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Editorial ]

The Prime minister’s fruitful visit to Reunion with the 
agreements he has managed to secure could have grab-
bed all the headlines this week. Instead, it was drowned 
in the murky waters of what has been baptized “the 

scandal of the century”. 
And it’s all so incestuous. The minister of Finance, son of the 

president of the Republic, proposes to sell his family clinic, which no 
one has had any use for for the last ten years, to the government he 
represents. His cousin, the minister of Health, agrees with him and 
he is happy to sign the cheque to himself and his relatives in time. 
The Capital Gains Tax which he reintroduced himself was, coinci-
dentally, not in force yet. In a unique press exercise called a “press 
statement”, meaning the minister engages in a monologue and the 
journalists shut up, and in a fashion reminiscent of the Tudor Court, 
Her Royal Highness the minister of Health decreed that her cousin 
had followed the procedures and that MedPoint was the best value 
for money for the country. 

Who cares whether the procedures were followed or not? In 
banana republics, procedures can be bent backwards to achieve 
almost anything. Who even cares whether it is the best value for mo-
ney or not? What is of concern to us is public morality and ethics. Is 
signing a cheque to oneself on behalf of all of us ethical and morally 
acceptable? Questions which will never be answered because Her 
Royal Highness “decided” that they should not be asked. 

And this disturbing trend did not start yesterday. The Sun Trust 
was not built yesterday. The money for letting it out to the govern-
ment that the owners represented was not pocketed yesterday and 
the contract which made the cancellation of the deal as profi table 
as the deal itself was not drafted yesterday. 

It is obvious that ethics do not exactly fi gure top of the list of many 
politicians and that the language we speak is alien to them. It is equally 
obvious that if the citizens themselves are unwilling to truly take their 
gloves off and demand some decorum and a sense of ethics from 
our leaders, we will continue to grow bananas for the rest of our days. 

Until then, let’s congratulate ourselves for being the proud 
owners of a dilapidated clinic resuscitated from bankruptcy and 
oblivion, symptomatic perhaps of the state we will be in when we 
need to use it. Let’s also take this opportunity to welcome Mr. Muni 
Krishna Reddy to the helm of the State Bank, a position which we 
will have to eat less rice and lentils to continue to pay for. We also 
wish Mr. Harry Tirvengadum, yesterday’s advisor to Mr. Buns-
graz on Air Mauritius matters, a peaceful life in the midst of his 
family since it is clear now that he is too sick to ever be able to face 
justice. His advice has been valuable, particularly to Mr. Bunsgraz 
on whose behalf we allow ourselves to thank him. We will miss his 
unforgettable voice which has been softly echoing in our ears since 
we heard it on Radio Plus and we trust the integrity of the doctors 
who signed his medical certifi cates. In the meantime, let’s have the 
death penalty reintroduced for anyone who does not belong to the 
above incestuous circle. Long live justice and transparency, the hall-
marks of this country! 

weekly@lexpress.mu
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There isn’t a week that 
goes by without us 
turning our eyes to the 
sky as we wait for a 

solution to our water crisis. Each 
time the heavens grace us with 
a bit of rain, our fi rst instinct is 
to sound the victory horn and 
check the water levels in the re-
servoirs. Yes, we desperately need 
more rain. But we also need the 
reassurance that water manage-
ment in Mauritius does not limit 
itself to the whims of Mother 
Nature. While three quarters of 
the country continues to struggle 
with severe water cuts and we are 
told that our current supply will 
not last us more than 50 days, 
there is still little concrete action 
being taken for short term and 
long term solutions to the water 
crisis. What we really need is a 
more effective water system that 
would reduce water losses, maxi-
mize on catchment areas and 
ensure that during hard times, 
we are not left entirely depen-
dent on unpredictable climatic 
conditions. The world’s climate 
has changed too much for us to 
rely on nature and we cannot 
afford to sit back and hope that 
the rain clouds will eventually 
aim for the nearest reservoir. No 
matter how much we would like 
things to be that way, chances 
are that we simply cannot take 
our seasonal supply of rainfall 

for granted. Where are the long 
awaited solutions? 

Religious groups 
protest

And while the water levels in 
our reservoirs have monopolised 
attention, there have been other 
happenings in the country that 
bring back the debate over indi-
vidual rights and tolerance. The 
word “rights” is an ambiguous 
one. After all, we are all entitled 
to have our rights respected, but 
often, one person’s privileges 
end where someone else’s begin. 
When the two overlap is where the 
confusion begins. First example is 
the issue between the ISKCON 
(International Society for Krishna 
Consciousness) and McDonalds, 
as the religious group continues to 
protest against the new fast food 
restaurant that is set to open in 
Phoenix at the end of February. 
This time, it has the support of a 
Hindu common front, composed 
of various socio cultural organi-
sations. ISKCON says that the 
restaurant is too close to their land 
and the fumes of the beef served 
by McDonalds will disturb their 
devotees, who are vegan and 
worship the cow, which is sacred 
according to Hindu doctrine. On 
the other side are the promoters 
of the restaurant, who say that 
they have obtained all the neces-

sary permits to use this land, and 
that while the religious beliefs 
of all should be respected, they 
should nevertheless not interfere 
with their right to open a restau-
rant. A somewhat similar issue has 
cropped up this week, with pro-
tests by the socio cultural group 
Kranti, against the management 
of St Esprit College, a confessio-
nal secondary school. The point 
of contention is a subject called 
Bible Knowledge, which is taught 
at that particular school, and un-
surprisingly so, as the school is 
managed by the Bureau d’Educa-
tion Catholique. One side claims 
that teaching this subject means 
imposing one religion on children 
for the sake of conversion, while 
the other side says that the subject, 
which is compulsory up to Form 
3, does not involve any form of 
religious interference. How far 
should mutual tolerance come 
into play? 

And each side will certain-
ly maintain that it is right and 
that its expectations should 
be granted. The danger with 
that though is that it rarely leads 
anywhere. No one backs down 
and no one is willing to meet the 
other half way, or as in the case of 
the water crisis, no one is willing to 
move quickly enough to fi nd so-
lutions to a very serious problem.

Melissa LOUIS

Week at a glance ]

High expectations Chinese Spring Festival
A series of activities have been organi-

sed to mark the celebration of the Chinese 
Spring Festival in February. The organizers 
are the Federation of Chinese Societies, the 
Chinese Cultural Centre, and the Embassy 
of the People’s Republic of China in Mauri-
tius, the Ministry of Arts and Culture, and the 
Spring Festival Committee of the Federation of 
Chinese Societies. An exhibition on the tradi-
tions of the Chinese New Year is currently being 
held at the Chinese Cultural Centre in Bell Village. 
On Thursday 3rd February, an exhibition on en-
gravings from 20th century China will be inaugura-
ted at the IBL gallery in Port Louis. A performance 
by the Fujian Art Troupe will be held on 4th Fe-
bruary. A parade will be held on 5th February 
from 6pm to 8pm with the dragon dance, the 
lion dance, and martial arts demonstrations. The parade will 
begin at China Town and head to the Port Louis Waterfront. 

Day out at Chamarel
The great outdoors awaits you on 1st February, 
as KAP Tours is organizing a special outing. Head 

to Chamarel for a day of hiking, cycling, and 
horse riding, while discovering a 
beautiful domain that is still rela-
tively unknown. It also provides 

an enjoyable walk through 
its mini farm, which has 
hens, ducks, geese and 
baby pigs. Lunch will be 

served on that day. Call 755 
4422 or 7077415 for more 
information. 

 Good food 
and good music

If you are a fan of real gastrono-
mic food and good local music, you 
need look no further. The Rhumerie 
de Chamarel is organizing its month-
ly event tomorrow 29th January at 7.30 p.m. at the 
Alchimiste Restaurant. Dario and his orchestra are 
waiting to entertain you with good music. The price 
per person is. 990 including cocktails and snacks. Call 483 

7980 for more information and reservation. 

Express your colour
It’s Friday night and it’s time to shake the 

week’s stress away on the dance fl oor at Keops Pub 
in Ebene. David Joan Production and its partners 

are organizing a themed evening 
entitled Express your colour, 
which means that you have to 
respect a specifi c dress code 
and wear the fl ashiest colour 

possible. Six DJs, including David Joan, 
Prince V, Henri Fleurant, Dubjoy, DJ 
Gyo and DJ Mihai. Tickets cost Rs.200 

and can be bought beforehand, or at the 
door. Call 972 6143 for reservations. 

Events ]

ILLUSTRATIONS : Stephane BENOIT

The much-awaited rain that fell this week in no way signals the end of our water problems.
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The MedPoint deal has been 
sealed and arguably respects all 
the necessary legal procedures.  
However, a chronological sum-
mary of the bidding and sale pro-
cedures, together with the family 
name involved has made it into a 
polemic.  Then came the matter 
of timing, of coinciding dates and 
of disparities in statements as well 
as the omission of statements in 
Parliament.  It is essentially about 
looking for transparency in the 
way public funds – consisting of 
tax payers’ money – are disbursed 
and the transparency with which 
our public institutions function.  It 
is also about the press being one 
of the signifi cant vectors of trans-
parency in a democracy and the 
fact that when it is deprived of in-
formation, this raises more doubts 
and questions rather than promote 
transparency on state affairs.

It was in March 2010, that 
the government decided to buy 
a plot of land with a building, to 
be converted into a geriatric hos-
pital.  In April 2010, the Central 
Procurement Board (CPB) star-
ted the bidding process, whereby 
proposals were invited from in-
terested parties. By the 3rd June, 
the CPB had received four pro-
posals namely from SOS Net-
toyage Ltée, Centre Pierre Janet 
Ltée, Avenue D’Arsenal Ltée and 

MedPoint Ltd.  A Bid Evaluation 
Committee (BEC) was instituted 
on the 5th July 2010, to appraise 
the four proposals.  The fi rst two 
companies, not meeting the loca-
tion and area specifi cations were 
instantly eliminated.  The Perma-
nent Assistant Secretary of the 
Ministry of Health presided over 
the committee which comprised 
technicians from various minis-
tries.  The real evaluation operation 
took place between Avenue D’Ar-
senal Ltée and MedPoint Ltd.  On 
the 14th December, after having 
evaluated the offers from the tech-
nical, medical, architectural and 
engineering aspects, the CPB ap-

proved the proposal made by Me-
dPoint and upon negotiation, the 
contract was signed on the 29th 
December 2010 between the Mi-
nistry of Land and Housing and 
the directors of MedPoint.

