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Editorial ]

If you are not one of those motorists who have been fi ned la-
tely for ‘speeding’ in the most unlikely places on our roads, you 
must be very lucky indeed. And it is not so much the fi ne that 
hurts. It is rather the feeling that the sole purpose of many speed 

limits and the associated carefully selected speed traps is to ambush 
otherwise law-abiding citizens and to rake in millions into state coffers.

When the authorities decided to install fi xed speeding radars and 
cameras on the dual carriageway M1 at Pailles for Port Louis bound 
traffi c and at Camp Chapelon for traffi c going in the opposite direc-
tion, they decided to limit speed to 70 km/h on these stretches of road. 
In the fi rst two days, unsurprisingly, thousands of motorists received 
fi nes of Rs 2,000 each! Hats off to Mauritius Inc for its sharp entre-
preneurial sense! It certainly knows how to make a quick few million 
bucks by digging deeply and oppressively in the pockets of its own 
citizens. Two things are noteworthy in this experiment, for that’s what 
it turned out to be. Firstly, as expected, limiting speed to only 70 km/h 
on such a vital stretch of the national dual carriageway caused snarling 
tailbacks and traffi c jams at peak times. The road traffi c management 
experts in the responsible government offi ces and the police force 
were compelled to eat humble pie and to increase the speed limit to 
80 km/h. Road safety was patently no longer the paramount consi-
deration and expediency prevailed! The second ‘incident’ is worthy 
of an entry in the Guinness Book of Records for its sheer dilettantism 
and inanity. It’s too embarrassing to report, but nonetheless we’ll have 
a go at it, if you promise not to burst into guffaws – the signage indi-
cating that a speed limit was in force on the Camp Chapelon stretch 
was placed after the speed camera!!!  You might prefer to think that 
this was in fact intentional rather than to try to fi nd the explanation 
in someone’s IQ.  

If you persist in thinking that the reason the authorities dig in 
your pocket is because they have public safety at heart, here is what 
will make you change your mind: speed limitations are arbitrarily 
fi xed at places defying all logic. On the St. Jean Link Road, which 
takes you from the exit of Quatre Bornes to join the dual carriageway 
M1, by the new MCB elliptical building, towards Réduit and Port 
Louis, there is a speed limit of… 50 km/h! This zone is completely 
uninhabited, unless the authorities’ concern is the safety of the souls 
laid to rest in the nearby St. Jean cemetery. Similarly, a few hundred 
yards further, the speed limit on the slipway into Ebène is 40 km/h. 
Predictably, these are favourite spots for the police to ambush moto-
rists for speeding, as they very well know that it is well nigh impossible 
in a modern motorcar to stay within these speed limits on these roads.

The authorities should rather look into the chaos and total lack of 
discipline on our roads. Speed alone does not cause accidents. What 
speed limits are there in countries like Germany where there is a very 
low accident rate? 

weekly@lexpress.mu

The robber state
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“Some ‘miracle 
treatments’ are only 
likely to slim down 

the pocket”

Fixing a broken 
system

Education in Mauritius
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FOR the fi rst time in 
Mauritius, a march was orga-
nised by Chrysalide to raise 
awareness of the need to stop 
dehumanising sex workers 
through violence. On Saturday 
18th December, about a hun-
dred citizens gathered at Le 
Plaza, Rose Hill, proudly bran-
dishing their red umbrellas to 
commemorate the International 
Day to End Violence against 
Sex Workers.

First used in 2001 by Vene-
tian sex workers for a demons-
tration against human rights 
abuses, the red umbrella has 
since been adopted as the symbol 
of sex workers rights and resis-
tance to oppression. In fact, the 
International Day to End 

Violence against Sex Workers 
is synonymously called the Red 
Umbrella Day. Present on the 
occasion were representatives 
from PILS, Lacaz A, Dr Idrice 
Goomany Centre, Association 
Kiouété and from the ministry of 
Health and Quality of Life. The 
gathering also included Marie 
Michelle Etienne, a social wor-
ker, and Dhiren Moher from the 
Commission of the Indian Ocean 
who came to support the cause.

Prostitution, although ille-
gal, is rampant in Mauritius. 
Over the last few years, with the 
increasing feminisation of HIV/
AIDS, sex workers have been in 
the limelight as being the most 
at risk. Together with this, the 
cruel murder of Marie-Ange 
Milazar in 2009 revealed to 
everyone, including the autho-
rities, the dangerous lives led 
by sex workers on the streets. If 
lately, social workers have been 
arguing for the need to legalise 
the practice, the march was 
more about rendering members 
of the public, especially parlia-
mentarians, conscious of the 
human rights of sex workers. 
For Georgette Talary, “That is 
the fi rst concrete step towards 
achieving our goal. The Chry-
salide Centre has recently set up 
a committee to draw up a plan 
of action which includes the 
conducting of a study to defi ne 

the various aspects of prostitu-
tion in Mauritius which will be 
followed by actions to combat 
it.” The committee comprises 
Audrey d’Hotman from Ro-
gers, Marlene Ladine from 
Chrysalide and Dhiren Moher 
from the Commission of the 
Indian Ocean.

The committee, which also 
includes volunteer lawyers, is 
drafting the legal procedures 
to set up a non-governmental 
organisation to represent sex 
workers. According to Geor-
gette Talary, currently some 
20 sex workers are willing to 
accept medical help and psy-
chological support. For Marie 
Michelle Etienne, “a march 
in itself won’t achieve much. 
However, it confronts and 
gives visibility to a prevailing 
issue, which is better than 
doing nothing. Mauritians 
have become too passive with 
a blasé attitude.”

In a world where there is 
a suspension of ethics and le-
gal codes, breaking the taboo 
on such a widespread practice 
enables the formulation and 
implementation of constructive 
solutions. The Red Umbrella 
March was an initiative de-
monstrating active citizenship, 
which is highly praiseworthy.

Majhegy MURDEN
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Red Umbrella Day
Sex Workers’ Rights = Human Rights

Royal Mix Party 2011
Still in the mood to par-

ty? Catch the Royal Mix 
Party 2011 on 8th January, 
at Buddah Club in Grand 
Baie as from 10.30 pm. Organised 
by WSC Marketing, the event will include fl ame 
shows carried out by the barmen and shadow dancing, amongst 
others. There will be different types of music and several DJs will 
be present, including David Jay, Henri Fleurant, Gax, Dudjoy.
 VIP tickets are available at Rs.500 through Rezo Otayo and at 
Rs.700 at the door. Regular tickets will cost Rs.200 or Rs.300 
at the door. 

At the movies: 
Le Royaume de Ga’hoole

Experience the magic of 3D animation with this beautiful tale 
called “Le Royaume de Ga’hoole”, which will enchant the whole 
family. The fi lm tells of Soren, a young barn owl, who is living a 
happy childhood with his parents, his older brother Kludd and 
his sister Eglantine. Soren is enthralled by his father’s epic stories 
of the Guardians of Ga’ Hoole, a mythic band of winged warriors 
who had fought a great battle to save all of owl kind from the 
evil Pure Ones. However one day, while practicing their fl ying 

skills, Soren and Kludd fall out of their nest and are kidnap-
ped by the Pure Ones, to be trained as soldiers… 

This epic tale has been referred to as a 
children’s version of Lord 

of the Rings. The movie is 
currently running at Star 
Manhattan Cinema in 

Curepipe until 11th January at 11 
am and 2 pm.

National jazz contest
A national contest is being organi-

sed by Tropical Jazz, in collaboration 
with the Institut Français de Maurice 
(IFM), to reward the best jazz 
group, the best young jazz talent, 
and the best jazz singer. The jury 
will include well known jazz mu-
sicians like José Thérèse, Dean 
Nookadu, Noël Jean, Philippe 
Thomas, Cyril Michel and Eric 
Triton. The contest will be held 
on 19th February at 7 pm at the 
IFM, and tickets for the concert 
will be available through Rezo Otayo. Those 
who wish to participate in the contest must 
register by 20th January and may contact the 
IFM for more information.

Concert : Gina Jean Charles
See Gina Jean Charles in concert at the 

Conservatoire François Mitterand in Quatre 
Bornes at 8 pm on Saturday 29th January.
 The event is being produced by Showbiz Pro-

duction and will give people the chance to dis-
cover the singer's second album. It comprises 

ten songs that were written and composed 
with Belingo Faro, and are infl uenced by 
jazz, sega and soul. A trio will accompany 
the singer. Tickets for the show are available 
at Rs.400 through Rezo Otayo. 

Events ]
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The Prime minister’s speech
Aiming at the star and ...key

On the fi rst day of 
2011, the state te-
levision (MBC TV) 
broadcast the New 

Year wishes of the Prime minister 
to the nation. A speech different 
in style from what the public has 
been used to in the past.

The Prime minister made 
his speech in a standing position, 
wearing a black striped suit. 
The delivery was good, with well-
studied body gestures. The voice, 
as usual, was very assertive.

But this year, the Prime 
minister’s face did not light up with 
his usual smiles. It even appeared 
tense and stiff, deprived of the 
usual calm. 

