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Editorial ]

A few weeks to Budget Day and still no indication 
as to when it will be or what it will be about. 
Despite lobbies, tripartite and what not, there is a 
harsh reality which nobody can afford to ignore: 

the world is going through the biggest economic crisis since 
the Great Depression of the 1930s, so much so that the 
current crisis has merited its own defi ning name, the Great 
Recession. The sooner we acknowledge that Mauritius is 
no exception, the better for all of us. 

Besides, just before the last General Elections, the country was 
given to demagogical outbidding, with one alliance trying to topple the 
other by offering more freebies. Admittedly, one alliance was heartily 
leading but the other was not far behind. This resulted in a promise 
to do away with the emotion-arousing National Residential Property 
Tax. This intrinsically socially equitable tax could have been improved 
in its scope and applicability; instead, its repeal panders to a small mi-
nority of vocal and privileged constituents and depletes public coffers 
of an important source of funding. Then followed the abolition of the 
tax on bank deposit interest. Again, this tax could have been tweaked, 
for example by introducing a tax-exempt franchise, rather than simply 
and squarely abrogating it and inequitably letting fat cats off the hook. 
As well as the loss of revenue, its abolition, incidentally, also deprives 
the MRA of a valuable source of information.

Add to this the manna from heaven which invariably and selec-
tively falls on the lucky few irrespective of the state of the economy 
and you will realize that we would be kidding ourselves if we, the po-
pulation at large, expected any largesse. Austerity is the name of the 
game. Worldwide! We should get off our hammocks and look around 
us. The UK government not only ordered a recruitment freeze but 
also earmarked more than 100,000 civil service posts to be cut in an 
attempt to reduce administration costs. 

Of course, austerity measures do not make anyone cheerful, but 
what makes the pill that much harder to swallow in our paradise is 
the unfettered, brazen and cynical double standards. A large chunk of 
public funds is squandered by parastatals and other bodies in scanda-
lous largesse of fat pay, perks, limousines and per diems for the lucky 
few and, while the rest of us have to tighten our belts, they are sitting 
pretty knowing that, come what may, their privileges will remain intact. 

It is time government took action against these widespread abuses 
and started by reducing the number of wasteful QUANGOS and 
‘adviser’ positions. The Prime minister had announced a maximum 
number of advisers each minister can have. Most of these positions in 
any case only exist to provide ‘jobs for the boys’ who, as soon as they 
are appointed, go to town. The generous per diems they feast on so 
ravenously should be abolished and replaced by the proven ‘expense 
account’ system that holds sway in the private sector. Such measures 
would sweeten the pill we know we have no option but to swallow. 

We hope that in the middle of his budgetary cogitations and ru-
minations, Pravind Jugnauth is not thinking of the three-letter word: 
VAT. If he is, we pray that he discards the thought of increasing the 
rate, and thereby aggravating the burden of this regressive tax, which 
hits the less well-off disproportionately hardest. We still remember 
Pravind Jugnauth’s last stint in the Ministry of Finance. We hope, this 
time round, he will leave better memories in the minds of the citizenry! 

weekly@lexpress.mu 

The three-letter word
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John Percy
“Alternative view-
points seem to get a 
better coverage here 
than in Australia.”
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Diam’s 
poignant lyrics

The French female rapper Diam’s 
will be in Mauritius for a concert on 
Saturday 6th November, at 8pm at the 
Swami Vivekananda Centre in Pailles. 
The concert is being organised by 
l’Express, Radio One and Gial 
Evenement International. Diam’s 
is well-known for her poignant 
lyrics, which raise a number of 
contemporary issues. She will 
perform some of her most popu-
lar songs which tell about her past life. Tickets are available at 

Rs.1200, Rs.900 and Rs.700 through Rézo Otayo. 
Call 466 9999 for more information and reser-
vations. 

“Enn” music 
and arts festival

A music and arts festival entit-
led “Enn” will be held from 6th No-

vember to 18th December at Le Sapin 
restaurant in Camp Levieux. The event 
will comprise seven concerts, with one 

concert per week, as well as exhibitions 
linked to one aspect of Mauritian culture, 

such as food, photography, and visual arts. 
On Saturday 6th November, the groups 
“People of the Sun” and “eleman” will per-
form. 

DJ Lil’ B
If you feel like dancing the night 

away, catch the Bollywood female DJ 
Lil’ B at the Saffran Lounge in Flic 
en Flac on Saturday 6th November 
at 8.30pm. Organised by Dreamlive 
Ltd and Artifex Events, the show will 
also mark the celebration of Divali. 
The event will also include DJs Nash 
Beeharry and Jean Noel Fanny. Tic-
kets are available at Rs.350 through 
Rezo Otayo, and at Rs.450 at the 
door.

Yanature Raid West
The 5th edition of 

the Yanature Raid West hiking event will 
be held on 13th November. Participants 
must meet at Pétrin at 6.30am, to start 
hiking as from 7am. The arrival point 
will be at St Anne’s chapel at Chama-
rel. The trail covers 16 kilometres, and 
goes through Les Mares, Paille-en-
queue, Trochétia and Piton de la Pe-

tite Riviere Noire amongst other 
places. Those interested in this 
event have until 12th November 
to sign up by emailing yan@ya-
nature.com. Fees are at Rs.300. 
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Uncertainties prevail…

Last week ended with 
the arrest of Gary 
Lam Po Tang, ac-
cused of being the 

mastermind behind his wife’s 
murder. The week-end was 
also marked by the 24/7 
event in Rose Hill.  By the 
start of this week, although 
the Human Resource Deve-
lopment Council (HRDC) 
reassured us that Mauritians 
had been adequately infor-
med about the 24/7 concept, 
it was utter disillusion for 
many: the lack of coordi-
nation, the poor conditions 
of hygiene among the haw-
kers and the licensed shop 
owners who sulked because 
the hawkers monopolised 
the public’s attention. In 
terms of awareness-raising, 
one would hesitate to refer 
to the event as a success. It 
was the shopping discounts, 
fast-food and concerts that 
captivated the public rather 
than an awareness of the need 
to change the working culture.  
Especially when the main ar-
gument for adopting the 24/7 
model is economic.  This same 
feeling of uncertainty per-
vades this week’s events.

As expected, Pravind 
Jugnauth’s ambiguity on 
the question of salary com-
pensation is disconcerting.  
He dismissed the prevai-
ling speculations about the 
rate of compensation as ru-
mours.  While announcing 
the upcoming budget, due 
in a few weeks, he remained 
evasive on the setting up of 

the technical sub-committee 
on salary compensation.  The 
fact that the Bank of Mau-
ritius has simultaneously 
announced, through its In-
flation Report, that the infla-
tion rate is expected to rise 
to 4% in the short to medium 
term, brings into question 
the benefit of adjusting sala-
ry compensation to an infla-
tion rate of 2.7%.  Should the 
private sector trade unions 
come up with another crite-
rion to get the much-awaited 
compensation?

Catholics and 
Muslims in fi rst group

Uncertain still is the de-
nouement of the Lam Po 
Tang affair.  Since 14th Oc-
tober, the officers of the Ma-
jor Crime Investigation Team 
(MCIT) have been relent-
less in their efforts to solve 
the case of Helene Lam Po 
Tang’s murder.  Within two 
days, the presumed murderer 
Sanjeev Nunkoo disclosed 
the name of his accomplice, 
Ah Kim Kee Cheung, but 
refused to identify him upon 
confrontation. Although ar-
rests are being carried out, 
the public is still in doubt 
about the motive behind this 
cruel murder.

How are we to view the 
176th anniversary of the ar-
rival of the indentured labou-
rers in Mauritius? It would 
be good to specify that the 
first group of Indian labou-

rers were South Indians.  
They came before 1834 as 
craftsmen in the period of 
French rule and included 
Catholics and Muslims. Af-
ter 1834, the larger influx of 
Indian labourers from the 
northwest regions of India 
further enriched the cultu-
ral landscape of Mauritius.  
In the common perception, 
the celebration is mistakenly 
taken to refer exclusively to 
one group of people from 
only one region.  The idea of 
considering Apravasi Ghat 
as the place through which 
all our ancestors passed – ir-
respective of ethnicity and 
religion – is nonexistent.  

The greatest uncertainty 
concerns how we are to view 
government’s decision to de-
cree November 3rd as a day 
to commemorate the depor-
tation of the Chagos people  
with prayers on the natio-
nal level!  In what way is it 
a meaningful step towards 
achieving Mauritian authori-
ty over the Chagos territory?  
It is still uncertain whether 
one day the Chagossians will 
return to their island.  Ac-
cording to Prime Minister 
Navin Ramgoolam, the day 
will serve as a re-bonding 
between Mauritians and the 
Chagos community.  They 
must, then, be content with 
prayers and empty symbo-
lism reminding them of their 
cruel uprooting every year. 

Majhegy MURDEN
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The grief-stricken family of Hélène Lam Po Tang, the victim of a brutal murder, at her funeral.



Tuesday, 2nd of November, 
apart from being a public 
holiday that many en-
joyed, served to comme-

morate an event of great signifi cance 
in the history of Mauritius: the arri-
val of the fi rst indentured labourers 
in the island. Indentured labourers 
from India, or ‘coolies’, were a very 
important part of the development 
of the island, both economically and 
demographically. 

Celebrations on that day included 
a wreath-laying ceremony, as well as 
prayers, at the Aapravasi Ghat, fol-
lowed by cultural shows in the form 
of dances. Amongst those present were 
the President of the Republic, Sir Ane-
rood Jugnauth, the Prime Minister, Dr. 
Navinchandra Ramgoolam, the leader 
of the opposition, Paul Bérenger, the 
Minister of Finance Pravind Jugnauth, 
the Minister of Social Integration and 
Economic Empowerment, Xavier Luc 
Duval, and the former President of 
the Republic, Cassam Uteem. In their 
speeches, both the President of the Re-
public and the Prime Minister poin-
ted out how the indentured labourers, 
through their struggles and perseve-
rance, forged Mauritius’ history.

The Chinese community also com-
memorated the arrival of indentured 
labourers in Mauritius through an 

initiative of the Heen Foh Lee Kwon 
Society. The Minister of Arts and 
Culture, Mookhesswur Choonee, at-
tended this ceremony. 

It was 176 years ago, in 1834, that 
the fi rst batch of indentured labourers 
arrived in Mauritius. 36 labourers di-
sembarked in the afternoon of Sunday, 
2nd November 1934, from a ship cal-
led the ‘Atlas’. Those labourers were 
taken to Belle Alliance Sugar Estate 
near Piton, in Rivière du Rempart, 
where they worked alongside the 200 
or so slaves who were already there.

Highest indentured
 population

Indeed, in many respects, inden-
ture was similar to slavery in terms 
of the amount of labour they had to 
do and their poor living conditions. 
In theory, indentured labourers dif-
fered from slaves because they were 
paid, on a contract, and could go back 
home after a period of 5 years if they 
so wished.