Is the acquisition of Med-
Point really “value for money”, as 
upheld by the minister of Health, 
Maya Hanoomanjee, during her 
press briefi ng held on Tuesday 
25th?  In diagnosing the deal and 
sale procedures, Reza Uteem pin-
points many loopholes, challen-
ging the objectivity of the CPB 
and that of the BEC.  Tuesday af-
ternoon, during “On Refait L’In-
fo” on Radio One, Reza Uteem 
made the following observations 
and comments.  The decision to 
buy the land and building took 
place in March 2010, after the 
dissolution of parliament, coinci-
ding with the fi nalising of the al-
liance between the Labour Party 
and the Mouvement Socialiste 
Mauricien (MSM).  Although 
the bidding document does not 
make the 3 km  location specifi ca-
tion an obligation, the CPB used it 
as a criterion to disqualify Centre 
Pierre Janet Ltée, which also has 
extension possibilities.  On the 
other hand, Avenue D’Arsenal 
Ltée, found within the required 
perimeter of 3km, with a bid of 
Rs 117.1m was turned down be-

cause of partition work, therefore 
rendering MedPoint, which meets 
almost every criterion, the awardee 
of the sale contract.

Had there been studies to eva-
luate the cost of extensive work to 
be carried out at Avenue D’Arse-
nal Ltée? Would it have cost more 
than Rs 30m, therefore justifying 
the Rs 145m disbursed for Med-
Point?  Also, if medical equipment 
is needed, how come the State 
buys medical equipment costing 
an astronomical fi gure of Rs 20m 
without any warranty, thus leaving 
out the option of claiming repair 
costs, in case the machines are out 
of order, obsolete or not fi t for use 
in a geriatric hospital? Was the sale 
fi nalised before the end of 2010 to 
avoid Capital Gains Tax?  All these 
questions surround the purchase 
with an opacity that goes against 
Maya Honoomanjee’s insistent 
claim that everything was done in 
total transparency.

Amidst the belated inquiries of 
ICAC, perhaps the only positive 
result of the MedPoint affair is that 
very soon, our old people will have 
a geriatric hospital to diagnose 
and treat their ills. But again, how 
much more of tax payers’ money 
will be spent to render the hospital 
fully operational?

Majhegy MURDEN
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Transparency matters
MedPoint Affair

PHOTOS OF THE WEEK

The French Minister of Overseas Territories, Marie-Luce Penchard, and the Mauritian 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Regional Integration and International Trade, Arvin Boolell, 
signing co-operation agreements at the Prefecture of St Denis, Reunion Island, during 
the offi cial visit by a Mauritian delegation headed by the Prime Minister, Dr Navin 
Ramgoolam, to the island.The visit was hailed as very fruitful for both countries.

Ms Sandra Vegting, the 
newly arrived Australian 
High Commissioner to 
Mauritius, greets Lady 
Jugnauth at a reception 
held on Wednesday 
to mark Australia 
Day.The reception 
was attended by the 
President of the Republic, 
many dignitaries, 
heads of mission and 
representatives of various 
countries.

Maya Hanoomanjee, 
minister of Health and defender 
of the MedPoint transaction.
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The murder of Michaela Harte, like the rape and murder of 
seven year old Samuela Martin earlier in the year, has now 
become another reason to support the re-introduction of the 
death penalty, which, as our Prime minister keeps remin-
ding us, has been part of the Alliance de L’Avenir manifesto 
since the last general election. The calls have been ever more 
consistent, coming from the president in true fatwa du mufti 
fashion, or reiterated repeatedly by the Prime minister star-
ting in February 2010 till a couple of days ago in Reunion. Is 
the death penalty the answer to our rising crime rate? 

The Death Penalty

Quick Justice or Quick Fix?
The last execution to 

blemish these shores 
took place in 1987; 
the practice itself was 

abolished in 1995 under the 
Death Penalty Act. In a classic 
case of progressivism abroad 
and reactionary politics at home, 
Mauritius voted in favour of a 
2008 moratorium on the use 
of the death penalty at the UN 
general assembly. According to 
former Chief Justice Raj Somer 
Lallah, the resolution itself, as 
well as the 1989 Second Optio-
nal Protocol to the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, of which Mauritius is a 
signatory, is evidence that “the 
world has come to accept that 
the resolution of crime does not 
lie in further repression or the 
taking of lives.”

‘Mercy to the guilty is 
cruelty to the innocent’

Adam Smith’s observation 
is what guides the advocates of 
the death penalty. That…and 
some statistics. Barrister Rashad 
Daureeawo, writing on l’express 
Weekly of March 5th 2010, ob-
served that general crime rates 
had been signifi cantly reduced 
“but crimes warranting capital 
Punishment such as rape, drug 
traffi cking and murder are on 
the rise and the situation on a 
national level has become quite 
worrying.” The sentiment is 
echoed by Imran Dhunoo, Presi-
dent of the Dr. Idriss Goomany 
Centre for the Prevention and 
Treatment of Alcoholism and 
Drug Addiction. Speaking to the 
Weekly, Imran Dhunoo calls for 
drug traffi ckers to be given the 
death penalty as “they are cau-
sing all sorts of havoc and the 
number of youth using drugs 
has signifi cantly increased.”   

As the logic goes, a death 
penalty for drug traffi ckers and 
murderers will serve as a deter-
rent for future criminals. Parlia-
mentarian Reza Issack writing 
on our 5th of March issue, points 
to Saudi Arabia “where capital 
punishment remains in force, the 
rate of crime is very low. When, 
for example, owners leave their 
shops for prayers, not a single 
soul will dare steal a pin!” Ras-
had Daureeawo affi rms that “in 
Singapore, Malaysia, the United 
States, China, and Japan and in 

countries ruled by Islamic law, 
the use of the death penalty has 
substantially reduced crime rates 
and given encouraging results.” 

Does it actually 
deter crime? 

Raj Somer Lallah insists that 
his belief “has always been that 
the death penalty does not work” 
and that reintroducing it would 
be problematic since “once the 
death penalty has been outlawed, 
it cannot be reinstated, since to 
do so, would be a violation of the 
right to life.” All sides concerned 
in this debate, ostensibly, view a 
reduction in crime as their desi-
red objective.  

The countries put forward 
as examples to emulate can-
not, much as they would like to 
claim, mark up their low crime 
rates to the death penalty alone. 
For instance, take Saudi Arabia. 
Criminologist Dr. Ali Wardak, 
in his book Transnational and 
Comparative Criminology sug-
gests that offi cial crime fi gures 
are misleading as many crimes 
are not even processed through 
the offi cial court system but 
resolved through informal net-
works. Secondly, ever since the 
seventies, the infl ux of foreign 
workers, most of whom are 
concentrated in exploitative low 
income jobs, has been contribut-
ing to the growth of crime rates. 
The obvious correlation between 
poverty and crime rates is fur-
ther substantiated if we take a 
look at the other examples, such 
as Singapore, Malaysia, and 
China, where prosperity and 
economic development have 
largely mitigated the incidence 
of criminality. 

Perhaps the most persuasive 
argument is found in the Uni-
ted States itself, where research 
has shown that in states which 
have abolished the death penalty, 
murder rates are actually lower 
than in those states within the 
country that have retained it. 
(See table 1)

Raj Moothoosamy, Head 
of Victim Support Mauritius, 
himself a strong supporter of 
the death penalty, concedes 
this fact and warns that the 
death penalty, “on its own it’s 
not a solution. There is always 
a combination of factors. We 
need to focus on all these is-

The hangman's noose,
the symbol of an out-dated 
system of justice.



sues and look for alternatives 
instead of focusing on only one 
point.”

Why advocate it?
The question remains, why 

has the political class brought 
this up as a one-stop solution to 
all of our ills regarding criminal-
ity? After all, “the idea of mur-
der inspires less fear,” wrote 
Robespierre in 1791, “when the 
law itself gives the example and 
the spectacle.” Surely, the sanc-
tity of human life is cheapened 
when the state, which is sup-
posed to be its ultimate protec-
tor, is the single biggest violator 
of this sacrosanct rule. 

The death penalty is a con-
venient way of not admitting 
that criminality is a product of 
its environment, of deprivation 
and want. Rather, that criminals 
are natural enemies of law and 
reason and that there is no need 
to stand on ceremony with them. 
That they are a peculiar anti-
social type whose exceptional 
nature merits no introspection 
into the causal factors of crime 
such as rising poverty. 

Reza Issack observes that 
“murderers, arsonists, rapists 
and terrorists are sick minds and 
as such they are a threat to so-
ciety. If they are dealt with exem-
plarily, others will probably think 
a hundred times when in instinc-

tual need; this may help to tame 
or even stifl e the beast in them.” 
Crimes, Raj Somer Lallah di-
sagrees, “evoke strong emotions 
and people tend to generalize. I 
don’t think we can simply look 
for scapegoats anymore.”

Even if we disregard all of 
these arguments, the fact unde-
niably remains that the death pe-
nalty does have a cathartic effect 
on the families of the victims of 
criminality. If that is the justifi ca-
tion, let’s just be frank and call it 
blood vengeance masquerading 
as justice. 

The death penalty? Not in 
our name.    

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN
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The system of justice, it will be noted, is also not 
entirely without fault. Granting the power to take 
life, to a process that can be infl uenced by the po-
litical and personal inclinations of prosecutors, the 
defendant’s wealth, race and intellect, the race and 
economic status of the victim, the quality of the 
defendant’s counsel and the resources allocated to 
defence lawyers, makes for little equity. A poorer 
defendant is obviously at a disadvantage.  
Research from North-western University found 
that in the United States, from 1973 to 2005, no 
less than 119 people on death row were found in-

nocent upon appeal. Those, of course, who were 
able to make an appeal. In Mauritius, where the 
fi nal court of appeal, the Privy Council is not even 
in our country, the process is made doubly diffi cult 
and inaccessible.  
“A judicial error is not impossible,” Reza Is-
sack admits. “We should, however, trust our 
courts of justice. Capital punishment should 
be applied in crystal clear cases, where the 
facts are indubitable. No one should be 
killed in the name of justice if there is a fi ber 
of doubt.” 

■ The death of Michaella 
Harte has resulted in ano-
ther call for the death pe-
nalty. What are your views?

The murder was an absolute 
tragedy, and a complete shock to 
all on the island. It is an unpre-
cedented event in thirty years of 
this island receiving tourists and 
I know that there is a lot going 
on to ensure that something like 
this does not happen again. For 
the death penalty, as you know, 
the European Union and all of 
its Member States – including 
the UK – are opposed to it in 
all circumstances. Mauritius is a 
sovereign, democratic country 
with a healthy tradition of open 
debate, and takes its own deci-
sions after mature and careful 
refl ection. 

