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Editorial ]

This has to be the saddest week of our history. We are sen-
ding eleven coffi ns out. We have kept one for ourselves. 
Grief is not the monopoly of any country. Inside these 
coffi ns are individuals who came to us on their two feet, 

running away from misery and signing up for sacrifi ce. Their fa-
milies must have taken loans they could not afford to pay back to 
send their loved ones over, with the hope that one day their children 
would have a better future than what now looms ahead of them. 

Workers such as these come to do the most arduous and physically 
demanding jobs; jobs we do not want to do; jobs too hard for us or 
below our dignity. We open our borders to them but not our arms. So 
they remain forever in the shadows. When we reach for those trousers 
or unfold that cotton shirt, we never give thought to the small star-
ving hands which sewed and folded them. We never think of the hands 
which last touched them. 

We snigger at these immigrants. They look the other way. We laugh 
at them. They smile back in embarrassment. They do not complain. At 
the back of their minds are the few pennies they will save to send back 
to families worse off than they are.

To these families today, we are sending coffi ns back in return. Youth 
and health obliterated by our biggest murderers – our roads. The jour-
ney stops here. Too short. Too unfair. 

Has anyone thought of the distress of the families when they hear 
the news? Does anyone realize what a terrible thing it is not to be able to 
have a body to grieve over? Does anyone understand what it must feel 
like to have one’s hopes shattered through one single phone call? If so, it 
is our responsibility to ensure that these bodies get back to the grieving 
families in the shortest possible time and to see to it that the widowed 
women and orphaned children who have lost their bread winners are 
adequately compensated to enable them to have the better tomorrows 
their deceased relatives were longing for. It is in times like these that we 
measure the extent of the civilization of a country.

Hebdomas Horribilis!A terrible week indeed for we are also sending 
another coffi n to the other side of the world. A young woman, in the 
prime of her youth. She lacked  nothing and came over because she 
could afford the beauty of our island as well as the peace, quiet and 
security our brochures promised her. She came with a loving husband 
who had committed to her and to whom she had committed. Hand in 
hand they walked into our island. He goes back clutching a coffi n full 
of destroyed beauty, youth and promises which will never be fulfi lled. 
Greed, not her own but that of others, killed her. 

As a nation we woke up in shock and we are covered with guilt, 
shame, embarrassment and sorrow. Our roads and our greed failed 
these people. No sorrow we are likely to express will make up for the 
loss the families must feel. To all these families: we are sorry. We share 
in your grief and sense of loss. I know these words will change little but 
they express the feelings of the whole nation. 

weekly@lexpress.mu
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Vidula Nababsing
 “A few women who reach the top 
levels will not make any difference”
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The economy fi nally started 
running again as the country 
resumed normal activity this 
week. Unfortunately, there is 
nothing normal about the inci-
dents that plagued the country 
this week and shocked the en-
tire nation. An Irish tourist, 
Michaella Harte, who was on 
honeymoon in Mauritius, was 
found dead in the bathtub of 
her hotel room, apparently 
strangled. While the police ini-
tially suspected her husband, 
suspicion turned to three hotel 
employees and the police have 
now discovered this was a rob-
bery gone horribly wrong. One 
of the three suspects has fi nally 
told the police what he knows 
and confi rmed this theory. The 
tragedy has sparked media in-
terest – not just in Mauritius, 
but also in the UK. Journalists 
from the UK, including the 
BBC, came to Mauritius to co-
ver the case – a very unfortu-
nate example of bad press for 
the country and for our tourism 
industry. The reason why this 
particular murder has sparked 
such interest, however, is that 
the victim, Michaella Harte 
was the daughter of a famous 
manager of an Irish football 
team, and her husband is a well 
known Irish football player. The 
question of course is whether 
the affair will have an impact 
on the country’s reputation as a 
safe tourist destination. 

More bad news this week was 
the terrible road accident that 
shook the country. A lorry belon-
ging to a construction company 
collided with a 15-seater van, kil-
ling 11 people and injuring the 
remaining four. While the loss of 
human life in any circumstance 
is a tragedy, one cannot help but 
remember that the deceased were 
for the most part (with the ex-
ception of the Mauritian driver) 
Bangladeshi workers, whose fa-
milies were probably waiting for 
them in their country and who 
have now receive the news, from 
overseas, that their loved ones 
are gone. There have been many 
other cases of similar accidents 
that shocked the country be-
cause of their brutality and high 
death tolls. Many of these acci-
dents have had lorries or heavy 
goods vehicles involved, and 
while responsibilities still have to 

be established, the incident will 
no doubt fuel more debate about 
road regulations for such vehicles 
and on the need of course, for 
responsible driving. The day of 
the accident is now being called 
“Black Wednesday”. A day that 
sparked fear and sadness, and a 
situation we wish would never 
happens on our roads again. 

A harsh week for the 
country

The small positive piece of 
news is the rain that has been 
falling over the island recently, 
giving us the hope that the skies 
are showing mercy on us. Never-
theless, a few days of rainfall are 
not enough to scream victory, 
and certainly do not mean that 
we can now continue wasting 
our most precious resource. 
After all, the rain has not ne-
cessarily been concentrated in 
areas where it would actually be 
collected in our reservoirs, and 
little of it may actually be going 
into our surface reserves. This 
is not our fi rst serious drought, 

and there has previously been 
debate over the best solutions to 
support the country when the 
climate turns against us. Yet we 
are back in a situation of severe 
water shortage, and suffi cient 
rainfall continues to elude us. 
In a press conference this week, 
the minister of Public Utilities, 
Rashid Beebeejaun brought up 
the matter of desalination and 
water recycling, before spe-
cifying that it has been on the 
government’s agenda since 2005. 
However, none of the measures 
are actually in place, and we are 
back at the starting point. When 
will the talk fi nally be translated 
into concrete action? 

This week has been a par-
ticularly harsh one for the 
country. The only wish most 
Mauritians must certainly have 
is for the coming days to bring 
something better… We conti-
nue to bear the hope of safety 
on our roads, security for our 
citizens and tourists and the ar-
rival of our precious and much-
awaited rainfall. 

Melissa LOUIS

Week at a glance ]

When all is not well 
in paradise…

 A  desalination plant has long been recognized as a solution to 
our water problems, but no steps have been taken  so far to imple-
ment such a project.

● INSULTING IN 
STYLE

«He has all the vir-
tues I dislike and none of 

the vices I admire.»
Winston Churchill 

«A modest little 
person, with much to be 

modest about.»
Winston Churchill

«I have never killed 
a man, but I have read 
many obituaries with 

great pleasure.»
Clarence Darrow

«He can compress 
the most words into the 

smallest idea of any man 
I know.»

Abraham Lincoln

«I’ve had a perfectly 
wonderful evening. But 

this wasn’t it.»
Groucho Marx

«I didn’t attend the fu-
neral, but I sent a nice letter 

saying I approved of it.»
Mark Twain

«He has no enemies, 
but is intensely disliked 

by his friends.»
Oscar Wilde

«He is a self-made 
man and worships his 

creator.»
John Bright

«Thank you for sen-
ding me a copy of your 
book; I’ll waste no time 

reading it.»
Moses Hadas

«I’ve just learned 
about his illness. Let’s 

hope it’s nothing trivial.»
Irvin S. Cobb

«He is simply a shiver 
looking for a spine to 

run up.»
Paul Keating

«He has the attention 
span of a lightning bolt.»

Robert Redford

«They never open 
their mouths without 

subtracting from the sum 
of human knowledge.»
Thomas Brackett Reed

«He inherited some 
good instincts from his 
Quaker forebears, but 
by diligent hard work, 
he overcame them.»
James Reston (about 

Richard Nixon)

«He is not only dull 
himself, he is the cause 
of dullness in others.»

Samuel Johnson

«He loves nature in 
spite of what it did to 

him.»
Forrest Tucker

«Some cause hap-
piness wherever they go; 

others, whenever they 
go.»

Oscar Wilde

«I feel so miserable 
without you, it’s almost 
like having you here.»

Stephen Bishop

«He uses statistics 
as a drunken man uses 
lamp-posts... for sup-

port rather than illumi-
nation.»

Andrew Lang (1844-1912)

«He has Van Gogh’s 
ear for music.»

Billy Wilder

Light corner ]



The World Hindi Day, cele-
brated on Monday, 10th January 
once again brings the UN’s lan-
guage politics into the limelight.  
Invited by the High Commis-
sioner of India and by the World 
Hindi Secretariat to celebrate the 
event at the Indira Gandhi Centre 
for Indian Culture, Kim Woo Jo, 
teacher of Hindi in South Korea 
for 30 years talked about the need 
to make Hindi the seventh offi cial 
language at the United Nations.

With India’s growing econo-
mic stature in the international 
arena, Hindi, being India’s offi cial 
language, is called upon to gain 
recognition at the United Nations.  
Presently, Chinese with 874 mil-
lion speakers, English with 341 
million speakers, Spanish with 
322 million speakers, Russian 
with 167 million speakers, French 
with 72 million speakers and Ara-
bic with 42 million speakers are 
the six offi cial languages.  There 
are several arguments that are 
put forward in favour of such a 
claim.  According to The Econo-

mist, India has consistently been 
among the largest suppliers of 
UN peacekeeping troops.  The 
Summer Institute for Linguistics 
(SIL) Ethnologue Survey (1999) 
ranks Hindi as the fi fth top lan-
guage behind Chinese, Spanish, 
English and Bengali and in front 
of Russian and French.

Already, back in 2007, UN 
Secretary General, Ban Ki-
Moon, present at the 8th World 

Hindi Conference, advocated that 
attention should not only focus on 
the growing prestige of Hindi and 
of India across the world but also 
needed to concentrate on Hindi 
as a “Language of understanding 
and harmony. After all, as India’s 
national language, Hindi has been 
building bridges between Indians 
of different ethnic backgrounds 
and linguistic traditions since 
well before independence. To-

day, it unites not only a vast and 
varied Indian diaspora, but also 
Bollywood fans from Ukraine to 
Uganda, and Egypt to England.”

The Indian government fur-
ther supports its claim by poin-
ting out that the language is not 
only the widest spoken language 
in the world’s biggest democra-
cy, but is all together spoken by 
some one billion people in more 
than ninety countries around the 
world.  Hence, it calls for interna-
tional recognition by the UN.  On 
the other hand, while Hindi is the 
most spoken in the Indian sub-
continent, linguistic communities 
from the Maharashtra and Tamil 
Nadu have been vehemently 
opposing the government’s ob-
jective.  The matter is further 
complicated when such an effort 
to promote the Hindi language is 
viewed by the Dravidian speakers 
as an effort to marginalise their 
own linguistic importance.

In Mauritius, an International 
Hindi Seminar has been going on 
for the past two days at the Mahat-

ma Gandhi Institute to refl ect on 
and to talk about new strategies to 
promote the language with consi-
derable literary productions on the 
local scene. Some twenty delegates 
from India and representatives 
from the World Hindi Secretariat 
were present on the occasion.  For 
Suttyhudeo Tengur, president of 
the Government Hindi Teachers 
Union, “the Hindi language is 
doing well on the national scene.  It 
is taught at the primary, secondary 
and tertiary levels.  It is also signi-
fi cantly present in the Mauritian 
media while having an economic 
impact through the various adverti-
sing strategies produced in Hindi.”  
Note that a workshop will be held 
today, at the Primary School Tea-
chers Co-operative Credit Union 
(PSTCCU) Resource Centre at 
Saint Denis, Port Louis.  Delegates 
from India will intervene on the 
importance and promotion of the 
Hindi language in the national and 
Indian contexts.