Using indentured labour became 
necessary after slavery was abolished 
in 1835. Mauritius depended heavily 
on workers to man the sugar-cane 
plantations, and importing labour 
from India was a convenient solution. 

Mauritius is known to have had 

the biggest indentured population. 
According to statistics published on 
the Aapravasi Ghat Trust Fund web-
site, Mauritius boasted an indentured 
population of 452,602 over the  period 
from 1834  to 1910. The next highest 

indentured population was in Guyana, 
where it numbered 238,861 for the  
period 1831 – 1920.    

Rachel LUCHMUN

“One of the great strengths 
of Mauritius is that it is a multi-
lingual country and I fi rmly be-
lieve that there is a place for all 
languages.” The director of the 
British Council, Dawn Long, was 
speaking during a reception held 
last week at the residence of the 
British High Commissioner to 
Mauritius, Nick Leake, to mark 
the donation of about 1,000 books 
by the British Council to the 
“Centres de Lecture et d’Anima-
tion Culturelle” (CLACs). These 
reading centres are managed by 
the Ministry of Arts and Culture 
and have so far benefi ted from the 
support of French organisations – 

the “Organisation International de 
la Francophonie”, the “Alliance 
Française” and the “Institut Fran-
çais de Maurice.” 

From now onwards, adults 
and children who make use of 
these centres will have access to 
books in English – an event which 
the Minister of Arts and Culture, 
Mookhesswur Choonee referred 
to as “historic”. He said, “CLACs 
would no longer be restricted to 
‘French-only’ audiences but they 
would become purveyors of British 
culture along with the French one, 
thus helping in the promotion of a 
cultural dialogue.”

The books come from the Bri-

tish Council’s former Knowledge 
and Learning Centre, which closed 
in March this year after a drastic 
fall in membership. However, the 
British Council believes that this 
venture will provide more oppor-
tunities for outreach. 

Dawn Long promises that 
“this will be an ongoing par-
tnership with the CLAC network. 
Each year we plan to refresh the 
collection by donating new books. 
We also hope to organise events 
in the centre to promote a reading 
culture.” There is a network of 
16 CLAC reading centres in the 
rural regions of Mauritius and 
Rodrigues (12 CLAC centres in 
Mauritius and 4 in Rodrigues).  
CLAC comprises a library with 
books and other materials for 
children and adults, including 
educational games and computer 
facilities. A range of activities and 
celebrations are organised with the 
help of designated ‘animateurs’ at 
each centre.

After this initial event, re-
gular donations will be made to 
the CLACs, beginning with the 
centre in Cottage in early Decem-
ber this year.

Melissa LOUIS
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Wreaths laid at the Aapravasi Ghat to commemorate the arrival of the fi rst indentured labourers.

Bringing reading 
opportunities in English Light corner ]

To make you smile
Consciousness: 

That annoying time between naps. 

Beauty is in the eye of the beer holder. 

Earth is the insane asylum for the universe. 

I’m not a complete idiot  - 
Some parts are just missing. 

God must love stupid people; 
He made so many. 

The gene pool could use a little chlorine. 

Ever stop to think, 
and forget to start again? 

Being ‘over the hill’ is much better than 
being under it! 

Mookhesswur Choonee speaking at what he qualifi ed as a "historic"occasion.

176 years ago…
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Our way

Our current interpretation of progress is 
as obsolete as those posters advertising 
the Festival Kreol 2009. Indeed, we enjoy 
ripping off policies that have worked for 

other countries with results that are middling at 
best. The fruit of this approach is called tokenism 
and it’s a splendid way of going nowhere fast. The 
truth is that we’ve no plan worthy of our own and, 
even if we had, the chances of us fulfi lling it would 
be very slim indeed. Unless we’re able to make an 
informed decision on the type of development we 
want for our gloriously unique country we’re going 
to begin encountering some very unpleasant sur-
prises; it’s our way or the highway. 

A country without a vision is like an absurdly drunk 
person fumbling in the dark with his keys at his front 
door. Add to this a coalition government that seems 
incapable of carrying anything through and it seems 
the drunk person has as much chance of getting into 
his house by feeding his nose to the dog. Decisions are 
usually made on a piecemeal basis and, to inject a bit 
more confusion into the mix, often in direct contradic-
tion with the ones that came before. This anti-modus 
operandi has become deeply entrenched, so things are 
unlikely to change in the near future. 

Having said this, we’re also at fault. We’ve been 
glaringly unwilling and unable to come up with a 
long-term vision for where we want the country to 
go, one that plays to its strengths whilst recognizing 
its weaknesses. Although we’ve done well enough for 
ourselves until now, teetering along in our own happy-
go-lucky way, it’s time we changed tack. What’s the use, 
some might ask, of fi xing it if it isn’t broken? Firstly, be-
cause there’s widespread recognition that Mauritius is 
in rather poor shape socially, economically, ecologically 
and all other manner of “-allys”. How bad must things 
get before we decide to wake up? 

Secondly, the rules of the geopolitical game are 
changing, a fact that often seems lost on our decision-
makers. The country is becoming a sort of glorifi ed 
plaything for India and China, two powers vying for 
a lot more than Mauritius will ever be in a position to 
understand. And anyone who has the foggiest idea of 
how Port Louis goes about elaborating its policies will 
have little doubt that we’re rather ill-equipped to use 
their affections to our advantage (just think of what 
happened to the donkey character at the end of Shrek). 

So unless we decide right now where we stand 
(the lackey of an up and coming superpower or a 
truly sovereign country that looks after the inte-
rests of its citizens fi rst and foremost), we’ll soon 
end up in bed with someone who won’t take no for 
an answer. Ugh! So how can we go about formula-
ting a national consensus on a purely Mauritian way 
forward? The awful truth is that we can’t or, more 
aptly, we won’t. The country is more divided than 
ever which makes it all but impossible to agree on 
something as lofty as an all-inclusive model of deve-
lopment, no matter how rewarding such an under-
taking has the potential of being. Instead, we’ll keep 
on playing our own variant of blind man’s bluff, on 
the edge of a cliff. 

Well, at least we’re going somewhere, even if it 
is downwards.   

Left Field]
By Nicholas RAINER 
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One doesn’t have 
to be a hydrolo-
gist to come to the 
conclusion that 

Mauritius need hardly ever 
fi nd itself in a position of water 
stress. Although rainfall varies 
slightly from year to year, the 
island receives ample water 
from the heavens. Why then 
do we suffer from chronic 
water shortages? The trouble 
has traditionally been twofold. 
Firstly, the country is unable 
to capture the huge majority 
of the precious blue stuff for 
a variety of reasons. Secondly, 
it contrives to squander 50% 
of the water it does succeed in 
catching, thanks mainly to an 
aging water distribution sys-
tem. And now a new and far 
more complex problem might 
be rearing its head on the hori-
zon: climate change. Unless the 
authorities, the private sector 
and, of course, the public begin 
making some watershed deci-
sions, the country might fi nd 
a worrying situation becoming 
downright scary. 

Like most cycles, the rain-
fall cycle in Mauritius is cha-
racterized by booms followed, 
inevitably, by busts. Its specifi -
cities are nicely summarized in 
the ministry of Environment’s 
National Assessment Report 
2010: “Rainfall is seasonally 

and geographically variable; 
most of the rainfall occurs in the 
upland areas during November 
and April with the torrential 
fl ows being common during 
storms and cyclones. There is a 
wide variation of rainfall across 
the island: 4 000mm in the su-
per-humid zone on the central 
plateau, about 1 500mm on the 
eastern coastal plain and only 
about 800mm on the leeward 
north western coastal plain. 
However, due to its topography 
and geological setting, it suffers 
from rapid run-off and evapo-
ration. This is followed by pe-
riods of water shortages during 
which the coastal areas in the 
North and East are subjected 
to seawater intrusion”. 

Draconian 
water cuts

The above shows that the 
lack of rain these past few weeks 
should hardly come as a sur-
prise. As Farouk Mowlabacus, a 
former senior hydrological offi -
cer at the Water Resources Unit 
(WRU), explains, dry Octobers, 
like the one we’ve just had, are the 
norm rather than the exception. 
Although this might be of little 
solace for those who have to put 
up with draconian water cuts, it 
also serves to put the situation in 

the right perspective. “This isn’t 
an exceptional occurrence. The 
months between September and 
December are usually quite dry”, 
he says. “In general, the island 
receives on average 2 100mm of 
rainfall annually. It’s not overly 
serious if we get a bit more or 
less rain during any given year. 
The important thing is that the 
rainfall patterns remain relatively 
constant.” 

Par for course then? Not 
quite. Farouk Mowlabacus re-
marks that cyclonic activity has 
been notably subdued in recent 
times. “Cyclones contribute a 
signifi cant amount of our rain-
fall and cyclonic activity has 
been rather low-key these past 
few years.” This downward 
trend takes on its full meaning 
when one considers that preci-
pitations of over 40mm are re-
quired to replenish our aquifers, 
which account for more than 
50% of our water resources. 
That explains why, according 
to the ministry of Environment, 
their “yields decrease by about 
25-40% during the dry season”. 
Still, the situation should re-
main manageable provided the 
munifi cent summer rains don’t 
go AWOL. “They’re vital to the 
replenishment of our reservoirs 
and aquifers”, adds former 
WRU hydrologist.

It’s diffi cult to overstate the 

Water is the most 
precious resource 
we have. Yet our 
supplies of the stuff 
are contingent on a 
host of factors, some 
of which are out 
of our control and 
others which aren’t. 
We’ve urgently got 
to pay attention to 
the latter. 

Water resourcesWater resources

The perils of  a long, dry seasonThe perils of 
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Will water 
shortages 
resuscitate 

the lost 
art of rain 
dancing?

Even birds are looking for new ways to quench their thirst

extent to which we depend on 
these rains. A little over a de-
cade ago, the country unde-
rwent one of the worst droughts 
in recorded history. This was 
primarily due to an extremely 
dry rainy season. In their fas-
cinating paper entitled “Ad-
dressing the impacts of climate 
change on the water resources 
of a small island: A case study 
of Mauritius”, Manta Devi 
Nowbuth and Teeran Somaroo 
of the University of Mauritius 
(UoM), dissected this impor-
tant event. 

Vital summer rains
“During the whole period 

of the dry spell lasting from 
November 1998 to December 
1999, a rainfall defi ciency of 
50% as compared to the long-
term mean over the island was 
recorded. Frequency analysis 
of annual rainfall data of Savi-
nia, which is a station that has 
long record of 120 years, was 
carried out in order to compute 
return periods of events. One 
conclusion, which is striking, is 
that rainfall in the hydrological 
year 1998/1999 was the lowest 
among the data recorded du-
ring the past 120 years. The 
persistent defi ciency in rainfall 
during the fi rst three months 
of the hydrological year (No-

vember 1998-January 1999) 
affected river fl ows to a great 
extent. Water levels continued to 
drop from November 1998 to 
January and attained low levels 
records in January 1999.”

