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by Touria PRAYAG

Editorial ]

A long time ago, someone you don’t know said, “Egotism is the 
anesthetic that dulls the pain of stupidity.” Can’t fi gure out why this 
quotation kept obsessively rotating in my mind in the last couple of 
weeks. Maybe because sometimes you just come across people who 
are so amusingly arrogant that they will never get anywhere simply 
because it is their intimate conviction that they are already there. People 
for whom everything they come into contact with turns into a mirror. 

If you have been listening to our radio stations recently, zapping 
from one channel to another, you may have heard someone being 
interviewed who was continuously talking about Johnson Roussety. 
Throughout the interview, you may have wondered who the generous 
person who has painted such a wonderful portrait of Roussety was. At 
the end of the interview, you will have heard the radio presenter than-
king…Johnson Roussety! It was not a mistake. It was Johnson Roussety 
talking about himself in the third person singular non-stop.  

And who would blame the guy? This kind of insufferable arrogance 
has become a way of life in our little island. A sort of fashion you might 
say because if you listened to the discussion on the same radio about 
the Bangladeshi workers, you would have realized, better late than ne-
ver, that the person who kept talking about a certain Mrs. Goinden 
was actually Mrs. Goinden herself! “Mrs. Goinden is the one who will 
be investigating the case. Everyone knows Mrs. Goinden.” If you felt 
ignorant at this stage, please be reassured that Mrs. Prayag shares your 
ignorance and fully sympathizes. 

Previously, the only person who used to consistently refer to herself 
in the third person singular was Indira Sidaya. And that is only after she 
had started associating with the great and famous of Hollywood. Now 
even people we had never heard of seem to have caught this highly 
dangerous and infectious virus. 

Mrs. Prayag is fl agging this problem simply because she feels that 
we are in danger of becoming a nation of narcissists. So she has dug 
this up for you from Uncylopedia, the content-free encyclopedia, “The 
tendency to refer to oneself in the third person is often viewed by psy-
chologists as a symptom of narcissism… Children who fail to grow 
out of the ‘monarchic’ phase of intellectual development and into the 
‘dualistic’ phase may become narcissistic throughout their lives… Pa-
radoxically, the tendency of narcissists to refer to themselves in the third 
person stems from precisely this failure.” 

On the same site, free of charge, you also get advice on how to be-
come a narcissist. “In order to learn how to effectively refer to yourself 
in the third person, it is often desirable to understand the narcissist 
mentality and develop an ability to ‘role-play’ as an actual narcissist, but 
there is danger, in that you may inadvertently develop strong narcissistic 
tendencies in yourself without realizing it.” Considering the trend our 
society is taking, the above advice may turn out to be very handy, even 
after weighing up the dangers. 

“We all know that Oscar Wilde would never refer to himself in the 
third person,” Oscar Wilde said with his usual biting sarcasm. Bet you 
some of our compatriots will take it at face value. 

Of personality 
disorders 
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Although last week’s 
tragedies continue to 
cast their shadow over 
this week, there have 

nevertheless been many new 
happenings which actually have 
had positive outcomes. The au-
thorities have fi nally reached a 
few decisions regarding pen-
ding matters such as the CT 
Power plant and the relocation 
of the hawkers of Place Margéot 
in Rose Hill. 

One of the major positive 
decisions of the week is one that 
the minister of Labour Shakeel 
Mohamed referred to as an in-
novation. In a press conference, 
he announced the introduction 
of new regulations to improve 
the living conditions of migrant 
workers in Mauritius. It seems 
that last week’s accident has rai-
sed a new wave of concern and 
awareness over the plight of im-
migrant workers in Mauritius, 
and the minister’s announce-
ment will be greatly welcomed 
by those who leave behind loved 
ones and homes in search of a 
better life in Mauritius. There 
has often been an  outcry over 
their living conditions, and the 
aim of the new regulations, 
which will be in place as from 
next week, is to specifi cally tar-
get issues of accommodation. 

Interestingly enough, 
Shakeel Mohamed has poin-
ted out that during his meeting 

with the Mauritius Employers’ 
Federation (MEF), employers 
seemed quite reluctant to accept 
the new measures due to the 
need for additional investment. 
One can understand that in the 
current economic situation, 
additional investment is never 
the easiest thing. But when it 
concerns the human beings 
that support the progress and 
growth of our industries, then 
surely the investment is not only 
justifi ed but also entirely neces-
sary. One can only hope that it 
could be the start of something 
better for foreign workers. 

Silver linings

Also, the landscape of cen-
tral Rose Hill has been transfor-
med this week, with the coming 
into force of a major, long over-
due decision. The food sellers of 
Place Margéot have fi nally been 
relocated, having left the spot 
that they had been occupying 
for several decades. Discussions 
are still underway about where 
they will be relocated, but there 
is now space for parking, the 
place has been cleaned up and 
food is no longer being sold 
amidst the fumes of taxis and 
buses. The food sellers, howe-
ver, are not very happy about 
the whole situation. Their trade 
is after all their livelihood, and 

they will need the help and sup-
port of the authorities in this 
process. This means, however, 
that they at least will have the 
chance to obtain licenses and 
regulate their work. 

Another positive decision 
concerns the CT Power project, 
which has been scrapped by the 
government, because it would 
have caused more harm than 
good to the area identifi ed for 
it at Pointe aux Caves. The area 
has undergone considerable de-
velopment over the years and 
now has a signifi cant residential 
population. Problems such as 
traffi c congestion, noise disrup-
tion, health impacts, pollution 
by smoke and ash and the car-
bon footprint are amongst the 
reasons put forward for the re-
jection of this project. We should 
be grateful that environmental 
and social considerations came 
fi rst, and that the decision taken 
does support the position adop-
ted by Mauritius in becoming a 
sustainable island. 

While these decisions do 
not solve other problems that 
continue to plague Mauritius, 
such as the growing water cri-
sis, it is nevertheless refreshing 
to fi nd that positive things have 
been achieved. After all, it helps 
to know that the clouds do have 
a silver lining from time to time. 

Melissa LOUIS

Week at a glance ]

For all things positive… Hiking in the 
South West

Discover the south west 
of the island with Pat Loisirs on Sunday 
23rd January. Hikers will begin at Plaine Champagne and 
move through Bel Ombre forest to Baie du Cap. The trail will cover 
18 kilometres and give you a chance to appreciate gorgeous views of 
the south. You will need to make sure that you have good hiking shoes 
and supplies of drinking water. Transport will be available from the fol-
lowing pick up points: Passerelle Terre Rouge at 7am, Victoria bus station 
in Port Louis at 7.15am, Grand River North West at 7.25am, Plaza in 
Rose Hill at 7.45am, the CWA in St Paul at 8.10am and the Munici-
pality of Curepipe at 8.30am. Participation fees are Rs.200 for adults 
and Rs.150 for teenagers. You must sign up by Friday 21st January by 
calling 7647192. 

Bal Retro
Artemis Club, which is found 

in Pointe aux Sables, is organising 
a special event entitled the “Bal Retro” 
on Saturday 29th January. The eve-
ning will include some of the most po-
pular hits from the past decades. The 
club is mostly known for holding ka-

raoke evenings so get ready to sing and 
dance the night away. For reservations 
and more information, call 2542039. 

Dog training sessions
Want to make sure that your pooch has the best of manners? Enrol 

yourself and your four-legged companion in the dog training sessions 
organised by the Mauritius Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals (MSPCA). The courses will begin on Saturday 22nd 
January, and are open to dogs aged between three months 
and one year. The sessions will take place over three months 
at the Mauritius Sports Council in Rose Hill on Saturdays. 
During the course you will learn how to get your dog to obey 
basic commands such as 
heel, sit, lie down, and here 
amongst others. Call 
the MSPCA for 
more information. 

Exhibition: Chinese Spring Festival
Discover the beauty and specifi city of Chinese culture by visiting 

an exhibition currently being held at the Chinese Cultural 
Centre, in Bell Village, Port Louis, which will be open 
over the coming month. The exhibition will focus on the 
traditions behind the celebration of the Chinese Spring 
Festival, which takes place in February. The exhibition 
is being organised by the Chinese Cultural Centre, 

in collaboration with the Embassy of the 
People’s Republic of China in Mau-
ritius, the Ministry of Arts and 
Culture, and the Spring Festival 
Committee of the Federation of 

Chinese Societies. Entrance is free. Call 
on 2088595 for more information.         

Events ]

ILLUSTRATIONS : Stephane BENOIT

A brand new look: Place Margeot is unrecognizable without the food sellers, who will have to be relocated. 
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Secularism can be defi ned as 
the modern differentiation of ins-
titutions from religious considera-
tions.  In other words, government, 
human activities and decisions, es-
pecially political ones are based on 
empirical facts existing separately 
from religion and religious be-
liefs.  State decision-makers have 
upheld the image of Mauritius as 
a secular state.  However, unlike 
India which inscribes its secula-
rism in its constitution, Mauritius 
is sustained as a secular state in 
public discourse supported by the 
state’s actions.  A recent example 
illustrates the point.  The upheaval 
caused by demands for an anti-
conversion law was appropriately 
cast off by the President of the 
Republic.  However, the recent 
celebration of World Religion Day, 
organised by the Religion Council, 
questions the principle of secula-
rism endorsed on the other hand 
by the state.

Religion is often described as 
a guiding force, giving purpose to 
human life and ideally leading to 
spiritual enlightenment.  Drawing 
from a specifi c set of beliefs and 
practices religion seeks to relate 

either to the individual’s life per se 
or to the functioning of the spe-
cifi c community.  Contemporary 
societies, being multicultural, are 
home to different religious beliefs 
and practices.  Popular world re-
ligions are Christianity, Judaism, 
Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism 
and Bahai.  The World Religion 
Day commemorates interfaith 
understanding and harmony by 
emphasising the common deno-
minators underlying all religions.  

In itself, it is a noteworthy com-
memoration.  However, it causes 
problems when religious leaders 
decide to celebrate and animate a 
forum under the theme of “Com-
ment les religions peuvent aider 
à façonner une veritable identité 
mauricienne.”  Is it the role of re-
ligion to shape Mauritian iden-
tity?  Can religion purport to be 
the constructing agent of such a 
unifying ideology?

According to pundit Ved 

Gopee, one of the panellists, “re-
ligion can help in such an achie-
vement, with temples, mosques 
and churches centering their 
activities on such a theme.  Reli-
gious associations can also educate 
Mauritians.”  For Bellal Maudar-
bux, another member of the same 
panel, “It is not the role of religion 
to build our national identity.  It is 
the duty of political decision-ma-
kers and that of school.”  The di-
verging viewpoints of the speakers 
within the same panel gives a mi-
crocosmic picture of contrasting 
approaches to national identity 
politics.    One is most inclined to 
imagine the impending dangers, 
were we to construct a national 
identity through religion.  This 
is an instant proof why national 
considerations should be kept se-
parate from religion.  The claim 
to be a secular state – in line with 
being a democracy – has been 
publicly challenged through re-
cent debates on the role of religion 
in our political system.  The fun-
ding of religious associations and 
prevalent religious considerations 
in voting for one’s parliamentary 
representative, nominating and 

recruiting public offi cers confi rms 
that Mauritian society does not 
keep religion as a personal affair 
away from the public space of 
constitution, politics and govern-
ment.  In turn, this is what acts as 
a deterrent to constructing a Mau-
ritian identity.

