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“In a democracy, citizens 
are entitled to know the 
decisions made by the 
public body and why.”

by Touria PRAYAG

Editorial ]

Mauritian households are being severely hit by the spiralling 
cost of living as basic food prices skyrocket to all-time re-
cords and there seems to be no end to it. Hundreds of es-
sential items on supermarket shelves sting before you even 

touch them. And you cannot afford not to touch them. The runaway price 
of petrol, an unavoidable input in the logistical chain, compounds the food 
infl ation conundrum.

It would be unfair to blame the price rises squarely and simply on 
Pravind Jugnauth and his budget. The measures he effected have arguably 
little to do with how deep we have to dig in our threadbare pockets today 
to be able to have a decent meal. 

Natural calamities, the diversion of cereals to the production of 
bio-fuels, the civil unrest in large parts of North Africa and the Middle 
East, are some of the reasons which account for the food and oil crises 
the world is going through. The fact that we have remained heavily de-
pendent on importation for our food needs and the hedging blunders 
committed by our infamous luminaries have not helped. But they tell 
only a tiny fraction of the story.

The opposition seized the opportunity to jump at Pravind Jugnauth’s 
throat. And that is understandable. They are just doing the job we pay 
them for. But the fact of the matter is that the critics have not put forward 
alternative solutions. And if truth be told, there aren’t any. Or at least there 
are no quick fi xes to these exogenous shocks.

Shakawtally Soodun and Michael Sik Yuen have come up with some 
ideas. They have to be seen to be doing something. And one may argue 
that something is better than nothing. Soodun has made an appeal to 
importers’ patriotism and urged them to reduce their prices and the ef-
fect was immediate: many items of basic necessity have gone down by a 
few rupees. Shoppers will soon fi nd out, however, that their relief will be 
short-lived. Importers will not fi ll their coffers with patriotism. They will 
soon either creepingly revert to the old prices or, worse, resort to the now 
well-known common practice of downsizing. In other words, to pass the 
rising costs on to the consumer, many fi rms will maintain the sticker price 
of the product but reduce the quantity sold. This subterfuge has proved 
not to turn off the average consumer. It has been established that there is a 
greater sensitivity in consumer markets to price rather than quantity up to 
a certain extent. Consumer associations therefore have to be very vigilant 
and ensure that the patriotic drop in the importers’ and retailers’ margins 
is not merely cosmetic. 

The Observatory of Prices proposed by Sik Yuen has not drawn great 
enthusiasm largely because it is thought that it will not bring down prices. 
And as it happens, it won’t. It would, however, be wrong not to encourage 
it. Its effects in the short-term are negligible. In the long term, though, it 
will provide invaluable data about price evolution and whether it is consis-
tent with world tendencies. It will also be easier to identify cases of pro-
fi teering, monopoly abuse, cartels or collusion.  

In the food price infl ation issue, we have to come to terms with one 
thing: we are in it for the long haul. We have to think in terms of sustai-
nable palliatives, such as optimum use of arable land for local production 
and food security. In the meantime, we have to ‘pez nene boire de l’huil’. 
Except that oil too has become unaffordable. 

weekly@lexpress.mu

Price rises 
and consumer woes
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Exhibition: 
Postal Museum
Philatelists will enjoy the unique 
exhibition that will take place at the 
Postal Museum in Port Louis until 
30th March. The stamps on display were presented at 
the Pragati Maidan Expo Forum in New Delhi, India in February. You 
will discover rare and beautiful stamps, as well as the old equipment 
used within the post offi ce at the time, such as old letterboxes, scales, 
ink stamps and seals and much more. Take a trip back in time, and learn 
about a system that we often take for granted but is extremely important 
to global communication. 

Exhibition: Vibrations
Catch the art exhibition by Laetitia Lor, from 
18th to 26th March, which will take place at 

the IBL gallery in Port Louis. Entitled Vibrations, 
the exhibition showcases 38 abstract paintings, 
which aim at drawing thoughts and emotions 
from people. The exhibition is being presented in 

collaboration with the Imaaya and Color Attitude 
art galleries. The exhibition will be open to the public from on weekdays 
and on Saturday, from 10.30am to 6pm. 

Discovering 
the West
The Tourism Employees Welfare 
Fund (TEWF) is organizing an ou-
ting on Sunday 20th March in the 
West of the island. Participants 
will hike over a distance of 8 ki-
lometres covering the Parakeet 
Trail, the Black River Gorges 
and the Visitors’ Centre. Transport will be provided from the following 
pick up points: the post offi ce in Port Louis at 7.30am, Plaza in Rose 
Hill at 8am, and the Curepipe town hall at 8.30am. The fare is Rs 150 
for adults and Rs 100 for children. You can make your reservations at the 
TEWF headquarters on the 3rd fl oor of Victoria House in Port Louis, 
or by telephone on 211 4343. 

Wellness Festival

Take care of your health 
and visit the Wellness 
Festival at The Link 

Ebene City Hotel (ex-
Four Points), on Saturday 9th and 

Sunday 10th April from 10am to 7pm. The 
fi fth edition of this festival will cover a variety 

of areas including beauty, fi tness and nutrition. 
The event will focus on the use of natural products, and will 

provide a wide range of new concepts and products. There will also 
be entertainment for children, including initiation to speedbadminton, 
roller-skating and in-line skating. Visitors will have the chance to parti-
cipate in many games with the possibility of winning interesting prizes. 
Entrance will be free for children, and adults will have to pay Rs 50. 

La Fabuleuse Histoire 
de Bollywood
We regret to inform you that the show “La 
fabuleuse histoire de Bollywood, which 
was to take place on Wednesday 
27th April has been cancelled. For 
more information, contact Rezo 
Otayo on 466 9999. 

Events ]

ILLUSTRATIONS : Stephane BENOIT

Q U I C K R E A D ]

Week at a glance ]

Certainly not Misers

IF anybody needed any ad-
vice on fi scal discipline and the 
effi cient utilization of resources, 
this past week was not Mauritius 
at its fi nest. We singularly demons-
trated that not only are we ineffi -
cient when it comes to allocating 
our precious rupees, but we seem 
to have a curious fascination with 
easy cash, even when it does not 
necessarily help us. 

On the one hand those fa-
milies whose homes have been 
damaged by the recent fl ooding 
have, quite justifi ably, been pro-
testing the fact that all the govern-
ment has offered as compensation 
is a paltry 135 rupees; a grand 
sum that now, thanks to infl ation, 
cannot even buy a kilo of powde-
red milk, let alone repair a life. On 
the other hand we learn that the 
Trust Fund for the Social Integra-
tion of Vulnerable Groups (TFSI-

VG), has so far disbursed no less 
than RS. 60,000 worth of assis-
tance in material and educational 
aid, to 4,000 families.  Now as it 
turns out many of these families 
selected by the Ministry of Social 
integration chose instead to go the 
black market route and sell dona-
ted material, at times at a quarter 
of the market price! Surely those 
protesting must be wringing their 
hands in frustration at this state of 
affairs. Somebody should, since 
apparently it doesn’t translate into 
sleepless nights for the Ministry, 
whose ‘rigorous’ method of choo-
sing ‘deserving families’ remains 
unchanged. 

In case anybody was still 
unconvinced about our squan-
dering ways, the candidates in the 
elections for heading the Govern-
ment Teachers Union have prou-
dly announced their campaign 

war-chests. Incumbent Vinod 
Seegum reveals that he spent RS. 
500,000 and his rival Dharma-
nand Roopna RS. 200,000, for 
this no doubt irreplaceable post. 
Don’t tell the fl ood victims. After 
all, what is repairing a house com-
pared to running an election? 

Now for the bit about quick 
cash. In case black marketee-
ring didn’t catch your fancy, the 
headlines concerning Subutex 
smuggling surely will. The 140 
pills worth RS. 150,000 have 
exposed a smuggling network 
that stretches all the way to our 
compatriots in France. If national 
pride is unwounded, the fact that 
RS. 20,000 in cash was also reco-
vered means that they certainly 
did not lack eager customers. 

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN 
and Majhegy MURDEN

The only reward for crime
THEY appealed in Supreme 

Court last year, hoping to decrease 
the jail term set by the assizes and, 
ironically, ended up with a heavier 
sentence. This week, they asked to 
go to the Privy Council to overturn 
the ruling of the Supreme Court 
and were turned down again. 

The two men concerned are 
Digbeejaye Koonjul and Ajay Doo-
khee, who brutally murdered a rich 
Indian businessman, Mujeeb Mir, 
in Grand Baie in 2005. Doesn’t it 
strike as ironical that the two men 
were displeased with their sentences 
of 30 years and fi ve years respecti-
vely, and are now facing a sentence 
of 38 years and sixteen years, that 

they are unlikely to get tird of any 
time soon. Justice, represented by 
Chief Justice Bernard Sik Yuen and 
judges Bushan Domah and Nir-
mala Devat has decided to stand its 
ground and maintain the jail sen-
tences, given the horrible circums-
tances of the crime. 

As a reminder, Digbeejaye 
Koonjul and Ajay Dookhee, along 
with two other men, Sanjeev Mun-
grah and Prabakar Takah, intended 
to steal from Mujeeb Mir’s home, 
but things turned sour when they 
attacked the businessman and bru-
tally killed him. The Full Bench of 
the Supreme Court had decided last 
year that the assizes had been too 

kind to these men, hence the hea-
vier sentence. Strangely enough, the 
culprits seem to think that they were 
treated unfairly. Isn’t a heavy jail 
sentence to be expected in cases of 
murder? After all, we would all like 
to see such heinous crimes disap-
pear from the Mauritian landscape, 
and letting people off easily is defi -
nitely not the way to go. The sen-
tences therefore remain unchanged, 
while the other two men, Prabakar 
Takah and Sanjeev Mungrah have 
been sentenced to thirty-two and 
twenty-six years in jail, respectively. 
It seems that in this case, at least, the 
courts will have the fi nal say. 

Melissa LOUIS

A house whose occupants received aid from the Trust Fund for Social Integration of Vulnerable Groups.
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THE horrendous traffi c jams caused by Gad 
Elmaleh’s one-man show last Tuesday were taken 
with humour as thousands of Mauritians heading 
for Swami Vivekananda Conference Centre waited 
patiently in their vehicles determined not to miss the 
event. And they were not disappointed as the accom-
plished artist entertained an ecstatic audience. To his 
usual humour, derived from his Moroccan origins 
and his observations of his host country, France, he 
spontaneously added a very welcome and refreshing 
dimension: local Mauritian colour.

The audience was enthralled as Gad displayed 
an amazing knowledge of Creole expressions and 
of the local political context. From the light-hearted 
jokes about Prime Minister Navin Ramgoolam and 
Opposition Leader Paul Bérenger to the zoli 35 going 
through the story of Touni Minwi, Gad Elmaleh 
spoke our language and this increased the frenzy of 
an audience delirious with expectation even before he 
appeared on stage. His 24 hours in Mauritius prior 
to the show must, indeed, have been very productive 
and his apparent ability to learn and adapt amazingly 
quickly proved to be a great asset.  

His refi ned, subtle, chaste and cultured humour, 
together with his other artistic skills, combined to give 
the Mauritians who managed to get hold of one of 
the 3500 tickets (which were sold out in three days!) 
an evening they will remember for a long time. 

Well, Gad came, he saw and he conquered the 
hearts of Mauritians. Those who did not get to see 
him this time around can hold on to the promise he 
made to the public and to Immedia Agency: he will 
be back soon enough!