In fact, one gets the impres-
sion that the Prime minister was 
trying to reassure the population 
and instil hope in the face of a 
bleak international economic 

situation that may impact very 
negatively on the Mauritian 
economy. After painting his 
usual picture of the econo-
mic woes of some European 

countries, he tried to reas-
sure the population about is-
sues such as law and order, 
corruption, criminal activities, 
forfeiture of assets of drug dea-
lears, and the sovereignty of 
Mauritius over Diego Garcia.

One could also note that in 
this speech, he gave a clear indi-
cation of his intention to do away 
with all those Labourites nomi-
nated at the head of parastatal 
bodies – even ministers he said 
– who have indulged or who may 
indulge in fraud and corruption.

Last but not least, in his 
endeavour to instil high hopes 
in the minds of the public, he 
voiced out his ambition to give 
to Mauritius its lustre of yore, 
by making it once again the star 
and key of the Indian Ocean.

Raj JUGERNAUTH

Sex workers face countless 
dangers on a day to day basis.

This year, Navin Ramgoolam 
delivered a speech different in style.



Come back kids 

Rama Sithanen’s departure for fairer climes 
has unleashed a torrent of commentary on the 
absence of anything vaguely resembling 
meritocracy in Mauritius and its attendant ill, the 

ongoing brain drain. Love him or loathe him, the former 
minister of Finance’s credentials and competencies are 
indisputable. The African Bank of Development recognized 
this by naming him director of strategy and policy. And even 
if his ideological allegiance to Bretton Woods' institutions 
will have a long-lasting negative impact on the country’s 
social and economic fabric, one cannot help but feel that he 
has been vindicated by this appointment, for the plain and 
simple reason that nobody deserves to be treated the way 
he was by his buddy Navin Ramgoolam. 

The latter backed him to the hilt when he was minister of 
Finance and gloried in the recognition, both domestic and 
international, that Rama Sithanen’s “reforms” attracted. 
Indeed, however controversial his policies might have been, 
Rama Sithanen was the only minister in a distinctly motley 
Cabinet whose professionalism was recognized by all and 
sundry. He and the Prime minister formed, to all intents 
and purposes, a solid team. Then the elections came round 
and, for the sake of political expediency, the Prime minister 
scratched his partner’s name off his dance card and chalked 
in that of a person with only the most rudimentary of 
economic qualifi cations. 

But politics being the art of the possible, this marriage 
of convenience was soon consummated and a beaming 
Pravind Jugnauth got to present his budget last Novem-
ber. To add insult to injury, Navin Ramgoolam explained 
soon after jilting Rama Sithanen that he and his economic 
advisor, Andrew Scott, were in fact the true architects of the 
reforms. Not wanting to compromise himself further, Rama 
Sithanen chose to quietly fade from the public eye and, later, 
to pursue a career far from the shores of his birthplace. 

Yet, this is not solely the chronicle of one man’s consign-
ment to the rubbish bin of History. Instead, this tale is symp-
tomatic of a disease that has pervaded both the private and 
public sectors to an alarming degree, a disease that dictates 
that one’s fealty to the powers that be is far more impor-
tant than one’s competencies. It has given rise to a veritable 
class of hangers on and other parasites that are draining the 
country of any semblance of dynamism, innovativeness and 
effi ciency it may once have had. In addition, corruption and 
communalism positively thrive in this vacuum. 

And don’t let the relative stability of the economy kid 
you. During the past few years, the economy has been rent 
open to unprecedented levels. The short term fi nancial gains 
of these Chicago School-style policies will look very paltry 
indeed compared to their far more pernicious long term 
impacts. Of course, those who made these questionable 
decisions will be long gone by the time the chickens come 
home to roost. Given the myriad challenges we face, we’re 
going to need all the homegrown talent we can get. 

This is easier said than done. The culture of cowardice, 
coupled with risible levels of remuneration, rising prices, 
ridiculously conservative social mores and, on a purely 
selfi sh basis, a lack of respect for the environment are 
making Mauritius less and less attractive to our young guns. 
Fortunately, our beautiful country still exerts a mystical pull 
over all those born here. We’ve simply got to convince them 
to come back. So, if you do anything this year, try to question 
the absurdity and the injustice of the status quo.  

  

Left Field]
By Nicholas RAINER 
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The worldwide tourism industry is 
undergoing deep changes. Mauritius 
is no exception. We have to act fast if 
we’re to avoid killing the goose that 
lays the golden eggs. 

Consider, if you will, 
the case of Flat 
Island, a histori-
cally signifi cant 

and ecologically fragile islet 
off the north coast. Despite its 
status as a nature reserve, a tou-
rism operator decided one fi ne 
day to exploit its commercial 
potential. With the help of 
the relevant authorities, he 
bypassed the regulations 
relative to nature reserves and 
set up a restaurant on this little 
piece of paradise. Inevitably, 
these activities were to have 
a negative ecological impact 
and in May last year, a team 
led by the National Parks and 
Conservation Services disco-
vered, much to its consterna-
tion, the presence of rats on the 
islet. Years of conservation work 
had been negated almost over-
night. Now the promoter wants 
to erect temporary structures 
on the islet to allow its clients 
to spend the night there. Flat 
Island as we knew it is no more. 

In isolation, this story might 
seem anecdotic, banal even, 
yet it is illustrative of why the 
perceptions of both residents 
and visitors towards the Mauri-
tian tourism industry are chan-
ging. Despite going virtually 
unnoticed in the local press, 
a recent article by National 
Geographic – in which it rated 
99 coastal destinations across 
the world – highlighted these 
growing concerns. Not only did 
Mauritius come in at a middling 
62nd place, but the publication’s 
panelists were also rather 
cheerless in their appraisal, a fact 
that earned the country a spot 
in the ominously named “In the 
Balance” section. 

In brief, National Geo-
graphic concluded that: “The 
cultural, biological, and geolo-
gical diversity of this semi-sub-
merged volcano, whose rugged 
peak rises abruptly from the 
southwest Indian Ocean, makes 
it an especially appealing desti-
nation. Unfortunately, the tou-
rism industry, characterized by 
large, all-inclusive resorts, fails 
to contribute to a sense of place 
and doesn’t economically benefi t 
local residents to the extent that 
it could.” 

There is reason to believe 
that an increasing number of 
Mauritians share this opinion. 

During Maurice: Ile Durable 
(MID) Week, which was held 
in March 2009, the University 
of Mauritius (UoM)’s Robin 
Nunkoo presented the fi ndings 
of a survey on the perception 
of the tourism industry. Not only 
did a majority of the 200 respon-
dents agree that tourism, in its 
current form, leads to pollution, 
environmental degradation and 
“the over-commercialisation 
of Mauritian culture”, but they 
were also critical of govern-
ment’s objective of welcoming 
two million tourists by 2015 and 
of certain “drawbacks” associa-
ted with IRS projects.

Travelers 
expectations

Robin Nunkoo, who has 
since joined the Department 
of Recreation and Leisure Stu-
dies at the University of Water-
loo in Canada, believes that the 
rating “refl ects poorly” on the 
industry. “This and the recent 
Thalassa documentary on tou-
rism in Mauritius are evidence 
that the negative consequences 
of tourism development on the 
island are no longer confi ned to 
our borders, but have also raised 
the attention of the internatio-
nal media. Travelers are beco-
ming complex and increasingly 
demanding, looking for destina-
tions that offer them value for 
money, together with a pristine 
and healthy environment and 
opportunities to learn about 
the destination’s culture and 
history. Destinations have 
become substitutable and 
Mauritius cannot afford to lose 
its competitiveness”, he warns. 

But not everyone shares 
this gloomy outlook. François 
Venin, the general manager for 
Le Canonnier and Le Mauricia, 
two hotels in the north of the 
island, refuses to take National 
Geographic’s evaluation at face 
value. For one, he deems its 
description of “large, all inclu-
sive resorts” inaccurate. “Resort 
hotels here have, on average, 
less than 200 rooms. Compared 
to the Venetian Palazzo in Las 
Vegas and its 7,117 rooms 
or the Genting Highland in 
Malaysia and its 6, 118 rooms, 
Mauritian resorts are tiny”, 
he says. He also contests the 

affi rmation that the sector hasn’t 
benefi tted local residents. “How 
many restaurants and shops 
have opened in Grand Baie in 
the past few years for example?”, 
he asks to illustrate his point.

Having said that, François 
Venin affi rms that the future of 
the tourism sector will depend 
fi rst and foremost on whether 
the country can retain its biggest 
asset: the legendary hospitality of 
its people. Another challenge will 
come in the form of sustainable 
development. “When I see heaps 
of rubbish on the beach at Mon 
Choisy, I tell myself that we’ve 
still got a long way to go”, notes 
the general manager of Le Ca-
nonnier and Le Mauricia. With 
regard to the two million tou-
rists chimera, he’s of the opinion 
that too many hurdles remain 
(insuffi cient fl ights, rooms and 
labour supply) for it to be realis-
tic. “One has the unpleasant im-
pression that there’s a complete 
absence of planning, be it by the 
authorities or the private sector.” 