Sociologist Ibrahim Koodo-
ruth from the University of Mau-
ritius explains, “Our institutions 
are imprinted with bureaucracy.  
When we implement meritocracy 
within the same structures of bu-
reaucracy, religious considerations 
will no longer matter.  The Mau-
ritian will view him/herself as a 
true citizen of Mauritius since he/
she is sanctioned or rewarded de-
pending on his/her competence 
and nothing else.  The Mauritian 
identity exists but due to other 
considerations, we do not admit 
it. But then, it is not through reli-
gion that we’ll valorise our national 
identity.”  Therefore, to encourage 
one’s sense of belonging to the 
country and to feel part of a Mau-
ritian nation, meritocracy should 
rule.  An age-old argument, isn’t it?

Majhegy MURDEN
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World Religion Day 
Are we a secular state or not?

PHOTO OF THE WEEK

The ministry of Education took the decision to temporarily close the “College des Villes Soeurs” in Beau Bassin on Tuesday, because of the possible 
presence of asbestos in the building. It is believed that it constitutes a health hazard following the collapse of a roof in one of the rooms. The decision 
was taken after consultation with offi cials from the ministry of Health. A letter was sent to the parents of the students to inform them of the closure, 
which should last about two days to give health inspectors the chance to examine the building and ensure removal of the asbestos if necessary. 
Asbestos is a substance that was used in buildings many years ago and is believed to cause cancer. It may seem that this is no longer a problem we 
would have to worry about in Mauritius, but according to Reaz Chutoo,a trade unionist, who is involved in the committee for the banning of asbestos, 
there are still around 40,000 Mauritians who live in homes that could contain asbestos. The European Development Community built these homes in 
the 60s, after Cyclone Carol hit Mauritius. 

The Mauritian fl ag abroad stirs strong feelings of identity
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Death actually

Damage limitation mode seems to have be-
come the default setting of late. Notwithstan-
ding the fact that constantly putting out fi res 
is hardly conducive to sound governance, it 

also occasionally happens that an exercise in damage 
control actually exacerbates the very confl agration it 
aimed to attenuate. Let’s illustrate this point with an 
example. Reacting to Michaela Harte’s murder in the 
Irish press last week, the Prime minister announced 
that he’s in favour of reintroducing the death penalty. 
Does that sound like someone who’s in control of the 
situation? Or rather like a person who has realized that 
his attempts at improving law and order have failed and, 
as a result, has decided to have recourse to the nuclear 
option?  
From where I’m sitting, the latter option seems the 
most plausible. The declaration reeks of desperation 
and is unlikely to have its intended purpose, namely 
that of burnishing the country’s image. Does anyone 
seriously think that Michaela’s Harte killers would’ve 
loosened their stranglehold around her throat had ca-
pital punishment been in force? Do you realize that the 
death penalty wouldn’t even apply in this case? More 
important, do you believe that the hangman’s noose will 
dissuade people from committing heinous crimes in fu-
ture? There’s not a modicum of evidence to suggest that 
it will. But, hey, let’s not allow facts to get in the way of 
our ravening bloodlust. 
Navin Ramgoolam, on the other hand, is fully aware that 
the death penalty is not an effective deterrent against 
crime. So why the declaration to the contrary? Well, 
he also probably knows that hordes have been baying 
for blood since the dawn of time and that leaders have 
pandered to them for almost as long. This intransigence 
was not borne out of a concern for justice or redress but 
rather as a way of keeping the hoi polloi in check. More 
signifi cant still, by appealing to the base instincts of our 
countrymen and women, he’s attempting to paper off 
the yawning cracks in his law and order policies. 
As minister of Interior, he is directly responsible for the 
growing insecurity in the country. And he knows full well 
that it’s far easier to give the mob what it wants than 
to come up with progressive solutions that will make 
our country a better place for everyone. It shows, in the 
most glaring fashion possible, the limitations of this ad-
ministration’s approach to a problem that has become 
a burning concern for most Mauritians. By prattling on 
about the death penalty, he’s trying to look like someone 
who’s tough on crime, who’s grabbing the problem by 
the scruff of the neck. In reality though, the police is 
staggeringly ill-equipped for the task ahead and the 
prisons have become a place where criminals become 
hardened rather than rehabilitated. 
This approach is reminiscent of George W. Bush’s use 
of warmongering to promote himself as the “war presi-
dent” (despite the fact that he had actually dodged the 
draft in his youth). Politically, it was masterful, yet by 
creating a whole new generation of jihadists, it actually 
made the US more vulnerable to terrorism. Having said 
all this, we needn’t worry too much about the reintro-
duction of the death penalty. As everything in life, the 
despair, disgust and anger caused by Michaela Harte’s 
horrible death will come to pass. Navin Ramgoolam 
knows this. He’s banking on it even.  

Left Field]
By Nicholas RAINER 
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The recent decision to cancel the CT Power project in Pointe 
aux Caves has injected a bit of vim back into MID. Now we 
need to move forward. Here’s how. 

When it comes 
to our energy 
sector, it seems 
that we need a 

po. Coined by the physician 
Edward de Bono in the 1960s, 
the word refers to an idea which 
turns conventional wisdom on 
its head. In this instance, the 
idea is not an end in itself but 
rather a means to an end, na-
mely that of propelling thinking 
to a different place altogether. 
Thankfully, we still have people 
capable of throwing a po in the 
works, people who are capable, 
competent and convinced 
enough to constantly keep chal-
lenging the status quo. In his 
paper, “The challenges and po-
tential options to meet the peak 
electricity demand in Mauri-
tius”, which has recently been 
accepted for publication in the 
Journal for Energy in Southern 
Africa (JESA), the University 
of Mauritius’s (UoM), Khalil 
Elahee shows that there’s a lot 
more to our energy supply than 
coal and cost considerations. 

The central postulate of 
this bold piece of research is 
the triple-pronged New Mau-
rice Ile Durable (MID) sce-
nario, which aims to stabilize 
peak demand, put the breaks 
on the increase of total energy 
demand and create a positive 
capacity margin (contrarily to 
a -70 MW negative margin, as 
it’s currently the case). This vi-
sion is in stark contrast with the 
far less ambitious Compromise 
scenario adopted by the Central 
Electricity Board (CEB). “This 
newly-devised scenario is not 
only more sustainable but also 
addresses several political and 
socio-economic issues to bring 
holistic win-win solutions”, he 
posits. 

Encouragingly, Khalil Ela-
hee’s vision for the country is 
not as wildly unachievable as 
some would have us believe. 
Take peak demand, for ins-
tance. Although it increased by 
a sizeable 17% between 2004 
and 2009, it has stabilized of 
late. This is due to a raft of 
factors, such as the econo-
mic slowdown, the emergence 
of the services sector “at the 

expense of energy-intensive 
manufacturing and agricultu-
ral sectors” and, interestingly, 
the implementation of seve-
ral demand-side management 
(DSM) measures (the sale of 
one million Compact Fluores-
cent Lamps and the installation 
of 25 000 solar-water heaters 
under government’s grant 
scheme, for instance). 

Given that DSM has mainly 
been scattershot, imagine the 
sort of gains that could be made 
with a coherent approach to 
the question. He explains that 
“DSM opens the way to a New 
MID Scenario favouring ener-
gy effi ciency and the use of re-
newables”. The researcher puts 
potential savings at a whopping 
30MW by 2012. Yet, in order to 
grasp the potential of demand-
side management, it’s helpful 
to understand the changing 
face of energy consumption. 
An interesting recent develop-
ment, for instance, has been the 
change in occurrence times of 
peak demand. Indeed, it now 
occurs in the morning rather 
than evening during summer 
“as usually observed in the 
past”. Khalil Elahee attributes 
this shift to the “massive use” of 
air-conditioning and other elec-
trical appliances in buildings. 
He notes that peak demand 
is “typically met at the supply 
end”, which shows that there’s 
ample room for the judicious 
use of DSM. 

Another goody on Khalil 
Elahee’s wish list is the setting 
up of an Energy Management 
Offi ce “without delay to facili-
tate DSM in all sectors”. The 
Energy Effi ciency Bill, which 
will be read for the second time 
during the coming parliamen-
tary session, aims to do just 
that. According to the bill, the 
Energy Effi ciency Manage-
ment Offi ce (EEMO) will be 
entrusted with promoting the 
“effi cient use of energy and 
national awareness for the effi -
cient use of energy as a means 
to reduce carbon emissions and 
protect the environment”. This 
is proof that the authorities 
are fi nally cottoning on to the 
concept (even if the “without 

Energy

A spoonful of sugar  
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delay” part probably got lost 
in translation somewhere along 
the line).

 “It can be argued that un-
der the combined effect of sus-
tained DSM to bring a total 
reduction of peak demand of 
30MW by 2012 and of mo-
derate economic growth of 
between 2 and 5% of GDP over 
the same period, the peak elec-
tricity demand is likely to sta-
bilize at about 400MW. In any 
event, one of the key objectives 
of DSM is to decouple GDP 
and energy requirements”, he 
suggests hopefully. 

With regards to the projects 
under the New MID scenario 
(see table), he believes that 
they “are technically ready to 
be implemented, some having 
lingered in the development 
stage for more than fi ve years”. 
Khalil Elahee blames this slug-
gishness on obstacles of a “po-
litico-administrative nature”. 
In order to overcome these 

hurdles of red tape, he refers 
to the Cane Democratization 
Fund as a proof of the potential 
of a “new partnership” between 
the public and private sectors. 

Another major challenge 
will be to repel the increasingly 
brutal assaults of concrete on 
our sugarcane fi elds. Although 
many people have been keen 
to write off the viability of the 
crop since the end of the boun-
tiful days of preferential prices, 
the fact of the matter is that the 
cane industry still has a relatively 
bright future. Indeed, sugarcane 
will play a central role in the 
country’s energy mix, be it in the 
form of bagasse or ethanol, in 
the coming decades (it already 
accounts for the lion’s share of 
renewables in Mauritius). And 
contrarily to countries like Brazil 
who are chopping swathes of fo-
rests to plant biofuels, Mauritius 
is already covered in the stuff. 
Yet for some reason, we seem 
intent on getting rid of one of 

the only resources that we still 
have in abundance. 