Yet not even a drought of 
such magnitude succeeded in 
spurring the authorities into 
action. Admittedly, construc-
tion of what was to become the 
country’s biggest reservoir, the 
Midlands Dam (25.5m³), com-
menced soon afterwards, but 
the key issue of water leakage 
on a massive scale has mainly 
gone unaddressed until today. 
“For every 10m³ of water we 
have, we lose 5m³. Resolving 
this problem will go a very long 
way in resolving the country’s 
water problems as a whole”, 
notes Farouk Mowlabacus. It’s 
also cheaper than continually 
building new dams to keep up 
with demand, even though this 
seems to be the preferred op-
tion, as illustrated by the mul-
ti-billion rupee Bagatelle Dam 
and Rivière-des-Anguilles Dam 
projects.  

Fortunately, this realization 
seems fi nally to have dawned 
on the authorities and the Cen-
tral Water Authority (CWA) in 
particular. The latter is said to be 
shopping around for a strategic 
partner that can help it plug the 
leaks and a consultant will be 

charged with coming up with a 
comprehensive report on the is-
sue. Why, one wonders, has it ta-
ken so long though? The answer 
could actually be more straight-
forward than some would be 
tempted to think. “When it was 
created in 1973, as well as having 
to deal with an outdated distri-
bution system, the CWA had to 
cater for the country’s rapid in-
dustrialization and the growth in 
population. It simply never had 
suffi cient resources to upgrade 
the system”, opines the former 
hydrological offi cer. Mauritians 
will have their fi ngers crossed that 
no 1999-type scenario reoccurs 
while the CWA explores ways of 
addressing this paramount issue.

And what about climate 
change? Is it a force to be rec-
koned with yet? With the excep-
tion of 1999, rainfall patterns 
have remained relatively stable. 
“Mauritians are increasingly 
aware about the problem; for 
instance, fruit trees are fl owe-
ring earlier. But in terms of 
our water resources, I don’t 
think it’s that much of an issue 
yet”, says Farouk Mowlabacus. 
The ministry of Environment’s 
National Implementation Re-
port, on the other hand, warns 
of “climate changed-induced 
phenomena of intense rains, 
probable droughts and salinity 
intrusion into coastal aquifers”. 

For their part, the UoM’s Man-
ta Devi Nowbuth and Teeran 
Somaroo go so far as to assert 
that “more frequent drought 
events are expected in the fu-
ture”. That’s hardly a reassuring 
prospect. 

The question 
of water rights

They argue in favour of the 
adoption of “adaptation mea-
sures”, such as the identifi cation 
of vulnerable areas, sensitization 
programmes and the effi cient 
use of boreholes as “groundwa-
ter is very important especially 
during drought periods”. “Lear-
ning how to incorporate climate 
forecast information into local 
planning is a challenge, but one 
well worth addressing. Fore-
cast information coupled with 
a good vulnerability assessment 
will surely lead to appropriate 
adaptation measures and this 
will help protect the health of is-
land people”, the study suggests. 
With regards to households, the 
two academics advocate the use 
of gray water (basically, re-using 
water) and the construction of 
“back-up rain catchment tanks”. 
Desalination could also be an 
option farther down the line, but 
for the moment it’s still 
too energy-intensive to be 
considered viable.   

Given how giddily high the 
stakes are, it certainly wouldn’t 
harm to begin factoring these 
recommendations into the 
equation. Another fundamen-
tal point, according to Farouk 
Mowlabacus, is the question of 
water rights. The agricultural 
sector is by far the biggest wa-
ter user (48%), followed by hy-
dropower (29%) and domestic, 
industrial and tourism (21.5%). 
Because the area of land under 
sugarcane cultivation is de-
creasing in favour of real estate 
development, it perhaps makes 
sense to review the terms and 
conditions under which water 
rights are negotiated and even 
our water management strategy 
as a whole. “The high popula-
tion density of Mauritius, the 
heavy use of water for irrigation 
and the increasing demands 
from industry and tourism 
place growing stress on water 
resources”, remarks the Natio-
nal Implementation Report. 

All in all, a rather bleak si-
tuation. And our only chance 
of resolving it is to become far 
more innovative and effi cient in 
the way we go about collecting, 
distributing, using and re-using 
our precious water resources. 
And hope that the summer 
brings rain, lots of it. 

Nicholas RAINER 

Water resources

The perils of  a long, dry season a long, dry season
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■ “How did you happen to be 
invited to this conference?”

Well, we’ve been friends with 
Lalit for quite a few years now, 
and we knew some of the leading 
comrades in Lalit and got a bit of a 
feel for what their struggle is about 
and this was an excellent opportu-
nity to be here and see directly for 
myself. And the conference, ob-
viously, is on a very important issue.

■ Since when have you been 
following the Chagos issue?

We’ve been aware for quite a 
few decades, but not actively in-
volved in the cause. When we first 
established contact through Ram 
Seegobin and Lindsey Collen, we 
realized that this was something 
which we should take up.

■ You are the leader of the 
Revolutionary Socialist Party 
(RSP), and I see your logo is 
Che Guevara…

Che Guevara was an internatio-
nalist leader of the Cuban Revolu-
tion and an inspiration to me and 
many others. He’s been an inspi-
ration to radicalizing young people 
around the world and when we es-
tablished the RSP we felt he was a 
continuing symbol of revolutionary 
sacrifice and principle.

■ But you come from Austra-
lia. Isn’t that rather unusual?

Revolutionary socialists are 
certainly very much in a minority 
in Australia at the moment. And 
Australia on the whole is not a very 
advanced country politically; people 
are fairly apathetic and think about 
sport rather than politics. It’s a rich 
imperialist country with many re-
sources, where workers have bene-
fited from its favoured position in 
the world economy.

■ You say Australia is not ad-
vanced polically but it has a 
political system which works!

It “works” for those at the top. 
It works to entrench a two-party 
political system, where the Labor 
Party carries out mostly the same 
policies that the Liberal Coalition 
carries out; policies in the interests 
of the millionaire minority. 

■ But isn’t that the same ten-
dency throughout the world 
because there is no more room 
for the kind of ideology that you 
are advocating? 

Well, that’s not true. Socialism is 
the ideology of a minority at the mo-
ment and it certainly has no repre-
sentation in parliament in Australia, 
but we think it is an important point 
of view that ultimately represents 
the interests of the vast majority of 
the people of the world.
■ But there is no country in 
the world where socialism has 

worked, is there?
Well, socialism is going to find it 

hard to work in a single country, sur-
rounded by militaristic and aggres-
sive capitalism, that is true. While 
capitalism is dominant, while the 
imperialist system exists it will put 
pressure, both subtle and violent, 
on any country which chooses so-
cialism. For example, Cuba made a 
revolution, there was mass popular 
support for the revolution, and there 
is still mass support for socialism. It 
is a fact. And Cuba has survived 
in spite of a 50-year blockade. For 
such a small country, it is a tremen-
dous feat.

■ You can hardly call that sur-
vival, John, can you?

Well yes, it is survival; Cuba is 
still there and they are providing 
free education and free medical 
services, although the country is still 
poor because of the US blockade. 
And on a number of issues, and at a 
number of levels, Cuba has not only 
survived, but is an example to the 
world. For example, Cuba’s medical 
support to people in Third World 
countries. It provides doctors for 
countries that have no doctors and 
has trained thousands and thou-
sands of doctors for poor countries. 

■ Isn’t that what the capitalist 
world has been doing for years 
through Doctors without Bor-

ders, for example?
It has not. Tiny Cuba has more 

doctors operating abroad than all 
the capitalist countries combined! 
In East Timor, for example, with 
a population similar to Mauritius, 
Cuba has sent 400 doctors, and 
is training 1000 East Timorese to 
become doctors. The first 100 have 
just recently graduated. And Cuban 
doctors don’t work for money; they 
work for humanity. 

■ Is it really that altruistic? 
Aren’t they spreading a regime 
which is dying out?

Well, firstly I think human 
beings are basically altruistic. And 
isn’t it good to spread ideas by 
providing health care and ending 
illiteracy, rather than by war and ex-
ploitation, the pattern of capitalism? 
Moreover, I don’t think the Cuban 
regime is dying out. 

■ Well, where else in the world 
is it gaining ground?

In Venezuela, it is gaining 
ground and other people in Latin 
America are increasingly inspired 
by the examples of Cuba and Ve-
nezuela. 

■ Venezuela?!
I think so, yes. The Chavez 

government is trying to build a 
socialist society, “21st Century 
Socialism.”

■ It is a capitalist system with a 
couple of elements of socialism, 
like everywhere else. It is called 
capitalism with a new face. 

Well, it’s a revolution in transi-
tion, with many of the features of 
capitalism still there of course, so it’s 
an ongoing battle with Venezuelan 
capitalists and with Washington. 

■ So what you are advocating 
is that the whole world should 
strike out the capitalist system 
and embrace communism. 

Ultimately, yes. I think that’s ne-
cessary. I think that, unless we do it, 
we are going to be threatened with 
a lot of dangers. Nuclear war, for 
example, is an issue which we still 
have to worry about. Even though 
the Cold War is over and the Soviet 
Union, which was very much a dis-
tortion of socialism, does not exist 
any more, the US still has more than 
5000 nuclear warheads.

■ What has led to the end of 
this “distorted socialism”? Is it 
not the fact that communism is 
against human nature? 

No, I don’t think it is against hu-
man nature. I think that repression 
and war are against human nature, 
and that comes from capitalism. 
Apart from the danger of war and 
nuclear war, there is the environ-
mental danger that threatens us. 
That has to be attacked thoroughly, 
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WITH John Percy National Secretary of the Revolutionary Socialist Party, Australia.

“Alternative viewpoints seem to get a better 
coverage here than in Australia.” 

Interview

John Percy, Secretary of  the Australian 
Revolutionary Socialist Party, a very 
untypical Aussie, is a fervent believer 
in revolution and opposes capitalism in 
all its forms. He was here in Mauritius 
at the invitation of  Lalit to attend their  
‘Free Diego International Conference’.
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at the root, and not just left up to 
partial solutions, which is all that ca-
pitalism is going to be able to do. It 
needs a concerted worldwide effort, 
certainly a national effort, to attack 
the problem of greenhouse gases 
and other environmental threats. 

■ But do we need communism 
to tackle that? Can’t we deal 
with that in the current politi-
cal systems that we have?

I think we should try. I’m not 
opposed to any reform that can be 
put forward, and I am not opposed 
to demanding today’s governments 
to act on those issues. I’m just being 
a bit more realistic. I don’t think 
they will. I think they are all in the 
services of one part of society, and 
a part of the society which makes 
profits from the rest of us. And if 
there is any threat to the profit sys-
tem, they will always put their profits 
first. They are certainly not altruistic. 
I think human beings on the whole 
can be altruistic.