Touria PRAYAG

PHOTOS : FABIEN DUBESSAY, RAÏS ABDOLLAH

THE fact that Facson Pe-
rinne, 18 years old, won the gold 
medal (63kg) and proved himself 
to be the best boxer of the low-kick 
contest at the regional level shows 
that our sportsmen and sportswo-
men, under proper tutelage, have 
the potential to deliver excellent 
performances.  Yet his success 
hardly caught the attention of the 
general public.  Compared to the 
feverish response to the English 
Premier League match last Sa-

turday between Arsenal 
and Manchester 

United or even 
that of Li-

verpool v/s 
Manches-
ter United 

that caught 
the attention of 

practically all Mauritians 
some weeks ago, few are 
those who know the fi nal 
score of the Republic Cup 
between Pamplemousses 
SC and Petite-Rivière-

Noire FC.  With the Indian 
Ocean Island Games coming up 
in August, the legitimate question 
is why is there such a lack of inte-

rest in local sports?  For Michael 
Glover, chief executive of the Trust 
Fund for Excellence in Sports 
(TFES), “The problem is with 
the team sports, where the poor 
performance of our players is the 
main reason why Mauritians are 
uninterested in local sports events.”  
Therefore, the low standard of our 
players is the problem to tackle.  
But are the players and the trainers 
the only ones to blame?

The ability to deliver ho-
nourable performances in any 
competition takes years of dili-
gent practice.  “In a recent past, 
Mauritius took pride in its team 
sports.  However, the team sports 
federations took it for granted and 
neglected training,” explains De-
vanand Ritoo, Minister of Youth 
and Sports.  Thus, together with 
personal motivation, proper infras-
tructure and coaching support are 
needed to improve and to maintain 
one’s performance.  Presently, the 
minister has revived the football, 
volleyball and basketball training 
centres and is seeking help from 
India, through a Memorandum of 
Understanding, to enable Mauri-
tian athletes to benefi t from the ex-

pertise of Indian coaches in various 
disciplines.  Nevertheless, there is 
a real need to spot the potential 
athletes and team sports players, 
should the minister want to put the 
Memorandum of Understanding 
to effective use.  We need to detect 
the talented ones early and coach 
them not only to become natio-
nal sportsmen and sportswomen 
but also to ensure the perennity of 
Mauritian sports.  This also means 
we need to encourage a sports 
culture.  This is the challenge to 
meet in increasing the performance 
level in Mauritian sports, especially  
team sports.  The domino effect 
will ultimately result in increased 
interest in our local sports events.

The result may even transcend 
the sports arena and  serve the 
national purpose.  Looking back 
in history, since independence, 
each time thousands of Mauri-
tians took to the streets to show 
their pride in their country was 
due to the brilliant performance 
of our athletes and team players.  
In our collective memory are ins-
cribed sports events like the 1985 
Indian Ocean Island Games, the 
Buckland-Milazar duo in the 2001 

World Athletics Championship in 
Edmonton and more recently the 
2003 Indian Ocean Island Games.  
These events were imprinted with 
feelings of national pride, with 
thousands of Mauritians acclai-
ming their heroes and heroines 
while rejoicing in being Mauritian.  
Many of us feel goosebumps when 
recollecting such local or internatio-
nal sports events, where our Mau-
ritian athletes shone.  With such 
proof of unifying power, sport can 
help in cementing national unity.

To such an end, some concrete 
actions have to be taken “to pro-
mote sports practice in schools, 
encourage cycling as a sports dis-
cipline, with the sports federation 
spotting the potential youngsters to 
make up for the existing dearth of 
talent in local sports,” argues Mi-
chael Glover. It’s high time to pull 
our socks up if we want to have 
other legendary athletes like Ma-
made Elahee, Sheila Seebaluck, 
Caroline Fournier, Patrick Haber-
land, Stephan Buckland, Eric Mi-
lazar and David Li Yuen Fong, to 
name just a few.

Majhegy MURDEN

Yes we care
The local sports scene

During the recent 
Gabon Kickboxing 
Championship, our 
youngsters proved 
once again that 
the gold medal is 
achievable.  Sadly 
enough, such an 
event interested 
only the few who 
relate to Mauritian 
sports, meeting 
with dismal 
indifference on the 
part of most 
Mauritians.

The Mauritian junior hand-
ball team won the Indian 
Ocean challenge trophy 
last year but little was 
made of their victory.



l’express [ Friday 18 March 2011 • Insert N° 3 p. 34I S S U E S ]

Mind Bashing 
& Control 

Anyone interested in Project MK Ultra, 
the CIA’s notoriously shady foray into 
the dark art of mind control, would do 
well to study the impact of the Mauri-

tius Broadcasting Corporation’s (MBC) nightly 
news bulletins on the national psyche. By conti-
nuously scraping the bottom of the Newspeak 
barrel and feeding the nation a steady regimen of 
half-truths and outright propaganda, the natio-
nal broadcaster continues to act as a democratic 
black hole. Politicians are well aware that if you 
tell a lie often enough, it becomes the truth. In 
fact, it’s a principle they practice religiously. With 
the MBC though, they have a way of beaming 
their fi bs straight to the synapses of hundreds 
of thousands of people every single day. It’s not 
exaggerated to say that George Orwell himself 
would have recognized in the MBC a worthy ser-
vant of Big Brother. 

Until recently, I’d never had any truck with the 
abject quality of its news bulletins; they’d always been 
worthless and always would be. It was as simple as 
that really. But then it dawned on me just how mani-
pulative and insidious this tripe parading as a public 
service really is. Last Saturday, Navin Ramgoolam 
dished out his habitual rigmarole composed of equal 
parts self-congratulation, passing the buck and mi-
sinformation. There’s nothing government can do to 
stem price hikes; it’s doing everything in its power to 
combat corruption and everything is rosy because a 
certain Joseph Stiglitz said so (thanks for that Joe!). 
Not one to dabble in subtlety, the MBC reheated the 
same dull fare the very next night. 

Now, it’s a politician’s prerogative to wax lyrical 
about his party, vision and track record. That’s par for 
the course and an honest politician is someone who 
can look forward to a very short career indeed. The 
problem arises when the party line is presented as the 
gospel truth. And that’s exactly what the MBC does 
every single day. Indeed, every news bulletin is an em-
barrassing paean to the Prime minister and, to a lesser 
extent, government. If anyone were to rely solely on the 
MBC for their information, they would feel truly grate-
ful that the country is being governed by such a bunch 
of luminaries. The reality falls several degrees short of 
this felicitousness, as anyone who’s not a big bird that 
likes to bury its head in the sand will have noticed. 

By trying to pull the wool over the eyes of the 
whole nation, the national broadcaster is exerting 
its very own form of mind control. Worse, its moti-
vations are purely political. Our subscription fees, 
which amount to tens of millions of rupees every 
month, are being used to advance the agenda of a 
cabal of politicians and those who fi nance them. 
This is not only completely anti-democratic but 
dangerous too. To put things into context, if Alas-
tair Campbell had been in charge of the BBC, Tony 
Blair would probably still be in power and the in-
vasion of Iraq feted as the biggest military success 
since the Normandy landings. 

So yes, the MBC is a democratic vacuum. It’s 
imperative this issue be addressed once and for all 
if Mauritius is to have a chance of becoming a truly 
modern country. Fortunately for those who believe 
in lasting change, nature abhors a vacuum. 

Left Field]
By Nicholas RAINER 

HERE’S a little exercise for 
anyone with spare time, petrol 
and grey matter on their hands. 
Starting in Grand Baie, try to 
count the number of billboards 
lining the motorway all the way 
to the airport in Plaisance. As 
you’ll be sure to discover, this is 
easier said than done; hundreds 
of them pepper the route. Given 
how ubiquitous these signboards 
have become over the past few 
years, it’s no surprise then that a 
growing number of Mauritians 
are denouncing them as a form of 
visual pollution. What kind of po-
licy, if any, guides the sector and 
exactly how many billboards are 
“too many”? The answers, surpri-
singly, are more nuanced than one 
would expect. 

In December last year, a group 
calling itself NoMore Billboard 
circulated a letter to the country’s 
newsrooms in which it denounced 
the “ever growing number of gi-
gantic billboards disfi guring the 
landscape”. It denounced the 
absence of legislation regulating 
outdoor advertising and warned 
that “nothing stops advertisers 
from setting up billboards on Le 
Morne, the Pieter Both, the white 
sandbank of Ile-aux-Cerfs or in 
front of the Chamarel waterfall”. 
NoMore Billboard then went on 
to demand that the size, location 
and density of billboards be regu-
lated, as it’s the case in numerous 
other countries.   

NoMore Billboard might be 
pleased to know that the sector is, 
in fact, regulated. In order to ob-
tain a permit to erect a new bill-
board, outdoor advertisers have 
to submit a request to the Road 
Development Authority (RDA) 
complete with the relevant tech-
nical information and insurance 
details. The RDA then sends its 
engineers to the site where they 
verify whether it complies with 
the guidelines, such as the dis-
tance separating it from the road 
(15 metres) and roundabouts (50 
metres). The Traffi c Management 
and Road Safety Unit (TMRSU) 
also sends its technicians onsite in 
order to ensure that putting up 
a billboard there will not pose a 
threat to road users.

As this shows, the installation 
of individual billboards is regula-
ted. The two questions that beg 
next are: is there a policy for the 
outdoor advertising sector as 
a whole? Is there an optimum 
number of billboards? Are there 
any places where billboards are a 
no-go? Unfortunately, nobody at 
the RDA was prepared to answer 
these questions, so our curiosity 
went unsated. What we do know 
however is that the country was 
recently divided into two zones 
(North and South), that the RDA 
last year carried out an in-depth 
verifi cation of whether existing 
billboards comply with their specs 
and that outdoor advertisers seem 
rather preoccupied by a possible 
curtailment of their activities. If 
these elements are anything to go 
by, it seems the sector could be in 
a state of fl ux. 

For Sean Sawney of Continen-
tal Outdoor Media, Africa’s largest 
billboard advertising company and 
member of the Outdoor Adverti-
sing Association (OAA), growth 
is on the decrease “in certain sec-
tors”. He puts the current number 
of billboards at between 800 and 
900. Five companies specialize in 
outdoor or out-of-home adverti-
sing as it is known. This slowdown 
is due in part to the economic 
downturn and the near satura-
tion of the Ebène-Port-Louis axis. 
The construction of new roads, 
however, such as the Terre Rouge-
Verdun link road, should present 
companies new opportunities. “We 
need traffi c,” he says. 

He believes that it’s overly sim-
plistic to put a limit on the num-
ber of billboards. “Everything 
depends on the target market and 
the economy; the more they ex-
pand, the more the demand for 
billboards grows,” he continues. 
Inversely, empty billboards are 
the sign of the sluggish economy 
(which is why outdoor advertising 
is often used as a leading indica-
tor of an economy’s health). But 
doesn’t he think that too many si-
gnboards could kill the goose that 
lays the golden eggs? Not really. 
“Look at New York and London. 
Now that’s clutter,” he answers 
before adding that regulation is 

Hoardings are 
sprouting up 
everywhere. 
As a result, many 
people are com-
plaining of visual 
pollution. Perhaps 
it’s time to decide 
on certain 
parameters for the 
industry. 

Advertising

Billboards:    Billboards:   the good, the bad 
and the uglyand the ugly
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 Love them or 
loathe them, 
billboards are 
here to stay.

YA
N

C
E  T

A
N

YA
N

 

Billboards:     the good, the bad the good, the bad 
and the ugly

“very important”. “We are doing 
our utmost to adhere to regula-
tions,” he remarks.  