One of the main bugbears of 
critics of the current form of tou-
rism development is not the qua-
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Tourism

Sustainability or bust

According to the ministry of Envi-
ronment, “there exist no more than 
some 20-30 further coastal hotel 
sites that can be made available”. 
That sounds excessive.

lity of the hotels, but their sheer 
quantity. And given the scarcity 
of land in Mauritius, this issue 
could well become a source of 
tension in the coming years. Ac-
cording to the ministry of Envi-
ronment’s National Assessment 
Report 2010, “no more than 
some 20-30 further coastal ho-
tel sites can be made available”. 
Considering how Mauritians are 
becoming increasingly protective 
of the few public beaches they 
have left, government may have 
a hard time justifying the use of 
these sites for hotels. 

Worryingly, perhaps our ap-
proach has been wrong all along. 
Sandesh Sampat, a student of  
Tourism Management at the UoM 
and co-creator of the Mauritius 
Ecotourism page on Facebook, 
says that too much emphasis has 
been placed on the number of tou-
rists at the expense of other consi-
derations. “Mauritians are being 
made to feel like tourists in their 
own land. There has been a ten-
dency to copy other destinations 
and act like we can get by without 
looking at our carrying capacity 
and natural resources”, he laments. 

In the current context of 
water scarcity, his last com-
ment is particularly à propos. 
For example, the National As-
sessment Report concedes that 
“tourism growth will result in in-
creased water demand with the 
target of two million tourists by 
2015 and the development of the 
IRS and RES projects. Moreo-
ver, an 8% decreasing rainfall 
pattern has been observed and 
is attributed to climate change. 
As a result, tourism growth 
could pose a challenge to the 
water sector in terms of the ad-
ditional capacity required, given 
a scarcity of current resources, 
notably during dry seasons or 
during some peak periods.” 

As if the situation wasn’t bad 
enough, the minister of Tou-
rism, Nando Bodha, recently 
announced that he wants to turn 
Mauritius into a golf destination 
(golf courses are huge consumers 
of water). Such piecemeal stra-
tegies are proof of the growing 
divide between promoters and 
government on one side and 
Mauritians on the other. “What 
National Geographic’s article 

doesn’t mention is that Mauri-
tians aren’t simply excluded from 
resorts, but also from access to 
certain basic services that contri-
bute to one’s quality of life”, re-
marks the former president of the 
International Union of Architects, 
Gaëtan Siew. 

A unique product

So what should be done to 
ensure that the tourism sector be-
comes more inclusive and sustai-
nable? Needless to say, everyone’s 
got an opinion on the matter. Eve-
ryone agrees though, that sustai-
nable tourism has to become an 
absolute priority. Robin Nunkoo, 
for instance, believes that all new 
hotel projects should undergo a 
Social Impact Assessment as well 
as an Environment Impact Assess-
ment. “These should not be used 
merely as eye-washing tools, but as 
policies to ensure that tourism and 
related projects contribute to 
the sustainable development of t
he region.” 

“We must avoid the mass 
tourism strategy. Mauri-

tius should position itself as 
being unique and develop an 
irreproducible product to stay 
competitive and become sustai-
nable in the long term. Govern-
ment should treat tourism as 
an integrated component of the 
entire economic development 
process rather than in isolation”, 
he concludes. 

For his part, François Venin 
thinks that the sector should 
take a breather and stop building 
hotels like it did in the 1990s. 
The merit of this approach is 
that it would give newer esta-
blishments time to fi nd their feet. 
He also esteems that rather than 
try to target emerging markets, 
such as India and China, a task 
for which the Mauritian tourism 
industry is ill-equipped, it would 
be  better to focus on continuing 
to attract a European clientele. 
But if the authorities are serious 
about breaking into the Chinese 
and Indian markets however, 
they will have to drastically in-
crease air access to major cities 
in these countries. 

Last but not least, Sandesh 
Sampat gives his views on the 

way forward. As the youngest of 
those we spoke to, his ideas are 
perhaps those of the future. “Go-
vernment needs to bring in laws 
for the use of renewable resources 
in the tourism industry. It can 
also promote cultural tourism, 
encourage research into tourism, 
engage in community-based plan-
ning and show realistic situations 
to residents. More attractions and 
beaches should be made acces-
sible to residents”, he suggests. 

For decades, the tourism 
industry has been the gift that 
keeps on giving. The country’s 
nonpareil natural beauty, cou-
pled with dynamic and profes-
sional tourism operators, made 
it a highly popular destination. 
The situation is a bit more 
complex now though. Govern-
ment has a lot on its plate if it 
is to ensure that our hotels are 
fi lled and, more importantly, 
that Mauritians don’t feel mar-
ginalized by the tourism sector. 
A good starting point would be to 
stop giving our most special spots 
to promoters. 

Nicholas RAINER 
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■ We are emerging from all the 
festivities full of guilt. Is our 
guilt justifi ed?

Not if you are in good health. 
Abusing of food and drink for a rela-
tively short period of time is not a real 
health hazard in itself: some instances of 
indigestion, a few headaches and a few 
more kilos. Nothing which will kill you 
if you do not suffer from more or less 
serious pathologies like obesity, gout, 
diabetes or high blood pressure. If you 
do, the excess food you have been taking 
will exacerbate the symptoms.

■ Good news then for the heal-
thy souls who do not suffer from 
chronic disease.

Only if the binge eating and drin-
king which characterise the festivities 
end now. Don’t forget that, according 
to the World Health Organisation 
(WHO), bad eating habits are one of 
the main causes of non-transmittable 
diseases. So, whether the excess of food 
and drink is over a relatively short pe-
riod or not is a determining factor in 
morbidity and death. 

■ That is so scary!
In most cases, the worst people have 

to worry about are the more frequent 
problems of weight. A few kilos more, 
a few more spare tyres around the 
waist, a bit of fat which beach wear 
cannot hide…

■ Why, how many kilos do you think 
we have gained?

Some studies have shown that the 
average weight gain during the festivities 
is not very high. It is around 500 grams. 
However, for people who already have a 
weight problem, it can go up to two kilos.

■ Is that diffi cult to lose?
Well, not really if you do something 

about it. Most people, however, don’t and 
if you accumulate one kilo a year, after 
ten years, your fi gure will have changed 
completely. It is only a question of time. 

■ But surely we don’t put on one or 
two kilos just because we have eaten 
a bit more for a couple of weeks ?

No, you will not only have eaten a 
little more. You will also have snacked 
substantially more, reduced your physi-
cal activities drastically and reduced the 
amount and quality of your sleep. It is the 
combination of all these factors which 
will affect you eventually.

■ But that’s not the whole story, is 
it? Some people eat so much more 
and never put on an ounce. 

It is true that there is a certain inequa-
lity in weight gain and weight loss. The 
element of heredity does, unfortunately, 
have a lot to do with it. However, lifestyle, 

eating habits, level of physical activity 
and the way we deal with stress, repetitive 
diets, and irregular eating hours all aggra-
vate a problem we may have inherited. 

■ So, what do we do now? 
Don’t ask us to starve and kill 
ourselves exercising.

Unfortunately, there is no other 
way. You should not, however, rush 
into drastic dieting and engage in exer-
cise which can cause more harm than 
good. The best thing to do is to have a 
medical check-up to fi nd out the reasons 
for the excess weight and in what way 
these can be dealt with according to each 
one’s needs and temperament. A special 
diet coupled with an appropriate phy-
sical activity tailored to suit the needs 
of the person and coaching in stress 
management are all one needs to reach 
one’s objectives. 

■ What about techniques like mas-
sage, phytotherapy, oligotherapy 
etc.? Recommended or a waste 
of money ?

To lose weight, the basic techniques 
remain the same: nutrition, individualised 
training and a good stress management 
programme. However, techniques like 
phytotherapy or oligotherapy can help 
if supervised by professionals. Some 
types of massage can have a benefi -

cial effect on the shape. One has to 
remember, however, that there is no 
magic recipe and that self-medica-
tion can be dangerous. In any case, 
losing weight is a process in which 
one has to be an active, not a passive 
subject undergoing some miracle treat-
ment. That is likely to slim down the 
pocket. Nothing else!

■ We have the second highest 
incidence of diabetes. Is that due 
entirely to our eating habits?

Type 2 diabetes is the one which one 
can develop at around the age of 40. It is 
often associated with being overweight.
It is not caused directly by nutrition 
but rather by lifestyle in general. There 
is, naturally, a genetic predisposition to 
take into consideration. However, he-
redity is not a disease in itself. It is the 
combination of heredity and a careless li-
festyle which provokes the illness. Like in 
most chronic conditions, the cause is an 
unhealthy diet and a sedentary lifestyle. 

■ Are we, in general, a badly 
fed nation?