■ You have a lot of faith in hu-
man nature.

Yes I do. It has been distorted 
over the years in this society, but I 
still do.

■ Distorted by what?
It’s been distorted by the sys-

tem. The capitalist system forces 
people to go against their nature. 
That is the dynamic of capitalism.

■ But some would argue that it 
is actually the other way round. 
That socialism hasn’t worked 
because people are inherently 
individualistic. 

Not inherently. The failures of 
the Soviet Union for example, were 
not due to problems in human na-
ture. A lot of the problems come 
from the previous capitalist society, 
but the main problem was, it was a 
socialist society trying to be built in a 
very backward part of the capitalist 
world, in conditions of scarcity. And 
that led to a bureaucratic system of 
which someone like Stalin gained 
control. But it doesn’t say anything 
about human nature. You can see 
specific objective conditions in that 
particular revolutionary situation 
that led to the distortions. 

■ You genuinely feel that one 
day the world will become 
communist?

Yes, I’m confident of that.

■ Do you see any sign of us mo-
ving towards communism?

It’s been a difficult few decades, 
because obviously the collapse of 
the Soviet Union allowed people 
like Margaret Thatcher to brag 
that “there is no alternative” to ca-
pitalism. But actually, the normal 
processes of capitalism, which isn’t 
eternal, which isn’t fixed in human 
nature, soon give the lie to this. Ca-
pitalism in its nature is a system that 
goes from crisis to crisis. And of 
course we had a huge crisis over the 
last few years, the global capitalist 
economic crisis.
■ Is that a problem of capita-

lism or a problem of human 
nature?

No, no, it is a result of the sys-
tem. There are particular crimes 
committed by capitalists I agree, 
but that kind of nature gets nurtu-
red and encouraged by the capitalist 
system. Bernie Madoff for example 
ripped people off for $50bn! And 
there are loads of others like that 
around. And yes, that happens un-
der capitalism. But the problem is 
the inevitable economic crises of the 
capitalist system.

■ But doesn’t it happen under 
communism?

No, crises like that are a feature 
of capitalism. And we haven’t got 
communism. We haven’t had so-
cialism yet. 

■ We haven’t?
No. There was an attempt to 

move in that direction, which was 
stifled fairly quickly. But there will 
have to be a revolution in countries 
like the United States, Europe, Japan 
and so on, before the dominant ca-
pitalist system is prevented from sti-
fling any attempt of moving in the 
direction of socialism. Moreover, 
it will require many generations of 
building a new society and getting 
rid of the ideas and the habits of the 
capitalist society. 

■ What kind of habits do you 
mean?

Habits of greed and individua-
lism, of selfishness, of being encou-
raged to think about being number 
one rather than about people dying 
and starving on the other side of the 
world. The gap between the rich 
and the poor has kept growing, 
not just nationally between wealthy 
capitalist states and the rest of the 
countries in Africa and Asia, where 
people are living in poverty, but it 
has kept growing inside the United 
States itself, this gap between rich 
and poor.

■ But aren’t people generally 
now much better off than they 
were?

They should be even better 
off, because look at the advances 
in productivity, the scientific gains 
that have been made. There have 
been enough gains in productivity, 
in science and technology to allow a 
life of luxury for everybody on the 
planet, everybody, not just a small 
percentage at the top.

■ You are one of those who 
campaign against any war 
against Iran. Do you think that 
if Iran wants to have nuclear 
weapons, she should be allowed 
to?

No, I don’t think anyone 
should have nuclear weapons. I 
think we should be campaigning 
and organizing to outlaw them. 
One of the best ways to stop 
other countries from wanting to 
obtain nuclear weapons would 
be to get rid of America’s and 
Britain’s nuclear weapons. Then 
there will be no incentive to get 
nuclear weapons. 

■ More recently, you also 
opposed what you thought 
were racist attacks on people 
of Indian origin in Australia.

Yes, you’ve got to understand 
that Australia is a racist country. 
Most imperialist countries are ra-
cist and Australia has a long history 
of racism.

■ Against the Aboriginals to 
begin with?

Yes, exactly. Against the Abori-
ginal people who were slaughtered. 
Really, it was a genocide!

■ The government apologized 
for that.

Very belatedly! OK it was an 
apology, but the people are dead. 
So it was racist from the beginning. 
There was racism against Chinese 
workers who, around the middle of 
the 19th Century, came in hopes 
of a better living, like a lot of people 
around the world. After a while, ra-
cism against the Chinese became 
institutionalized.
■ How did it manifest itself?

The massacre of Chinese gold 
diggers, laws to deport Chinese 
workers. Even with the foundation 
of the Australian Labor Party, which 
was supposed to support workers, it 
had the White Australia policy as a 
central point in its platform. 

■ A lot of people say that Aus-
tralia is perhaps the most mul-
ticultural country…

No. It’s only become more 
multicultural in recent decades. For 
example, the Australian Labor Party 
didn’t actually get rid of the White 
Australia policy until some time in 
the 60s. Aborigines were not given 
full citizenship until 1967.

■ But immigrant workers have 
been integrated, have received 
the nationality and are Austra-
lian citizens now.

Yes. In different stages of 
course. And even though, in the last 
few decades, many immigrants and 
refugees have been allowed in, the 
attitude towards them has remained 
racist, with both major parties attac-
king refugees from Afghanistan and 
Sri Lanka arriving by boat.

■ Australia, for a lot of Mau-
ritians, represents a haven still. 
You can go and work there, 
make a living, be accepted and 
lead a good life. 

Yes, it is a better place to 
live than most underdeveloped 
countries. It is a huge country very 
sparsely populated and, partly 
through struggles over the previous 
century, there have been some ad-
vances for working people, but these 
are getting attacked, as they are get-
ting attacked all around the world. 

■ Yes, that is because the world 
cannot afford them anymore.

Well, the world could afford 
them, but the capitalist world has 
chosen instead to bail out the ca-
pitalists! Millions of dollars for the 
banks and investment funds that 
have failed, and then they say “sorry. 
The workers are living beyond their 
means.” Capitalists created the pro-
blem, and now are forcing the wor-
kers to pay.

■ Where do you situate Mauri-
tius in this struggle? 

On this I defer to the views of 
the comrades in Lalit of course. I 
don’t know what pace the struggle 
will take here in the future, but I 
would say that the common need, 
for any country, some time in the 
future, is to become fully socialist, 
with the people in control, and cer-
tainly, in the case of Mauritius, as-
serting proper independence. OK, 
you’ve had independence from 
Britain, but it was not complete in-
dependence, since Britain retained 
control of the Chagos Islands, and 
still has economic power over the 
country. So it would require econo-
mic independence as well.

■ What do you think we will 
concretely achieve through the 
conference you’ve come all the 
way from Australia to attend?

I think it has been successful in 
exposing the issue more, working 
out plans for the ongoing struggle, 
and putting pressure both on go-
vernment and opposition to take a 
stronger stand.

■ Hadn’t they taken a stand 
already?

Not strong enough I fear. And 
even if the government and the op-
position and everybody in Mauri-
tius took a strong stand, it would still 
be difficult to dislodge the US from 
their base on Diego Garcia, because 
the US finds the base invaluable in 
maintaining its control of the region 
and of the world. My impression 
from the conference and talks is 
that there could be a better,  stronger 
and more consistent stance taken by 
other political parties. 

■ But don’t you fi nd it strange 
that the representatives of the 
Chagossian people did not take 
part in the conference?

It would have been better if 
more Chagossians had attended of 
course. But I can understand the 
pressures on the Chagossian people.

■ Pressures from the UK?
Yes. The UK would prefer 

them not to exist. There are a lot of 
ways to pressurize them and divide 
them. The UK has got a lot of mo-
ney, and well, some of these people 
might prefer to live in Britain, and 
giving them British passports may 
be one way of getting them out of 
the way. The leaders of Britain and 
the United States are very expe-
rienced in subverting and diverting 
struggles.

■ Don’t you have any fears that 
they might give in?

No, I think they should not give 
in. I think they should continue the 
fight. And there were Chagossian 
people at the conference who gave 
very moving accounts of their ter-
rible experiences, and they are de-
termined to keep campaigning.

■ Can the issue of sovereignty 
be dissociated from the return 
of the Chagossians to their 
land?

No, I think sovereignty means 
Mauritian control of ALL its tradi-
tional territory. Keeping part of it is 
not a solution.

■ You are the editor of “Direct 
Action”, an Australian maga-
zine. What are your impres-
sions of the press in Mauritius?

No doubt the media in Mauri-
tius is also run by a small number 
of companies and individuals, but 
it does appear to be more diverse 
than the Australian media, which 
is very monopolized, with Rupert 
Murdoch controlling a majority 
of the print media. There seems 
to be a large range of newspapers 
compared to Australia, even though 
Mauritius is so much smaller. And 
alternative viewpoints seem to get 
a better coverage than in Australia.

Touria PRAYAG
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 “One of the 
best ways to 
stop other 

countries from 
wanting to 
obtain nu-

clear weapons 
would be to get 
rid of Ameri-
ca’s and Bri-
tain’s nuclear 
weapons.”
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“We must 
s u r e l y 
be very 
t o u g h 

about this. The object of the exer-
cise is to get some rocks which 
will remain ours. There will be no 
indigenous population except sea-
gulls.” 

These words were written by 
Paul Gore-Booth, Permanent Un-
dersecretary at the British Foreign 
Office on August 24th 1966 refer-
ring to Diego Garcia. 

Just to make clear the contempt 
that went along with the decision to 
dispossess an entire nation, another 
senior official D.A Greenhill scrib-
bled a postscript. “Unfortunately,” 
he wrote, “along with the birds go 
some few Tarzans or Men Fridays 
whose origins are obscure, and 
who are being hopefully wished 
on to Mauritius etc. When this has 
been done, I agree we must be very 
tough.”

The International conference 
on Diego Garcia organized by LA-
LIT from October 30th to Novem-
ber 2nd was held not only to recall 
the appalling fate of the Chagossian 
people but also to come up with 
solutions on how to carry on the 
struggle to reclaim the archipelago.  

The Conference revolved 
around three aspects of the struggle, 
the first being the illegal expulsion of 
the Chagossians, an act that British 
judge Sir Sydney Kentridge QC, in 
the famous 2006 British High court 
verdict ifor ur of the Chagossians, 
described as «outrageous, unlawful 
and a breach of accepted moral 
standards.”

The plight of the dispossessed 
population was captured vividly in 
Jean-Claude Baissac’s painting ‘Les 
fantomes des Chagos’ on display at 
the venue and a screening of Aus-
tralian journalist John Pilger’s docu-
mentary ‘To Steal a Nation’.