Yet, contrarily to the afore-
mentioned metropolises, people 
come to Mauritius for its natural 
beauty, not its shining lights and 
billboards. By that token, a bill-
board is more of an eyesore if it is 
located next to a beach or moun-
tain than in, say, Times Square. 
In addition, one can’t simply get 
rid of a hoarding by turning the 
page or changing channels as it’s 
the case with other forms of ad-
vertising. But that, obviously, is 
the whole point; the more conspi-
cuous a billboard, the more suc-
cessful it is. Yet, their visibility is 
a double-edged sword as it’s also 
what makes many people take is-
sue with hoardings. 

And this phenomenon is not 
constrained to Mauritius. Certain 

cities, like Sao Paolo in Brazil, have 
taken upon themselves to ban bill-
boards. For Sean Sawney, howe-
ver, this is not a durable solution. 
Over and above creating 5 000 
indirect jobs, out-of-home adver-
tising is part of what he calls the 
“media mix”. “It’s a necessary fea-
ture of communication,” he insists. 
Still, the issue of visual pollution 
is a pressing one, so much so that 
some companies are eschewing 
the medium. Emtel, for instance, 
has stopped using “traditional” 
billboards. “We take care in not 
affecting the Mauritian scenery,” 
its website states.

For Marc d’Argent of Vision 
Advertising and Communication, 
part of the reason why outdoor 
advertisers are getting a bum rap 
is because of the proliferation of 
illegal billboards. According to 
him, around 20 to 30% of the 

billboards on our roads are illegal. 
“They give legitimate businesses 
a bad name,” he complains. The 
OAA is apparently working with 
the RDA in view of addressing 
this problem and better enforcing 
regulations. This task is complica-
ted by the fact that out-of-home 
advertising includes everything 
from simple posters, shop signs 
and bus shelters to massive bill-
boards on top of buildings. 

Paradoxically, the sector’s 
long-term sustainability may hinge 
on its ability to encourage and 
facilitate regulation rather than 
simply adhere to it. In “Branded 
cities: outdoor advertising, urban 
governance and the outdoor me-
dia landscape”, Kurt Iveson of the 
University of Sydney’s School of 
Geosciences recalls, for instance, 
how “Auckland City Council pro-
posed banning billboards from the 

Central Business District so that 
people could better appreciate 
Auckland’s buildings, heritage 
and natural landscape”. Trans-
posed to the local context, by res-
pecting public spaces that are dear 
to Mauritians, outdoor advertisers 
will greatly minimize chances of a 
backlash against their medium. 

It’ll also help if the RDA is 
more transparent in the way it goes 
about granting permits for bill-
boards. It could, for example, pu-
blish the guidelines on its website 
and perhaps even invite the public 
and other stakeholders to give their 
opinions on what they expect from 
out-of-home advertising. A maxi-
mum limit could also be set. Gi-
ven outdoor advertising’s growing 
presence in the public domain, this 
seems like common courtesy.

Nicholas RAINER 

“A billboard 
is more of an 
eyesore if it is 
located next 
to a beach or 

mountain than 
in, say, Times 

Square.”



“In a democracy, citizens are entitled to know 
the decisions made by the public body and why”

IInterviewnterview

■ Could you explain to us what 
being an Information and Pri-
vacy Commissioner involves ?  

I’d be happy to. I’m an indepen-
dent offi cer appointed by the Le-
gislative Assembly. My mandate is 
actually quite broad. I oversee about 
3000 different organisations in the 
province of Saskatchewan and part 
of my mandate is that if citizens are 
denied access to public records (ei-
ther totally or partially), I intervene 
to make sure they get the informa-
tion they are entitled to.
■ So all political parties in par-
liament agree on your nomi-
nation.

Yes, and that’s signifi cant be-
cause that way I am not and do not 
appear to be under the thumb of the 
premier of the province or the cabi-
net or executive government.  This 
reinforces my independence from 
government.
And your position actually only 
exists because there is a Free-
dom of Information Act in your 
country. 

Absolutely. 
■  Was your position created 
at the same time as the act was 
promulgated?

Wonderful question. In 1992, 
the Legislative Assembly passed 
the Freedom of Information and 
Protection of Privacy (FOIP) Act.  
A key feature of the statute was the 

creation of an independent infor-
mation and privacy commissioner 
to oversee the compliance by public 
sector bodies with the FOIP.  My 
offi ce is a kind of specialized om-
budsman to receive and address 
citizen’s complaints against public 
bodies that relate either to access to 
information or protection of privacy 
of citizens.
■ So your position is actually 
tied to the act and they were 
created at the same time. One 
is dependent on the other.

Absolutely. I have no authority 
outside of that statute. It was an in-
tegral part of the FOIP Act when 
it was passed in 1992. Now what 
happened in Saskatchewan was 
interesting: for the fi rst 11 years 
after the FOIP Act became law, 
government tried to implement 
the act without creating a new 
bureaucracy by appointing a suc-
cession of three brave lawyers who 
would try to do this whole very 
broad mandate off the corner of 
their law desks, in their law fi rms. 
Each of the three part time Com-
missioners recommended to the 
government that Saskatchewan 
should do what other Canadian 
provinces had done and appoint 
a full time Commissioner with 
the staff and resources to meet all 
parts of a very broad mandate. In 
2003, I had the privilege of beco-

ming the fi rst full time Commis-
sioner in Saskatchewan.
■ Your mandate is very broad 
and you are dealing with both 
access and privacy. Aren’t these 
contradictory? 

No. I always think of privacy 
and access as being fl ipsides of the 
same coin. They sound like they’d 
be colliding all the time but, in prac-
tice, they rarely collide. The only 
time of confl ict between the two is 
when the person is making an ac-
cess request for the personal infor-
mation of somebody else and they 
can’t do that under the act. The only 
personal information you get is your 
own. And there is no confl ict when 
a citizen is making what we call a 
general request.
■ Do journalists constitute a 
big chunk of your clients? 

Well, you know, what was in-
teresting, is when I arrived in this 
position, not a lot of people knew 
about the law, so there were not 
very many people who made ac-
cess requests. Journalists dispro-
portionately made up the bulk of 
requesters. Today, at the federal le-
vel, only 10% of all requesters are 
journalists. At the provincial level 
in Saskatchewan our experience 
is now much more like the federal 
statistic.  But those are often the 
diffi cult cases, because journa-
lists are often after juicy stories, 

which are usually at government’s 
expense…In a number of Ca-
nadian jurisdictions you can see 
evidence of adversarialism where 
public bodies actively resist certain 
access requests.  This usually re-
lates to media requests that may 
lead to news stories critical of the 
public body.
■ How easy is it to give them 
access to that juicy informa-
tion? 

Well, there are access to infor-
mation laws in Canada and public 
bodies can refuse to give you access, 
or they can sever certain parts of a 
record and there are a number of 
mandatory exemptions.  What our 
courts have said in Saskatchewan 
is that the default approach under 
FOIP is transparency and release of 
documents and the denial of access 
can only be for limited and specifi c 
reasons defi ned in FOIP. 
■ But what journalists are 
usually interested in is exactly 
those exceptions.

Well sure, that’s where I come 
in. If you’re a journalist and you’re 
not satisfi ed with the information 
you get from the public body, you 
then appeal to the Information and 
Privacy commissioner. 
■ What exactly are your 
powers, legally? 

I can take evidence under oath, 
I can subpoena people to come and 

give evidence and I can see every 
document. That includes Cabinet 
secret documents that are written 
on a special kind of paper that can’t 
be photocopied. 
■ You mean you can have ac-
cess even to the papers that 
you would not allow the people 
seeking information to get? 

Yes. My job is to fi nd out 
whether the public body acted pro-
perly within the law or whether they 
exceeded their authority. Some-
times, public bodies don’t want to 
give records out and they say “Well, 
this is a Cabinet confi dence or this is 
a top-secret document.” And I look 
at it and say, “No way. There’s no 
way this is a confi dential document. 
I think it should be released.”  
■ What if I say, “I don’t want 
to release it. I’m the minister; I 
think it’s confi dential in spite of 
your recommendations”. What 
powers do you have to force me 
to release it? 

In my province, I can’t go 
beyond that. But in the vast majority 
of cases, we come to an agreement. 
Over seven years, out of the 1070 
case fi les we’ve taken on, we’ve 
closed 870.  What we do is we me-
diate.  Also, after I issue a report with 
my fi ndings of fact and recommen-
dations for the public body, the pu-
blic body has 30 days to announce 
whether they will accept all, some or 
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R. Gary Dickson, Q.C, 
Information and Privacy Commissioner, Saskatchewan, Canada.

Canada's Freedom of Information 
Act was passed in 1992.Such an act 
has been talked of but never seriously 
considered in Mauritius.Today's inter-
view gives an idea of the implications 
of this legislation for governments and 
for the public.



none of my recommendations.  In 
that case, the applicant has the right 
to go to court to seek a binding or-
der requiring release of the record.  
I should note that in the last seven 
years there has not been any appeal 
to the courts from a decision of our 
offi ce.
■ Mediation is always volun-
tary, isn’t it?

Sure it is but both sides have 
something to gain. Now, when that 
doesn’t happen, because sometimes, 
you get unreasonable ministers or 
unreasonable applicants, when our 
reports are issued, we identify the 
unreasonable ministries because 
the public needs to be able to know 
how these public bodies are han-
dling information. I’ll only issue a 
report when a public body refuses 
to accept my recommendation. 
■ In a way, that puts pressure 
on them to be ethical and 
transparent. 

It does and what we fi nd in the 
vast majority of cases is that almost 
never do they say, “We accept none 
of the commissioner’s recommen-
dations”. They will accept all of 
them or some. An ombudsman like 
my offi ce has a bully pulpit and can 
shine a bright light on decisions by 
public bodies to deny access to in-
formation by means of our public 
reports.  This actually has proven 
quite motivating for public bodies 
that do not wish to be publicly iden-
tifi ed as a ‘secretive’ or a ‘closed’ tax-
payer-funded organization.
All this sounds very nice when 
you have a Freedom of Infor-
mation Act. But how many 
countries have such an act?

There are over ninety nations 
in the world that have an access to 
information law. What’s interesting 
is that the World Bank and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund make it a 
requirement to have access to infor-
mation laws if you are a country that 
has asked for money. They want to 
see that level of transparency and 
accountability before they give you 
that money. 
■ Are they enforcing that? 

Yes. They require that. 
■ But how come there are so 
many countries still which have 
not enacted any such legisla-
tion? 

Well ninety is a lot; there are 
more all the time.  My hope is that 
a number of African nations that 
are now considering such a law as 
FOIP will proceed to do so.  At the 
end of the day, it usually promotes 
public confi dence in their govern-
ment if it appears committed to 
operating transparently and to being 
accountable.
■ How many countries in Afri-
ca, roughly, have enacted such 
legislation? 

South Africa actually has one of 
the strongest and most impressive 
laws I’ve seen anywhere and I ex-
pect there are another four or fi ve 
countries that have developed such 

a law and may be close to enacting 
that law.  
■ What about governments 
that refuse to enact such laws? 
Do you think their fears are le-
gitimate? 

I think government’s immediate 
reaction is a negative one because 
they think they’d see their power 
diminished. Really what the law 
does is take total power away from 
the government and give it to the 
governed. No longer does govern-
ment have complete control over 
these records. That negative view 
tends to disappear, however, as a 
government becomes more familiar 
with the checks and balances in the 
law to protect necessary exemptions 
and the value of being perceived as 
open, transparent and accountable 
to the public.
■ The checks on secrecy are 
well-balanced by exemptions, 
aren’t they? 