■ Has this unfortunate 
event tarnished our image 
in Ireland and in the U.K.?

Mauritius has a deserved 
and excellent reputation for its 
hospitality, and a unique selling 
point as a safe, high-end desti-
nation. Tourism is a competitive 
industry, and Mauritius has 
excelled in developing and sel-
ling its product. This event was 
unprecedented, and completely 
out of character for the Mauri-
tius I know and enjoy. Like any 
competitive industry, you will 
need to maintain your compe-
titive advantage.

■ Do you handle many cases 
of tourists having problems 
in Mauritius? How does this 

compare with your last sta-
tion?

Certainly far fewer than in 
my previous post, which was 
Bulgaria. This is because Bul-
garia was a cheap and cheerful 
destination from the UK, whe-
reas the type of tourist Mauritius 
is able to attract is very different.

■ What help are you inten-
ding to offer Mauritius to 
come out of this crisis?

Mauritius promotes itself 
as a tourist destination very 
well without my help. But it is 
a part of my job to ensure that 
the information given to British 
visitors to Mauritius is accurate 
and complete, and I am happy 
to discuss with the minister of 
Tourism how I can help in that. 

■ Is there anything we could 
have done better in handling 
Michaela Harte’s case?

Well, it has been a real sur-
prise for me to see the fi ne de-
tails of the investigation reported 
in the press each day. In the UK, 
the police carefully manage the 
release of information, and the 
media are under an obligation 
to respect an ongoing investi-
gation and observe reporting 
restrictions. The reports the day 
after the tragedy must have been 
devastating for Mr McAreavey. 
I hope that, as the debate about 
ethics and standards in media 
reporting continues, this ele-
ment can be taken into account.

Touria PRAYAG

[ QUESTIONS TO … 

Nick Leake, British High Commissioner

This murder 
is completely out of character

Miscarriages of Justice

The table to which the condemned person is strapped for the administration of the lethal injection.



“I don’t know whether to laugh or cry” 

Interview
With Patrick Assirvaden

Member of Parliament and ex-president of the CEB

■ Mr. Assirvaden, there has 
been a lot of talk about energy 
lately but there seems to be 
little action.

Energy issues take time and 
involve long-term actions. Projects 
cannot be implemented overnight. 
A new power station for instance 
requires at least four  years  from 
the inception stage to commissio-
ning as  there  are protracted ad-
ministrative and  technical issues 
which need  to  be  addressed.  So 
energy issues need a long term 
vision.  Nothing is on the shelves.

■ We agree but since the time 
we started talking about it, 
what  concrete action has 
been taken? 

The government has adopted 
a policy as far as energy is concer-
ned which it is gradually imple-
menting. And we have, up until 
now, managed to work within the 
framework of Maurice Ile Du-
rable (MID) which is a fantastic 
concept brought in by the Prime 
minister.  Our energy mix will take 
years to shape. There is, naturally, 
a difference between what we wish 

to implement and what is possible, 
desirable, and affordable for a 
small country like ours.  

■ We know what is desirable. 
But what have you achieved 
so far?

We have, and I say this with a 
lot of pride, been able to ensure  
energy security for the whole 
country with the timely imple-
mentation of necessary projects 
to cope with the progressive in-
crease in demand, while intro-
ducing new technologies which 
are more energy effi cient. In  
Rodrigues, for example, we  will  
be achieving the  introduction 
of  wind power to  the  tune  of 
nearly 15% of total electricity ge-
neration this very  year, up  from 
only 1% in   past  years. In  Mau-
ritius,  we  have, in  the  last four 
years,commissioned no less than 
75MW of new generation capa-
city at St Louis and  Fort-Victoria 
in  replacement of  obsolete units  
which  had  reached the  end of  
their  useful  lives. There was also 
the expansion plan of the Cen-
tral Electricity Board (CEB) and 

the introduction of the  demand 
side management concept to 
abate peak capacity demand and 
contain the increase in  demand 
for energy to  reasonable levels. 

■ So, there are no blackouts 
on the horizon? 

For fi ve years, I have been 
trying to explain to some people 
that there is no risk of blackouts 
next year or even in two years’ 
time. It’s very simple. If you fi ll 
your tank with petrol, you will be 
able to run for two or three weeks. 

■ For how long will the tank 
you have fi lled up for us last?

Up to two years and we have 
an ongoing expansion plan which 
will allow us to have electricity for 
two to three years to come. We are 
expecting the commissioning of 
an additional 60MW for  horizon 
2012 at  Fort-Victoria.  

■ Did the rejection of the CT 
Power project by the govern-
ment catch you unawares? 

No! We had rightly anticipated 
that situation, and proposed the 

re engineering of Fort-Victoria 
which was  initially scheduled to  
follow the  CT Power project. This 
was our back-up plan and  now,  
in a timely  way, we will  have to 
look for alternative replacement  
capacity.  The CEB and the go-
vernment will have to revisit the 
extension plan for the coming 
years.

■ Do you think that scrapping 
the project was a good thing? 

I do not have enough informa-
tion or expertise to talk about the 
environmental side of the project. 
At the level of the CEB, we have 
been concentrating on the tech-
nical and commercial sides of the 
project, leaving the environmental 
issues to experts in the fi eld of the 
environment.

■ Wasn’t this in a way a fai-
lure as far as you are concer-
ned since you had signed the 
contract for the project?

When there is a project of 
that importance, there are two 
facets which need to be taken 
into consideration: the technical 

facet, which involves energy ef-
fi ciency with its fi nancial impact 
on the consumer’s purse, and 
the environmental one. As far 
as the technical side is concer-
ned, I have always given my opi-
nion and I have been coherent 
throughout. The environmental 
aspect has been handled by the 
ministry of the Environment. 
They have handled it with the 
help of reputable international 
experts and we have to trust 
and accept their conclusions. 
As far as the contract with CT 
Power is concerned, we signed 
the contract for  the  technical 
and  contractual aspects, with  
the  proviso  that  it  was  man-
datory  for  the promoters  to  
get  an  Environment Impact 
Assessment (EIA)  clearance. 
People from the environment 
looked into the matter and appa-
rently saw things we did not see 
and cannot see. The decision of 
government was based on their 
advice and that is fi ne. It is not 
a failure for us because we had 
to consider just the technical and 
contractual side.
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■ Without the CT Power 
project, where will the CEB 
head?

I have always said that we 
have to copy, to  some  extent, 
proven  solutions in  similar  in-
sular  contexts, just  as we  did  for  
the  energy  saving  lamp  cam-
paign.. Without going too far, we 
should look at the example of 
Reunion. They use wind and so-
lar energy. We can implement that 
too but  have  to  realize  that  this  
is not  the  fi rm  power  we  now  
need in  the  short  term perspec-
tive, and  in  any  case, the  corres-
ponding  energy  yield  would  be  
quite  marginal. We need a bit of 
courage and temerity and should 
consider, as Professor de Rosnay 
recommended, a mix of wind, 
photovoltaic, heavy oil and coal. 

■ Does the effect of coal on 
the environment not worry 
you? 

It does. I am not  in favour 
of using coal but consider this: 
Reunion, which is quoted  as  
a  reference in  green  energy 
currently  produces 50%  of  its  
electrical energy  from coal.  We 
have no other choice but to have 
a mix of these sources of energy 
where there is a bit of photo-
voltaic, a bit of wind, heavy oil 
but also coal. The leader of the 
opposition himself suggested, 
no later than last week, having 
a 100 MW coal plant in Pointe 
aux Caves. Better late than ne-
ver. 

■ For once  you agree with 
him on something.

(laughs) No, for once  he 
agrees with me. I have been co-
herent.  I have been saying the 
same thing for the last fi ve years.  
Mr Bérenger was against the 
idea. We have always been ahead 
with realistic  projects  which  are  
commensurate  with  our  requi-
rements and  affordable  for  our  
small  country.

■ Where would this coal 
plant be located? Isn’t Mau-
ritius too small? 

Reunion is about the same 
size as us and they have managed 
to set up two big coal plants. It 
is true that we are small but we 
should be able to fi nd an appro-
priate site which would pass the 
EIA hurdle. In fact, the famous 
site of Pointe aux Caves would be 
ideal for this kind of plant. It oc-
cupies an area of only  92 arpents!  

■ What about photovoltaic 
energy? We are not exploiting 
it properly, are we?

You know, in the evening, 
there is no sun but you still need 
to put on the light in your house. 
Hotels have to be lit, airports, 
prisons etc. but I have always 
advocated having a Mauritian 

solar plan.  And there is no need 
to reinvent the wheel. It all exists 
next-door to us. We know the 
technology. We know the energy 
potential. We know the price. We 
can gauge how effi cient it is be-
cause it is happening next-door 
to us. And it is a good thing that 
the Prime minister has been to 
Reunion for that among other 
things. This will give more mo-
mentum to such projects. Given 
that we have abandoned the pro-
ject of CT Power, I am propo-
sing that we have a photovoltaic 
plant of 10 MW at the Pte aux 
Caves site.

■ But why has it taken so 
long to initiate photovoltaic 
energy projects?

You know in Mauritius we 
have a 7000 km closed network. 
You can put a maximum of 30% 
renewable energy on it. 

■ You mean we cannot put 
photovoltaic panels on eve-
ry house and use 100% re-
newable energy?

(laughs) Yes we can but it is 
technically impossible to accom-
modate all houses on our grid. 
You can have only 30% of such 
renewable energy in the best  of  
cases. The rest has to be from 
heavy oil, coal, bagasse, hydro 
and wind  to  a  lesser  extent.  We 
should be realistic and accept the 
realities of our country.

■ Are we exploiting that 30% 
fully?

No, we  are  still  very  far  
from  such  a  target.

■ Any attenuating circums-
tances in your favour?

I feel that we may have been 
a little too hesitant – not daring 
enough, but the main reason 
really is the cost. We have ma-
ny similarities with Reunion 
but we do not have the means 
that they have. Also, there, the 
consumer pays for renewable 
energy, unlike here. I dream 
of the day when we reach the 
stage that Reunion has reached: 
they have stopped developing 
renewable energy because it is 
too costly. They have reached a 
stage where they have invested 
so much in renewable energy 
that they have decided to slow 
down. It has become too expen-
sive for the consumer. I dream 
of the day we reach that stage. 

■ Shouldn’t you rather 
dream of the day that re-
newable energy becomes so 
affordable that we can all in-
vest in it? 

Of  course  but  this  is  not  
realistic in  the  short  term  pers-
pective. We  should avoid selling  
dreams  to  the  population, and  
rather  focus  on  demand  side  

management.  

■ I mean shouldn’t you 
dream of a new technology 
which would make green en-
ergy more affordable? 