Neutral on the issue 
of sovereignty 

The second aspect that the 
conference focused on was the fact 
that Chagos, being illegally excised 
from Mauritius, constitutes Mauri-
tian territory that is still under colo-
nial occupation.

Former President Cassam 
Uteem, in his opening address, 
called on incumbent Anerood Ju-
gnauth, as the sole surviving partici-
pant, to divulge what was discussed 
at the Lancaster House sessions 
prior to independence. 

Camp ‘Justice’, ironically, is 
the name given to the U.S military 
base on Diego Garcia that houses 
over 2,000 American troops, B-52 
bombers, 30 warships and a nuclear 

dump. The decision to carry out a 
land grab and expel the inhabitants 
of Diego Garcia can be directly 
traced to the decision to establish a 
U.S military base there. 

As a 1965 British foreign office 
memorandum put it, the Americans 
made the expulsion of the entire po-

pulation “virtually a condition of the 
agreement.” 

Bruce Greatbatch, then British 
Governor of the Seychelles, had 
few qualms about it. In his words: 
“These people have little aptitude 
for anything other than growing 
coconuts.” They were, he went on, 

“unsophisticated and un-trainable.” 
All roads may not lead to Je-

rusalem, but they certainly pass 
through Camp Justice in this ins-
tance. The base, and opposition to 
it, is what will determine the ultimate 
outcome. 

This demand, however, brings 

to the fore the different lengths each 
party is willing to go to in the dis-
pute. 

The Chagos Refugee Group 
(which was not present at the confe-
rence), for instance, “is neutral on 
the issue of sovereignty. They have 
never pronounced themselves on 
the existence of the military base. 
They are only concerned with re-
settlement and reparations,” accor-
ding to Ram Seegobin of LALIT. 

Ex-pro vice-Chancellor of the 
University of Mauritius, Vinesh 
Hookoomsingh, revealed that the 
Government and the Opposition, 
although unanimous in their sup-
port for the right of the Chagossians 
to return to their homeland, are wil-
ling to tolerate the military base on 
Diego Garcia. 

Fetish for security
Will this truncated wish list be 

successful? On June 21st 2000, Eric 
Newsom, assistant U.S Secretary 
of State for Political-Military affairs 
sent a letter to Richard Wilkinson, 
the director for the Americas at Bri-
tain’s Foreign Office urging Britain 
to refuse the right of return for the 
Chagossians.  The letter stated that 
“If a resident population were esta-
blished on the Chagos Archipelago, 
that could well imperil Diego Gar-
cia’s present advantage as a base 
from which it is possible to conduct 
sensitive military Operations.” Note 
that he does not just refer to Diego, 
but to the whole archipelago. 

The reason for this recalcitrance 
is obvious, according to John Percy 
and Eva Cheng of the Revolutiona-
ry Socialist Party (RSP) of Australia 
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Ram Seegobin standing in the audience to make a point at the Free Diego conference, held by Lalit in Port Louis last weekend.

What options are available 
to Mauritius to reclaim 
Diego Garcia? 
The presence of nuclear material 
contravenes the 1996 Pelindaba 
Treaty, which was put forward 
by Nelson Mandela when South 
Africa dismantled its own nu-
clear weapons. In return, Africa 
was declared a nuclear-free zone. 
As signatories to this internatio-
nal treaty, the U.S and Britain 
are bound by it as well. Any state 
in the region, including Mauri-
tius, can call upon the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency 

(IAEA) to conduct inspections 
throughout the island. If the U.S 
or U.K refuses to comply, they 
will be contravening this treaty 
and breaking international law. 

What other actions can 
Mauritius take in this 
regard?
Mauritius can approach 
the United Nations Edu-
cational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) and declare 
part of Diego Garcia, 
being one of the largest 
coral atolls in the world, 
as a world heritage site to 
preserve it for future gene-
rations.
Mauritius can also refer 
the case of the Chagos Ar-
chipalego to the Special 
Committee on Decolo-
nization at the UN. Such 

an arrangement is illegal 
according to the United 
Nations Charter and in 
the light of subsequent 
resolutions. It’s akin to 
Britain withdrawing from 
India and keeping the 
Punjab, or withdrawing 
from Kenya and kee-
ping Mount Kilimanjaro. 

Any other options failing 
that? 
As both the UK and Mau-
ritius are signatories to the 
International Convention for 
the Regulation of Whaling, 
Mauritius can contact the 
International Whaling Com-
mission and inform them of 
the risk that the military base 
poses to whale species in the 
Indian Ocean. This sets the 
ground for prosecuting the 
British on another basis. 

Questions to…
Lindsey COLLEN, Lalit activist

“Akin to Britain with-
drawing from India and 
keeping the Punjab”.
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Vanished

By Deepa BHOOKHUN

High-Heeled]

Sometimes a funny feeling comes over 
me. It’s eerie if you’ve ever experienced 
it; it’s the feeling that everybody in 
charge has just decided to pack their 

bags and leave the country. 
I realized this might sound a bit unwarranted 

after the glorious example of leadership Navin 
Ramgoolam gave on Wednesday on the Chagos 
conundrum but bear with me. 

Last Friday we were coming back from the 
wonderfully entertaining Ennio Marchetto show 
in Moka and we got on the highway going towards 
Port Louis. It was still early- early enough to be 
able to grab a bite in the north and off we went, 
the laughter still in our eyes and in our hearts. 

Then we realized we had to slow down be-
cause hey, every car in front of us was doing the 
same. OK, its only going to last a little while, 
we thought, not bothered by the small hitch in 
our plans. 

It lasted over an hour and a half.
Some amazingly dense person had decided 

to close the highway and divert all the cars that 
were going towards Port Louis through Grande 
Rivière. 

On. A. Friday. Night. 
When. There. Are. Many. Cars. Going. 

Through. Port. Louis.  
I mean it’s no news that this particular part of 

the highway is closed off every week day because 
some kind of work is being done- don’t ask what 
kind and how long it’s going to take- it already 
feels like it’s been going on forever. Although I 
sigh (loudly) whenever I’m going this way and I 
realize I will have to take a detour, I don’t really 
have a problem with it as I’m sure you don’t. 

We can’t keep moaning that we want the bloo-
dy roads to be upgraded and then refuse to put 
up with the inconveniences. But our lives cannot 
be put on hold simply because the Ministry of 
Finance has decided it was time to stimulate the 
economy and inject some money into upgrading 
the infrastructure, for crying out loud! 

The decision was taken when the works star-
ted that the highway wouldn’t be closed at wee-
kends, starting Friday night because it stands to 
reason that the fl ow of traffi c is heavier at wee-
kends and you’re not going to ruin everybody’s 
weekend by just being dumb.

I don’t know if a cleverer individual has de-
cided to change the rules but with this magnifi -
cently bright new idea, hundreds of people have 
had their Friday evening ruined. Some were on 
their way to meet friends and family for dinner, 
some were going to the cinema, some were ta-
king their kids out for a drive, some were running 
away from the 24|7 madness in Rose Hill and 
others still were going home. 

We fi nally got there just before midnight. We 
left Moka at about half nine. 

You know what else? There were NO police-
men on that diverted road to help when the cars 
reached Grande Rivière so that it took even lon-
ger for each vehicle to get back on the main road 
just off Pailles. 

Where were they all, you may be wondering?
I told you about this eerie feeling, didn’t I? 

The Last Colony in Africa

Pressure builds up on  Diego GarciaDiego Garcia

An aerial view of the mllitary base on Diego Garcia - the centre of all the controversy.

and Penny Duggan of the French 
Anti Capitalist Party who elabora-
ted on how the base is a strategic 
point from which to launch military 
interventions abroad, including on 
Iraq and Afghanistan. Alain Ah-Vee 
of LALIT went on to add that the 
U.S is “spending millions to up-
grade the base which may be used 
in any conflict with Iran.”

But let us assume that the Ame-
ricans somehow overcome their fe-
tish for security. What kind of future 
awaits them? This is where Wilbert 
Van Der Zeijden, coordinator of the 
NO BASES movement in Holland 
comes in; he recounts how foreign 
military bases become hotbeds of 
drugs, prostitution, rape and crime 
by bored troops.

The Conference outlined how 
the MPA was an excuse by the Bri-
tish to retain formal control of the 
archipelago once the U.S-U.K lease 
agreement expires in 2016. 

Just Prior to the conference, 
Nick Leake, the new British High 
Commissioner talking to l’Express 
Weekly about Diego, waxed 
eloquent on how “the high com-
mission will continue to work with 
the Chagossian Community here.” 
He went on to reassure us that 
“The first head of state that William 
Hague at the FCO met was Mau-
ritian Prime Minister Ramgoolam 
which indicates the importance we 
attach to the relationship with Mau-

ritius.” Hague himself was far more 
circumspect in these very pages, 
restricting himself to diplomatic 
legalese about “how both countries 
can grow and prosper together.” 
Then comes Navin  Ramgoolam’s 
revelation that despite promises by 
Gordon Brown to put the MPA on 
hold, then British foreign Secretary 
David Miliband lied that Mauritius 
had given its assent to the MPA. 
Hague, the apparently sympathe-
tic ear at the FCO, seemingly went 
along with the plan.

Fruitless bilateral 
negotiations

 This seems to confi rm Ram 
Seegobin’s warning regarding the 
new crop of British Bureaucrats; 
“the expectation that the new 
Con-Lib. Dem. Government in 
Britain will be any different is 
ridiculous. In Great Britain, it is 
the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Offi ce (FCO) mandarins that 
decide foreign policy that corres-
ponds to the political and econo-
mic interests of the British state 
and ruling class.”

A number of British envi-
ronmental groups have been 
supportive of the MPA. For 
instance, the Zoological Society 
of London (ZSL), on the 2nd 
of April 2010, crooned that this 

was “a truly historic decision and 
set a new global benchmark for 
responsible ocean stewardship.”  

The fact that the MPA 
ignores the existence of a base 
which contains nuclear mate-
rial is telling. Incidentally, just 
how deep this commitment to 
conservation goes can be seen in 
the recent decision, reported on 
October 29th 2010 in the Guar-
dian, by the U.K to sell off half 
its forests (150,000 hectares) to 
private companies. 

“The base,” as Lindsey Col-
len rightly explains, “lies at the 
root of the problem. The tactic 
of relying solely on bilateral nego-
tiations has proved fruitless ever 
since independence.”

The idea is to wage a popular 
struggle to reclaim Diego. Such 
struggles are not without pre-
cedent. Take for example long 
standing and widely popular 
campaigns against bases in Puer-
to Rico, Ecuador, Okinawa and 
the Aleutian Islands in Alaska. 
That can only be done by for-
mulating a realistic plan of action 
and a universal understanding of 
the basis of the issue. This is what 
makes conferences such as the 
one just concluded by LALIT 
so indispensable to reclaim what 
remains the last colony in Africa. 