We could end up ruing 
this myopia one day, especial-
ly seeing that bagasse is both 
cheaper than fossil fuels and 
the technology for exploiting 
it is improving all the time. in 
fact, Khalil Elahee is of the opi-
nion that electricity production 
from the stuff can be tripled. “It 
is to be noted that fuel oil and 
kerosene used by the CEB are 
more costly compared to coal, 
and even more expensive when 
compared to bagasse at market 
prices. The latter is fully utilized 
but the effi ciency of its conver-
sion can be improved by the 
introduction of high pressure 
cogeneration plants. Together 
with the use of other biomasses 
like cane tops and leaves, at 
least three times more electri-
city can be produced using cur-
rent available technology.”

Naturally, nothing will hap-
pen without money. Khalil Ela-

hee reckons that the authorities 
should set up a green stimulus 
package in order to kick start 
investment in clean techno-
logies and the like. The Rs1.3 
billion originally set aside for 
MID were spent haphazardly 
thanks in part to the vague se-
lection criteria and decision 
makers’ even vaguer grasp of 
what MID really stands for. 
Fortunately, everyone seems 
to be gradually coming to grips 
with the concept. At least, we 
know what it’s not about as 
the decision to not greenlight a 
110MW coal-fi red power sta-
tion has shown. 

Khalil Elahee’s paper is 
chockablock with sensible, 
cost-effective ways of making 
our supply greener and leaner. 
What’s required now is the po-
litical will to make things hap-
pen. That’s why need to put the 
po back into positivism. 

Nicholas RAINER

Fortunately, 
everyone 

seems to be 
gradually 
coming to 

grips with the 
MID concept

Sugarcane is the energy equiva-
lent of green gold. Best not let 
concrete get the upper hand 

  makes the fossil fuels go down



“Let’s not overdramatize the recruitment issue” 

Interview
With Patrice Legris

CEO of the “Association des Hôteliers et Restaurateurs de l'Île Maurice” (AHRIM) 

■ Mauritius was recently quali-
fi ed as a “superstar” in the last 
issue of “Voyages & Hotels de 
Rêve” magazine. How much 
of that image remains after 
Michaela Harte’s murder?

The most important thing for 
us for the time being is to be able 
to comfort the bereaved family and 
make sure things go smoothly. It is 
important that they are given the 
required assistance until they regain 
their country. It is also important 
that they see that justice is being 
done. These are our priorities for 
the time being. According to me, it 
is inappropriate the way some jour-
nalists went off on a tangent, quan-
tifying the impact of this death on 
the number of tourists and started 
accusing the hotels of not taking ap-
propriate action against thieves etc. 
Of course we do. 
■ So according to you there is 
no camoufl age and the hotels 
are not afraid of bad publicity 
in the case of staff caught rob-
bing guests?

I did not say that.  But when a 
thief is caught in the hotel, we im-
mediately sack the person as theft 

is considered as a very serious of-
fence. There is zero tolerance in this 
matter.  Someone who comes to a 
hotel expects to be in a completely 
secure place.
■ The problem is not that dis-
honest employees are not sac-
ked but rather that because 
they are sacked on the sly, they 
are almost immediately em-
ployed elsewhere so the habit 
does not come to an end but 
continues elsewhere.

I understand this problematic 
situation but the person who seeks 
a job presents a CV which does not 
mention the hotel from where s\he 
was sacked for burglary.  The per-
son will simply mention the places 
where s/he has acquired work expe-
rience and from which s/he has po-
sitive references.  There is therefore 
a lack of information that makes it 
almost impossible for the employer 
to know a person’s real track record.  
This is a legal issue which we’ll dis-
cuss with the government.
■ What solutions will you pro-
pose?

We have in the past suggested 
a secured website with a list of em-

ployees for each hotel. This database 
would be used by employers in the 
industry to communicate the pro-
blems they’ve had with an employee 
in case of robbery. We would then 
have a list to consult which would 
serve as a reference or a guideline 
for recruitment. 
■ But what do you make of the 
presumption of innocence.

It will only be in cases where the 
person has been found guilty. 
To be found guilty, the person 
will have to be tried by a court 
of justice, which you are reluc-
tant to do because you care so 
much about your image.

No, the problem is elsewhere. 
The person can be found guilty 
by the hotel’s disciplinary com-
mittee.  The reason we don’t take 
every case to court is because by 
the time the accused goes on trial, 
the tourist, who is the main victim, 
has already left the country so the 
case is dismissed. This is why in 
some countries, there is a fast track 
procedure for cases involving tou-
rists. We should have something si-
milar here.  We need some specifi c 
provisions adapted to the tourism 

sector. But let’s not overdramatize 
this whole recruitment issue. Yester-
day, everyone hailed the hotel staff 
as being our biggest asset. Today, 
because there was a problem with 
two or three employees out of 27 
000, we should not go to the other 
extreme and tax our workforce as 
being a bunch of thieves. These are 
people who work day and night 
very honestly and productively. Our 
shock  should not lead us to throw 
away the baby with the bath water. 
■ On the Irish national radio, 
some listeners have said that 
from now on, not a single Irish 
person will set foot on Mauri-
tian soil. Does that worry you?

I think that such gut reactions 
are understandable because of the 
shock. If a Mauritian died in the 
same circumstances, there would 
probably be similar emotional reac-
tions to the incident. However, once 
the dust has settled a little, the Irish 
people will come to terms with the 
fact that this incident is an isolated 
one and that we remain one of the 
safest destinations in the world. 
There was a murder, nothing will 
change that, but the police acted 

promptly and the case is being dealt 
with. The security systems in the 
hotel have worked and the cameras 
and magnetic keys provided essen-
tial elements to the case. All this is 
reassuring. 
■ Is the Irish market a conside-
rable market for us?

The Irish market is presently 
not very large but it has potential. 
I hope specifi c measures will be 
implemented to restore confi dence 
among the Irish people. There is a 
campaign to reassure people in En-
gland too, being carried out by the 
Mauritius Tourism and Promotion 
Authority (MTPA). We will get 
through this crisis.
■ But this is not the only crisis 
you are facing. You are also fa-
cing the water crisis. Has that 
reached alarming proportions? 

The level of water today is lower 
than in 1999 when we had the worst 
draught. Bear in mind that today we 
have more tourists, more people in 
general, more industries, etc. We 
have regular meetings with the au-
thorities and they are taking things 
very seriously and considering the 
various possible options.
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■ Is desalination an option you 
are considering very seriously? 

Certainly! There are already 
some hotels in the very dry parts 
of the island using this technology 
despite the fact that it costs about 
twice as much as the water provi-
ded by the Central Water Authority 
(CWA) at the higher tariffs that 
hotels are paying. We have enough 
water for only about 50 days as 
things stand. So everybody should 
expect more and more drastic cuts.
■ Yes, but in the meantime, 
the Integrated Resource 
Scheme (IRS) villas are fi lling 
their swimming pools totally 
oblivious to the plight of the 
country.

Of course, but the swimming 
pool is fi lled only once. And more 
importantly, Mauritius has adopted 
a model of development based on 
providing services. The question 
now is whether we have the ade-
quate infrastructure which goes 
with it. 
■ Do we?

As things stand, no but then we 
are in an extreme situation. We have 
to speed up the projects which are 
already in the pipeline. The Baga-
telle dam, the Rivière des Anguilles 
one and the replacement of the 
existing pipes. All these are blocked 
by interminable procedures. 
■ The procurement  board, 
tender etc…

Exactly. In situations of emer-
gency, there has to be a fast track, 
an urgent mode. 
■ The problem - you know it 
as much as I do - is that if you 
simplify procedures, there is 
the risk of corruption, cro-
nyism, favouritism etc.  

Absolutely. But we have to 
think of a system which is fast and 
foolproof. We cannot carry on 
waiting while the situation is get-
ting worse. 
■ 47% of our water is being 
wasted by the ineffi ciency of 
the CWA. How do you feel 
about that?

I don’t fi nd it acceptable. The 
authorities are working on that 
too. We are thinking of short-term, 
middle term and long-term solu-
tions. We should also try and fi nd 
ways of reducing the cost of de-
salination so that more hotels and 
industries consider it as a viable 
option. 
■ When you say, ‘reducing 
costs’, you are not asking for 
subsidies, are you? 

Not subsidies but tax rebates, 
soft loans, reasonable tariffs and 
things like that. 
■ Another stimulus package? 
Haven’t you had enough? 

(Hesitates)You should not look 
at things in a one-sided way. There 
are taxes which we pay over and 
above the normal taxes. We pay the 
VAT and a tax on profi ts…
■ Oh, thanks!

(Laughs) The stimulus pac-

kage concerned only the addi-
tional taxes and targeted mainly 
non-profi table companies. But 
there are other taxes which were 
imposed on profi table companies 
and which, when times are bad, we 
need to review. 
■ But times are not that bad 
for you. Your excessive profi ts 
may have gone down but you 
are still profi table. 

You know what you call “ex-
cessive profi ts” in a record year for 
the whole sector are equivalent to 
those made by some banks taken 
individually. And this is not a record 
year; the majority of companies are 
no longer profi table.  
■ But tourist arrivals are more 
or less the same. I have the sta-
tistics. So have you.

Tourist arrivals are the same 
but there is a huge difference: the 
number of tourists who now go to 
hotels has fallen drastically. 40% of 
tourists now look for cheaper op-
tions outside the hotels. Previously, 
it did not exceed 25%. And this is a 
global trend. 
■ With all due respect, the 
industry has, for years, been 
painting a doomsday scenario. 

I don’t think we have ever said 
that the situation was bad when it 
was not. Until mid 2008, the sector 
was doing well and we had an ex-
ceptional year in 2007. But as from 
September 2008 and even earlier, 
we started drawing the authorities’ 
attention to the risks and reper-
cussions of the fi nancial crisis and, 
recently, we have raised the alarm 
concerning the direct impact that 
the crisis in the Euro Zone is likely 
to have on our sector. Tourism is 
one of the sectors usually most af-
fected by such crises. And, unfor-
tunately, we have not been proven 
wrong and efforts have been made 
to attenuate the effects of the cri-
sis on our industry. We have thus 
avoided hotel closures and massive 
lay-offs. 
■ The hotel industry has been 
continuously lobbying for ru-
pee depreciation. Do you think 
that’s fair for the rest of us?

(Sighs) Not only is it fair but 
it is essential. We are an open eco-
nomy based on export. If you keep 
your rupee high while other com-
peting markets have depreciated 
theirs, you are pricing yourself out 
of the market. 
■ But we import twice as 
much as we export. Do you 
ever think about that?

I am conscious that it would 
eventually have an impact on the 
cost of living. But by the end of the 
day, there is a choice between en-
terprises and jobs on the one hand 
and purchasing power on the other. 

■ And what’s the point of ha-
ving a job if your purchasing 
power is eroded to such an ex-
tent that you can no longer live 
comfortably?  

I personally prefer to have a job 
even if my purchasing power has 
been eroded rather than not have 
one and therefore absolutely no 
purchasing power. 
■ You brandish the same 
threat every time.