Exactly. It’s not like govern-
ment bodies are naked and fully 
exposed. By reason of the statutory 
exemptions, both mandatory and 
discretionary, certain information 
as defi ned in the list of exemptions 
is still protected. I think once they 
know that, then the anxiety goes 
away. There are legitimate reasons 
not to release all kinds of informa-
tion indiscriminately.
■ What kind of legitimate rea-
sons are we talking about? Let’s 
take the case of a confl ict which 
results in the government com-
missioning a report. Would you 
consider the report classifi ed? 

This is why I like the fl exibility: 
we would decide on the basis of the 
contents. Now it may be that in that 
report, a section concerns advice gi-
ven to ministers from offi cials.  We, 
as citizens, want the best decisions 
from government and that some-
times requires that there be some 
debate within government on which 
road to go down.  Generally if the 
report contains background infor-
mation, that would generally be re-
leasable under FOIP.  On the other 
hand, if certain records contain ad-
vice from a bureaucrat to a superior 
who can make decisions then they 
may not be releasable.  This refl ects 
the historic view in my country 
that the best laws will result from a 
process where bureaucrats provide 
frank and candid information to 
their supervisors on any given issue 
or initiative.…
■ I agree but why should that 
remain classifi ed? 

I think if you require that it be 
made public, you discourage the 
very kind of scrutiny and debate 
within government that I think we 
as citizens want. You’d get impo-
verished, poorly thought-out laws.  
But not all advice is classifi ed. It has 
to be going from a junior to a senior 
person in government.   
■ Why shouldn’t we know the 
contents of that advice? 

As citizens, we don’t have any 

absolute rights. I think this is true 
the world over. So we have a right 
to access but that doesn’t mean that 
we have a right to see every single 
record that a government has. There 
may be secret negotiations with 
another government that may create 
all kinds of international issues if all 
that was secret was made public.   In 
a democracy, citizens are entitled to 
know the decisions made by the pu-
blic body and why they did so.  That 
however stops short of requiring 
that every single record such as ad-
vice from offi cials must be released.
■ But the report is paid for by 
the taxpayers’ money. Does this 
have nothing to do with it? 

No. We have to keep in mind 
that there are three or four manda-
tory exemptions and seven to nine 
discretionary exemptions. Advice 
from offi cials is one of these discre-
tionary exemptions, unless the pu-
blic interest override applies. 
■ So, governments really have 
nothing to worry about be-
cause even under the freedom 
of information laws, there are 
still a number of documents 
which journalists and the po-
pulation at large could be in-
terested in and which would 
remain classifi ed.

Yes, many people are not fa-
miliar with how this law works in 
practice. Journalists want to see 
everything.  That’s the nature of 
journalism. But there are some res-
trictions; you get to see a lot with 
FOIP that might never be avai-
lable without such a law; there is 
no question about that.  There are 
some examples of major events that 
would never have been in the pu-
blic domain had it not been for an 
access request. But there is a lot of 
protection in the form of those limi-
ted and specifi c exemptions that is 
still there for documents when such 
exemptions apply.
■ The other side of your job is 
to protect privacy. How do you 
reconcile that with the right to 
access to information?

Both privacy and the right 
to know are ‘information rights’ 
basic to citizens. They are rarely 
in confl ict, because a lot of access 
requests from journalists and others 
are not for personal information 
about people but rather information 
about a public institution.  You can’t 
collect information indirectly about 
somebody unless permitted by 
FOIP and you have a duty to take 
reasonable measures to ensure the 
personal information you are collec-
ting is accurate.  There are also clear 
limits on use and disclosure of that 
personal information.…
■ Even if that somebody is a 
public fi gure?

Even a public fi gure, unless you 
come within certain exceptions.  In 
Canadian law, there is no differen-
tial treatment for VIPs.  You have the 
same rights, no more, no less than 
anybody else.  

■ Therefore, you are still pri-
vate although you are in the 
public eye.

Well, freedom of expression 
is so important in Canada. So if a 
journalist should take a photo of 
the Prime minister, any minister or 
Premier with a mistress or someone 
with a shady history, journalists can 
talk about the escapade and publish 
pictures. There is no privacy that 
can be asserted successfully by the 
political leader.
■ Just because they are public 
fi gures…
No.  Because in Canada, the general 
privacy law is for the collection, use 
and disclosure of personal infor-
mation in the course of commercial 
activity and so, if it’s not collecting, 
using and disclosing your personal 
information in connection with a 
business transaction, there is no 
protection. If a high profi le political 
person is involved in a sex scandal 
or fi nancial scandal, that’s different 
and reporters cover it. There is no 
law to stop them from doing that, 
just the law of defamation, if they 
are giving out information which is 
untruthful or not in good faith.
■ What are your feelings about 
Wikileaks?

It’s interesting and may seems a 
little schizophrenic: you see, I’m the 
transparency guy but I’m also the 
privacy guy, and even on the trans-
parency side, I’m telling you: you 
don’t get to see everything.
■ So, Wikileaks would put you 
out of the job.

I guess it would. (Laughs).  But 
then, I think the question is that 
Wikileaks undermines trust rela-
tionships.  It means that there are 
things that are hugely prejudicial, 
including personal information 
of third parties which sort of get 
out there and those are things that 
would be protected under the legis-
lation…
■ But these powerful guys 
talking behind closed doors, 
behind our backs and saying 
the wrong things deserve to be 
exposed, don’t they?

I’m actually very sympathetic 
because I think, generally, govern-
ments tend to be too secretive.  I 
guess I would make common cause 
with journalists and say that there is 
a lot of information that should be 
available to tax-payers, to voters, to 
citizens.  However, with Wikileaks, 
there is a potential danger of indis-
criminate disclosure of the personal 
information of third parties or so-
licitor-client advice or trade secrets 
or confi dential commercial infor-
mation that would normally war-
rant protection under FOIP laws. 
That makes me a little nervous. But 
I acknowledge that a lot of the stuff 
which I understand is being revea-
led through Wikileaks should have 
been revealed before to the public.  

Touria PRAYAG
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“The negative 
view about 
freedom of 
information 

tends to 
disappear as 

a government 
becomes more 
familiar with 

the checks and 
balances in 

the law”
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On the 12th of March 
1968, Sir Seewoosagur 
Ramgoolam (SSR) 
declared that Mauritius 

always has and always will belong 
to Africa. Little has happened since 
then to suggest that any of his suc-
cessors took this rhetorical fl ourish 
seriously. A little surprising since, as 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Regio-
nal Integration and International 
Trade, Arvin Boolell, points out to 
the weekly that “Mauritian inde-
pendence was supported by Afri-
can statesmen such as Ghanaian 
President Kwame Nkrumah and 
Abdelaziz Boutefl ika of Algeria. 
Along with them, the African front-
line states were also supportive of 
Mauritius’ entry into the Organi-
zation of African Unity (now the 
African Union-AU) against the 
backdrop of the cold war and the 
‘wind of change’ sweeping across 
the continent.” Mauritius, it would 
seem was well positioned to inte-
grate itself with the African conti-
nent in general. So why is it that 
our track record when it comes to 
integration has remained lacklus-
ter? The major reason may be the 
Mauritian understanding of regio-
nal integration itself.

Just Business?
“Regional integration can 

mean several things,” Historian 
and academic Jocelyn Chan Low 
informs us. “In the sixties and se-
venties, leftists saw it as a way of 

emancipation from their traditional 
reliance on Europe. Now it’s about 
economics mainly and is partly 
private sector driven.” Minister 
Boolell expands upon this view, 
“Things have now changed with 
the liberalization of trade; we are 
now talking of reciprocity of trade 
through sub-regional groupings 
like the Southern African Deve-
lopment Community (SADC) 
and Common Market for Eastern 
and Southern Africa (COMESA) 
for integration at the regional level. 
In 2008, it was decided to form 
a free trade area comprising the 
SADC, the East African Commu-
nity (EAC) and the COMESA.”

Former President Cassam 
Uteem vehemently disagrees with 
this economistic interpretation of 
integration, pointing out to us that, 
“We have mostly focused on the re-
moval of barriers to free trade in the 
region, nothing more. We have not 
even touched on the free movement 
of people. Exchange of goods and 
search for capital - rather scarce in 
the region except for South Africa - 
have been our sole objectives. This is 
not regional and African integration. 
We very often act as opportunists, 
using our geographical proximity 
with the continent to benefi t from 
the African Growth and Oppor-

tunity Act (AGOA) and ensure 
the export of our products to the 
United States. That’s the sum total 
of our relations with Africa.” 

This feeds the perception that 
regional integration is now seen 
as synonymous with market ac-
cess and is pursued primarily to 
increase opportunities for Mauri-
tian entrepreneurs, rather than any 
signifi cant commitment towards 
the continent and region. Regional 
groupings remain weak because 
this economic commitment is not 
backed up by any signifi cant po-
litical power.“Most of the mem-
ber states, including Mauritius,” 
Uteem explains, “are loath to trans-
fer the powers needed to make of 
them viable and strong organiza-
tions. The same reasoning applies 
to the AU and the Indian Ocean 
Rim Organization.”

Entrepreneurs 
to venture out

This neo-liberal interpreta-
tion of regional integration has 
its pitfalls. For instance, 86% of 
all Mauritian imports from the 
SADC region in 2008 came 
from a single country, South 
Africa. Trade ties are concentra-
ted on South Africa, Madagascar 

and the Seychelles, with other 
countries largely ignored. For-
mer Deputy Secretary General 
of the AU, Vijay Makhan, lays 
the blame on the fact that “Most 
Mauritian entrepreneurs do not 
know enough about the conti-
nent. Governmental policy levels 
the ground but it is up to the en-
trepreneurs to venture out. The 
mantra of regional integration 
and becoming a bridge between 
Asia and Africa is all well and 
good but that necessitates that 
we fi rst know the continent and 
the SADC region, ourselves. For 
a small country like Mauritius, 
this is vital.” 

Why does this discrepancy 
in trade exist? One explana-
tion is that a regional grouping 
that lumps together developing 
economies is bound to stagnate 
with signifi cant structural adjust-
ments. Put simply, a developing 
economy that needs technology 
and manufactured products will 
fi nd another economy whose 
chief export is cocoa or tobacco 
of limited interest. Hence, most 
intra-regional trade is limited to 
developed South Africa or to tra-
ditional markets. Historian Yvan 
Martial hints at this when he tells 
us, “For too long, Mauritius has 

Mauritius and Regional Integration
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The visit of the president of the Mal-
dives, a tax treaty with the Seychelles 
and a spanking new Tanzanian consulate. 
Things, it would seem, are going the right 
way for Mauritius when it comes to regio-
nal integration. Is this vim and vigour a 
harbinger of greater inclusiveness within 
Africa or are they covering up the fact that 
the Mauritian outlook towards the conti-
nent has, in all essentials, remained un-
changed? 

An exclusive emphasis on market access leaves regional organizations with no signifi cant political role.