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN
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If you walk 
through your 
neighbourhood 
tonight, you will 
fi nd houses beau-
tifully lit with little 
clay lamps, or 
scintillating with 
electric lights. 
Our brothers and 
sisters of Hindu 
faith are celebra-
ting Divali, also 
known as Diwali 
or Deepavali, the 
festival of lights. 

T H I S  A  M A U R I T I U S ]

When light overtakes darkness
Diwali falls on the 

day of “Amava-
syaa”, when the 
moon does not 

rise and there is darkness all 
around. Light is the symbol 
of hope and positive energy, 
indicating the victory of good 
over evil. Pandit Mahadeo 
Khoosiram explains that Di-
vali is celebrated in honour 
of Lord Ram, whose story is 
told in the epic “Ramayana”. 
Ram was a great warrior 
king who was exiled by his 
father, the King of Ayodhya, 
along with his wife Sita and 
his younger brother Laksh-
man. Lord Ram returned to 
his kingdom after 14 years of 
exile, during which he killed 
the demon Ravana of Lanka, 
whose mind was dominated 
by evil. Pandit Khoosiram 
says, “The period of Ram’s 
exile is considered as a time 
of intense darkness, but after 
the victory of good over evil 
and his return to Ayodhya, 
people welcomed him by li-
ghting rows of clay lamps.”

The tradition has lived on 
through the ages and today 
clay lamps remain a very im-
portant part of Divali celebra-
tions. The little earthen lamps 
are easily found in many shops 
and supermarkets across the 
island a few weeks ahead of 
the festival, and it is compul-
sory for all those of Hindu 
faith to light up their homes 
to invite prosperity into their 
abodes. In this sense, the fes-
tival of Divali is also associated 
with Lakshmi ,the  goddess of 
wealth and prosperity. In fact, 
special prayers called “Laksh-
mi Puja” are held prior to the 
celebration of Divali. 

For Sheetal Appayya and 
her family, Divali is a very 
special moment, which they 
try to celebrate in keeping 
with tradition. Every year, she 
prepares for Divali by cleaning 
the house and yard thorough-

ly. Spring-cleaning starts a few 
days or more ahead of the fes-
tival, depending on how much 
needs to be done. “Everything 
must be perfect to welcome 
the goddess Lakshmi,” says 
Divya Ramchandra. Like 
Sheetal, she is very busy in 
the two weeks ahead of Divali. 
There is usually much shop-
ping to be done. “We shop 
for new clothes, which we will 
wear on the day of the festival. 
We also buy items used for the 
prayer ceremony, ingredients 
to prepare the cakes and little 
clay lamps,” explains Divya. 
Some people also buy electric 
lights, which are popularly 
used to decorate the outside 
of houses.

A time for sharing
Sheetal Appayya however 

says that she prefers to stick to 
tradition by using clay lamps 
only. “On the day of Divali, 
I make sure that I am home 
by 6pm, so that I can light 

and place the lamps in each 
room of my house. I also place 
lamps in front of the door and 
gate of my house, to welcome 
the goddess Lakshmi.” People 
also light lamps in front of 
places that are important to 
them, for examples, breeders 
may place a lamp near the 
cowshed, while planters may 
place a lamp near their vege-
table plantation.

Cakes are another essen-
tial part of Divali (see inset). 
Sheetal and Divya start pre-
paring at least a day ahead. 
Cakes are traditionally prepa-
red at home, made with love, 
as they will be shared with 
near and dear ones. Nowa-
days, however, many people 
fi nd it more practical to buy 
ready-made cakes from spe-
cialized shops and super-
markets, as the preparation 
of cakes does require a lot of 
time. It is however, part of tra-
dition to always prepare “ga-
teaux patate”, a cake made out 
of sweet potato dough, which 

is stuffed with grated coconut 
and sugar. 

On the day of Divali, 
people wake up early to 
bathe and pray. Then they 
will prepare the remaining 
cakes. Once these are ready, 
everyone bathes again and 
changes into their new Di 
vali clothes. Before anything 
else in done, an offering is 
made to the goddess. Sheetal 
Appayya explains that one 
cake from each of the varie-
ties prepared is taken and 
placed in a new silver bowl. 
The cakes are then offered 
to the goddess, before the 
remaining cakes are distri-
buted. People will spend the 
day visiting the homes of 
relatives and friends to drop 
off boxes of cakes.

Once they are back home 
in the evening, they will light 
the lamps in their homes and 
the rest of the night is spent 
rejoicing and socialising with 
family and friends. Children 
will enjoy the  cakes and show 

Cakes are prepared at home and carefully packed into little boxes for distribution to family, neighbours              
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Divali celebrations in India vary from region 
to region. In Northern India, Divali is cele-
brated during the evenings with fi reworks and 
diyas. However, in Andhra Pradesh, festivities 
start at dawn and carry on well into the night. 
People go to temples to seek the blessings 
of the gods. They decorate their homes with 
hundreds of diyas and colorful Divali “ran-
golis”. In Hyderabad, there is also a unique 
tradition of bathing a buffalo on Divali day.

In Goa, houses are decora-
ted with lamps, mango lea-
ves, and marigold fl owers. 
On this day, paper effi gies 
of Narakasura, an evil king, 
are made. These effi gies are 
burnt at around four o’clock 
in the morning the following 
day. Crackers are set off, 
and people return home to 
take a bath with scented oil. 
The women of the house 
perform an aarti (waving 
of the lamp) for the men, 
gifts are exchanged, and a 
bitter berry called  “kareet” 
is crushed under the feet in 
token of killing Narkasur, 
symbol of evil, and remo-
ving  ignorance.
During Divali, fairs (or ‘me-
las’) are held throughout In-
dia. Girls and women wear 
colourful clothing and new jewelry, and their 
hands are decorated with henna. Among the 
many activities that take place at a “mela” are 

Children have fun lighting sparklers on Divali night.
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The sweet side of Divali
Divali is always associated with the delicious sweets that 
are prepared at home, or bought from specialised Indian 
sweet shops, or now even at hypermarkets around the 
country. For Divali, the sweets are packed in little bags, 
or boxes that are easily purchased unfolded, and simply 
need to be assembled. People then visit families, friends, 
colleagues and neighbours to give them a box of sweets, 
which are greatly enjoyed by all. Some of the most popu-
lar sweets include “jalebis”, which are made of spirals of 
sugar and besan (gram fl our), fried and soaked in syrup. 
The doodh pehra is made essentially of whole milk and 
sugar that are also the main ingredients for “barfi ”, ano-
ther highly popular sweet. “Barfi ” is square or diamond-
shaped and has one white layer, with another fl avoured 
layer. It is sometimes garnished with cardamom and 
pistachios. The “gulab jamun” is a tasty circular, or sau-
sage shaped sweet which comes in sugary syrup, as does 
the well-loved “rasgulla”. Of course, one cannot forget 
the “ladoo”, round yellow sweets made of besan.  Other 
delicacies include “ras malai,” made of home-made soft 
cheese (paneer)  in a sweetened cream sauce, which is 
popularly served as dessert after a meal. If you have ne-
ver tried any of these tasty sweets, you should make it a 
must to head to a specialised shop- but do remember to 

           and friends in a highly symbolic gesture.

The lighted "diya" symbolises the triumph of good over evil.

These delicious-looking sweets, made from milk, are an essential 
part of Divali celebrations.



Madonna may be 
divorcing her 
husband Guy 
Ritchie seven-

and-a-half years after marrying 
him for love but your average 
Joe may soon be routinely mee-
ting and marrying Jane from 
next door, who his mother in-
vited to dinner. After yoga and 
software professionals, here is 
India’s latest export to the West: 
the arranged marriage. 

Reva Seth, whose recent 
book ‘First Comes Marriage’ is 
catching the West’s fancy, argues 
that the developed world needs 
a different method of fi nding a 
spouse in an age of uncertainty. 

There are signs that some are 
listening. 

Elaine McCabe, 33, a physio-
therapist in Michigan, USA, has 
just permitted her father to invite 
men he thinks eligible to meet 
his daughter with a view to their 
marrying. McCabe, who took her 
cue from an Indian friend, says, 
“Any of us with Asian friends 
know if someone could save us 
from all those terrible nights next-
to-zero hits and nearly-all misses, 
it would be wonderful.” But she 
adds, “This does not mean I am 
supporting the kind of marriage 
in which the parties are left with 
no choice. The word is arranged, 
not forced.” 

For Seth, champion of the 
great Indian arranged marriage, 
it may be one way of preventing 
divorce. Just last week, she told 
The Times, London about her 
own happy, (arranged) marriage 
and the blissful arranged unions 
of more than 300 others. Seth 
claimed that divorce rates only 
ever rose to a maximum of 7% 
for arranged marriages. 

Cultural and 
economic reasons

It is a view that fi nds some fa-
vour with Marian Salzman, New 
York trend spotter and partner at 
PR fi rm Porter Novelli. She says 
the arranged marriage has to fl ou-
rish in this economic downturn, 
which Time magazine describes 
as “new hard times”. She says 
the cost of courtship — and god 
forbid, divorce — is so high that 
people increasingly want the ins-
titution of marriage to have more 
structure. “In these hard times, 
lust wears thin.” 

Marian Salzman, New York 
trend spotter and partner at PR 
fi rm Porter Novelli, says the West 
increasingly fi nds “the modern 
Indian a very strong symbol. He 
is educated, rich and most impor-
tantly, leads a happy family life.” 

This is why, says Salzman, the 
West “is beginning to realise that 
the partner they choose may not 
be enough to sustain a relationship 
socially and economically (and 
that the arranged marriage may 
be a way to fi nd) happiness as a 
family and a community.

Clinical psychologist and 
psychotherapist Varkha Chulani 
agrees that the arranged marriage 
could be a popular, if unlikely 
export to the West because its 
very basis shared values and simi-
lar backgrounds are more likely 
to sustain a union than the heady 
idea of romantic love. 

But is the arranged marriage 
quite as Indian as it is portrayed? 
History records that the West 
once encouraged a system of ar-
ranged marriages in order to sa-
feguard property and inheritance. 
There is evidence of arranged 
marriages in Western societies 
as far back as the 1500s and in 
the prim Victorian era, which 
encouraged a union for cultural 
and economic reasons rather 
than mere love. Ask any married 
person and they will tell you that 
marriage is a unique bond, whose 
strength lies in commitment, res-
ponsibility and the law and it has 
little to do with being madly in 
love with one’s intended. 