Majhegy MURDEN
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Hindi contesting UN’s language politics

PHOTO OF THE WEEK

The country was shocked by the terrible accident that took place this week, killing 11 people and injuring four. The accident took place before 8am, 
when the van carrying Bangladeshi workers and heading towards St Julien d’Hotman, hit the lorry of a construction company coming in the opposite 
direction. The impact of the accident was such that the van skidded off the road, completely wrecked, while the lorry overturned. Those on board the 
vehicle were Bangladeshi workers heading to their factory, while the driver, a Mauritian, is also among the victims. The four survivors are seriously 
injured and are still in hospital. 

Traditional Indian dance at the Indira Gandhi Centre.
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Crumbs 

Now that most of us have put our New Year’s 
resolutions to bed and readied ourselves to 
venture bravely into a wilderness of uncer-
tainty, or 2011 as it’s also known, it’s as good 

a time as any to establish a list of priorities to help 
us navigate these uncharted waters. Although objec-
tives may differ wildly from person to person, there’s 
one thing that most people agree they can do without: 
stress. Stress is undoubtedly one of the pernicious af-
fl ictions of modern life; yet it’s become so ubiquitous 
that few of us pay it any heed. It can’t really be mea-
sured but it manifests itself in all sorts of unpleasant 
ways. And goodness knows there’s a lot to be stressed 
about. So perhaps 2011 can be the year when we face 
up to, if not vanquish, this edgy elephant in the room.  

To begin with, try a little experiment. Ask a few 
people around you how they react to stress. You’ll be 
surprised at how diverse the answers are. Migraines, 
insomnia, hair loss, depression, dizziness and fatigue 
are but a few materializations of strain. And that’s just 
on the medical side of things. It can be argued that 
stress, not a lack of civic education, is one of the main 
reasons why many Mauritians have become aggressive 
and uncouth. Anyone who’s had to spend upwards of 
45 minutes in traffi c in the stifl ing summer heat will, 
rightly or wrongly, be disinclined to dazzle fellow mo-
torists with his (or her) impeccable manners and witty 
repartee. At least we don’t have Arizona’s gun laws; if 
we did, the daily scenes of carnage on our motorways 
would put Grand Theft Auto to shame. 

So what exactly is stress? According to humanill-
nesses.com, a website people presumably only visit 
under duress, it is “is an intense physical and/or em-
otional response to a diffi cult or painful experience. 
Stressful events can range from taking a test in school 
to dealing with a loved one’s death. Reacting to such 
events, the body’s stress response system can cause a 
rapid heartbeat, a rise in blood pressure, and other 
physical changes. Stress-related illnesses are physi-
cal or mental problems that sometimes seem to be 
brought on by or made worse by stress.” That’s that 
sorted then.

Yet, despite its lofty position at the top of the hit pa-
rade of causes of heart disease, it’s still played down as 
a form of weakness, an inability to be on top of things 
rather than a completely understandable reaction to 
high levels of pressure and strain. For instance, in-
forming your employer that you’re stressed will at-
tract far less sympathy than, say, telling him that your 
grandmother has died for the fi fth time in as many 
months. Oh yes, stress really has become a pariah, 
a bit like Julian Assange at a meeting of the Bilder-
berg Group. As a result, we keep on pretending that 
everything’s fi ne and dandy even when we’re feeling 
considerably more unhinged than Michael Douglas in 
Falling Down.

As anyone who’s ever visited a group with the word 
“anonymous” in its name will gladly tell you, the fi rst 
step to dealing with a problem is admitting its exis-
tence. Once that’s done, you can concentrate on the 
serious stuff: spending more time with family and 
friends, meditating, exercising, gardening, helping 
others and generally trying to enjoy life more. That’s a 
pretty all-encompassing resolution. 

Left Field]
By Nicholas RAINER 
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Rodrigues elected a new helmsman on Wednesday. 
Gaetan Jabeemissar replaced disgraced former Chief 
Commissioner and former member of the Mouvement 
Rodriguais (MR) Johnson Roussety. The ceremony was 
marked by a walkout by the opposition Organisation du 
Peuple Rodriguais (OPR). The question remains - what is 
behind the systemic political instability that has become the 
hallmark of local Rodriguan politics?

Roussety was forced to 
step down following 
his arrest by the Inde-
pendent Commission 

against Corruption (ICAC). The 
ICAC’s version of events, as in-
timated to l’Express Weekly, was 
as follows: In November 2009, 
Roussety instructed the then-
chief executive of the RRA Jean-
Claude Pierre Louis to appoint 
243 trainees as general workers. 
When Pierre Louis refused to do 
so, Roussety allegedly responded 
with the threat of seeking his dis-
missal from the post.  In Decem-
ber 2010, the ICAC decided to 
act against Roussety following a 
formal complaint. 

After Roussety’s arrest and 
release on bail for contravening 
the Prevention of Corruption Act 
(POCA), he refused to step down. 
His attempt to defy Port Louis 
was frustrated, however, when his 
own party the MR and its leader, 
the current minister for Fisheries 
and Rodrigues, Joseph Von Mally 
moved against him. When contac-
ted by l’Express Weekly, Roussety 
declined to comment. Within Ro-
drigues, he has announced that 
he will launch his own party on 
February 1st. 

Now, whether Roussety 
launches his party or leaves poli-
tics in neither here nor there. The 
real problem Mauritius and Ro-
drigues are facing goes beyond 

this incident and extends to the 
unequal relations between Port 
Louis and Port Mathurin. 

Economic disparity

With a population of 38,000 
and an underdeveloped econo-
my that relies upon agriculture, 
fi shing, rudimentary manufacture, 
handicraft and a nascent tourism 
sector, Rodrigues does not fi gure 
prominently on Port Louis’ radar. 
This perhaps explains why the 
ministerial portfolio for the island 
is lumped together with fi sheries, 
of all things. 

The longstanding grievance 
that unites all shades of opinion in 
Port Mathurin is the lack of invest-
ment for economic development 
fl owing their way. Louis Ange Per-
rine, commissioner of Agriculture 
in Rodrigues explains that despite 
progress in boosting agricultural 
production, “such as doubling 
the area under cultivation from 
300 hectares in 2004 to 600 in 
2010, the lack of investment in 
new technology has compromised 
the economic returns from this 
activity. For example, Fishermen 
need appropriate ships to fully ex-
ploit the potential of the exclusive 
economic zone.” Rodrigues has 
had to approach organizations 
such as the Food and Agricultural 
Organization (FAO) and the In-
ternational Food and Agricultural 

The Crisis in Rodrigues

A Tale 
of Two Ports

Johnson Roussety, former Chief 
Commissioner of  Rodrigues 
claims that it was his criticism 
of Port Louis that had the ICAC 
looking for his scalp. 
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Development (IFAD) for assis-
tance to realize its targets. 

To get an idea of the discre-
pancy, from 2003-2006 the ca-
pital budget of Rodrigues was 
reduced from 450 million rupees 
to 250 million rupees. This ac-
counted for just 2% of the capital 
budget for Mauritius at the time. 
It was this discrepancy, and the 
need for investments in infras-
tructure to create jobs, that led 
Roussety in September 2010 to 
propose a budget for Rodrigues 
amounting to 1.9 Billion rupees, 
with an additional 608 million for 
infrastructure. 

The budget for 2011, an-
nounced by the Finance Minister 
Pravind Jugnauth in November 
2010, allocated just 1.6 billion. 
This led Roussety to fume that 
the budget was ‘unfair’ to Ro-
drigues. This criticism, Roussety 
claims, is what is at the heart of 
his fall from grace. 

That Rodrigues doesn’t pro-
duce suffi cient revenue, thus 
draining already scarce Mauri-
tian resources, and hence should 
display more fi scal fl exibility is a 
sound argument, but only at face 
value. The sins of Port Louis are 
not only those of Omission. 

Previous Rodriguan admi-
nistrations have repeatedly made 
it clear that they would prefer to 
give tenders for procurement 
contracts, such as say construc-

tion, to local (Rodriguan) com-
panies, helping the nascent private 
sector there. Let’s not be naïve, 
there is an element of corruption 
and cronyism behind the demand, 
but some form of protectionist ar-
rangement is needed to help the 
sector develop.

 Instead, as matters stand, 
competition from companies on 
the main island, (who themselves 
ironically benefi t from govern-
ment patronage), and thanks 
to Mauritius’ lax foreign invest-
ment regulatory regime, abroad, 
manage to beat it out. One can-
not disregard this argument so 
easily; after all, despite the lar-
gesse they enjoy from govern-
ment coffers, the manufacturing 
sector has a similar complaint 
about competition from abroad. 
The result of course is that a 
viable private sector is not able 
to develop, nor create very many 
jobs in Rodrigues. 

Causes of political
 instability

“The autonomy of Rodrgiues 
is compromised” asserts Alain 
Tolbize, president of the Rodri-
gues Government Employees’ 
Association. “It does not really re-
present decentralization of power. 
Whatever happens on the Rodri-
guan scene, it is Port Louis that 
has the last word.  So, more and 

more Rodriguans feel alienated 
from their leaders since the latter 
are less and less credible.” 

The inability of the RRA to 
address the problems of wides-
pread poverty and unemploy-
ment and the disillusionment that 
this leads to with regard to local 
parties is compounded by pecu-
liar arrangements such as the one 
that Joe Lesjongard, Parliamenta-
rian and former Minister for Ro-
drigues and Local Government 
proceeds to describe: “The Mi-
nister of Rodrigues and Fisheries 
and the Chief Commissioner are 
from the same party. This gives 
rise to clashes of personalities wi-
thin the party. This is what we can 
see today.” 

This miasma is the perfect 
recipe for political instability and 
fragmentation. This is refl ected 
in the statements made to the 
press since the crisis within the 
MR. Speaking to our sister pu-
blication, L’Express Rodrigues, 
Roussety accused Christian 
Leopold, President of the MR 
as responsible for the uninspi-
ring performance of the party, 
“If the MR is not a well-structu-
red party, it is because of him,” 
he says. Roussety also launched 
a salvo against Von Mally for 
being away from Rodrigues for 
too long. For his part, Von Mally 
painted Roussety as the source 
of the MR’s inertia and his de-

parture had left the Party “free 
of shackles and that now we’ll 
progress.”

Consider this: out of 18 places 
in the RRA, with the departure of 
Roussety and Alan Lad Emilien, 
the MR is left with just 8 seats.  
The opposition Organisation 
du Peuple Rodriguais (OPR), 
which also had 8 seats, is still not 
in a position to challenge the MR 
because it saw its own defections, 
namely Jean Daniel Speville and 
Marie Arlette Perrine Begue. No 
matter the charges of personal 
ambition, and they may very well 
be true, part of the problem lies 
with the fact that thus far, no one, 
including the Government, has 
delivered the goods. Now it seems, 
Roussety has found new sympa-
thizers in the OPR.

This political infi ghting only 
feeds the already widespread per-
ception that the RRA is a tooth-
less tiger pretending at autonomy, 
discrediting an already weak ad-
ministration and further souring 
relations between the two islands. 