Well, we are not the only ones. 
A large chunk of the world population 
eats too much and suffers from malnu-
trition while the other part does not eat 
enough and suffers from under nutrition. 
Here, we eat enough. It is therefore not 

so bad. However, having a full stomach 
does not mean being well-fed. The rate 
of diabetes, obesity and cardio-vascular 
diseases tell the full story. 

■ How does one eat well?
There are four models of diet which 

promote a healthy life: the Okinawa 
model in Japan, the Sichuan province 
model in China, the Crete model and the 
Mediterranean one. They, in fact, have 
many points in common. Unfortunately, 
the Mauritian model is rather far from 
the four mentioned above. 

■ What do you think is the 
easiest way to improve our nutrition 
without upsetting our eating habits 
too much? 

I think we all know more or less what 
we have to do. The problem is the will to 
do it and to accept the change. Reducing 
one’s consumption of “gateaux piments”, 
samosa and sodas is not too frustra-
ting but is not enough. Most people 
underestimate the quantity they swallow. 
So, people need to be educated, be taught 
to taste differently, to cook differently 
without changing the culinary tradition. 
If you educate a child’s taste buds, 
he or she will learn how to appreciate 
everything which is healthy. Brown rice 
grows whole everywhere in the world. 
It is only recent industrialisation which 
has pushed us to consume white 
polished rice. 

■ What did you fi nd most striking in 
our lifestyle when you fi rst landed in 
our little island? 

The quantity of fried foods, 
particularly the “gadjacks” ! But I can 
understand that many Mauritians may 
be shocked that we eat snails. 

■ When you look at the schools 
around, do you think the new gene-
ration is healthier? 

In fact, in 2008, the World Health 
Organisation recorded an increase in the 
rate of diabetes in Mauritius. The rate 
increased to 111,000 cases in 2000 and, 
if the tendency continues, this number 
will reach 233,000 by 2030. We see more 
and more children with weight problems 
and the reasons are the same. A bad diet 
and a sedentary lifestyle, and that is not 
changing much. 

■ Is the gym the best way to exercise?
Being a professional trainer I’d say yes. 

But that might be out of chauvinism too. 
I think the main thing is to engage in regu-
lar physical activities for the heart to work 
and the muscles to develop. It is true that in 
fi tness centers, one can work in a homoge-
nous way in a pleasant social environment, 
guided by professionals in the fi eld.

Touria PRAYAG

with Nicolas Morfoisse,
Wellness coach and naturopath
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“Some ‘miracle treatments’ are only 
likely to slim down the pocket”
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It’s back to school 
next week for 
thousands of 
primary and 
secondary school 
children. Will there 
be any 
improvement to 
the problems in 
our educational 
system? We take a 
look at some of the 
measures that have 
been set for 2011. 

Education in MauritiusEducation in Mauritius

Fixing a broken 
The announcements 

made by the minister 
of education, Vasant 
Bunwaree near the 

end of December are hardly 
new. It seems, however, that the 
minister has decided to reaffi rm 
these measures and set a time 
frame on them. Yet the fi rst step 
to overhauling our educational 
system is to admit that it’s broken 
– an admission that is absent every 
time the subject is broached. The 
shibboleths of the education 
ministry remain constant :  the 
problem lies with increasing 
access to education. There is a 
grain of truth in that, but it falls 
short of explaining why our 
educational system is the way it is. 

The strategy of the New Year 
consists of measures focusing 
exclusively on making education 
accessible to all. However, 
problems remain, including the 
gargantuan failure rate in the 
Certifi cate of Primary Education 
(CPE) exams. This raises the 
question: what kind of education 
is currently being imparted? 
And how much is 

the state actually investing in it, 
proud slogans and programmatic 
dogma notwithstanding. Put 
in this way, a major part of the 
problem reveals itself. 

The assumption is that 
Mauritius devotes a tremendous 
amount of its resources to 
education. Just approach the 
subject and fi ngers immediately 
begin pointing towards 
programmes such as free 
transport for students. The 
truth is that Mauritius devotes 
shockingly little to its educational 
system. The United Nations 
Educational Scientifi c and 
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 
compared Mauritius’ spending to 
other countries. The measure of 
this is the percentage of the gross 
domestic product (GDP) devoted 
to education. In 2005, it stood at a 
paltry 3.8%, well behind paragons 
of learning such as Lesotho, Yemen, 
Mongolia, Namibia, Malawi, 
Jamaica and Sri Lanka (many of 
them spending up to three times 
proportionately more than we 
do). As if those peanuts weren’t 

miserable enough, the percentage 
of our national wealth devoted to 
education has consistently been 
reduced from 3.8% in 2005 to 
3.2% in 2007 and fi nally to 3.19% 
in 2009. 

If you don’t provide suffi cient 
fi nancial resources, it is obvious 
that no change can be implemen-
ted; no matter how many extra 
hours students have to put in. The 
Enhancement Programme is one 
such example, which according 
to Yahya Paraouty of the Union 
of Private Secondary Education 
Employees, “is a waste of time and 
money. Keeping children till 
5pm won’t change anything.”  
Yet it has been announced that 
this year, the Enhancement Pro-
gramme will be extended to stu-
dents of Standard III. 

The issues at hand
 According to former minister 

of Education Steeve Obeegadoo, 
the real hitch in the educational 
system is the ranking system sustai-
ned by the present government. “A 
modern educational system 

should produce socially active citi-
zens, capable of self-employment. 
Yet, everyone seems to be obsessed 
with examinations,” he says. When 
it comes to primary education, 
there is also the matter of overpo-
pulated classrooms, with emphasis 
on rote learning, which has not 
improved over the years. To really 
reduce the failure rate, the number 
of students per class must go down. 
Suttyhudeo Tengur, president of 
the Government Hindi Teachers’ 
Union, emphasises the need for a 
“shift from macro teaching to mi-
cro teaching.” He also advocates 
the use of IT tools in the classroom, 
all of which requires adequate 
investment in resources. 

The proposed National 
Assessment in Form III for a 
National Certifi cate of Achieve-
ment will be extended to more 
colleges this year. Soondress 
Sawmynaden, president of the 
Union of Rectors and Assis-
tant Rectors of State Secon-
dary Schools argues that upon 
its general implementation, 
complementary measures will be 

needed. Depending 

Although focus is on increasing access to education, the budget for this sector keeps decreasing.



on whether the student is opting 
for technical or academic educa-
tion, there must be enough insti-
tutions delivering the appropriate 
courses, and parents must be 
made aware of the importance of 
technical education.  Up to now, 
nothing has been said as to the 
long-term objectives of the Na-
tional Assessment.  Is it a step to-
wards abolishing the CPE exams?  

More resources need to 
be devoted to teacher training. 
Suttyhudeo Tengur advo-
cates a Bachelor in Education 
degree, which he believes could be 
delivered by the Mauritius 
Institute of Education via distance 
learning. Soondress Sawmynaden 
highlights, “It is only during the 
last few years that the PGCE 
has been gaining ground as a 
pre-requisite.”

The fi nancial belt-tightening 
has had deleterious effects. Consi-
der this: for the thousands that 

drop out at the CPE level, 40% of 
whom, according to UNESCO, 
are girls, their only hope of conti-
nuing their education is in pre-vo-
cational courses. The only problem 
is that the number of state schools 
offering pre-vocational courses is 
also falling. According to the go-
vernment’s own fi gures in 2009, 
there were 56 state schools with 
8,033 students enrolled in pre-vo-
cational courses but this number 
dropped to 7,442 students with 
only 49 schools offering these 
courses a year later in 2010. What 
happens to students who fail the 
CPE and cannot get a place in our 
diminishing pre-vocationals?

The writing is on the wall. Until 
education is made a greater prio-
rity and as a fi rst step, gets a grea-
ter share of our national wealth, 
chances for improvement are slim.

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN,
 Majhegy MURDEN, Melissa LOUIS
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system
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By Deepa BHOOKHUN

High-Heeled]

Ihave been informed – by rather circuitous 
routes, I must say – that some politicians 
don’t like to be criticised. 
Oh.

Let’s all put our pens down and go home then, 
shall we? 

See, I understand perfectly well how infuriating 
it must be when you open the newspapers and fall 
on a piece dedicated to you. As you proceed to read 
it, because you can’t bloody well boycott yourself 
after all, can you, you fl y into a rage. Who does 
that person think he or she is? What does he or she 
know? These thoughts will most likely be followed 
by less gracious ones. 

This is all perfectly natural. After all, we think 
we’re god’s gift to humanity and if others don’t 
appreciate that perfectly obvious fact, then they’re 
surely intellectually challenged, aren’t they?

The problem arises when you choose to make 
politics your career. The minute you make that 
choice, you stop being “normal”. Because your 
mission is bigger than life; it’s sacred. 

Because you then occupy the one position in life 
– with the possible exception of motherhood – where 
you put others before you. Where you don’t serve 
yourself but others. And if you’re true to your oath, 
no amount of vile newspaper articles can change 
people’s perception of you; nothing can reach you.

Our politicians, on the other hand, get edgy when 
they read unpleasant stuff about them. Then get 
working guys! Do what you promised the people you 
would do when you beseeched them for their votes. 

