ts and duties as 
local workers. This was a right de-
cision and we in the Industry fully 
support it. It has made Mauritius 
maintain a very high reputation 
in terms of workers’ rights and 
conditions as Mauritius also never 
employed child labour or forced 
labour. All the foreign workers 
who were employed in Mauritius 
enjoyed excellent working condi-
tions. All the principal operators 
in Mauritius have accepted and 
provided excellent conditions for 
their local as well as foreign work 
force. Only occasionally, one reads 
and hears that some small factory 
unit has not maintained the high 
standards set by the Industry, 
particularly in providing adequate 
lodgings and boarding for foreign 
workers. We can be proud of our 
excellent treatment of foreign wor-
kers throughout the last 20 years. 
We should also be proud and 
congratulate our ministry of La-
bour for being vigilant in enforcing 
rules and regulations with regard 
to the conditions of the foreign 
work force. 

Having foreign workers on 

the same salary and benefi ts as 
local workers means that the ac-
tual cost of foreign workers to the 
industry is approximately Rs 5,000 
more per worker per month. This 
consists of free return airfare from 
the country of origin to Mauritius 
and back, free lodgings and free 
food. A foreign worker receives far 
more benefi ts than his local coun-
terpart. It is therefore wrong and 
misleading to suggest that foreign 
workers are exploited in Mauritius. 
If anyone should complain, it is the 
Mauritian worker who does not 
receive free board and lodging and 

free airfare to a foreign land as part 
of their terms of contract.

The industry is going through 
a very diffi cult period due to world 
recession, as well as the value of our 
local Rupee against the currency 
of our trading partners - pound 
sterling, euro and US dollar. Some 
people in Mauritius are wrong-
fully and falsely propagating news 
locally and overseas that foreign 
workers are exploited and that 
they live in terrible conditions. 
This is wholly untrue! There are 
some shortcomings but generally 
they are corrected quickly with 
the intervention of the Labour 
Department. As the industry is 
going through diffi cult times, 
there is a serious reduction in em-
ployment and it is wise and help-
ful for supporters and promoters 
of the causes of foreign workers 
to act judiciously and carefully. 
Employment is only possible if 
the industry remains strong and is 
able to continue employing people 
– foreign and local. On average, 
a foreign worker is paid between 
Rs 8,000 and Rs 10,000 a month 
plus Rs 5,000 additional contribu-
tion for his board and lodging and 
airfare. This amounts to more than 
ten times what they earn in some of 
the countries they come from.We 
should all be proud of our excel-
lent record in treating and looking 
after the welfare of foreign workers. 
The industry and the government 
should be proud of our record!
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oncerns
Migrant workers are some 

of the most vulnerable groups in 
any society, especially those whose 
status is irregular.  Documented, 
undocumented, in a weak bargai-
ning position or in otherwise dirty, 
dangerous or degrading employ, 
the experience of some migrant 
workers in Mauritius is no excep-
tion to this grim outlook…

And don’t count on the 
Mauritian in general to show 
sympathy for the migrant wor-
kers’ plight.  Like all “nouveaux 
riches” (relatively speaking) they 
look down on what they were…
For one Feizal Ally Beegun who ti-
relessly fi ghts for the rights of those 
“wretched of the earth”, there are a 
thousand Mauritians who will pass 
by them as if they were fl ag posts.  
Or worse, sneer at them or prey on 
them in various ways.

Mauritius is a nation whose 
recent history has been lar-
gely built on the back of labour 
migration and our economy still 
depends on migrant labour to fi ll 

skill gaps or satisfy unmet uns-
killed labour demands.  In the 
Republic of Mauritius, however, 
there has been a clear lack of po-
litical will from all governments 
during the last decade to give a 
solid protection to migrant wor-
kers.  True, politicians have paid 
lip service to the contribution of 
migrant workers to our economy 
but have not yet created a fra-
mework which would refl ect a 
range of existing human standards 
as well as extending  rights in cer-
tain key areas to explicitly protect 
irregular migrant workers at the 
same time as seeking to reduce the 
incidence of irregular migration.  
The framework should also aim 
at creating new rights and pro-
tections, including the protection 
against collective expulsion and 
the destruction of documents.  
There are many myths and mis-
conceptions about migrant wor-
kers but at the bottom line they are 
human beings and as such their 
rights are enshrined in the Univer-

sal Declaration of Human Rights.  
Governments should unders-
tand that if they are mandated by 
Mauritian citizens to make sure 
that the laws of the land are res-
pected, they should also consider 
it their duty to protect those voi-
celess people, nakedly exploited 
sometimes by a capitalist society.