In the fi nal analysis, the only 
thing that can solve the problem is 
proceeding beyond the melodra-
ma of the political establishment 
and ensuring genuine develop-
ment and prosperity in Rodrigues. 
That is the only solution and, so 
far, we have seen very little of it.  

 Iqbal Ahmed Khan

Autonomy 
or a Glorifi ed 
Municipality?
“The Rodrigues Regional 
Assembly (RRA) Act 2001, 
that dictates relations be-
tween the islands, was 
modelled upon the ar-
rangement that obtains 
between Trinidad and 
Tobago,” Raouf Bund-
hun, ex-vice president of 
Mauritius tells the Weekly. 
“They have their own as-
sembly, formulate their 
own budget and have 
commissioners to handle 
their affairs.” 
The fact remains, how-
ever, that the RRA can 
legislate on very little. 
Responsibility for prisons, 
judiciary, police, educa-
tion, health, taxation and 
anything else not speci-
fi cally mentioned in the 
RRA Bill falls under the 
Mauritian government, in 
addition to Foreign affairs 
and defense. 
Joe Lesjongard, Parlia-
mentarian and former 
Minister for Rodrigues 
and Local Government, 
explains why the arrange-
ment crafted by the then-
MMM-MSM government 
(2000-2005) was stingy 
when it came to devol-
ving power. It was “simply 
because they (the RRA) 
lacked institutional mech-
anisms to implement 
them. The understand-
ing was that with time, 
institutions and capac-
ity would be built up and 
would be accompanied by 
more powers transferred 
to the RRA. However, this 
process was interrupted 
and that is when things 
began to go wrong.”
Clashes between Port 
Louis and Port Mathurin 
are not a novelty. Les-
jongard explains that “in 
2006, for instance, friction 
between Port Louis and 
Port Mathurin became 
public for the fi rst time 
when the Chief Commis-
sioner’s plan to disburse 
funds to fi shermen was 
effectively blocked by the 
then-minister of Finance. 
That was the fi rst crisis, 
and although the circum-
stances are different this 
time around, the root 
cause is the same; lack of 
power given to the RRA.”

The lack of power given to the 
Rodrigues Regional Assembly 
(RRA) lies at the heart of the 
continual clashes between Port 
Louis and Port Mathurin.
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“After this programme, I will 
resign as chairman of the board 
of Viva Voce.” An announcement 
made by Jean Claude de l’Estrac 
this week during the radio talk 
show ‘Face à face’, hosted by Ra-
bin Bhujun and broadcast on Ra-
dio One. His resignation comes 
after some shareholders, namely 
Evanston, represented by Farouk 
Hossen, Rose Hill Transport Me-
dia, represented by Clifford Fon 
Sing and Interaction.com repre-
sented by Jean Marie Richard, 
called for the election of two new 
directors to the board of Viva Voce 
Ltd, the company that owns Radio 
One. These shareholders, combi-
ned, hold 52% of the shares, while 
La Sentinelle owns 19.99%.

However, La Sentinelle ques-
tioned the legality of this move and 
lodged a complaint in the Supreme 
Court early this week. Judge Lam 
Shang Leen has already issued 
an interim order suspending the 
nomination of the two directors, 
namely Jean Claude Delaitre, who 
had previously sold the shares he 
held in La Sentinelle to British 
American Investment, and Raj 
Ramsaha, who is related to Fa-
rouk Hossen. The reason for nul-
lifying their nomination lies in the 
methods employed for their elec-
tion. On 30th December 2010, 
in the absence of Jean Claude de 
l’Estrac, the board convened the 

fatidic meeting that would change 
the turn of things. During the AOB 
(Any Other Business) segment, a 
few shareholders proposed the 
nomination of two new board 
members, namely Jean Claude 
Delaitre and Raj Ramsaha. “I 
have certainly been too trusting,” 
said Jean Claude de l’Estrac, as he 
explained his sentiments over the 
whole matter. 

According to La Sentinelle, 
the constitution of Viva Voce is 
very clear regarding the pro-
cedures to be followed at general 
meetings. During the radio show, 
Jean Claude de l’Estrac explained 
that according to this constitution, 
“The nature of the business to be 
transacted at the meeting must be 
given in suffi cient detail to enable 
a shareholder to form a judgment 
in relation to it.” They should have 
given 14 days notice and in his 
eyes, it is a matter of principle. He 
believes that if they wanted a new 
president, they could have obtained 
the same results through perfectly 
legal methods. “Electing two new 
members to the board to create 
a new majority is a fundamental 
change, said Jean Claude de l’Es-
trac. His main question is: “A new 
majority to do what? What is the 
motivation?”

Nevertheless, Jean Claude de 
l’Estrac has been thinking of lea-
ving the board of Viva Voce Ltd 

for a long time. He explained that 
since March 2010, he had ex-
pressed his wish to step down but 
the board requested him to stay. 
“I am gradually removing myself 
from the operational responsi-
bilities of both Viva Voce and La 
Sentinelle,“ he says. In fact, he ex-
plains that he is now in “semi-reti-
rement,” which means that he can 
choose what he would like to do. 
“I want to do something I enjoy 
and work with people I appreciate 
and who appreciate me. This is no 
longer the case within Viva Voce 
and so I prefer to leave,” he said. 
He insisted however that his de-
cision only concerns himself and 
does not entail La Sentinelle in 
any way. La Sentinelle maintains 
its shares in Viva Voce Ltd, and 
will continue to be represented 
within Viva Voce by the company’s 
director, Denis Ithier.

The involvement of La Sen-
tinelle in Viva Voce Ltd comes 
through a legal contract, which 
gives the group operational res-
ponsibility for Radio One. La Sen-
tinelle’s experience in media means 
that it has ensured recruitment as 
well as the neutrality, independence 
and editorial policy of the radio sta-
tion. The interim order issued by 
the court will be maintained until 
the defense presents its case. 

Melissa LOUIS

Viva Voce 
Struggle for the airwaves

“In spite of Tuesday’s rain, the wa-
ter level in our reservoirs has neither in-
creased, nor decreased. We must remain 
vigilant.” The Minister of Public Utili-
ties, Dr Rashid Beebeejaun spoke to the 
press after an interministerial committee 
meeting on Wednesday to examine the 
effects of the drought. He is concerned 
that there is currently a lack of coordina-
tion between the authorities that manage 
water distribution, that is the Central 
Water Authority (CWA), the Irrigation 
Authority, the Waste Management Au-
thority and the Water Resources Unit. 
According to hims the situation has 
not been handled as well as it should 
have been. 

The discussions at the meeting 
focused on possible solutions to face 
the crisis, and on how to supply wa-
ter to the tourism sector and for other 
commercial purposes. Desalination 

was also discussed. Dr Beebeejaun 
insists that they have not put this 
option aside, although he concedes 
that it would require a huge invest-
ment. The interministerial com-
mittee meeting also included the 
Vice Prime minister and minister of 
Finance, Pravind Jugnauth and the 
minister of Industry and Commerce, 
Showkutally Soodun. 

Meanwhile, says Dr Beebeejaun, 
the delay in rainfall could also have an 
impact on our water reserves in 2012. 
The water situation therefore remains 
extremely worrying, and the collabo-
ration of the population is crucial. The 
CWA has already put in place a sys-
tem of fi nes and jail sentences for those 
who are found guilty of wasting water 
in these diffi cult times. 

M.L

No relief in sight for water crisis

Jean Claude de l'Estrac who 
resigned this week from the 
board of Viva Voce.

“La Sentinelle’s 
experience in 
media means 
that it has en-
sured recruit-
ment as well as 
the neutrality, 
independence 
and editorial 
policy of the 

radio station.”

The rain had more of an effect on road traffi c than on the reservoirs...
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■ Vidu, last time you participated 
in our columns, you had left politics 
behind and found a new way to contri-
bute to society. What motivated that 
change?

It’s been such a long time and politics is 
so far behind now that I can hardly remem-
ber what the exact reasons were! But I know 
it was a series of circumstances. It is easy to 
rationalise when looking back but what is im-
portant is that it is a decision I do not regret; 
on the contrary, with time, I think it was a 
very wise decision.  I feel free to hold views 
and to air them without worrying about the 
party political line! And also I have more time 
to devote to other issues which are very close 
to my heart such as the devastating effect of 
mental illness not only on those directly affec-
ted but on whole families and close ones. This 
is the reason why I decided to join Friends 
in Hope, an NGO giving support and assis-
tance to the mentally ill and to their families.

■ Yes, do tell us about this organisation
Friends in Hope was founded by a group 

of parents in the late 1990s to provide post 
hospitalisation care to the mentally ill. It is a 
well-known fact that medication alone cannot 
ensure stability and has to be accompanied 
by other therapeutic support facilities and an 
appropriate environment.  

■ In concrete terms, what does the or-
ganisation do for the patient who has 
just left hospital? 

Our main work is done through a Re-
habilitation and Social Activity centre at 
Bonne Terre. We accompany people suffe-
ring from mental illnesses through various 
stages. We fi rst have a counseling desk at 
Brown Sequard hospital where we establish 
the fi rst contact with patients and their re-
latives. We also carry out information and 
destigmatization campaigns to change at-
titudes among the public. We have a web 
site (www.friendsinhope.com) Although 
excellent work is being done by our qua-
lifi ed staff at the centre, we badly need vo-
lunteers for our parent support network and 
to organize leisure activities for our clients. 

■ After the patient has left the hospital 
and his/her case has been stabilized, s/
he then joins your centre for further 
therapy? How does the therapy conti-
nue?

Through individual counseling and 
group therapy as well as workshops. Through 
these activities, the adherents, as we call them 
here, learn to stand on their own feet and lead 
a normal life. When they make progress, we 
try to help them fi nd a job.

■ That can’t be easy…
No, it is not. Companies are reluctant to 

offer employment to people with a history of 
mental illness.

 
■ There is still a lot of stigma attached 
to mental illness. How do families of the 
mentally ill cope?

Many affected families live in very great 
distress, some in total social isolation. Many 
are in denial and hope and pray for a miracle. 
But the distress is devastating. A lot of work 
needs to be done to change attitudes and to 
eliminate misconceptions about mental ill-
nesses. So, it is extremely comforting at this 
stage to meet other parents and relatives who 
have come to terms with the situation be-
cause they can explain things fi rst hand. You 
then realize that you are not alone in your dis-
tress and learn ways of dealing with the illness.

■ Being so involved in this association 
is a complete change for you. Is your life 
now as fulfi lling as in politics?

It is a very different type of engagement, 
a very private and a very intense one. Some-
times when listening to the stories of families 
and the problems they have to cope with, 
nothing else seems quite so important. It’s a 
humbling experience which makes the mun-
dane issues of party politics seem so trivial 
and insignifi cant. 

■ In comparison, you mean?
Oh yes. I am not trying to denigrate the 

work done by politicians; many do a very 
good job but few people have the time or the 
energy to devote to the sometimes seemingly 
invisible sufferings of those affected by men-
tal illness.

■ Many of them would not get the same 
satisfaction. What gives you satisfac-
tion?

A phone call or a conversation can make 

all the difference to a parent in distress. Not 
knowing what to do and whom to turn to, in 
a crisis situation is a terrible situation. Sharing 
and giving support to each other in moments 
of diffi culty can pull those in need out of total 
despair and that can be very satisfying. 

■ The journey from politics to social 
work is atypical. Most people go into 
social work with the intention of buil-
ding a base to later join politics. 