And if you’re tired and feel you don’t have the 
energy to do so anymore, then retire for crying out 
loud. Or change jobs. Stop taking public money to 
do as you please. Because when you take public 
money, when my taxes serve to pay your salary, 
then you owe me as you owe all those taxpayers 
who slave everyday so that you may eat, drink and 
be merry. And owing means you’re accountable. 
It means your every move, your every action, your 
every word will be examined closely, will be moni-
tored. And you will be criticised. It’s tough really if 
you don’t like it. Like I said, change jobs. 

And who am I to patronise people in that way, 
may you ask? I am nothing. I don’t ask you for any 
favour, I don’t ask you to feed me, I don’t ask you 
to do my family any good turn, I don’t steal from 
you and I don’t owe you any allegiance. I vote like all 
citizens of this country, I pay my taxes, I pay my 
fi nes, I respect and try to obey the law, I don’t take 
bribes and I will not be corrupted. I have my likes 
and my dislikes and I think I express them freely 
enough for you to know what they are. 

I do so because for readers to give me any credence, 
they must know what I am and what I stand for.  

That’s what gives my fellow colleagues and me 
the legitimacy to hound you. That and, of course, 
the little matter of accountability. 

And it doesn’t just happen every fi ve years. 

With the resumption of school comes the rush for 
supplies. Alain, a security guard says, “I have to pay 
the SC examination fees this year. I hope to bene-
fi t from the 50% subsidy that was announced for 
those with a monthly income between Rs.14, 500 
and Rs.20, 000.” Merilyn works in a shop, and has 
a son in Form VI and a daughter in Form I. She 
says, “I take second hand books from family and 
friends, but with the change in prescribed books, 
I have bought a new set for my daughter. Both 
my children take private tuition. Nowadays both 

parents have to work to make ends meet.” 
Deenoo Devanand, a salesman, says he sets aside 
Rs.8000 for his two children, one being in Std VI 
and the other in Form I. Vedy Cheryl, a helper at 
an electronics store meanwhile says that she sets 
aside Rs.10,000 for her two children who are in se-
condary school. To get an idea of expenses incurred 
by parents, one may need to spend between Rs.225 
and Rs.300 for a school bag, Rs.300 to Rs.550 for 
tennis shoes, Rs.75 to Rs.300 for school uniforms 
and between Rs.1,500 to Rs.3,500 on schoolbooks. 

The ZEP project was meant 
to address the problem of acade-
mic under-achievement in vulne-
rable areas, but has not done as 
well as initially hoped.  Last year, 
ZEP schools in Mauritius had a 
67.8% failure rate. Over the last 
fi ve years, the pass rate has ba-
rely gone beyond 36% and ZEP 
schools have acquired a stigma. 
Steve Obeegadoo questions the 
actual utility of the project.

Meanwhile, pre-vocational 
schools have experienced an 
increasing drop out rate and are 
perceived as a means to retain 
children at school till the age of 16 
as required by law, explains Soon-
dress Sawmynaden, president of 
the Union of Rectors and Assis-
tant Rectors of State Secondary 
Schools. “The teaching method is 
hardly different. Children are ex-
pected to assimilate and respond 
to subjects like design and science 
when they are unable to write their 
names properly,” he says. 

Minister Bunwaree has said 
they are thinking of extending 
pre-vocational classes by one 
year, but this would hardly help 
to improve the students’ perfor-
mance.  The structure, learning 
content and examination system 
do not adequately recognise that 
children possess different learning 
styles and talents and develop at 
different paces.  Both the ZEP and 
pre-vocational schools need an 
appropriate framework for tea-
chers and children, in terms of 
training, wages, infrastructure and 
evaluation of both projects.

The ZEP project 
and Pre-Vocation-
al training

The cost of going to school

Parents often turn to second hand bookstores to reduce their expenses.
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The Day After
When the bride cries for the last time

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

The “Chawtaree” 
ceremony in the 
Hindu commu-
nity is a lunch 

party thrown by the bride’s 
family in honour of the 
bridegroom. It is held the 
day after the wedding and is 
packed with symbolism. The 
uninitiated guest is bound 
to miss out on a lot of things 
– it is not just a lunch party. 
The story of the two families 
can be read just by observing 
what happens on that day.

As soon as the wedding cere-
mony is over, the pundit 

(Hindu priest) 
will set the 

time para-
meters for 
the “Chaw-
taree” cere-

mony: he will 
specify the 
auspicious 
time at which 
the groom 
should show 

up at 

the bride’s home as well as the time 
they should leave. 

On the day, the couple, who will 
have left the house of the bride or 
the hall where the wedding was held 
and spent the night at the groom’s 
house in separate rooms, will wake 
up very early to get ready for the 
ceremony. The prayers will be a 
quick affair as the most important 
thing is for the bride to be dressed 
and her hair styled with particular 
care. She will be scrutinized when 
she meets the guests.  

Negotiations 
for a suitable price

The couple arrives at the 
bride’s family home on time, 
accompanied by the close rela-
tives. The number will have been 
agreed between the two families 
beforehand. Tradition has it that 
the groom’s mother does not at-
tend this ceremony. She stays at 
home. In fact, the groom’s mo-
ther does not even attend the 
wedding, though some “rebel-

lious” mothers now refuse 
to stay away and insist on 
attending, leaving as soon 
as the ceremony is over 
to be able to prepare to 
welcome the couple. 

The rituals start 
as soon as the 

car reaches 

the bride’s house. It is usually 
driven by the brother-in-law or, 
in the absence of one, someone 
chosen for this purpose. The 
car remains locked and the win-
dows closed tight. The relatives 
from both sides stand by and 
wait to welcome the couple. 
Nothing happens until the bride’s 
mother comes and starts 
pleading for the car to be opened 
to release the couple. The driver 
will refuse and the negotiations 
for a suitable price to release the 
couple start. In this light-hearted 
ceremony, surrounded by bursts 
of laughter from the guests, the 
mother will try to get away with 
the minimum while the driver 
will try to raise the price. Only 
when an agreement has been 
reached does the driver unlock 
the car and allow the couple to 
step out. 

The uninitiated will not 
know why all eyes will scrutinize 
the bride: everything she will be 
wearing will have been given to 
her by her in-laws. The quality of 
the outfi t as well as the jewelry is 
a clear indication of the means 
of the family the girl has married 
into, their taste and the extent to 
which they value her. 

Once the “inspection” is 
over, the couple will greet the 
relatives either by kissing them 
or with a “Namaste” gesture. If 
there are elderly people in the 

crowd, the couple may touch 
their feet as a sign of respect and 
a request for their blessings. 

“Inspection” 
exercise is resumed

The relatives will then sit in 
the wedding tent which will have 
been converted into a fi ve-star 
restaurant overnight. They will be 
served lunch, will share the tradi-
tional wedding cake and toast to 
the couple. A speech will be made 
by a close relative of the bride’s 
and champagne, for the families 
who can afford it, will fl ow.

The ceremony does not 
end here and vigilance does not 
relax yet: the bride will sneak 
out discreetly, followed by her 
sister-in-law or, in the absence 
of one, a close relative who 
will have been chosen to carry 
out this function. When she 
comes back, the “inspection” 
exercise is resumed as the sari 
and jewelry she sports now will 
have been given to her by her 
own parents. A few comments, 
usually pleasant ones, will be 
exchanged between guests and 
by then it is time for the couple 
to leave.

As they walk towards the 
car, Indian music will play. It is 
the type of music which is made 
for this occasion: mellow, sad 

Prisha Balgobin Kowlessur and Sharmila Gujadhur Harel shed a few tears as they leave their parents’ home after the “Chawtaree.” 

Tradition has it 
that the bride 
has to shed a few 
tears as she leaves 
home on that day; 
the misogynistic 
anecdote goes that 
it will be the last 
time she cries as 
the husband will 
be doing all the 
crying from then 
on; and we 
married folk say, 
“No comment!”

Prisha and Bhavish Kowlessur are ready to start their new life  together.