Despite contemporary linguistic trappings, the way to achieve 
African unity is decades old.  Following independence, many Afri-
can countries expressed a desire for greater unity but differed 
on how to achieve it. Two groups emerged in the OAU, of which 
SSR was once president. One bloc led by then-Ghanian supremo 
Kwame Nkrumah included Ghana, Algeria, Guinea, Morocco, 
Egypt, Mali and Libya. Styling themselves as ‘progressive’ states, 
they favoured a political federation leading the way to unity. The 
other bloc was led by Senghor of Senegal and included Nigeria, 
Liberia, Ethiopia and most of the former French colonies. Cal-
ling itself the ‘Monrovian bloc’, it opposed political unity, instead 
insisting upon laying the groundwork through initial economic 
cooperation. 
“Today,” Makhan volunteers, “we see this exact same debate 
being played out but with different actors. This time, Kadhafi  has 
taken the place of Nkrumah and the majority of states have ac-
cepted the more gradualist approach.” Maybe that’s partly the 
problem. 

The Historical Debate



concentrated its efforts on kee-
ping a foot in the European and 
American markets. Now there is 
a need to revise our strategy.”  

An alternative vision
Another explanation is the in-

consistent application of free-mar-
ket doctrine. Mauritius has utilized, 
despite its rhetoric, protectionist 
measures against other economies. 
For instance, Mauritius has im-
posed duties and customs tariffs on 
some textile products from South 
Africa to protect domestic capita-
lists. In the past, similar restrictions 
were imposed on paint products 
from Egypt which were beating 
out local paint manufacturers. 
This attitude is widespread in the 
region, as lecturer Jean-Michel Du-
rand confi rms. “Less industrialized 
countries,” he says, “cannot allow 
South African or even Mauritian 
industries to nip their own indus-
tries and capitalists in the bud.” 

This should raise concerns 
about the cavalier interpretation 
of regional integration as simple 
neo-liberal capitalist dogma.  Un-
derstood in this manner, it partly 
explains why the language of 
regional integration and African 
unity is largely limited to govern-

ment offi cials, the private sector 
and social elites, and largely alien 
to the common Mauritian. 

Political, as opposed to pu-
rely market, integration is hard to 
achieve. Part of the reason rests 
on history, in particular, the fi ght 
against apartheid. Most African 
countries in East and Southern 
Africa were vocally and in some 
cases actively hostile to the apar-
theid regime in South Africa with 
which they eschewed any public 
and formal contacts. In contrast, 
Mauritius was largely silent in 
the fi ght against apartheid South 
Africa with which it cultivated 
close economic ties. As the African 
Peer Review Mechanism report 
November 2009 states, “The early 
rapid economic growth of Mauri-
tius can be partially attributed to 
trade with, and investments from, 
apartheid South Africa. The ties 
between Mauritius and apartheid 
South Africa were resented by 
many African countries, as they 
were seen as a betrayal of the Afri-
can struggle for independence and 
dignity. Some of this resentment 
continues to colour the attitudes of 
some East and Southern African 
countries towards Mauritius.”

Historian Sidney Selvon 
adds a caveat when he tells us 
that culturally, if not politically, 
there was a form of identifi ca-
tion. “Mauritian poets have glo-
rifi ed Africa. There are cultural 
references to the continent, 
which is not surprising since 
Africa is an important source of 
our population.”

“Cultural identifi cation is not 
enough,” says Uteem. “There 
exist largely ignored possibilities 
of co-operation in various sectors, 

namely education, training and 
health. It would be illusory to rely 
on the Mauritian Government to 
make up for the political and cultu-
ral defi cit that exists between Mau-
ritius and the continent.”

Yvan Martial proposes politi-
cal integration, initially, at the level 
of Island States. “Regional diplo-
macy is of prime importance,” he 
says.  “There is a serious lack on 
this front.  If we, all the fi fty insular 
states  including Tobago, Cuba and 
Jamaica group ourselves together, 
we’ll have more weight in the in-
ternational arena.  We can become 
fraternal people of sister islands. 
Unfortunately, our statesmen do 
not believe in such a model of re-
gional integration.”  

“The question to ask,” Vijay 
Makhan comments, “is do we have 
an Africa policy? Do we consider 
ourselves African enough?” Part of 
the problem, according to him, is 
that “at times integration in Africa 
and the region was pursued quite 
proactively and at others it was 
damped down and put on the 
backburner. In this world, one 
must anchor oneself regionally, so-
mething rarely taken into account 
when formulating policy.” 

As Ex-President of Tanzania, 
Julius Nyerere, once said, “For 
many years, African politicians 
from all parts of the continent 
have called for African unity. They 
have presented the political and 
economic arguments for it and 
left details alone. But this can-
not continue much longer. Hard 
thought and detailed negotiations 
have now to replace slogans if the 
objective is to be attained.”

 Iqbal Ahmed KHAN
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The McCheek

By Deepa BHOOKHUN

High-Heeled]

Chimera?
Why would a company decide to open a branch 

of its restaurant on Independence Day? I’m 
presuming that it would be because of the 
symbolism of it all- you know to honour 

and celebrate patriotism, democratic principles and 
everything that’s noble about a country. Including its 
institutions. 

As it happens, the company in question is a multina-
tional. It owes no allegiance to your country and its ins-
titutions. In fact, it has proved this in a spectacular way 
by challenging the Supreme Court of this country on 
Independence Day, by making a mockery of the process 
of the court, by deciding that their challenger- ISKCON- 
is not worth the time of day. 

I mean, think about it for a minute. Imagine you 
were to open a restaurant but that its opening was being 
contested in court. Regardless of the popular support 
you receive or however much you believe you’re right, 
you have to keep your mouth shut and go to court. And 
at this game of keeping its mouth shut all the while plot-
ting its opening, Mc Donald’s has proved it is ruthless. 

Now if it were made clear in court that you’re not 
expected to open until after the dispute is settled, would 
you go ahead and open anyway? You probably wouldn’t. 
Not because you’re a coward but because you respect the 
court and you respect your adversary. 

But that’s you. You don’t slaughter animals to make 
profi ts; that would make anyone’s values slightly hazy, 
I’d think. 

So McDonald’s goes to court. There, a judge de-
cides to come clean- as a true gentleman would- and 
declare that he is a vegetarian. While Justice Domah’s 
declaration is to be applauded, I wonder if a meat-
eating judge would have felt the need to declare to 
ISKCON that he ate meat? 

Anyway so McDonald’s tells the court that they will 
not be ready to open anytime soon. 

And what does the ethical (NOT!) multinational do? 
They open shop “discreetly” on Independence Day. 

And what do the spineless people of this country do? 
They fl ock in great numbers to McDonald’s! Is it to show 
support for McDonald’s? To let them know that they 
can relate to McDonald’s lack of ethics and values? Or 
is it simply a matter of people having become such avid 
consumers that they couldn’t care less about principles? 

Whatever it is, I wonder what it says about us as a 
nation and as a country? 

Are there are people out there who still use their 
god-given sense of discernment? Are there still people 
nowadays who will boycott a product or a country on a 
matter of principle to protest against something abhor-
rent attributable to that particular company or country? 

You know what the worst thing is? I saw the cars 
parked next to McDonald’s; they belong to people with 
means; this presupposes that their owners have reached 
a certain status in life, hence that they would be “thin-
king people”. 

Obviously money and status don’t rhyme with ethics. 
Don’t such low standards deserve a McDonald’s burger? 
I say go for it folks; enjoy your meal!

There is the view that Mauritius is concerned only with the economic 
benefi ts of integration.
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 Since the begin-
ning of 2011, fatal 
road accidents 
have made the 
headlines with 
alarming regulari-
ty, each story more 
horrifying than the 
last. How can we 
decrease the risk 
factors?

Road safetyRoad safety

One death too manyOne death too many
Years of road safety 

campaigns have 
drummed into our 
heads the conse-

quences of speed, alcohol 
and the use of mobile phones 
while driving. Yet, accidents 
that could have been avoided, 
continue to kill people. A fact 
that one can easily put down to 
driver attitude, knowledge, and 
responsibility – or lack thereof. 
Inspector Ashok Matar of the 
Traffi c Branch fi rmly believes 
that changing the behaviour of 
drivers is the key to solving this 
problem. “We see a certain ag-
gressiveness in drivers,” he says. 
“They are nervous, always in a 
hurry and end up taking unne-
cessary risks.” Vinod Bungsy, 
highway code instructor, also 
believes that there is a serious 
absence of proper training for 
drivers. “The driving test as we 
know it, is completely obsolete. 
Drivers are tested in Port Louis 
at a speed of barely 25 km/h 
due to excessive traffi c. Their 
capacity to drive at higher 

speeds on main roads and mo-
torways has never been tested,” 
he says. 

In the case of passenger vehi-
cles, there are special precau-
tions to be taken, as these drivers 
hold the lives of many people in 
their hands. They generally need 
special training from the Mau-
ritius Institute of Training and 
Development (ex-IVTB). This 
also applies to drivers of heavy 
goods vehicles. However, one 
course in a lifetime may not be 
enough. “With regular changes 
in road traffi c regulations,” says 
Inspector Matar, “drivers should 
undergo refresher courses to be 
better aware of new legislation.” 
Following a refresher course 
does not mean that they would 
need to take their driving test 
over again, but it does require 
willingness to adopt more res-
ponsible behaviour. “There 
should be legislation which 
emphasizes training for drivers 
of buses and vans,” says Vinod 
Bungsy. “A hazard perception 
test should be an essential part 

of this to make sure drivers know 
what to do in times of panic.” 

But what happens when 
a vehicle is in bad shape? One 
shocking example is that of the 
bus that lost its cardan joint in 
the middle of the road. The 
metal part slammed into the 
windscreen of a car, killing the 
driver instantly through no fault 
of his own. Vehicles, both private 
and public, need regular servi-
cing and fi tness checks. Vinod 
Bungsy explains, “A bus cannot 
suddenly lose one of its parts. 
In fact when there is a problem 
with a vehicle, chances are that 
it will show warning signs for 
a long time.” He believes that 
the National Transport Autho-
rity and bus companies should 
be able to pick up on problems 
with vehicles before things get 
serious, because negligence has 
serious consequences. 

Overcrowded 
vehicles

Controlling the passenger 
capacity of a vehicle 

can also be a life sa-
ving mea-

sure. Buses overstuffed with 
standing passengers are a com-
mon sight on the roads of Mau-
ritius. The reason is simple: with 
the diffi culties that one expe-
riences in getting a bus, it often 
happens that when the elusive 
vehicle fi nally appears, everyone 
pushes their way through, in 
spite of the bus conductor’s or 
driver’s protests. And he will 
usually prefer to remain silent 
than to pick a fi ght with angry 
passengers. “The problem of 
overcrowded buses, can be ex-
tremely dangerous,” says Ins-
pector Matar. “It is a regular 
occurrence that drivers of buses 
are stopped by the police and 
fi ned.” 

A bus, says Vinod Bungsy, 
because of its diesel motor, 
usually shows signs of wear 
and tear faster. “Coupled with 
the weight of the passengers all 
day, it is no wonder that buses 
are so badly damaged during a 
collision,” he explains. When a 
passenger is standing in a bus, he 
does not have anything to protect 
him. Should the vehicle come 
to an abrupt stop in a collision, 
the person’s body will continue 
to move at the speed at which 

the vehicle was previously 
m o v i n g , 

Safety in a 
fi fteen-seater van

The fi fteen-seat van is 
commonly used to transport 
people to work, or to take 
young children to school. This 
type of vehicle has often been 
involved in accidents, such as 
the one that killed 11 Bangla-
deshi workers early this year. 
Vinod Bungsy explains that 
fi fteen seat vans are particu-
larly vulnerable to rollovers, 
a type of accident in which a 
vehicle tips over onto its side 
or roof. The most common 
cause for this is traveling too 
fast while turning the vehicle. 
The risk of a rollover crash is 
greatly increased when 10 or 
more people ride in a fi fteen-
seat van, because the weight 
of the passengers raises the 
vehicle’s centre of gravity 
and causes it to shift forward. 
When a fi fteen-passenger van 
is not full, passengers should 
sit in seats that are in front 
of the rear axle. In a rollo-
ver accident, passengers are 
commonly thrown out of the 
vehicle. You can dramatically 
reduce the risk of being killed 
or seriously injured by sim-
ply using your seatbelt, since 
those who wear seatbelts are 
75 % less likely to be killed 
in a rollover crash. Fifteen-
passenger vans should have 
a written seatbelt policy and 
drivers should be responsible 
for enforcing it. 