To best protect this vulne-
rable group, it is essential for the 
Mauritian government to ratify 
the “International Convention 
on the Protection of the Rights 
of All Migrant Workers” also 
known as the “Migrant Workers 
Convention.”  To effect surprise 
visits in shabby dormitories as 
our minister of Labour, Indus-
trial Relations and Employment 
does is laudable but largely 
insuffi cient.  Signing this 
convention would ensure that 
the specifi c dangers that migrant 
workers and their families face 
are addressed and their rights 
properly respected.

Lindley COURONNE

Director, Amnesty 
International Mauritius Section

We are all migrant workers

The 
principal 

operators in 
Mauritius 
have provi-

ded excellent 
conditions 

for their local 
and foreign 
work force. 

Don’t count 
on the 

Mauritian 
in general to 
show sympa-

thy for the 
migrant 

workers’ plight. 

Foreign workers in the textile industry

Ali PARKAR O.S.K.

Chairman of Star Knitwear



10 things you 
need to ‘get’ about 
studying in the UK

Hi!  So you’re thinking of 
going to the UK to study.  Good 
move!  The UK is a fantastic 
place to live; there’s just so much 
going on and so much to get in-
volved in.  Here are 10 tips to help 
you get the very most out of your 
experience.

■ Get some info
Get online and fi nd out about 

where you’re going.  Write a list 
of ten things you’d like to know 
and then start researching.  Top 
tip – tell your friends and family 
all about where you’re going.

■ Get chilled
The lingo ain’t no biggy, innit! 

(don’t become overly concerned 
about the way that English may 
be used in new and unusual ways 
by your fellow students). Living 
in the UK, you can expect to en-
counter quite a lot of ‘non-stan-
dard English’.  But chill (don’t 
worry) you’ll be amazed at how 
quickly you start gabbin’ (talking) 
like a local.    

■ Get out and explore
Public transport in the UK 

is a brilliant way to get out and 

about. Free maps and timetables 
are widely available, so plan your 
route and get going.  Top tip 
- there are usually travel cards 
available, buy one rather than lots 
of separate tickets... you’ll save 
big money.

■ Get involved
There’ll almost certainly be 

a range of student run clubs and 
societies.  Check out what’s avai-
lable and get involved.  Top tip 
-Your fi rst visit should be to the 
university or college’s Internatio-
nal Society, they’ll be able to help 
you with almost anything!

■ Get a student card and 
save money

If you want to save money, 
join the NUS (National Union of 
Students).  Once you’re a mem-
ber you can get discounts on al-
most anything: stationery, books, 
music, clothes, eating out, cine-
mas, museums, travel.....

■ Get a bank account
This will let you get money 

from ATMs and pay for things 
online.  Remember to join a bank 
which has a branch near where 
you live and where you study.

■ Get safe, stay safe
Make sure that you know 

what do in case of a problem. 

Your International Society and/or 
Student Union should be able to 
help with this.  In an emergency 
(police, ambulance or fi re service) 
dial 999 (free) from any phone.

■ Get in contact  
Make sure you know how to 

stay in contact with your friends 
and family back home.  Phone 
calls, emails and letters are all va-
luable for different reasons, use 
them all.  Top tip – Bring a list of 
your loved one’s addresses and 
birthdays.

■ Get organised
Try to know what you’re 

going to be doing in advance.  
You’re academic timetable may 
change from week to week and 
the more you can plan ahead, the 
more you can relax and concen-
trate on your work.  Top tip – 
Don’t be afraid to ask loads of 
questions.

■ Get going
You haven’t got time to be 

reading this!  The more you pre-
pare the more you will enjoy your 
time in the UK and excel in your 
studies.  