Yes, sooner or later we will 
have that technology. In the 
meantime, we should start so-
mething quickly. I dream of 
the day we can have 25MW of 
photovoltaic cells. We have not a 
single MW today.  But by next 
year, photovoltaic energy will be 
a reality in Mauritius.

■ But how long will it take for 
us to have an energy mix si-
milar to that of Reunion? 

Prof De Rosnay has set 2030 
as a target. I think it will take 
about 15 years but we need to 
dare, speed up a little, while re-
maining realistic. There are many 
dreamers in this country.

■ Like yourself ?
I am a realistic dreamer. I 

dream of a better tomorrow in 
terms of renewable energy but I 
remain in touch with the realities 
of the country. Which is why I say 
that we cannot do away with a 50 
MW coal plant or oil as a source of 

energy in 2013- 2014. You know, 
when you get home and press a 
button, you need electricity. The 
CEB provides it to you. There 
are technical constraints because 
we have to guarantee the demand 
at any moment. And this is what 
seems to escape the experts at the 
University of Mauritius from time 
to time. They just come out of the 
blue and say, “Listen, we can have 
a 400 MW geothermal power 
plant in our country.”

■ And what’s wrong with 
that? 

(Laughs) What’s wrong with 
it? Are you joking? Show me one 
single place in the world where 
they have a 400 MW geothermal 
power plant. Show me one sur-
vey which supports that we can 
have one. Show me one feasibility 
sheet which shows that we have 
the potential of having 400 MW.  
We should be serious.

■ Are you implying that Kha-
lil Elahee is not serious when 
he advocates, in an interview 
to l’express dimanche, that 
the Compagnie Thermique 
du Sud (CTDS) power plants 
should be closed down?

I  think  that  Dr Elahee  is  
totally  wrong  in  his  diagnosis 
of  our  present  situation  and  his  
medication  is  simply  unsustai-
nable. Has  he  measured  the  im-
plications  of  closing  down  such 
a power plant  only  a  few  years  
after  its  commissioning? Does 
he really mean it or is it a joke? 
Would  the  consumer accept  the  
corresponding  replacement  of  
some 200 GW from coal  by  en-
ergy  from  gas  turbines  at  three 
times the cost  plus the  fi nancial  
compensation  to  the  promo-
ters?  Let’s be responsible. People 
who enjoy press coverage should 
be more responsible.

■ He also recommends the 
setting up of a bagasse gasi-
fi cation plant. How do you 
react to that?

I don’t know whether to laugh 
or cry.  I’d rather leave him in his 
dreams. He talks about technolo-
gies which are “in the  pipeline”. 
But they have been in the pipeline 
for the past 20 years! No  single  
technically  and  commercially 
viable  bagasse gasifi cation  plant 
of reasonable capacity of a  few  
MW to-day  exists  in  the  world. 
Are  we  in  the  process  of  repli-
cating  the  BAGAPEL  project  
of  the  early  eighties? I hope not.  
That is why I told you we should 
be responsible when talking about 
such issues.

■ Are you saying that our 
researchers are completely 
cut off from reality?

To a certain extent, and it is 
their right to dream but the govern-

ment and decision makers cannot 
base themselves on dreams or on 
approximate studies. They have to 
base themselves on tangible facts, 
feasibility studies and robust bu-
siness plans. If tomorrow we de-
cided to set up photovoltaic plants 
throughout the island and we aban-
doned our oil machines, and asked 
the Independent Power Producers 
(IPPs) to stop producing electri-
city because they use coal, which I 
agree is bad for the environment, 
and we relied on the wind, sun and 
hydro, what would happen? Just 
think now for how long we have 
had no rain. What would happen to 
the economy of the country? The 
CEB hydro machines have been 
idle. There are realities that we have 
to take into account. Investment 
priorities have to be determined. 
Our  economy  can hardly  sustain  
massive  subsidies to  give  to  either 
photovoltaic or  wind the  topmost  
priority.

■ For the time being, you  
mean?

Yes, there will come a time 
when we will be able to rely more 
on photovoltaic, wind and pe-
rhaps geothermal energy, but we 
are in 2011 and we have to be 
tuned to the economic realities 
of today. 

■ By economic realities, 
do you mean the cost to the 
consumer? What is the cost?

For a coal-powered plant 
producing 50 MW of electricity, 
you spend Rs. 600 million less 
a year than producing the same 
energy through heavy oil!  Can 
you imagine?  

■ Isn’t that the price to pay 
for saving our island? 

I would love to pay the price 
but we have no gold, no diamonds 
or petrol in this country. And there 
are priorities. The fi nancial re-
sources are not there so I will not 
dream of spending them. In  spite  
of  the  scarcity  of  our resources,  
I  will  remind  your  readers that  
we  are  the  only African country  
of the sub-Sahara which  provides  
100% of  its  population  with 
electricity. South-Africa, with its 
immense indigenous energy re-
sources,  is  only  second  with a  
rate  of  electrifi cation  of  75%. 
Our  objective  is  to  keep  that  
commodity  affordable for the  
whole  population. We  need  to  
strike  the  right  balance in  our  
priorities and  refrain  from indul-
ging in  unwarranted ‘états d’âme’, 
at  a  time  when  even in a country 
like  France, there  has  been  a  
considerable  slow down  in  the  
objectives and actions contempla-
ted in  the  famous ‘Grenelle  de 
l’environnement’.

Touria PRAYAG
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“We  need  
to  strike  the  
right  balance 
in  our  priori-
ties and  re-
frain  from 
indulging in  

unwarranted 
‘états d’âme’”
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As the drought stepped 
in last year, deer far-
mers around the island 
watched hopelessly as 

the grass in their feed lots turned 
yellow and disappeared altogether. 
They replaced it by concentrated 
animal feed. But the herd of wild 
deer could not adapt to the artifi cial 
food and started to die one by one. 
400 out of a herd of 10, 000 died 
before the recent rains, particularly 
does. The losses amount to around 
Rs 6 million.

“The adults does were parti-
cularly vulnerable and their losses 
have far reaching consequences, 
for it will take years to replace 
them. They are the ones that re-
plenish the herd. The economic 
consequences may be high,” says 
Jacqueline Sauzier of the Mauri-
tius Deer Farming Co-operative 
Society Ltd.

Suren Surat who started a milk 
producing unit at Rose-Belle also 
watched the fodder he grows on 
200 acres of land disappear little 
by little and replaced it with com-
mercial food concentrate;

“I imported and planted many 
varieties of high protein fodder, 
including sorghum with a view 
to reducing the country’s depen-
dence on concentrate feeds which 
are made mainly from imported 
raw material, such as maize. We 
have been using only 30 % of 
concentrate feeds and have to plan 
to reduce it further. But with the 
drought, we have gone up to 50 % 
of concentrate. This is an additional 
cost to our production and we can-
not pass it on to consumers” says 
Suren Surat.

Drought is the most expensive 
natural disaster around the world. 
During such climate extremes, 
those on the land feel it most. Agri-
culture suffers fi rst and most seve-
rely - yet eventually everyone feels 
the impact.

Drought disrupts cropping 
programs, reduces breeding stock, 
and threatens permanent erosion 
of the capital and resource base 
of farming enterprises. Declining 
productivity affects the national 
economy. 

During the 1999 drought, 
Mauritius lost half a billion ru-
pees in the sugar producing sec-
tor alone. 

Yet, the Mauritian govern-
ment and the minister res-

ponsible for water supply, Rashid 
Beebeejaun seems not to realise 
that agriculture is also a priority 
during droughts.

“Shutting down all the irriga-
tion taps. That is what they have 
done. All the water meant for irri-
gation in cane and vegetable fi elds 
now goes to domestic use. Very 
bad at a time when our vegetables, 
such as onions, are sprouting. We 
implored the irrigation authority 
to give us some water, but to no 
avail” says a vegetable planter ope-
rating in the north of the country.

Waste water 
for irrigation

The agricultural sector is wild 
about the way the minister and the 
government in general is handling 
the situation.

“It is known that this govern-
ment and most of its ministers have 
no foresight. So it is high time that 
they realise that future plans for a 
better water supply for the country 
should take into account the fact 
that we are in a climate change era 
and that droughts and fl ash fl oods 
may strike more often than we 
might think. So provision should 
be made for adequate water sup-
ply during drought -  not only for 
domestic use, but also for agricul-
tural use,” say cane and vegetable 
growers around the country.

They are in fact claiming the 
same treatment that textile manu-
facturers have obtained as far as 
water  for their dyeing houses is 
concerned. The authorities have 
seen to it that they get a proper 
supply so that textile exports 
are not affected by the present 
drought.

The Mauritian agricultu-
ral sector is in fact asking for a 
shift from traditional rain-fed 
agriculture.

The island has only one re-
servoir, La Ferme, which is meant 
for agriculture only, while 40, 000 
cubic metres of water treated by 
the Waste Water Authority is re-
leased daily into the sea. 

“We are reparing our fi lters 
which will enable us to treat this 
water up to a tertiary stage. It is 
only after these repairs that our 
water will be fi t to be used for agri-
cultural irrigation” says the Waste 
Water authority.

But whatever the case, this 

treated water is considered too 
costly by planters who blame go-
vernment for the lack of a serious 
policy concerning the use of trea-
ted waste water. 

“If they had foresight, they 
should be catering not only for 
droughts and the use of waste wa-
ter, but also for fl ash fl oods,” say 
vegetable growers.

Imported vegetables
Some of the vegetable growers 

have been in fact severely affected 
by the heavy rainfall of this week. It 
has been too heavy in some parts of 
the island and has damaged much 
of the crops. So if the drought 
sets in again after these rains, the 
country will be in for another epi-
sode of soaring vegetable prices.

Flash fl oods and their im-
pact on agricultural production 

is another phenomenon that has 
not been properly evaluated by 
government. Onion growers on 
the south-east coast of the island 
have been complaining about it 
for years. “Our onion and vege-
table fi elds are turned into rivers 
with torrents of muddy water run-
ning down the hills. Everything is 
washed into the sea,” says a plan-
ter who has benefi ted from a grant 
of Rs 1,5 million from the GEF 
small grant programme of the 
UNDP to construct drains for 
some of the onion planters on the 
south-east coast.

Nevertheless, Mauritian 
consumers have not yet felt the 
price of the drought. The price 
of vegetables has not soared to its 
1999 level.

“The price of vegetables has 
surprisingly stayed low till now, 
with an increase of between 10 

to 15 percent,” says SKC Surat, a 
company buying vegetables from 
300 growers around the island. 