It is not a threat but simply a 
possibility. And we must face reality 
and evaluate the risks and possible 
impact.
■ Well, that’s just it. The per-
ception of people is that the 
profi ts remain inside the ho-
tels. There is no trickle down 
effect because of the all-in-
clusive packages you now of-
fer. Tourists pay for breakfast, 
lunch and dinner before they 
come and you open your shops 
to them so nothing trickles 
down to the ‘tidimoun’. 

(Smiles) Do you think this is 
true? 
■ No, but I have to put the 
question to you. 

And I will answer your ques-
tion. As I said, 40% of tourists do 
not go to hotels.
■ You can’t help that, can you? 
Nor can you take the credit 
for it. We are talking about the 
ones you bring on ‘all-inclu-
sive’ packages.

We do not have any problem 
with people going outside hotels 
provided there is a level- playing 
fi eld on obligations and norms. 
You know, somebody in Frankfurt 
or Nantes does not wake up one 
day and decide to spend his holi-
days in a given bungalow in Grand 
Bay. This person in most cases got 
to know Mauritius through the 

massive visibility campaigns made 
by hotels and the MTPA! On the 
international level, the ‘all-inclu-
sive’ package is the fastest growing 
trend. The tour operator comes to 
you and says, “This is what my 
client wants.” You either take it or 
let him go to the Caribbean. I don’t 
like it any more than you do but 
the choice is imposed by the mar-
ket. Now, when this person comes 
on an ‘all-inclusive’ package, even 
assuming they don’t go out which 
they obviously do, we have to hire 
more people to look after them, we 
have to buy more vegetables, meat, 
fi sh etc. Doesn’t the population 
benefi t from this? 
■ Now the question which 
might make you angry: access 
to hotels is denied to Mauri-
tians. A few weeks ago, Mo-
hamad Vayid qualifed this in 
our columns as “an apartheid 
against Mauritians”. Does 
the perception of Mauritians 
worry you?

Thanks for asking this ques-
tion because it allows me to clarify 
certain issues. First, I think one has 
to make the distinction between 
business hotels and beach hotels. 
Business hotels like Laboudonnais, 
Le Suffren, Sheraton, St Georges 
etc. are open to everyone. Beach 
hotels are different. When you sell 
a beach hotel, you are selling peace 
and quiet. It is not a supermarket. 
■ You mean Mauritians are 
only allowed into supermar-
kets?

(Laughs) You know that’s not 
what I said. But hotels are places 
which provide two services: food 
and accommodation. You cannot 
just walk around to have a look and 
go out. If you want to buy either of 
these two services, all you have to 
do is book. You either book a room 
or a table and you have access to 
the hotel provided the hotel is not 
full. If you open the newspapers to-
day, you will see the number of ad-
vertisements inviting Mauritians to 
come and fi ll in the rooms at very 
attractive rates. 
■ Yes, when times are hard, 
you suddenly remember that 
there is a species called “Mau-
ritians”. 

I think the ultimate objective of 
tourism is to provide wealth to the 
country through infl ow of money 
from foreigners visiting Mauritius. 
Mauritians are welcome any time 
but during peak season, they have 
to pay the price tourists pay. In low 
season, we propose very low tariffs 
to them so that they can enjoy our 
services. We cannot have these of-
fers in peak season.
■ Sometimes your gate kee-
pers are rude to Mauritians. 
What instructions do they get?

The instructions are clear and 
obviously can be said politely: 
anyone wishing to have access to 
the private property which is the 
hotel has to book in advance. It 

is better for everyone. If you land 
in St. Géran for example and the 
restaurant is fully booked, you will 
go back with an empty stomach. 
When you book, you will know in 
advance about the availability and 
you will make your arrangements 
accordingly. The hotel industry is a 
business. If you pay, they are happy 
to have you. You book and you go. 
■ In your marketing strategy, 
there seems to be a reluctance 
to go into new markets like In-
dia, China and Russia. What 
are your apprehensions?

You know, the hotel manager is 
a businessman. He has to report to 
a Board and to shareholders who 
are there to have a reasonable re-
turn on their investment. Hotels 
in Mauritius are a product initially 
conceived for Europeans and have 
been doing business with them for 
the last decade. Now, with the crisis 
in Europe, Europeans are travelling 
less. At the same time, there is the 
emergence of new markets like In-
dia, China, Russia and Brazil. We 
cannot ignore this duality between 
our traditional market which is mi-
grating, stagnating or increasing 
too slowly and the emerging mar-
kets which are developing very fast. 
What the critics don’t know is that 
to reach the fi gures we now have in 
Europe, it took 40 years of invest-
ment. There are steps to follow, not 
the least of which is air access. Then 
there are other competitors like the 
Maldives islands which are closer 
to China and India. We also need 
to know the market and establish 
commercial networks. We are wor-
king on all that with the authorities. 
Most Asian people travel within 
the region or go to Europe. A tiny 
percentage would be interested to 
visit islands. 
■ But this “tiny percentage” 
is enormous in terms of num-
bers. And they apparently 
spend more.

Not according to the expe-
rience we have. Statistics in the 
past have shown that they actually 
spend 40% less than Europeans. 
But since 2007, things have pro-
bably changed. We must therefore 
target high spenders and provide 
the services they are looking for. 
But resources are limited so we 
have to think carefully before we 
go into production.
■ Is the Indian market easier 
than the Chinese one?

Yes, but it is totally fragmented. 
In Europe there are three or four 
main tour operators that control the 
market and with whom we work. 
In India, there are 10 000, the big-
gest representing no more than 5%. 
And there are some black sheep as 
there are everywhere else. So we 
have to be very cautious though 
we share the conviction that it is a 
market for the future.

Touria PRAYAG
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“Hotels are 
places which 
provide two 

services: food 
and accom-

modation. You 
cannot just 

walk around 
to have a look 
and go out.”
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The row between Delhi and Tehran 
over payment mechanisms threatened 
to leave Indian fuel companies, mostly 
dependent on Iranian oil, high and dry. 
This episode highlighted the vulnerabi-
lity of Mauritius, almost wholly reliant 
upon one such company for all of its 
petroleum needs.  Have we acted to 
mitigate this vulnerability, or will we, 
in time honoured fashion, brush it 
under the carpet? 

Mauritius and Oil

The Petro-
C

ountries using ener-
gy exports for diplo-
matic leverage are 
not a novelty. The 

oil boycott in the 1970s, Rus-
sia using natural gas exports to 
cow its old stomping ground 
in Eastern Europe and China 
using rare earth minerals to do 
the same with arch-rival Japan.  
Resource-politics has taken a 
new turn, and this time it di-
rectly affects Mauritius. 

Iran is the largest oil sup-
plier to India, which imports 
nearly 400,000 barrels per 
day. Following U.S pressure to 
choke Tehran from its sources 
of foreign exchange, the Re-
serve bank of India (RBI) 
unilaterally discontinued sup-
plying letters of credit to In-
dian oil companies to pay for 
the Iranian oil in dollars and 
Euros in December 2010, 
sparking a crisis for Indian 
companies dependent upon 
supplies from Iranian oilfi elds.  

The monopoly
 supplier

One such company was 
Mangalore Refi neries and 
Petrochemicals limited (MR-
PL), which relies on Iran for 
60-70% of its total supply. The 
problem is, that since 2006 
MRPL was given a contract 
by the State Trading Corpora-
tion (STC) to be the sole sup-
plier, effectively a monopoly, to 
Mauritius of gasoline, jet fuel, 
furnace oil and gas oil, sup-
plied to local companies and 
distributors, such as Shell, To-
tal, Indian Oil and Caltex. This 
contract was renewed in 2010 
to last till 2013. The justifi ca-
tion was that the price at which 
MRPL was willing to supply 
Mauritius with fuel was very 
advantageous. 

Government sources 
speaking to the Weekly inform 
us that “there have been no 
disruptions of fuel supplies to 
Mauritius due to the crisis.” 
This follows the line by minis-
ter of Commerce and Indus-
try Showkutally Soodhun who 

was quick to reassure the po-
pulation that the MRPL and 
Indian authorities had reassu-
red him personally that in any 
event they would continue to 
supply fuel to Mauritius at the 
price agreed, and where Mau-
ritius had to buy from additio-
nal sources, it would refund 
the difference. 

Reza Uteem, Parliamen-
tarian and Lawyer who, when 
the renewal of the contract till 
2013 was brought before the 
National Assembly in July 
2010 questioned the deal, tells 
the Weekly; “The issue is that 
MRPL were given the contract 
without going through a trans-
parent and open international 
tender process, instead it was 
all concluded in an opaque 
manner.”  

The reason for the cloak 
and dagger approach was 
because, as Minister of Com-
merce and Industry Showku-
tally Soodhun, informed the 
National Assembly in July 
2010; “There is a confi denti-
ality clause within the agree-

ment which prevents the 
Government from disclosing 
its contents.” The idea, he 
further elaborated, was to 
save MRPL the embarrass-
ment of facing other parties 
it did not offer such favorable 
terms to.  

The result, of course, is a 
deal too good to know; as Reza 
Uteem puts it: “The deal was 
never made public. Even the 
‘advantageous’ price at which 
we are buying crude from 
MRPL has never been dis-
closed, neither to parliament 
nor to the public.” 

That’s not all. Someone at 
the STC apparently wasn’t 
doing his homework. “Due 
diligence wasn’t paid to fi n-
ding out what was the MR-
PL’s source of supply before 
entrusting them with provi-
ding our entire supply of oil till 
2013.”

The Contract, which is 
not public, can be vitiated 
at any time owing to a crisis. 
“Contracts usually can be de-
clared null and void due to cir-

cumstances outside the control 
of either party. If one day, MR-
PL declares that it cannot fi nd 
the oil due to circumstances 
outside its control, it is not 
legally obligated to continue 
supplying us oil. All we have is 
words and promises.” 

Putting all our eggs 
in one basket

To mitigate geopolitical 
shocks, especially from the vo-
latile landscape of Asia, is why 
countries such as the United 
States import petroleum from 
multiple sources as varied 
as Saudi Arabia and Gabon. 
Mauritius, which, according to 
Soodhun “has reserves for up 
to three months” and accor-
ding to MRPL’s more pessi-
mistic forecast “has a very low 
scale of inventory and could 
grind to a halt”, it would seem, 
has a greater need to diversify 
its sources of oil imports. 

Economist Eric Ng, howe-
ver, warns against an alarmist 

interpretation: “We don’t have 
an immediate need to diversify 
sources. A single source offers 
stability and predictability in 
imports, given that our needs 
are not huge.” The fl ip side 
however is that “so far, in the 
absence of information about 
the contract, there is no way 
to make an accurate analysis 
of the situation. In such a case, 
there is no harm in coming up 
with a contingency, such as at 
least considering importing 
petroleum from other sources 
as well such as the Middle East 
or Africa.”