I never went into politics as a career and 
still less into Friends in Hope to become a 
social worker! 

■ Probably not, but it IS social work, 
isn’t it? The real type since you obvious-
ly have no ambition of using it to your 
advantage. 

Well, I do not see myself as a Mother 
Theresa!  It is just that I joined the Association 
when I understood the terrible problems of 
mental illness and, in a way, sharing and gi-
ving support has become a way of life which 
makes me feel comfortable. 

■ You were considered one of the 
few women who would perhaps have 
reached the highest offi ce had you 
stayed in politics. Don’t you think that 
that would have paved the way for other 
women?

Many of those who believe this do so be-
cause I happen to be of the ‘right’ community 
and the ‘right’ caste and therefore belong to 
the group of those who normally reach the 
highest offi ce in politics. And this is so totally 

wrong. I am so happy that circumstances 
have steered me away from this completely. 
As to paving the way for other women, this 
rarely happens in politics. You just have to 
look at other women who have reached po-
sitions of power in other countries; they have 
such a hard time trying to maintain their own 
position that they hardly ever help other wo-
men around them to climb up the political 
hierarchy!

■ But many women claim that the only 
way for them to help other women is by 
getting into politics?

A few women who reach the top levels 
will not make any difference at all. However, 
I think that women can constitute a political 
force that political parties have to reckon with. 
They can organise themselves into pressure 
groups and negotiate with political parties to 
take on board women’s issues in their electo-
ral programmes. 

■ What are your views of the feminist 
movements in this country?

Like in other countries, the movements 
of the 1970s were the most vigorous and 
probably brought the most critical changes 
to legislative provisions for greater equality.  
There have been gains throughout the years, 
but in spite of all the changes in the law and 
other institutional arrangements, the patriar-
chal basis on which the family continues to 
function remains a major obstacle to the full 
emancipation of women. We are still very far 
from a level playing fi eld!

■ I know you are not interested in po-
litics any more but would you support 
the view that we should have a quota for 
women in politics?

I am not too sure about this one. In fact 
we already have an unoffi cial quota system 
which all the main parties respect which 
takes care of ethnic, caste and various other 
socio-religious lobbies. But these lobbies 
are formed around various demands like 
important posts in the civil service or in 
government, or a greater share of pro-
grammes on the MBC etc...these lobbies 
negotiate their electoral support to parties 
against satisfaction of these demands.  But 
the pressure at the level of women has so 
far been just for more women as candidates 
or ministers. It would be much more effi -
cient if the women’s lobby also had a list 
of demands which would create conditions 
for greater equality, such as more effi cient 
child care facilities and other family sup-
port systems. Sometime quotas are coun-
ter productive because more importance is 
given to mere  representation rather than 
actions that will lead to a more fulfi lling life 
for women. 

■ One in three per constituency?
If parties commit themselves to a wo-

men’s programme, then the numbers are no 
longer important! 

Touria PRAYAG  

with Vidula Nababsing,
Secretary of the Management Committee of Friends in Hope
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 “A few women who reach the top 
levels will not make any difference”

Interview
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The recent spate 
of price increases 
didn’t prevent 
Mauritians from 
ushering in the 
New Year in a 
mood of celebra-
tion. Now reality 
has come calling. 
And it’s getting 
uglier by the 
minute. 

Economy

Welcome to the infl a

Death and taxes won’t 
be the only unde-
sirable visitors that 
will come calling this 

year; infl ation will complete the 
trifecta of misfortune that Mau-
ritians will have to deal with in 
2011. Indeed, everything seems 
to indicate that the infl ation rate, 
which increased by over 2% in 
December to reach 6.1%, will 
keep on rising in the coming 
months. Given that a dwindling 
purchasing power is already a 
pressing concern for much of the 
population, this infl ationary trend 
will in all likelihood add grist to 
the mill of social tension. In ad-
dition, the hands of decision-
makers will be more or less tied 
by an unfavourable international 
context and barely acceptable 
public debt levels. Naturally, this 
will have a knock-on effect on 
growth in the coming year and 
austerity will become everyone’s 
favourite word. Welcome to 2011. 

As evidenced by the Consu-
mer Price Index, last month’s high 
infl ation rate was driven mainly by 
the hikes in the prices of alcoholic 
beverages and cigarettes, which 
cost 10% more than they did in 
November. This body blow was 

only reinforced by increases in 
the price of housing, water, electri-
city and other fuels (+3.4%) and 
transport (+2.5%). Worryingly, 
these fi gures don’t even take into 
account food and petroleum pro-
ducts, the prices of which are ex-
pected to rise soon. “It’s probably 
the fi rst time that there have been 
so many price increases across 
the board,” notes Jayen Chellum 
of the Association des consom-
mateurs de l’Ile Maurice (ACIM). 

Legendary resource-
fulness will not suffi ce

As if that weren’t bad enough, 
the euro crisis is boosting the dol-
lar, the main currency used by 
importers (in a country which im-
ports twice as much as it exports). 
Factor a stronger rand (a curren-
cy in which many foodstuffs are 
purchased) into this equation and 
you get not so much the feeling 
of having been doused by a cold 
shower as having spent a night 
naked on a glacier. In other words, 
infl ation, of both the imported and 
local varieties, will be the elephant 
room in 2011. This means that 
consumers will get even fewer ro-
tis for their rupees, an unsettling 

thought seeing that tens of thou-
sands of Mauritians already feel 
fi nancially squeezed. 

“There’s a defi nite risk of 
further infl ation,” warns Cathe-
rine Gris, an economist. For Kee 
Chong Li Kwong Wing, an op-
position MP, not only is situation 
more alarming than that but it’s al-
so “self-infl icted”. “The concern 
is that the December spike in 
prices is just a harbinger of 
worse to come: water tariffs, 
petrol prices, food prices, etc. 
will also be raised later in the 
month,” he wrote in an email. 
He also believes that the hikes 
will be further aggravated by 
government’s reluctance to 
adopt “waste cuts, spending 
controls” and combat “public 
ineffi ciency and private car-
tels”. “2011 will be the year of 
the return of double digit infl a-
tion!” he concluded ominously.

Are things really that bad? 
Well, yes and no. Yes, because 
the authorities have very limi-
ted wiggle room and, no, be-
cause however numerous the 
challenges it faces, the country 
always seems to scrape by. Yet, 
this time around, there’s rea-
son to believe that not even 

our legendary resourcefulness 
will suffi ce. Firstly, the Bank of 
Mauritius (BoM) disposes of 
one main weapon to fi ght in-
fl ation, namely the repo rate. 
By raising this rate, the BoM 
can temporarily reduce the 
supply of money in circula-
tion. Jayen Chellum thinks that 
the “restraint” showed by the 
BoM in its monetary policy in 
recent months has succeeded 
in minimizing the impact of 
“imported infl ation”. 

An additional problem 
at the moment is that banks 
are already rather reluctant 
to grant loans. An increase in 
the repo rate will discourage 
lending even further, which 
will have a negative impact 
on growth. Paradoxically, an 
increase in interest rates also 
encourages speculation. A 
more expensive rupee is disad-
vantageous to those very same 
exporters who were already 
screaming blue murder over a 
strong rupee last year. 

Also, government can’t 
really afford to dig too deep 
into its pockets to further sub-
sidize basic commodities gi-
ven that public debt levels are 

Alcohol prices: enough 
to wipe the smile off 
anyone’s face.
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ation nation
Free Tabany

By Deepa BHOOKHUN

High-Heeled]

Why was Louis Bruno Tabany, the man dri-
ving the lorry involved in Wednesday’s 
gruesome accident arrested? 

It’s called “procedure”, I was told 
when I queried. It seems that whenever people die, 
“procedure” demands that whoever was involved 
in the circumstances, be charged with involuntary 
manslaughter. Funny huh? I don’t recall doctors 
being arrested when Drishtee Jeetoo died or parents 
being arrested when their kids died thanks to their 
recklessness. 

But “procedure” it seems doesn’t follow logic. The 
police themselves admit to not knowing precisely how 
Wednesday’s accident happened. They’re quite candid 
about the fact that it is hard- at this stage- to recons-
truct what really happened on this fateful morning. 

Almost all the eyewitness reports as well as recons-
truction done so far indicate however that the lorry 
was not speeding and that the driver was not driving 
recklessly. An expert says that with the weight it was 
carrying, Tabany would not have been able to speed 
even if he wanted to. 

Reports also suggest that it was the driver of the 
minivan that hit the lorry, who did the speeding. One 
could construe seeing the trajectory of the minivan 
that the driver was not only speeding but also that 
he was driving in a foolhardy manner. This last part 
however is only conjecture on my part.  

Obviously, it is in extremely bad taste to speak ill 
of the dead and you will no doubt be incensed by the 
suggestion that I am blaming a dead man. But some-
body’s got to do it. 

The police seem loath to even so much as suggest 
that Med Jahangeer might have been to blame for kil-
ling himself and ten other people. Again I am really 
sorry if this sounds insensitive but the fact of the mat-
ter is that eleven people have died. 

Ten of those left their country in search of a better 
life. And what a life that would have been! Toiling for 
hours on end, six or seven days a week for a meager 
salary in conditions largely reminiscent of slavery. 
They then send the better part of this fortune to their 
family back in Bangladesh. All through, just like ani-
mals, they have no rights, no voice (save that of trade 
unionist Faizal Ally Beegun) and no recognition in 
their adopted country. 

The eleventh dead man is the only local to have 
perished in the accident. Reading the heart wrenching 
account of how he taught his son to tie his fi rst tie 
just before he left for his death is enough to make one 
forget that he was driving that van. 

But heart wrenching or not, Jahangeer was driving 
that van and nothing will change that. Funny, huh? 
You listen to Jahangeer’s son talk about his dad and 
you can’t help but think that even reckless drivers can 
be good people, can have loving families. It is hard at 
any rate to think these thoughts when you see people 
on the roads driving like madmen with utter disre-
gard for the lives of others, thinking they’re invincible.

But one day, the unthinkable happens. And Tabany 
should not be paying for the fact that he’s alive.

already around 60% of GDP. 
“The authorities don’t have 
much room for manoeuvre,” 
says Catherine Gris who also 
points to low personal savings 
rates as a cause for concern. 
Indeed, as quality of life has 
gone up, so has the demand 
for non-essential goods. “We 
now privilege short term de-
sires over long term needs,” 
she remarks. This relatively 
recent development has made 
households more vulnerable 
to infl ationary pressures. Ta-
ken together, these factors are 
hardly propitious to economic 
growth.

Climate of fear 
in unions

Worse still, they’re going to 
make it harder for those at the 
bottom of the ladder to make 
ends meet. Reaz Chuttoo, 
chairman of the Confederation 
of Private Sector Workers, is 
scathing in his criticism of go-
vernment’s handling of the si-
tuation. “The world knew that 
2011 would be the year of food 
crises, yet rather than stave off 
an infl ationist crisis with sub-
sidies, government chose to 
raise prices,” he laments. The 
trade unionist also accuses the 
authorities of having knowin-
gly passed two pieces of legis-

lation (the Employment Rights 
Act and the Employment Re-
lations Act) that actively un-
dermine the ability of private 
sector unions to secure wage 
increases through collective 
bargaining.“ 32 union repre-
sentatives were fi red last year 
via the disciplinary committee. 
This has instilled a climate of 
fear,” he explains. The union 
hopes to drum up some sup-
port and solidarity for its cause 
by organizing a demonstration 
in Rose Hill on February 26. 