©Times of India
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India’s newest export to WestIndia’s newest export to West

Madonna and her husband Guy Ritchie…not happy ever after.
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A wake-up call for ObamaA wake-up call for Obama
“I have never voted 

for the Republi-
cans, but this time 
I felt that I had 

to vote for them. The Demo-
crats cannot win every elec-
tion. In the US, we are proud 
of our two-party system and 
the checks and balances that 
it enables”, Jerry Jackson, 47 
years, a bus driver in Washing-
ton, DC, told L’express-Weekly 
on Wednesday morning. Two 
years earlier, he lost his voice 
while cheering at Barack Oba-
ma’s historic victory. He voted 
for change two years ago, joined 
the Obama grass-roots move-
ment, but this time he thinks 
that the Democrats “need 
to change course”. A similar 
mid-term message was sent in 
to Bill Clinton and to George 
W. Bush. Both had to walk to-
wards “the center of the public 
debate, where the best ideas for 
the next generation of Ame-
rican progress must come.” 
A rare exception happened 
in 2002. Because of the 9/11 
terrorist attacks, the domestic 
issues were largely ignored, the 
Republicans won and Presi-
dent George W. Bush was gi-
ven full support to further his 
foreign policy against the “devil 
from outside”. 

Like Jerry, many Democrats 
believe that it is a good thing if 
the Republicans managed to 
gain control of the House of 
Representatives and expand 

their voice in the Senate (which 
remains under the control of 
the Democrats) after four years 
of opposition. There is a large 
consensus that there is a need 
to “bring a spirit of bipartisan 
cooperation in the face of the 
recession.” 

The noisy Tea Party 
While Barack Obama’s name 

was not on the ballot, his policies 
were at the center of all debates 
in the mid-term elections. Even 
though he came to power after 
the collapse of the Lehman Bro-
thers, which is considered to be 
the start of the economic mess, his 
party was saddled politically with 
ownership of the residue from the 
worst recession since the 1930s: an 
economy that is barely growing, 
9.6 percent unemployment, a high 
rate of home foreclosures and per-
sonal bankruptcies.

In the political arena, and 
supported by the noisy Tea Party 
(a movement of angry people, 
mostly white, whose main target 
is to get rid of Obama because 
he is a “socialist”),the Republi-
cans, having overwhelmingly 
opposed Obama’s economic sti-
mulus package and a landmark 
health care bill, hit even harder 
during the campaign. Funded 
by big corporate money – the 
total spending hit a record $ 4 
billion, the Republicans accused 
the president of engineering 
the government’s intrusion into 

every area of the economy, ci-
ting its involvement with two of 
the Big Three U.S. automakers, 
legislation to rein in Wall Street 
and more. 

On the Democrats’ side, the 
main arguments were: 1) the 
Republicans should not return 
to power because the country 
is still cleaning up the economic 
mess they left behind and 2) the 
Democrats did not get elected to 
win more elections but to govern 
by pushing controversial bills 
(Healthcare, Financial Regula-
tory, Immigration and Green-
house Gas Emissions). 

But as we know, elections 
are mostly driven by bread and 
butter issues. And it is clear that 
the Democrats have been pur-
suing policies that are out of step 
with the way Americans like Jerry 
Jackson think and feel. 

Usher in a new era
In the punditocracy world, 

everyone tends to agree that the 
general mood at the polls was more 
about grim resignation than anger. 
If at the beginning of the campaign, 
the right-centered pundits, like 
Glen Beck, focused on the saga of 
Obama agonies, voters’ reactions 
showed that the public angst about 
the economy was what really drove 
the election. It is clear for Obama 
that the economy should be the 
number one problem to be ad-
dressed, before the wars, the terro-
rist threats and immigration. 

The Republican victory in 
the house should usher in a new 
era of divided government, com-
plicate Obama’s ability to enact 
his proposals over the next two 
years and possibly force him to 
fi ght off attacks on health care 
legislation and other bills already 
signed into law. But the Republi-
cans will have to live with the Tea 
Party which is a serious challenge 
since this movement has no lea-
dership and champions extreme 
causes (domestic). 

All eyes are now focused on 
the 2012 presidential election. 
Obama’s team has already started 
to work on his re-election. Da-
vid Axelrod, the Senior Adviser 
at the White House, is going to 
Chicago, while David Ploffe, the 
campaign manager of the 2008 
election, will come to “grand stra-
tegize” at the White House. 

Jerry Jackson, the bus driver, 
remains a die-hard supporter of 
Obama no matter what. He still 
thinks that “Obama is not res-
ponsible for the economic mess, 
but we had to tell him to get his act 
together so that we can actually see 
the change he promised.” Experts 
also believe that if unemployment 
were at, say, six percent and tren-
ding downward, voters would see 
things in a more optimistic light in 
2012. But for the Republicans, the 
goal is exclusively political: “Oba-
ma should go down in history as 
a one-term president!” So if you 
think the mid-term elections were 
exciting, just wait until 2012!

Up for election were all 435 seats in the House (the lower chamber of Congress), 37 of the 100 seats in the Senate, governorships of 37 
of the 50 states and all but four state legislatures.
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Spirituality as PraxisSpirituality as Praxis
“To be or not to be: that is 
the question:
..... to take arms against a sea 
of troubles,
 And by opposing end 
them?”
Shakespeare:Hamlet

In a previous article, the 
reader might have been left 
under the false impression that 
spirituality is ethereal, other-
worldly, and impractical; no-
thing could be further from 
the truth.

Indeed, spirituality is of 
a dynamic nature aiming at 
improving and transforming 
the world but is carried on in 
a disinterested way. There is 
praxis, defi ned by Paulo Freire 
as “refl ection and action upon 
the world in order to trans-
form it”.

Genuine spirituality is suf-
fused with and animated by 
love. Love implies encompas-
sing the whole of humanity as 

one great family. Spirituality 
demands of us to plunge into 
the world to try to assuage with 
compassion suffering huma-
nity. From a Gautama Buddha 
to a Mahatma Gandhi, this has 
been the example set by the 
great souls of mankind.

Spirituality is selfl ess ser-
vice to others, no matter the 
rewards. Most people act with 
a view to obtaining material 
benefi ts of one form or ano-
ther. With spirituality, howe-
ver, having conquered the “I”, 
“Me”, “Mine” fetters, there is 
then true liberation and one’s 
actions are not tinged with sel-
fi sh motives.

To achieve this spiritual 
consciousness or better awa-
reness, one has, however, 
to undergo an austere inner 
transformation through much 
self-discipline, curbing one’s 
unruly passions like greed, in-
tolerance, jealousy, lust, and so 
on. Spirituality is essentially an 

inward purifi cation, not a mere 
outward show of piety or attire.

The word “praxis” car-
ries some left-wing under-
tones. Those of this school of 
thought aim solely at a socio-
economic transformation. Spi-
rituality, however, wants the 
individual to be transformed 
inwardly  before actualizing 
this outward transformation, 
for society is composed of in-
dividuals; we have to improve 
the individuals fi rst for society 
to be reformed.

Much of what is creative, 
positive, and benefi cial to 
mankind has sprung from spi-
rituality. Imbued with the spi-
ritual fl ame, one acts for the 
welfare of one and all. To be 
spiritual is not to shun reality 
or to fl ee from it, but to act 
creatively and disinterestedly 
irrespective of colour, creed, 
community, race, and religion.

Ahmad BABOO

The publication of 
the comparative 
report on prices 
carried out by 

the “Confédération des Tra-
vailleurs du Secteur Privé” 
(CTSP), has sent a shock 
wave through Mauritius 
this past week. It has revea-
led that prices of essential 
commodities have shot up 
by over 18% in the past 8 
months. This represents a 
rise of more than Rs 700 
from December 2009 to Au-
gust 2010. It should be said 
that fi fty-fi ve basic products 
bought by an average private 
income family were chosen 
for this report, making this 
as accurate and relevant as 
possible for most Mauritian 
families.

This list established by the 
CSTP includes several basic 
commodities but also basic hy-
giene products like toothpaste 
or soap, which would be used 
in the everyday life of a Mauri-
tian family of about four persons 
for a period of one month. The 
result is undoubtedly alarming. 
While last December a family 
would have spent Rs 2,100 on 
these basic commodities, today 
the same family will spend more 
than Rs 2,800 on sugar, rice, but-
ter, toothpaste and soaps. The 
president of the CSTP, Reeaz 
Chuttoo explains that they took 
into account prices mainly found 
on supermarket shelves.

Consumers can be sur-
prised by this stunning rise in 
prices. The Central Statistic Of-
fi ce (CSO) has recently stated 
that the infl ation rate for July 
2010 was about 1.9%, but this 
rise in prices is well above the 
offi cial fi gures. The CSO uses 
international standard calcula-
tions to analyze this rate, ma-
king the numbers published by 
the CTSP clearly different from 
those of the CSO. On this mat-
ter, Reeaz Chuttoo states that 
the statistics of the CSO are a 
far cry from reality: “The sales 
fi gures we worked on are more 
accurate because they are exis-
ting and confi rmable ones.”

Giving out subsidies
The CTSP is not the only 

organization to point out this 
alarming situation. L’Associa-
tion des Consommateurs de 
l’Ile Maurice (ACIM) is also 
sounding the alarm about 
this mark-up. ACIM’s gene-
ral secretary, Jayen Chellum, 
bewails this situation as he 
comments: “The most affec-
ted people are the poor, those 
who are on the lower rungs. 
There are abuses among 
some importers and manu-
facturers, who take advantage 
of the increase of the prices 
of raw materials to boost the 
prices of their products.”

Once more, consumers 
are forced to go with the fl ow. 

The Government did not pay 
off the high prices while the 
infl ation rate was lower than 
5%. Giving out subsidies to 
the producers can be a way of 
attacking the problem. Lowe-
ring  import taxes would also 
have a direct positive effect 
on  sale prices, but those mea-
sures could be a huge pro-
blem for manufacturers and 

importers who would not let 
their profi t margins go down 
without putting up a fi ght. 
Simply put, there is no defi -
nitive and easy way out for 
the authorities. No decision 
will please everyone but a few 
changes could ease the pro-
blem, for example lowering 
prices on some commodities, 
while helping the manufac-

turers and importers so that 
their profi t margins do not go 
down drastically. Tripartite 
meetings between the autho-
rities, consumer organisations 
and importers/manufacturers 
could be a step in right direc-
tion, if only the right people 
wanted to take that step. 

Brian AH-KEE

Mauritian consumers have become accustomed to the wide choice of goods available in supermarkets 
-but must pay the price!

S
. B
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Dementia is the dreaded affl iction of ageing. 
We have all witnessed the progressive decline 
in cognition, reasoning, judgement and me-
mory in elderly people perhaps without reali-

sing that these were symptoms of dementia. Dementia 
is due to the progressive loss of nerve cells and there 
are many types of the disease, the most common being 
Alzheimer’s disease.

Dementia usually starts with memory loss, which is 
subtle initially but progresses rapidly. Confusion and di-
sorientation ensue as patients cannot recognise familiar 
places and faces and lose their bearings. As the disease 
progresses, patients undergo personality and behavioural 
changes and may become aggressive and hostile. With 
the disease worsening, patients lose the mental ability 
to perform basic tasks such as eating or personal care.