The accident involving a 
lorry and a 15-seater van at 
St Julien d’Hotman claimed 
the lives of 11 Bangladeshi 
workers.
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Reap 
what you Sow

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN

REALITY CHECK]

What happens when reality comes up 
against ideology? There are two manners 
in which governments react; one way is 
to reevaluate dogma and tackle the roots 

of the crisis. The second is to try to make the evidence 
correspond to assumptions and hope that quick fi xes, 
that in no way challenge hegemonic ideas or tackle the 
root cause of problems, will simply resolve the issue. 
Increasingly, we have been regaled with the latter ap-
proach. 

The recent declaration that prices of 64 basic neces-
sities will be reduced should be cause for celebration. 
Rather, it increasingly seems like a populist measure 
designed to appease public anger at price increases and 
will prove to be a short lived one at that. Firstly, there 
is the problem that importing agencies have decided to 
do this voluntarily. Forget the fact that they were happy 
to fl eece us all this time. After one conference they have 
been transformed into patriots. There is only so much 
profi t margin that they will be willing to forego before 
they decide to raise prices again, undoubtedly using 
the argument of rising oil prices. One could avoid this 
spectacle by simply introducing a price ceiling for basic 
necessities or strengthening price controls by the State. 
In other words, a proper mechanism of ensuring fi xed 
prices. That, however, would crimp our neo-liberal 
style, bringing in the big, bad State, and casting asper-
sions on the patriotism of our importers to boot!

Secondly, there has been little done to combat in-
fl ation. One would assume that a one time reduction 
in prices wouldn’t last all that long given our preca-
riously high infl ation rate. Of course we could avoid 
that drama by tying the value of the rupee to a bas-
ket of basic commodities. That however, would crimp 
the style of the government’s pet, the GBOT. After all, 
the exchange-value of the rupee is determined now by 
outside speculators and any intervention by the State 
is unwelcome and, I daresay, passé. Or so said Ronald 
Reagan thirty years ago. 

Thirdly, the price of petroleum continues to rise. 
Understandable, since they’re going up globally. But 
the fact that we continue to rely on a single source (a 
single company rather), on terms that we have no in-
formation about certainly doesn’t help matters. Ra-
ther than increasing subsidies on petroleum, the cost 
is invariably passed on to the common man, through 
fuel costs, transport fares, electricity rates and food. 
A bit like the tax burden actually, where someone in 
government had the brilliant idea of reducing income 
and corporate taxes on the rich and instead taxing you 
every time you go to the supermarket. Of course, we 
could avoid this theater by extending our tax base and 
raising taxes on the rich and corporations and using 
the proceeds to subsidize petroleum and imports. That, 
however, would crimp the style of the fi nancial manda-
rins and corporations who will, undoubtedly, feel that 
our island is no longer a pleasure.  A one time price 
reduction on selected commodities, a toothless price 
observatory and a lecture to housewives on how to pro-
perly manage their shopping will have to do for now. 

The price rises that we are going through are the 
logical product of our economic doctrine. I would, 
therefore, urge the politicians to talk to us only when 
they’re serious. 
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The penalty points system is used in 
many countries, including Australia, Brazil, 
England, Germany and some US states. The 
system aims at infl uencing driver behaviour 
and addressing the unacceptable levels of 
death and injury in accidents. International 
experience has demonstrated that the system 
can be successful in reducing deaths, but may 
not always work on its own. In Spain, the sys-
tem was introduced in 2006, and according 
to a study published in 2010, it resulted in an 
average reduction of 12.6% in the number of 
deaths in highway accidents, but only over 
a two-year period after the implementation 
of the law. Researchers concluded that the 
measure should be complemented with 
other regulations. They examined the ef-
fects of the mandatory use of seatbelts, 
which was introduced in June 1992, brin-
ging a reduction of 12-13% in the number 
of deaths and injured in highway acci-
dents. This percentage has remained 

constant over time. In Mauritius, the idea is 
that any driver who accumulates 15 or more 
penalty points within a three year period will 
be disqualifi ed from holding or obtaining 
a driving license by the court. Offenses that 
accumulate 10 to 15 points at one go include 
driving at a speed of more 40 km/h above the 
speed limit, driving a motor vehicle whilst un-
der the infl uence of alcohol or drugs, refusing 
to give a sample of blood or urine, involuntary 
homicide and failure to stop in case of an acci-

dent (hit and run).

which means a very high risk of 
death and injury. The same law 
of physics applies to any vehicle, 
hence the importance of wea-
ring a seatbelt in a car, whether 
you are the driver, or a passen-
ger. It has yet to become second 
nature to most people, but one 
should keep in mind that not 
wearing a seatbelt could cost 
you your life. 

The tragedy is that most 
people have heard these war-
nings before. They have seen, 
through the press, the conse-
quences of irresponsible dri-
ving, which should be enough 
to shock them into taking the 
basic precautions.  Yet many 
drivers continue their reckless 

behaviour, forgetting that they 
are not invincible, and heavy 
fi nes do not seem to make 
a difference. 

So are there any foreseeable 
solutions that will make our 
roads safer? Inspector Matar 
says that new legislation will be 
crucial, as it will bring the in-
troduction of the penalty points 
system for driving licenses (see 
inset). This system will be ap-
plied to all drivers of private 
cars, buses, lorries, goods vehi-
cles, or motorcycles. “I believe 
it could force people to change 
their attitudes and behaviour,” 
says Inspector Matar. “With the 
current system, if you speed, 
you pay a fi ne. With the penalty 

points system, you accumulate 
points with every offense, until 
your license is taken away from 
you and you must take the dri-
ving test again. This is the best 
way to force people to face up 
to reality,” he explains. Vinod 
Bungsy meanwhile hopes that 
new legislation will eventually 
lay more emphasis on more 
training for drivers of passen-
ger vehicles. One death in an 
accident is always one death 
too many. Stricter measures 
are our best bet in reducing this 
growing problem.

Melissa LOUIS

The penalty points system 

Total loss - diffi cult to imagine the violence of the impact.
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Writing Home
I have been a member of the 

Conservative Party for over thirty 
years.  A committee member of my 
local branch for ten years when I 
was invited to join Team 2000.   As a 
member of Team 2000 you are also 
a benefactor to support the general 
fund of the Party.

The Rt Hon William Hague, 
M.P., Foreign Secretary is Presi-
dent of Team 2000.   As a member 
I get invited to a number of events 
throughout the year.  I try to at-
tend whenever I can.  The Lord 
Fink, Party Treasurer hosted a 
drinks reception earlier this mon-
th at the Carlton Club, St. James’s 
Street, London SW1.  William 
Hague was guest of honour.

The Carlton Club is an ex-
clusive private club popular 
with Members of Parliament.  A 
friend, who is a member, took 
me and my wife for supper there 
fi ve years ago.  I was not terribly 
impressed with the food.  Whe-
rever you look there is always 
an oil painting of a famous po-
litician staring at you from the 
ornate gilded frames.  The at-
mosphere is rather austere.

I arrived with my wife ten mi-
nutes early and already the recep-
tion hall was fi ling up.  By seven 
o’clock it was full to overfl owing.  
My wife remarked that there were 
more people than usual.  “Pe-
rhaps because they have come to 
listen to our guest of honour,” I 
replied with some cynicism.  In 
the past I had been successful in 
shouting my questions across, got 
noticed to my amazement and re-

ceived the answers.  I remember 
on one occasion at a meeting on 
defence, I questioned the pre-
sence of British and American 
troops in Iraq.  The war had just 
started.  I asked the recently re-
tired Chief of the General Staff, 
General Sir Charles Llewelyn 
Guthrie, who had just received 
his peerage, why not involve the 
Arab League to negotiate peace 
in the area.  Lord Guthrie replied 
that this will be of little or no uses.  
I did make my point that it was an 
Arab problem and saw no reason 
why other Arab countries should 
not be involved.

Rapturous reception

Meanwhile at the Carlton Club 
William Hague arrived late from 
the House of Commons.  He had 
been grilled by Shadow Foreign 
Secretary Douglas Alexander and 
coalition former Liberal Democrat 
leader Sir Menzies Campbell for 
‘serial bungling’ after the Special Air 
Service and an MI6 spy were cap-
tured and detained by a bunch of 
Libyan farm workers.  William Ha-
gue stood on the main elegant and 
grand staircase to deliver his speech.  
The party faithful gave him a raptu-
rous reception.  He thanked Team 
2000 for their continuous support 
and said very little about foreign 
policy.  Instead he reminded us of 
political greats like Stanley Baldwin 
and Margaret Thatcher, peering at 
us from their large gilded frames, 
and what they did for the Party.

I couldn’t help thinking that he 
deliberately avoided talking about 
Libya.  William Hague is a good 
speaker.  He speaks intelligently and 
with humour.  He reassured Team 
2000 members that David Came-
ron will return a majority vote at the 
next general election in four years 
time which will see the end of the 
Coalition Government.  I wished I 
could share his optimism.  But then 
politics are full of surprises.

William Hague did not take 
any questions to the disappoint-
ment of members and guests.  
I stood there with my piece of 
paper on which I had scribbled 
two questions whilst on the train 
making my way to the Carlton 
Club.  The questions were thus: 
“Mr Hague, away from the Iraq, 
Afghanistan and the troubled 
Arab regions what are your 
thoughts on the plight of the 
displaced people of the Chagos 
and has the turn of events dimi-
nished the “entente cordiale” 
between the United Kingdom 
and Mauritius?”  The other 
question: “There is only one 
woman governor in the whole of 
Afghanistan.  She lives in fear as 
she continues to champion the 
rights of women in her county.  
Do you think that Hamid Karsai 
is doing enough to protect the 
rights of women in Afghanis-
tan” Alas, I never got to ask the 
questions.  I crumpled my note 
into a ball and aimed it at a waste 
paper bin.

William Hague made a quick 
get-away.  He left behind Dr Liam 

Fox, Defence Secretary.  I suspect 
he was the ‘sacrifi cial lamb’ to 
answer questions whilst mingling 
with the guests.  Earlier my wife 
and I were talking to a charming 
couple; both retired consultant 
rheumatologists.  I noticed that 
the husband was fi ring questions 
at Liam Fox.  When I caught 
up with him later I asked him if 
Liam Fox gave anything away 
about Libya.  He replied that he 
was testing the Defence Secre-
tary, a medical doctor, about the 
imminent and drastic changes ta-
king place in the National Health 
Service where family doctors will 
be turned into business men and 
business women with multimil-
lion pounds budgets.  No doubt 
Dr Fox would have had defence 
questions, including William Ha-
gue’s blunder, thrown at him.  He 
is a very able and articulate politi-
cian who I have had the pleasure 
to meet at earlier events.