This company is also an im-
portant importer of fruits and 
vegetables. The importing of 
vegetables is only allowed by the 
Mauritian authorities after en-
quiries show that such or such 
a vegetable is no longer available 
because of drought, fl ooding or 
cyclones. These vegetables cost 
100 % more than local vege-
tables because of the high price of 
freight. A money drain for local 
consumers.

Importing will be a must if af-
ter the present episode of rain and 
drought settle in again. The cost of 
the present drought might then be 
higher that that of 1999.

Raj JUGERNAUTH

The money- 
draining drought
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Decency? 
What’s that?

By Deepa BHOOKHUN

High-Heeled]

First came the press conference- you know this 
boring event where someone calls the press, 
presumably because they feel the country is 
dying to know what they have to say. In fact 

it’s usually not what they actually say that’s important; 
what is interesting is often what they don’t say. That’s 
why the press asks questions. People who hold press 
conferences usually don’t like questions but because 
they have a modicum of fair play, they will try and 
answer them. 

Then some clever but dishonest soul invented the 
“point de presse”. At those events, the press is usually 
not allowed to ask questions; the Prime minister is one 
of the rare ones who will make an exception, usually 
against the advice of his advisors. He will more often 
than not take questions but will limit them to the sub-
ject matter at hand. 

Then the brilliant Maya Hanoomanjee came up with 
the concept of the  “press statement”. I imagine nobody 
thought of telling her (maybe they were scared of her) 
that press statements are made by way of a press com-
muniqué. 

But that would have been too boring for dear old 
Maya, wouldn’t it? With a press communiqué, she 
wouldn’t have had the pleasure of hearing her voice on 
the radio, of seeing her face on TV and of having the pri-
vilege of being talked about lengthily in the newspapers.

So dearest Maya wears her nicest saree and calls a 
press conference, ready to feed bullshit to the press. And 
then she decides that seeing that this is a “press state-
ment”, she will not be taking questions. When journa-
lists started protesting, sweet Maya got wild. “I decide! 
(…) Tough if you don’t like it (…) I will answer questions 
in Parliament”.  

What the old girl doesn’t realize is that her press 
stunt backfi red in the nastiest way possible. 

Everybody who listened to her or watched her knew 
she was not being entirely truthful. We all know the rea-
son why the MedPoint deal was closed at the end of 
December and that it had nothing to do with the bud-
get. She must really take the population of this country 
for fools if she expects them to believe that. This conve-
niently exempts them from paying taxes. 

Her half-baked theories on why it was absolutely 
essential that government buy a decrepit building that 
has been on the market for ten years and that nobody 
wanted to touch with a bargepole makes a mockery of 
decency. 

It doesn’t seem to bother the MSM gang though. De-
cency? What’s that? They wouldn’t know it if it slapped 
them in the face. The only language they understand is 
money. 

And you know who’s directly responsible for this? 
The Prime minister. How can he let those vultures get 
away with this? After having condemned the MSM mo-
neymaking philosophy all those years? 

Ramgoolam often banks on the conviction that he 
can ride any storm given enough time as people move 
on to bigger and more interesting scandals. I think he 
may fi nd that this shameless hijacking of public mo-
ney by the MSM with Labour’s blessings will rob him 
of much credibility. Ha! Another word unknown to the 
money gang!

The drought affecting Mauritius is not limited to 
the island. It is a worldwide phenomenon linked 
to  El Nino. China is experiencing a drought in 
its wheat producing belt and the price of fl our is 
expected to rise again very soon. 
Africa is also experiencing drought and the Food 
and Agricultural Organisation warned this week 
that the world may be in for a major food crisis.
Economists are in fact predicting soaring food 
prices and riots in Africa. 
Surging food prices during the 2008 food cri-
sis led to protests and riots in more than 30 
countries. One of the African countries most 
hit by drought is Kenya which has already felt 

its effects. For people and livestock in the arid 
and semi-arid areas, regions that have been 
hit hard, starvation to death is now imminent.
To make things worse, a fungus attack in Ke-
nya cut about a third of the expected 350,000 
tonnes of wheat in the annual production 
against the demand of 900,000 tonnes.
United Nations food agency Food and Agri-
culture Organisation (FAO) says food prices 
at their historical highs could at best remain 
at current levels, but all indications point to 
higher prices.

R.J.

Predicting soaring vegetable prices and riots

The drought in Mauritius is part of a worldwide trend which could lead 
to a further rise in food prices warns the FAO.

As climate change sets in, 
drought impacts are in-
creasing in magnitude and 
complexity. So most govern-
ments around the world, par-
ticularly in Australia and the 
Unites States are fast imple-
menting policies to handle 
drought crises with new ma-
nagement tools. 
The Unites States are in fact 
cutting the price of drought by 
ongoing research and monito-
ring of its causes and effects.  
The development of drought 
resistant plants, a vegeta-
tion response drought index, 
which uses satellite data to de-
tect vegetation stress (Mauri-
tius is already equipped with a 
remote sensing unit to moni-
tor vegetation problems with 
the help of an Indian satellite), 
the Drought Impact Reporter, 
which collects public input on 
specifi c drought effects; and 
the National Agricultural De-
cision Support System, which 
uses cutting-edge computer 
technology to aid producers 
in decision-making.
There is a known logic behind 
this drive for research on 
drought and agriculture. Stu-
dies show that public invest-
ment in food and agricultural 
research fetches returns of 45 
percent per year on average.

New manage-
ment tools for 
drought
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Setting off fi recrackers 
to drive away evil spirits and 
to attract the god of fortune.

The Spring Festi-
val starts with the 
Chinese New Year 
and ends fi fteen 

days later with the Lantern 
Festival.  The preparations start 
one week before the actual date 
with spring-cleaning, believed 
to drive away ill fortune and at-
tract good luck in the coming 
year and the famous Nion Gao 
(Gateau La Cire) prepared well 
before the day itself.  The cele-
bration is replete with traditions 
that have been upheld over the 
centuries.

The family dinner
On the eve of the 

Chinese New Year, the 
reunion dinner is the 

“must” banquet, al-
lowing family mem-
bers to enjoy being 
together for opu-
lent meal.  Usually, 

grandparents are the 
ones who host the traditio-

nal dinner at which children and 
grandchildren are also present.  
Several of the Chinese food 
names connote good things.  
“Ji” (chicken), “yu” (fi sh) and 

“doufu” (bean curd or tofu) 
are carefully prepared, for in 
Chinese, their names mean 
auspiciousness, abundance and 
richness respectively.  Thus, 
Chinese dumplings, spring rolls, 
pitan (dizef cent ans), steamed 
chicken, fat choy (a black weed 
like fi ne vermicelli used a vege-
table in Chinese cuisine) and 
transparent vermicelli are sa-
voured with chopsticks around 
a large dining table setting the 
tone for the festive mood.  

After the sumptuous din-
ner, young children will await 
the attractive Foun Pow, a 
small red envelope distributed 
to each member of the family.  
Most certainly, the Foun Pow 
will contain money and here is 
an interesting tradition.  The 
amount of money in the Foun 
Pow, may vary considerably.  
However, it has to be an even 
fi gure usually containing the 
number 8.  “For instance, one 
may get Rs 80, since the num-
ber 8 is considered very lucky,” 
explains Maxine who will give 
a Foun Pow to her mother for 
the fi rst time, as she has star-
ted earning.  The Foun Pow 
is given as a New Year gift, si-

gnifying a wish for prosperity 
in the coming year.

The pagoda 
and the ancestors

The Chinese New year is 
welcomed with a whole army of 
fi recrackers and starts with a mark 
of fi lial duty towards one’s ances-
tors.  The tradition of fi reworks 
has lived on through the ages.  The 
belief remains that red fi reworks 
drive away evil spirits while wel-
coming Cai Shen, the Chinese 
God of Fortune.  Each year, the 
auspicious time to welcome the 
God of Fortune differs.  “Next 
Thursday, the auspicious time for 
Sino-Mauritians to welcome the 
God of Fortune will be from 3 am 
on the 3 February till 1 pm on the 
same day,” explains Wilson Chan 
from Kwan Tee Pagoda.

Children visit their elders and 
celebrate the memory of their an-
cestors.  One symbolically shows 
one’s gratitude to the ancestors 
by offering Chinese tea, wine and 
paper-made garments on a tray.  
Dressed in their Qipao (body-
hugging, one-piece Chinese dress 
for women) or their Changshan 
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Chinese New Year, the most im-
portant Chinese celebration is 
also called the Lunar New Year.  
Originating in the Shang Dynasty, 
(1600 BC – 1100 BC) the celebra-
tion falls on the fi rst day of the 
fi rst lunar month.

Spring Festival

Rich in traditionsRich in traditions
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The brightly coloured costume 
of the lion dancer.



for the male, many will go to the 
pagoda, where special prayers will 
be said.  Customary for those of the 
Cantonese community, many Sino-
Mauritians believe that the souls of 
those who have passed away are 
at rest in the pagoda.  Interesting 
to note is that after a burial, the el-
dest son or a very close relative of 
the deceased takes a lit joss-stick 
from the cemetery to the pagoda 

and places it in the shrine for 
the dead.  Subsequently, 

this allows relatives and 
friends to pray and 

pay their respects 
to deceased 

members of their families whenever 
they go to the pagoda.  Since many 
Sino-Mauritians have been bapti-
sed, many will head to the church 
for another hour or two of prayers.  
Afterwards, while some choose to 
have family lunch at home, many 
will relish a dim sum lunch in any 
Chinese restaurant.  Dim sum is 
the Cantonese term for a type of 
Chinese dish which involves indi-
vidual portions of food, served in 
small steamed baskets or on small 
plates.

Apart from prayers to ances-
tors, the festival is also about sha-
ring.  Therefore, it is not surprising 
that the famous Nion Gao (Ga-
teau La Cire) will be shared with 
friends and colleagues at work ei-

ther on the day itself or on the 
following day.  For those who 
believe in Chinese horos-
copes, irrespective of being 
a Sino-Mauritian or not, this 

Chinese year will be the year 
of the Rabbit, lasting from 3 

February 2011 to 22 January 
2012.  To all our Sino-Mauritian 
friends and compatriots, Kung 
Shee Fat Choy!

Majhegy MURDEN
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Keeping it in 
the family

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN

REALITY CHECK]

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

e may not have the 150 political dynas-
ties that dominate Indian politics, but 
we’re sure trying to give them a run 
for their money. The families that rule 

the roost here need not be mentioned. The scandal 
around the MedPoint Clinic has only highlighted the 
danger of assuming that the interests of the republic 
are synonymous with those of dynasty. A cursory 
examination of our political system reveals that 
parliamentary seats, election tickets and political 
parties are not so much vehicles of popular opinion, 
but are just so many family heirlooms.  