And things don’t really 
look any brighter on the in-
ternational scene either. The 
Eurozone crisis has worrying 
implications for a tourism sec-
tor that has to fi ll hundreds of 
new rooms every year. Cli-
mactic vagaries have forced 
certain countries to imple-
ment embargos on exports 
of basic commodities, such 
as wheat, rice and cotton. The 
Food Price Index of the Food 
and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO), which hit a record high 
last month, refl ects this preca-
riousness. All that’s needed 
now for the proverbial dung to 
hit the fan is for the price of oil 
to go through the roof. 

Although it seems unli-
kely, perhaps the drop in pur-
chasing power will encourage 
Mauritians to rethink their 

lifestyles and strive to live 
within their means, as their 
parents did. “The system 
keeps running but we don’t 
really know where it’s going,” 
adds Catherine Gris. Having 
said that, she explains that 
Mauritius has the capacity to 
keep moving forward, wha-
tever the diffi culties. “Des-
pite the absence of a global 
vision, there always seem to 
be small gains in the different 
sectors.” For his part, Jayen 
Chellum has long advocated 
the setting up of a price mo-
nitoring committee, as well as 
increased government over-
sight of the private sector in 
order to temper its monoma-
niacal obsession with “maxi-
mizing profi ts”. 

The trouble with the re-
cent spate of price hikes is 
that they’re the creation of 
government, not the private 
sector. And we haven’t seen 
the end of them either. Not 
by a long shot. So the only 
realistic way of conserving 
a semblance of purchasing 
power will be to demand de-
cent levels of remuneration 
from employers. Rose Hill 
seems as good a place as any 
to get the ball rolling.

Nicholas RAINER   

Supermarket shelves give housewives a headache.
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Thaipusam Cavadee

Glory to Lord Murugan

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

Thai, the 10th month in the Tamil calendar lasting from 
mid-January to mid-February is known for the grand ce-
lebration of Thaipusam Cavadee.  The festival, held in 
honour of Lord Murugan and celebrated by the Tamil com-
munity also draws devotees from the Hindu community at 
large and the Catholics, which accounts for its popularity 
in Mauritius.

According to Hindu 
mythology, Shiv’s 
wife, Parvati gave her 
son, Lord Murugan, 

a vel symbolising her power and 
energy to vanquish the evil Asura 
Sooparapadam. The story goes 
that Soorapadam, upon seeing 
the arrival of Murugan, transfor-
med himself into a tree to deceive 
Muruga.   Muruga, not falling 
for his trick hurled his vel at the 
tree and split it into two halves: 
half of it becoming a rooster and 
the other a peacock.  Henceforth, 
Murugan used the peacock as his 
vehicle with the rooster becoming 
the emblem on his battle fl ag.  
Thus, the vel came to symbolise 
valour and the triumph of good 
over evil.  As such, devotees com-
memorate the symbolic victory of 
Lord Murugan by fasting for ten 
days, which culminates on the day 
of the procession.

When someone is fasting 
for “Cavadee”, chances are that 
friends, neighbours and relatives 
are all gathered on the day to help 
and take part in the procession to-
gether with him or her.  The uni-
nitiated will be confused as to the 
expected behaviour and costume 
when invited – usually a day before 
– by a friend.  The night preceding 

the festival will be enjoyed 
by those who look 

forward to a fa-
mily gathering, 
with the women 
busy cutting the 
vegetables and 

grinding the spices 
for the famous 
“sept cari” (seven 

curries) and the 
men decorating 
the tent, espe-

cially built for 
the occasion.  
Youngsters 
usually get 
together 

to deck 

the palanquin, commonly known 
as the “cavadee”, with fl owers and 
with young coconut or palm leaves 
that are plaited into an intricate de-
sign.  The guest will be expected to 
give a hand in the preparation and 
therefore, it will be highly apprecia-
ted if he or she has fasted at least 
the day before.  Apart from the 
preparatory hurly-burly, the night 
is spent chatting, eating snacks and 
drinking tea.

The routine 
of the day

On D - day, the devotees wake 
up around fi ve o’clock; bathe with 
saffron mixed in water as a pu-
rifying act.  The male dresses in 
loincloths and the female devotee 
dresses in a cotton skirt and blouse 
that have been dyed pinkish (sym-
bolical of happiness) days before.  
The devotee may either eat sweet 
porridge or not eat at all.  After 
seeking the blessing of the elders, 
the devotee heads for the temple, 
where all those carrying the “ca-
vadee” and “pal koron” (pot of 
milk) will be assembled by the 
priest for a prayer, before setting 
out for the river.  Around seven 
o’clock, relatives and friends will 
be expected to join the Murugan 
disciple for another set of prayers 
before the ultimate sacrifi ce.  Du-
ring the ten days of fasting, the 
devotee will have forgone all the 
habitual comforts and pleasures 
for a rudimentary existence, 
praying and a diet based on fruits 
and vegetables.  On the day on the 
procession, the devotee is called 
upon to pierce a symbolic vel, a 
silver needle, through the tongue 
or cheek.  It stands for the purging 
of sins while showing the devotion 
of the pilgrim. If you see the adults 
piercing elaborate designs with 
small vels all over their bodies, this 
is just a way of showing the zeal of 
their devotion.

By the end of the piercing ce-
remony, the ravanne, having been 
heated, is beaten vigorously with 
a thick stick to produce a folkloric 
echoing.  Ladies gathered in seve-
ral groups chant devotional songs 
creating the procession’s particular 
pious atmosphere.  The pilgrims 
will proceed barefoot to the temple 
with the small milk pots tied to the 
fl ower-decked fl oats and the ladies 
carrying the “pal koron” (milk 
pot).  The male guest will be expec-
ted to wear the traditional loincloth 
and the female guest is all dressed 
up in a saree – usually lend by the 
relatives.  However, you can dress 

Devotees carrying their "cavadees", 
their mouths pierced by silver needles.

the festival will be enjoyed 
by those who look 

forward to a fa-
mily gathering, 
with the women 
busy cutting the 
vegetables and 

grinding the spices 
for the famous 
“sept cari” (seven 

curries) and the 
men decorating 
the tent, espe-

cially built for 
the occasion.  
Youngsters 
usually get 
together 

to deck 
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in a cotton kurta and pants as well.  
Do not forget that the procession 
may last hours in the scorching 
sun.  Do not worry if you have no 
water to quench your thirst.  All 
along the procession route, families 
– irrespective of faith and whether 
they are celebrating the festival or 
not – voluntarily offer chilled le-
monade to the pilgrims.  Girls will 
queue and dance with the kolaatam 
(two thick bamboo sticks that are 
hit together while performing a 
dance).  Therefore, you might want 
to bring your camera to capture 
some colourful and memorable 
snapshots.  Do look forward to the 
“cavadee attam”, which is a dance 
performed by the devotees with 
their palanquins on their shoul-
ders.  The surrounding pilgrims 
are likely to chant louder which 
produces a drumming resonance 
in the air.

Arriving at the temple, the 
devotees go round it thrice before 
entering.  The small milk pots are 
untied from the fl oats and handed 
to the priest who pours half of 
the content on the deity with de-
votional songs resounding in the 
background.  For the uninitiated, 
it is better to be informed that the 
prayer takes a few hours depending 
on the quantity of milk pots to be 
handed as offerings to Lord Mu-
rugan.  After the prayer, 

the silver needles will have been re-
moved and part of the remaining 
milk is shared with the guests and 
other pilgrims.  By then, it will be 
around 3 o’clock and family mem-
bers – especially the ladies – will be 
hastily rushing home to get eve-
rything ready before more guests 
start coming in for a late lunch or 
dinner.  Don’t be surprised if ins-
tant invitations are voiced out by 
the family members - hosting and 
sharing is the next and last duty 
carried out on this day.

From rassam 
to pavasam

The devote, tired after the phy-
sically-straining day’s events, will 
be ceremoniously welcomed in 
the house and asked to share the 
remaining blessed milk offering 
among the guests.  Once done, 
he or she will be asked to come to 
the table to inaugurate the vegeta-
rian feasting which will follow.  As 
goes the custom, the meal consis-
ting of dhal, mashed potato curry, 
beans, mashed pumpkin, 

spicy banana curry, 
breadfruit, chilli 

pickle are all served hot.  If in the be-
ginning, the mouth-watering aroma 
evaporating from the serving bowls 
galvanizes one’s appetite, after a 
few minutes, tears are more likely to 
fl ow if you are not accustomed to 
the fi ery Dravidian food.  You can 
have the sweet  chilled “panakon” 
(juice prepared with tamarin) or 
if you really want to dare, have the 
hot “rassam” (drink prepared with 
various spicy ingredients).  Most 
probably, everyone will be famished, 
so do not hesitate to ask for another 
serving.  But then you may want 
to save yourself for the dessert and 
you won’t be wrong.  The sweet 
“pavasam” (sagoo cooked in milk, 
with almonds and dried grapes) is 
served with fried “appalam” (a salty, 
crispy and rounded wafer) that lea-
ves a mellow taste in the mouth.On 
the following day, with prayers for 
the “Kodi Irakkam” (the bringing 
down of the symbolic fl ag) at the 
temple that  announces the end of 
the Thaipusam Cavadee, devotees 
gather with family and close rela-
tives to end their ten days fasting.

Majhegy MURDEN

“A man not of grand plans but of a hundred AAdetails.” This is the classic defi nition of AAthe apparatchik. The one distinguishing AAcharacteristic of this species is its re-A A
markable lack of imagination and its inability to present 
an alternative vision.  Very often, it faces the same crises 
multiple times, with the same solutions and for that very 
reason, with the same results. It does not offer the vision 
of the politician but rather, at most, only the managerial 
skills of the bureaucrat. 

Take for example, the economic crises that affl ict us 
today. We have been through this before and comparison 
with the fi nancial situation in the seventies and eighties 
is, therefore, not without profi t. The circumstances were 
the same: rampant infl ation, unemployment and a fal-
ling demand for our exports.  

The solutions seem to have hardly changed at all. At 
the insistence of the World Bank, in 1978, fares for buses 
and electricity rose by 15% and 25%, sparking street pro-
tests. Today, following orders from the same quarter, they 
have increased by 20% and 10% respectively.

A government paper released in 1981 intimated that 
the cost of living had increased by 27%, while now the 
Central Statistics Offi ce estimates that between July 
2006 and December 2010, prices have been raised by a 
comparable 24.4%! Overall, the state Trading Corpora-
tion estimates that food prices increased by 30% in 2010.  
Those who in the eighties were warning against exclusive 
reliance on food importation were dismissed as kooks. 
Why grow food when you can grow sugar? Today, why 
grow food when you can produce ethanol? 

How was unemployment tackled? Simple: in the 70s, 
a ministry was set up to actually encourage Mauritians 
to emigrate to Britain, France and Australia. Asked to-
day, how to solve the unemployment problem, “intellec-
tuals” at the university propose the very same solution! 
Dumping our excess population abroad, it seems, is the 
only way, provided it’s accompanied by ample croco-
dile tears about brain drain. The rest could be corralled 
into sweatshops, mea maxima culpa, export processing 
zones. The hunger for cheap imported labour has, howe-
ver, closed that door. 