If you have a friend getting 
married, you will get an in-
vitation stating the day of 
the wedding as well as the 
dinner ceremony the day before 
called “Haldi” (saffron), where 
the bride and bridegroom 
are purifi ed with saffron. If 
you are a mere acquaintance 
or a distant colleague of the 
person getting married, don’t be 
surprised if you get an invita-
tion. The success of a Hindu 
wedding is judged largely by 
the number of people who 
attend it. If the presence of a few 
ministers is secured, it is a re-
sounding success.
If you are a very close friend or 
relative, you will also get two 
smaller invitation cards, one for 
the “Tilak” (engagement) and 
one for the reception. Make sure 
you read all the invitation cards 
to know at what ceremonies you 
are expected. If you are invited 
to the “Chawtaree” (the lunch 
at the girl’s place) or the “Sun-
geet” (prayers), you will be told 
verbally. Always listen carefully 
to the person who drops the invi-
tation cards at your place. They 
will give you a run-down of all 
the ceremonies you are invi-

ted to and will not mention the 
other ones. Make a note of the 
informal invitations as they are 
not recorded on the cards and 
you may forget as soon as the 
person has left.
If you have to make a choice, 
opt for the wedding. The couple 
will appreciate your presence 
more than at any other cere-
mony. Ceremonies where there 
is food and drink normally have 
to be “deserved”. No one will 
tell you but it would be odd if 

you showed up for the reception 
when you have not attended any 
other ceremony before. 
For the gift to offer the couple, 
read the card carefully. If you see 
“no boxed gifts”, that is a euphe-
mistic way of saying, “we don’t 
need any more salad bowls, 
thank you! Just give us cash 
instead and we will buy so-
mething that we genuinely 
need.” A cash envelope is then in 
order. You can hand it over to the 
bride’s or bridegroom’s mother 
before, during or even after the 
wedding. 

and emotional. If you unders-
tand Hindi, you will know that 
the song is about the sadness 
experienced by the parents of 
the bride who have brought 
her up all these years and who 
are now left in an empty house. 
The song conjures up all the 
good moments that parents 
and children share until they 
have to part from each other. 
Even if you can’t understand 
the song, the heavy atmos-
phere which builds up around 
you is contagious. The bride 
will touch her parents’ feet 
and burst into tears before the 

bridegroom provides a com-
forting shoulder and leads her 
into the car. The couple is then 
free to go off to get ready for 
the reception given by the bri-
degroom’s family either that 
evening or the next day. 

The “Chawtaree” is usually 
not meant to be an occasion 
for enjoyment as the family 
has “lost” one of its members. 
So restraint is observed during 
the whole ceremony. Guests can 
let their hair down only at the 
reception given by the boy’s 
family. Here, the girl’s 
family and all the guests will be 

celebrating a new mem-
ber of the family. While the 
“Chawtaree” lunch may or may 
not be vegetarian depending 
on the families, the reception 
dinner is defi nitely a way to 
catch up with all the goodies 
which were not allowed prior 
to the wedding. It is time to eat, 
drink and be merry.

After dinner, the newly-wed 
couple will open the dancing 
and by then the guests will have 
downed a few drinks and need 
no invitation to join in. 

Touria PRAYAG
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An alien’s guide to a Hindu wedding

All in one wedding 
Hindu weddings normally run over fi ve or six days, some-
times more. The ceremonies are equally divided between 
the two families and there is a reason behind each cere-
mony.
● The Sungeet: this is a ceremony where prayers are held 
and religious songs sung. It sets the mood for the wedding. 
If it is a girl who is getting married, the “Mehendi” (henna) 
ceremony will be held at the same time. The bride’s hands 
and feet will be decorated in a very intricate way and most 
relatives will also have their hands done. The guest list will 
be restricted to the very close relatives. There will be a 
heavy presence of women. Most men can get away with not 
attending. A simple vegetarian dinner will be served after 
the prayers are over.
● The Tilak: This is the engagement party but it takes 
place even if the couple have already been engaged formal-
ly. It is an opportunity for the boy’s family to show some 
hospitality towards the girl’s who will host the wedding. 
The cortege made up of the bride’s relatives (excluding 
the bride, of course, who will meet the groom only on the 
wedding day) will leave the bride’s house to go to the boy’s.  
Gifts will be given to the bridegroom on behalf of the bride. 
They will be carried by the young girls in the family and 
this is an opportunity for many to be “spotted”. The guests 
are served savoury and sweet cakes as well as cold and hot 
drinks. The girl’s family are served fi rst and the boy’s side 
join in afterwards.
● The Haldi: This ceremony is held at the same time 
but independently at the boy’s and the girl’s houses. The 
couple are purifi ed by the guests who rub saffron on their 
bodies with a brush. An intricate vegetarian dinner made of 
seven different dishes is served on this occasion on 
banana leaves. Nowadays, the natural banana leaves have 
been replaced by paper ones. If you have never eaten with 
your fi ngers, get some training before you go there to avoid 
yourself embarrassment. 
● The wedding: This ceremony is held by the girl’s fa-
mily. The cortege, with the boy’s relatives, leaves the boy’s 
place to head for the girl’s. Gifts will this time be carried 
to the girl on behalf of the boy. Drinks and cakes are served 
during the wedding. After the wedding, the couple goes to 
the boy’s place where the boy’s relatives feed them “Kheer” 
(sweet rice). This ceremony is fun as the couple leagues up 
and refuses to eat until they are “paid” to do so. 
● The Chawtaree: It takes place the day after the wedding. 
The lunch ceremony is given by the girl’s family.
● The reception: Held either the day of the wedding, the 
next day or, sometimes, a week later, the boy’s family gives 
a dinner party to thank the friends and relatives and cele-
brate the new addition to the family.

Cake and champagne: mandatory elements at the “Chawtaree” ceremony.

The young couple greeting the 
elders by touching their feet as 
a sign of respect.

The bridal car which 
brings the couple to the 

“Chawtaree” ceremony will 
only open after the mother has 

paid the brother-in-law to release 
the couple.



Homosexuals in Mauritius tread 
a fi ne line between legality and 
criminality every day of their lives. 
Mauritius, supposedly a mature 
democratic state, enjoins respect for 
all species of human rights, save one. 
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The rainbow has been 
adopted worldwide as 
the symbol of diverse 
sexual orientation. The attitude of the 

state towards its 
citizens who hap-
pen to be homo-

sexuals has never been clear. 
Externally, the record seems 
progressive. Mauritius was 
one of the 66 or so countries 
who signed the United Na-
tions declaration on sexual 
orientation and gender iden-
tity that was presented at 
the UN General Assembly 
on 18th December 2008 that 
would have recognized diver-
sity of sexual orientation as a 
basic human right warranting 
the protection of the institu-
tions of state. The declaration, 
unfortunately, was scuppe-
red in the face of opposition 
from predominantly African, 
Middle Eastern and South 
East Asian countries. 

Former Attorney General 
Rama Valayden situated sexual 
orientation within the wider 
rubric of human rights back 
in 2006 as part of an effort 
to gather momentum for the 
Equal Opportunities Bill. “I 
believe,” he then stated “that 

every one is equal and that 
no one is superior or inferior 
to any other…today we have  
turned a new page in the 
history of Mauritius and that is 
the page of freedom.”

For the benighted homo-
sexual community in Mau-
ritius, which according to 
Nathalie Ahnee, president 
of Collectif Arc en Ciel, 
would be “approximately 10% 
of the population”, citing esti-
mates from the World Health 
Organization (WHO), little has 
actually changed. 

The forms of harassment 
vary. The most common are 
“jokes, verbal and psycholo-
gical harassment” maintains 
Nathalie Ahnee, “but this can 
also degenerate to violence, 
which, given the lingering 
patriarchy in Mauritius, af-
fects lesbians more than gay 
men. Cases of violence may 
be perceived to be exceptional, 
but we see similar cases crop-
ping up again and again.” In 
2006 , a 20 year-old woman 
was locked up for three days 
in a mental institution by her 

own family when they found 
out that she was a lesbian. 
In another case, this time in 
2010, another 20 year-old was 
kidnapped and forcibly locked 
up by her family. Usually the 
authorities are slow to act, if 
they do so at all. 

Discrimination in 
State Legislation

Other forms of discri-
mination are more discreet. 
For instance, a homosexual 
couple cannot buy a house 
together or benefi t from 
shared medical coverage. In 
cases where the couple has 
adopted a child, one of the 
partners cannot accompany 
the child to hospital. -

Dhiren Moher, ad-
ministrator of the Indian 
Ocean Commission’s focal 
point for NGOs fi ghting 
HIV/AIDS in the region, 
highlights that “some institu-
tions are totally closed off – for 
instance, if someone is homo-
sexual and in the police force, 

it is not acceptable.”
Mauritius shares the 

dubious honor of being 
one of the 80 post-colo-
nial countries to retain 
anti-sodomy laws. In our 
case, it is the ossifi ed sec-
tion 250 of our Criminal Code 
formulated on the 29th of 
December 1838.  This 
exceptionally aged piece of 
legislation reads: “Any person 
who is guilty of the crime of 
sodomy or bestiality shall be 
liable to penal servitude for a 
term not exceeding fi ve years.” 
Never mind the leap of logic, 
never mind species, taken to 
equate sodomy with bestiality. 
Followed to the letter, what 
this law actually does is ren-
der illegal any form of oral and 
anal sex, with a woman or a 
man. A sharp witted lawyer, 
were he so inclined, could 
have any one of us thrown 
into prison for sex deemed 
‘unconventional’. It has, 
in truth, little to do with 
homosexuality at all, being 
equally applicable to 
heterosexuals as well. In 

 Homosexuality and Mauritiusauritius
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 Homophobia lent respectability, in the form of legislation, is a disturbing new trend that reaches far beyond Mauritius. 