Dementia also causes people to develop paranoid 
delusions such as beliefs that someone has invaded the 
house, that family members have been replaced by im-
postors, that spouses have been unfaithful or that perso-
nal possessions have been stolen. These delusions are the 
patient’s way of coping with an unfamiliar environment 
using convoluted, bizarre explanations. Imagine waking 
up in an unfamiliar house, surrounded by complete 
strangers. Imagine the disorientation, imagine the fear 
and you may get an idea of the mental torment behind 
the disease.

Dementia affects more than just the patient. It is 
heart-breaking for families to witness the gradual mental 
decline of a loved one and it is terrifying as they wonder 
if they too will eventually develop the condition.

Now I know that you are probably thinking about all 
the times you’ve misplaced your keys or forgotten den-
tist appointments and speculating unnecessarily. Kindly 
refrain from freaking out. Slight memory problems are 
normal with age and are usually mild and do not interfere 
with daily life, except for the occasional embarrassment 
of forgetting a name.

Age is the main risk factor for developing dementia, 
followed closely by a family history of the disease as de-
mentia has a genetic component. High blood pressure, 
smoking and diabetes may also increase risk. Lifestyle 
factors are also implicated; people who remain physically 
and mentally engaged and socially connected seem less 
likely to develop dementia.

For once, I come bearing neither good news nor 
hope. Although a lot of research has gone into the area, 
dementia is incurable. Some medications can target me-
mory problems but whilst they may improve the patient’s 
quality of life, they will not halt or reverse the disease 
process.

However, as much as dementia is an organic disease 
of the brain, it is also very much a social and psychologi-
cal one. The physical and emotional burden on patients, 
families and caregivers is enormous and although there 
is no magic pill to offer relief, there is a lot that can be 
done to support those affected by it: counselling, respite 
services, care pensions, support groups to name a few. 

It is time we acknowledged this horrifying disease the 
way we do heart attacks and strokes instead of dispas-
sionately dismissing it as old people going batty. Modern 
medicine can fi x hearts, livers and kidneys but it cannot 
preserve mental acuity. Dementia is the disease of the 
future and the number of people affected will only rise. 
It is a concerning state of affairs that we have nothing in 
place to support those affected. It is high time we accep-
ted that there is a price to pay for longevity.

The Vanishing 
Mind

By Dr Zina Valaydon
Of choices, decisions Of choices, decisions 
and ambivalenceand ambivalence
When I no-

ticed the title 
“Why so many 
people can’t 

make decisions” on Wall 
Street Journal online, for 
once I did not hesitate and 
read the article. Making a 
decisive choice is often diffi -
cult for me, which regularly 
brings my manliness under 
scrutiny because I fall short 
as a “man of decision”. But 
WSJ salvaged my battered 
ego, for now I realise that I 
probably have an overdose 
of “ambivalence” - that is I 
tend to see the world more 
in shades of gray rather than 
black and white. 

Sometimes I long for the days 
when I went to the only store in 
my village and ordered for gene-
ric soap and toothpaste, when the 
line dividing brand and item was 
fuzzy, like “Frigidaire”.  Nowa-
days I often fi nd myself engaged 
in a complex balancing act in the 
shampoo aisle, optimising on price, 
appropriateness for my hair type, 
commitment to novelty, shape of 
bottle, and how long can I afford to 
linger over stupid shampoo.  

Ambivalence (ambi means 
“both” and valence means 
“strength” in Latin) is about ha-
ving confl icting views over situa-
tions, as opposed to unequivocal, 
crystal clear opinions about what 
the government should do and 
who plays the best football. Re-
searchers ignored ambivalence 
for a long time, but now there is 
growing evidence on its signifi cant 
impact on your life – from career, 
relationships to political choices. So 
if you are usually “in two minds”, 
have “mixed feelings” and often 
fi nd yourself “sitting on the fence”, 
you are probably not running short 
on ambivalence.    

Ambivalence is not necessa-
rily a bad thing – it can be a sign 
of maturity, enabling people to 
“come to grips with the complexity 
of the world,” says Jeff Larsen, psy-
chology professor at Texas Tech. 
Black-and-white thinkers tend to 
speak their minds, be predictable, 
but are less inclined to consider 
others’ viewpoints. Ambivalent 
souls will evaluate all sides of an 
argument, scrutinize the evidence, 
make lists of pros and cons, and re-
ject overly-simplifi ed information. 
This enables them develop better 
coping strategies, and fosters crea-
tivity. 

But it often leads to procras-
tination, regrets on decisions, and 
erratic job performance, argues 
René Ziegler, professor of social 
and organizational psychology 
at the University of Tübingen in 
Germany. Such shades-of-gray 

people tend to have trouble in rela-
tionships. They stay in relationships 
longer and experience more fi -
ghting. They are also more likely 
to get divorced, says Mario Miku-
lincer, Dean of the New School of 
Psychology at the Interdisciplinary 
Center Herzliya in Israel. 

A plethora 
of alternatives.

Your propensity for ambi-
valence may depend on perso-
nality traits, your need to reach a 
conclusion or your comfort with 
uncertainty. Developmental psy-
chologists argue that it has a lot to 
do with how ambivalent the envi-
ronment you were brought up in 
was. Culture also can be a deter-
mining factor. In the west, “simul-
taneously seeing good and bad 
violates our world view, our need to 
put things in boxes,” says Dr. Lar-
sen. But eastern philosophies thrive 
on dualism, that is something can 
be one thing as well as another at 
the same time.

  In a world of more expec-
tations, increased freedom and 
plethora of alternatives, choosing 
a job, spouse or cereal has be-
come more involved. People typi-
cally employ a variety of tactics to 
decide: list down pros and cons 
of each option, prioritise utility 
or benefi ts, ask the expert, toss a 
coin, consult a “pussari” or what 
I think is the most common tech-
nique: “satisfi cing”, a concept 
developed by Herbert Simon 
(the only person to have won the 
Nobel Prize in economics and 
the Turing Award – the Nobel of 
computer science). Satisfi cing is 
about looking till you reach the 
fi rst option that meets your re-
quirements to a reasonable level, 
with suffi ciently high probability 
that further search will be futile. 
So the boy you chose may not 

be the one that God intended for 
you, but is it worth waiting for up 
to ten years in the hope of fi nding 
that soul-mate? The same argu-
ment applies for choosing dental 
fl oss. Of course, for ambivalent 
people, the search period tends 
to get longer with generous esti-
mates of the probability of better 
lying ahead – that is, there is more 
need to optimise rather than me-
rely satisfi ce.

Our ability to choose, decide 
and deliberate depends on the 
brain hardware as well. There 
are brain regions (or cortices) 
that are involved in decision 
making processes. Research 
shows that neural activation 
in these regions depends on 
whether decisions are made by 
choice or through instructions. 
Brain studies on monkeys and 
macaques also show that neural 
activity represents decisions as 
well as certainty associated with 
the decisions – and how past ex-
perience reinforces learning to 
make new decisions. 

On an unrelated issue, I won-
der if Mauritian macaques were 
used for the studies above. The 
recent images of poor treatment 
infl icted on those animals were 
horrible. But if we stop breeding 
macaques for research, somebody 
elsewhere in the world will fi ll in the 
gap. Also, should I value animal life 
as much as human life, knowing 
very well the latter depends heavily 
on medical research on the former. 
Also, why a different stance to-
wards monkeys, and let kids mas-
sacre frogs in classrooms? And 
yet, one cannot avoid feeling dis-
turbed for what we put macaques 
(and their families) through. Well, 
it is not all black and white to me.  
I wonder how long it will take to 
make up my mind on this issue

Kreshna GOPAL ,PhD.
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Kas enn poz – relax/chill out  
Contrary to appearances, this expression is not to be taken lightly. Indeed, the concept of relaxation is akin to an art in Mauritius, as it is in most other 
(sub-)tropical islands. In fact, for many people, it is the only way of remaining sane in the face of the trials of everyday life. You can “kas enn poz” at any 
time of the day, whatever the situation. But don’t expect to master this art soon; it takes years of practice…
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With Divali upon 
us, Indian-style 
clothing is all 
the rage. If you 

are looking for a new outfi t, 
from casual to dressy, accesso-
ries – scarves, jewellery, tikkas, 
handbags, purses belts or ties 
-  or if your house needs smar-
tening up with new utensils, 
rugs or decorative items, one 
shop is sure to have something 
for you: Hassamal & Tulsidas, 
situated at Royal Road, Goo-
dlands. With a newly opened 
fi rst storey, the shop has ex-
panded to offer a wide range 
of new products, varying in 
prices, which are sure to inte-
rest almost anyone.

The fi rst thing that comes 
to mind when hearing the name 
of the shop is, of course, Indian 
clothing. From head to toe (the 
new storey has a selection of 
shoes), and whatever the oc-
casion, there is a large range of 
styles, fabrics and colours for 
you to choose from. Women 
will love the profusion of churi-
dars, saris, shararas, lehengas… 
Of course, men are not left out. 
Kurtas, sherwanis, Indo-Wes-
tern suits and even ready-made 

suits are available across a wide 
price range. And if you fi nd no-
thing you like, you can pick the 
fabric yourself out of the large 
selection they stock.

Brides are given special 
consideration, with the creation 
of the “Wedding Semi-Circle” 

to accommodate them and 
their families when shopping 
for the perfect wedding clothes. 
This privileged area is spacious 
and features seating space and 
refreshments to make the expe-
rience as agreeable as possible. 
“We have put a lot of emphasis 

on customer service,” says Ritesh 
Hassamal, Managing Director.

Do you like the Indian style 
but wearing an all-out churidar 
or kurta is not for you? There is 
still something for you at Hassa-
mal & Tulsidas, where you can 
fi nd tops that can be casually 

worn with jeans or scarves, belts 
and ties that will complement 
any outfi t.

But the new fl oor of Hassa-
mal & Tulsidas does not cater 
just to clothing. All the utensils 
you may need for Indian cuisine 
– massala dabba and chalni, to 
name only a few of them – mur-
tis for religious celebrations, 
rugs – in different colours and 
materials, Feng-Shui inspired 
water features to bring you luck, 
gift items such as candles, trin-
kets, vases, coasters and table 
mats are also available. 

The prices are generally 
affordable. Ritesh explains 
that “we are not in a town, so 
people here do not have the 
same buying power. They come 
here because they have a large 
choice of items as well as affor-
dable prices.” A wide selection, 
reasonable prices, a fast moving 
stock: so many things that make 
the trip worth doing, because, 
after all, as Sunder Hassamal, 
also Managing Director, points 
out, “with so many things on of-
fer, you are bound to fi nd at least 
one thing that will interest you.” 

Rachel LUCHMUN

Hassamal & Tulsidas

Something for Everyone

The well stocked and tastefully decorated showroom of the Goodlands store is worth a visit, especially 
for Divali.