In the 1980s, supposed capitalists and Marxists alike 
declared that the IMF fatwas were the only ones that 
could really save Mauritius. Post-1982, our economic 
strategy was simply to buttress the fortunes of the weal-
thy so they could create employment. At the time 57 
million rupees were doled out, in the form of tax cuts 
to the sugar sector, and 2 billion for ‘private sector pro-
jects’. Certainly neo-liberalism was not introduced into 
Mauritius in 2006. ‘Stimulus spending’ and the parasi-
tism of the private sector and its reliance on the state to 
continuously bail it out  should not strike us as a novelty. 

Let’s be frank, what saved us in the eighties was not 
draconian austerity and price hikes; it was the lifejackets 
thrown from Europe, a fact that became evident as soon 
as they were taken away.

Deprived of the capacity to learn and the faculty of 
imagination, the apparatchik continues to try to recreate 
history; the competition of ideas has been replaced by 
the competition of corruption scandals and the appa-
ratchik’s desire for longevity is confused for the vision of 
the politician. See you next crisis. 

Young girls perform the tradi-
tional "kolaatam" dance, mo-
ving along with the procession.

The Cavadee procession, by far 
the most colourful religious festival 
on the island.



l’express p. 40[ Friday 14 January 2011 • Insert N° 3

Young people and politics
[ L ’ E X P R E S S Y O U R S E L F

“How is one to develop such stra-
tegies of dignifi ed secrecy when the 
establishment has discovered exactly 
the weapon with which to defeat one’s 
purposes: the omniscient mass media.”

Theodore Roszak: The Making of a 
Counter Culture

The Wikileaks’s disclosures have sent 
shock waves across the world. Overnight, 
its founder, Julian Assange, has become a 
famous worldwide whistleblower.

The fi rst realization is that our infor-
mation-technology revolution has attai-
ned a proportion sometimes unsettling 
and reminiscent of such anti-utopias as 
Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World or 
George Orwell’s 1984. Wikileaks has dis-
played the feat that “private communica-
tions can be whizzed around the world 
at the stroke of a key”. Norbert Wiener’s 
concept of “cybernetics” in his The Hu-

man Use of Human Beings that man and 
his social relationship can be reduced to 
a mere communications apparatus is be-
coming a reality.

To lovers of democracy, cyberspace 
is for the right to free speech. Actually, 
blogs and chatrooms are fi rmly backing 
J.Assange, arguing that in a free society, 
the revelation of truth is what democracy 
stands for.

Avid for sensation
In the U.S., like in other countries, 

opinions are divided whether to applaud 
or not Wikileaks. To some Americans, that 
shattering event has reminded them of the 
Civil War battle of Antietam, which could 
not have taken place had Confederate 
General Robert E.Lee’s orders not been 
found wrapped around cigars by Union 

troops a few days before. To others, the 
U.S. government of the people, by the 
people and for the people, with the mis-
sion of projecting freedom worldwide 
should not hide anything from the prying 
eyes of the public. To Newsweek, it is a 
“Grand Guignol saga”.

To us, Mauritians, what Wikileaks 
has laid bare has sparked indignation 
at the inhuman treatment meted out to 
our Chagossian brothers and sisters. To 
add insult to injury, the British have even 
branded the Chagossians as “a few Tar-
zans and Man Fridays”.

The Prime Minister, Dr Navin 
Ramgoolam, has been right to snub 
Princess Anne four-day visit here. The 
Prime Minister is fully conscious that the 
world is changing with the rise of India 
and China. What some time back could 
not be said is now utterable. That explains 

the amazement of the correspondent of 
NewStatesman to point out that “the 
Mauritian prime minister’s uncharac-
teristically strong language caused asto-
nishment among foreign diplomats on 
the island”.

Be that as it may, to us people avid 
for sensational information, the Wi-
kileaks’s disclosures have afforded us 
insights into the true nature of the poli-
tical kaleidoscope around the world. We 
have, therefore, come to know that the 
Libyan leader, Muammar Gaddafi  has a 
cadre of four blond Ukrainian nurses, that 
Iran President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
has found that his Arab neighbours had 
been urging the U.S. to launch an attack 
against Tehran’s nuclear programme, and 
so on.

Ahmad BABOO

I have always wondered 
how any politician can get his 
work done for his constituents 
when all he seems to be doing 
the year round is getting ready 
for the next election. They are 
either campaigning to be elec-
ted or once elected, running 
for re-election. Is it the political 
system or is it the wrong ideals 
that make these people behave 
this way? After all, the common 
man votes for a particular can-
didate hoping he will solve their 
problems. While campaigning of 
course these candidates fall over 
themselves promising to move 
heaven and earth to do whate-
ver it takes to fi nd solutions to 
everyone’s problem whereas 
once the elections are over, very 
little or nothing is done. The next 
time you see him is when he’s at 
your door asking your vote for 
re-election.

Disillusioned 
with politics

The youth of today on the 
whole are not really interested 
in politics, calling it a game of 
“wheeling and dealing”. But 
the reality of politics is just that. 
It’s only the ones with a sense 
of idealism that are attracted to 
politics hoping to make a diffe-
rence in the world. Before ente-
ring politics, they honestly think 
so and wonder why their peers 
cannot understand this when 
it’s a simple case of doing what 
is right and good for the people. 

But, as we all know, today’s po-
litics have nothing to do with 
"ideals" and is far more a case of 
“you rub my back and I’ll do the 
same for you”. It’s only when he 
gets into it he realizes that po-
litics is in fact everything to do 
with “wheeling and dealing” and 
nothing gets done without mo-
ney and power.

What happens in the end 
is that unless the new politi-
cian joins the band wagon, his 
chances of being re-elected are 
almost zero and if he does follow 
the rest, he will have hardly any 
chance of acting on his ideals or 
keeping up to the promises made 
to his voters. He will after all be a 
very small grain of sand in a vast 
ocean that can hardly create a 

ripple of any consequence. Once 
his backers with the same sort of 
ideals realize this, they in turn 
become disillusioned and arrive 
at the conclusion that once in-
side, all politicians are the same 
and this makes the present day 
youth move away from politics. 
Those who enter the game with 
their eyes and minds wide open 
and who come from a political 
background are the ones who 
survive, because they know 
what to expect and are ready 
with their own weapons to carve 
a niche for themselves. 

But the only remedy for this 
disease is exercising our power 
to vote and discharge the duties 
of a responsible citizen. One has 
to traverse the hard way in order 

to bring about a change for the 
better. Until and unless we do 
not put our hands in the muck, 
it will stay there forever and sta-
gnate even more. Passing the 
buck won’t help. Almost every 
fi eld today has its bit of muck, it 
is just that politics is not as gla-
morous and convenient an op-
tion to opt for.

Changing existing 
mindsets

The media can play a great 
role in motivating the youth to 
join politics. Attitudinal changes 
need to be brought about by re-
porting of positive changes and 
developments in politics and not 

just negative or cynical news sto-
ries or polishing our PM's image 
on TV every day, which is boring 
and disgusting for the youth to 
watch. By covering events where 
the youth has helped in shaping 
the course of important political 
issues, the media can compel 
changes in the existing mindsets.

Our youth should be inspi-
red by their American counter-
parts who have brought about 
a revolution in American poli-
tics by electing Barack Obama, 
a young Afro-American leader 
as America’s President. In fact, 
Internet and technology played 
a major role in infl uencing this 
historical event. Presidential de-
bates were facilitated by means 
of sites like You Tube where the 
American youth were given a 
forum to address their concerns 
and queries to the Presidential 
candidates which proved to be a 
huge success.

We all know that a nation’s 
future will be determined by its 
youth, even the old cliché appro-
ved of that. The depoliticisation 
process or in simpler terms, a di-
sengagement from the world of 
politics that the youth in Mauritius 
is facing today can be remedied. 
It is said that ‘In every year of his-
tory one law has invariably proved 
its unchanging truth: youth will 
always triumph over age.’ This 
rhetoric can surely be turned into 
reality if the youth desires.

Krishna JADUNUNDUN 

On behalf of MMM
 Youth  Wing

Refl ections on Wikileaks Disclosures
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 The splitting of any century in-
to decades is a convenient clas-
sifi cation which greatly helps 
the long-term thought process. 
Ten decades - we are just com-
pleting the fi rst and transiting 
into the second: then 8 more to 
go before the 22nd century! 

● 2001-2010: The fi rst decade.
Mauritius as many other parts 

of the world has carried on with 
business as usual. Energy to run 
the economy came from fossil 
fuels, all imported at increasing 
costs; full dependence remained 
on imports of milk, meat, rice, 
fl our, butter, oil to feed the popu-
lation; pharmaceuticals, vehicles, 
and  thousands of manufactured 
electronics from, mainly China, to 
keep us busy and entertained. We 
imported a great variety of vehicles 
to transport us round and round, 
mostly uselessly.

We built furiously, transfor-
ming magnifi cent countryside, 
highly fertile lands and pristine 
beaches into (with notable excep-
tions) slum-like overgrown villages 
and cities.

-Negative events which have most 
marked this decade. 

In the world:11th  September 
2001, 2 planes crashed at 8 h 46 
et 9 h 03 into the twin towers of  
the World Trade Center, a terro-
rism attack, and on the 26th De-
cember 2004, a tsunami destroyed 
the coasts of South-East Asia at a 
speed above  500 km/h. 

In Mauritius : appeals to com-
munalism which became one of 
the crucial elements in the election  
of the PTR/MSM alliance in  2010.

The gradual rise of violence 
and indiscipline on our roads, wi-
thin families and society in general.

- Positive events which have most 
marked this decade. 

In the world: fi rstly the election of  
Barack Obama, who hails from a 
small minority (African-Ameri-
can) to the  Presidency of the USA. 

– Secondly; the explosion of 
economic power  and potential of  
Asia, with China and India at the 
forefront, developing at a pheno-
menal rate, with a combined po-
pulation of over 2 billion.

– Thirdly; the discovery of the 
complete human genome (i.e. 
the genetic constitution of man), 
which, amongst other things, de-
monstrated that 99.98 % of our 

genes are similar, only 0.02%  dif-
ferent. To think that for centuries 
the human species has entered 
into confl icts and exercised dis-
criminations on the basis of such 
minute aspects as colour of skin or 
eyes, degree of curliness of hair etc. 
It was true that it took humans over 
2000 years of research and thought  
to realise and accept that the Earth 
was not fl at and certainly not at the 
centre of the Universe ! 

In Mauritius: Firstly; the  pre-
miership de PRB, who also issues 
from a small minority( Franco-
Mauritians).

– Secondly; the explosion of an 
ecological conscience (an immense 
delight for me and others who 
have, here and elsewhere,  fought 
for this since 1972).

–Thirdly; the explosion of a 
democratic conscience and of the 
notion of citizenship(with rights 
and duties) but with a long way 
more to go as concerns duties of 
every citizen.

In politics we are still in the Ju-
gnauth-Ramgoolam era, marked 
by communally-biased govern-
ment often at the de facto exclusion 
of other groups and communities, 
exalting servility at the cost of com-
petence. Changes are appearing 
for the better (more democratic 
governance, better service to the 
citizen, improved infrastructures) 
but quantum leaps are rare and 
brilliant initiatives have a tendency 
to peter out back to the usual. How 
will things differ in 2011?