Salman Rushdie writing in 1985 hinted that family 
dynasties, the world over, passed through three distinct 
stages. The foundation is usually the most idealistic and 
noblest part of the story, whether it is the socialism and 
non-alignment of a Jawaharlal Nehru, or a Zulfi qar Ali 
Bhutto. Any corruption or authoritarianism that unde-
niably accompanies this stage of history is regarded as no 
more than an uncomfortable annex to the grand vision.  

The second generation/stage marks the start of the 
decline. Ideology and vision take a back seat and the 
pragmatism and authoritarianism of an Indira Gandhi 
or a Benazir Bhutto come into play. In lieu of dreams a 
falsifi ed history mythologizing the dynasty is presented. 
“L’état c’est moi”, in Louis XIV fashion, is the guiding 
credo. Not without reason, the history of the state and 
the family is intertwined. Authors are patronized, taboos 
are erected and the production of ideas is stemmed to 
preserve this myth. It need not be true, as Leo Strauss 
would say, as long as it preserves the family brand. 

The third generation/stage is a complete debasement 
of the currency. The ideological veneer is cast aside com-
pletely as a fetter to the process of personal accumula-
tion that politics now becomes. Sonia Gandhi need not 
remember that the Congress was supposed to be socia-
list; Bilawal Bhutto may feel that inheriting a party by 
means of a will is natural: golden children with an exag-
gerated sense of entitlement. 

In one of the most ironic twists of all, this imperial as-
cension is offered as proof of the resiliency of democracy. 
In fact, as a scion of a dynastic family in Mauritius sha-
melessly puts it: “Criticizing the right to follow the foots-
teps of one parent in politics is a threat to democracy!” 
The Louis XIV-syndrome is not completely forgotten. 

Decades do not pass between the phases here. We 
live through history on steroids. The fi rst generation it-
self dumped the ideology and turned authoritarian and 
the second generation preempted and accommodated 
themselves all too quickly to the graft and complacency 
characteristic of the third. The same family draws up 
a budget mandating the sale, heads the state that un-
dertakes the purchase and the investigation of it, and 
quite coincidentally, also owns the property in question. 
A press conference without questions is all the accoun-
tability we can expect. Tunisia’s Ben Ali no longer seems 
so distant. 

The trend towards dynasty, particularly after the 
cold war, is a testament to the bankruptcy of ideas- the 
hollowing out of a democracy. Dynasty and democracy 
are not complimentary- one necessarily undermines the 
other. The MedPoint saga is just such an indication.  

Paying homage to the ancestors 
at the Kwan Tee pagoda.

The Lantern 
Festival
Falling on the 15th day of the fi rst 
month of the lunar year, the Lan-
tern Festival takes place under a 
full moon and marks the end of 
the Chinese New Year celebra-
tions.  Its origin can be traced 
back to the Han Dynasty, over 
2000 years ago.
The legend goes that the Jade 
Emperor in Heaven was so an-
gered at a town for killing his fa-
vourite goose that he decided to 
destroy everything with a storm 
of fi re.  Luckily, a good-hearted 
fairy heard of his act of vengeance 
and warned the inhabitants.  They 
were to light lanterns throughout 
the town on the appointed day, so 
that it looked from heaven as if the 
town was ablaze.  The emperor, 
being content that the murder of 
his goose had been avenged, de-
cided not to destroy the town.  Ac-
cordingly, people celebrated the 
anniversary of their deliverance 
with lanterns of different shapes 
and colours in the streets on the 
fi rst full moon of the year against 
a magnifi cent background of lion 
or dragon dancing and fi reworks.
In Mauritius, the Lantern festival 
is not popular.  The lion and dra-
gon dancing is an integral part of 
the New Year celebrations.  Paper-
made lanterns, usually in red, are 
used as decorations in the pagoda, 
at home and in restaurants. This is 
another ingredient in the festivities 
which gives such a magical appeal 
to the Spring Festival.

Sold throughout the year, sesame 
seed balls are especially popular 
during the Chinese New Year.

Irresistible niangoo, common-
ly known as 'gateau la cire'.

The traditional dance of the lion, believed to bring good luck to 
the people.
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 Medpoint confl ict of interest

QQuestions for the honourable ministeruestions for the honourable minister

L ' E X P R E S S  Y O U R S E L F  ]

IN most mature democra-
cies where transparency is not 
a vain concept, there are ample 
examples of Ethical Code of 
Conduct for Ministers and MPs 
alike. In Canada, there has been 
a Confl ict of Interest (Members 
and Ministers) Act since 1981 
which prohibits “Members and 
Ministers from discharging any 
offi cial function where there is 
an opportunity - or the reaso-
nable appearance of an oppor-
tunity –to further his or her own 
private interest; it prohibits a 
member or minister from being 
involved in any matter in which 
he or she has a confl ict of inte-
rest; it prohibits ministers from 
certain business and employ-
ment activities”. 

 Above all, it prohibits minis-
ters and the direct members of 
their families from entering into 
certain contracts with any pro-
vincial Government; restricts 
their purchasing land from or 
selling land and requires minis-
ters to fi le a separate ministerial 
disclosure statement with the 
Clerk of the Legislative Assem-
bly.

 Even in a much newer au-
tonomous Westminster-style 
government such as Scotland, 
there is already in place a ro-
bust system of disclosure to deal 
with ministers’ private interests 
and to prevent Confl icts of In-
terest.  Scottish ministers must 
“order their affairs so that no 
confl ict arises or is thought to 
arise between their private in-
terests (fi nancial or otherwise) 
and their public duties. It is the 
personal responsibility of each 
minister to decide whether and 
what action is needed to avoid 
a confl ict or the perception of 
confl ict and to defend that deci-
sion, if necessary by accounting 
for it in Parliament.  Where it is 
proper for a minister to retain 
any private interest, he or she 
should declare that interest to 
ministerial colleagues if they 
have to discuss public business 
in any way affecting it, and the 
minister should remain entirely 
detached from the considera-
tion of that business”.

In light of the above, may I 
respectfully draw the Honou-
rable Madame La Ministre’s  

attention to the following ques-
tions:

1.      Would the Honourable 
Minister declare her blood and 
family relations with any of the 
MedPoint owners.

 2.      Would she also declare 
who the negotiators represen-
ting Medpoint are, and if in case 
they are represented by lawyer, 
to ascertain who the lawyers re-
ceived instructions from, preci-
sely to eliminate possibility of 
confl ict of interest.

 3.      Would the Honou-
rable Minister also confi rm 
if the Minister of Finance has 
participated at any time in the 
negotiation and if any com-
munication, such as an inter-
nal memo, emails or telephone 
calls took place between her and 
the Finance Minister both du-
ring or outside normal working 
hours. If affi rmative, was any 
such communication recorded 
and what the issues discussed 
were.

 4.      Would the Honourable 
Minister also state if, at any 
time during the negotiation, the 
timing of the signing of a sale 

contract was raised and if so, by 
whom?

5.      Would she also confi rm 
if any of her offi cials or those of 
other ministries or relevant de-
partment involved in this nego-
tiation had raised any question 
about Capital Gains Tax pertai-
ning to this transaction?

 6.      Was the Honourable 
Minister aware that there was a 
sum in excess of Rs21 million 
as Capital Gains Tax involved in 
this transaction, and that it was 
the responsibility and duty of all 
Government offi cials involved 
to ensure that the State collect 
any Capital Gains Tax  due and 
it is of paramount importance 
for all ministers  involved to en-
sure that any Capital Gains Tax 
is NOT avoided at all costs.

 7.      Was the minister 
aware that by agreeing to sign 
the sale contract on the 29th 
December 2010, not only she 
was depriving the State of a 
substantial revenue to the tune 
of Rs 21 million but at the same 
time creating a perception, de-
liberate or otherwise, that the 
vendor is being given offi cial 

blessing to circumvent paying 
capital Gains Tax at the detri-
ment of the State.

 8.      Would the Honourable 
Minister state whether she was 
aware of a previous report from 
the Same ministry of Health 
from a previous Government 
that had ruled out the suitability 
of the MedPoint Clinic for the 
Government geriatric hospital 
project?

 9.       Would the Honourable 
Minister not agree that since the 
time of the report mentioned 
above, the condition of Med-
point had invariably undergone 
further disrepair and that a subs-
tantial amount of money would 
be needed to repair it.

 10.  Would the Honourable 
Minister disclose what inspec-
tion and tests were carried out 
and by whom on any medical 
appliances that belonged to 
Medpoint and which are to be 
included in the sale agreement. 
Was any report produced and 
available to the House for ins-
pection?  

 PLOUM PLOUM

The MedPoint Hospital, recent-
ly bought by the government 
for 145 million.
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Patient, Heal 
Thyself…

The New Year fi recrackers herald the time for 
new beginnings and resolutions: On January 
1st, we vowed to lose weight/ quit smoking/ 
exercise more/ drink less etc and now might 

be the time to make good on those grog-fuelled pledges. 
Should you be inclined to change your ways 

and start with a clean slate this year, here are the 
metaphoric apples you might want to bite into:

Look after your heart: cardiovascular disease 
is our big killer. You have been hit on the head with 
cardiovascular warnings so many times that I can 
almost hear you yawn. In a nutshell, stop smoking, 
lose weight, eat less fat, less sugar and exercise, 
control your diabetes, cholesterol and blood pressure, 
and swallow your aspirin and other tablets religiously.

Screen yourself for cancer: Although I make a living 
out of curing, I am evangelical about prevention. The 
most important thing you could ever do to protect 
yourself from cancer is to quit smoking. Now. Not 
tomorrow, not after you’ve fi nished your current 
packet. Now, seriously.

In addition, all women should get Pap smears to 
detect the early stages of cervical cancer and women 
above the age of fi fty should get a mammogram for 
breast cancer. Men may want to get prostate cancer 
screens- rest assured it is only  blood test for prostate 
specifi c antigen (PSA), which if it elevated may 
warrant further testing. If you have a family history 
of cancer, a screening colonoscopy is recommended.

Cut the sugar: If you have a family history of 
diabetes (and who doesn’t?) you should get a check. 
It’s a little fi nger prick, and it can pick up diabetes 
early. If you are already affected, tight sugar control is 
the key in preventing complications.

Get vaccinated: We all know about vaccinating 
children and they have their neat little paediatric 
schedules but adults also may require vaccination. 
We recently had a painful reminder of the importance 
of vaccination with the infl uenza epidemic, so people 
who are frail and elderly, those with severe lung and 
heart disease and diabetes should get vaccinated 
against pneumonia-causing bugs. The HPV vaccine 
against cervical cancer is also strongly recommended 
for young women.