The fi rst step is to disa-
buse ourselves of the notion 
that Mauritius lies outside the 
fault lines of global geopolitics. 
We may not be large enough to 
affect global politics but no na-
tion is small enough to escape 
its effects. Diego Garcia is a 
case in point. Similarly, sour-
cing the needs of our economy 
should take this into account. 
In other words, putting all our 
eggs in one basket just does 
not make sense. 

Mangalore Refi neries, which will be the sole supplier of petroleum products to Mauritius until 2013, sources most of its crude from 
Iranian oil fi elds. 
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-Fetish The magic 
wand

By Deepa BHOOKHUN

High-Heeled]

If a new electoral manifesto had to be prepa-
red, it would be paper thin. Actually it would 
contain only one word; Singapore. 

Singapore will cure all our ills, the authori-
ties seem to think. Singapore will make our water 
management system better- how, don’t ask but the 
“experts” will see to it. Singapore will help us with the 
light railway system- by advising on something they 
don’t even have themselves. Singapore will magically 
make our hotel staff better by giving them, I suppose, 
“expert” training.

I bet you didn’t know that. That Singapore can help 
put us back on the map as the safe holiday destination e
par excellence; the place where happy waiters and 
waitresses wait on you with a smile on their faces, so 
happy to be in your service that they will bend over 
backwards to please you. Where they look at you and 
your possessions and are genuinely pleased for you. 
Where they are forever happy to remain on that lowly 
rung because after all, that’s what “their kind” is entit-
led to. The place where the thought of stealing or even 
harming a tourist in any way is sinful.

Yes, Singapore will make us better again. 
I guess that’s why the HRDC has decided, in light 

of what happened at Legends, at Sugar Beach where 
staff stole a diamond ring (and in all other hotels al-
most everyday) to seek Singapore’s expertise to train 
our hotel staff and make them the ‘bestest’ in the 
world. 

Two things though. We have a history of great ser-e
vice in our hotels. I personally know of people who 
think Seychelles is the most beautiful place on earth 
but would rather come here because of the service, 
because of that smile. Mauritius could have a thing 
or two to teach Singapore in that respect.

 The great service, the humility, the sweetness, the 
genuine kindness of what used to be hotel staff has 
done wonders for our tourist industry; without them, 
the millions invested by the private sector would not 
have reaped the same fruits- they’d do well to ponder 
this by the way. 

But a new generation of hotel staff has now taken 
over. Those people suffer from the same ills that pla-
gue our country. They’re part of our society, they’re 
part of the same people you see on the roads and who 
drive you crazy with their rudeness, they’re part of 
the same people you meet at the grocery stores and 
who bump into you without so much as an acknowle-
dgment, they’re part of the same people who stare at 
you lasciviously wherever you go and make lewd com-
ments, they’re part of the same people who will steal 
from you and who will assault you if they feel like it.

But instead of realising that things have seriously 
fallen apart, we prefer to think that it’s our training 
programme for hotel staff that is not delivering the 
goods anymore. But hey, what the eye doesn’t see, 
the heart doesn’t grieve over. Except that whether 
we want to see it or not, this generation of Mauritians 
is nothing like the last. This generation of Mauritians 
is angry.

Are Singaporeans also angry?

In 2006, Mangalore Refi neries became the exclusive supplier of fuel 
and petroleum products to Mauritius. 

Kicking the Oil 
Habit

Diversifying sources of 
fuel is just a short term 
measure. Developing clean 
and renewable sources of 
energy is the only solution. 
Eric Ng elaborates that 
although the internatio-
nal price of crude has not 
been as volatile as it was in 
2007-8, fl uctuating between 
80 and 90 dollars a barrel, 
“it will go up to the 100 
dollar mark in the near 
future, due to increased 
demand for petroleum in 
developing economies and 
the weakening of the dollar, 
which leads automatically 
to price increases for crude 
petroleum.” 

On January 16th 2010, 
Showkutally Soodhun reas-
sured us that although “the 
hike in fuel prices is inevi-
table because of the situa-
tion on the international 
front…we will not burden 
the population.” He refers 
to the pricing mechanism 
in Mauritius. Unlike in de-
veloped countries where 
petroleum prices are re-
vised on a regular basis, 
in Mauritius it is revised 
every three months or so, 
and subsidized. This, warns 
Eric Ng, cannot continue 
indefi nitely: “You cannot, 
in such a situation, conti-
nue to give the popula-
tion illusions that you can 
maintain price controls in-
defi nitely - that is just bad 
economics”and puts fur-
ther putting pressure on an 
already-tottering economy. 

For energy specialist 
and academic at the Uni-
versity of Mauritius Kha-
lil Elahee “we have the 
potential to develop non-
renewable energy from 
sources such as the  wind, 
the sun, the sea and bio-
mass.” Clean energy is not 
the unattainable panacea 
it once seemed to be: “It 
is now possible to produce 
50-60% of our electricity 
by clean methods in 20 
years time, using known 
and tested methods, not 
some futuristic techno-
logy. For example, the 
costs of developing wind 
power have decreased 10 

times in the last decade.” 
As a sweetener, “deve-
loping renewable energy 
will spur job creation on 
the island.” 

Green technology is 
an uncontroversial sub-
ject. The prime minister 
even reiterated his re-
solve to harness it at the 
Copenhagen summit. 
We may have dodged a 
bullet, Elahee argues, by 
rejecting the proposed 
waste incinerator plant, 
or the coal-powered CT 
plant, but the fact re-
mains that “most de-
cision makers have not 
properly understood sus-

tainable development.” 
As evidence, we can look 
at the decision to esta-
blish an oil refi nery to 
process imported crude 
oil, also with the MRPL, 
due in 2015. 

“What we need to be 
developing is a clean, 
decentralized method of 
energy production which 
has a minimal environ-
mental impact,” Elahee 
concludes. That means 
taking on vested inte-
rests, corporate power, 
an overhaul of our insti-
tutional framework, and 
the most dangerous en-
emy of all, apathy. 

Green Energy

 At the heart of the row between Tehran and Delhi are U.S sanctions 
that seek to deny Tehran access to foreign exchange.
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A Catholic funeral with a     
T H I S  I S  M A U R I T I U S ]

When a Catholic 
dies, it is of course, 
the end of his or 
her life on earth 
but belief in re-
surrection is an 
integral part of the 
religion. A funeral 
is held for friends 
and family to 
grieve for and give 
thanks for the life 
of their loved one, 
in the hope of a fu-
ture resurrection…

On the day someone 
passes away, aside 
from shock and 
sadness, also comes 

the practical need to prepare 
for the funeral. First comes the 
wake, an overnight vigil held to 
mourn the loved one. The bo-
dy is bathed and dressed in an 
outfi t that he or she particular-
ly loved, and family and friends 
come to pay their respects. 
Those staying in the house 
with the deceased will occupy 
themselves by talking and so-
metimes by playing dominoes 
and games to stay awake! The 
idea behind the wake, however, 
explains Father Laurent Rivet, 
is to accompany the deceased 
in his passage from one world 
to another and give people 
time to say goodbye. What 
should you do if someone you 
know loses a loved one? If you 
are not a member of the family 
and were not close to the de-
ceased, you need not partici-
pate in the wake. Your presence 

at church the next day, howe-
ver, will be greatly appreciated. 

Prior to the church cere-
mony, family and friends will 
gather in the home where the 
body has been kept. This is the 
moment to pay your personal 
condolences to the bereaved, 
as you will have time to talk to 
them before the funeral pro-
cession leaves for the church. 
As you walk into the home, 
however, you may be surpri-
sed to fi nd that the mood will 
not always be one of extreme 
solemnity. Nothing is particu-
larly striking about the scene, 
except for the large gathering 
of people. To the untrained eye, 
chances are that if you were not 
aware of the purpose of this 
gathering, you would not neces-
sarily realise right away that a 
funeral was about to take place. 
This does depend on the cir-
cumstances of death however. 
When someone has lived a long 
and full life, the chances are the 
feeling of loss will be dealt with 

more easily.
If the funeral is held close 

to the home, the procession will 
head to church on foot. If it is 
too far away, a hearse will trans-
port the coffi n if the family can 
afford to do so. They are expen-
sive and it is not part of local 
tradition. In the average fune-
ral, male family members carry 
the closed coffi n to church. At 
the head of the procession, a 
man will be carrying a wooden 
cross. The procession will move 
quietly. Any words exchanged 
will be done in a whisper. The 
most solemn part, after all, is 
about to begin. 

Focusing on hope
A funeral ceremony at 

church is always very sober. 
The rites last about 30 mi-
nutes to one hour and they 
focus on the hope of resurrec-
tion, which is the foundation of 
Christian beliefs surrounding 
death. A priest’s sermon at a 

● When the body is placed in the coffi n, the hands of the 
deceased are joined together and a rosary is woven between 
his or her fi ngers. The cross from the rosary will always be 
removed.
● Once the body has been dressed, if it is a man, his socks will 
be pinned together to keep his feet straight. The pin will be 
removed before the casket is closed to ensure that he is able 
to walk in the other life.
● A cross is usually engraved on the top of the coffi n for a 
man. There is no cross on the coffi n built for a woman.
In Mauritius, when someone dies, sheets are placed over all 
the mirrors, furniture with glass panes and paintings to avoid 
attracting “lizié” (the evil eye).
● Death is associated with a good deal of insecurity on the 
part of those left behind, especially if the deceased has had 
what is called a “bad death” (accident, suicide, or other un-
natural cause of death). It is common in Mauritius for fami-
lies to ask that mass be held afterwards to ensure that the 
deceased will not trouble them and will fi nd his way to the 
other world in peace.

Facts about a Mauritian Catholic 
funeral 

The funeral of a well-known public fi gure is an occasion when politicians from all parties come together to pay their respects.A solemn moment as the coffi n 
leaves the church

L
IB

R
A

R
Y

 P
H

O
T

O
S



funeral would generally focus 
on the love that God has for 
humankind, and the idea that 
while death brings an end to 
someone’s life, it does not end 
the relationship, and there is 
hope for the future. “A funeral 
is often a place to create faith, 
as people look for comfort in 
these times,” explains Father 
Rivet. The priest will welcome 
those present and talk about the 
deceased, incorporating Bible 
verses that give hope of resur-
rection. Members of the family 
are then called up to the front 
of the church to speak about the 
person they have lost, or to read 
verses from the Bible.  Incense 
is spread around the coffi n, a 
gesture showing that God is 
present and inhabits the body. 

Once the ceremony is fi -

nished, those assembled in 
the church will proceed to the 
exit, where the close family 
now stands. As people exit 
the church, they present their 
condolences to the bereaved. 
From there, the coffi n will be 
taken to the cemetery, or to the 
crematorium, depending on the 
wishes of the deceased or the fa-
mily. This is probably the most 
solemn and emotional moment 
of the service. It’s perfectly 
alright for you to leave after the 
church ceremony, unless you 
have been asked to stay. 