Georgina RAGAVEN

Media and P.R. consultant
British Council

Time to Innovate - Yet Again
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Let’s look at the bottle half-full 
– Mauritius has done well: from a 
basket case and “an overcrowded 
barracoon” doomed to failure just 
40 years back, we have proved 
some knowing people and Nobel 
Prize winners wrong. Our world 
rankings based on many criteria 
like democracy, business climate 
and, recently, environment (sixth 
in the world!) makes me forget 
about the national audit report, 
traffi c jams and politicians released 
on bail. Almost.

Kudos to some of our good po-
licy makers who have innovated to 
redirect the economy in the face of 
adversity, making “turn challenges 
into opportunities” look less cliché-
esque. But there is a ranking that 
we need to seriously worry about: 
Innovation.  73rd in the world, if 
you believe INSEAD Business 
School. If you’d rather trust the 
Boston Consulting Group & its 
partners, then we are 45th. The 
difference is probably because we 
can hardly agree on what inno-
vation really is and maybe it does 
not matter. There is much research 
done on why innovation is not re-
search, and here is a hopefully less 
confusing defi nition: 1+1+1 = 
111. For example, you don’t need 
to re-invent the internet, but you 
can always use it to enable people 

to auction, socialise or fi nd a bride, 
and conquer the world like eBay or 
Facebook did.

Countries have national sys-
tems to encourage research & in-
novation, especially in science & 
technology, since they are clearly 
engines of economic growth. Not 
surprisingly, countries that invest 
more in innovation are better off. 
The good news is that smaller 
countries (like Iceland, Singapore, 
Hong Kong, Ireland) tend to be 
more innovative. How does Mau-
ritius fare? Not too well. The frac-
tion of its GDP that Singapore 
spends on research is almost ten 
times more than what we do. Our 
secondary students are studying 
less science. The percentage of 
our graduates that go for science 
& technology has decreased by 
almost 10% in less than 10 years. 
We produce 40 times fewer PhDs 
as compared to Australia for eve-
ry million people. In fact, we are 
yet to have a clear national inno-
vation policy.

But we are getting there. We 
have had a ministry that takes care 
of science & research for the last 
fi ve years now. And the new mi-
nistry dedicated to tertiary educa-
tion, science, technology & research 
is a good move. Secondary and 
tertiary education are two different 

beasts that are best tamed inde-
pendently. There have been several 
initiatives under way, like business 
angels to support bright, young in-
novators with little clue on how to 
really follow through.   

Here are my two cents on the 
way towards innovation and a 
knowledge-driven economy:

■ Develop a set of funding 
mechanisms to support all in-
vestigative work, from our future 
Chemistry Nobel Laureate to 
young entrepreneurs/businesses 
with crazy ideas, such as sunglasses 
for dogs. Venture capital, innovation 
funds, loans or even CSR if a com-
pany is so inclined.

■ Create a science & tech park, 
a model that has worked in many 
countries. Basically a small cyber 
city for technological innovation, 
with offi ce space, shared facilities, 
and support (legal, fi nance, incuba-
tion, etc.) under one roof.

■ Group people & institutions 
together, under different pro-
grammes and structures, around 
shared interests and competences, 
and for inter-disciplinary effort. For 
example, a sandbox where enginee-
ring, art and business students can 
toy with possibilities – like make 
your shirt release chilled water va-
pour when it gets too hot (smart 
clothing that soldiers can do with).

■ Go international – for mar-
ket, funding and opportunities. 
Remember, the world is fl at. 

■ Build avenues for students 
to develop ideas in an industrial 
or commercial setting. Enable 
R2B (research to business) by, 
for example, making students do 
fi nal-year projects and theses in 
companies.

■ Provide a lot more support 
for protecting ideas and intellectual 
property.

■ Create space for primary 
students’ minds to wander and 
think creatively.  Science should be 
made “cool” again.

■ Make the most of what the 
country offers (like unique ‘tisanes’ 
to cure rheumatism, diabetes or 
colds- or our profi ciency in mul-
tiple languages for outsourcing). 
And we should keep going green.