● 2011-2020: the next decade.
It is thus urgent to conceive 

and prepare ecological models of 
development, more reasonable, 
more respectful of available re-
sources and more equitable to all, 
while politically preparing the tran-
sition. Likely that most nations in 
the world are going this way, not 
necessarily openly. For example, 
we shall have to move from utili-
sation  in 2010 of  90% fossil-fuel, 
imported energy  to arrive at a 
situation in 2020 where 90% en-
ergy utilized in Mauritius and the 
islands will be solar, wind and other 
renewables. It can be done! 

In all the above areas, hope has 
appeared: with the Maurice Ile Du-
rable policy, the growth of popular 
green consciousness, local produc-
tion of renewable energy soon to 
transform many households into 
IPP’s, slow realisation that if we, 
in the global context, are unable to 
feed ourselves, we become a weak 
and vulnerable nation, at the mercy 

of a single huge natural catastrophe 
(tsunami, cyclone, quake) to be-
come another Haiti.

Similarly, freshwater and re-
newable energy supplies, proper 
land use and building styles will 
hopefully be tackled, as well as 
the growth of small live/work/pro-
duce communities and universal 
e-practices.

Democracy is being strengthe-
ned, often despite those who hold 
the reins of power and who would 
prefer the status quo which serves 
their selfi sh interests. Let us choose 
the advent of ‘proportional repre-
sentation’ in elections as the one 
advance which will indicate Mau-
ritius has come of age politically as 
all components of the population 
will be duly represented. The no-
tion of being simply a Mauritian 
is growing again from its roots in 
the 60’s of last century with the so-
lidarité mauricienne, of Edwin de 
Robillard and friends.

The momentum to come from 
the results of the T&J Commission 
could see the end of exclusion and 
discrimination, with positive action 
to get those left behind (e.g. creoles, 
ilois,) back into the mainstream. 
Education and formation will play 
a key role here.

Women have made vast strides 
forward and this new decade will 
surely see consolidation of the full, 
benefi cial participation of women 
in politics and society.

PM Ramgoolam has recently 
launched initiatives in the right di-
rection, in terms of democracy, of 
competence, of participation of 
every one in governance and deve-
lopment, of strengthening national 
unity and territory. The realisation 
of such initiatives remains to be 
seen! The coming of the next elec-
tions (be they regional or general) 
will be the acid test as to whether the 
politicians will, once again, plunge 
back into the ‘business as usual’ 
communalism of past eras. Only 
this time, people’s consciousness 
having grown, it will not work and 
could drag us back fi fty years.

In conclusion: We, a small, 
oceanic island-state, will FAIL eco-
nomically and as a nation if we do 
not stand together in brotherhood, 
hard work, innovation and mutual 
support. I fully believe we will rise 
to the challenges of the four E’s 
(Economy, Ecology, Education, 
Ethics) and that Mauritius 2020 
will be amongst the rare desirable 
places on earth to be!

Michael ATCHIA

During this festive season we have all been 
overindulging in food, especially food that 
is rich in fats. It would be interesting to 
ponder on certain facts about ingested fat. 

The French population are the world champions and 
are known to have a fatty diet, which includes butter, 
cheese, cream, pastries, croissants, sausages among 
others. Surprisingly their incidence of heart disease is 
40% lowerthan the Americans. This phenomenon is 
termed as the French paradox.

Up to now, there is no conclusive evidence as to why 
despite having a diet high in saturated fats, the French 
live longer. Their moderate consumption of wine, one or 
two glasses a day, has shown to reduce the risk of heart 
disease and it could be a possible explanation for this 
contradiction. There are also other facts about their diet 
which are worth considering.

The French eat two or three times more soluble fi bres, 
such as beans, fruits and vegetables, than their British or 
American counterparts.  These soluble fi bres help lower 
the cholesterol level and are a good source of antioxi-
dants. A diet rich in animal protein may result in high 
levels of homocysteine in the bloodstream which can ul-
timately lead to the thickening of the arteries. The French 
diet contains fresh fruits and vegetables, especially dark 
leafy vegetables, and animal proteins are generally accom-
panied by generous servings of salads and pulses. These 
green vegetables and salads contain high levels of folate 
which helps combat homocysteine and prevents damage 
to the arteries.

Although high in fat, the French diet includes plenty 
of unsaturated fats (good fats) such as olive oil; olives and 
nuts which help lower the level of harmful bad choleste-
rol. Goose fat is commonly used for cooking or making 
pate or foie gras. Although it is very rich in fat, it has 
a nutritional composition closer to that of olive oil and 
helps lower total cholesterol and bad cholesterol.

The French may have a high fat diet but still they eat 
fewer calories and are slimmer than Americans. Fat is 
known to stimulate the release of a hormone that acts as 
a hunger depressant and prevents overeating and snac-
king. Moreover, portion size tends to be one third of that 
of Americans. 

For food lovers, it seems unfair why some people can 
eat a lot of saturated fats and still have a low risk of heart 
disease. Researchers do agree that fat is not the only mur-
derer in cardiovascular diseases and so far science has 
not yet broken all the secrets and mysteries behind heart 
disease.

So what lesson can we draw from the French paradox?  
First of all, we should not feel guilty when consuming 
fatty food, be it foie gras and in the Mauritian context, 
a plate of fl avoursome and spicy biriyani. In no way is 
it advocated that fatty rich food is good for health but 
the secret taught by the French paradox is that our diet 
should be as varied as possible; rich in colours and ac-
companied by lots of fresh vegetables and fruits. Variety 
in your plate is the key to your health. Why not make it 
one of the health resolutions for 2011?

By Cassam Hingun 

The French 
paradox

Corpo sano, mente sana ]Looking ahead 
at the 21st century



Alexandria, United States. 
Several Sudanese are waiting in 
line under the snow. Despite the 
bitter cold, they are smiling, dan-
cing, celebrating - even before they 
cast their vote in this week’s Sudan 
referendum on independence. 
Thousands of southern Sudanese 
live in the United States and most 
of them are refugees and today 
they are welcoming the chance to 
vote for secession. They are happy 
because for the fi rst time in their 
entire lives, their voices will be ta-
ken into consideration.

United States is not the only 
country that has set up interna-
tional voting centers for Sudanese 
to choose between unity and se-
cession – according to the 2005 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement, 
considered by many to be the cor-
nerstone of peace in a country 
fractured by never-ending confl ict 
over resources (oil) and land. Vo-
ting is also taking place in Australia, 
Canada, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Uganda, and England. The vote 
will decide if Sudan, Africa’s largest 
nation, is to split in two, creating 
the newest country in the world. 

In the autonomous region 
of South Sudan, the people are 
seen dressed in their holiday at-
tire, waiting patiently to vote for 
“freedom and peace.” About four 
million Southern Sudanese voters 
began casting their ballots Sunday 
in this weeklong referendum (9-
15 January). 

For most of the Southern 
Sudanese, secession offers a 
chance to move on from decades 
of civil war against a government 
controlled by Northerners and 
headed (since 1989) by Presi-
dent Omar al-Bashir, wanted by 
the International Criminal Court. 
Despite a two-decade civil war, 
an estimated two million victims 
and the ongoing Darfur crisis, 
Al-Bashir has steadfastly advo-
cated that Sudan stays unifi ed 
and that he remains the big man 
of Africa’s largest nation. 

In Khartoum, the capital, 
people normally mix, especially 
in the universities and schools, 
without major problems. But as 
secession looms and threats to ex-
clude southerners from the north 
gain momentum, there are fears 
that they might never have the 
chance to mingle again.

In South Sudan or New Su-
dan (the name is yet to be de-
termined), there is a majority of 
people who want the new country 
to be completely dissociated, even 

by name, from the present Sudan. 
So this issue, once the referendum 
is over, will surface in the coming 
weeks. 

Even if it is uncertain the new 
country will be able to stand on 
its own feet, the vote is a historical 
moment for many  Southerners, 
like John who lives in Alexandria: 
“It’s very important for us because 
most of us are coming from asy-
lum seeker backgrounds or are re-
fugees (...) we want to rebuild our 
country and make our contribu-
tion.” He added that the death of 
John Garang in a helicopter crash 
in 2005, just weeks after taking of-
fi ce as vice president marked a tur-
ning point in Sudan’s history from 
which it never recovered. And now 
is the time to turn the page and 
start a new chapter. 

Will Sudan inspire 
other secessionists?

But the challenges facing the 
land-locked new country will 
be enormous. A recent study 
on possible future scenarios ac-
knowledges that the referendum 
will set in motion the legally and 
physically complicated process 
of separating the country’s South 
from its North.

The root causes are mainly 
historical and date back to the time 
when the country was artifi cially 
created. According to the Guar-
dian, “the UK is intertwined with 
Sudan’s tragic past and present 
and we cannot wash our hands of 
its fragile future (...) The UK, as 

part of the “troika” with the US 
and Norway, led the negotiations 
that brokered the comprehensive 
peace agreement, which stemmed 
decades of civil war and set the ti-
metable for this referendum.” 

During the colonial period, 
the British Empire drew up the 
borders of a territory that lum-
ped together the mainly Muslim 
north and the mainly Christian 
south. Sudan, of course, is not 
the only country in such a com-
plex situation. At the end of the 
19th century, Europeans partitio-
ned almost the whole of Africa 
among themselves. Gerald Ca-
plan, in his famous “The Be-
trayal of Africa”, cited British 
Prime Minister Lord Salisbury 
who admitted “we have been gi-
ving away mountains and rivers 
and lakes to each other unhin-
dered by the fact that all these 
lands belonged to others.” The 
European “Scramble for Africa” 
created borders that cut through 
several hundreds of ethnic grou-
pings. The consequence of that 
was that peoples that had no 
relation with one another, or in-
deed that had historical confl icts 
with one another, now found 
themselves locked together un-
der a new and alien governmen-
tal force. This is what happened 
in Sudan. The oil resources then 
added fuel to the natural fi re, 
while the international powers 
and their strategic interests tend 
to blow winds from different 
directions...

Another impact of the refe-

rendum will be how the seces-
sion might precipitate change in 
other political confi gurations in 
Africa. The BBC invited readers 
to a discussion on Facebook on 
the theme: Will the Sudan re-
ferendum inspire secessionists 
elsewhere in Africa? A fair num-
ber of voices are suggesting that 
it could lead some groupings 
in Nigeria, Cote d’Ivoire and 
Angola to want to break up too. 
Libya’s Gaddafi  described a di-
vided Sudan as “the beginning 
of the crack in Africa’s map” 
… Would that be a good or bad 
thing for the continent?

The last example of secession 
in Africa was when Eritrea gai-
ned independence from Ethio-
pia in the early 1990s. But the 
ongoing struggle between the 
two nations is far from a bles-
sing for the peoples of these two 
countries. 

However, in lawless Somalia, 
there is some hope! Somaliland, 
which has claimed independence 
since 1991, is probably the only 
region in Africa that appears wi-
thin reach of independent nation-
hood. As opposed to other Somali 
regions, Somaliland has its own 
government and enjoys a greater 
degree of stability. Recently So-
maliland successfully transferred 
power from one democratically 
elected leader to another, reinfor-
cing democratic credentials that 
outshine those of many indepen-
dent African nations, including 
those which are “supervising” 
Sudan’s referendum... 