At a burial, the coffi n will be 
lowered into the grave. At a cre-
mation, the curtains are closed 
around the coffi n. The priest 
will usually say a few lines at the 
moment of burial. This is called 
the Committal. “We therefore 

commit (his or her) body to the 
ground; earth to earth, ashes to 
ashes, dust to dust; in the sure 
and certain hope of the Resur-
rection to eternal life.” The fa-
mily and friends of the deceased 
gather round the grave for the 
Committal. It is tradition to 
throw some soil onto the coffi n. 

Mass is traditionally said 
after eight days, to pray for 
the soul of the deceased and 
help him move from purgatory 
to his fi nal destination. As in 
most cultures, the dead are also 
thought of at special moments 
in the year. In Mauritius, on 
‘All Souls Day’, Catholics fl ock 
to cemeteries to clean  up the 
tombstones of their departed 
loved ones and place fl owers on 
their graves. 

Melissa LOUIS
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 Mauritian touch
The cost of 
self delusion

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN

REALITY CHECK]

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

hat happens when a nation seeks to 
convince others that it is paradise? 
Over time, the people come to accept, 
against the evidence of their senses, 

this verdict. When this national myth is ripped away, 
it gives rise to a cacophony of reactions -some justi-
fi ed, others plainly ridiculous. Witness the renewed 
calls for capital punishment. A state taking a life is 
more palatable -we are to understand- than another 
individual doing the same.

The gulf between what we are presented as, and 
what Mauritians confront on a daily basis couldn’t 
be any more drastic. The foreign tourist can be for-
given for thinking that the sega dance is a regular 
feature in every Mauritian household, rather than 
an event for their benefi t, that every Mauritian has 
a dream wedding on a private beach, that hotels 
and beaches - safely cloistered away from the local 
populace, presenting a sanitized caricature of local 
life are representative of a nation without crime, full 
of happy people in Bermuda shorts and overfl owing 
with Green Island rhum. 

Crime, however, is no stranger here, and the 
murderers in our society number more than four. 

The trouble with false representations is that 
they have a nasty habit of turning into self delusion. 
Take our most quoted writer, Mark Twain and his 
quote on heaven and Mauritius. I don’t need to re-
peat it, everyone knows what it is. Here is what he 
actually wrote about Mauritius, “This is the only 
country in the world where the stranger is not as-
ked ‘How do you like this place?’ This is indeed a 
large distinction. Here, the citizen does the talking 
about the country himself; the stranger is not as-
ked to help. You get all sorts of information. From 
one citizen, you gather the idea that Mauritius was 
made fi rst, and then heaven and that heaven was 
copied from Mauritius. Another one tells you that 
this is an exaggeration…”  A biting observation is 
now a national catchphrase repeated ad nauseum…
reading be damned, the lack of introspection is so 
internalized. At some level, we accept the façade, 
even take pride in it.  

The murder of the Irish tourist is one of the mo-
ments where it all threatens to rip apart. The ugly 
reality overturns the delusion. We are introduced 
to the prospect that we are living in no paradise; 
worse, that tourists might realize it too. The reaction 
is mind boggling; faux outrage and vitriol hold up 
the murderers as the sole repositories of the sins 
of an entire society and their act as something ex-
ceptional, alien even. No punishment is enough for 
them. This ersatz is used to fuel agendas. From the 
blogger right up to the president, the verdict is clear: 
they deserve to die. 

If that crime, one of many, is used as an excuse 
to re-introduce the death penalty -state sponsored 
murder- and we support it- the only thing it will 
prove is not our decency but that, at some level, we 
bought into our own delusions. We’ll get over our 
outrage, but state-sponsored murder is too high a 
price to pay to assuage it. 

A token of love and remembrance -putting fl owers on the grave of a family member.

The signifi cance of a funeral
A document called the Ca-
techism of the Catholic 
Church defi nes what a fune-
ral is: “The Christian funeral 
is a liturgical celebration of 
the Church. The ministry of 
the Church in this instance 
aims at expressing effi ca-
cious communion with the 
deceased, at the participa-
tion in that communion of 
the community gathered for 
the funeral, and at the procla-
mation of eternal life to the 

community.” 
Catholics believe in Hea-
ven and Hell, but also in 
Purgatory. Therefore, when 
someone dies, their soul 
may go straight to paradise, 
where God and the saints re-
side. It is believed, however, 
that in many cases; a per-
son’s soul may go to Purga-
tory. This is a place for those 
who have died in a ‘state of 
grace’ (that is, they have 
committed ‘venial’ or forgi-

vable sins) and may not go 
straight to Heaven. Purga-
tory is the place where they 
will have a chance to expiate 
their sins. The indication of 
time spent within the Pur-
gatory cannot be measured. 
Father Rivet explains, “We 
cannot perceive time the way 
God does. We enter eternity 
when we die, and we cannot 
conceive eternity.” Masses 
are regularly said for the 
souls in purgatory. 
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Water woes

How we are dealing with the crisis

[ S T R A I G H T  T A L K

It has become fashionable in 
Mauritius to point fi ngers at Go-
vernment for all ills that happen 
to befall our society, the said ills 
ranging from the proliferation of 
crows and bats, irresponsible and 
reckless driving, to insuffi cient 
rainfall. Such is our political 
culture and we have to candidly 
make do with it – at least when 
such is the word from the grape-
vine. But the so-called political 
elite of the MMM should know 
better and have the minimum 
decency of refraining from the 
exuberant demagogic statements 
regarding water management 
that seem to be their favourite 
diet over the past months. But 
I heavily doubt whether we can 
expect such intellectual honesty 
from the MMM opposition.

One of the obligations of Go-
vernment, of any government, is 
to ensure that the population 
has reasonable access to basic 
necessities – including potable 
water. One should not forget the 
fact that as recently as 1975, pi-
ped water supply was restricted 

to urban areas and certain rural 
regions, whilst 50% of the popu-
lation, massively rural, was ser-
viced through more than 3,000 
public fountains. It took 25 years 
of heavy investment and mana-
gement effort to achieve univer-
sal access to piped potable water 
around 2000.

Furthermore, one should not 
forget the fact that demand for 
water was multiplied by almost 
ten-fold in the past 35 years, this 
growth in demand being linked 
not only to local population 
growth and increased irrigation, 
but also to the development of 
the textiles and clothing industry 
as well as tourism.

To address water supply is-
sues, we are actually faced with 
a very simple equation: what 
you need is the political will and 
funds to implement the politi-
cal will. It is true that, if we had 
more or larger dams and if we 
could prevent the loss through 
pipes leakages of about 32% of 
our stored water, we would not 
be close to the water stress situa-

tion that we are nearing today. 
But it is also true that any go-
vernment has limited resources 
that it needs to allocate to di-
verse public services and that 
our resources are not limitless. 
We should not forget that the 
Midlands Dam was initiated by 
the Labour Party government in 
1999, and that the two present 
dam projects [Bagatelle and Ri-
vière des Anguilles] are due to 
start by the end of this year to be 
completed by 2014 at the total 
cost of Rs 6.4 billion excluding 
the water treatment and piping 
works.

Intellectual 
dishonesty

One should also bear in 
mind that the pipe network 
is, in general, between 35 and 
100 years old and that the said 
pipe network is deteriorating. 
Massive investments are being 
made to replace the network. 
Were we to replace the defective 
network in one go, this would 

cost us between Rs 12 and Rs 
14 billion… We all know that we 
cannot afford such an invest-
ment, which is why the defec-
tive network is being replaced 
gradually.

We have a current water 
supply problem: a fact. It is ir-
responsible, in this context to 
ignore the fact that we are ex-
periencing a particularly dry 
summer which is also affecting 
Rodrigues and Reunion, that it 
takes between 8 and 10 years to 
conceive a dam, to carry out the 
studies to optimally locate a site 
and initiate the necessary pro-
cedures for its construction and 
operationalisation. It is, above 
all, intellectually dishonest to 
ignore all the efforts fed into 
water resources management 
and distribution over the past 
35 years and the constraints 
facing us, more particularly fi -
nancial and time constraints. 
Just blaming it on Government 
is an easy, irresponsible and in-
decent way out for the MMM 
opposition. 

Deliberately ignoring facts and constraints 

Is the water crisis 
the result of mis-
management and 
misuse (or non-
use) of available 
resources or has 
the present govern-
ment been doing 
its best in a very 
tricky situation? 
Our three guests 
today will bring 
you up to date with 
the water polemic.

Cader SAYED-HOSSEN

MP and Chairman of the 
Commission for the 

Democratisation of the Economy
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Our country is facing one of 
its worst water crises. We have 
reached a situation where we 
have only two months of water 
supply if it does not rain. The 
current crisis we are facing is not 
only about having too little wa-
ter to satisfy our needs, but it is 
also a crisis of managing water 
resources properly. Over the past 
months, the situation has so dras-
tically deteriorated that water cuts 
have become a regular feature all 
over the island. The Central Water 
Authority has failed in its mission 
and is no longer attaining some 
of its primary objectives which 
are to deliver a good round-
the-clock service and to reduce 
non-revenue water (losses due to 
leakages in the transmission and 
distribution systems and illegal 
connections) to an economically 
acceptable level by improving the 
network’s  effi ciency.

Who is to blame for such a si-
tuation? Following government’s 
decision to introduce penalties 
and even imprisonment in case 
of water wastage, one is under 
the impression that consumers 
are to be blamed for the present 
water crisis. Although I agree that 
during this period of crisis one 
should not waste water, I believe 

that the authority responsible for 
water should also be subjected to 
penalties in case of wastage.

In a reply to a parliamentary 
question on 26th June 2010, the 
Deputy Prime Minister and Mi-
nister for Public Utilities stated 
that for the past fi ve years, the 
level of non-revenue water   has 
increased to 49.6%. In other 
words, almost half of the water 
we receive is wasted! The daily 
production of water being around 
580,000  cubic metres, almost 
287,680  cubic metres are wasted 
mainly because of leakages in our 
water pipes. If computed over a 
period of one year, this amounts 
to about 105,003,200  cubic 
metres. What penalties should be 
applied in such cases? 

The Central Water Authority 
will have to change about 1,800 
kilometres of old pipes worth 
some 10 billion rupees to be able 
to reduce non-revenue water to 
an acceptable level. In the last 
budget presented by the Minis-
ter of Finance an amount of 454 
million rupees over a period of 
three years was allocated for the 
replacement of these pipes. At 
this rate, it is going to take years 
before we overcome the problem.

On the other hand, one 

should know that the CWA was 
granted a loan of 43.5 million eu-
ros (about 1.8 billion Mauritian 
rupees) by the European Invest-
ment Bank. The purpose of the 
loan was to implement projects 
to reduce non-revenue water 
to 25% by 2007.By the end of 
2007, i.e. the scheduled comple-
tion year of the project, the CWA 
had spent only 1.82 million euros 
(743,305,840 Mauritian rupees) 
representing only 9% of the loan. 
As at today, disbursement has 
been stopped due to non-fulfi ll-
ment of various conditions of the 
loan and the unit responsible for 
the implementation of the project 
has been disbanded.