Ignorance 
or Prejudice? 
Even those supposed 
to know better suffer 
from largely the same 
malaise. For instance, in 
2007, a woman’s blood 
was refused by the Na-
tional Blood Transfusion 
Service (NBTS) when 
they came to know that 
she was a homosexual. 
Even today, the website 
of the NBTS attached to 
the Ministry of Health 
and Quality of Life still 
contains a page enti-
tled ‘Some facts on safe 
blood’. Here are the pre-
conditions contained 
therein: “I am a safe do-
nor because: (1) I do not 
have HIV/AIDS, (2) I am 
not and have never been 
an intravenous drug us-
er, (3) I have not had sex 
with a person who is HIV 
positive in the past 12 
months, (4) I do not have 
casual or multiple sex 
partners and (5) I am not 
a homosexual.”
Dr. Renaud Ng Man Sun, 
administrator of the 
joint project of the Afri-
can Development Bank 
and the Indian Ocean 
Commission to combat 
HIV/AIDS in the region, 
asserts that thinking of 
homosexuality as a cau-
sal factor in causing HIV/
AIDS is “a major mis-
conception that has been 
going on for 30 years 
now. In fact, if you look 
at the statistics, greater 
prevalence can be found 
amongst the popula-
tion in segments such as 
housewives infected by 
their husbands and intra-
venous drug users. Any 
person regardless of his/
her sexuality is equally at 
risk from HIV/AIDS.”
Clearly, the NBTS does 
not pay much attention 
to research by UNAIDS 
and the Ministry of 
Health itself which points 
out that until 2002, the 
main mode of transmis-
sion was heterosexual 
intercourse, but this is 
fast being supplanted by 
sharing needles for intra-
venous drug use. 
Reliance on junk science 
and outdated homo-
phobic assumptions, let 
alone using them as a 
basis for discrimination, 
does little to raise confi -
dence in the NBTS. 

Moher’s words, “The law 
simply makes no sense.” To 
date, no effort has been made 
to reform this archaic piece 
of legislation.  

However, the matter does 
not rest with British colonial 
prudishness and the medio-
cre standard of legislation they 
encumbered us with. Even 
though homosexuality is not 
expressly forbidden, the law 
is one of the means of main-
taining state prejudice. What 
it does, Moher argues, “is that 
while not criminalising homo-
sexuality outright, it does crim-
inalise the way homosexuals 
express their sexuality.” 

At present, as Nathalie 
Ahnee points out, “there is no 
law in Mauritius to protect 
homosexuals.” The blind spot 
extends to the fact that “there 
have been no studies concer-
ning homosexuality in the 
country. Even when it comes 
to studying family patterns 
in Mauritius, the University 
and statistical organisations 
just simply do not approach 
the subject. It’s like they want 
to believe that homosexuality 
does not exist here.” Ahnee 
concludes: “This is because 

politicians are afraid of rai-
sing the subject for fear of re-
crimination from conservative 
voters.”

Recognition 
and Protection

The idea that homo-
sexuality is somehow alien 
to the Mauritian milieu 
not just stymies our human 
rights credentials but also 
has a tangible cost. Dhiren 
Moher gives an example: 
“Homosexual men are identi-
fi ed, along with prostitutes and 
intravenous drug users, global-
ly as high risk populations for 
HIV/AIDS. How can we miti-
gate its incidence if we are not 
even ready to admit that ho-
mosexuals exist in Mauritius?” 
The idea, he goes on to say, is 
to “open a national dialogue 
and discussion amongst socio-
religious stakeholders, politi-
cians and civil society groups 
about homosexuality and how 
we can encourage acceptance 
of citizens who happen to be 
homosexuals.”

It almost seems like a na-
tional disgrace that even at 

this point in time, we yet have 
to properly enfranchise a si-
gnificant section of our popu-
lation so that it enjoys not a 
special privilege, but merely 
the same rights and duties as 
any other citizen. 

By the way, while we’re at it, 

a good starting point would be 
to repeal the antiquated section 
250 of our criminal code. I’m 
sure the ghosts of Willoughby 
and Labourdonnais would for-
give us this transgression.

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN

Homophobia lent respectability in the form of legislation is a disturbing new trend that reaches far beyond Mauritius
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The annual Gay Parade (held in June 2010 in Rose-Hill, above), aims 
at raising awareness over lesbian and gay rights.
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Dilma, one of the most powerful Dilma, one of the most powerful 
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A former Marxist 
rebel, Dilma Rous-
seff became at the 
dawn of this decade 

the fi rst woman president of 
Brazil. The 63-year-old Rous-
seff is the personal choice of 
superstar Luiz Inacio da Silva – 
Brazilians proudly say that she 
has been hand-picked by Lula 
and some 40% are very happy 
about that. 

Brazil’s economy, already 
the world’s eighth biggest, 
should grow 5% in 2011. Brazi-
lian self-esteem is on the rise and 
the country’s keeping up with it. 
Ten years ago, Brazil was at the 
margins of global decision-
making. Now it is close to 
the centre. 

Such accomplishments 
fed an occasional megalo-
maniac streak in Mr Lula da 
Silva – as when he claimed he 
had achieved things “never be-
fore seen in the country’s his-
tory. While applauded abroad, 
such claims clearly grated at 
home: 60% of the Brazilian 
electorate either abstained or 
voted for someone other 
than Ms Rousseff. Yet as 
Ms Rousseff tacitly reco-
gnised, Brazil’s vaunted 
success is not “as secure as it 
can seem”, underscored the 
“Financial Times.” 

It is hard not to forecast a 
continuity in Brazil’s economic 
and social policies.  It should 

give way to the pursuit of Lula’s 
successful domestic policies in 
reducing Brazil’s extreme 
poverty and promoting social 
mobility. But the job is not done 
and poverty still exists, disfi gu-
ring many parts of Brazil and 
preventing it from claiming to be 
a fully developed nation, despite 
spectacular economic creden-
tials. The fi ght against poverty, 
recognised Rousseff at her 
inauguration, will be her fi rst 
challenge. And to achieve this 
goal, she is relying on continued 
economic growth, job crea-
tion, price stability and a bet-
ter return on public spending. 
“I am not here to praise my own 
life,” she stated, “but to glorify 
the lives of all Brazilian women. 
My supreme promise is to ho-
nour women, protect the weakest 
and to govern for all.” Rousseff 
is the daughter of a Bulgarian 
immigrant. She was born into 
a middle-class family and, after 
having spent some three years 
in prison on charges of subver-
sion, she went for her post-gra-
duate studies in economics, in 
the state of Rio Grande do Sul.
According to Sao Paulo’s “O 
Estado” newspaper, Rousseff 
will most probably propose a 
mix of market-friendly poli-
cies with a strong role for the 
state in economic development, 
particularly in the energy sec-
tor as Brazil develops massive 
new offshore oil fi elds in the 

coming decade. With econo-
mists in key posts, Rousseff’s 
other priority is the infrastruc-
ture with an aim to moderni-
sing the country’s roads, ports 
and airports ahead of the 2014 
World Cup and 2016 Olympics. 
In 1964, after a coup gave 
rise to a military dictatorship, 
Rousseff joined a radical lef-
tist resistance group. She says 
she never engaged in armed 
confl ict, but was imprisoned 
for three years and repeatedly 
tortured by her military captors.
Some say that Rousseff had to 
go through a tough metamor-
phosis to look nicer during her 
campaign. She is defi nitely 
not a Brazilian woman cliché. 
As president of Brazil, Rousseff is 
automatically raised to a fairly 
visible position. She has already 
been listed by Forbes as the 16th 
most powerful person in the 
world, just ahead of Steve Jobs, 
Nicolas Sarkozy and Hillary 
Clinton. The undeniable ac-
complishment of achieving pre-
sidency was not easy.

Rousseff's mandate
On the international arena, 

we should see a closer working 
cooperation between South 
Africa and Brazil. The In-
ternational Relations and 
Cooperation Minister, Maite Nkoa-
na-Mashabane, conveyed South 
Africa’s well wishes to Rousseff 

in Brazil. Nkoana-Mashabane’s 
attendance comes within 
the context of strengthening 
South-South cooperation 
and further bolstering the 
Strategic Partnership Agree-
ment that was signed by 
both countries in July 2010. 
Strong relations between 
South Africa and Brazil fi nd 
expression especially through 
IBSA (India, Brazil and South 
Africa) and the recent admis-
sion of South Africa as a full 
member of BRICS (Brazil, 
Russia, China and South 
Africa). Other challenges for 
Rousseff will include Brazil’s 
overvalued exchange rate, 
which is damaging manu-
facturers. Brazil has fl irted 
with both sides of the U.S.-
China fi ght over currency, 
sometimes lining up with 
Washington in its criticism 
of Beijing, and at other times 
siding with Beijing to criticize 
U.S. monetary policy that both 
Beijing and Brasília say disad-
vantages their economies. Hun-
gry for Brazilian raw materials 
such as iron, China surpassed 
the U.S. recently as Brazil’s 
biggest trade partner. In turn, 
Chinese companies are seeking 
access to Brazil’s fast-growing 
industries, such as oil. Rousseff 
has more on her plate than she 
could wish for, while Lula can 
sit back and enjoy his rather 
glorious retirement. 