Protect your bones: Falls and their consequences 
are fatal to the ageing population and it is vital to look 
after bone health. This year, aim to increase or start 
some serious weight-bearing exercise and get calcium 
and Vitamin D supplements if required.

Get your eyes checked: Vision problems are 
common with age; mamy people are unaware of visual 
problems which impact their ability to read, drive and 
concentrate and are a frequent cause of headaches.

Mark Twain once said that the only way to keep one’s 
health was to eat what you don’t want, drink what you 
don’t like, and do what you’d rather not. Things need 
not be as grim. As we embark on a new year, pledge to 
do something for yourself, however small as a symbol 
of respect to your health and your body. That would be 
a resolution well worth keeping.
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By Dr Zina Valaydon

An apple, a day ]Tree StoriesTree Stories
ONCE upon a time, I lived 

in a beautiful colonial-style house 
with a fairly large yard near Bal-
four Garden. A yard where my 
in-laws had planted many fruit 
trees. We had mangoes, bananas, 
papayas, litchis, longans, masons, 
citrus, bergamots, bitter oranges, 
passion fruits, Surinam cherries, 
coconuts, cashew nuts, bilimbis 
and berries. We even had some 
sugarcane. Yeah, yeah! I swear! 

The yard was an unfenced 
open space without any gate of 
any sort on either street. Neigh-
bours would just walk in asking 
for fruits, others simply stole in 
– when we were absent – and ser-
ved themselves. We didn’t mind; 
we had fruits all year round, more 
than we could possibly eat or give 
away to relatives and friends. My 
children used to climb up the trees 
and take their pick.

Then, one day disaster struck. 
For legacy, the heirs decided to sell 
the house. It came as a death knell. 
Many came, looking for the best 
deal possible; some of them didn’t 
even pause to look at the beautiful 
colonial-style house or the trees. I 
guess they had other plans, mo-
ney-making plans like realty deve-
lopment or so… About a year after, 
the house sold for far less than ex-
pected. And so we moved to Rose-
Hill to another colonial house with 

some fruit trees in the yard.
Months later, on our way 

back from a stroll to Balfour Gar-
den, we decided to make a stop at 
THE house. What was it like now? 
At fi rst I thought we had mistaken 
the place or that we had turned 
the wrong street corner. I stood 
there gaping, transfi xed. I felt like 
crying. I felt a furious pounding 
inside of me. There in front of my 
very eyes was a heartbreak scene. 
Not a single tree had been spared, 
not even the coconut tree just for 
the look! No grass, no under-
growth, no foliage. Just a bed of 
multi-coloured little tiles in cement 
leading to three two-storeyed 
concrete houses that looked high 
on the sky and fl outed the lands-
cape. 
Leafy umbrellas

We stood there stunned un-
til my eldest son asked: “Mum, 
where’s our house? What have 
they done with the trees?” We 
walked away and I explained that 
whatever stood there now was no 
longer ours… Today whenever 
we pass through “our” street, we 
make an effort not to look at the 
bunker. That was in the late 80s.

Years later, we moved again 
from the place in Rose-Hill. There 
again, a concrete building soon 
sprouted upwards, and the trees 

were felled mercilessly… For the 
third house, I chose one that had 
little vegetation in the yard but a 
no man’s land view of all kinds of 
trees on the other side of the street. 
They soon became mine… I en-
joyed looking at them as they grew 
taller and taller with time. When 
the wind blew, it was as if the In-
dian almond, the tamarind – trees 
rarely seen nowadays - and other 
little leafy umbrellas talked to me, 
whispering sometimes and singing 
at other times. 

Then one fi ne morning an 
earthquake of some sort woke me 
up. I rushed outside. I rubbed my 
eyes in disbelief. There was a bull-
dozer across the street felling and 
laying fl at anything that was in its 
way. I went over enquiringly, saw 
someone and asked. A helmeted 
bloke in an overall told me they 
were digging up to install water 
pipes for a “lizinn zonn frans” 
whose director was a very impor-
tant person…

I went back to my room, hud-
dled up foetus-like on my bed 
and cried. I cried, not just for that 
day but for my two other tree-or-
phaned yards. Silly three stories! 
Really? You may say that I am a 
dreamer but I am not the only 
one. I hope. Or is it “nightmarer”?

 Helena REICH

RELATIONSHIP-BUIL-
DING in business is all about 
connecting with other individuals 
and groups - something which 
can only be achieved through 
communicating.  As we commu 
nicate, we collect more informa-
tion about other people and our 
relationships can develop and 
grow.  But this rarely happens na-
turally, which is why actively buil-
ding relationships is so important 
in business.

Remember that relationship 
building is a skill and, like any skill, 
it is something that we can learn, 
practise and become better at, just 
like speaking another language or 
using a computer.  Here are fi ve 
top tips for becoming a better re-
lationship builder.

● Learn something new about 
each of the people you work with. 

You probably already know 
their names (if not, this is obvious-
ly the place to start), but could you 
list three other facts about them?  
It’s important not to be too intru-
sive (some people may not want 
to discuss their personal lives at 
work), so why not start with an 
open question, which will allow 

them to say as much or as little as 
they feel comfortable with – “How 
was your weekend?”, “How was 
your journey to work?”

● Get into the habit of asking 
others for feedback.  

This could take the form of a 
basic “Is this OK?” or a slightly 
more involved “How could I have 
done this better?”.  When others 
give you feedback, it is very im-
portant that you listen and use the 
feedback to guide you in the fu-
ture.  If you are asked to provide 
feedback on another’s work or 
communication skills, remember 
to start with something positive.

● Make it a goal to become 
more sensitive to others’ cultural 
and personal preferences.  

A good example of this is the 
way that people address each other 
in emails. Learn how people like to 
be addressed and they will let you 
know when they feel comfortable 
with something less formal.  

● Keep your contacts list up-
to-date, complete and saved in 
more than one place.  

● Whenever you are given a 
business card, make a few notes 
about the person on the back 

– where you met, what you dis-
cussed, etc.  Similarly, when you 
record someone’s email address or 
telephone number, try to include 
a few words about that person. 
Once you get into the habit of 
doing this, it will become natural 
and will help you to become a bet-
ter networker.    

● Do things when and how 
you have said that you would do 
them.  

Trust is the basis of all good 
relationships, especially in business.  
Don’t say that you can do so-
mething which you can’t and don’t 
say that you can do something by a 
point in time that is not achievable.  
If you fi nd yourself unable to do 
something on time, make sure that 
you communicate this and provide 
updates and realistic alternatives.  
Ask the question – how would you 
like to be treated?

● If you follow these fi ve top 
tips you’ll be ready to start new re-
lationships, develop existing ones 
and become more effective, profes-
sional and successful.  Good luck!

 
British Council at 

www.learnenglish.britishcouncil.org.  

Forging better relationships 



Normally the United States’ 
Congress is profoundly divided, 
with Republicans sitting on one 
side and Democrats on the other. 
Americans like to boast of this 
domestic rivalry as a sign of a vi-
brant democracy. Exceptionally, 
for the State of the Union address 
on Tuesday, Republicans and De-
mocrats chose to sit side by side 
in the House of Representatives 
and wore black and white lapels to 
honor the dead and injured of the 
Tucson shooting (that claimed six 
lives and left Democrat Represen-
tative Gabrielle Giffords severely 
injured after she was shot in the 
head at a political event). 

Barack Obama made use of 
this rare imagery to promote a 
bipartisan momentum so that the 
US can re-invent itself in order 
to “win the future.” “We need to 
out-innovate, out-educate, and 
out-build the rest of the world 
(…) Half a century ago, when the 
Soviets beat us into space with the 
launch of a satellite called Sputnik, 
we had no idea how to beat them 
to the moon. The science was not 
there yet. NASA did not even 
exist. Today this is our Sputnik 
moment”, he said. And this time, 
there were no boos as in the past.  

Obama’s speech, which bor-
rowed some lines from Ronald 
Reagan’s enthusiasm and Bill Clin-
ton’s pragmatism, was what we 
can call an inspirational address. 
Clearly, it was intended to set aside  
harsh partisan differences, im-
prove the political climate (which 
could be indirectly responsible for 
the shooting in Tucson) and gather 
the nation around one common 

goal: restore America’s competi-
tiveness in the world. “The most 
important contest we face as a 
nation is not between our political 
parties – it’s a contest among our 
competitors across the globe for 
the jobs and industries of the fu-
ture. It’s about winning the future.”

The world has changed, and 
this time the challenge no longer 
comes from the Soviet Union. 
Replace USSR with China and 
India, and the race to the moon 
becomes another image: a race to 
protect American economic pre-
eminence.  The lowering of US 
corporate tax rates (now at 35 %) 
is a step toward this objective.

To re-invent America, Obama 
must work with the Republicans 
and reduce the defi cit by $ 400 
billion over ten years. His speech 
showed that he is clearly shifting 

to the political center following 
the last elections (which eroded 
his support in Congress). “Our 
challenges are bigger than politics 
and political parties. We will move 
forward together, or not at all.” 
Jobs and infrastructure are among 
his top priorities. He laid down a 
series of ambitious goals: prepare 
100, 000 new math, science and 
engineering teachers; ensure that 
80% of America’s electricity is 
supplied by clean energy sources 
by 2035; provide access to high-
speed rail to 80 % of the US po-
pulation within 25 years; put one 
million electric vehicles on the road 
by 2015!

Other than innovation, edu-
cation and infrastructure, Obama 
wants to streamline  federal bu-
reaucracy and to tackle the defi cit. 
Weeks after having frozen the sala-

ries of all federal employees, Oba-
ma called for the elimination of $ 
4 billion in tax deductions for oil 
companies to invest in research for 
new energies. The oil industry and 
its army of lobbyists are already 
protesting. The Defense Budget 
also will undergo cuts (around $ 
78 billion), while troops are gra-
dually coming back. 

Obama concluded twice 
before ending his speech: “In 
America, we do big things”. One 
century ago, this was the hallmark 
of America. The Wall Street Jour-
nal underscored that “Mr. Obama 
has all but said that his biggest 
challenge is to take a country that 
often seems to want to retreat into 
its shell and force it to do big things 
again”. Indeed he cited two big US 
names: Google and Facebook, as 
fl agships of US supremacy in 
innovation. But the world of to-
day is no longer the same. Asians 
have absorbed and understood 
US best practices in many areas, 
from free-market economics to 
the embrace of innovative science 
(the fastest computer is Chinese, 
so is the fastest train). The rise of 
China is unstoppable. Weeks after 
his visit to the US, Hu Jintao is now 
sending a 66-person-strong group 
to to the World Economic Forum 
at Davos, Switzerland, this week. 
Beijing is showing strong affec-
tion for the forum, while the US 
is choosing to re-invent a future as 
the world’s best place on earth to 
conduct business…Can this turn 
into another cold war with two dif-
ferent models of development, or 
are both countries too big to avoid 
working together? 