Economic growth will not be 
sustainable through our traditional 
and relatively low-tech industries 
and services. But I will abstain from 
all cynicism about the hopefulness 
of our science and research . I don’t 
want to be proved wrong, even if I 
did not win any Nobel Prize.  

Kreshna GOPAL  Ph.D

Get Ready!

Research is the key to the future.

Pre-exam sunbathing is a tradition in UK university life - when the sun shines!
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Herbal Medicine: 
A Hard Pill 
to Swallow

By Dr Zina VALAYDON

Column]

Herbal medicine has its roots in ancient civilisation; 
Chinese medicine, Ayurveda and Egyptian 
pharmacopoeia date back to centuries BC. It 
was later relegated to the domain of old wives’ 

tales and witch doctors but has had a phenomenal resur-
gence of late. The sophisticated French have relabelled 
it ‘phytotherapy’, the Germans have incorporated it in 
formal medical training and the Australians now stock 
cranberry tablets in their hospitals. Nowadays, herbal 
medicine no longer evokes earthy imagery of makeshift 
mortar-and-pestle concoctions but respectable-looking 
capsules of fi sh oil, ginseng, garlic, green tea, echinacea, 
glucosamine and so on.

Herbs are extremely appealing to those who perceive 
nature as benevolent and are keen on the somewhat ne-
bulous concept of ‘natural healing’. There is a widespread, 
albeit mistaken, perception that plant-based products are 
safe and can do no harm, as opposed to those evil little pills 
that emerge from medical laboratories. Now, I am acutely 
aware that we live in the age of the ‘natural’ and ‘organic’ 
but what do we actually know about those herbs we seem 
so keen to embrace? 

Truth is, there is minimal evidence that herbal products 
actually work. Some herbs have shown some promise; Gin-
kgo biloba could potentially improve Alzheimer’s disease, 
soy modestly decreases cholesterol and ginger can be an 
effective anti-vomiting agent. Aside from those, there is 
no scientifi c proof that plant-based treatments are of any 
benefi t.

Furthermore, contrary to popular belief, herbs are not 
safer than conventional medicines, not by our current stan-
dards anyway. All medications, both prescription and over-
the-counter, are strictly regulated by law. The law requires 
that medication be rigorously tested to establish safety and 
effi cacy before reaching our shelves and that all side-effects 
and allergies be reported.

Herbal preparations come under the umbrella of ‘dietary 
supplements’, a completely separate category from medi-
cines. Therefore, they are not subject to the same strict regu-
lation that applies to pharmaceuticals. A dietary supplement 
can be legally marketed without tests of effi cacy or safety 
and adverse events are not reportable to health authorities.

Consequently, there is signifi cant inconsistency in her-
bal preparations, depending on the different plant species, 
plant parts used, harvesting, storage conditions, processing, 
variable concentrations and so on - none of which is stan-
dardised. In the same vein, there are no reliable reports of 
side effects, although it is known from anecdotal data that, 
just like conventional medicines, herbal preparations can 
have signifi cant side-effects. For instance, weight loss pro-
duct Ephedra is linked to an increased risk of strokes, heart 
attacks and seizures. Some herbal treatments are known to 
be toxic to the liver and kidneys. 

Given the paucity of scientifi c evidence, most doctors 
are reluctant to advocate the use of herbal medicine. Howe-
ver we recognise that many patients turn to herbal medi-
cine because conventional therapies have failed to offer a 
straightforward cure. Natural therapy is not irreconcilable 
with modern medicine but it should be used with caution. 
A reliable source of information is the Medline Plus website 
which provides objective information on alternative thera-
pies, without emotional testimonies or false claims.

Bottom line is: herbs are pharmacologically active 
agents but their benefi ts and potential risks are uncertain. 
There may be a place for them in conventional medicine 
but currently there is insuffi cient evidence to support their 
use. I encourage you to make informed decisions when self-
administering them. Disregard the hype and keep safe. 

Road safety- 
a question of discipline

Mauritian Diaspora
The call of the native land

I was on the point of crossing the road out-
side the pedestrian crossing when a traffi c war-
den touched me from behind, urging me politely 
to use the designated facilities for my own safety.