A close collaboration: 
Lula Da Silva and Dilma 
Rousseff.



As this adolescent 
century unfolds, 
four competing 
civilisations will shape 

it. This new contest of civilisations 
could determine the balance of 
power between nations and 
regions for generations. 

“The longer you can look 
back,” Winston Churchill 
said, “the farther you can 
look forward.” Though in 
decline, western civilisation 
will continue to infl uence 
global policy and culture. 
The rise of China will esta-
blish a powerful Confucian 
counter-civilisational force 
with strong roots in history 
and a sphere of infl uence 
arching from the Pacifi c 
to Africa. The third major 
civilisation, again deeply 
rooted in history, will be 
driven by India’s growing 
hard and soft power. 

Strong demographics, 
a far-fl ung diaspora and 
the world’s third largest 
economy will impel India 
to play a global role unmat-
ched since the golden thou-
sand years between the fi fth 
century BC and fi fth 
century AD, when the 
subcontinent produced 
two prophets (Buddha and 
Mahavir Jain), two empe-
ror-statesmen (Ashoka and 
Chandragupta) and two 
epics (the “Ramayana” and 
“Mahabharata”). 

The fourth civilisatio-
nal strain set to compete 
for space and salience this 
century is Islam. Though 
spiritually tethered to Mecca, 
Islam has not had a centre of 
gravity since the collapse of 
the Ottoman Empire in 1917 
and the abolition of the Cali-
phate by Turkey in 1924. 

The West is propelled by 
American and European va-
lues, China by its ethnic ho-
mogeneity, India by its ancient 
religions and philosophy. Each 
has a clear geographical an-
chor. But Islamic civilisation, 
whose worldwide infl uence is 
strong and growing, is as much 
at home in East Asia ( Indone-
sia and Malaysia) as it is in the 
Arab Middle East, non-Arab 
Turkey and Iran, the Central 
Asian republics (Uzbekistan, 
Kazakhstan), Eastern Europe 

(Bosnia , Albania), North 
Africa (Morocco, Libya) and, 
of course, the Indian subconti-
nent. Islam transcends nations 
– both a strength and weakness. 

How will the four com-
peting civilisations engage 
each other as the 21st century 
unravels? Consider fi rst their 
relative economic power. 

According to the 
International Monetary 
Fund, Asia (led by China, Ja-
pan and India) will account 
for 34% of global GDP by 
2015. By 2030, Asia’s GDP 
will exceed the combined 
GDP of the United States and 
Europe. This is not a shift 
in the balance of global 
economic power but a 
restoration of the status quo. 
Till 1775, China and India 
accounted for 50% of global 
economic output. 

The colonization of Asia 
and Africa, the Atlantic slave 
trade and the invasive settle-
ments of the Americas and 
Australasia wrenched power 
from east to west. That 
process is now being reversed 
by strong economic growth 
in the east and relative 
stagnation in the west. 

Each of the four civili-
sations that will shape this 
century has threads going back 
millennia. Ancient Greece and 
Rome are the precursors of the 
US-led west. Chinese and In-
dian civilizations date back to 
3,500 BC. Islam, of course, is 
the youngest of the four civili-
sational strains but, geographi-
cally, it too has predecessors in 
antiquity: Mesopotamia (to-
day’s Iraq), Persia and Egypt. 

While Christian Eu-
rope clashed repeatedly with 
Islam from the eighth cen-
tury onwards, the West be-
gan its slow ascent in the 13th 
century. Education was the key. 
Oxford, Cambridge, the Sor-
bonne and Heidelberg – the 
great universities of the west 
– were all founded around this 
time as seats of ecclesiastical 
learning. Soon, they evolved 
into centres of science, arts 
and the classics. The scienti-
fi c and industrial revolution 
that followed the Renaissance 
in Europe enabled the West to 
lay the foundation for modern 
nation states. India and 

China, meanwhile, lay dor-
mant two ancient and weary 
civilisations in decay. Each 
was reshaped by contact with 
the expansionary west and 
Islam. But their approach 
to outsiders was markedly 
different. China’s martial dy-
nasties, confi dent in their 
‘middle kingdom’ self-image of 
being the centre of the world, 
treated upstart 17th cen-
tury British and Dutch 
emissaries with disdain and 
remained largely free of wes-
tern infl uence (except in 
coastal Hong Kong). India, 
fragmented and directionless, 
was plucked, piece by piece, 
fi rst by Islam and then by the 
British Empire. Like a sponge, 
it absorbed them all and remade 
them in its own mould. 

Where do Russia and 
Latin America fi t in as world 
power moves from west to 
east? Latin America will 
remain in the west’s 
sphere of infl uence. So will 
Russia, though competitive 
pressures over the Caucasus 
will be a continuing source of 
intra-Europe friction. Rus-
sia’s sharply declining 

birth rate and popula-
tion will weaken it. Most of 
Western Europe too will be 
impaled by ageing and falling 
populations. 

Throughout history, civilisa-
tions have clashed over territory 
and faith. The 21st century has 
moderated some of those pri-
mal ambitions. But it is in the 
nature of man to compete for 
power. The west is weakening, 
but will remain a global tech-
nological and cultural force for 
much of this century. China and 
India will be restored to their 
historical pre-eminence. Islam 
will have to change from within 
to compete successfully with 
other civilisations. It will have to 
modernise and adapt–whether 
in Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, 
Iraq or Somalia. 

As a young nation but 
an ancient civilisation, 
India stands out for its diversity 
and democracy,w the two mar-
kers that will determine which 
civilizational strand emerges 
strongest in an era of contesting 
but collaborative global values. 

Minhaz MERCHANT
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“It is in 
the nature 
of man to 

compete for 
power.” 

 

Echoing Samuel Huntington’s famous thesis, Merchant argues that the future will be dominated by 
four competing civilisations: the West, Islamic, Sino-Confucian, and Indian.  



«Ramas pavyon» – This expression, which usually comes out on the 31st December and the days that follow, refers to toasting the New Year 
with alcoholic drinks, while visiting family and friends.

Set in the contem-
porary realities of 
post independent 
India, “Five Point 

Someone” depicts the multi-
faceted urban Indian identity 
while questioning the prevai-
ling education system. The 
destructive mechanism of the 
Indian educational system, so-
cial determinism, youth power 
and revolutionary attitudes 
and the problem of the brain 
drain dominate the thematic 
landscape of Chetan Bhagat’s 
best-selling novel.

Bhagat’s fi rst creative endea-
vour recounts the experience of 
three young adults, Ryan, Hari 
and Alok, at the Indian Institute 
of Technology (IIT) in New 
Delhi. Together, they unveil 
their perspective on life, which is 
shaped by the Indian edu-
cational system and the in-
ternationalising mode of 
modernity, infl uencing their 
aspirations and notions 
of relationships. The hos-
tel mates are unable 
to cope with the 
rigid structure of IIT and 
end up with a fi ve-point so-

mething GPA out of ten, 
which sticks to them like a 
tattoo, getting in the way 
of everything else – their 
friendship, their future and 
their love life. Burdened with 
the expectations of parents 
and a dehumanising educa-
tional system, the protago-
nists resist and try to trace 
their own paths, but they 
are unprepared for the resulting 
consequences.

Mischievous, fun, and fast-
paced, the story defi es authority 
from various angles. Foregoing 
the authorial voice, the narrative 
voices present multi-dimensio-
nal versions of the same plot. 

The structure of the novel, 
which is palimpsestic, mirrors 
the urban identity it depicts, 
with each experience accreting 
over the other. The IIT be-
comes the space where Bha-
gat deals with the overlapping 
concerns of three social classes. 
With India’s liberalisation of 
trade and growing power in 
the global market, education is 
more than ever the means to 
overcome social determinism. 
The IIT becomes the gateway 

to an international career, 
allowing the urban Indian to 
believe in an Indian version of 
the American Dream. This is 
pertinent in Alok’s case as he 
comes from the shanty towns 
of the city’s suburbs.

The rat race 

However, the institution 
which provides elites year 
after year is failing the true 
meaning of education. It 
kills creativity and dy-
namism, disempowe-
ring by disciplining 
rather than emancipa-
ting the young Indians 
in their self-improving 
process. This is highligh-
ted through a powerful 
quote from Ryan, when 
he rebukes the grading 
system of IIT, which is 
“nothing but a mice race. 
It is not a rat race, mind 
you, as rats sound 
somewhat shrewd and 
clever. So, it is not about 
that. It is about mindlessly 
running a race for years, in 
every single class, every as-

signment and every test”.
Published in 2004, “Five 

Point Someone” weaves 
disparate social realities into 
one tapestry. Breaking away 
from a colonial past, Chetan 
Bhagat represents concerns far 
more Indian in a global context 
than a simplistic knee-jerk 
reaction to colonialism. 
A pleasurable read indeed.

Majhegy MURDEN
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Five Point Someone 

Well trained or well educated?
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Chetan Bhagat, the author 
of “Five Point Someone.”