Obama’s state of the union speech was designed to promote bi-parti-
sanship in an attempt to halt the United States’ perceived decline. 
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SState of the Uniontate of the Union

Re-inventing America’s future
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CAIRO: Egyptian president Hosni 
Mubarak’s son, who is considered as his 
successor, has fl ed to Britain along with 
his family, a US-based Arabic website 
reported. 

The plane with Gamal Mubarak, his 
wife and daughter on board left for Lon-
don Tuesday from an airport in western 
Cairo, the website Akhbar al-Arab said. 

The report came as violent unrest 
broke out in Cairo and other Egyptian ci-
ties and hundreds of thousands of people 
reportedly took to the streets in a Tunisia-
inspired day of revolt. 

The protesters want Egyptian go-
vernment to end its 30-year state of 
emergency and pass a law preventing a 
president from serving more than two 
terms, and want the Interior Minister 
Habib al-Adly to resign. 

Protests in Egypt broke out after op-
position groups waged an internet cam-
paign inspired by the Tunisian uprising. 
Weeks of unrest in Tunisia eventually 
toppled president Zine al-Abidine Ben 
Ali earlier this month. 

A police offi cer was killed in clashes 
Tuesday in central Cairo, Egyptian daily 

al-Wafd reported. 
Over 30,000 protesters gathered 

in Cairo’s Maidan al-Tahrir square to 
take part in the “day of anger”, said the 
spokesman for Egypt’s ‘6 April’ opposi-
tion movement, Mohammed Adel. 

“Police used tear gas and water canon 
to break up our protest and they arrested 
40 of us, but we don’t have offi cial fi gures 
on the numbers of arrests across Egypt,” 
said Adel.

Supporters of the ‘6 April’ movement, 
the opposition al-Ghad party, the out-
lawed Muslim Brotherhood, the al-Wafd 

party and supporters of former UN nu-
clear watchdog chief Mohammed El Ba-
radei took part in the protest. 

Al-Wafd daily said police arrested 
600 people during Tuesday’s protests in 
Cairo, Alexandria, Port Said, Tantan, al-
Mahala, Asiut, al-Bahira and al-Quium. 
More than 200,000 people took part in 
protests in these cities. 

US secretary of state Hillary Clinton 
said Tuesday Washington believed the 
Egyptian government was stable and ur-
ged restraint on both sides.
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Egypt president’s son, family fl ee to Britain



MOSCOW: Russian media 
has pointed out the similarities 
between the bloody scenes depic-
ted in a popular US video game 
with attack at Domodedovo In-
ternational Airport, sparking a 
heated debate on the content of 
the game. 

The bloody scenes of the 
Moscow attack are reminiscent 
of what can be seen in an year-
old video game, the scenario of 
which controversially involves a 
character urged to kill civilians in 
an imaginary Russian airport, a 
TV channel said. The blast at Do-
modedovo Airport has sparked 
hot debate on the stuff of a po-
pular American video game ‘Call 
of Duty: Modern Warfare 2’, sold 
worldwide. 

“Call of Duty: Modern War-
fare 2 has become a shocking 
reality,” English language Russia 
Today TV noted. Earlier last year 
several Duma members had as-
ked the ban on the video game in 
Russia and in just a few months, 
its sales surpassed $1 billion 
worldwide. 

In the mission dubbed ‘No 
Russian’ the player goes on a 
terrorist rampage, helping to 
massacre civilians in a fi ctitious 
Moscow airport. It may have see-
med too tragic ever to come true. 
But far-fetched it is not, for the 
events at Domodedovo Interna-
tional Airport are very real indeed. 

Thirty-fi ve people have been 
killed, and over 180 injured in what 

investigators believe was a terro-
rist attack committed by a suicide 
bomber inside the international 
arrivals of Russia’s busiest airport. 
As for the video game scenario, it 
appears a lot more people have 
been involved in the violence. 

With so many downloa-
ding, watching, and playing this 
game, you have to consider this 

bloodbath would ever-so-closely 
resemble reality. “Indeed it is a 
trouble to look at the game and 
reality. The issue is we need to 
know if terrorists or extremists 
are using these videos or games to 
basically apply the model,” Walid 
Phares, Director of Future Terro-
rism Project at the Foundation for 
Defence of Democracies, said.
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Finally, honour for spy princessFinally, honour for spy princess
ON September 13, 1944, a beautiful Indian princess 

lay dead on the fl oor of the notorious Dachau concen-
tration camp in Germany. She had been tortured by 
the Nazis and then shot in the head for not divulging 
information about her colleagues. Noor Inayat Khan, 
who joined Winston Churchill’s sabotage force at the 
height of World War II, will fi nally be honoured with a 
bronze statue in London

She comes to life 67 years after her death. Noor 
Inayat Khan, a British secret agent of Indian origin du-
ring the Second World War, gave her life to safeguard the 
secrets of her colleagues. Noor will be immortalised in 
2012 with her bronze bust going up in London’s Gor-
don Square - a fi rst for an Indian woman in Britain. The 
war heroine was posthumously awarded the George 
Cross for her extraordinary bravery by Britain in 1949 
and gradually faded away in history books, while her 
counterparts continued to live in public memory. 

Facebook founder’s 
fan page hacked

SAN FRANCISCO: The 
fan page of Facebook founder 
Mark Zuckerberg has been hac-
ked by a mystery invader who 
posted a message decrying the 
company’s attempts to cash in 
on its hugely successful site. 

Facebook declined to com-
ment on the embarrassing se-
curity snafu, but did take down 
the compromised page. “Let 
the hacking begin: If Facebook 
needs money, instead of going 
to the banks, why doesn’t Face-
book let its users invest in Fa-
cebook in a social way?” said 
the message, posted just days 
after Facebook confi rmed that 
it had raised $1.5 billion from 
global investors at a valuation of 
around $50 billion. 

Why not transform Face-
book into a ‘social business’ 
the way Nobel Prize winner 
Muhammad Yunus described 
it?” the message continued, 
referring to the founder of 

the Grameen Bank which has 
transformed millions of lives by 
extending micro-loans to poor 
people. 

Zuckerberg’s fan page has 
more than three million fol-
lowers and is probably managed 
by media assistants to the social 
networking magnate, according 
to cyber-security experts. 

The hackers may have stolen 
control of the page by guessing 
the password, sniffi ng it out over 
unsecured wireless networks, 
tricking Zuckerberg or the ac-
count manager into revealing it, 
or even surreptitiously gaining 
control of their computer. 

“We don’t know how the 
hack was perpetrated,” said 
Paul Ducklin, head of techno-
logy at internet security fi rm 
Sophos. “Whatever happened 
in this case, it raises one more 
tough question: do you still trust 
Facebook with your online per-
sona?”

US video game inspired 
Moscow airport attack?

If Mark Zuckerberg’s profi le isn’t safe from hacking, how much should 
we ordinary users trust face book? 

The Jan 24th attack on Moscow’s Domodedovo airport, experts main-
tain, was inspired by parts of the video game Modern Warfare 2
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Indian-born Noor Inayat Khan, a forgotten 
heroine killed by the Nazis in World War II 
is set to undergo a revival with a bronze 
statue dedicated to her memory. 



Dilo lor bred sonz- 
“sonz” is a green leafy vegetable which is impermeable to water. So, the expression is used when a person remains unaffected by or indifferent to 
whatever anyone says to him, in the same way  as “sonze” remains unaffected by water. The English equivalent would be “like water off a duck's 
back."

THERE is little chance 
that you have ever read any 
novel quite like Salman Rus-
hdie’s Midnight’s Children 
(1981). This amazing tale, 
which is woven around the 
history of India and Pakistan, 
brings us to the heart of post-
colonial issues by linking the 
destiny of one man to that of 
his country. 

The story opens with 
the protagonist and narrator, 
Saleem Sinai, explaining that he 
was born on midnight on 15th 
August 1947, at the exact mo-
ment India gained its indepen-
dence from British rule. As he 

reaches his thirty-fi rst birthday, 
and therefore 31st anniversary 
of India’s independence, Saleem 
believes that his body is beginning 
to crack and fall apart. Interested 
yet? You should be, because the 
rest of the book will be a disco-
very of India’s development as a 
nation through the life incidents 
of Saleem Sinai. 

Quest for identity
Comedy, irony, tragedy, fan-

tasy, all the elements are there. 
Saleem Sinai, we learn later in 
the novel, is one of 1,001 mid-
night’s children: those who like 
him were born at the stroke of 
midnight on India’s day of free-
dom from British rule. These 
children all have magical powers 
and Saleem is shocked to disco-
ver that he has the gift of tele-
pathy. A gift which is more of a 
curse than a blessing for Saleem, 
as he is now more than ever in 
tune with the soul of his country. 
He can hear incidents as they 
take place, such as the language 
riots of 1950 that occur as India 
tries to fi nd its linguistic identity. 

The quest for identity comes 
as a crucial theme throughout 
the event. There is the issue of 
confused identity, as Saleem dis-
covers that he was switched with 
another child at birth, and is ulti-

mately living in a family that is not 
his own. There is also the matter 
of India identity as it struggles to 
fi nd its bearings after the British 
leave the country, a wounded 
and depleted nation. Then, there 
is Pakistan’s identity, as partition 
takes place, the birth of a new 
nation, from a still fragile India. 
This is a painful moment in the 
history of the two countries that 
literally seems to tear Saleem to 
pieces. He is fragmented and 
falling apart, just like his beloved 
country. 

The style adopted by Salman 
Rushdie in this novel is particu-
larly interesting. It is referred to 
as stream of consciousness, which 
means that the story is told as if it 
were being heard from within the 
author’s mind, with sudden leaps 
and twists and all the digression 
that is characteristic of the human 
mind. An effective device in ma-
king Saleem and his story all the 
more real to us. 

The novel was awarded the 
prestigious Booker of Bookers 
literary prize in 1993. And New 
York Times describes the book 
in these terms “The literary map 
of India is about to be redrawn… 
Midnight’s Children sounds like 
a continent fi nding its voice.” A 
voice that all readers will surely 
love to listen to.

Melissa LOUIS
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 Salman Rushdie, a sometimes 
controversial but always 
successful writer.

Write to us : weekly@lexpress.mu

As the clock strikes midnight…As the clock strikes midnight…