It was some 25 years ago, on a strangely 
deserted Kensington High Street in London.
I fi rst considered her reaction as over zealous as the 
road was clear from traffi c at the time I was to cross but 
later realised that she was teaching me an unforgettable 
road discipline; the proof is my telling you about it now.
I later had the opportunity to travel to countries like 
Singapore where such discipline is legally enforced. Ir-
respective of whether the road is free from traffi c or not, 
jay walking is illegal in this South East Asian country. 
Fines are imposed on those who cross the roads out-
side the numerous facilities available for that purpose.
It is not very surprising that Singapore counts a re-
latively low rate of pedestrian victims on its roads.
As a matter of comparison, Mauritius, which counts 
a population of 1,23 million people deplored 70 pe-
destrians among its road accident victims in 2008 
while Singapore roads claimed 62 fatalities in this 
category of road users despite its 4,5 million popula-
tion and the 10 million tourists it welcomed in 2008.
      The forthcoming measures aimed at im-
proving our road safety situation are laudable 
and most welcome. Would it not be desirable to 
further improve facilities for pedestrians, free 
them from unnecessary hindrances such as the 

presence of hawkers and their likes on pave-
ments and enforce discipline where applicable?
Last year out of more than 108,000 contra-
ventions given to road users, only 11 concer-
ned pedestrians... Does that reveal a close to 
100% irreproachable behaviour on their behalf?

Alain JEANNOT

Amidst joy, rejoicing and exci-
tement, back from their exile, the 
homecoming of expatriates on a 
pilgrimage to their native land in 
search of their identity, retracing 
their roots is a long-yearned for 
moment hailed with nostalgia.  
Across the global village, the Mau-
ritian Diaspora is disseminated in 
far-fl ung destinations and it has 
a peculiar label:  Mauritian expa-
triates are cemented together in 
spite of our systematic and institu-
tionalized social dichotomy inland.  
The emigrants come back home 
to taste a wonderful vacation, with 
the fl avour of the long-missed 
Mauritian cuisine at home and in 
restaurants, savouring the won-
derful sandy beaches and above all 
renewing ties with the family and 
friends again. Tom Jones sung the 
call of the native land rapturously in 
the late sixties: Green,Green Grass 
of Home. They are spontaneously 
mesmerized by the stupendous 
progress of shining Mauritius but at 
the same time feel sadly astounded 
at the breakdown of law and order.  
They miss most of all the Mau-
ritian way of life – la joie de vivre.  
Everybody knows everybody else 
on the island.  But abroad life is so 
categorized and mechanical.  Social 
life in host countries is not as exu-
berant as in Mauritius.  They have 
to do everything by themselves: to 
employ a maidservant becomes a 
luxury undreamt of as it costs too 
much.  During the week-ends, they 

are busy with the household chores.  
Their only respite is on Sunday 
afternoon when they entertain or 
visit a few close Mauritian friends.  
Evidently, the host-country is very 
warm and loving on the surface, 
gushing with compliments but 
that is their way of life.  They har-
dly mean it.  But deep inside their 
hearts, they do not welcome forei-
gners in their midst.  A subtle xe-
nophobia is distilled.  “I want to be 
back home one day.  I am a citizen 
here but my loyalty is to Mauritius,” 
exclaimed a Mauritian, victim of 
racism in Europe.  The sword of 
Damocles hangs over their heads: 
the fear of losing their jobs:You 
have to give your best or else you 
are thrown out.  Many are asked 
to collect their pay-packet and not 
to return the next Monday. Reces-
sion is at its highest ebb. Life is so 
tense that you do not have time to 
breathe.  Europe or Canada is the 
land of plenty but only for those 
who want to grab the opportuni-
ties and work hard. Disillusionment 
is a nightmarish experience hard to 
swallow in Eldorado and the odys-
sey becomes sour for a handful 
of emigrants especially those who 
have sold everything and who have 
turned their back on fat salaries. 

But many of them on their 
visit home put a façade of ac-
cents, modernity and talk of 
western technology and values. 
They beam with pedantic pride 
by painting a rosy picture of life.  