Private sector water 
rights

Can one imagine that in an 
era of advanced technology, the 
CWA does not have a telemeter 
system? Water valves are still ope-
rated manually.

We are told that most of our 
reservoirs are located above the 
catchment areas resulting in si-
gnifi cant loss of rainwater. So 
why have we never promoted 
rainwater harvesting by coming 

forward with incentives to allow 
domestic, commercial and in-
dustrial consumers to install such 
systems. This would have ensured 
an independent water supply in 
certain areas during water restric-
tion periods.

While the MMM/MSM 
government commissioned the 
Midlands Dam, the present go-
vernment has not yet started the 
construction of a single dam.  We 
are under the impression that in 
certain quarters, some want the 
situation to reach a point of no 
return to allow the fusion of the 
various authorities as mentioned 
in the last budget and justify the 
taking over by a private operator.

Another problem related to 
the water crisis is the access to 
water by the private sector. The 
Rivers and Canals Act 1863 al-
lows estate owners to have water 
rights but the economic struc-
ture of our country has changed 
considerably over the past de-
cades and does not warrant that 
we continue with private owners 
having water rights when in va-
rious parts of the island we have 
an acute shortage of water. It is 
the duty of government to ensure 
that water distribution is done on 
an equitable basis.  

A crisis of managing resources

JOE LESJONDARD
MP and Engineer

Water scarcity all over the 
island may yet become another 
reason (there are many others) 
for heavily sanctioning the Go-
vernment in the next local go-
vernment elections.

Since the world economic 
forum held at Davos in January 
2008 and the declaration of Ban 
Ki-Moon that the challenge of 
securing safe and plentiful water 
is “one of the most daunting chal-
lenges faced by the universe” we 
have, unfortunately, not moved 
much.  Comfy armchair debate on 
global warming and climate change 
will not bring practical solutions. 
The only concrete proposal which 
has come up is whether to merge 
or not to merge four institutions 
dealing with water in various ways.  
But that is not the question!!  Let us 
rather look at the characteristics of 
the water problem.

The CWA only distributes less 
than one quarter of the island’s 
water needs…and this is almost 
all drinking water for domestic 
purposes.

Replacement of damaged 
pipes at the rate of the 454 million 

announced in the budget will take 
almost ten years to complete.

40 to 50 percent of the water 
from the CWA is lost and never 
reaches its destination as a result 
of defective pipes (from 2005 to 
2009, the percentage of water loss 
has climbed from 44.7 to 49.6 per-
cent.

Looking after 
our rivers

 No dams have been built since 
the Midlands Dam…we have been 
promised Bagatelle for quite some 
time now and now we are being 
promised Rivière des Anguilles.

Out of the hundred or so bore-
holes across the island, only one 
third are functioning. 

Our rivers are in a deplorable 
state and instead of storing rainwa-
ter, they convey almost 60 percent 
of rainwater to the sea whilst 30 
percent evaporates and only the 
remaining ten percent goes to our 
underground water network.

Our underground waters are 
becoming more and more polluted.

The dredging of our rivers and 
canals under the responsibility of 
the Urban and District councils is 
in total chaos and occasionally the 
Ministry of Environment has had 
to intervene.
What do we do and how can a Su-
pra Authority solve the headache?

Some out of the box thinking 
has nevertheless come through 
…Allan Gannoo believes that La 
Ferme reservoir should be trans-
formed to produce drinking water. 
Neeta Deerpalsing suggests hotels 
should build their own desalination 
plants. Minister Beebeejaun wishes 
that we change our mentality on 
the use of recycled water…but at 
the same time he endorses the Sin-
gaporean experts’ view that there 
is no scarcity of water in Mauritius.

Will  private sector collabora-
tion or bringing in strategic par-
tners  help at this juncture? Do 
we not have enough cadres and 
professionals to address the wa-
ter problem and come up with a 
water policy after some brains-
torming?  Why is it that our rivers 
cannot be dammed at appropriate 
places?  Why should the private 

sector not be requested to help in 
river conservation? Why cannot 
our top hundred companies share 
the responsibility of “adopting” 
the twenty one or so rivers across 
the island?

Supra Authority or Status Quo 
- we cannot deviate from the real 
issues.  We defi nitely have enough 
water to meet our future rising 
demand …except for the seaso-
nal hazards especially now that 
underperformers should be made 
redundant and offered voluntary 
retirement schemes.  Strategies for 
water retention and conservation 
should be amongst our top prio-
rities. After the austerity days now 
massive funds need to be provided 
to the water sector.

Bashing the private sector and 
large scale planters will no longer 
pay political dividends and such a 
negative approach may well have 
a boomerang effect. If nothing is 
done except sterile discussions on 
the Supra Authority,  the public 
outcry and discontent may well be-
come impossible to contain and we 
do not have enough water for fi re 
fi ghting if the country is set ablaze. 

The lure of a Supra Authority

KISHORE PERTAB

Barrister and MMM member



Like all dictators, Haiti’s 
Jean-Claude Duvalier, com-
monly known as ‘Baby Doc’, 
and Tunisia’s Zine El Abibine 
Ben Ali promised to change – 
for the better – their country. 
But instead they took care of 
their own personal business 
until they were overthrown by 
a popular uprising. Both chose 
to fl ee their country with a ridi-
culous amount of money! While 
Ben Ali is starting his golden 
exile in Saudi Arabia (in Riyadh, 
exactly the same city where Idi 
Amin once fl ed), ‘Baby Doc’ 
surprisingly chose to end his 
25-year exile in Paris and to re-
turn to the troubled Haiti this 
week; he could be indicted for 
theft, corruption and misalloca-
tion of public funds.

 ‘Baby Doc’, who succeeded 
his father Francois “Papa Doc” 
Duvalier (a medical doctor who 
left his 19-year old son with a 
messy regime), was ousted after 
15 years of ruthless and brutal 
dictatorship in 1986. The fol-
lowing year, in Tunisia, after a 
coup, Ben Ali rose to power and 
managed to keep his supreme 
seat until last week. Even if their 
trajectories differ, both dictators 
have many things in common 
as if they had been to the same 
school of brutal dictatorship. 

Their faces went on the mo-
ney and the money went into 
their own deep pockets. They 
insisted on being called “doctor” 
or the most popular leader in the 
world. Their every pronounce-
ment was reported on the 
front page or else the press was 
cowed. They shuffl ed ministers 
and civil society leaders around 
without warning, hence para-
lysing crucial policy decisions. 
They made sure to undercut 
pretenders to their throne. They 
banned political parties except 
their own. They rigged elections. 

edeed They emasculated courts, 
stifl ed academia and often invo-
ked religion in their speeches. 

Infamous Fort 
Dimanche

But the most brutal facts 
remain their reign of terror and 
their human rights violations. 
Ben Ali used the police. It is esti-
mated that two-thirds of the en-
tire Tunisian population worked 
in one way or another for Mr 
Ben Ali’s secret police. Feted by 
the West for its “stability” and 
for keeping a “fi rm hand” on 
Islamists,  Ben Ali was calling 
Tunisian protesters “terrorists” 
only weeks ago. The revolution 
in Tunisia that began on De-
cember 18, 2010, went from 
being almost completely ignored 
to being a story of bloodbaths 
and gang violence. “And while 
Caligula played around and auc-
tioned the lives of his gladiators 
at his gruesome shows to kill en-
nui and satisfy his lust, Ben Ali 
auctioned his own highly educa-
ted young people by despising 
them and depriving them of 
the smallest dignifi ed means to 
make a living, thus compelling 
them to throw themselves, from 
despair, into the jaws of lashing 
fi re which proved to be, perhaps, 
more merciful for these youths 
than to be subjected to the in-
sults and callousness of that kind 

of merciless political system of 
his”, analysed North African 
expert, Mustapha Azayi. 

‘Baby Doc’ was the same. 
He stretched his hands over the 
entire country by instituting a 
system of prefects, or regional 
governors, who were answerable 
only to him. Baby Doc’s perso-
nal militia, the famous “Tontons 
Macoutes”, carried out his po-
litical whims, everything from 
assassination to arrests to intimi-
dation. Overall, between 40,000 
and 60,000 people are thought 
to have died for political reasons 
under the two Duvaliers, father 
and son. “One particularly nas-
ty locale during the Baby Doc 
years was Fort Dimanche, an in-
famous prison outside the capi-
tal, where people were regularly 
tortured and conditions were 
very bad,” Human Rights Watch 
lawyer Reed Brody pointed out. 
And if Haitians escaped the fate 
of intimidation, they were also 
likely to be poor. Very little eco-
nomic development took place 
during that time; social services 
were almost nonexistent. Thou-
sands more fl ed Haiti-the fi rst 
wave of “boat people” to the 
United States. 

So what might happen to 
Ben Ali and ‘Baby Doc’ in to-
day’s world where democracy, 
good governance and transpa-
rency have become key words in 
speeches? In Geneva, Swiss Fo-

reign Minister Micheline Calmy-
Rey announced the decision to 
freeze any funds of Ben Ali. The 
Swiss and French governments 
also promised to ensure that a 
new Tunisian administration 
would be able to retrieve assets 
taken illicitly. The ban also ap-
plies to any assets held by “Ben 
Ali’s entourage”. A Swiss judi-
cial source told Reuters that an 
association of Tunisians living in 
Switzerland had sought the free-
zing of assets including a buil-
ding on Geneva’s exclusive Rue 
du Rhone and a Falcon 9000 jet 
said to be at Geneva airport.

Amidst other priorities (af-
termath of the earthquake, cho-
lera), the Haitian government is 
trying to sue ‘Baby Doc’ to re-
gain part of the several million 
dollars of the Duvalier fortune. 
Human rights advocates hope 
that Duvalier will now be prose-
cuted for his numerous crimes. 
“The strongest case in legal 
terms is the embezzlement,” 
says Brian Concannon, Jr. of 
the Institute for Justice and De-
mocracy in Haiti. “For fi nancial 
crimes, if you’ve got documen-
tation, they’re easy to prove. We 
literally have boxes and boxes of 
evidence.” But at 59 ‘Baby Doc’ 
has already spent most of his 
fortune in Europe. 

And Ben Ali, well he is re-
laxing in a castle, apparently full 
of gold…

The revolt in Tunisia marks the fi rst time an autocratic Arab regime has been overthrown by popular anger.
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by Nad SIVARAMEN

Ben Ali and ‘Baby Doc’ 
Rise and fall of two tyrants

I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S C E N E ] 

Sideline: Gbagbo’s assets frozen
Switzerland says it has frozen all the assets held there by Ivory 
Coast’s disputed leader Laurent Gbagbo. The foreign minister 
said the move would prevent Switzerland’s fi nancial centre from 
serving as a refuge for any possible “illegally-obtained assets 
owned by Gbagbo and his entourage”. Mr Gbagbo, who has seve-
ral offshore accounts with several millions of dollars, is refusing to 
hand over power to Alassane Ouattara, widely seen as the winner 
of November’s elections. Latest mediation efforts ended with no 
breakthrough.
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Breaking News 

Bollywood’s new inspiration

[ I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S C E N E

Eleven years after Jessica Lall 
was shot in a crowded Delhi bar, 
a movie called “No One Killed 
Jessica” - originally a Times of 
India headline - hit cinema halls. 
Meanwhile, another news potboi-
ler - the recent Nira Radia tapes - is 
being readied for the big screen. 