My wife and I left the Carl-
ton Club on to a busy St James’s 
Street with its elegant buildings.  
We walked towards Green Park 
underground station to catch the 
connecting train back home.  On 
the way we saw my old club the 
Royal Overseas League, where I 
have been a member for many 
years, with it’s beautifully lit fa-
çade.  I was tempted to go in for 
a drink, but realised it was get-
ting late. “Let’s leave it for ano-
ther day,” said my wife.

Mahmood  SHAMTALLY

Surrey, England

No to violence!
Democracy must 

be accompanied by va-
lues…and one of the 
most important of such 
values is the rejection of 
violence (Najib Razak, 
PM of Malaysia, BBC 
Doha Debate, 6.3.11)

Nothing can justify 
violence. Fight organised 
violence. (S. Selvon, Le 
Dimanche, 6.3.11)

Aside from the 
prompt action taken by 
the police and the mi-
nistry of Home Affairs 
(responsible for securi-
ty), after a fi re broke out 
at Mr. Boodhoo’s house, 
we must praise the initia-
tives taken, for example, 
by the Council of Reli-
gions to promote peace 
and harmony in our 
country. We must also 
consider the action taken 
by the Brahma Kumaris, 
who organised sessions 
of dialogue with the 
press and social stake-
holders on the theme of 
better communication, 
involving Judy Rodgers 
(well known specialist 
on the CBS channel). 
The sessions were free of 
charge, while other talks 
were being held with 
entry fees of Rs 15000 
and Rs 25000. 

We must reject verbal 
and physical violence as 
means of communica-
tion and persuasion in 
our society. It is not only 
illegal and immoral, but 
violence and coercion 
cannot convince a per-
son of the truth. All the 
great reformers know 
this. Only the call of the 
heart, and reason, can 
truly convince people. 
The real conquests are 
those of the heart. 

DEMOCRACY WATCH

Exclusive haunts such 
as the Carlton Club 
have long played an 
important part in British 
political life. 



The silent killer
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By Dr. Cassam Hingun 

Corpo sano, mente sana ]

Doctors are always on the lookout for hyper-
tension amongst patients as it is a dangerous 
condition which does not give any symptoms 
at an early stage. Symptoms only appear 

after longstanding neglected hypertension. High Blood 
Pressure (HBP) is known to be a silent killer, causing 
coronary heart disease or precipitating strokes and 
paralysis and giving rise to irreversible damage to 
kidneys and eyes.

What is blood pressure? It is simply the pressure exerted 
against the wall of our arteries when the heart pushes blood 
during each heart beat. When the heart contracts, it gives 
the systolic pressure and when it relaxes it gives the diastolic 
pressure. Blood pressure is always interpreted in two fi gures: 
systolic and diastolic pressures. It should be noted that blood 
pressure varies from individual to individual, depending on 
various factors. Keeping this in mind, an ideal blood pressure 
is considered to be 120/80. If your blood pressure rises above 
this range, medical advice should be sought.

There exist different types of hypertension. In about 
90% of cases of hypertension, no cause can be defi ned. 
It is termed as essential hypertension and so far, science 
has not resolved this mechanism.  In cases of secondary 
hypertension, an underlying cause is present. It can be 
related to excessive smoking, high alcohol consumption, 
renal disorders, and hormonal diseases among others. 
Some drugs such as cortisone or contraceptive pills can 
also give rise to HBP.

Another type of hypertension is known as white coat 
hypertension. About 20% of patients get their blood pres-
sure recording high when the doctor is taking the value. 
It is probably due to anxiety. When the blood pressure is 
taken outside the offi ce of the doctor, or by someone else, 
the value is normal.

Before staring a specifi c treatment for hypertension, 
your doctor will have to confi rm the existence of hyper-
tension. A single reading is not suffi cient and multiple 
readings must be taken on several occasions before star-
ting treatment.

Lifestyle modifi cation is indicated for all patients with 
HBP regardless of drug therapy because it may reduce 
or even abolish the need for antihypertensive drugs. In 
addition to immediate goal of lowering HBP, the recom-
mended lifestyle changes confer a range of health benefi ts. 

Smoking cessation is known to decrease the overall 
cardiovascular risk including hypertension. High dietary 
sodium is linked to an increase in HBP. Patients should 
be advised to consume three grams of sodium a day or 
less. Salty snacks, or take away food with high salt levels 
are to be avoided. Salt added during cooking should also 
be reduced. Alcohol intake should be limited. Moreover, 
regular physical activity is recommended; aiming for 30 
minutes of moderate physical activity everyday on most, 
if not, all days of the week.  Overweight patients suffering 
from HBP should aim at maintaining a healthy weight 
and a BMI of less than 25.

Experience shows that very often there is no com-
pliance to the treatment of hypertension as it is a symp-
tom less disease. The patient sees no necessity to adhere 
to his medications. As explained above, HBP is a silent 
killer. Hence, the treatment initiated by the doctor 
should be taken for life and should not be stopped by the 
patient without prior advice from the treating doctor.

IMAGINE a form of repre-
sentative democracy that does not 
hold elections. Instead it uses a sys-
tem of lottery in which every citizen 
of a certain age can participate and 
upon winning be installed in the 
parliament. A sub-draw from the 
parliamentarians is then used to 
elect ministers and also a prime mi-
nister. The post of president, being 
of no use, may be eliminated. 

Objection to such a system is 
likely to come from corrupt po-
liticians who abuse the political 
system towards their private en-
richment. The self -serving élites 
who support these very politi-
cians with electoral strategy and 
manipulative advice in return for 
favors like the unscrupulous busi-
nessmen who live off government 
contracts and rent seeking oppor-
tunities – may equally reject such 
proposal as infeasible. 

It is a matter of widespread 
belief that corruption begins at the 
time of elections, when aspiring 
politicians make impossible pro-
mises, spend large sums of money 
in infl uencing voter behavior and 
incur debts in the process. A lot-
tery based system would eliminate 
the need for exaggerated electoral 
expenses and dishonest behavior 
and consequently banish such 
people from the political scene 
and rid the common men of go-
vernment corruption.

Oversight to such a govern-
ment can be provided by a self 
organizing citizen body. A se-
nate drawn from distinguished 
citizens, intellectuals, social wor-
kers, businessmen and artists and 
sportsmen could provide neces-
sary policy advice.

Holding elections is an expen-
sive and long process and is often 
used as a justifi cation for a fi xed-
term government tenure that locks 
people into ruinous rule. The 

lottery system could replace inef-
fi cient and corrupt governments 
as frequently as required without 
the consequent public expense. 
An able and apolitical civil service 
handsomely paid can continue to 
execute long term citizen projects 
without the intervention, threat and 
coercion of political masters.

The important question we 
are likely to confront, in presenting 
such theses is whether randomly 
selected (by use of lottery) candi-
dates will perform as well as those 
that are elected using a sophistica-
ted electoral system.

Research conducted by a 
team of scientists at the Universitá 
di Catania in Italy demonstrates 
that indeed such may be the case. 
Their counterintuitive conclusion 
is that randomly selected legislators 
always improve the performance of 
parliament.

Benefi ts to self 
and society

It was the economic historian 
Carlo Cipolla, who introduced 
the model of analysis on which 
the scientists at the Universita di 
Catania based their study. Cipolla 
believed that the actions of every 
individual can be measured in 
terms of the benefi ts to themselves 
and the benefi ts to broader society. 
His categorization of individuals as 
intelligent, helpless, bandits and stu-
pid further provided the basis of an 
agent-based model of parliament in 
which the behavior of fi ve hundred 
parliamentarians under a two party 
system was observed.

Having run their model for 
various distributions of power in a 
two party system, scientists found 
that in every case, adding random 

legislators improves the perfor-
mance of parliament. The number 
of acts passed multiplied by their 
average social benefi t was used as 
a measure of their performance. 

Events in the Middle East are 
provoking citizens not only under 
dictatorial rule but also under de-
mocratic governments in other 
parts of the world to question 
authority and how it is acquired 
and exercised by those in power. 
The comforting prospect of 
overthrowing dictators is not avai-
lable to democracies – they must 
wait for their chance at the ballot. 
Yet the choice they confront in 
elections is potentially between one 
corrupt government and another 
equally corrupt one. 

Democracies need to not only 
throw out corrupt governments 
but also get rid of unfair and dys-
functional systems that repeatedly 
allow them to come to power in 
fi rst place. Systems such as the 
use of random selection should be 
considered and given a chance.

In doing so modern democra-
cies will be following an ancient 
Athenian tradition that goes back 
to 6th century BC when drawing 
of lots was the primary way of ap-
pointing public offi cials.

As the scientist at the Univer-
sita di Catania put it – ‘We think 
that the introduction of random 
selection systems, rediscovering 
the wisdom of ancient democra-
cies, would be broadly beneficial 
for modern institutions’. 

Politicians may not think so 
– but the prospects for politicians 
are not exactly bright as concerned 
citizens take control of their own 
destiny disregarding received wis-
dom and demolishing established 
political institutions in the process. 

Uncorrupting politics 
the democratic draw

By Baljinder Sharma

The ballot box - source of all evils?



ONLY once before had 
Japan seen such horrors: at 
the close of World War II. This 
time it is a triple shock: a se-
vere earthquake, a devastating 
tsunami and now risks of ra-
dioactivity.

 Searching for their loved 
ones in the ruins and skeletons 
of shattered buildings, elderly 
Japanese are drawing paral-
lels with the aftermath of the 
atomic bombs, when whole vil-
lages were wiped out and people 
simply vanished. The stunning 
scale of human loss since Fri-
day 11 March is yet to be de-
termined. Estimates say that at 
least ten thousand are dead or 
missing, hundreds of thousands 
are homeless without food and 
electricity. The toll is expected 
to rise as rescue efforts continue. 
After the double natural calami-
ties, now there is the looming 
threat of more danger from 
damaged nuclear reactors. 

“I don’t have my family any

more. I don’t even know where 
my house is. But I am being told 
to go inside because of radioactiv-
ity in the air” said a father of two, 
who was “detained” in one of the 
emergency shelters in the neigh-
borhood of Sendai, a seriously hit 
place in Miyagi. Others are focus-

ing instead on the rare good news. 
A 4-month girl had been swept 
away from her parents’ arms in 
the shattered village of Ishinomaki 
when the deadly wave crashed 
into the family home. For three 
days, the child’s frantic family 
had believed she was lost, carried 

away. Then her mother heard her 
cries…these are the rare bright 
moments in a horrifying disaster.

The unfolding tragedy in 
Japan should prompt leaders 
around the world to sketch 
out emergency plans for cop-
ing with such disasters. Japan 
is one of the richest and most 
developed countries in the 
world. It is a technologically 
advanced nation that had a 
disaster strategy against earth-
quakes and tsunamis. But their 
walls were not good enough for 
the 30-meter waves.

Japan’s earthquake and 
nuclear crises are putting 
pressure on the already frag-
ile global economy and raising 
fears of higher interest rates. 
Experts also predict that there 
will be a lack of supplies of 
goods from computer chips to 
auto parts. However, history 
has taught us that Japan has 
proved resilient after previous 
catastrophes. 
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Destruction and loss on a huge scaleDestruction and loss on a huge scale

A victim of the catastrophe searches among the wreckage.

The Terracotta The Terracotta AArmy of the 21st rmy of the 21st CCentury ?entury ?
WAR has always been the mother of 

invention and until at least the 16th century, 
China was the strongest and most inven-
tive place on earth. From lethal gunpowder 
to primitive land mines, the Chinese were 
unmistakably ahead of the West in military 
technology. However, with the unifi cation, the 
empire has gradually scaled down its military 
agenda focussing on internal affairs instead. 