They will hammer to you “what 
is west is best”.  They fi nd eve-
rything awful in Mauritius.  They 
become more Europeanised than 
the Europeans themselves.  What 
a tragedy to reject your Mauritian 
roots. Far away from home in their 
exile, they become misfi ts.  Uproo-
ted from their culture, they are 
torn between the love they have 
for their family and friends, their 
culture and country and another 
culture that offers them material 
benefi ts but no sense of identity or 
belonging.  A sense of futility and 
dissatisfaction at wherever they live 
because they have come to expect 
love from a loveless society.  “One 
day I will come back for good,” say 
many expatriates on a pilgrimage 
to Mauritius. The generation of 
those going for nursing work in 
Britain by Chartered Flight de-
cried by VS Naipaul has mostly 
succeeded in amassing hard ear-
ned wealth and some have bought 
bungalows along the coastal area.

Mauritius is facing an acute 
problem of brain drain. About 
86 laureates have not returned 
to the country. What is wrong 
with the island? Whither lies  our 
much publicised meritocracy? 
Yet, many Mauritians have pro-
ved their worth in international 
organisations and become a  
source of pride to us.

Philip LI CHING HUM

Wait for the green light.
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“And each man kills the thing he loves…” 

Kreol korner]

Written in 1992 by Paulo Coelho, “The 
Valkyries” like Coelho’s earlier novel 
“The Pilgrimage” is autobiographical. 
While the majority of his books are roo-

ted in his life experiences, these two novels are autobio-
graphical where basically the readers get to see more of 
the man behind the literary genius. We are introduced 
to a Coelho who is haunted by the shadows of his past 
from which he is striving to escape. The plot traces a 
spiritual journey that Coelho takes with his wife Chris 
in the Mojave Desert where he has gone in search of 
his angel and whereby he is told that it is only the Valk-
yries who can show him the way to fulfi ll his quest. In 
this book, readers will fi nd a Coelho they are able to 
identify with more easily due to the human aspects and 
weaknesses revealed. Along with the spiritual quest, this 
is also a story about coming to terms with one’s past 
and moving on; a journey of faith, trust, forgiveness, self 
discovery, confronting the darkness within and wanting 
to change. A parallel storyline is that of the relationship 
between Coelho and his wife, Chris whereby the years 
seem to have weakened their bond. A certain saturation 
has settled in their married life, a stage where they have 
started questioning their togetherness yet, along the 
way, certain encounters will take place whence they will 
realize much about their love for each other. As Coelho 
will learn – love is the answer. Coelho also brings forth 
the tendency towards pathology, that is, the tendency 
in human beings to unconsciously subject themselves 
to suffering. It is harder to forgive ourselves as one of 
the characters Valhalla affi rms, “We speak of love, but 
we receive neither the affection nor the comfort we feel 

we deserve. We speak 
of freedom, and we 
are prisoners of our 
own guilt”. The book 
is also a book of faith; 
the protagonist’s faith 
is tested to the limits 
as he seeks to establish 
contact with his angels. 
“Faith,” he states, “is a 
different conquest, and 
it requires daily com-
bat in order to be main- tained.” His internal 
journey eventually transforms both him and his wife 
who initially was very skeptical about his quest and 
certain beliefs. Their two soul journeys will defi nitely 
inspire you as they will cause you to think and revaluate 
certain parts of your life. It is basically an easy and fl uid 
read because of the simple yet mystical language that 
seems to fl ow from page to page. However, the author 
makes sure not to fall into the trap of preaching; he 
leaves enough room for the reader to make his or her 
own interpretation thus broadening their perspectives. 
The main themes can be roughly summarized as fol-
lows: we destroy what we most love, we always use the 
best weapons we possess against ourselves because we 
are prisoners of our past and thus we have an internal 
contract not to win when victory is near. Contradictory, 
isn’t it? Read the book and you will get the picture. Let 
the magic take over…

KIRTI CHANDRAMONEY
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Mank sink sou pou fer la roupi – a few sandwiches short of a picnic
This criminally underappreciated expression is usually employed to describe a job, task, activity or exercise that has been executed with less than stellar results. Meaning 
“fi ve cents short of a rupee”, some people go so far as to say that it forms part of our national identity, as we’re clearly not overly preoccupied with achieving perfection. 

N.R

Paulo Coelho