It’s a developing story and no-
body really knows how it will end. 
But, that won’t prevent Bollywood 
from making two fi lms about the 
Radia tapes, one from the Mahesh 
Bhatt stable and another to be di-
rected by Vijay Desai and Alpesh 
Dixit. The Desai-Dixit fi lm is, for 
the moment, being called “2G Ra-
dia-tion.” 

Is daily news the newest masa-
la in Bollywood? It’s been this way 
for a while but the trickle is now a 
fl ood. Anjum Rajabali, who wrote 
“Rajneeti”, says that after the tan-
door murder, in which Delhi Youth 
Congress president Sushil Sharma 
tried to burn his wife’s body in a 
restaurant, six fi lm names were re-
gistered. One was “Tandoor”. Ra-
jabali says “it’s important to be able 
to tell the difference between the 
fi lmmakers who put some thought 
into their movies and the ones who 
reach for every news story that 
comes along.

Film industry analyst Komal 
Nahta says that movies based on 
reality usually don’t do particu-
larly well at the box offi ce but “No 
One Killed Jessica” is drawing au-
diences. Is this because it doesn’t 
offer a blow-by-blow account of 
what happened but an interpre-

tation? Vikas Bahl, chief creative 
offi cer of UTV Motion Pictures, 
which made the fi lm on Jessica, 
recalls his wife fi rst pointing out 
that the story deserved to be made 
into a movie. The interpretation 
the fi lm settled on was that of Sa-
brina, Jessica’s sister. “By now,” 
said Bahl, “Sabrina wasn’t angry 
or bitter. She’d come to accept 
the system for what it was.” The 
industry is said to be watching the 
fi lm’s takings closely. At least one 
fi lm reviewer says if it proves a hit, 
it will open the fl oodgates and ma-
ny more movies loosely wrapped 
around real-life stories will follow. 

Cinematic interpretation may 
be the key. Ekta Kapoor’s take on 

the MMS scandal involving a Del-
hi schoolgirl will reportedly start 
out with the trigger MMS, then 
morph into a paranormal thriller. 

Living 
with 24/7 TV news

So has Bollywood become a 
news junkie? The change has oc-
curred slowly over the years with 
the industry moving away from 
fantasy - with scant elements of 
reality, for instance an angry Ba-
chchan taking on the entire system 
singlehanded - to reality with scant 
elements of fantasy. 

Observers say at least some 
of this change has come about 

because of India’s vastly changed 
news environment. Ira Bhaskar, as-
sociate professor of cinema studies 
at Jawaharlal Nehru University, 
says it is all about the changing of 
our society, from one in which the 
parents in a household watched 
an hour of news every evening on 
Doordarshan, to a society that lives 
with 24/7 TV news. 

Unsurprisingly then the new 
wave of fi lmmaking is led by youn-
ger people, who are understan-
dably inspired by headlines on telly. 

Abhishek Sharma, for 
example, made “ Tere Bin Laden”, 
which pokes fun at both TV news 
channels and American foreign 
policy. He remembers worrying 
about his sister who was in Ohio 
on 9/11. 

Dibakar Banerjee’s “ Love, 
Sex aur Dhoka”, which reviewers 
called Bollywood’s coming-of-age 
fi lm, acknowledges inspiration 
from the original Tehelka sting 
operation. Banerjee says the sting, 
“very quickly turned into a farce 
with every other news channel 
conducting its own stings.” He 
mentions a sting on a (senior) 
Bollywood actor by a TV reporter 
who posed as an aspiring actress 
and tried to capture all the gossip 
about Bollywood’s “casting couch” 
on video. “I remember feeling how 
vulnerable the actor seemed. A few 
grainy shots, and a person’s life is 
in tatters.... That hidden camera 
played a leading part in “Love, Sex 
aur Dhoka.” 

But everyone’s agreed it all 

really started with “Tamas”, the 
1987 six-part TV series on parti-
tion directed by Govind Nihalani. 
The fi rst four episodes were aired 
on Doordarshan, after which a 
special leave petition was fi led with 
the Supreme Court - a writ peti-
tion had already been dismissed 
by the Bombay High Court - be-
cause certain outfi ts objected to 
the series’ depiction of them as 
responsible for the killings that oc-
curred. The TV series was yanked 
off air; the Supreme Court heard 
both sides of the argument and al-
lowed the other episodes to be te-
lecast. The irony, say the initiated, 
is there was no reaction - and cer-
tainly no protest - when Bhishma 
Sahni wrote “Tamas” the book. He 
won the Sahitya Akademi Award 
in 1975 but somehow the book did 
not cause the ripples the television 
series did - beamed into millions 
of homes. 

Today’s TV news is hardly as 
credible as “Tamas”, the television 
series. But it still has enormous 
impact. PN Vasanti, director of 
the Centre for Media Studies, says 
that the number of news channels 
is increasing, but their credibility is 
not. People, who watch the news 
channels, later check what they’ve 
heard with the newspapers. If Bol-
lywood were to blindly head down 
the path followed by TV news 
channels, many warn cinema will 
be just another version of a shrill 
news media. 
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All Politics Is Global
Indian meteorological data chimes with 

US statistics, but the consensus signals the 
magnitude of a 21st century problem which 
the international system, devised in Europe 
and in the last century, is unable to ma-
nage. The problem is global warming. Lest 
anyone doubt it or argue it ceased in 2005, 
here are the facts. In 2010, the earth’s tem-
perature was higher by 0.62 degrees Celsius 
on the 20th century average making 2010, 
along with 2005, the hottest years since US 
records began in 1880. Last year was also 
the warmest in India since our records be-
gan in 1901. Nor was last year an aberration. 
2010 actually confi rms global warming be-
cause it was the 34th consecutive year with 
temperatures above the 20th century global 
average. One effect is the diminishing of the 
Arctic sea ice cover. It is at its third smallest 
since records began in 1979. Another effect 
is freak weather conditions across the globe. 

Clearly, global warming is a clear and 
present danger. The effects are unfairly 
borne by the developing world because the 
problem originated in the industrialized 
north. The principle of common but dif-
ferentiated responsibility, the cornerstone 
of the Kyoto Protocol, refl ects historical 
reality. However, implementing the prin-
ciple is near impossible in a world defi ned 
by states, which militate against a sense of 
global responsibility. India demonstrated a 
sense of it by changing policy on binding 
CO2 cuts in Cancun. But given the snail’s 
pace and piecemeal nature of such expres-
sions - China, for example, is unwilling to 
make similar concessions - what is needed is 
a reformulation of today’s international po-
litical system so that countries don’t merely 
serve the national interest at the expense of 
the collective, global interest. 

© Times of India

Global warming may be beyond dispute, but national agendas and the tunnel-vision of 
global geopolitics prevent any sense of shared responsibility from emerging

Bollywood by using sensationalized media stories as inspiration runs 
the risk of encouraging sensationalism in the media and damaging its 
own credibility



Li pena fi el – he/she doesn’t have guts
According to the wizened sages camping somewhere in the nether regions of a fantastical land, there comes a time in everyone’s life when they have 
to step up and be counted. Failure to do so, apparently results in an inability to look at oneself in the mirror (without cringing at least) and pitiless 
taunts of not having any “fi el”. Tragic. 

DISCRETION, humility 
and level-headedness…one dis-
cerns these three features almost 
instantly when meeting Gérard 
restaurant, the fi rst Japanese 
restaurant in Mauritius, which 
opened some 25 years ago in 
Grand Bay.  What started as a 
joint venture with a close friend 
is today the centre point of Ja-
panese cuisine for Mauritians 
and tourists alike.  We met the 
man behind the scenes.

A self-made man, Gérard 
was the only child of a taxi dri-
ver and a housewife.  Modesty 
in living was of prime value in 
his upbringing.  At the age of 
21, he left the Bhojwari Col-
lege with his School Certifi cate 
in hand.  He was immediately 
employed as editorial assistant 
at La Sentinelle Ltd where he 
rubbed shoulders with eminent 
personalities namely Dr For-
get, Jean Rolland Delaitre and 
even with the typographer of 
the time, Karl Ofman.  Later, 
he worked as an administrative 
secretary in a tuna fi shing com-
pany.  Being simultaneously the 
coordinator of relations between 
Japan and Mauritius, Gérard 

later had the opportunity to 
discover new horizons with the 
setting up of the Sakura Res-
taurant.  Initially, both his boss 
and his wife were part of the 
venture.  “The setting up of 
the restaurant responded to an 
increasingly keen interest in Ja-
panese cuisine,” he reminisces 
affectionately.

Traveller 
and family man

Since 1998, upon the closure 
of the fi shing company, Gérard 
accompanied by his wife Carole, 
devoted himself solely to the 
restaurant.  But has it been that 
simple all along? “No, life would 
not be worth living if that was the 
case,” he says philosophically.  
Gifted with sharp observation 
skills and an elephant’s memory, 
he loves recounting his life expe-
riences and little anecdotes such 
as the way he met his wife.  

Gérard Alexandre is also a 
man who enjoys adventure.  From 
the casual “boom” (parties) in the 
neighbourhood to which he went 
regularly as a young man, he now 

goes regularly to nightclubs in the 
North. He also loves interpreting 
songs by famous singers of the 
60s – 70s, with Elvis Presley, Joh-
ny Haliday, Claude Francois and 
Hervé Villard being his favourites.

The father of two children, 
Nathalie and Jean-Marc, he has 
been travelling around the globe 
since the late 1970s. he is today 
an avid traveller “I have visited 
Madagascar, Comoros, Reu-
nion and most of Asia.  “Lately, 
I’ve been to Bali and was ama-
zed by the celestial beauty and 
the skilled hands of the massage 
therapists,” he confesses.  .  

Aged sixty seven, Gérard is 
a happy family man.  Despite 
his hectic schedule at Sakura 
Restaurant, “Sundays are re-
ligiously devoted to family 
and friends with lunches and 
get-togethers.”  Talking about 
food and parties, our wine 
connoisseur confi des, “a veni-
son dish with tomato chutney 
and pulses” makes a perfect 
meal in any season.  Here is a 
man who knows how to make 
life worth living.

Majhegy MURDEN
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Désiré Gérard Alexandre 

“A man for all seasons”
[ P O R T R A I T

Gérard Alexandre,owner of the Sakura restaurant.
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