South Sudan looks set to emerge as Africa’s newest nation amidst uncertainty about the future of its people.
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Sudan referendum

The arduous birth of a nation
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No Room for Complacency
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S C E N E ] 

UNFPA’s State of World Po-
pulation 2010 and UNDP’s Hu-
man Development Report 2010 
were recently released and there 
is good and bad news for Asia. 
The good news is that women 
are giving birth to fewer children, 
babies born in most countries 
survive to celebrate their fi rst 
birthday and indeed can expect 
to live longer than at any time 
in history, and contraceptive use 
is comparable to the developed 
world. With a young population, 
and thus a large number in the 
productive compared to the de-
pendent ages, Asia is in an ideal 
position to reap the demographic 
dividend. And its economic boom 
is its crowning glory. 

But there is bad news too. 
Asia’s averages are misleading and 
conveniently cover up the inequi-
ties that persist within countries, 
between regions, between rich 
and poor and between men and 
women. Many parts of Asia have 
been barely touched by the eco-
nomic boom, children continue 
to be undernourished and poorly 
educated, women continue to de-
liver babies in their homes, and 
when they are teenagers; mothe-
rhood continues to be a death trap 
for many. Three disparities drive 
home the inequities. 

First, maternal mortality has 
fallen impressively, but when we 
know that almost all maternal 
deaths are preventable, 330 is har-
dly an acceptable maternal mor-
tality ratio. Regional disparities are 
glaring: the UNFPA report hi-
ghlights that 660 maternal deaths 

occur per 1,00,000 live births in 
Laos, 540 in Cambodia, and 450 
in India; fewer than half report 
skilled attendance at delivery. 

No demographic 
dividend for Asia

Disparities between rich and 
poor are just as stark. Poor wo-
men resist delivering in hospitals, 
fearing hidden costs, disrespectful 
providers and unhygienic condi-
tions. One of the women we 
surveyed told us about her daugh-
ter-in-law, who died giving birth 
in India. Recounting the incident 
she said, «The doctor asked us to 
personally arrange for blood and 
some medicine, but it took time 

and she died before we could.» 
Distance, limited access to blood 
and supplies, poverty, and physi-
cian apathy cost this woman her 
life. She is not the only one. 

Children continue to give 
birth to children: for every 1,000 
adolescent girls, 101 in Nepal, 72 
in Bangladesh and 68 in India 
have already given birth. We know 
that when girls become pregnant 
before their bodies and minds are 
ready to take on the tasks of adul-
thood, it exposes them and their 
babies to huge health risks. 

Second, although Asia is in a 
position to harness the demogra-
phic dividend, this will not hap-
pen without a youth population 
that is educated, skilled, employed 

and healthy. Unfortunately, this 
is not the case in many settings. 
In Bangladesh, Myanmar, India, 
Laos, Nepal and Pakistan, for 
example, just between one-third 
and half of girls are in seconda-
ry school, a minimum require-
ment for entering the workforce. 
Moreover, the demographic divi-
dend does not last forever. Today’s 
youth will be tomorrow’s older, 
less productive dependents. Asia 
as a whole is simply not ready to 
reap the demographic dividend. 

Violation of reproduc-
tive rights

And fi nally, the attainment of 
reproductive rights is unfulfi lled. 
The reproductive rights of wo-
men and men continue to be vio-
lated in many parts of Asia. Child 
marriage, outlawed by internatio-
nal conventions, persists in South 
Asia; in Bangladesh for example, 
almost four in 10 young women 
were married before they were 15. 

The right to information has 
been repeatedly violated: sex 
education is provided in very few 
countries and, where it is provi-
ded, teachers are uncomfortable 
and the curriculum is so technical 
that it fails to educate and protect 
the young. A study in India found 
that two in fi ve young men and 
women believed that a woman 
cannot become pregnant the fi rst 
time she has sex. No knowledge 
equals no protection. 

The huge unmet need for fa-
mily planning is yet another telling 
indicator of how far Asia is from 

ensuring that couples are able to 
determine the number and spa-
cing of their children. Inequity in 
a woman’s ability to ensure that 
all her pregnancies are wanted 
persist: in Cambodia, Nepal and 
Pakistan, for example, almost one 
in three women from the poorest 
households had an unmet need 
for contraception, compared to 
one-fi fth or fewer in better off 
households. 

The rights of women and 
girls are taken away even before 
they are born by the practice of 
prenatal sex determination and 
abortion of female foetuses, a 
practice that has skewed the sex 
ratio of populations of many 
Asian countries. Within marriage 
and partnerships, women have 
little say in sexual relations and 
sexual and physical violence cha-
racterises many relationships. And 
the ability to make decisions and 
control money and even the free-
dom to move around their villages 
eludes many women. Asia has no 
doubt come a long way from the 
days of widespread poverty, but 
as the Human Development Re-
port 2010 emphasises, human 
development is different from 
economic growth. Conversely, as 
we in Asia are experiencing, fast 
economic growth is not always 
accompanied by parallel achie-
vements in human development. 
Asia’s progress cannot be measu-
red by its economic laurels, but by 
the quality of life of each its 4.2 
billion citizens. Governments, do-
nors and civil societies should not 
be lulled into complacency by the 

Is fruit juice the healthy answer?
Breakfast is generally considered as 

the most important meal of the day. At 
breakfast time, most of us put some calories 
in our body and we are preparing to start 
the most active part of our day. 

But the always-famous combination of 
breakfast cereals with fruit juice and toast 
has now become a taboo with the nutri-
tional inventions. With the ‘low-carb, low-
glycemic index’ food choices, cereals as 
wheat fl akes are preferred over cornfl akes, 
white bread is substituted by whole wheat 
bread with low-cal butter, and fruit juices 
by whole fruits. 

So what happens to our all-time favou-
rite breakfast? 

Well, it may just have to get a little heal-
thy. The logical answer for the consump-
tion of a couple of glasses of fruit juice is 
that fruits are healthy, therefore fruit juices 
are healthy. But the logic doesn’t apply to 
nutrition. Even with no sugar added, zero 

preservatives, unstrained fruit juice would 
have the same amount of sugar as a cola 
beverage, because fruit is full of sugar! 

The sugar is from fructose that’s na-
turally present in fruit; if it’s ‘10 per cent 
juice’, most of the sugar is in the form of 
high-fructose corn syrup. When a fruit juice 
is ‘without added sugar’, it means sucrose 
or table sugar is not added. But the sugar 
of the fruit obviously remains. Sugar in 340 
ml of fruit juice (no added sugar) is equi-
valent to calories in 340 ml (one can) of 
Coca-Cola. 

More calories than Coke
All the above basically tells us that no 

matter which juice you choose, they all 
have more calories than the same amount 
of Coke. It tells us that juice - 100 per cent 
juice, no sugar added - contains about the 
same amount of sugar (or even more - 50 

per cent more for grape juice) as the same 
volume of Coke. It tells us that, freshly-
squeezed fruit juice without straining, is 
no different in calories (would be slightly 
higher in fi bre).

With the promotion of fruit juices as a 
health drink, one has to realise that... 

- All that is healthy is not low-calorie.
- Fruit juices are caloric dense, also 

they are restricted for medical conditions 
like diabetes. 

- A glass of juice a day is not complete 
nutrition. Also, its introduction in your diet 
should be well understood. If an individual 
is aiming at fat loss, fruit juice is defi nitely 
not the answer.

- Substitution of fruit juice with a whole 
fruit has lot more benefi ts.

- It’s good to be health-conscious, but 
with the right advice. Half knowledge is 
worse than no knowledge.

© Times of India

For economic growth to continue, South Asia must ensure human 
development for its relatively young populations

Long accepted as part of every healthy 
diet, fruit juice must be treated with a lot 
more caution…and moderation



Na pa soutir so lever= don’t feed him or her
That’s your excuse when people turn up at your house unannounced expecting to be fed; you can’t be expected to feed their worms! (You know 
those little things that sometimes live in you and that are usually unfairly blamed for your overindulgence in food?)

MAURITIUS has a rich tra-
dition of music which is neglected, 
not just by outsiders, but more 
worryingly, by Mauritians them-

selves. Claudie Ricaud, 
director of the Conser-

vatoire De Musique 
Francois-Mitterrand 
in Quatre Bornes 

has made it her 
life’s mission to 
resurrect this rich 
history. 

Music has 
always been a 

part of Claudie 
Ricaud’s 

l i f e . 

Her introduction to music came 
early in her childhood through 
her family. “My grandmother 
played the piano. She had an ex-
traordinary memory and played 
by ear all the time. I used to sit 
next to the piano and listen to 
her play salon pieces, polkas and 
valses. By the age of eight, I too 
began playing these.”  Although 
not a musician himself, her father 
too was a music lover. His col-
lection of classical opera, Beetho-
ven’s symphonies and concertos 
by Schumann is what piqued her 
interest in the classical repertoire. 

By the time she completed 
her secondary education in Mau-
ritius, her choice of studies was 
obvious. Turning down a scho-
larship from the Alliance Fran-
çaise, she opted to go to Sydney 
University instead where she stu-
died French Literature as well as 
music. “Of course, in Australia, 
aboriginal music was an impor-

tant part of the curriculum,” 
she says. “This was my intro-
duction to ethnomusicology. 
A lecturer there suggested 
that I pursue this subject.” 
The topic of her thesis was 
research into the sega. “My 
aim was to fi nd what consti-
tuted a sega song and how 

it was structured. So I took 
sega songs in different contexts 
and tried to discover what has 

changed and what has remai-
ned constant. So I found some 
amazing things.”  For example; 
because sega originates from a 
largely oral tradition, memori-
zation is very important. When 
a singer, for instance, forgets his 
lines, it can lead to great diffi cul-
ty. “This is why,” she highlights, 
“one feature of the sega is that 
the concluding words of one line 
are repeated as the beginning 
words of the next. This helps the 
singer remember the song, which 
is something you fi nd in many 
oral traditions.” 

Indigenous history 
of local music

After a short stint teaching 
French, Claudie relocated to 
Mauritius. The prospects for mu-
sicians in those days, she argues, 
were not very promising. Once 
in Mauritius, starting in 1989, 
Claudie worked at the African 
Cultural Centre at the Mahatma 
Gandhi Institute as a research 
assistant studying the oral trans-
mission of Mauritian tales and 
stories, translating Creole and 
transcribing music. Then in 1993, 
the newly established Conserva-
toire hired her as Director and she 
has been there ever since. “It has 
taken a large part of my life. I saw 
the Conservatoire being built. It 

makes the relationship stronger 
when you see it built and growing 
up in front of you. We had to fi -
gure out what activities to carry 
out, what kind of studies would 
be done, how to recruit staff, who 
to recruit and so on.”  

Her main aim remains to 
document the history of music 
in Mauritius, through cotempo-
rary travelogues, drawings and 
travelers’ journals. She intends to 
collect and popularize the works 
of Mauritian-born 19th century 
composer Francis Thomé. The 
idea is to emphasize that “music 
in Mauritius is not something re-
cent or wholly imported; there is 
an indigenous history and a pro-
cess of development here.” 

The efforts of the Conserva-
toire are not just about teaching 
music, but about increasing 
cultural intercourse in society. 
“To truly understand another 
culture,” she maintains “It is not 
enough to read books; you must 
understand its music. In this re-
gard, my dream is to see a Mau-
ritius where everyone is at least 
bi cultural.” 

With 2,400 students and 
growing, and a curriculum that 
includes all manner of music, 
oriental and occidental, classical 
and contemporary, she seems 
well on her way. 

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN
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An opus in the making
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Claudie Ricaud