As China withdraws from technological 
advances, this will pave the way for Europe-
ans to seize and elaborate on the technology. 
Fatally, Chinese military prowess will stag-
nate and for a long time remain archaic. This 
is perhaps best highlighted in contemporary 
Chinese military history with the defeats 
against the British in the Opium Wars and 
Sino-Japanese confl ict years later. 

But fast forward into the 21st cen-
tury and Beijing’s military modernisation is 
quickly becoming a global concern. Recent 
reports from the BBC indicated that China 
is to increase its defence budget in 2011 with 
a growth in spending of 12.7% to 601.1bn 
Yuan and there is a strong belief by secu-
rity offi cials that China’s actual spending on 
defence is far greater than the government 
reports. It is arguably this absence of transpar-
ency that is bringing shivers down the spine 
of its next-door neighbours.

For security expert Michael Swaine from 
the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, China’s growing abilities to use its 
military arsenal now goes well beyond its 
precincts with remarkable progress made in 
all the facets of modern warfare. 

Take for instance China’s naval compe-
tence; noticeable improvements have been 
registered with its designed submarines. So 

much is the leap that China is now develop-
ing new categories of nuclear submarines. 
Michael Swaines adds that Chinese ship-
building expertise is looking to construct 
midsize aircraft carriers and what’s more, 
it now has better frigates and destroyers al-
lowing them to operate in centre of opera-
tions and more regularly patrol the waters off 
China’s coast. 

Space program
China has also started to enhance its air-

craft military capabilities. Development of 
stealth fi ghters and grand plan to launch its 
fi rst aircraft carrier is another clear sign of as-
sertiveness. 

In regards to missile defence, China’s 
newly acquired ballistic missiles (short, in-
termediate, and long-range) are both con-
ventional and nuclear. According to military 
circles, there are hundreds of short-range mis-
siles positioned across from Taiwan while the 
development of medium-range missiles with 
high levels of accuracy capable of reaching 
many areas in including U.S. bases. 

Signifi cant advances have also been regis-
tered within the development of sophisticated 
space programme. Whilst not specifi cally mil-
itary-based, the technology is said to be rel-
evant to carry surgical strike against satellites. 
Finally there are also assumptions of cyber 
warfare after the latest hacking into U.S. gov-
ernment systems, many within defence milieu 

believe it is the work of Beijing – though these 
claims have not been substantiated. 

With all this notable progress in its navy, 
air force, missile defense and space pro-
gramme, there is a legitimate hypothesis 
that China remains an existential challenge 
to America’s security umbrella in the South 
East region and beyond. And despite claims 
from Beijing that its military modernisation 
programme is entirely peaceful and poses no 
threat to anyone, this latest surge in defence 
spending is likely to exacerbate the alienation 
regional neighbours.

In some countries, notably Japan, there is 
a greater awareness of the shift within the se-
curity environment. This is refl ected by To-
kyo’s redeployment of its military southward 
to address the concerns coming from China 
and North Korea. The security dilemma has 
also incited other Southeast Asian countries 
to beef up their military apparatus by ac-
quiring greater maritime capabilities while 
continuing to look to the United States for 
deterrence. After Sino-Indian war in 1962, 
India has always been apprehensive of Chi-
na’s military advances and is now believed to 
be moving closer to the U.S. as part a Chi-
nese containment stratagem. 

In front of all these uncertainties, China 
still remains a decade behind US military 
power and a possible leap frog is still very re-
mote. However, with forthcoming changes in 
the international system, one can only hope 
that the course of Chinese rise,  is one that re-
sembles America’s peaceful overthrowing of 
Britain rather than the Anglo-German clash 
in the 19th Century. 

Benji MOOTOO

Military might - the Chinese army sitting to attention...
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Consumer ProtectionConsumer Protection

Controlling retail pricesControlling retail prices
“TO create confi dent cus-

tomers and empowered citi-
zens.” This is the declarative 
statement of the Ministry of 
Business, Enterprise, Coopera-
tives and Consumer Protection. 
One wouldn’t guess it from the 
rash of price rises going on in 
the country. 

World Consumer Rights Day 
was celebrated around the world 
on the 15th of March, and was 
welcomed by Michael Sik Yuen’s 
Ministry with the new slogan for 
2011 ‘Consumers for Fair Finan-
cial Services.’ The same theme as 
the one put forward by Consum-
ers International, which groups 
together consumer protection 
associations around the globe. 
The aim is to educate the public 
on fi nancial services and ensure 
that their rights are respected and 
protected. Educating the popula-
tion is a noble cause, but there are 
actually more important dossiers 
which need to be looked into to 
ensure consumer protection. 

For instance, the price ob-
servatory is still being set up 
and consumer protection asso-
ciations are unconvinced about 
the viability of this project. “The 
idea is that the price observatory 
would compare prices on the 
market and tell consumers who 
is selling at lower prices and who 
is selling at higher prices, leav-
ing the choice to consumers as 

to where to buy. But I’m quite 
sceptical about the sustainability 
of this project,” says Jayen Chel-
lum, president of the Association 
des Consommateurs de L’île 
Maurice (ACIM). In fact, this 
implies that one product from 
about 40 or 50 categories will 
be evaluated from the selected 
retailers and the observatory 
will be conducting its evaluation 
on those specifi c products only. 
“But, what happens if the other 
supermarkets or shops over 
the island don’t sell the same 
brands?” asks Jayen Chellum.   

According to him, another 
problem that might arise from 
this concept is that, choosing 
a certain number of retailers 
amongst the thousands which 
exist around Mauritius, will be a 
very diffi cult task. Hence, no one 
can ensure that the choice will 
not be biased and that the retail-
ers who are not in the list are the 
ones selling at a lower price. 

It is also important to note 
that in September 2009, a del-
egation of government offi cials 
visited Reunion to study their 
price observatory modelled on 
that of France which in then-
Minister of Consumer Protection, 
Sylvio Tang’s estimation “worked 
very well in France.” Neverthe-
less, the observatory in Reunion 
soon fl oundered and saw sev-
eral months pass without a single 

meeting. Regardless, the Mauri-
tian government seems intent on 
emulating the same model. 

Besides, the concept is be-
ing based on the hope that the 
fi ndings and recommendations 
of the observatory of prices will 
create competition amongst 
retailers who will therefore be 
forced to lower their prices. Still, 
there is no guarantee that this 
will really happen. 

Jayen Chellum also points 
out that enforcing maximum 
mark-ups on retail prices would 
not be a solution. On the con-
trary, it may create more confu-
sion for the consumers as prices 
would still not be fi xed. “It is a 
basic consumer right that all 
prices should be displayed on 
the product. Why can’t govern-
ment affi x prices as it is being 
done in countries like India. If 
we go and buy a product and 
know that it is being sold at Rs 
25 instead of Rs 30 in another 
shop, we will defi nitely go to 
that one. But, if this goes on in 
every shop, the observatory of 
prices will lose all its meaning.” 
Hence, it is primordial to have 
fi xed prices so as not to confuse 
the consumers. Considering 
that the observatory of prices 
is showing such signs of unre-
liability before even starting its 
operations, one wonders about 
the outcome. In the meantime, 

consumers are also wondering 
how to fi ll their shopping carts 
without breaking their wallets. 

Fortunately, the minister 
of Commerce and Industry, 
Showkutally Soodhun, took the 
initiative of requesting import-
ers of foodstuffs to lower their 
profi t margin, so that retailers 
may lower their prices on 64 
essential commodities. Conse-
quently, the minister warned the 
supermarkets and shopkeepers 
that those who do not affi x the 
new prices will have to accept 
the consequences. 

Even if this initiative should 
be applauded, it is too early to 
confi rm whether those recom-
mendations will be applied or 
not. It is also not clear if the 
minister has met all of the im-
porters of foodstuffs and if they 
will all abide by the rules. As it 
is, there are hundreds of brands 
of products out there on the 
shelves. Will those reductions 
be applied on each brand?  We 
wonder whether Michael Sik 
Yuen will have the time to go 
and check as he is busy dis-
tributing 10 000 copies of the 
booklet his ministry has special-
ly prepared in order to educate 
the population on how to pre-
pare a proper budget, whether 
they have money or not.

Zubair HANSYE 

“The minister 
warned the 

supermarkets 
and shopkeepers 

that those 
who do not 
affi x the new 

prices will have 
to accept the 

consequences. ”
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Kreol korner]

This Bhojpuri term is widely used in Kreol as both a description of and incitation to making merry. More derogatively, it’s employed to describe those
 who use public resources for their own benefi t rather than for the advancement of the country. Maja karo it is then! 

NR

Maja karo – let’s party

OPENING the doors to bilingua-
lism or multilingualism at an early age 
is probably one of the best things that 
can be done as part of a child’s educa-
tion. However, in a country like Mau-

ritius, where English is the 
offi cial language but de-

fi nitely not the lingua 
franca, it is rare to 
see families who 
choose to speak 
both English 

and French 
at home. 
Nadine Bo-
ribon and 
her hus-
band have 

made this 
choice for their 

daughters, Ca-
mille, aged 15 
and Lea, aged 
11. As a tea-
cher of French 
as a Second 
Language at 
In ternat io-
nal Prepara-

tory School 
(IPS), an En-
glish-me-
dium school 
in Mapou, 

the topic of 

language acquisition has always been 
close to Nadine’s heart and she has a 
fi rm belief that children can easily ac-
quire any language. 

Easily assimilated
When she worked at IPS for a year, 

then as an English teacher, she decided 
to transfer her eldest daughter to that 
school at the age of fi ve, so she could be-
come more fl uent in English. When Ca-
mille’s class one teacher suggested that 
Nadine could use English at home and 
while her husband would use French 
with the children, it was not a problem 
at all. “It’s important, however, to make 
sure that you can speak English well, to 
avoid transmitting your mistakes to your 
child,” says Nadine. 

The combined use of languages 
facilitated Camille’s learning. Lea, then 
aged three, also joined IPS and easily 
assimilated both languages. Nadine 
and her husband also promote the 
use of Creole. “I believe it is important 
to let children express themselves in a 
language which makes them feel com-
fortable. I sometimes see parents who 
prevent children from using Creole, and 
that’s not right.” It was important for 
Nadine that her daughters learn Creole 
too, especially as she herself grew up in 
an environment where the language 
was not encouraged. “I still struggle to 

fi nd the right words at times, while my 
daughters are perfectly at ease,” she says.

How does the rest of the family 
react to their decision to promote En-
glish, especially since most of them 
went through the French schooling 
system? “The family is perfectly alright 
with our choice. The biggest advantage 
is that bilingualism removes many bar-
riers. The girls communicate easily in 
English with their cousins who grew up 
abroad and even translate for their less 
fl uent cousins.”

Nevertheless, in public, people 
are still surprised to hear Nadine and 
her children converse in English and 
they attract quite a few stares. The 
use of English in everyday life is a 
concept that is still unusual for many 
Mauritians. But Nadine is pleased to 
see her daughters express themselves 
confi dently in English, French and 
Creole. “It’s hard to say which of En-
glish or French is their fi rst language 
as they are equally at ease in both. 
They are even learning Mandarin 
and Spanish now,” she says. Nadine’s 
message to parents is that they should 
expose their children to several lan-
guages at a young age. “There is no 
limit to how much a child can learn 
and bilingualism opens up so many 
doors. Do not hesitate!” 

Melissa LOUIS

The gift of language The gift of language 

Camille Boribon's linguistic agility has brought many 
benefi ts both social and educational.

STEPHANE BENOIT


